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To all those who did not receive the letter to Hogwarts,

to those who have not been trained as a Jedi (or a Sith)
and to those who were not thrown into the

Cauldron.
There is still time to become an Arcanum...


Before entering the world of the Arcana, take a deck of tarot cards and lay them face down.

Let the gods guide your hand.

†

The Major Arcana you choose will be your knight for this adventure.

†

May the gods be your side.


0. The Fool:

Evan, the goddess of the Weave, is represented by the Arcanum of the Fool. The weave is the divine energy that runs through every living creature and separates the world of the mortals from that of the gods; it makes no distinction between good and evil.

Every generation that has seen the rise of the Fool's warrior has experienced firsthand the chaos generated by such individuals. The whirlwind of genius and unruliness that characterizes the Knights of the Fool can bring about an untimely end. Even Evan is unable to foretell whether it will be a glorious or a shameful ending.

Despite its volatile nature, the Fool's warrior is always a great help to the Arcana, who can count on an ally that can bring immense chaos to the ranks of their enemies.

The changing appearance of the goddess has caused the altars dedicated to her to differ from one another according to the location of the temple of reference. In her original form, however, she is depicted as a woman of colorful complexion, able to change her appearance according to the emotions she felt.

Power: The Fool can copy the powers of the Arcana encountered (only exception: the Magician and the High Priestess’ powers).

1. The Magician:

Horon, god of Tales and Magic, is represented by the Arcanum of the Magician. At the time of the Schism among the gods and the rebels of Asmodeus, Horon was the first to notice the latter's dark plans. Without consulting anyone, Horon pretended to be part of the rebels at the height of the clashes. When the Universe was close to being destroyed, he attempted to kill Asmodeus in an ambush. However, the enemy's power was too superior and only El's intervention saved Horon.

Power: The Magician’s Arcana are granted the unique and extraordinary ability to absorb the powers of deceased knights. In the moment of deepest despondency and at risk of defeat, the Magician's Arcanum becomes the receptacle of the fallen and a source of almost inexhaustible power (only exception: The fool and the High Priestess’ powers).

2. The High Priestess:

El, the Supreme god, is represented by the Arcanum of the High Priestess. This deity, creator of the entire universe and father of all gods, is the most mysterious figure in the entire pantheon of the Arcana. Throughout the millennia, he rarely manifested his presence, usually having celestial emissaries or other deities to act in his stead. Whenever he has moved directly, his actions have brought enormous changes in the structure of the universe.

Knowing full well that El cannot constantly turn his gaze on the world, the High Priestess must act on his behalf. But can a single mortal, no matter how powerful, really be on the same level as a god? Lonelier than a Hermit, more isolated than the Devil, more vigorous than the Force and more enigmatic than Justice, what is the High Priestess really?

The altars dedicated to El depict the deity as a middle-aged man with blindfolded eyes, a constant reminder to mortals that one glance from him would be enough to sweep away this plane of existence.

Power: The High Priestess can draw on the powers of the Arcana knights who are loyal to her and have devoted their very lives to protecting her (only exception: the Fool and the Magician’s powers).

3. The Empress:

Mide, the goddess of Darkness, is represented by the Empress Arcanum and is probably the most delicate and complex role among the servants of the High Priestess. Indeed, the goddess Mide, El’s most loyal child, is tasked with ruling the night and darkness, working to protect her allies at their most vulnerable time.

This is reflected in the task of her Arcana: Empresses have the honor and burden of acting as vicars of the High Priestess, protecting her and compensating for her weakness.

The Empress’ Arcana are chosen exclusively from among extremely competent individuals with uncommon abilities, willing to go to any sacrifice for the greater good.

The altars dedicated to Mide depict the deity as a beautiful and seemingly innocent woman with gray skin, white hair and piercing violet eyes.

Power: The Empress can become invisible and draw power from darkness.

4. The Emperor:

Sethlan, the god of Fire, is depicted as a vigorous fighter, who is seated on a throne, his hands enveloped in flames. Born a mortal, he had the audacity to give his people safe and constant access to fire. The prayers of mortals addressed to the world god Adad were suddenly directed to a mere man, and this unleashed the wrath of many gods. Many vouched for his death, but El decided to ascend the mortal to the god of Fire in Elysium. He is called El’s favorite son.

After the Schism, El placed upon him the most arduous task: to awaken his Arcanum into a mortal capable of supporting and loving the High Priestess as much as El loved his creation. Over the centuries, the Emperor and the High Priestess have strengthened that bloodline to such an extent that the Arcanum of Sethlan always awakens in those with Velmont blood, the oldest of the Arcane families.

Blood in that lineage enables certain women, called Sibyls, to perceive and locate the Arcana awakening throughout the world.

Power: The Emperor can rule over fire.

5. The Hierophant:

Temuz, the god of Protection, is represented by the Hierophant’s Arcanum. This deity has always chosen as its warriors those who were capable of taking on any responsibility. Since the dawn of time, the Hierophant has been seen as the last and strongest bulwark for the defense of the High Priestess and the world.

His protective instinct has often been interpreted in an absolute sense, which in the past has even led to discord and separation within the Order of the Arcana.

During the Schism, Temuz was given what turned out to be the most important assignment: the protection of mortals from celestial warfare. Legends say that a cloak of protection envelops the entire Earth and protects it from untold catastrophes.

The altars dedicated to Temuz depict the deity in his most martial conception: an individual with indistinguishable features completely covered by sturdy armor.

Power: The Hierophants can summon shields of protection.

6. The Lovers:

Ashtart, the goddess of Love, is represented by the Lovers Arcanum. During the Schism, Ashtart remained true to her purpose: driven solely by her love for mortals. She defended the Earth without directly intervening in the clash.

She was shaken, however, by the defeat of Asmodeus and the imprisonment of the traitor gods in the Acheron, the infernal plane. Indeed, to keep Asmodeus imprisoned, El was forced to sacrifice one of his sons to serve as guardian: Eligos, the only immortal creature Ashtart had ever loved.

Eligos' sacrifice opened an incurable wound in the heart of the goddess who, torn between her feelings and her duty, managed to cope with the trauma by pouring out her infinite love for the mortal’s benefit.
According to legends, the pain felt by Ashtart at the sacrifice of Eligos was so strong that for a few seconds even Asmodeus doubted his rebellion.

The altars dedicated to Ashtart depict the goddess in a myriad of different forms depending on the historical period and place, according to the canons of beauty in effect when the statue was created.

Power: Arcana of Lovers have access to healing powers and cannot be charmed.

7. The Chariot:

Dagan, the Earth goddess, is represented by the Chariot Arcanum. In the chaos and calculated madness of some gods, there are benevolent entities that balance the equilibrium of the universe. Dagan is the perfect representation of this: a true wall of willpower and competence. During the Schism, Dagan was always at the forefront, ready to do anything to stop the Asmodeus’ forces or to protect her comrades.

This benevolent nature of hers is fully reflected in her chosen knights – sturdy warriors always ready for a fight and unwavering soldiers who never retreat.

The altars dedicated to Dagan depict the deity as a short sturdy old woman with a motherly gaze. Despite time, she remains as solid as rock.

Power: The Chariot can manipulate the element of earth.

8. Strength:

Nergal, the god of War and Violence, is represented by the Arcanum of Strength. Nergal is probably the god closest to and at the same time furthest from mortals: constantly seeking glory and ever more demanding challenges. He has never turned his back on any confrontation, going so far as to face even Asmodeus himself during the Schism.

Obsessed with battle, Nergal demands that his Arcana live up to his impossible expectations, going so far as to choose iron-willed individuals for the express purpose of taking them to extremes. This method of his has broken many Arcana throughout history, however, the few who have exceeded human limits, have become true monsters of the battlefield, capable of facing hordes of demons alone.

The altars dedicated to Nergal represent the deity in the only form allowed by the god: a warrior on the battlefield covered with the blood of his enemies.

Power: Strength’s Arcana are immune to fear and have outstanding stamina.

9. The Hermit:

Enlin, the goddess of the Air, is represented by the Arcanum of the Hermit. Silent and distant, Enlin is a benevolent entity who has always preferred to observe from afar and act where necessary without ever exposing her presence.

The Hermit Arcana tend to carry much more weight on their shoulders than necessary, viewing suffering as a temporary obstacle that will lead them to great and important goals. Regarded by all as a solid reference point, the Hermit Arcanum faces each battle as if it were its last, sometimes confusing arrogance with stoicism.

The altars dedicated to Enlin depict the deity as a statue of a woman with an austere face, seated on a throne of ice.

Power: The Hermit can manipulate the air and be as fast as the wind.

10. The Fortune:

Northia, the goddess of Luck, is represented by the Arcanum of Fortune. Since their creation, Northia has been the deity closest to mortals, holding boundless love for them and using her every power for their benefit.

However, her abilities began to erode the very matter of which the world was composed, and soon the gods realized that altering the balance of the universe would, in the long run, consume all that El had labored to create. So Northia was forced to stop intervening directly, but to let her fortune be partly inherited by her knight.

The Arcana of Fortune are chosen not through complicated evaluations, but directly by chance: the goddess, when she is ready to awaken her knight, tosses a gold coin onto the world, and the first mortal who picks it up is imbued with its powers. The coin is a token that accompanies them throughout their lives, and the few times when the Arcana of Fortune are uncertain which way to go, they tend to toss it into the air, leaving it to fate, or the goddess, to decide.

Power: The Fortune’s Arcana are extremely lucky.

11. Justice:

Kittu, the god of Law, is represented by the Arcanum of Justice. Twin of Ashtart and one of El’s youngest sons, Kittu felt immense love for all his siblings, especially the First Son, Asmodeus.

For a long time Kittu became his brother’s shadow, following him and trying to emulate him in everything to gain his approval. Over time, however, Kittu began to sense the resentment, envy and hatred that Asmodeus was developing, all dark feelings that he could not explain.

At the beginning of the Schism, Kittu was approached by Asmodeus who manifested his intention to usurp El and asked the youngest of the gods to join his cause. Despite his immense affection for him Kittu remained loyal to his father and was the first to warn him about the betrayal.

However, Kittu was not in a position to fight directly in the sacred heavenly war, as he could not even think of injuring one of his beloved brothers. When Asmodeus was cornered, the god of Justice attempted a last desperate gesture and approached his brother, trying to persuade him to retrace his steps and obtain his father’s forgiveness. In a fit of anger, Asmodeus stabbed him in the heart, and only the intervention of his sister Ashtart allowed Kittu to survive.

Powers: The Arcana of Justice can teleport to any place they have already seen, including other planes of existence.

12. The Hanged Man:

Marduk, the god of Endurance and Suffering, is represented by the Arcanum of the Hanged Man.

No one suffered more than Marduk, who decided to take on the plagues of the world and suffer through them with his own body so that others would be spared. Sharing this burden are the Arcana of the Hanged Man; warriors endowed with an indomitable spirit, able to carry on despite countless wounds, both mental and physical.

Why suffer so much? Why not be able to share their pain with someone? Not only is there no answer to these questions, but the Hanged Arcana themselves never had the need to ask them. If Marduk chose them, it is because they are able to endure every trial without ever giving in.

The altars dedicated to Marduk depict the deity as a warrior pierced by numerous weapons who remains standing on the battlefield. Depending on the depictions, the deity is represented as either a male or a female figure.

Powers: The Hanged Man’s powers are a double-edged sword, quickly regenerating wounds and extreme longevity lengthen the suffering of the knights.

13. Death:

Manth, god of the Dead, is represented by the Arcanum of Death. Unchanging and eternal, death awaits patiently for all Arcana, knowing that most of them will catch up with it much faster than others. This is precisely why Manth is perhaps one of the gods closest to the warriors who serve the deities, always ready to provide them with what they need to give their all before returning to his cold arms.

Providential in sacred wars and stoic in times of peace, Manth’s Arcana are always chosen from among those people who show wisdom and awareness. Individuals who, having already accepted the inexorability of death, can live their lives to the fullest by helping other Arcana on their difficult journey.

No one knows Manth's true appearance. It is said that at the moment of passing, the god takes on the appearance of a friend or family member.

Power: The Death Arcana survive blows that would be fatal to others.

14. Temperance:

Laran is the god of Forging and he is represented by the Arcanum of Temperance. One of El’s first children, he inherited the ability to manipulate matter into any kind of object.

However, over time and with the prayers of living beings, his essence was harnessed into the more specific art of forging, which has always accompanied humanity in its growth.

According to legends, in one of the first Sacred Wars, the plagues of Asmodeus were on the verge of triumphing and subduing the Arcana. In an act of desperation and sacrifice, the first Temperance warrior Hephaestus became an avatar of his own deity and used his life force to create weapons that could help the knights triumph. Having completed the creation of what later became the Sacred Weapons, Hephaestus died from extreme fatigue.

Through his feats and the power of his creations, the Arcana were able to turn the tide of war, thus triumphing over the forces of evil. Hephaestus’ sacrifice is a mark that now etches the soul and heart of all the Temperance Arcana.

While hardly ever taking direct part in conflicts, the Temperance Arcana watch over their brethren by providing them with the tools they need to fight.

The altars dedicated to Laran depict the deity as a dragonide, puffing fire from its nostrils, about to create a weapon on its forge.

Power: Temperance’s Arcana can touch the sacred weapons of any other arcana without suffering any permanent damage and can also further improve their lethality.

15. The Devil:

Vanth, the god of Change, is represented by the Devil’s Arcanum. At times, Vanth is cold and calculating. At others, he is bloodthirsty and impulsive. Vanth is a peculiar deity in the pantheon of El. His non-participation in the Schism and the battle against Asmodeus has presented him in a bad light.

The Destruction he embodies Indicates the end before a new beginning, death followed by rebirth. Vanth himself pushes his warriors to extremes, leaving them with dangerous freedom. Over the course of centuries, the Devils’ Arcanum has clearly shown that they are never on middle ground: they are neither hero or villain.

The altars dedicated to Vanth depict the deity as a humanoid with his face completely shrouded in a wide veil, concealing his features and intentions.

Power: The Devil’s Arcana abilities involve mind control and mind reading.

16. The Tower:

Menra, the god of Knowledge, is represented by the Arcanum of the Tower. Severe and demanding, Menra watches over his warriors and other Arcana by providing unconditional support, using all of his resources on behalf of El’s children. Despite his infinite knowledge, he is often prone to impulsive choices, using an almost scientist-like approach, and he is willing to make mistakes in order to achieve a result.

His impulsive nature has often been reflected in the choice of his Arcana, the criteria for their selection never being equal. Over the generations, there have been various Arcana of the Tower, and although unfortunate, they had one thing in common: a tragic ending. Sometimes, knowledge drove the Arcana of Tower to madness, or their bodies could not withstand the weight of such brilliant minds. Regardless of reasons, somehow, they all succumbed to the madness. The lucky ones did so at the end of the sacred war, and many did not even see its conclusion.

Fully embodying the concept of “Knowledge is Power”, the Tower Arcana are amongst the most valuable intellectual elements in the ranks of the Arcana.

Power: The Arcana of the Tower stand out for their supernatural deductive abilities

17. The Star:

Serida, the goddess of the Stars, is represented by the Arcanum of the Stars. Serida is the twin sister of Mide and has always been perceived as a benevolent Goddess. However, she can be prone anger and burning frenzy. The goddess is patient only with her chosen warriors, going so far as to condone their every action with motherly kindness.

Serida's knights are wise and extremely capable fighters, but like any fire, the stronger it burns, the faster it is consumed.

The altars dedicated to Serida depict the deity as a beautiful woman with black and silver hair sprinkled with gems representing the brightest constellations.

Power: The Star’s Arcana are especially resistant to fire and radiant damage.

18. The Moon:

Belus, the god of Moon and Battle, is represented by the Arcanum of the Moon. Belus is a unique deity. He is worshiped by those who are brave enough to be able to withstand the tribulations imposed by the God. Belus, in fact, constantly tests his worshipers by filling their hearts with doubts and insecurities; forcing them into inner conflict.

The Arcana chosen by the god are often the champions of the Sacred Wars, always at the center of the battle; calm and focused even in the most tragic situations.

True to the idea that their very lives are a constant battle, Moon Knights know that only by maintaining perfect balance will they be able to defeat the enemy, as well as inner doubts.

The altars dedicated to Belus depict the deity as an extremely old yet vigorous man, his body strewn with scars.

Power: The Moon are war champions and can wield the sacred weapons of any other Arcana without taking any damage.

19. The Sun:

Samas is the god of the Sun and he is represented by the Arcanum of the Sun. Samas is the second son of El, and is associated with the High Priestess’s most loyal Knights. As a result of his loyalty to the High Priestess, past generations believed that he was the most important of her guardians, second only to the Emperor’s Arcanum.

Samas is also known as being the fiercest adversary against demonic corruption. All of Samas’s chosen warriors have always displayed great inner purity and integrity. It is for this reason that many of the Sun Arcana were chosen throughout the centuries to be part of the Hand of the High Priestess. Whilst working for good, warriors of this Arcanum tend to be uncompromising and rigid in their beliefs, preferring direct action as opposed to thoughtful plans.

The altars dedicated to Samas depict the deity as an angel with eyes of light and long white wings.

Power: The Sun Arcanum can manifest radiant damage and possess perfect night vision.

20. Judgement:

Moira, the goddess of Destiny and Fate, is represented by the Arcanum of Judgment. Moira is also known to be linked to misfortune and adverse future.

Her power, dangerous as it is, is a key component in the cosmic balance; for the world not to precipitate into chaos, it is necessary for good and evil to remain in perfect balance.

Indeed, the goddess seems to have a predilection for inner conflict: only those who are able to look beyond their own problems are able to judge others and make important decisions.

According to the legends, El granted Moira a unique and special power, the ability to sever a creature’s divine power by returning it to its original state. Not even the gods know the reason for or the extent of this ability, which will probably remain one of many secrets that not even the end of time will dissolve.

The altars dedicated to Moira depict the deity as an old woman with blindfolded eyes and an outstretched hand ready to judge her next victim.

Powers: The Arcanum of Judgment can tear through all magical resistance of opponents.

21. The World:

Adad, the god of Water, is represented by the Arcanum of the World. Like the god who chooses them, the Arcanum of the World can be described with two words: inconstant and restless. Sometimes as docile as a small river, often as impetuous as a stormy sea, these Arcana are a constant reminder of how the power of the gods is fickle in the hands of mortals.

Adad is a many-faceted god who has shown incredible understanding of mortals over the centuries, so much so that his Arcana, although very impulsive, have always performed great deeds in the name and honor of the High Priestess.

Given the glory they have achieved in the past, the Arcana know that they can always count on the knight of the World, but at the same time no one forgets that hand in hand with glory, there is always the uncontrollable changing nature that accompanies them.

The altars dedicated to Adad depict the deity as a giant watching over the world from the height of his great stature.

Power: The World Arcanum can manipulate water.


PROLOGUE
Saint Denis, 1797
“We have failed to stop the Vralian heretics,” Leopold Vöegel's voice rang out jerkily in the mental message. His clear eyes remained impassive despite the news of defeat.
Clara clenched her fists as she nodded. Next to her, Lisa cried silently.
“We lost Penelope and Hilda. They have your sacred weapon and are ready to use it. The whole mission has failed. They are coming...” the voice of the Hierophant Arcanum choked out and the message disappeared from the eyes of the two women.
Clara tried to think quickly, but every alternative led to one stupid and final decision. She went to the window and gloom at the gardens of Saint Denis.
The entire palace was surrounded by ancient trees and exotic flowers; some servants walked back and forth on the cobblestone street, oblivious of the war that was going on miles away.
Clara tried to take a deep breath, but felt her stomach turn with doubt over the choice she had just made. She had to act at once.
“Ann!” she called, leaning against the doorframe.
A young woman was ready to bow in the doorway, but stopped, holding the bright white skirt with her fingertips.
“I need you to go and get Xander. Please tell him that it was my decision; that she was only doing her duty as an Arcanum.” Clara took the girl's hands in hers, “Please Ann, deliver the message to Xander. No one else would understand. And please...” her voice broke, “Take care of Tristan. I know how you feel about him. I know you will.”
The confusion on Ann's face turned to concern, then a shadow of fear appeared in her eyes. For a long moment she looked as if she wanted to say something, as if she needed to unburden herself. But she merely nodded and kissed the High Priestess’ hands lightly, before she turning to leave.
When Clara was sure Ann was far enough away, she closed the door to her room. She walked over to Lisa and shook out the brown hair that had fallen over her face.
“Please don't ask…” she told her.
Clara hugged her. “No one else can. You are my Soul. Only you know as well as I do that the time has come and that this is the only way to protect this world.”
“It is not our responsibility to protect halfbreeds. It is not!" The Lovers' Arcanum tried to protest.
“It most certainly is.”
Lisa turned and stared into her friend's black eyes. “I should have protected you, with my own life - I swore!”
Clara smiled: “No. You as Arcana must protect this world; it is I who must protect you. The Arcana are the High Priestess’ responsibility, not the other way around. I don't care what the Velmont and the tradition say.”
A long silence fell between the two, but their eyes remained locked. Even when Lisa's blades quickly pierced the High Priestess' chest, they did not stop talking to each other with their eyes.



CHAPTER I
Berg, 1843, Orphanage of the Innocents
“And then I told Brigitta that if she ever tried to steal my portion of white bread again, you'd make sure to put her back!”
I throw a flat stone into the lake and count five bounces before smiling, “You did well, I really want to see if she tries again.”
“She even hid my good dress the other day…” she says, her chubby face pouting.
She is sitting in the shade of a large oak tree as the late September sun warms the green lawn. I go over and start to fix her blonde braids as she continues to reveal how much the other girls annoy her.
Seraphine is only six years old, still at the age when a good family might adopt her, thanks to her blue eyes and pretty face. She is polite and respectful. The older girls envy her chances in getting out of the orphanage and finding someone to love her as a daughter.
Too bad the other girls don't know that Seraphine will do anything, including biting, to avoid being adopted. Maybe if they knew, they would stop bothering her.
“Here,” I murmur, pulling out from my pocket, a half-eaten sandwich from breakfast earlier.
Her face lights up, she gives me a kiss on the cheek and begins to eat it voraciously.
“They say we might have visitors tomorrow...”
“Yessh!” she replies with a full mouth, “But I don't care, I want to stay here with you.”
I also lean my back against the hard bark. For the first time I realize that no matter how much I like her words, it is not right. Maybe I was too young to realize this before, or maybe I was just too selfish.
Seraphine came to Berg, still in diapers, when I was slightly younger than her current age. Orphaned by the riots on the borders of Vralia, we were told. We have no memory of our real parents, but she, unlike me, has the surname of the soldier who delivered her to the Institute: Arnstein.
I have only her, but that should not deny her the chance to have a family.
“Sere, listen to me carefully!” I stand in front of her. “You must not misbehave again if someone wants to adopt you.”
“Only if they take you too!” she replies firmly.
I shake my head. I know very well what happens after too many years here. No one looks at you anymore. You become too old to be adopted, but still too young to run away.
“But if a good family chooses you, you won't have a Brigitta after you. You'll have your own room and lots of nice clothes. You'll send me lots of letters and as soon as I'm a little older, I'll come after you and we'll be together again.” I tell her in one breath.
Seraphine sulks for a few seconds, then asks: “What if my letters don't come? What if you don't know where I am?”
I smile and search the riverbank for something. “You see Sere, I know a magic that allows us to always know if the other one is well and where she is...”
She stands up sharply and walks over to me, taking my hand: “Really?”
“Yes!” I continue to search between the stones and the ground. “I read about it in a magic book, Miss Dean had it in her room...”
“And how does it work?”
I see something glowing a few steps away from me. I bend down and reach for it with my free hand. A sharp piece of glass appears between my fingers.
“It will hurt a little, but we will be bound forever. Is that okay with you?”
She nods.
I take the palm of her hand and let the glass lightly cut her pale skin.
“Ouch! It hurts so much!” Seraphine cries.
I do the same, trying not to complain, trying to be strong for her. I take her hand again and our blood begins to mix.
“Now you must repeat with me. I, Violante, solemnly promise...”
“I, Seraphine, do solemmenely promise...” she slurs the difficult word, which perhaps had something magical about it.
“That I will never forget my blood sister...”
“That I will never forget my blood sister...”
“And that I will find her, wherever she is”.
“And that we will be together again!” Seraphine adds.
I hug her, while a part of me really hopes that the beautiful lie I just told will work.
At that moment, a light as powerful as the sun begins to radiate from our embrace, until it ruffles the shallow waters of the lake and moves the leaves of the trees around us.
†
Dover, 1845
Rain falls on the lavender field that extended from the back of our house. Although it is only September, it has been raining for days. And when it rains, the scar on my hand hurts. The only scar I will ever have. I wonder if it hurts Seraphine too when it rains.
“This morning, we will not be practicing. We will be studying the history of the Arcana,” Xander warns me, placing a large breakfast plate in front of me. “You're way behind...”
He sits across from me at the kitchen table. I watch him as we eat. Despite his real age, he could pass for a young father, or at most an older brother. His eyes are a lighter green than mine, but they could look the same to a casual observer. His ash-colored hair, however, clashes with my raven hair.
Sometimes I wonder whether the villagers of Dover believe that I am his long-lost daughter, returned after many years apart, or if they know that I am adopted. Xander has always treated me well, but he often reminds me that he is my master, not my father.
We remain silent until we are both finished, even as I help him clear the table. It doesn't bother me; I've never been one for words. Seraphine was the one who usually filled the silences.
“Could you get the card deck?”
I nod and head down the hall. The house is attached to the small temple of Marduk. It is a rather bare and dusty place. Xander rarely lights the few candles in front of the statue of his god: a metal knight, pierced by numerous swords, but still standing on the battlefield. Next the statue glows a golden scythe, the sacred weapon of the Hanging Arcanum.
The only non-negotiable rule Xander gave me is to never touch it. Wounds would remain unhealed on my skin as a reminder of this transgression.
I approach the shelves behind Marduk's altar and pick up a deck of cards. They are of very fine workmanship, though they look very old. The edges are worn, yet the colors of the images remain vibrant.
“Take a seat,” he orders me gently, moving my chair and taking the deck from my hands as I return to the kitchen. “Repeat what you have learned.”
I recite: “The Arcana knights are the guardians of the gods on Earth, they are the fire and the dawn that protect the world from darkness. The last bastion of defense against the demonic hordes, the children of blood and...”
“You don't have to tell me what's in the books,” Xander tells me.
I nod and look at my nails, ready to bite them. “We were born at the behest of our god and are his representatives on Earth. Our job is to destroy any form of demon that dares to enter this plane and to control the halfbreeds.”
“Good. Who are the halfbreeds?”
“All creatures with demonic influence…” I interrupt, wondering if I really need to list all the differences again.
“Go on” Xander says, motioning for me to continue.
“Children of the Moon and Night, people who have contracted a demonic disease, like werewolves and vampires, or souls that cannot break free from this plane, like ghosts. Children of the Blood, beings born directly from demonic blood, cambion if the father is a human, succubus if the mother is. And finally, the Children of the Ancients: fae, kelpies, mermaids, dryads, and all those beings arrived from other planes.”
“Great. And how many Arcana are there?”
I take a deep breath and organize my thoughts: “There are twenty-one. Twenty-two if you count the High Priestess. But we don't all necessarily awaken at the same time. There is always an Arcanum watching over the world, but only when a Sacred War is on the horizon do more of us awaken. High Priestess included.”
Xander nods. “There are only a few of us against legions of demons and hordes of corrupted blood…”
“Yes, but we are stronger and more resilient than normal humans. And we have the powers that our gods grant us. Different ones for each Arcanum.”
“My powers?” asks Xander, pulling the Hanged Man card from the deck, which shows a man hanging upside down, pierced by swords, spears and arrows, but still alive.
“You can heal from any wound faster than anyone else. And you live much longer. Because Marduk is the god of endurance, and he took all the pain so that others would be spared.”
My master nods and pulls out another card: a blindfolded old witch pointing to three naked figures ready to receive their punishment.
“The Arcanum of Judgment, loyal to the goddess Moira. It can balance the fates of those around it.”
Xander smiles at me and starts flipping through the other cards. I look out the window at the rain-soaked field of lavender and wonder when I can meet the other awakened arcana.
“This one's easy!” he warns me, showing me a very specific card: a young woman with completely white hair and eyes is walking on the edge of a cliff with a rose in her hand, while a dog bites her skirt to keep her from falling off.
“The Arcanum of the Fool. Child of Evan, goddess of the weave and magic. They are able to copy the powers of the Arcana they encounter..." I pause for a moment, but Xander looks at me insistently: "I am currently the Fool's Arcanum.”
“Exactly.”
That is why I will never have a scar again. Since I have been living with him, I have subconsciously absorbed his power. That's why he trains me so hard: we can both heal easily.
Xander spreads all the cards on the table. He then takes one and puts it on top of the others. I recognize it immediately: “The High Priestess. Daughter of El, Father of all gods. The Arcanum that influences the fate of the world. If she lives, the world prospers; if she dies, the world is lost in darkness. It is our duty as Arcana to protect her.”
I pause for a moment and look at the seated woman on the card. She holds a halberd and watches me with a proud look. Behind her is a statue of a middle-aged man with bandaged eyes. Xander has his hand ready to pick up the whole deck, but he is still waiting for my information.
“The High Priestess has awakened in Seraphine,” my voice chokes slightly as I say it.
And all the questions that keep me up at night come flooding back. Does she know where I am? Has she been told that I will soon be ready to protect her? That I am also an Arcanum? Does she know that I think of her all the time?
“Today I will explain a new knight,” Xander announces and shuffles the cards. He quickly slides one near me, leaving me the pleasure of turning it over and discovering it.
A powerful man sits on a throne. His thick head of blond hair is surrounded by a crown of iron and rubies. His hands are completely covered in fire, but there is no grimace of pain on his face, only a determined look and a gentle smile.
“The Emperor!" Xander explains to me. “Awakened by the will of the god Sethlan, it is closely related to the High Priestess. Its power is to control fire. Unlike the other arcana, the Emperor always awakens in those with Velmont blood. The oldest and most influential family of knights.”
“How is it related to the High Priestess?”
“It is said that when El created his Arcanum, knowing the difficulties and choices she would face, he asked his favorite son, Sethlan, to awaken in his knight the soulmate of the High Priestess, so that she would always have his love to support her. These two Arcana almost always awaken together and are destined to find each other. This is why the Velmont are the family with the most celestial blood. High Priestess and Emperor, whenever they find each other on this Earth, they will fall in love and their children will continue their dynasty.”
“Is there a possibility that they don't like each other?” I ask, confused. Predestination is part of our world, but this forced love sounds untrue to me.
“No. The old High Priestess, Clara, always told me that she could not help but love him from the moment they first met.”
I nod, unconvinced. I am beginning to worry about Seraphine's fate. “Who is the current Emperor?”
“Sebastian Velmont. He is in Saint Denis, where Seraphine also lives. They have known each other since you were adopted. They must have fallen in love by now. Don't worry about your friend. In a few years, when she turns sixteen, you will meet her again and you will see with your own eyes what I saw in Tristan and Clara.” Xander tries to reassure me.
I try not to think about how much longer I have to wait until Seraphine's sixteenth birthday. “So, this Sebastian is descended from the Arcana of your Sacred War?”
Xander seethes. He shakes his head: “Clara died before they had any children. Tristan remarried his cousin Ann and the current Velmont’s are their offspring.”
There is silence between us for a few moments. I had many more questions, but I know when a conversation with my master is over.
“The rain has stopped. Take the cards back to the temple and get ready to practice.”
I obey immediately. My head is full of information, and my worries have also increased. Will Seraphine really be happy in Saint Denis? Will this Velmont really take care of her? I have to get stronger; I can't wait until her sixteenth birthday to find out how she is. Maybe when Xander sees that I am good enough, he will take me to Saint Denis before my time.
I'm so lost in my thoughts that I don't even notice that I've already reached the shrine and the last step before Marduk's altar plays a trick on me: I stumble and lose my balance. I grab the first thing I can get my hands on to hold myself upright and avoid falling flat on my face as the deck cards flutter on the ground.
When my feet are finally stable, I look at what helped me prevent my fall: my hand is clutching Xander's sacred weapon. I put it back immediately, trying to make as little noise as possible.
As soon as my heart stops beating wildly, I look at my hand. There is nothing there but Seraphine's scar. Xander had warned me that if I touched his sacred weapon, I would suffer divine punishment. Either our healing powers are really strong, or he lied to keep me away from the weapon.
A wave of resentment makes its way from my stomach to my throat: I can understand my master wanting to keep an orphan away from his most precious possession, his god-given weapon. But now years have passed, I am no longer a child; why not tell me the truth? If it were not the only real rule imposed upon me, I would run to ask him why.
Whatever the answer, I will take this secret to my grave.
†
Dover, 1851
Xander disarms me and one of my two daggers lands a few feet away from me.
“You need to be more careful,” he admonishes me.
“It would be easier if you let me use a two-handed weapon. I'm not very good with these.”
My master shakes his head in disapproval: “The chain is only as strong as its weakest point... What if you ever unlock your sacred weapon and it's really two daggers? What will you do? Will you not use it?”
I shrug.
“If you want to enter the Hand of the High Priestess, you will have to prove that you are more capable than the others!” he urges me.
The Hand. The five Arcana chosen by the High Priestess to stay by her side. Her most loyal protectors. Ever since Xander told me about them, it has become my obsession. I have to show Seraphine that I can protect her, that I am the best. I don't care how much training I have to do: I will enter it.
Xander had the honor to be in the Hand of the previous High Priestess. He was her Eyes. I will be no less than my master; I will honor him and Seraphine. “I bet if I had an ounce of magic in my veins, I would definitely be stronger,” I groan, massaging my wrist.
“Every Arcanum is different. Being a mage or having a patron does not make you stronger. Staying weak makes you weak.” Xander says with disarming simplicity. “The challenge against the other Arcana at the Rising is not to prove who is the best, but to reveal their true intentions to the High Priestess. Fight for her, go above and beyond for her. You may fall and lose, but you must do it for her."
I pick up my sword again and raise my guard.
"I am ready."
†
It is almost dusk, and like every day I clean my weapons and set up the battle area. Xander walks past me with his sacred weapon. He never uses it when we train.
I lower my eyes as a shiver of fear runs down my spine: is it possible that he knows I touched his scythe? Could he have noticed that it has shifted slightly?
But when I realize that he is using it to pick up a bunch of lavender, as he does every day, I realize that I am not in trouble.
At first, I thought it was a gift for his god. After a few years of being here with him, after we had cleared an infestation of ghouls from a village a few hours from Dover, he asked me to accompany him up the hill behind the house. It was raining heavily, but that didn't stop him. It was the first time I had been to the grave of his lost love.
LISA VÖGEL
1774-1797
The Lovers
Soul of the High Priestess
Beloved Wife
For many weeks, we just stood in silence every day for a few minutes in front of that dark, plain gravestone, covered with bouquets of lavender. It was only after a few months that he began telling me more about her. From time to time, he would tell me about her. And over the years, I discovered Lisa's story.
“She and her younger brother Leopold arrived in Saint Denis at a very young age. She had a laugh that filled the air and put everyone at ease.”
“She immediately bonded with Clara. She was the first of us to enter the Hand. For the High Priestess, she was her Soul, the one who, being so different, could understand her deeply. So complementary that they understood each other at a glance. There was a time when I was young, stupid and jealous of their relationship.”
“It was actually Clara who convinced me to declare. If it hadn't been for her, I probably would have stayed on the sidelines and watched Lisa. That was enough for me. To see her and to know that she was fine. When I did, when I kissed her, it was the same day I unlocked my sacred weapon.”
“She was so attached to her brother. He became the Voice of the High Priestess shortly after Tristan took the place as her Heart. Then Galen, the Arm. And then me. We were all so deeply connected. We trusted each other; we would surrender our lives in each other's hands.”
“As the war against the Vralian heretics got worse, we were still convinced that we would win. How could we lose? We had Clara, who always knew what to do, and Tristan, who would lead us bravely. How could we succumb?”
“The sacred weapon of the High Priestess, Clara's halberd, was stolen in the middle of the war. Malek, the wise Arcanum of the Tower, told us to keep calm. Only the High Priestess could touch or use it, that is, without risking permanent damage. And at that time, neither the Moon Arcanum nor the Temperance Arcanum, the only knights who have the honor of wielding others’ weapons, had awakened. Malek claimed that it was impossible for anyone to use it.”
“But Clara was not quiet. She suspected something. She was afraid that the unthinkable might happen. With deep regret, she sent a team into the heart of Vralia to retrieve the halberd. She also let Leopold go, despite his young age and Lisa disagreeing.”
“Galen, Tristan, Skarros and I were to defend the borders of Anges with Alemannia. With us were some heretics from the south and a clan of werewolves. This battle had strangely united us with some halfbreeds. Others were at the northern front with Callista and Malek. We were trudging along when Ann's message came. She asked Galen to go to Saint Denis immediately on Clara's orders.”
It took Xander almost two years to tell me how the Sacred War ended.
“The Vralians suddenly withdrew. When we got back to Saint Denis, I found out that Lisa had killed Clara. And when Galen found out, he had no choice but to execute her. Obviously, it was the right thing to do, because he was wielding the sacred weapon of the World: his chest had opened and he had been deemed worthy by his god.
It had to be right. But humanity no longer had a High Priestess, and I no longer had Lisa. I still wonder how it is possible that I didn't notice anything; I should have felt a tear in my soul when all that blood was spilled; at least a bad feeling when we returned from the front. Instead, I felt nothing.”
We climb the dirt road, the smell of lavender permeating the air and our sweaty clothes. The shade of the alder tree shields us from the last rays of the spring sun. Xander removes a few weeds from around the gravestone before laying down a fresh bouquet.
“I've tried to teach you everything I know. Every day you get better, and my fear of losing you grows stronger.”
I get closer and hug him. He may not be the father I expected when I was a little orphan in Berg, but he is the best I could ask for.
“Keep your eyes open. Things are more complicated in Saint Denis than here. There have been years of peace, but the birth of the High Priestess has heralded the arrival of a new Sacred War. And you may pay for my mistakes.”
I look at him confused.
“After Lisa's death, I retired here to the Temple of Marduk and no longer actively participated in the life of the Arcana. It was all too painful. Callista always saw me as a traitor because of my bond with Lisa, Malek pitied me for neglecting my duties for so many years… And I dare not imagine how Galen felt. You are the first trainee I have taught since then. The Velmont will not welcome you or me with open arms.”
“I would keep my hands on their weapons if I were them!” I say, trying to lift the veil of sadness.
Xander barely smiles, then strokes his light beard with one hand. “Sometimes I'm surprised at your determination. And I miss that quiet, scared little girl from the orphanage.”
“It was too easy to beat that little girl.”



CHAPTER II
Saint Denis, 1852
Although Xander had warned me about the indifference we would receive when we’d arrived in Saint Denis, I was still disappointed by the welcome. As soon as the portal that connects the place I have called home for so many years with the Sethlan Temple closed behind us, I realize that only a few orderlies are waiting for us. No one from the Velmont family or other Arcana came to meet us.
While my master is busy with brief pleasantries, I look around, trying not to stare like a fool: the temple is bright and clean, white marble covers every surface, and the circular runes that activate the portal are gilded. Compared to Marduk's simple and enclosed temple, this one resembles a cathedral and could hold hundreds of worshippers and priests.
I repeatedly resist the urge to touch the precious materials, or even to smell the sweet scent of the flowers in the offering: the nagging of the orphanage clerics about not laying a finger on what does not belong to me still rings loudly in my ears, despite all the years that have passed.
I just stare at the statue of the god of the Emperor's Arcanum. It’s standing in the center of the circular structure: Sethlan is majestic, sitting on a simple stool, his muscles tensed, ready to snap at the slightest danger. Though the face is that of a mighty man, the gaze is oddly sweet. The beloved son of El, fire and purity made flesh. At least that is what Xander taught me. I remember meeting his priests, the Brothers and Sisters of the Phoenix, in Londinium, during our first missions: they wore simple, yet colorful robes and their calm smiles warmed the hearts of the faithful.
“Follow me,” Xander commands, pointing to the door.
I nod and follow him, barely bowing my head as I pass by two ordinary looking men.
The Hanged Man's Arcanum has been strangely silent all week. Just this morning he warned me that we should leave for the Lands of Anges. I've had so little time to think that I still don't realize how close I am to holding Seraphine in my arms again.
It is almost night, and the road is brightly lit by large burning torches and lanterns. We pass through a garden, thick with ancient trees and expertly tended flowers. If my heart was not already captured by the white cliffs near home, or the lavender hills, I could easily admit that this was the most beautiful place I had ever seen.
“Try to get some sleep tonight. Tomorrow will be a long day. If all goes well, we'll be back in Dover in a few days,” Xander tells me.
A lump in my throat chokes me: will I really have so little time to be with Seraphine? Only a few days and then she will stay here, and we will be separated again. I struggle to keep up; my master seems to be in a terrible hurry. Along the white cobbled street, we meet some people in priestly garb; their curious glances analyze us, but the Hanged Man does not stop, as if hoping to be invisible.
“Why are we in Saint Denis? My training is not yet finished...”
“Tomorrow is the sixteenth birthday of the High Priestess, her Rising. All awakened Arcana are called upon by tradition to swear protection to her. And the new warriors born in this era must show their skills and be officially recognized by the Sibyl," Xander tells me in a low voice, as if he is ashamed to have only now made me aware of that.
“So… Seraphine will choose the Knights of the Hand tomorrow?”
Xander shrugs: “Not necessarily. She doesn't have to. It took Clara a few years to choose all five after her Rising. It goes without saying that many of the boys were trained here. Seraphine has known them since she was a child; she will probably choose from Galen's trainees.”
I pause. Galen is the one who killed Xander's beloved wife and considers him a traitor.
“Is he still alive? Hasn't it been something like over sixty years?” I ask with what almost sounds like a growl.
“Malek, Callista and Galen are the only survivors of the last Sacred War. Besides me. Our nature as Arcana makes us especially resistant to time… Some more than others. Marduk's powers make me age slowly; magic definitely helped Malek. But it is never a good idea to ask an Arcana how he survived his High Priestess”.
I have so many questions that still need to be answered, but the sight of Saint Denis’ mansion leaves me speechless. With white exterior, three stories and being exquisitely finished, it is the most beautiful and magnificent building I have ever seen. Lights could be seen from some of the windows; I wonder which room was Seraphine’s.
“This way!” My master's voice brings me out of my thoughts, and orders me to follow him, while I cannot take my eyes off this residence. “We'll be staying in the quarters above the armory,” Xander explains, pointing to a two-story red brick building overgrown with ivy and vines.
“What exactly is going to happen tomorrow?” I ask, slightly worried, as we unpack the few bags we brought.
The room is bare but clean. I lean against the single bed by the window, and notice that I can see part of the garden.
Xander leans his back against the wall and crosses his arms over his chest. “We, the old Arcana, will introduce our trainees. You will meet in Valmont’s arena and show your powers in front of the High Priestess.”
“Why didn't we bring any weapons for me?” I ask with slight envy, pointing to his golden scythe.
“There will be many in the arena, better than the ones we have at home. But that will be the least of our problems.”
“Then what will be our problem?” I ask, frowning.
The Hanged Man sighs and runs a hand through his thick ashen hair: “They will definitely make you fight the Arcanum who has the best chance of taking you out. Callista and Galen will compete to show that their students are better than you and, by reflex, better than me. Malek's are no problem. He prefers mages, but they take time to become dangerous.”
“I'm not easily intimidated.”
Xander sits down beside me. “I know. That doesn't take away my concerns.”
“But there will be healers, I suppose. Besides, we're not really going to get hurt, are we?”
His eyes are on me, but it's as if he's looking past me.
“We can get hurt in other ways...” he remains silent for a few moments before finding the courage to add, “Or maybe I'm just worried that you're too good. And that you'll stay here.”
I smile at him and in response he ruffles my hair.
“Why didn't you tell me the Rising was tomorrow?” I ask suddenly as the lump in my throat melts away. “You know how much I care about Seraphine.”
The Hanged Man plants a kiss on my forehead, and for a moment I'm afraid he'll lapse into one of his usual silences. “I didn't want you to be distracted. Sometimes you can even lose the battles you put your heart into.”
“I won't lose tomorrow.”
“Probably not. But sometimes the toll is paid long after the fact.”
I sigh, unable to contain my dissatisfaction with his wise but somehow anachronistic teachings: “So that's why you never allowed me to write to her? To send her even a letter to tell her that I am an Arcanum too. To know how she’s doing...”
“Both of you had to face the burdens of the role your god has assigned you,” Xander remains calm while his green eyes blur for a moment. “Distractions are paid for dearly.”
“One letter, just one letter, wouldn’t have compromised my training nor hers!” I blurt out, feeling anger rising in my gut.
Xander notices and takes my face in his hands: “Violante, breathe!” he suggests.
I do as he asks, and the regular rhythm of the inhalations pushes the anger back into the depths of my veins.
“For what it's worth, I would have brought you here whenever you wanted to see her. The decision was never mine to make.”
I bite my lip, aware that to ignore the pain I feel inside, I would have to make it bleed and rip it out. I barely blink: “Was it Velmont’s?”
“Sleep now,” Xander tells me, with the look of someone who does not want to discuss the topic any further.
Before extinguishing the candle on the nightstand, I look out the window: I notice four figures wandering around the garden. They look about my age and seem very close. Opening the windows, I am sure I would hear the sound of their laughs.
I wonder what their lives were like here in Saint Denis.
†
“That's Callista Foer,” Xander whispers to me. “Empress Arcanum, daughter of the goddess Mide.”
Sitting on the bleachers of the stone arena on the Velmont estate, we watch the woman who has just entered from the other side. She is very tall and slender, looking unnaturally young for her age. Her curly auburn hair falls down her elegant dress of emerald cloth. Behind Callista, two boys with different physiques and features are silently following her.
“And that is Malek Stoker, Arcanum of the Tower,” he explains, pointing to a man with graying hair and a body weighed down by age who greets Callista with a kiss on the cheek. He, too, is accompanied by his pupils, one guy and two petite girls.
In a few minutes, the stands of the arena are filled: the clothes of the spectators are a multitude of colors. “The priests dedicated to our gods, scattered throughout the world, have come to witness the Rising. They are the few who know the true heavenly nature of the Arcana,” Xander explains to me. “It is a great honor for them to be here.”
After all these years of solitude, a question arises in my mind: “Why are there no priests of Marduk in the Dover temple?”
“I always thought it was my job to take care of my temple. There is so much suffering in the world, why force some of the Adorned to stay in Dover?”
“Because then someone could take care of dusting and preparing food for us while we train,” I joke, trying to keep a smile on my face. “So, they call the priests of Marduk Adorned?"
“Yes. The monasteries and abbeys of my god are numerous on the Old Continent,” Xander tells me, pointing to about a dozen men wearing gray robes under a dark tabard and red caps to cover their shaved heads.
The bells of the Sethlan temple suddenly ring, and before I can ask who the priests of my goddess are, my master waves me down the stairs. With my head down, skillfully avoiding eye contact with Callista and Malek, Xander escorts me to the changing rooms.
The long stone hallway is blocked by a man at a desk with a large leather book in his hands. “First and last name of the alleged Arcanum?” he asks in a bored voice.
“Violante...” I whisper and look down at my shoes. Violante from Berg's Orphanage doesn't sound right.
“Just Violante?” he asks, looking me up and down.
I shake my head, but Xander quickly adds: “Violante Brightwood. Presented by the Hanged Arcanum.”
The man seems satisfied and lets me sign the heavy register. “Over there is the women's dressing room. You will be called when it is your turn.”
Xander stops me by gently taking my wrist.
“Be careful. I'm proud of you already.”
I hug him. I want to add so much. I want to tell him that I will bring honor to his family name, that I will make all his old friends gasp in amazement and take back everything they have ever thought about my master, but I am interrupted by a harsh voice from down the hall.
“Xander Brightwood! It's been decades...”
I see a muscular man with long gray dreadlocks and tribal tattoos on his face, wearing bronze armor. Behind him are five young boys.
“Go, now” Xander hints with his look.
Thus, I walk away, before hearing what he says to the man who killed the woman of his life.
†
In the locker room Malek’s pupils introduced themselves. Amber revealed, with a blush in her round cheeks, that she was the Arcanum of Lovers. She hastened to add that she could not say for certain until tonight, when the Sibyl would confirm it. Eireen, dark-haired and small, shook my hand and said she was the Arcanum of Death, but that is not as bad as the name sounds. We smiled together.
I suppose they are both sorceresses. After donning fluffy robes, one concentrated on an ancient book and the other on a ring, while I donned light armor, clutching the leather myself as best I could.
“Sit down,” the priestess of El indicates as she leads us to the windows near the changing rooms. The woman must not be more than thirty years old, wearing a light purple dress with a high belt around her waist. She has a determined, almost intimidating look.
All three of us do as she says and remain silent.
I notice that Amber's legs are shaking slightly, although she tries to hide it by keeping her hands on her knees.
“Don't worry. Use your Arcanum powers and you'll be fine,” I try to reassure her.
“Malek told us that when it was his turn to present himself as the new Arcanum, four died during the High Priestess' Rising” Eireen says with a sly smile, “but I'm sure he was just saying that to mock us behind our backs!” she hastens to add, seeing the green color on Amber's face.
Suddenly the crowd erupts into screams that catch our attention.
Two young boys with huge bodies enter the arena. They look remarkably alike, though one has a short haircut while the other proudly displays a central comb-over of auburn hair.
“Falco Borromeo, student of Galen Vineyard...” announces a thunderous voice I cannot identify from the upper stands.
The crested boy raises his spiked club to the sky, his golden armor reflecting the sunlight. With his other hand, he exhorts the crowd, which immediately warms to the charismatic young man.
“He will compete with Vincenzo da Milazzo, also a student of Galen, in front of the High Priestess.”
The boy on the side remains aloof when his name is announced. A blue tunic wraps around his powerful muscles, while he hides a halberd behind his back.
“I bet they're brothers!” Amber whispers.
“Could be. Every generation of Arcana is supposed to have at least one or two pair of siblings,” Eireen adds.
My thoughts immediately go to Lisa and Leopold. They were siblings too.
“They look alike, it's true, but the way they fight is as different as night and day,” I comment, watching their quick and precise blows.
The clash seems balanced: you can tell they have known each other for a long time, sometimes they both manage to anticipate their opponents moves. The balance is broken, however, when Vincenzo closes his eyes for a moment and an exact copy of him appears from the opposite side. Falco is confused by his move and begins to lose ground.
“Is it magic?” I ask curiously.
Eireen can't help laughing: “You're not very experienced, are you? Anyway, yes, he uses his mana, his energy to create an echo, a perfect copy of himself. It can attack with the same strength and technique as the original.”
I instinctively stand up and move as close as possible to the glass that separates us from the sand of the arena to study their moves, enchanted by this fighting style.
“If I had to bet, though, based on the way he handles multiple weapons well, I'd say it's either Moon Arcanum or the Temperance,” Amber judges as Vincenzo uses a short halberd to get the better of Falco. “The other one had fast reflexes and immediate reactions. Perhaps the Arcanum of the Sun? They still weren't enough...”
The announcer proclaims the victory of Vincenzo as the crowd erupts. Some healers immediately take care of Falco and carry him outside.
“Your turn, Eireen.”
El’s priestess hand rests on the girl's shoulder and I can sense a slight shiver run down her back.
Amber gives her a worried look while I try to reassure her. “If you really are the Death, it will be your opponent who needs to be worried!”
The girl winks at me and leaves the room.
“We try not to show it, but we, Malek's mentees, are still upset about what happened a few weeks ago,” Amber tells me, nervously braiding her honey-colored hair.
I sit down next to her and frown: “Why, what happened to you?”
“In Brandenburg, where we grew up and trained, it wasn't just the two of us and Handir. Nathaniel, the youngest son of François Velmont, was also with us. He disappeared without leaving a message. We are all worried about him. He's a hothead, but he wouldn't have done anything without alerting our master!” Amber stifles a small sob.
I don't know what to say.
“Nate had a terrible urge to come home. He hadn't been to Saint Denis in years... He was so determined to make his family proud,” the Lovers' Arcanum continues. “He wanted to be Sebastian's equal. It's not easy when you're only the Emperor's younger brother, even if you're a Velmont and an Arcanum. He means a lot to me; he is a very special person.”
Then I shake her hand and smile as Eireen’s name is announced in the arena.
“… she will fight Manigoldo from Vesuvium, a mentee of Galen Vineyard."
We turn to watch the fight. Next to the Death, a young man with anachronistic clothes and a goatee on his chin approaches. Despite his young age, his face seems worn by life, and a feathered hat gives him a theatrical appearance.
Neither of the two challengers wields a weapon, but as soon as the signal is given, a dark fog emerges from Eireen's hands, immediately surrounding her and rendering her invisible. Manigoldo draws a sword out of nowhere, while a bluish flame shoots from his left hand in the direction of the darkness.
Despite Eireen's ability to get up again and again, Manigoldo, who looks damn lucky, wins the fight.
“Damned son of Northia!” comments Amber, annoyed. “Eireen would have knocked him out if he hadn't had the good providence of his goddess on his side.”
I am about to ask her how she found out which goddess Manigoldo belonged to, when a firm voice anticipates me: “Your turn, Violante.”
The priestess' hand rests on my shoulder. I feel a strong warmth there and ready to face my opponent.
“Good luck!” the Arcanum of Lovers says with a sweet smile, clutching her spellbook to her chest.
No need for luck, Amber, I think. I am stronger than luck.
†
The few feet of corridor leading to the entrance of the arena feel like the longest I have ever walked. Despite the dim light, I catch a glimpse of my opponent from behind: heavy, richly adorned armor protects him. In his right hand he holds a long, sharp spear.
I approach without speaking, looking at the gleaming weapons on the wooden shelves. I could play it safe by choosing a two-handed weapon, but I remember Xander's teachings all too well. I cannot have a weakness. Even with the weapon I most despise, I can win: two daggers stand beside my opponent, and my gaze is drawn to his face.
Blond hair falls back on his masculine features. His beard looks freshly trimmed, while his blue eyes are locked with mine. He must be in his early twenties, like me, and he towers over me by about ten centimeters.
“I'm Sebastian...” he bows his head, introducing himself with a hint of shyness behind his behavior.
“Violante.”
He's standing right in front of my damn short swords.
“I suppose this tournament is very important to you. It wouldn't make any difference to me if I lost. And I wouldn't want to fight a girl...”
His words make my blood run cold.
He must have sensed my annoyance, because he hastens to add: “I mean, I bet you're really good...” his cheeks turn barely red. “But you see, I could never hurt a girl. I really wouldn't want to.”
I clench my fists and try to keep my cool. If he wanted to give me another reason to hit him, he just signed his sentence. I walk past him with a firm step, pushing him with my shoulder and pulling the daggers from the shelves.
I inhale slowly, trying to delay the explosion of rage as the door opens in front of us: “I will not go down easily...” I say aloud as the arena announces the clash between Sebastian Velmont and Violante Brightwood. “You decide whether you die here because you don't want to fight a woman, or you at least try to defend yourself.”
I don't even wait for his answer and sprint to the center of the arena.
The light sand is stained in various spots with the blood of the knights who have fought before us. I look up to the balcony where I imagine the most distinguished figures would be, but the sun's reflection does not allow me to catch a glimpse of them.
If you are here, Seraphine, I say to myself, this is all for you.
Sebastian positions himself a few meters away from me and holds his weapon in an aggressive attack stance. Has he decided to give me the chance for a real confrontation? Or did he just want to destabilize me with his feigned courtesy to the fairer sex?
Damn Velmont, Xander was right.
As soon as the gunshot signaled the start of the confrontation, I charged towards my opponent, anger boiling in my veins. Short swords smash against Sebastian's spear, but I do not lose hope. I take a few steps back to study his moves and let him strike at me. A scratch on my shoulder, then he lunges at my thigh with the blade of his spears.
The crowd erupts in cheers for Velmont.
No one seems to have noticed that I only wanted to understand when my opponent leaves his side exposed. Sebastian even looks concerned at the blood gushing from my leg and takes a few steps back.
“Marduk, please bear with me,” I pray to Xander's god and the wound heals completely. Only my blood-soaked pants and leggings remain.
Sebastian notices my power and I tell him to come forward again. This time, when he lashes out at me, I parry each of his blows. And finally, at the moment when his spear is farthest away, I lunge to his side.
Suddenly my vision becomes completely blurred. The sounds of the arena fade into the distance. And as if in a dream, I see white sheets as a hand clasps mine, weaponless. It is such a warm touch that a shiver runs through my entire body.
“Demetra...” a voice calls me. I know it refers to me, even though it is not my name.
I turn to see who it was that called me, but as if suddenly awakened, I find myself back in the arena, just in time to avoid a blow to my stomach. I stay there for a few moments. Is this an illusion? Sebastian does not look like a sorcerer to me. I study him more closely and notice no visible magical object on his armor. What was that vision then?
I’m starting to sweat.
The fight is becoming dangerously balanced: Velmont has figured out how I strike and is anticipating my moves. Suddenly, something changed in his face: his gaze glowed with determination and pure willpower. He whispers to his spear, which begins to vibrate and shine. A flame erupts from his hands and envelops the weapon in fire.
To stop the blow, I have to use both swords and cross them to prevent the flaming blade from piercing my eye.
I am barefoot on a meadow, a man beside me with the sweetest smile I have ever seen picks up a daisy and puts it in my hair. A light kiss on my lips takes my breath away.
“My lips will never tire of repeating your name” he whispers.
And as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I smile back at him.
A punch from Sebastian throws me off balance and I almost fall to the ground. I try to regain my concentration, even though I don't understand where these mental attacks are coming from.
The only thing I know is that the sooner the fight ends, the sooner they will stop. At least I hope so.
Instinctively I think of the statue I saw when I arrived.
Sethlan, I pray mentally, give me the strength to overcome your Arcanum and show Seraphine that I can protect her.
A hot fire ignites in my hands and envelops my blades. Sebastian looks surprised, almost shocked: the time to end the confrontation has come.
I sprint, gaining myself momentum with my legs and blocking my opponent's spear with my left sword while searching for the gap between his chest armor and his belt with my right. I furiously lunge towards until I hear a choked breath.
Sebastian's heavy body falls upon me. I have to plant my feet well so that I don't collapse with him. I support him gently on the ground while the crowd in the arena seems to mutter about the unexpected outcome of the confrontation.
His face looks white and bloodied. I naturally move his hair out of his closed eyes and caress his cheek. And at that moment, a voice murmurs my name. Although it is not mine.
“Lena...”



CHAPTER III
“It may not be your size, but it was one of Lisa's favorite dresses.”
I look at my reflection in the doorway of the Velmont residence. I have never worn a dress so refined and light to the touch. It does leave my ankles exposed and is a little tight at the back, but the purple velvet and my loose hair hides the small imperfections.
“It's gorgeous. And you look very stylish too!” I say, smiling at Xander as he opens the door.
The festive atmosphere suddenly envelops us. The large halls are brightly lit by candelabras and crystal chandeliers. Laughter and the fragrance of exquisite food fill the room. I suddenly feel small in the presence of all those elegant people who greeted us as we pass. But I had to keep my nerve: I’m going to see Seraphine again.
“You finally arrived!” shouted the man who had been in charge of recording the signatures in the arena this morning. “The Sibyl is waiting for you only...”
Xander shrugs and motions for me to follow him.
We walk through the main hall under the gaze of the guests and the many priests who witnessed the fights this morning.
“Sit here. When it is your turn, go to the Sibyl,” the man explains, pointing to a green damask bench, the only one available at the end of the hall.
As we take our seats, the other Arcana turn to face us. I notice Callista Foer snorting, while Amber and Eireen greet me a little further on. In front of everyone, behind a white marble table, a middle-aged lady shuffles cards with her eyes closed.
And behind her, I finally see Seraphine again. There seems to be nothing left of the lively little orphan, except for her pretty blonde hair and clear eyes. Another beautiful young woman is dressed in fine clothes that make me feel even more uncomfortable in my own. Standing next to her, a man rests his hand on her shoulder while whispering to his companion beside him. The resemblance of these people to Sebastian is undeniable. I don't even need Xander to confirm it; I already know that they are François and Helena Velmont, the masters of this residence and the guardians of the Arcana legacy.
A little further back, but still standing behind the Sibyl's table, stands Sebastian. Even my opponent seems to be uncomfortable, almost as much as I am.
“Riina Velmont, the Sibyl,” Xander explains to me, pointing at her with a nod, “is the one who is able to perceive the Arcana when they awaken in the mortal body. She is the one who perceived you and the High Priestess in Berg ten years ago."
I suddenly remember the face of the woman in the wagon they loaded Seraphine onto when we parted, the day after the energy explosion that sanctioned our blood bond. The grip on my stomach becomes overwhelming.
“How can she sense where we are?”
Xander shrugs: “It's her power. Each generation has a Sibyl who allows the Velmont to retrieve and teach the Arcana in anticipation of the next Sacred War. Our powers are weak at first, but unique, and only she can tell for sure which Arcanum they belong to.”
“So, I might not be the Fool?”
Xander bursts out laughing. “I would say that the fact that you immediately copied my power and the Emperor's today is more than a clue.”
François Velmont laces up his dark jacket and clears his throat: “Dear friends, we are here to celebrate the rise of our High Priestess. Sixteen years have passed since her birth. Sixteen years in which the world has prospered, but we all know that Seraphine Arnstein's arrival meant only one thing: that a new Sacred War would soon sweep across this land.”
A low murmur breaks the silence of the room.
“But we will be prepared. Thanks to the Elder Arcana, a new generation of ancestral knights has been readily trained. And tonight, in addition to celebrating Seraphine's entry into adulthood...” his gaze lingers on Sebastian for a few seconds: “We will also celebrate the ascension of each Arcanum who has shown us all the powers of their god today.”
With a snap of his fingers, François had a servant bring him the heavy register I had signed.
“Amber from Stronghold” the attendant with the heavy leather-bound register calls to her in a ringing voice.
The girl sitting next to Malek stands up and approaches the Sibyl with a proud look on her face and a straight back. Riina scatters the covered papers on the white table and picks up one of them. She shows it to Amber first and then judges: “Arcanum of Lovers!”
A thunderous applause fills the room. Amber looks very satisfied in the direction of her master.
“Was it Riina who recognized you as the Hanged?” I ask, turning to Xander. I notice his eyes glaze over with melancholy and call myself stupid for my lack of tact: the previous Lovers' Arcanum was Lisa.
“No,” he answers dryly. “When I arrived in Saint Denis, the Sibyl was Ann Velmont. François and Riina's mother.”
The head of the family is now calling Falco Borromeo, dressed in an elegant purple suit that accentuates his mammoth size.
“But wasn't Clara Velmont the High Priestess of your time?”
Xander takes a moment to answer.
“Arcanum of the Sun!”
I clap at the name, remembering that Amber guessed it this morning.
“Yes, Clara was the High Priestess, but as I told you, she died before she and Tristan had any children. He remarried Ann, and the Velmont you see here are their offspring.”
“The Moon.”
Vincenzo introduced himself to Seraphine with a silent bow, having been declared the guardian of Belus, the god of battle.
“Sebastian Velmont!”
“To the best of your knowledge, does the Fool have other powers besides copying?”
“The Emperor's Arcanum.”
I feel Xander's puzzled look on me while I continue to focus on the last nomination. Sebastian bows to Seraphine and swears to protect her with his own life before repositioning himself at his mother's.
“What do you mean, other powers?”
I don't like the tone of Xander's voice. He is too worried. “Nothing, it's just weird to have to steal them from others and not have any of my own.”
Meanwhile, the guy who fought Eireen is recognized as the Fortune's Arcanum. Manigoldo, almost imitating those who preceded him, bows to Seraphine and with a gallant gesture kisses the back of her hand, promising eternal loyalty.
“You insult Evan by calling it stealing...”
Xander cannot finish his lecture as my name is called. I stand up, feeling my legs tingle as if I had been sitting for too long. As I approach, I glance at Seraphine, but she remains haughty and silent, as if she does not even recognize me.
“Miss Brightwood...” Riina welcomes me to the table with a broad smile, then finishes shuffling the cards and spreads them out. They look a lot like the ones Xander has in Dover, but the colors are much brighter and the paper is thicker.
The Sibyl runs her hand over them with closed eyes; she seems to stop and tremble for a moment, then takes the first one to the left in a firm gesture.
“Arcanum of the Fool,” she calls out aloud. “Daughter of the goddess of the weave” she adds in a tone only I can hear, continuing to smile at me.
Finally, I approach Seraphine. While she remains calm, I have to stop myself from embracing her. I try to kneel like the Arcana before me, but Lisa's dress prevents me from going beyond a light genuflection.
“I haven't stopped thinking about you a single day since we parted. I have no other desire than to stay by your side and protect you!” I say all in one breath, hoping my voice will not be interrupted by emotion.
Seraphine approaches and stands on her toes to kiss my forehead.
“We will have a chance to talk, Violante,” she barely whispers before returning to her seat. I catch a look of curiosity mixed with what seemed to be contempt from François Velmont.
As soon as I am seated next to Xander, the Rising Ceremony continues, and Eireen is declared the Arcanum of Death.
“The youngest son of the Velmont is missing,” my master observes.
“Malek's students told me he disappeared a few weeks ago.”
Handir, the last of Malek's trained knights, is recognized as the Chariot.
“Bad news,” Xander comments. “Losing track of an Arcanum is not good, but if it's a Velmont, it's even worse.”
A boy with skin of an iridescent blue glow sits between Falco and Vincenzo, having sworn allegiance as the Judgment.
“Why are the Velmont so powerful?”
“They are the only certainty among the reincarnations of the Arcana. Any other knight, including High Priestess, can awaken anytime, anywhere in the world. But the Emperor...”
“He will always awaken in a Velmont,” I finish the sentence before Xander.
“And the Sibyl always has Velmont blood, too. They are the keepers of the memory of the Arcana. There must always be someone to guard the victories and failures of each generation, so that the new ones do not make the same mistakes.”
We stand in silence as Callista's students are invested with the title of Arcana of the Stars and the Devil.
“Dear friends and family, we can continue the party...” François announces, opening his arms as if in an embrace.
But before he can finish his sentence, Seraphine approaches Riina and whispers something to her.
“Not yet, brother...” the Sibyl interrupted. “The High Priestess has decided to name the five knights who will be part of her Hand.”
Xander makes a strange sound, a mixture of stifled laughter and a few cursing words. I look at him, searching for an answer, which does not take long: “If Seraphine has already made up her mind, it means she has a strong bond with the students who trained in Saint Denis. Those she has known since childhood.”
My heart skips a beat. She has already chosen?
“The Arcanum who will take the place of the High Priestess’ Arm, the one who will exercise his will wisely and resolutely, the one who will never stop in the face of the dangers that stand in the way of fulfilling his destiny...” Riina turns for a moment to Seraphine, who whispers something: “... is the Emperor”.
The room applauds. Sebastian's parents look very proud as they make room for him to stand next to her.
“Strange choice...” Xander comments.
“In what way?”
“The Arcanum who will take the place of the Voice of the High Priestess, the one who will spread her will with diplomacy and persuasion to even the deafest ears...” continues Riina.
“Clara chose Tristan as her heart. And as far as I know, the former High Priestess Florence chose Alexander Velmont as her soul.”
“Is the Arcanum of the Sun.”
Falco Borromeo rises and positions himself behind Seraphine. His size would require far more skills than diplomacy.
“Why is it not okay to be the Arm?” I ask curiously.
“The Arcanum who will take the place of the Eyes of the High Priestess, the one who will not be fooled by the darkness and will be able to see beyond and find the truth in any situation...”
Xander raises his index finger for a moment, indicating that I should be quiet. He seems especially curious to know who his successor will be.
“The Moon Arcanum.”
Vincenzo positions himself on the opposite side of what looks like his brother, in the less lit area behind Seraphine.
“The Arcanum that will represent the Heart of the High Priestess, the one who knows the deepest fears and anxieties, who can dispel them with resilience...”
“Maybe it just depends on the fact that in my time it was Galen, the Arm. A man determined and ready for action. One who would not stop for a moment to question whether it was really right before enforcing the law.”
“The Arcanum of Fortune.”
Manigoldo does not miss this opportunity to show his gallantry and kisses the back of Seraphine's hand again. Then he stands between her and Sebastian, the corner of his mouth curling into a smile.
“And finally, the Soul of the High Priestess, the one who is so different and yet so similar, is the complementary element, capable of the greatest sacrifice in the most painful moments, capable of doing what no one else would be able to do...”
I see Xander clenching his fists until his palms are red.
“The Fool.”
"Are you okay?" I ask my master worriedly.
He smiles at me. “They are waiting for you...”
I look up and notice that those present have turned their heads in my direction. Callista Foer is opening a fan with a blatant gesture, obviously annoyed that none of her students were chosen. I approach and finally see a smile on Seraphine's white cheeks; her hands are open in my direction, as if to welcome me with a hug.
As I take her hand and sit down next to her, my eyes met Sebastian's and for a moment I feel a tightening in my stomach.
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Returning to the festivities, I try to stay in the background with my master, but many of the new Arcana follow to congratulate me on my appointment. Eireen invites me to join her, when possible, in Laguna, where the Temple of Death is located.
I try to keep an eye on Seraphine, even though she is introduced to all the guests by François as if she were a trophy. She only seems to catch her breath when Sebastian asks her to dance and takes her away from his father.
“The Seven Sisters,” Xander murmurs from behind me, pointing to Evan's priestesses, they wear long gray robes with golden touches and a wide hood covering their silver hair. “I bet a visit from their Arcanum to the Brooklyn temple would please them greatly.”
I frown unintentionally: “And when they find out that the knight she chose for this generation doesn't have a drop of magic in her veins?”
“Your power is to copy that of any other Arcanum,” Xander reminds me. “They have access to every divine spark, if that's not the highest form of magic, I don't know what is.”
I look at the seven priestesses with a hint of inadequacy. Their appearance is different, but in some primal way they all resemble each other: “Have you ever been to Evan's temple?”
“Only once” Xander answers, blinking for a few seconds too long. I get the impression that this is another story he doesn't want to talk about.
A short-haired old man, dressed more like a soldier than a priest, approaches and bows: “Sir Xander”.
“Brother Dimitri!” exclaims my master with a broad smile, forcing the cleric to rise from his formal greeting in a warm embrace.
“I see that time has been kind to you. Thirty years have passed and you look younger than when you came to Pest!” the man looks at me and extends his hand to shake mine. “Congratulations to your student as well. I imagine she has trained with the weapons of the Citadel.”
Xander nods: “They were a valuable gift.”
“An earned gift. Now that Belus has awakened his knight, we don't need to bother you anymore.”
“It wasn't a bother” Xander emphasizes with a calm expression.
Dimitri bows his head respectfully and then says goodbye: “Speaking of the Moon Arcanum, I'll find him to bring him up to date on the latest events in Galicia.”
I wait a few seconds for him to leave, before voicing my curiosity: “What happened in Pest?”
Xander shrugs: “An Arcana issue.”
I step forward and lock my eyes with his. I have a hard time accepting his usual reticence.
“A vampire was terrorizing Pest, kidnapping children and feeding on them” he finally reveals. “Some priests of Belus lost their lives searching for her nest. They sent a request to every active Arcanum, and I was the first to respond. Or the only one who didn't have more important obligations.”
I roll my eyes: “What about the weapons?”
“All the training weapons were given to me by the brothers of the Citadel. Belus is...”
“The god of battle,” I anticipate, drawing a disapproving look from him for interrupting. “But I thought the priests of Laran were responsible for the forging.”
“They were, but the Arcanum of Temperance has not been awakened for centuries, and its followers have dwindled considerably. So have the weapons they forged,” my master explains, his eyes fixed on the door as if he cannot wait to leave.
Before Riina approaches, I notice young Falco on the dance floor. He seems to have taken his inauguration as the Voice of the High Priestess to heart and seems to be entertaining Callista with great amusement.
“Xander, how long has it been since that rainy day in Alemannia?” the Sibyl takes him by the arm, her gaze fixed on me. I realize immediately that she is referring to the day they both showed up at the orphanage in Berg.
“It’s been a while,” he replies, offering Riina a glass of wine.
“You raised her well; she will know how to be an important presence for Seraphine here in Saint Denis. By the way, darling...” she murmurs, signaling me to approach her. “Someone is waiting for you on the west terrace.”
She winks at me and then leads Xander to the middle of the slope: “Are you still growing that beautiful lavender? You should bring some here to Saint Denis as well...”
As soon as my master is distracted, I ask the first waiter for directions and follow him up the stairs to the west wing. The corridor is dimly lit, but for a moment I seem to notice Falco and Callista closing the door to a bedroom behind them. I smile mischievously until I reach the entrance to a pink marble terrace.
“Violante...” a trembling voice behind me broke the silence.
I turned around: Seraphine, no longer as composed as she had been during the uprising, but with a red tear-stained face, is running towards me. I don't think about it for a moment and run towards her as well, embracing her.
A sweet scent came from her soft hair, like earth after a rainy afternoon, like a warm cup of melted honey. It tastes like home.
“I was afraid we would never meet again,” Seraphine sobs, pouring all the time we spent apart into this embrace.
I force myself to be strong and not to cry as well. “I would never have let that happen. I would have swum the sea between Dover and Anges for you.”
I would have fought through hell for you, I think, clenching my teeth. All the sweat, all the blood Marduk has collected, all the weariness and anger of these years disappear in this gentle embrace.
“So, you knew I was here? That I was the High Priestess? Did your master tell you?” she asks urgently, lifting her nose.
“Yes. And I trained every day to become the strongest. I couldn't let my weakness keep us apart any longer.”
Seraphine laughs lightly: “Oh, but I would have chosen you as my Soul even if you hadn't won in the arena.”
I smile back at her.
“Let's sit down!” she says, inviting me to sit on a bench with big soft cushions.
I follow, and she looks at my hand, then shows me hers, with the same straight, white scar on the palm.
“Have they treated you well here?” I ask with some apprehension.
“Yes. As you promised, they have filled my wardrobe with beautiful clothes, the table is always set, and I am never alone.”
Although she says this with a smile on her face, her tone does not convince me.
“Have you been training? Have they been too hard?”
“No, no. I don't stay here with the other Arcana. The Sibyl took care of my education; I could tell you every demonic prince by heart and what their powers and bishops are. But the Velmont would never put me in danger, not even in training.”
Part of me is glad that it turned out this way, but something tells me that Seraphine should be able to defend herself.
Never mind, I'll take care of it.
“Are you happy then?”
“I couldn't have asked for a better life,” she answers monotonously. “Although I would have liked to have come to you. I knew you were an Arcanum, I knew you were in Dover, but they never allowed me to come to Marduk's Temple. But now that you are here, we could spend everyday together…” for a moment her eyes seemed to light up.
“Do you like this Velmont? Sebastian. He hasn't pressured you, has he?” I bite my tongue as soon as the question escapes my mouth.
Seraphine laces up her long blue skirt with a quick gesture: “He's the politest young man I know. We've been told since we were kids that we're going to get married and love each other. But he's never put any pressure on us.”
“And is it true? What they say... That you can't help but love him and that he's your soulmate?” I ask curiously.
Seraphine smiles and blushes. Maybe I was too direct. “We've been told that so many times. But you know, when you've known someone since you were little, sometimes you see them as a brother. And sometimes the affection you feel can be mistaken for something else.”
I want to answer, but I notice a strange movement behind the curtain a few meters away from us. A mirror on the opposite side of the hallway allows me to see the Arcanum of Fortune, intent on listening to our conversation. I brush a blond lock from Seraphine's face and tuck it behind her ear as I approach. In the quietest tone I can modulate, I warn her of Manigoldo's presence.
She grimaces and shrugs: “He's a little protective of me,” she explains in a whisper. “But you know, he is also an orphan, and he came here shortly after me. We've bonded a lot. His presence calms me down.”
“Then I won't kick him!” I promise her with a small grimace.
“Changing the subject, how did your training go? Have you faced any demons yet?” her clear eyes shine with curiosity and excitement.
“Quite often, Xander and I carried out a lot of pest control in some areas north of Dover, and sometimes around Londinium. There were ghosts, some mephit, occasionally a few Children of the Blood or the Moon who didn’t obey the Law. But fortunately, no, I didn’t encounter any major demon.”
“You must have had such interesting adventures...” she murmurs, looking at me with a sweet expression that makes me feel like Berg's little girl again for a moment.
“My life begins now; now that I am beside you again.”
We embraced again, while I noticed with one eye that Manigoldo jumped from the balcony without a sound.
“Let's go back to the party. I don't want to take up too much of your time, or François Velmont will think I kidnapped you!”
“You don't know how much I wish for that,” she answers with a bitter smile.
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I try to endure the party as much as I can, but it never seems to end. After refusing yet another unfamiliar dance, I realize that I'm not the only one trying to blend in with the wallpaper: Vincenzo, the Moon Arcanum, seems to be the one in the least lit corner of the room.
Xander has been talking to Galen for quite a while now, and I have no intention of disturbing him. I check on Seraphine, who is sitting next to Helena Velmont, about to eat a piece of tempting-looking cake. She looks serene to me and I decide it is the best time to leave.
With the utmost discretion, I walk away and leave the main residence. As I walk along the cobblestones toward the living quarters, I suddenly remember some of the mistakes I made during the battle.
I do not feel tired at all; the excitement of the day and the coolness of the night make me feel electric. So, I decide to enter the second floor of the armory, and as soon as I turn on the lights in the large room, I find myself in what seems to be the most well-equipped training room I could ever imagine: the amounts of weapons and armor, mechanical dummies, and fake enchanted demons surprises me.
I quickly take off my velvet robe and place it in an empty locker. I find a light suit of armor with a clean bodice and cotton pants in my size and jump into it.
I grab a pair of short swords and try to replicate the moves I used in the arena this morning against the dummy. I seem to have finally figured out how to gain leverage when my opponent weighs more when the wooden door opens behind me.
I turn around by reflex, holding my weapons.
I don't know who is more surprised, me or Sebastian facing the door. I immediately lower my blades and remind myself that I am only a guest here, while he is the master of the house.
“Sorry, I just wanted to practice. I'm not cut out for big social events” I try to explain.
He takes a few tentative steps into the armory. “Forgive me. I didn't think I'd find anyone. I am usually the only one still training at this hour.”
We stand in silence for a few seconds until I realize he might be asking my permission to stay: “It's big here, we can both train in peace.”
He smiles at me, before walking over to a designated locker, grabbing some combat gear as well, and beginning to remove his jacket and shirt. I immediately turn to the first dummy, throwing a casual punch while feeling my cheeks burn.
I stay focused on my wooden opponent until Sebastian approaches me a few minutes later: “I didn't want to be misunderstood this morning. You know, I saw how determined you were when you walked down the hallway into the arena. I could feel how much you wanted to win the match.”
I don't turn away as I fear my face is still red. “You specifically said you don't like hitting girls!” I protest.
“And does that sound like such a bad thing?” he asks me in a confused tone.
Actually, it doesn't. And knowing that he will soon be Seraphine's husband, the fact that he cares about treating women in a certain way reassures me.
“No. But I just wanted a fair fight.”
“I assure you, you got it, and I used all my resources. Even if it wasn't enough...” he jokes, brushing his hair from his forehead.
I turn back to the mannequin, but a thought hits me: “Are you a wizard?”
“No. Sethlan's divine magic is infused into my spear. But I don't know anything about spells or other magic. You could ask Malek or some of his disciples.”
I grit my teeth. I know what I have to do, but I don't know if I have the courage to face these feelings again. I inhale until curiosity overcomes me. “Would you like to train together? An educational confrontation not like this morning.”
Sebastian responds by walking to the wall and retrieving a bronze spear.
I take that as a yes and get into position, signaling him to attack me.
For a while nothing happens; our blows are predictable, we always parry, and nothing clouds my mind. I wonder if these kinds of visions only manifest when I'm really risking my life.
“How about stepping it up a notch?”
Sebastian nods, indicating that he is ready. I let the anger flow through my veins, attacking him vigorously, but he always responds. The encounter remains balanced and I feel like myself every moment.
We start to get sweaty and tired. I know very well that soon one of us will ask for a break, but I don't want to give in. I know instantly which way his spear will come, but instead of dodging or parrying, I let it go through my side.
And just as the pain pierces through my limbs, the armory disappears from my eyes.
My hands are bathed in black blood, while the moon in the sky appears red. The clatter of weapons fills my ears; it is obvious that I am in the middle of a battle. A lifeless man lies on the ground beside me, his face white and his eyes open. An agonizing scream comes from my mouth and shakes my body.
With the last of my strength, I approach the body, tears blurring my vision.
“Please take me, not him...”
Pain forces me to bring a hand to my side: within seconds, my palm fills with a warmth liquid that forces my mind to reawaken urgently.
One stroke is enough and I find myself back in the training room as Sebastian drops his spear and walks towards me, troubled.
“Don't worry, I'll be better tomorrow. I'm just a little tired, I copied your powers today in addition to Xander's” I excuse myself.
“May I?” Sebastian asks me, pointing at the wound.
I nod and he immediately puts his hand on it, smearing it red. A warmth radiates from the area. It resembles the tingling I feel when I pray to Marduk, but it is like a faint glowing flame.
In a few moments, my wound is cauterized.
“Thank you,” I say, finding myself so close to his clear eyes for the first time.
I feel overwhelmed by the emotions of the day, and I am tempted to squeeze the hand that has just healed me.
“You're welcome.”
I decide to get up and walk to the locker where I left my dress. “It's been a really long day. I'm losing my reflexes; I'd better go to bed before you tear me apart.”
I run out the door so fast I don't even hear his reply.



CHAPTER IV
“Why can't you stay?” I ask in a broken voice as I run after Xander.
The sun has just risen in Saint Denis and the grass and flowers in the park are still wet with morning dew.
The Hanged Man slings his sack over his shoulder and holds his sacred weapon in his other hand: “I don't want the temple to be without a caretaker for too many days” he justifies.
Although he seems sincere, his answer is not enough for me: “Has Galen said something to you? Or is it the Velmont who don't want you here?”
Xander stops a few steps from the door of the Sethlan temple, turns around and caresses my face: “No. Galen believes that time has healed all wounds and the Velmont are concerned about Seraphine's safety. I'm the one who wants to go home, there are too many memories here.”
I clench my lips over my teeth. “I don't want to be alone” I reveal, hating myself for this vulnerability.
“But you won't be alone. The young Arcana who are part of the Hand will be your comrades-in-arms and...”
“Just like how it happened to you?” I blurt out, immediately regretting it.
Xander's green eyes close into two slits: “What happened in the last Sacred War must not be repeated. That is also your duty. And I don't know anyone who can do it as well as you.”
I snort slightly.
“Violante,” my master murmurs, forcing me to look at him with a light touch under my chin: “The temple of Marduk will always be open for you. My home is your home, but the High Priestess has chosen you and standing by her side has been your only wish since I have known you. You will never be alone. I will always be there for you, do you understand?”
I barely nod, clenching my fists.
“I didn't think you were the type to be moved by goodbyes” Xander jokes, resting an arm on my shoulder. “Come on, take me to the portal.”
“I wasn't, at least not until you gave me your last name.”
We share a small smile as we open the large door of the Sethlan Temple: the interior is filled with priests and a few of Callista's Arcana students who participated in the Rising on their way to their temples. At the side of a heavily armored Galen, Seraphine shakes hands with each of the guests before they pass through the portal.
As soon as she sees me, she turns away from the circle of runes to join us with a bright smile: “The Seven Sisters have just returned to Brooklyn. They invited me and their Arcanum to Evan's temple. Would you come with me? I've never seen any other temple but this one!”
I look at Xander, waiting for him to nod, but he quickly replies: “You do not need my permission. Your High Priestess has asked you to accompany her...”
I nod and throw myself at my master's neck in a final farewell: “I'll be back to see you soon.”
“Galen,” Seraphine squeaks with irrepressible energy. “Could you open the portal to Brooklyn? Violante and I would like to visit.”
Although we're only a few meters away, I don't miss the World Arcanum's contrite expression. “The Velmonts have given me no instructions on this” he says.
“We will not leave the holy ground. We will only stay inside the temple,” Seraphine mumbles, clasping her hands together.
“I don't think that's a good idea,” Galen replies sternly. “Violante is young and inexperienced.”
Xander steps forward, flashing his best smile: “You could accompany her. You are one of the most experienced Arcanum. And the wish of the High Priestess is certainly not unattainable.”
At these words, the man unconsciously tenses his muscles under the bronze armor and shakes his head.
“Please, Sir Galen. We'll be back before anyone notices” Seraphine pleads with him.
The acolytes in the temple begin to murmur, probably tired of waiting for their turn to return home. The World clenches his jaw, undecided, then turns to my master with a grim look: “You take care of the portal in my absence. And then have a safe return to Dover.”
Xander nods decisively and then gestures for me to enter the runic circle. Seraphine grabs my hand and squeezes it as a kaleidoscope of colors begins to swirl around us.
†
“Evan's temple is not as large as the one in Saint Denis, but it can accommodate many followers,” explains Saheen, the priestess who greeted us in the portal room. “The mosaics are very old, while the structure has been renovated and enlarged several times.”
I gaze at the temple of my goddess, trying not to be surprised by the natural light that blends with the colors of the floor: mosaics of stone and colored glass stretch as far as the eye can see, creating reflections and plays of light in the air. Along the aisles, ancient statues of celestial creatures bring the pink marble to life, and between the apses, colorful paintings depict Evan's exploits in creating the weave.
“We're also adding a third floor to the main structure,” the woman continues, moving her long silver hair down her bare back. “Brooklyn is growing fast, especially in height. We don't want Evan's shrine to lag behind the civilian buildings.”
“Can we see her statue?” asks Seraphine, continuing to squeeze my hand, while Galen follows silently behind us.
“Certainly.”
I notice the other sisters between the bright brick columns: almost all of them have a weapon on their belts or strapped to their backs. “The situation with the halfbreeds, how is it?”
“There are no problems that require your intervention,” Saheen emphasizes in a confident voice. “The main werewolf clan is behaving very well. They move away from the city on full moon days and their presence keeps the vampires away. However, we are all trained to take care of them; it has been decades since the guardian of this temple awakened, and we have adapted. About twenty years ago, the summoning of a demon caused us some trouble, but Empress Callista intervened.”
I grit my teeth, feeling guilty. This is supposed to be the temple of my goddess, yet this is the first time I have set foot in it, and my presence does not seem remotely necessary.
“There she is!” exclaims Seraphine, breaking away from me and running down the aisle to the foot of a huge statue.
Evan is carved in gray marble, her arms barely opening just near her waist. Her wavy hair cascades over her narrow shoulders, a jewel on her forehead adorns her features, and her eyes are open and mischievous.
“It is said that the goddess of the weave was born from the clash between Serida and Mide: the power of their magic when it crossed, instead of becoming destructive, created a new being. The weave of the magic itself, the veils that separate the planes, is permeated by Evan's essence” Saheen tells me as we approach the High Priestess, who is now kneeling on the ground in prayer. “But I don't need to explain these things to you, her mortal knight.”
I feel my cheeks go up in flames. Avoiding the Sister's gaze, I kneel next to Seraphine. Xander trained me as best he could, but he was especially hasty with the history of the gods and creation; the most I know is that Serida is the goddess of the Star Arcanum and Mide is the goddess of the Empress.
“Violante is worried because her fighting techniques do not involve magic,” the High Priestess reveals with a serious expression.
I swallow and hold my breath. I want to reprimand her for revealing something that embarrasses me, but when it comes to Seraphine, I can't keep a stern face.
“From the Sacred Tales we know that Evan is the goddess of action, but that she firmly believed that magic should only be used until one's powers have grown sufficiently; at that point, the threat or promise of its usage would be enough to avert any threat. True wisdom lies in knowing when not to use magic, not in knowing which magic to use,” Saheen explained, bowing at the statue's feet and lighting some candles by waving her hand over them. “That fact that her Arcanum is a knight without magic is proof of how true the Sacred Tales speak.”
I remain silent and direct my thoughts to Evan: make me strong, strong enough to ward off any war.
“If it is not too much trouble...” Seraphine exclaims after leaving an offering at the foot of the statue: “Could we go up to the highest point of the temple? I don't think I'll have a better opportunity to see another city than Saint Denis.”
Saheen nods: “At your service, come with me.”
I try not to think too much about it, but Seraphine's words have touched the deepest chords of my heart. I think of the years I spent in Dover, in between the rigorous training, of course, but also the free time to explore the streets of the country, to savor the smells of the countryside and to dive into the cold sea.
“What was it like to find out that you are the High Priestess?” my words fall out of my mouth without the slightest control.
Seraphine barely flinches as we follow the Sister up a long wooden staircase a few steps away. “Strange. I was so small that I did not fully understand the deep meaning of my role. Sometimes I felt I had to fit into a role to make everyone happy. How was that for you?”
I think for a moment: “Xander's revelation was so simple that it was almost natural. Every day he added some detail, some teaching. As much as he wanted to emphasize in the first years that he had not adopted me as a father, his attitude towards me was the closest to it.”
Seraphine smiles at me and her eyes glaze over for a moment, just before they are caught by the panorama beyond a large glass window. There is metal scaffolding on the terrace, making it unusable, but the streets of Brooklyn are revealed in all their chaotic beauty.
“Unfortunately, the work to build an additional floor will take a few more years,” Saheen apologizes, “But this is the most beautiful place.”
“Breathtaking!” Seraphine exclaims, resting the palms of her small hands on the glass window.
I watch the city skyline for a few moments: wide streets filled with carriages and steam engines, surrounded by multi-story red brick buildings. A strange grayness from the chimneys thickens like a cloud in the sky. It resembles Londinium, but a closer look is enough to see that the soul of this place is completely different.
“We are the only temple in the east of this land. To the west is the Devil's Arcanum, and in the center of the continent is the Hierophant’s” Saheen says, pointing to a world map on the wall at our side.
I turn and look for the first time at all the places where the houses of our gods stand: “How come they are almost all concentrated in the old continent?” I ask, noticing an uneven distribution of sacred ground.
“That would be one of countless questions we could ask our gods, if only they would answer us!” exclaims the Sister with a laugh. “We can only speculate. The most likely places are where the land is thinnest and where the demons can reach most easily on this plane.”
I focus again on the cities marked on the map and simply comment: “It looks to me like someone threw something from above... and most of it was concentrated at the crash site.”
Saheen comes closer and puts her hand on my shoulder: “To us mortals, some things seem random, but there are always a divine plan behind them.”
†
“All you need to know is that we lost contact with Nathaniel Velmont six weeks ago.”
Malek's tone is serious. Large, swollen circles surround his eyes, a sign that his last few nights have not been easy at all. Out of all the Arcana of the old Sacred War, the Tower is the one that has suffered the least from the passage of time.
François Velmont's large office feels more cramped than it is due to the number of people present: his wife Helena sobs in a corner while Seraphine tries to comfort her with a hand on her shoulder. The head of the family, on the other hand, tries to console himself by rummaging through some papers on his desk. Besides the five Arcana of the Hand and Nathaniel's Master, only Callista and Galen were allowed to attend the meeting.
Xander's absence is already noticeable, even though only a few days have passed. I bite my lip as I remember not being able to share my doubts about the visions I had during the battle with Sebastian. I know I could reach out to my master whenever I want, but with each passing day, the weight of my silence becomes a burden, as does the possibility that he will spill the beans with the Hanged Man. For a moment, my gaze flickers to the source of my worry —Sebastian— who remains silent, his expression tinged with remorse as he looks at Malek.
“I had sent him to the Chariot Temple in Barcino to retrieve some ancient texts. The priests confirmed Nathaniel's arrival. He conducted the search and then went into town for the evening. He never returned to the temple...” the Tower Arcanum explains, nervously touching the gold buttons on his green tunic.
“Why was Handir not sent? Is he not the knight of Dagan?” asks Callista, curling a ring of red hair between her fingers.
“Nathaniel, no matter how much potential he showed as an Arcanum of Justice, he was never one to follow the rules. It would be a task to teach him respect for authority, my authority. While the others continued their training in preparation for the Rising, he was tasked with something I would normally have entrusted to a temple priest” Malek replies dryly.
Callista cannot hold back a grimace of disappointment, but remains silent.
“The best thing to do would be to go to where Nathaniel was before he disappeared, and investigate,” Galen suggests whilst pacing with folded hands. “But I wonder why you waited so long to bring this to our attention.”
“For the first few days I thought you wanted to take your time so as not to give me the satisfaction of completing such a simple task, while for a few weeks I thought you wanted to make me pay for it. A month ago, however, I brought the situation to Velmont's attention” Malek raises an eyebrow and looks in François' direction.
Helena's sobs are interrupted and turn into a serious accusation: “You knew and did nothing?”
An outraged expression is painted on the woman's face. Her golden eyebrows narrow toward her nose, darkening her gaze and causing her to lose the aura of royalty she has always displayed.
Her husband looks up from his papers for a moment. “There was the Rising to prepare for. If our son wanted to attract attention with his escape and ruin everything...”
Helena does not even let him finish the sentence: “Our son disappeared and you think he just wanted to attract attention?”
Silence falls between them and a heavy atmosphere fills the room until Helena leaves and slams the door.
“We're not going to waste any more time blaming ourselves for Nathaniel's disappearance” François says. “We have to act. And immediately.”
“I will go to Barcino personally!” exclaims Galen.
The head of the Velmont family angrily bangs his fist on his desk, “No. The High Priestess needs an experienced arcanist to defend her. You will stay in Saint Denis. We can consider this an inaugural mission for the Five of the Hand.”
Everyone's eyes focus on the four young arcanists who have remained silent until now, and on me. Tension causes me to move behind Falco, whose massive physique hides me.
“My guys are ready; I cannot vouch for Xander's trainee,” Galen explains in a piqued tone.
“I'll vouch!” Seraphine steps forward; though small in stature, her exclamation sounds like an unassailable verdict. “And until proven otherwise, Violante defeated your champion, Ser Galen. So, there is no better team to find Nathaniel.”
François nods, while the World remains silent.
“I will notify the Temple of Dagan immediately via vestal,” Malek explains.
“Very well. Pack your things and leave at once.”
Vincenzo is the first to leave the room, followed by Manigoldo, who raises his hat and seems to greet the High Priestess in a language of his own. I wait for Falco to leave as well and go out with them.
Just then I hear Seraphine's words to Sebastian: “Bring your brother home.”
†
It is Handir himself, Arcanum of the Chariot, who greets us as soon as we enter his temple through the portal. The feeling of nausea from the immediate journey accompanies me for several minutes after arriving in the Aragonese city.
It only takes a few glances to realize that the house of the goddess Dagan is much simpler than the one of Sethlan: dark wooden arches run down the long nave, while among the oak pews a few clerics sit in prayer, facing a stone statue of an elderly woman with a sturdy body and a motherly gaze. The floor is nothing more than plain, beaten red earth, and all the acolytes wear no footwear to have more contact with the element of their goddess.
“The situation is more complicated than Malek told us” Handir begins, leading the way to the library. “François Velmont was already aware of everything, but he asked for utmost secrecy in the presence of his wife and the High Priestess.”
I can't help but raise an eyebrow.
“What were they hiding from us?” asks Falco in a confident stride.
“Nathaniel was here to investigate some disappearances. The clerics alerted us of the presence of a possible serial killer with a particular fetish for limbs and body parts.”
Handir approaches some scrolls carefully placed in one of the bookcases: “These are the locations in the city where the bodies were found, or rather what was left of them.”
Facing the unfolded map, we look at all the red dots marked on there: most of them are concentrated in a certain area.
“What's there?” I ask.
“Let's go in order,” Handir says, frowning. “The disappearances began about six months ago. First, some gravediggers reported that some young bodies had been stolen before being buried in consecrated ground. Then the suspects, or criminals, became more daring: numerous students disappeared in the academic area, at night, near this inn: the Supravelum.”
“Why was an Arcanum sent? Isn't that a job for the civilian gendarmes?” asked Falco, squinting his hazel eyes.
“We suspected it was some Children of Blood who disobeyed the law and brought death and pain to humans. We ruled out the possibility of it being a vampire; the bodies were not bled dry. But perhaps a heretic sorcerer looking for fresh meat for his demonic rituals… or perhaps an Ancient whose presence we are yet to record in this area.”
A shiver runs down my spine and my gaze instinctively shifts to Sebastian. Our eyes meet for a moment: his brother may indeed be in trouble.
“Young, I imagine, healthy and handsome. Dismembered but not drained. Could it really be a dark sorcerer's doing?” Vincenzo wonders. I realize that this is the first time I have heard his voice. It sounds remarkably like Falco's: the accent and the inflection are the same.
“Has common criminality already been ruled out?” asks Manigoldo, leaning on the oak table with both hands.
Handir makes a strange sound, as if he disagrees, "Dagan's clerics are certain that the mundane have nothing to do with it. But no, we did not look into it.”
Manigoldo glances at his companions, who nod in agreement: “I'll get right on it. I still have some contacts and I speak the language of the rogues well. Give me a few hours and I will bring you some information.”
Handir agrees and calls over one of the priests to escort the Fortune Arcanum out of the temple; then he turns to us with an enigmatic smile and a look that vibrates with curiosity: “While we await the return of your friend, I would like to test at least one knight chosen by the High Priestess. To see if you truly are the best” he exclaims, tying his long blonde hair into a simple ponytail.
Before anyone can answer, Falco steps forward. “I really want to stretch my legs after the trip.”
All it takes is a movement of Handir's hands and a few words in a language I do not know, for the library tables and chairs to be arranged along the library walls, leaving enough room in the center for a fight.
Falco pulls out his spiked mace and begins to twirl it above his head, “Yours is the first move!”
The Chariot Arcanum bursts into thunderous laughter, then whispers something into the ring he wears on the index finger of his right hand: in an instant, four perfect copies of the wizard appear around Falco, who is now surrounded.
Undaunted, the Sun moves towards the Handir who cast the spell, but his weapon strikes what looks like clay and disintegrates it on the ground.
The remaining copies begin to move their hands in circles: the red soil of the ground begins to swirl around Falco. His legs are caught in a whirlwind that knocks him down and begins to bury him like a storm of sand and clay.
With extreme effort, Falco pulls himself up and, between coughs, hurls his weapon at the nearest copy of Handir, which turns out to be another illusion.
“Don't hit with your eyes! Look behind you!” shouts Vincenzo, as if he has already figured out which of the three copies is the real Handir.
The Sun Arcanum seems to hear his brother's words. He blinks for a moment and, with an incredible reaction, dodges blow after blow. Finally, as if he had been more concerned with the rustling of Handir's robes than the visible position, he charges and throws himself at his opponent. The spiked club drives into the belly of the Chariot. At the same moment, the two remaining copies vanish, turning to sand.
“There is no doubt. Seraphine has chosen well, at least one of you...” states Handir.
Sebastian approaches the host and helps him up, holding his arm, while Falco pats Vincenzo's back and smiles with complicity.
“May I see Nate's rooms?” the Emperor asks. “Where he stayed before he was taken.”
“We found nothing, just some spare clothes,” explains the Chariot as he uses his spells to move the library tables and chairs back and rearrange the floor. Sebastian's disappointment is so obvious that Handir quickly adds: “But maybe we missed something. And you surely know better than I or the Dagan clerics who checked it out.”
“We'll wait for you here,” Falco tells him, sitting on the widest bench in the library.
As the two walk away and Vincenzo approaches the older tomes, I decide to put an end to my curiosity: “What did Manigoldo mean when he said he knew the jargon of criminals?” I ask the Sun Arcanum, sitting down next to him.
Falco sighs and runs his hand over his copper crest. “From what he told us, his life before he awoke as a knight of Northia was not very easy...”
“Fortune has turned in his favor,” I joke, but when I see the serious expression on my interlocutor's face, I bite my lip.
“He is an orphan. But there was no institution in Vesuvium that would take him in. He spent all his early years begging for a guild of criminals, and as soon as he became skilled and quick enough, he began stealing from the poor unfortunates who crossed the city's streets. He often jokes about it, saying that he only became an Arcanum because he took someone's life. We never investigated what he really means, although the suspicion that he had to get his hands dirty as a boy is very strong...” Falco tells me.
I’m left speechless, staring at my boots.
“But don't pity him,” the young man urges, smiling at me with his amber eyes. “He left that life behind a long time ago.”
I inhale, thinking of the icy feeling I still get when I remember what it was like to live without a family, without an adult taking care of me: “Sometimes some things never truly go away.”



CHAPTER V
“Do you really think this plan can work?” I ask Vincenzo as we hide in a dark alley a stone's throw from Supravelum.
“We can only pray to our gods,” he answers dryly.
I look towards the rooftops, hoping to catch a glimpse of Manigoldo's shadow, but he is too good at hiding.
I sigh. His contacts with criminals have not led to any breakthroughs. In fact, as we were told, even the underworld in Barcino is annoyed by the presence of a serial killer. It disturbs their business too much, causing a loss of profit to those who seek entertainment in the darkest hours.
I glance down the main street as Falco and Sebastian leave the club, pretending to be drunk. They make good bait: two healthy young men dressed as noblemen, conspicuously unable to defend themselves.
The anticipation kills me.
“You're brothers, you and Falco, aren't you?” I ask in a low voice, seeking a dialogue with the quietest Arcanum in the group.
“No”.
This confuses me. They really do look so much alike, but now that I think about it, they don't have the same last name.
“Still, are you related?”
“In a way. We come from the province of Milazzo, in Unitas, Falco's father is the local squire. My family and I used to work for him.”
There is no need for him to add more. I have heard too many stories like this in the orphanage. Men of the local nobility who are not only content with their wives, but who demand to have the wives of those who live on their land, as if they were their property. My heart goes out to Vincenzo.
“Those two with the bowler hats on their heads… that's the second time they've passed by the well” the Moon Arcanum suggests to me, pointing at two men dressed in dark clothes.
I am impressed by his sight.
“Get ready.”
I don't take my eyes off Falco and Sebastian for a moment when the two figures start to follow them. Our companions must have noticed them too, because they change direction and approach our dimly lit and even less frequented area.
I touch the hilt of my sword, and as if it were a bad omen, a cold wind sweeps through the alleys. In a matter of seconds, one of the two figures pulls out a blade from his walking cane, ready to use it on Falco's back.
Manigoldo, however, is faster, and from one of the rooftops a dark deflagration begins, crashing down on the enemy. That's our signal. Vincenzo and I come out of the alley, ready to help, but the Moon Arcanum grabs my wrist and turns me in the opposite direction: three figures, cloaked in coats and gray bowler hats, approach behind us.
Thanks to Vincenzo's perception, we both manage to dodge the blows. I react by trying to strike at the neck, but my opponent is fast and I only manage to knock his hat off. As our blades cross, I notice in the darkness that his face is strange: instead of an eye, he seems to have glass, and his neck snaps unnaturally.
Back to Vincenzo, I warn him: “There's something wrong with them!”
His halberd flies and one of the three falls helplessly to the ground. As he draws his weapon, he immediately warns me: “There is no blood on my blade, only an oily liquid. Let's get them!”
With a quick nod, I follow Vincenzo's movements and immediately recognize what he is about to do: a copy of the Arcanum materializes behind one of the two attackers. I duck to avoid the whip of the other, and before he can draw it back, I grab it with one arm and pull with all the strength I have left in my legs. I manage to throw him off balance and disarm him by riding on his back. I quickly bind his hands with his own whip and notice that the skin on his neck is a different color than the skin on his face.
I turn to Vincenzo. His copy is pinning his opponent from behind, while he opens a gash in his clothes with his halberd. What I see makes my blood run cold: a set of gears inside a metal rib cage is keeping this creature alive.
And I suddenly understand where the heads and limbs stolen from the poor young men of Barcino have gone.
Manigoldo leaps like a cat from the roof, delivers a fatal blow to the shoulders of Falco and Sebastian's last attacker, then lands a few feet away from them, stroking his goatee with a satisfied look.
“Let's find a quiet place to interrogate them,” suggests Vincenzo, his copy easily avoiding the enemy's divination.
Falco steps forward with his innate confidence: “Supravelum is empty, we were the last to leave. The maid on duty is a half-fae.”
Sebastian approaches me as I tie a flap of my shirt around the attacker's mouth: “I'll help you carry him.”
For a moment I'm tempted to tell him that I can do it myself. But we are a team now: if I want this to work, I have to accept their help. I nod as the Emperor forces the creature to its feet and pushes it in the direction of the inn.
“What are they?” I ask Vincenzo as I approach him.
“I don't know. All I know is that this isn't the first time I've seen them.”
†
I still haven't gotten used to the presence of the copy of the Moon Arcanum holding a helpless construct in its arms.
That's what Falco called it. My intuition was right: this being is composed of human body parts and mechanical parts. There is no real life holding it together, but according to the Sun’s Arcanum, there is a stench of demonic magic. The pipes running through this partially robotic body are filled with motor oil.
Kaytleen, a half-fae, continues to wipe the counter as if nothing had happened. She has agreed to give us privacy by closing every door and window in the place, but in return she has asked to stay and watch, claiming that some of her friends have been victims of these killers.
“I don't know if this is going to work, I don't think they're really sentient beings,” proclaims Falco, while carving some magical symbols on the floor around the chair where one of the automatons was tied up. He chants a prayer to Samas and the runes glow with a golden light. “He will tell the truth if he can answer”.
Sebastian steps forward: “Why did you attack us from behind?”
At first the automaton's mouth twitches, an eerie sight, then a metallic, serpentine voice answers: “You are good donors.”
No need to ask what for.
“Where would you have taken us?"
The creature's head turns sharply in Manigoldo's direction: “To my Trovator”.
A glass shatters on the floor. I turn, snapping, my hand already on the handle.
“Pardon me!” the half-fae is about to pick up the broken glass. Only now do I notice the small membranous wings on her back.
“Who is the Trovator and where is he?” Vincenzo's voice is firm.
The construct's head turns several times in the direction of those present, while its mouth twists into strange expressions. It seems to want to speak, but something prevents it.
“Answer!” barks Falco.
But the only answer he gets is a teapot-like whistle; then white smoke comes out of his mouth and his head collapses on his neck.
Manigoldo tries to shake him hard, but the gears in his chest have stopped moving, while his face and hands immediately take on a cadaverous hue.
“It must be a security mechanism. To avoid revealing too much information, it destroys itself. We can try the other one!” Falco suggests, approaching Vincenzo's copy.
I feel like I'm missing something. While the two half-brothers are discussing whether we should try to destroy the other copy as well, a thought crosses my mind and I turn to face the half-fae.
“You know who he meant by the name Trovator!”
Kaytleen's eyes lock with mine, and I can tell she is considering what to do, perhaps wondering why she has locked herself in the club alone with five Arcana, one of which has just shown the ability to force even an automaton to tell the truth.
“Yes...” she finally reveals. “I've heard that name before. But I have no idea who he is or where he is.”
She begins to look in Falco's direction, almost afraid to end up in the same circle of runes.
“Go on.”
“I'm only a fae for an half, maybe you'll find some faes somewhere. But they are rare, very rare. That's because about sixty years ago, our queen decided to move her court and her people to our original plane rather than the mundane one to escape a threat that loomed over the Children of the Blood. And the Children of the Moon and the Ancients” her hands tremble and I’m not sure if she is afraid of us or of what she was saying.
“Was the threat the Trovator?” asks Sebastian, crossing his muscular arms over his chest.
“Yes. Again, I don't know who he was, I don't think his identity was clear even to our queen. But he was certainly a strong enough threat to cause her to move to another plane.”
“Was he an enemy of the faes?” I ask confused.
“He was an enemy of many. They say he was a heretic from Vralia. I don't know much more than that, I was born here, I've never been to the fairy plane. But maybe there is someone from that time who is still alive to ask...” Kaytleen suggests.
She seems sincere, so I stop Falco with one hand, who seems ready to bring the half-fae into the circle.
“What do we do with the other one?” asks Manigoldo, curling his goatee.
There is silence among those present as Vincenzo, ready, grabs his halberd.
“I have an idea...” Sebastian interrupts. “But it could be dangerous.”
“As if we've been playing it safe so far,” the Arcanum of Fortune taunts him.
“I was thinking of playing dead, taking the construct back to the alley and wiping its memory. He will think he killed me in battle and take me to the Trovator.”
A chorus of voices rises in the inn, including mine: “It's too dangerous.”
“I could even try to erase his last memories, but you can't play dead that well to fool that thing...”
Sebastian seems about to give up when Kaytleen chimes in: “I could use the dust from my wings along with valerian to make a potion of apparent death for you.”
Manigoldo approaches the counter with questioning eyes: “And what would you gain by helping us again?”
“You vanquished those creatures. This area will be quieter. One hand washes the other” she answers, holding his gaze.
“And to awaken our friend, what is needed? True love’s kiss?” asks Manigoldo, laughing. “Because his fiancée is not here!” he adds, looking at me as if waiting for my reaction.
“That's not a problem” Kaytleen explains promptly. “This will wake him up immediately.”
A small bottle with a reddish liquid lands in Manigoldo's hands.
“Are you sure?” I ask Sebastian almost in a whisper.
In response, the Emperor turns to Falco and orders: “Do it.”
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As I gallop along the Arcana of Sun and Moon, the feeling of imminent danger chills my veins.
Falco managed to give a sharp command to the construct that picked up Sebastian's body in the alley and loaded it onto a cart a short distance away. They were probably ready to pick up more bodies, but the sight of his slaughtered comrades must have made him think that one body might be enough for that night.
Manigoldo, for his part, did his own thing again: instead of waiting and following the cart at a safe distance, he slipped between the wheels and hung from the floor. At least the Emperor will be better protected with him this close.
I can feel my heartbeat racing faster, and this startles me. It isn’t from excitement; I’m not even tired or injured. Could this be from fear that something might happen to Sebastian; that even makes my hands tremble whilst holding the reins? I push the thought back to where it came from, and approach Vincenzo. “You said you've seen these constructs before!”
The Moon leads the way, his excellent eyesight guiding us outside of Barcino, into the countryside and along less lit paths.
“Yes. The night I activated my Arcanum powers. Two of these beings were in our village. They were looting corpses and my parents tried to stop them. They died.” He answers briefly. “Something inside me snapped, and a powerful light drove them away before they could harm a hair on my head.”
I notice a veil of regret in his amber eyes and as much as I want to ask him if Falco was involved that night, I remain silent.
“And yes... He awoke that night too” he adds, pointing to the Sun Arcanum behind us.
“How did you...”
“I don't read minds,” Vincenzo justifies, blushing slightly. “But the expression on your face is like an open book.”
I frown and bite my lower lip in remorse.
But before I can deny it, the Moon Arcanum stops me: “There, like now.”
I remain silent, trying to move my face muscles as little as possible, until the first light of dawn illuminates the wagon we have been following for hours: it has been abandoned at the side of the country road.
“Where is…” I cannot hide the worry in my voice.
“Over there!” says Vincenzo as he pushes his horse at full speed into the fields.
It is not until I see Manigoldo pull his flail from the body of the construct that I begin to breathe again. Next to him, Sebastian's helpless body seems to be unharmed.
“Luckily I was with them,” he explains. “He brought him here and it smelled too much like a teleportation circle to me.”
I look at the wheat field we are in, and the arrangement of some of the black rocks and stones seems too perfect to be an accident. Falco nods, confirming the assumption: “Yes. I feel a vibrant energy between the stones: the risk of it disappearing, who knows where Sebastian was there.... Good work, Manigoldo!”
The young man smiles under his mustache, then turns to me and shows me the red flask Kaytleen gave us: “True love's kiss, do you want to awaken him?”
I raise an eyebrow and pretend I didn't hear him. I approach the construct and try to find a clue in the pockets of its clothes. I find nothing, but the rays of dawn reflected off the mechanical gears through the wounds Manigoldo has left.
And when I hear Sebastian cough and take a deep breath, I take off a copper caster and bring it as close to my eyes as possible.
“Guys...” I say, turning back to the group: “Do any of you know what Decury Industries are?”



CHAPTER VI
François Velmont nods, his chin resting on his crossed hands as Falco recounts what happened in Barcino. Apart from the Hand, only Sibyl Riina is present at the meeting.
Seraphine and Helena, Sebastian's mother, are at a ceremony in honor of El in the great city of Saint Denis, under Galen's watchful eye.
“And then Violante noticed this cogwheel engraved with the industry of origin: Decury.” The Sun Arcanum places the evidence on the table.
“I've heard this name before, but I'm missing something. There must be industries in the state of Unitas, in Laguna if I'm not mistaken...” François explains, massaging his temples. “I'm pretty sure they have the best steamboats in the world, but such constructs, as you call them, have never been seen before.”
“It's the only link we have to my brother's disappearance.” Sebastian's gaze is fixed on his father, who now looks far more contrite than he did a few days ago. It’s clear now that Nathaniel did not leave for attention.
“Do we know anything about this Trovator? And what role he played in the old war?” asks Vincenzo, getting straight to the point.
“Perhaps Galen could tell us more after his return, if not you could consult the annals...” François begins, but Riina blatantly clears her throat before speaking.
“If you had paid more attention during my arcane history lessons, you might remember more about the last Sacred War.”
The woman rises from the dark leather couch and adjusts her soft dress. A few gray strands sprout from the bun of auburn hair.
“We'll pretend it's a brush-up for Violante, since she's the only one who rightfully didn't attend my classes!”
Riina approaches me and rests her hand on my shoulder, but keeps her eyes on her indifferent students.
“When the hieratics of Vralia broke through the borders with Anges; bringing with them iron and fire into Alemannia, the Arcana had gone to war against them. We would have won quickly, but one night, the sacred weapon of the High Priestess was stolen from the camp. There was panic. Clara was immediately escorted back here to Saint Denis, which is a holy land and cannot be crossed by Children of the Blood or of the Night. The other Arcana were split up. The Hand and Skarros, the former Arcanum of the Fool, continued to prevent the advance of the halfbreeds, whilst a selected handful went to Tarkov, the dark sorcerer’s capital in Western Valia. They were led by Leopold Vöegel, and were to recover the sacred halberd.”
“The Hierophant's Arcanum,” Vincenzo specifies.
Riina seems impressed by his memory: “Exactly. But they failed. No one returned from Tarkov. On the other hand, the Hand had found unexpected allies in some halfbreeds, law-abiding people. They managed to repel the advance when Galen was recalled here to Saint Denis.”
I bite my lip. I know exactly how that story ended.
“He found Lisa Vöegel, her hands still stained with blood, and the High Priestess dead in her arms. With Clara's death, the weapon returned to the chest, waiting for El's next knight. The halfbreeds, not having been defeated, retreated as if they had lost the real reason for this battle.”
“But what did the Trovator have to do with it?” asks Falco, almost bored with the lesson.
“It was a name that often ran through the ranks of the enemy. A heretic sorcerer, probably from Tarkov. But there is no evidence that he is the same as the constructs’ or just a name given on a hierarchical level among the Vralian.”
“Raphael Decury! That's the name I was missing!” François exclaims, and we immediately turn to him. “No, no...” he hastens to add, “I don't mean the Trovator, but he is the owner of Decury Industries. He is one of the oldest nobles in Unitas and has often invited us to his parties in Laguna. According to our information, he took over the family business a few decades ago after the death of his father, to whom he bears an uncanny resemblance, as he did to his grandfather and great-grandfather before him.”
“Could he be a vampire?” Vincenzo suggests. “Who fakes his death and then reappears as the hereditary son and continues his life undisturbed, without causing concern in the eyes of humans?”
“I would not be surprised if a Child of Night is behind all this. I will send a letter as soon as possible, requesting a meeting with Decury. In the meantime, while you're waiting for Galen's return, you can do what you normally do… I don't know, maybe train, but not here!” François ends the meeting abruptly, pointing to the door of his study.
As we leave, Riina flashes me a smile that seems to be a mixture of pity and sorrow, and a shiver runs down my spine.
“We could ask Xander if he has any more information; he was also present during the last Sacred War” I suggest as we walk into the gardens of Saint Denis.
“Your master is not a reliable source. According to the old Arcana, he is a traitor,” Manigoldo concludes.
I put my feet firmly on the ground and cross my hands over my chest: “Just because he was married to Lisa Vöegel? That doesn't make him a traitor. Maybe he knows something and nobody ever bothered to ask him!” I blurt out, unable to hold back a snarl.
“I'm just reporting what I heard from Galen and Callista at the party after the rebellion” Manigoldo justifies himself with a very unconvincing smile.
I look at the unconvinced faces of my companions and feel frustration growing in my gut.
“Violante, I completely understand that you miss your master and Dover, but you must not let that influence your decisions,” Sebastian's calm and understanding tone makes me burst out.
“Damn it Velmont! Do I miss Xander? Yes, I do. And if I could go back to Marduk's temple instead of staying here, I would! But I made a promise to Seraphine, and I will not leave out the slightest detail in this investigation. And if I remember correctly, you also promised her to find your brother!”
The look of shame on Sebastian's tired face makes my blood run cold. Part of me wants to apologize, but I'm afraid my resentment might make things worse.
Falco steps forward and puts himself between me and the others: “If Xander was a traitor, not loyal to the High Priestess, he would not have his sacred weapon, at least, that’s what I believe. And if there is any doubt, we could ask the same questions when Galen returns.”
“Once the sacred weapon is unlocked, only the death of the Arcanum brings it back into the chest. Not a betrayal” Vincenzo insists. The way he remembers all the details, is getting on my nerves.
“Never mind. I support what Violante says” the Sun Arcanum exclaims, stepping to my side and patting me on the shoulder.
I sigh, while the mix of inadequacy and anger fades away, “Thank you, Falco.”
“For what?” he replies, winking at me. “We don't have to trust the Hanging Man, but for what it's worth, I trust you.”
I wait for the group to head for the door of Sethlan's temple and stop him, resting my hand on his large forearm. Falco turns around with a curious look on his face: “I haven't done much to earn your trust so far” I murmur with a drawl.
“You see, Violante…” he begins with a broad smile “As far as I'm concerned, every Arcanum deserves my trust. They don’t have to earn it, but they can lose it. How else could I ask you to trust me if I am not the first to trust you?”
I feel my muscles relax after so many hours of tension: “I will do everything not to lose it.”
“I'm sure you will.”
We catch up with the rest of the group to enter the portal and I stay close to him, trying not to turn in Sebastian's direction. There's something about him that irritates me deeply, but I haven't figured out what it is yet.
†
As soon as we touch the dusty floor of Marduk's temple, I rush to the door that connects it to the house. I find my master polishing training weapons from the Citadel of Pest.
“Xander!” my voice chokes in my throat.
He looks up and when he sees me, he drops his blades, runs over and picks me up.
“Are you okay? Is something wrong with the others in Saint Denis?” he asks, worried about my sudden presence, but his questions are interrupted by the arrival of the other four of the Hand.
“We have a few questions for you regarding the last Sacred War” I explain, leaving the rest to Falco.
As they take their seats in the small living room, I go into the kitchen to boil water for tea. I search for some biscuits in a glass jar, noting with tenderness that the pantry is much emptier since I left.
“And that's the end of the story,” says Falco as I serve the tea.
The cups are incredibly small in the hands of the Sun and Moon Arcana. When I serve Sebastian, he thanks me in a gentle tone and I stiffen.
“That's exactly how it went,” Xander's voice is weak. It must be very difficult for him to talk about this.
“Could there be a connection between your wife Lisa and the Trovator? Could she have killed the High Priestess on his orders?” asks Manigoldo bluntly.
"No. Lisa and Clara were best friends. She would not have done anything against the will of the High Priestess.”
“It seems to me that she did though,” the Fortune Arcanum comments in a low voice. I can't help but stare at him.
“Could she have been bewitched?” asks Vincenzo.
“Definitely not. The Lovers Arcanum is immune to such influences. Lisa used to say that nothing could fool love.”
“Could someone have used her sacred weapons and taken over her appearance?” speculates Sebastian.
Xander sighs and runs a hand over his light beard: “Lisa never unlocked her sacred weapon. What they found in Clara's chest were the two short swords she used in battle. A maid on duty in the chests room that day said she saw the Lovers' one suddenly open, but these are just stories the servants liked to tell, exploiting other people's dramas. Lisa did not leave Clara for a second. If only Galen had not been so eager to execute her, perhaps we would have known more now!”
“If she wasn’t a traitor, and she wasn’t under someone’s spell, then what answers have you been giving yourself all this time? Why did Lisa kill Clara?” Falco’s tone is measured, no matter how delicate the question. He always seems to manage to keep his interlocutor’s feelings under control.
The Hanged Man squints his eyes for a moment before answering: “Clara feared that the heretical sorcerer might use her halberd. I know very well that no one but a very few Arcana could have used her sacred weapon, much less a Child of Blood. But Clara must have been onto something, her hunch must have been more than just a hunch, and when Leopold's mission failed, she had no choice but to ask Lisa for the ultimate sacrifice. There is no other explanation for me.”
“Isn't that a bit convenient? To remove all guilt and actually elevate Lisa to a heroine?”
“You asked my opinion,” Xander blurts. “If you want another version, ask Galen and let him tell you why he didn't wait a moment to kill Lisa”.
The tension is palpable. I return the gaze of the Arcanum of Fortune with a glare, who shrugs and curls his goatee in response.
“This mysterious figure, the Trovator, do you have any idea who he was?”
“No, Vincenzo. Certainly a very powerful sorcerer, but he was not on the battlefield. If only the expedition to Tarkov had succeeded, perhaps everything would have been clearer.”
We remain silent, and for a moment I fear that I will be forced to return to Saint Denis without being able to talk to Xander alone.
But the Moon Arcanum gives me just the right opportunity: “Is this your sacred weapon?” he asks, pointing to the golden scythe resting on the mantelpiece.
“You are the son of Belus, aren’t you? You can try it if you want, but go outside and practice, the house is too small.”
A smile appears on Vincenzo's face, which is extremely rare.
As I help the host to carry the teapot and cups into the kitchen, I hear the excited voices of my companions heading for the courtyard. As soon as the door closes, Xander squeezes my hand and asks: “Are you all right, Violante? If it's too dangerous, I can talk to François and Galen and get you reassigned.”
“No, no,” I reassure him. “We are just investigating, and you have prepared me for situations like this all these years. I feel ready.”
“You know, this is your home too...”
I smile at him as I run the cups under the water. I wish I knew where all my courage came from, because I was able to start a conversation we should have had days ago.
I take a deep breath and decide to jump in: “Do you remember the day of the Ascension? When I fought Sebastian... something strange happened, as if I had fought him before. I think. I was flooded with memories, but they weren't mine.”
Xander's face frowns so quickly that it worries me.
“You are the Arcanum of the Fool, it is possible that you copied some of his memories.”
“Do you think so? Was the previous Fool able to do that?” I ask, looking for comfort.
“No. Skarros was not as good as you; he trained a few months before the conflict with Vralia broke out. But listen to me: Sebastian is a good guy, but copying memories, in general of any Arcanum and especially of the Emperor, is not a good idea. Stay away from him and don't copy his powers anymore.”
I nod, but that is not enough.
“Promise me. Stay away from him.”
“Yes, I will.”
An awkward silence falls over us, and I just wipe the dishes Xander hands me with a cloth until I can no longer ignore the feeling of being watched. I turn abruptly, looking behind the archway of the kitchen, leaning out, but not noticing anything.
“Are you alright? Looking for something?” Xander asks me curiously.
“No, no... Everything's fine” I answer, wondering if I just got paranoid.
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I have to hold on to Falco's arm to keep from falling as the portal to Saint Denis closes: it is now undeniable that I detest instant travel.
“Are you okay?” asks Sebastian seriously, perhaps seeing my greenish complexion.
I nod, but do not answer, avoiding looking into his eyes. I still can't get the condescending tone he used with me this morning out of my head.
We wearily make our way to the armory, but halfway through the garden we are greeted by an enthusiastic François: “It took you so long to come back from Dover! Quick, follow me, I have a surprise for you.”
“Did you find out anything about the Trovator?” his son asks him.
“No, no.”
“Has something happened? To Seraphine?” insists Sebastian.
“Nothing has happened for you to worry about, the High Priestess is waiting for you. And it is useless for you to keep asking me, I do not want to spoil the surprise.”
As they enter the Velmont's large residence, I notice a great bustle of servants: they are preparing a banquet, not as large as the one at the Ascension, but certainly no ordinary dinner.
“Follow me.”
François makes his way through the corridors and rooms of the second floor until he opens a large oak-carved door. The room before him is lined with marble statues of angelic creatures in armor, and large black wooden chests alternate between one heavenly creature and the next. Only a few are open.
At the back of this expertly lit room, Seraphine greets us with the sweetest smile I have seen from her. She wields a golden spiked mace, which looks even bigger in her little hands.
“I never thought this day would come so soon. I have great faith in my Arcana, and apparently your god has some for you as well; Falco Borromeo, Arcanum of the Sun and my Voice, I am so proud to hand you your sacred weapon!”
Surprise is written on the boy’s face, who instinctively turns to his brother, expecting some kind of reaction. But Vincenzo remains silent, his eyes closed.
“May this weapon help you in the battles to come.”
Falco approaches Seraphine and gently bows. A few steps behind, we imitate him.
“May my weapon and my life stand against any enemy!” shouts the Sun, accepting his new spiked mace.
A thunderous applause fills the hall. I use the moment to approach Vincenzo: “Only you, son of Belus, together with the High Priestess and the Temperance Arcanum, can touch the other sacred weapons, right? What happens to the others who do not have divine permission?”
“Touching someone else's sacred weapon by mistake does not cause anything, but grabbing it causes permanent damage. Wounds that will never heal and will serve as a warning to anyone who tries.”
I nod, frowning: maybe that's why I didn't hurt myself when I grabbed Xander's sacred scythe. I had no intention of using it, only of not falling. That would make sense.
“Now that you've been in contact with me, you might have copied my power as well.”
“I don't know, Vincenzo” the conversation with Xander about the risk of copying some Arcanum's memories becomes overwhelming. “I wouldn’t want to overestimate myself and live the rest of my life with an unhealable wound on my hands.”
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As I had imagined, the evening ended with a banquet in Falco's honor; many bottles of Velmont Hills wine were uncorked. Seraphine sits next to me and asks me to tell her everything that has happened since we left Barcino.
I smile when I hear Falco promise Vincenzo that he will let him try out his new spiked mace the following day, while I wrinkle my nose when Manigoldo gives Seraphine a book he has probably stolen from Handir's library.
Time passes quickly in this interlude of serenity until I find myself gazing at the starry sky on the way back to my quarters. Near the armory I notice the Sun and Moon coming in, probably to let the sacred weapon rest while waiting for the next training day.
A few steps from the front door, Sebastian leans his back against the wall. Our eyes meet and I stop. His blond hair falls over his face and with a quick gesture he pulls it back behind his ear.
I know I have to apologize, even though it hurts.
“I'm sorry about today. I shouldn't have answered you like that” I whisper without moving a step.
Despite the distance, he seems to have understood my words: “It's okay. I understand you were frustrated. I was wrong not to go along with your idea, but I was afraid that you would be disappointed by what your teacher would tell you. I did not want you to suffer in any way.”
Watching him in silence, I suddenly understand what irritates me about him. He is too thoughtful and kind. And that doesn't help me keep my promise to stay away from him.
“What did Galen tell you about Xander?” I ask annoyed. Maybe it will be easier if I find a reason to hate him. “Does he think I'm a traitor too? Did he teach you not to trust him or me?”
Sebastian pushes himself off the wall and takes a few steps in my direction: “No. He is not a man of many words, our master. He has always told us to prepare ourselves, because defending the High Priestess and this world requires painful decisions. The only ones we have since this life of duty has been decided by our gods.”
I remain motionless as he approaches, clutching my arms even tighter to my chest.
“And no one told us not to trust you. Don't mistake concern for anything else.”
I grit my teeth: “Concerned that I'm not good enough? That I'm not ready to defend Seraphine? Is that what your father thinks of me?”
Sebastian smiles at me calmly: “Why do you always look for other meanings in my words? Can't you just accept what I say?”
I bite my tongue to keep from answering, feeling guilty again standing next to him.
“Maybe you were taught that way” Sebastian stars, “but by looking for enemies in everyone, you run the risk of pushing people away; even those who want to stand beside you. Don't let the ghosts of Xander's past become the ghosts of your present” Sebastian sentences.
For a moment, I want to tell him what I saw during our fight in the arena. To ask him if it was something about him, if there was something wrong with me or if someone else was playing with my mind.
But pride gets the better of me, and I remain silent.
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The sun shines on the third day of waiting for an answer from Decury. And life in Saint Denis even seems to calm down. It is as if we have forgotten Nathaniel's disappearance, the danger that the Trovator and its constructs might pose.
The gardens begin to smell of summer, and while I wait for Vincenzo and Falco to finish training with the latter's new sacred toy, I go to the stables in search of Seraphine. She revealed to me at the banquet in Falco’s honor, that she would like to learn to ride as soon as the weather is good, something she was forbidden to do until she turned sixteen. It would be nice if I could teach her.
When I arrive, however, I see that someone else has already had the same idea: in the open-air stables, Seraphine is riding a gray horse while Sebastian, with a lunger, stays in the middle of an imaginary circle, preventing the horse from getting too fast. She looks happy, smiling and holding on to the reins.
I stand off to the side under the stable porch and watch them.
“They look good together, don't they?”
I turn to see Manigoldo leaning against the wooden wall, his hat pulled down over his eyes. I hadn't even noticed his presence; sometimes it scares me how quiet he is: he could be anywhere when you least expect it.
I look in the direction of the couple and with a lump in my heart I have to admit: “Yes, they do. They look like a fairy tale prince and princess”.
I lean my arms against the fence.
“Are you unable to stay away from them?” asks Manigoldo mischievously.
I have the unpleasant feeling that he overheard my conversation with Xander.
Actually, I came here because of her, I think. But with the Arcanum of Fortune, it's best to play offense. “I could ask you the same thing,” I say, referring to Seraphine.
I still haven't forgotten his presence in the shadows of the Rising’s night, ready to eavesdrop to my conversation with her.
We remain in silence for a few minutes as Sebastian lets Seraphine's horse trot away.
“No matter how hard we try, no matter how much we try, there will always be a difference between us and them!” Manigoldo whispers in my ear.
I have no idea how he got so close without making a sound.
“We eat the same food, live in the same place as them, fight the same battles. But we will never be like them...” he continues with a sigh.
“Seraphine is not like the Velmont!” I growl in disagreement.
“She is the most generous and caring person I know,” Manigoldo admits, but quickly adds. “And do you know why? Because those who have everything can afford to be generous to those who have nothing. Sebastian is like that. You know, he told us that he would have let you win the Rising if you had only asked... Because he knew that even if he lost, he would still have everything”.
“Do you want to know what the cleric at the orphanage used to tell me? That throwing a stone is the same as begging. What do you really want, Manigoldo?”
“Nothing. The life of people like us is infamous. They will make us believe that if we try hard enough; if we really believe and use all our life force and energy; we will get what they have achieved by birthright. But, in the end, from the banquet that is life, we will in fact get nothing but scraps and crumbs,” Manigoldo comments, looking in Seraphine’s direction.
I find it hard to answer, for Manigoldo's words have left a lump in my throat. “I wasn't born noble; I wasn't even born rich. I'm just an orphan from Alemannia, and those who abandoned me didn't even leave me a last name. But I'm here now, I have a name, I have a god who chose me, and I have something to believe in. To protect Seraphine.”
For a moment, my own words, so full of conviction, seem to have untied the knot. But as Sebastian picks up Seraphine to help get her off the horse, I can’t help but admit that my heart sank.
The expression on my face must have changed conspicuously, because Manigoldo urges: “Loving them will always be a game at which we will lose. No matter how strong we are, no matter how much we are willing to sacrifice. In this game, you will always be the little village orphan and I will always be the child rescued from crime. We will always lose.”
I tighten my lips. The conversation is over as far as I am concerned. If I have to spend my time, I'd rather watch the Arcanum of Sun and Moon fighting than stay here and get bitter blood.
I turn on my heel, but before I leave, I decide to return the concerns that my conversation with Manigoldo had left in my head: “You, of all people, who has been chosen as the heart of the High Priestess, should know: the heart wants what it wants. Stop seeing yourself on the other side of the fence, perhaps you are the only snob of the two.”
I cross the entire garden, clenching my fists so tightly that when I reach the armory, I realize I have left deep marks on the palm of my hand. I inhale and exhale several times, trying to calm myself and drive that poisonous feeling back deep inside me, before opening the door.
Instead of surprising Vincenzo and Falco training with the sacred weapon of the Sun, I find them packing a leather backpack with combat gear and some books.
“Are we going to Laguna?” I ask, announcing my presence.
“No. I have to take care of a matter in Pest…” the Moon Arcanum murmurs in a low voice.
I blink, fascinated, but Falco answers my questions: “The Brothers of Belus have sent a message through the Vestal. They request the presence of their Arcanum.”
“The Vestal?”
“The fire that always burns next to the altar in every temple. Any letter thrown into those flames will then appear in the sacred place to which it was addressed,” the Sun explains, raising his thick eyebrows. “Didn't Xander train you in Dover?”
“Yes. But he never received many messages in my presence. I thought it was just a big golden plate with particularly durable embers. It adds a touch of class,” I joke, hiding behind the irony. “When do we leave for Pest?”
Falco bursts out laughing: “Galen wants me and Sebastian here in case Seraphine ever needs them. But he has no veto over you...”
I don't know if I'm more pleased to be free to move around or annoyed that my presence next to the High Priestess is considered unnecessary. “Do you mind? If I come with you, I mean. I would like to see the temple in Pest.”
Vincenzo closes his eyes for a moment, as if weighing his choice. But before he can answer, Manigoldo appears literally out of nowhere behind me: “Galen didn't say anything about me either. It won't be a problem for the Moon Arcanum to be accompanied by second choices.”
“For El!” Falco blurts out. “When will you stop listening to other people's conversations and stop jumping out of every corner?”
Manigoldo approaches with a hand in the chest pocket of his purple jacket and a mischievous smile: “When you’ll get better at not being caught off guard,” then, stroking his goatee, he turns to me: “Violante, try to talk as little as possible in Pest. Everyone knows that in Galicia the Alemannians are still considered invaders. Their independence has cost them dearly, and your accent is still too strong.”
I sigh and roll my eyes.



CHAPTER VII
“We thought long and hard before we asked for your intervention,” explains Dimitri, the priest of Belus, leading the way through the long corridors.
The Citadel of Pest resembles more a military barrack than a temple: surrounded by high walls, it stands on a hill near the river that runs through the capital of Galicia. The quantity of weapons stored in cases, racks or hung like pictures on the walls is impressive.
“You talked about criminals who disappeared from the prison,” Vincenzo presses. “Did you find their bodies? Were they dismembered?”
A shiver runs down my spine at the thought of a connection to what happened in Barcino, but Dimitri dispels all hope: “None of that. Over the years, the worst criminals have escaped with what I would call a suspicious cadence; within weeks of being sentenced to death they disappeared from their cells into thin air...”
“Sounds like a security problem for the prison gendarmes,” Manigoldo mumbles.
“We thought so too” Dimitri assures us, leading us into a neat and simple study made of dark stone. “Until last month, thanks to the Istros shoal, a corpse was found in the shape of the last escapee. No matter how long he had been underwater, the doctor who performed the autopsy was convinced that he had bled to death. And he had numerous injuries: two equidistant punctures in different places. Neck, armpits, wrists, femoral area…”
“A vampire,” Vincenzo concludes confidently.
“That's our fear,” murmurs the priest. “Thirty years ago, we had a similar problem and we were not up to the danger. I was a novice, but I remember how the bodies of my brothers came back to be buried. I can't let that happen again.”
“Do you think this is the same Child of the Night that Xander took care of?” I ask, suddenly remembering Manigoldo's warning about my accent.
But Dimitri doesn't seem to care about my birthplace: “No. I saw with my own eyes that vampire being beheaded. And she preferred babies. This is about a new bloodsucker, one who is not content to bewitch its victims and draw a little blood to survive. This is something that cannot control its hunger.”
There is silence in the study. I observe the frown lines on the priest's face, which clash so much with the still strong and toned body.
Vincenzo massages his temples and then asks: “How long have criminals been escaping from Pest prison?”
“At least ten years” Dimitri picks up a large leather-bound volume with many names marked, some circled. “But it may be a longer problem. In the year forty-three, the Alemannic invaders withdrew from the city and burned all the documents of their government,” the man cannot contain his contempt at the word. “Including the administrative records of the prisoners. These events could have started a long time ago. And the warden's chair is a hot one; too many have been replaced before wondering how some prisoners escaped the gallows.”
“Any ideas on how to bring the vampire out into the open?” Manigoldo urges.
“There is a plan which I have perfected with Ibrahim, the current director,” Dimitri reveals. “But what we lack is someone who can stand up to a Child of the Night, under any circumstances.”
“In what sense?”
“In the sense, Son of Belus, that it will be necessary for one of you to end up in a cell. And that he will have a death sentence on his head to attract the leech and stop him.”
Vincenzo approaches the man's desk: “No problem. I'll do it.”
The priest sighs: “It has to be a credible story. There are very few crimes that carry a death sentence without a trial. And the one we have right now is the Cluj poisoner. We will feign capture of the criminal after months on the run; they will be sent to the gallows without the possibility of appeal for poisoning her eight lovers and their families. We need a woman.”
Manigoldo bursts out laughing, looking me straight in the eye, while Vincenzo freezes him: “No way.”
“I don’t have a problem with being the bait” I reveal. “I'm not good at staying in the shadows like the Fortune's Arcanum, and I'm not a bloodhound like you. But I am good at defending myself, even without weapons. I can buy time.”
The Moon shakes his head. “If it tastes your blood, it might realize that you are no ordinary human... it might...”
I put my hand on his shoulder: “Even if he tastes yours. So, let's not waste any more time.”
†
The cell stinks beyond description, and were it not for the small window, I would have lost track of time. The sun has risen and set twice, but it feels like I've been in here for many more days. The front door is barred except for a small flap where my meals come from; the garbage can in the corner I don't think gets changed more than once a week. I hope I get kidnapped before I find out.
My cellmate must be mad. At regular intervals he taps his knuckles on the wall separating us so hard that the cot I am lying on vibrates. I have to admit that I have grown accustomed to the comfortable presence of the knocker, however unusual the company.
Dinner arrives just after sundown. Without a word to me, a bowl of porridge and a piece of bread are placed on the floor. I force myself to eat; I must stay strong. Even the water in this place tastes metallic.
I wonder how Seraphine is and if Decury responded; I think about Xander and what Sebastian told me about the ghosts of the past. I wonder if there really is an aversion to my master after so long from the old Arcana, or if he is just a victim of himself and his guilt.
My mind lingers on Sebastian for a few more moments before I notice the heavy fatigue in my legs. I also have trouble keeping my eyes open and lie down on the cot before finishing my dinner. I wonder how I got so weak in just a few days of captivity, when the knocker shows up. Five or six knocks in a row, to which I usually respond with one, dry and firm. But tonight, I am so tired that I cannot carry on this absurd conversation.
And that's when I realize that the water really was too bitter.
My breathing becomes agitated. What was just a suspicion becomes a certainty when the muscles in my legs stop moving: I have been poisoned. I only find time to smile, thinking that it would be an ironic end if the Cluj poisoner was really in my place.
The last thing I remember is a man in uniform entering my cell before I completely lose consciousness.
†
A tingling sensation in my neck and wrist irritates me: I want to scratch those places as if an annoying insect had just pinched me. But when I realize I can't move my right arm and I can barely breathe, I open my eyes.
My vision is blurry and my head is throbbing.
“Take it easy,” a deep voice murmurs. “Or it won't last long enough!”
“But she's so good” cries another high-pitched, childlike voice.
I try to concentrate to think quickly. My mouth is covered with a soft cloth, while my arms are cuffed to pipes running vertically along a red brick wall. When I turn to my tingling wrist, a little girl with a blonde bob and blue eyes stands inches in front of me. Her small, heart-shaped mouth is smeared with blood, my blood, while two long canines prevent her from fully closing her lips.
“I like you very much,” she says with a little cry. “You should feel how good and beautiful she is!”
“I'm glad. But now you have to let her rest. Or you'll have nothing to eat in the next few days if you finish her off now” mutters a mature man with a thick gray moustache, leaning carelessly on a black armchair and holding a newspaper in his hand.
“I could braid her hair nicely,” the little girl offers and begins to stroke my hair.
The man barely grunts: “You don't play with food, Bernadette. You have those pretty dolls I brought you.”
“How boring you are, little brother,” she complains, pouting without taking her ravenous eyes off of me. “You never play with me and you never let me out. I could dress you up in nice clothes and…”
Little brother?
“You know the rules,” the man mumbles, getting up from the chair. “And I'm tired. The evening was too long and this weighs a lot more than it looks. My old back is starting to hurt!” and with that he disappears into a hallway to the living room, taking off a dark blue tunic that I recognize immediately. The man who kidnapped me is definitely a prison guard.
With an extremely quick movement, Bernadette runs to a wooden box and pulls out a pair of rag dolls. She then sits down on the carpet in the middle of the room and begins to play with them.
I watch this scene in shock. In this unnatural normality, everything seems to be in the wrong place. And I begin to connect. As likely as it could be her grandfather, or at most her father, she called him her little brother, and the resemblance between the two is undeniable.
I try to pull at the handcuffs, but the sleeping potion I was given is still strong and my muscles ache. With jerky movements of my chin and tongue I lower the gag just enough: “You were transformed as a child, weren't you, Bernadette?”
The child turns her white neck towards me. “I don't like your accent. Where are you from? What is your name?”
“I'm from Anges, Saint Denis to be exact,” I lie. That's all the vampire needs to take me down because of my nationalistic spirit. “And my name is Violante.”
"I don't like that," she states sullenly. “I'll call you Judith.”
If I can just get back to Seraphine, I'm sure we'll laugh like crazy about this.
“Is that gentleman your brother?” I ask, appealing with all the gentleness I can muster to hide the fear in my voice.
“Yes. Gellert is my youngest brother. The only one I have left,” she mumbles, braiding her doll's wool hair.
“What about your sire? Where is he? Does he live with you?”
Bernadette is silent for a few moments. “I don't know what that means.”
“The vampire who turned you. Your master."
The little girl clutches her toy so tightly that for a moment I'm afraid she'll break it. “I don't know. She wanted a daughter, so she took me. I think she died some time ago. I felt a tear in my stomach. Then mommy and daddy found me again.”
The thought that the bloodsucker Xander killed fifty years ago, who preferred infants, turned this little girl into a vampire just to feel like a mother becomes almost a certainty. Gellert, the little brother, became a man and continued to take care of her as best he could. Too small and unable to seduce humans to feed herself, it was always he who found her blood.
Blood of criminals, destined for the gallows.
“How many years...”
I do not even have time to finish my question before Gellert comes out of his room and, seeing me without a gag, snaps at me and squeezes it even tighter.
“I told you not to play with the food!”
“It was Judith who wanted to play with me!” the child explains. “She wanted to know about the lady who made me sick. My sire, she called her.”
The man turns white at these words and bends down on his creaking knees to look me in the eyes: “What do you know? Who are you?”
I hold my gaze, hoping his curiosity will get the better of him and allow me to speak.
Before he can make up his mind, the wooden front door bursts open.
It only takes Vincenzo a few moments to throw himself out of the doorway behind Gellert when he sees him standing next to me. He lands with a kick and points his halberd at his neck.
Bernadette, seeing her brother attacked, snaps like a cat and clings to the Moon Arcanum's back, ready to bite his neck. But Manigoldo emerges from the darkness of the entrance corridor and, in an incredible reaction, hooks a silver chain around the child's neck, which he begins to tighten until she falls to the ground.
They seem to be on the verge of eliminating the threat, but a terrible feeling assaults me, and angrily I pull my right arm so hard that the pipe breaks on the nearest hinge. I rip the gag from my mouth and scream at the top of my lungs: “Wait. He's a human. And she is a vampire, yes, but she was just trying to survive.”
At these words, Vincenzo barely moves the tip of his halberd away from the man's neck, who begins to pray to Ashtart in terror. Manigoldo, on the other hand, does not loosen his grip on Bernadette in the slightest: her skin, in contact with the silver, sizzles and the stench of burning begins to waft through the room.
“Explain yourself quickly,” the Moon Arcanum murmurs, narrowing his eyes.
“I believe Bernadette was turned by the vampire Dimitri spoke of. Thirty years ago. She remained a child, and her brother gets her blood by trying to do as little damage as possible. As a guard, he has access to the worst criminals, those who are already destined to die” I say in one breath.
Vincenzo moves his head around his neck, as if a big contracture is bothering him.
“She doesn’t get enough with only my blood” the man stammers in a low voice, looking at his wrists: there are numerous small wounds and scars. Two small, equidistant punctures. “I promised my parents that I would take care of her. And she doesn't hurt anyone. The scum she feeds on are better off in hell than on this earth.”
The Moon Arcanum remains silent, a vein throbbing on his shaved head.
“And if you die?” asks Manigoldo sarcastically, “We'll have a child who doesn't even know how to feed herself without killing or getting caught on the streets of Pest”.
“I'll find a way... I'll find someone...” blurts out Gellert, eyes wide with horror.
“I'm sure it's easy to catch someone who volunteers to feed a vampire girl” the Arcanum of Fortune sneers.
“Listen!” I call in Vincenzo's direction. “Decades may have passed, but she is still an innocent child turned against her will. She will never grow up. She is not to blame for the way she is forced to feed herself. And her brother chooses people who are going to die anyway...”
“Let's take her out and hand him over to the police” Manigoldo suggests.
“The decision is mine,” says the Moon Arcanum. “We are on the territory of my temple.”
Despite his words, he does not seem to make a final decision. He remains silent for several minutes, his eyes closed as a drop of sweat trickles down his sharpened cheek.
“I'm tired” Manigoldo blurts out, just before tightening the silver chain around the child's neck.
First there is a sound like wood breaking, then a splash of black blood that stains the purple robes of the Fortune Arcanum. The small blond head rolls to the ground.
“No! Bernadette!” cries Gellert, oblivious to the blade at his throat. He moves the halberd aside and lunges at the vampire's helpless body, which quickly turns to ash.
“I said I would decide!” Vincenzo blurts out, going hard at the other.
“You took too long”.
For a moment, I fear a fight might break out: the Moon is about twenty centimeters taller than the Fortune, but the latter does not seem intimidated in the least, and a mischievous smile is painted on his face, as always.
“I wonder how Northia could have chosen you as her knight,” Vincenzo states, leaving the apartment.
Manigoldo clicks his tongue and reaches for my other hand: “She never chose me. I'm the one who tricked her.”
“How can you joke at a time like this? I just don't get it!” I say, massaging my wrist.
“Years of training.”
I cannot stay in that house for a moment longer, for Gellert's heartbreaking cries are like a dagger in my heart. I quickly descended the stairs of the building, while Manigoldo's rapid pace follows behind me.
Just outside the large wrought-iron door, Vincenzo is waiting for us in the light of the full moon, looking dejected. I approach him and put a hand on his shoulder.
But before he can say anything, the sound of shattering glass forces us to turn away, an instant before Gellert's body falls to the street after a six-story flight.
†
I watch the statue of Belus, an old warrior with many scars, from the back of the octagonal dark stone nave. In the first pew, closest to the image of the god of battle, sits Vincenzo, who has been in prayer for several hours.
A few faint rays of sunlight begin to filter through the stained glass windows, a sign that the night is over. I decide to approach and sit beside him.
The Moon Arcanum remains silent, while his eyes are open, fixated, in the direction of his god.
“I would also like to strangle Manigoldo,” I murmur to break the tension.
“Manigoldo was only doing his duty,” Vincenzo says in a harsh voice. “I was the one who was incapable of making a decision.”
“If he had given you a little time, I'm sure...”
“No, Violante” he cuts me off. “I've thought about it for hours and I still can’t tell you what the right decision would have been. That vampire, Bernadette, was only a child. As you said, it was not her fault that she was turned, not her fault to be forced to survive off the blood of humans. But Manigoldo is also right: if we had let her go, her brother would have died sooner or later anyway. And an infant vampire, without a sire or a nest is as unpredictable as it gets.”
I wrap my palms around the dark wood of the bench: “He should have left the decision to you.”
“And we'd still be here. I never doubt in battle, I react quickly, I spent my entire youth studying, preparing, trying to never make a mistake. But today I feel like I had made a big mistake. I felt paralyzed...”
I watch his squared-off profile tense: “It was not an easy decision, for anyone.”
“But you had no doubts!”
“There would have been consequences anyway.”
Vincenzo smiles bitterly: “But you and Manigoldo, unlike me, would have faced those consequences. That's my problem. I am so obsessed with the fear of being wrong, of making the slightest mistake, that I am incapable of facing the consequences of my actions. And in the end, I don't choose at all.”
I take a deep breath and feel a knot in my stomach: “Everyone makes mistakes, Vincenzo. Everyone.”
“Some can be forgiven for their mistakes. But not people like me. Not the...” the voice of the Moon Arcanum chokes in the silence.
Not the bastard orphans like him, I think, mentally finishing his sentence. I take his hand and kneel before him, forcing him to look at me: “You are no longer that child. You are an Arcanum. Belus has chosen you!” I call out loud, pointing to the statue behind me. “You may make mistakes, like everyone else. But your heart is pure, I know that...”
“What if I fail? Like I failed to save my parents” he interrupts me with a hiss.
“You were just a child... I'm afraid too. Afraid of losing control” I reveal, squeezing his hands tighter. “Sometimes anger blinds me. I say things I regret, risk acting impetuously. And I'm afraid that one day that part of me will get the upper hand. But every day I fight to keep myself in check. You are the son of the god of combat. There is no better man to face any war, including the one that is going on inside you.”
Vincenzo inhales so deeply that he makes a strange sound in his lungs. Then he closes his eyes and whispers: “Could you give me a few more minutes with my god? I will join you as soon as possible to return to Saint Denis.”
“All right,” I murmur, releasing my hands from his.
I walk towards the entrance of the temple, clutching the hilt of the short swords I left in Dimitri's study, when suddenly, behind me, a dry, annoying voice surprises me.
“Did you figure it out? Do you understand why I had to do that?” Manigoldo catches up with me.
I don’t even stop and continue walking down the corridor decorated with weapons of all kinds.
“I'm talking to you, Violante!”
“Because you are presumptuous, inappropriate and unpleasant.”
The Arcanum of Fortune bursts out laughing and lengthens his stride to open the door to the portal room for me, letting me in: “But I remain a gallant man!”
I grunt and sit down next to the burning vestal on a broken white column that looks decidedly older than the Citadel structure.
“All right, Violante. Make me the asshole who ruined the field trip. I can take it.”
I barely raise my head and stare at him: “What do you want?"
“I want you to understand. I didn't break that vampire's neck because it was the right thing to do,” Manigoldo reveals in a strangely dry tone. "But because I never wanted Vincenzo to have to deal with that decision for the rest of his life.”
I hold back a half laugh and raise an eyebrow.
“I know my friends. Definitely better than you do. And if one of them has to be the bad guy and get his hands dirty to keep them from suffering, I'm ready to do it. And I’d do it again. And again.”
I stand up and approach the Fortune Arcanum: “So now you are generous and caring?”
“No. I'm not. But for her, for Seraphine, I would give my own life. And I don't care if you believe me or not.”
I cross my arms over my chest: “And for what reason do you take responsibility for certain actions?”
“Because my hands are already dirty. It doesn't matter if they get wet with blood. But I won't let the same happen to others.”
I stare at him for a few seconds, staring into his hazel eyes and pointed nose, undecided whether to believe him or not, until Vincenzo, announced by his heavy gait, enters the room with his back straight and his halberd hooked to his back. A determined expression is painted on his face: “I'm ready. Let's go home.”
As the Moon Arcanum activates the runic circle of the portal, Manigoldo approaches the wall and begins to knock on it repeatedly. Two, three, four, five, six times.
And I realize that he was keeping me company, making sure everything was okay, on the other side of my cell.
†
As the temple of Sethlan welcomes us in all its glory, I feel the fatigue coming on all at once. The nights in the dungeon, the blood I lost to feed Bernadette, the sleeping pill Gellert gave me, all add up to a nice migraine in my head.
“I didn't think it would take you this long,” a voice murmurs from the small alcove dedicated to El. I recognize Galen's bronze armor as soon as he emerges from the half-light.
“It's not easy to get a mouse out of its burrow,” Manigoldo replies wisely. “Did you miss us that much, master?”
Not fooled by the provocation, the World Arcanum nods toward the temple door: “You look pitiful. Go and collect yourselves before the Velmont family or the High Priestess see you.”
We do as he suggests, but before I can reach the door, Galen's voice freezes me.
“Violante. I wish to speak with you.”
I freeze, but do not miss the amused expression on Manigoldo's face at this request.
“I want to talk openly and I want you to do the same with me” he reveals once we are alone in the shadow of the great statue of Sethlan.
I just raise an eyebrow and wait.
“What happened in Dover recently?”
I blink for a moment, trying to figure out where this is going: “Are you still suspicious of Xander? Or are you afraid that your trainee might think for themselves?”
An amused grimace forms on the ebony face of the World: “I'm not interested in dredging up the past. I want to understand what happened to unlock the sacred weapon of the sun. Did you fight? Did you thwart any threats?”
“We drank tea and talked about when you were all friends” I answer, folding my arms across my chest and looking into his dark eyes.
“A sacred weapon is not unlocked by small talk,” Galen retorts, taking a few steps closer. “Did you go somewhere else?”
“Why don't you ask Falco?” I blurt, unable to hold back a final snarl.
“I already did.”
“Don't you trust him?”
“And I asked Sebastian, too. And I'll ask Manigoldo and Vincenzo as well. I'm missing something... The Velmont’s servants claim that the chest opened in the afternoon, but no one knows the exact time” the World Arcanum continues, circling around me as if trying to study me.
I remain motionless, my back straight and my head barely tilted to check his movements. “Why don't you send someone to check the exact time, the next time a trunk opens?” I ask sarcastically.
“I'll do that,” he says seriously.
I realize that the man is not going to let me go until I have dispelled at least some of his doubts. I try to ignore the deep irritation his presence causes me: “Vincenzo borrowed Xander's sacred weapon and they trained in the temple garden.”
Galen stops and scans me from top to bottom. “And?”
“I don't know. I was with Xander. I don't know what happened. Nobody was hurt, they weren't doing anything heavy. Just a normal training session, I guess.”
“Good,” the man barely mumbles, pulling away.
“You said if I was honest, you'd be honest with me,” I retort, clenching my fists and finding the courage to speak my mind. “Why did you kill Lisa without giving her a chance to defend herself? To have a fair trial?”
Galen's heavy boots suddenly hit the white marble. He does not turn around. “Lisa also tried to attack Ann Velmont when I arrived. She was babbling about how she should have just warned Xander and Xander only. I did my duty. If you found an Arcanum with Seraphine's blood on his hands, what would you do?"
I don't answer, just the thought of that possibility makes my blood boil.
“Exactly!” he shouts, taking my silence as agreement. “I notice how you fight. I feel your anger, I feel the insolence of those who cannot stand injustice. We are much more alike than you might think, Violante.”
“I don't think so,” I answer, blowing. “I would never have abandoned a friend. I wouldn't have left him alone to deal with his grief right after he...”
“No one abandoned Xander!” Galen shouts, turning to me and losing his composure for a moment. His jaw twitches and his eyes turn rabid. “He abandoned us. He has retreated to Dover, leaving the few of us left with the arduous task of burying Clara and saying goodbye to all the Arcana who lost their lives in Tarkov without a single body to mourn.”
With heavy steps, the man approaches me again: his gaze has completely changed from the inquiring one of a few minutes ago. His face is a mask of resentment.
“I am sorry to be the one to confront you with such a cruel truth: Xander Brightwood behaved like a coward. Grief is no excuse for not being an Arcanum anymore. Do you really think he was the only one who lost someone in the war against the bloodthirsty? Your master hid behind his grief to avoid facing his duties” Galen's voice thunders through the Sethlan Temple. “I was glad when he agreed to train you. I thought Xander had finally come out of his stupor! But I only had to talk to him for one evening to realize that nothing has changed. The Hanged Man's Arcanum is not to be trusted, not because his wife killed Clara Velmont, but because he is weak!”
Without thinking, I draw my swords and charge at him, but before I can make a move, something grabs my legs and I begin to spin, finally falling to the ground. I am enveloped in a swirl of water that seeps into my lungs. A well-placed kick to my stomach forces me to release my grip on the blades, making me cough at the same time, a moment before I drown.
“It does you honor to defend your master's name, Violante” Galen murmurs, kicking my weapons to the other side of the temple. Adad's maelstrom, the whirlwind that the World Arcanum is capable of conjuring, suddenly loses power and is reduced to a pool of water on the white marble, leaving me on the ground without strength. “But always remember to start a war only when you are at your best. If you're tired, injured, or incapacitated, it's better to let it go... Or you can always hone your diplomatic skills,” he states, a moment before closing the temple door behind him.
Curse you, Galen.
†
I enter the armory building to reach my coveted bed, with my pride wounded because of Galen, when I notice that Sebastian is already in the training room, practicing despite the fact that it is barely dawn.
I pause to watch his quick movements with the spear, decisive yet powerful. When my gaze lingers too long on his tense, sweaty back muscles, I force myself to leave. But it is too late.
“Are you back?” his voice comes from behind me as I set my foot on the first step of the stairs.
“Yeah. There were no big problems,” I quickly explain.
“Do you want to train?” he asks me with a reassuring smile.
I burst out laughing, remembering how Galen had tanned me in one fell swoop, and took a few steps closer: “If I don't get a few hours’ sleep, even Manigoldo could probably beat me. Have you heard anything from Decury?”
Sebastian rests his weapon on the rack and shakes his head: “Not yet. My father has sent an angioline ambassador to make contact. But you know how these things work between nobles… it takes too long.”
No, I don't know how it works, I think, but I say nothing.
The Emperor's Arcanum approaches two wooden swords, similar to the ones Xander made me use in my early training. He picks them up and looks at them wistfully.
“I try not to think about Nate. About what might have happened to him,” he suddenly reveals to me. “Waiting here is driving me crazy.”
“He's an Arcanum too. Don't underestimate his abilities!” I murmur, sitting on the edge of the wooden table where weapons are being polished.
“And why not contact us? Why not go home if he's okay?” asks Sebastian, clutching the swords tightly.
I don't know what to say and just look at my boots, smeared with mud and black blood.
“We used these when we were little,” he says, showing them to me. “He's two years younger than me, but he always wanted to be part of my training. He didn't want to be left behind. He was not suited for hand-to-hand combat, but he would not give up. He was convinced that he too would become an Arcanum.” Sebastian said, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.
“When did he wake up?”
“When he was eight years old. I was much earlier. I don't even remember being a child without a god to sacrifice my life to” explains the Emperor, leaning against the table next to me. “Nate got it into his head that we would be two brother knights. It often happens that the gods awaken their Arcana in pairs of brothers or sisters. And it has happened to the Velmont family before. I didn't want to delude him, it's hard to accept a dashed hope, and yet he was right. Only he was a wizard, so Malek took him to Brandenburg to train him. When his magic exploded, when he teleported behind me for the first time, it was the best day of our lives.”
“More beautiful than when you met Seraphine?” The question comes out of my mouth uncontrollably and I bite my cheek for daring so much.
“I was twelve when she came here. It's not like I understood much about the bond between High Priestess and Emperor and the duty we have,” he justifies himself with a shrug. “Though sometimes I wonder if Sethlan didn't have the wrong brother. You see, Nate was so determined and inspired to become an Arcanum; as if he chose him and not his god.”
Fire and purity become flesh. “I don't think Sethlan was wrong. He chose his knight, just as Kittu chose your brother.”
“Do you really think he is still alive?” he asks me with hope in his blue eyes. Then he puts his hand on mine, seeking comfort.
“I'm even more certain now that you've told me about him” I say, stiffening at the contact.
Then I get up and walk quickly to my rooms without waiting for Sebastian to say anything more.



CHAPTER VIII
“My person would be very pleased to hold a conversation with the Arcanum of the Emperor, Sebastian Velmont, and his future wife. The invitation to my Redeemer party is to be considered valid only if both will participate. From what my sources tell me, the Velmont family is known for fast transportation, so you won’t be surprised if this invitation arrives on such short notice. I await you this evening in my manor in Laguna. Your, faithfully. Raphael Decury.”
Seraphine folds the letter, written in elegant cursive, and sits down at the table to continue her breakfast. She tries to hide it, but she is obviously excited about the invitation.
“Understand that there is no scenario in which the High Priestess will attend this ball and set foot outside the sacred grounds of Saint Denis” François says, spreading apricot jam on a slice of bread.
“Raphael Decury will only receive us if Seraphine accompanies me,” Sebastian protests.
“But is it not clear to you? He spoke of our portals in temples and he also knows about your identity as an Arcanum; he did not mention it, but I am sure that by future consort he meant the High Priestess. This is information that only another Arcanum or a very senior Child of the Blood could have.”
I notice a shadow of disappointment in Seraphine's eyes.
“We of the Hand will be there to protect her. If she wants to go, she certainly doesn't need your permission!”
“Ms. Brightwood, I wonder when I asked for your opinion,” François' voice is firm. I could probably knock him out with one punch, but his social status still intimidates me. “Let's do one thing, since you want to make yourself so useful. You'll introduce yourself to Raphael Decury as Seraphine Arnstein and make him believe you, even though he'll probably think you were raised by pig farmers and not the Velmont family.”
I close my mouth and take the blow.
Seraphine jerks up from her chair: “Sorry, I have no appetite this morning.”
“Perhaps you do not realize how important it is that her safety comes first” François tries to explain.
“Even if it means not having any information about Nathaniel?” Sebastian clenches his fists on the solid wood table and his voice is incredibly tense.
“Yes. There is nothing that comes before Seraphine's safety. And I am sure that you can fool a Child of the Night. If not, Galen has taught you how to get the information in another way.”
Dissatisfaction seizes me completely. I get up without apologizing and try to catch up with Seraphine.
Her room is on the top floor, down the hall from where we met on the night of the Rising. I knock on the door, trying to keep my anger in check. When I get no answer, but hear noises inside, I enter uninvited.
The room is perhaps larger than the entire house in Dover; in the center is a large canopy bed with light blue curtains, while the patio doors open onto a private terrace. I find Seraphine pulling some clothes out of the walk-in closet.
“If you're packing, know that I'm going with you wherever you go!” I joke, announcing my presence.
I hear Seraphine snort: “No, although that's not a bad idea. I'm looking for a dress for you”.
“For me?”
“Yes, if I'm not going, at least let one of my dresses go to the damn ball!”
I sit down on the small bench at the foot of the bed.
“I'm sorry. I can only imagine how you must feel. For what it's worth, I'd feel better at war with werewolves than here!”
Seraphine's blonde head pops out of the door: “Oh, but it will be easy, you know. Just keep quiet, nod, and if it seems too much, pretend to faint. You'll make a perfect noblewoman.”
Her sarcasm finally reminds me of that sullen little girl in Berg.
“Far be it from me to defend François Velmont. But if you really think he's dangerous, I'd rather take the risk for you.”
“You know, maybe I will find the courage to tell him that the previous High Priestess did not die at a Child of the Blood’s party, but was killed here, by an Arcanum. Here, in Saint Denis.”
“I want to be there when you do that!” I say with a light laugh, stroking the blanket on her bed. The extreme softness of the material surprises me.
Seraphine finally comes out, holding a blue dress with a huge skirt and an exaggerated amount of lace. She sits down next to me and sighs: “I just wish the Velmont didn't think of me as a womb to be protected while they wait for their next generation. Maybe I am exaggerating, but sometimes I wish I could go with you and face all sorts of monsters instead of staying within these walls.”
I shake her hand and nod. “You're so much more than that, and they know it too.”
“Sometimes I think about Clara. She was an extraordinary fighter, taking the field with her Arcana. How can I be an inspiration to you if I can't even convince François to get me out of here?”
“You don't have to be a skilled fighter. You bound me to you and inspired me when you were just a six-year-old girl. Just think of the great things you will do now!”
Seraphine lifts her nose and looks at me. Her eyes are glazed over, and I'm sure if she blinks too fast her cheeks will be streaked with tears.
“Enough, let's talk about fun things. Try on this dress and then promise me that when you get there, you'll dance and have the time of your life!”
I smile back at her and agree to try on this death trap.
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The temple of Manth takes my breath away: the floor is a series of heterogeneous mosaics, while bas-reliefs all along the walls create complex plays of chiaroscuro. The large nave, accompanied by numerous curved arches, ends with a statue of the god of Death: a hooded knight in dark marble whose face cannot be seen. At his feet are numerous bouquets of gifted peonies. Only an eerie croaking breaks the silence.
“Death often has the face of a stranger, sometimes that of a dear friend. Only when he is close to you can you discover his features...” a voice tells me as I stare at the statue.
I turn around and the hostess has arrived behind us: “Eireen!”
The girl with dark hair and scarlet lips comes over and embraces me. “I was informed of your arrival and your mission from Saint Denis. I am honored to welcome you.”
The others of the Hand formally introduce themselves.
“The temple boat is at your disposal for tonight. Decury's house is only a few canals away. Can I help you in any way?”
Vincenzo steps forward: “If it’s not too inconvenient, I would like to test myself against an Arcanum of your level.”
Eireen bursts into laughter. She has a crystalline laughter that fills the entire temple. “That's fine with me, if you can find me”.
With a quick wave of the hand, a cloud of darkness expands from her and in a few moments, it goes dark all around.
Before the darkness engulfs us, I notice Falco handing the sacred weapon to his half-brother. In the hands of the Moon Arcanum, the spiked mace becomes the only source of light in this ghostly darkness.
“Do you know what they say about the Arcanum of Death?” the voice of Manigoldo asks me in one ear. “That they are able to read in your eyes when you’ll die!”
“Why are you torturing me? Do you really think Xander didn't teach me anything about arcane history?” I answer as Vincenzo delivers a brutal blow to Eireen's chest.
The girl falls to the ground and for a moment the magical darkness seems to recede, but gets back up just in time to dodge the halberd in the Moon Warrior's copy's hand.
I concentrate, trying to get in touch with the divine energy that permeates this place. If Xander was right, trying to copy the powers of death, I will see some memories of Eireen.
Manth, allow me to tap into the power of the dead, of every Arcanum you have welcomed into your arms.
I cannot tell if my prayers have been answered: from that darkness I perceive no image that is unfamiliar to me. Maybe I am not as good as Xander thought. I have a flash of hope when the light returns, but I immediately realize that it is not a vision, only Vincenzo who has overpowered Eireen.
“Falco, you are needed.”
The Moon Arcanum holds up the slender body of Death: a trickle of blood comes from her mouth, making the skin of her face even paler.
“You took it hard, huh?” jokes Falco, pressing his hands against Eireen. The wounds heal in seconds, thanks to the divine magic of the Sun.
A deep breath and then a cough, Eireen opens her eyes: “For a moment I thought Manth had your face under the hood.”
Vincenzo smiles at her and helps her to her feet.
“Sorry to interrupt this legendary confrontation, but I would like to ask you for the way to Decury Industries before the Sun sets.”
I turn to Manigoldo, wondering what's on his mind.
“They are in the northern part, but I thought you had to attend the Redeemer feast.”
“I would like to investigate to see if I can find out anything before the ball. If not information about the Trovator, at least something to blackmail him with. Like a trade secret that needs to stay that way.” The Arcanum of Fortune sets his purple hat on his forehead.
“Why before tonight?” I ask him.
“Silly girl, because if they really are vampires, they would be in their velvet coffins by now. There will only be civilian workers, it will be easy work, like drinking a glass of red wine.”
I wrinkle my nose.
“It's not a good idea to split up,” Sebastian states.
“True, but you are too big and too loud. You would only be in my way. I'll be back before dark and you'll enjoy my company at the party, I promise.”
As much as I want to get rid of Manigoldo's presence for a few hours, it still remains a stupid idea.
“I can accompany you. I'm good at staying out of sight and moving in the dark,” Eireen offers.
Falco and Vincenzo nod, while Sebastian, like me, seems unconvinced by the plan.
“Come on, man...” Manigoldo jokes, patting the emperor lightly on the shoulder, “If anything goes wrong, give my best to Seraphine.”
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Eireen has given me her room to rest and prepare for the dance. Her window overlooks a green canal with numerous colorful multi-story houses. I keep hearing that annoying croaking, but I still haven't found the crow that sings that disturbing symphony.
I open the chest Seraphine left me and immediately realize I have a big problem: I have no idea how to get her dress to fit. I tried a few times to tighten the corset myself, but all I got was a cramp in my back.
I lie on the bed and huff. I need help and I hate it when this happens.
I decide to slip into the first cape I find in the hall and go find someone to help me. The other boys are waiting for Manigoldo to return to the small lounge attached to the temple.
“Falco!” I call, staying far away from the door of the hall. “Could you come here?”
The seconds it takes him to reach me are interminable, and I feel my cheeks burning from the embarrassment.
The Sun Arcanum has already changed into a black party suit with gold decoration.
“What?”
“I don't know if you're the right person, but I get the impression that you're used to taking women's clothes off, so maybe you can even put them back on!” I say, trying to keep my expression serious.
I open my cloak just enough to show the disaster I have created for myself.
Falco laughs in delight. “You know, if I wasn't a good person, I'd be calling everyone else right now to show the unwavering Violante struggling with… some lace.”
I hit his chest, but it hurts me almost more than it hurts him.
“Come on, let's go upstairs,” he tells me, pointing the way to Eireen's room. “But what makes you think I'm good at this?”
“I saw you with Callista the night of the Rising. And you really have the demeanor of someone who will have a herd of offspring a hundred years from now.”
Falco adjusts his tunic, pretending to be smug about the prospect.
“And here I am just trying to find a wife who looks so much like that good woman, my mother. You hurt my feelings,” he jokes.
I raise an eyebrow and lead him into the room.
“Besides, what do you know about making babies? An unmarried girl shouldn't know,” he chides me as he pulls the petticoat over my head. That's why I couldn't do it: it had to come from the top.
“I grew up in an orphanage. I'm practically an expert on unwanted children!”
I have no intention of opening up to Falco on this subject. But my thoughts turn to Isaac Maxton, a guy from Dover, and the hours stolen from training in a dilapidated barn.
“Now I must tighten the corset. Take a deep breath, on three. One, two...”
Falco doesn't wait for three and tightens with all his brutal power. I gasp for breath and think my ribs are broken.
“If it weren't for Seraphine, I'd probably have run already.” I mutter. “Where do I put my swords now?”
The Sun Arcanum smiles mockingly at me: “At best you can stick a penknife in your garter. But for tonight you'll have to leave them at home.”
I look at him, hoping he is joking, but instead he takes my short swords and leans them against the wall.
“We'll take care of your defense, High Priestess.”
“Have you gotten into the role yet?” I ask him as he politely shows me his palm.
“I'm not a beginner. Now come on, we are already late.”
I let him take my hand and help me down the stairs.
“Manigoldo and Eireen are not back yet. Shouldn't we wait for them?”
Falco's face frowns immediately, unable to hide a slight worry: “They will meet us there. If not, let's hope he's learned an important lesson.”
No splitting up, I think, but without saying it out loud.
Vincenzo and Sebastian are waiting for us at the entrance. They are also dressed in formal suits: the Moon Arcanum's suit is gray with silver stitching, while Sebastian is dressed in a blue and his hair is pulled back into a short ponytail.
“You don't look anything like Seraphine,” he lets slip with an indecipherable expression.
I frown, ready to reply angrily that it was his father's idea, but Falco's satisfied words soothe me: “Even better: she looks like a High Priestess, but she's also able to fight. This plan could really work.”
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An imperceptible mist rises from the small port where Vincenzo has docked Eireen's gondola. Raphael Decury's residence is obviously the oldest in the neighborhood. We make our way among the pompous guests dressed in their best clothes and elaborate masks. Amidst feathers and gaudy fabrics, we arrive at the huge front door, embraced by two pink marble statues depicting lions.
The valet asks Sebastian for an invitation and then carefully removes all my companions' weapons. I hear a roar from Falco, who was obviously not ready to let go of his new spiked bat.
“Feeling naked now, aren't you?” I ask him with a grin on my face.
“At least you have a big knife under your skirt!”
The huge room is bathed in dim light as instrumental music fills the vast space. Amidst the laughter of guests, masked faces, and a large amount of wine, we try to make out the host.
“Falco?”
“I need a few more seconds, Sebastian...” replies the Sun Arcanum, touching his chest where the symbol of his god is embroidered with a golden thread. When he opens his eyes again at the end of his incantation, he explains. “There are numerous Children of the Night. A few half-faes, a few cambion. The five on the stairs leading up are vampire descendants. Two, however, are older: a vampire upstairs and this one!”
We follow Falco's finger as he points to a woman with oriental features, her long hair down to her waist, lying on a triclinium while a host of guests entertain her.
“Let's ask her where Decury is,” Vincenzo suggests, and starts walking towards the beautiful vampire.
But Falco stops him, blocking his way with an arm: “Leave it to me, it will be a piece of cake”.
We follow him a few steps behind as he prepares to enter the scene, running a hand through his crest of brass-colored hair.
His size is a perfect deterrent, the guests immediately make room for him, and Falco arrives in front of the woman, getting down on one knee and kissing her hand. If there is one thing the Sun Arcanum can do, I have to admit, it is to get noticed.
The vampire looks at him annoyed at first, but soon an almost morbid curiosity appears in her eyes.
“Leave me for a moment with my friends from Anges,” she orders, waving to the other guests. “Arcana. It's been a long time since anyone with celestial blood attended a Child of the Night’s party. You don't like it as much as we do, do you? Always subjugated by your duty as guardians of the world.”
“Not everyone. There are those among us who know how to enjoy themselves,” Falco counters, flashing his best smile.
“And tell me, Arcanum, what do you like to do?” the vampire moves dangerously close to him as her eyes take on a reddish hue.
“My lady, those things don't work on me. And there is no need to bewitch me, I have fallen in love with you from the first moment I saw you” Falco gloats, taking two glasses of wine from a passing waiter.
Vincenzo and I look at each other, not knowing whether to be impressed or disgusted by this seduction.
The vampire, however, seems genuinely impressed: “Cecile Decury”.
“Falco Borromeo, Arcanum of the Sun. This is my brother Vincenzo. We accompany Sebastian Velmont and his future wife, the High Priestess."
Cecile joins us, her eyes lingering on my dress for too long. “I've lived long enough to see at least three generations, one after the other. What a horrible end each time.”
I stall, swallowing the words I want to bark at her.
“Where can we find your master, Raphael Decury?”
Cecile laughs, taking the time to taste the contents of the goblets. “Raf doesn't like to talk business at parties. He will call you when he thinks you have had enough fun and enjoyed his hospitality.”
Falco looks at us and then spares us from making a decision: “I'm having a great time with Cecile, you two go be friends on the dance floor; while you, dear brother, do what you do best” he suggests to Vincenzo, pointing to his eyes.
When Sebastian's hand catches mine, I pull it back in a moment of terror, as if it were hot. He looks at me confused, just enough to remind me why we are here. I let him take it and lead me to the center of the ballroom.
“I can't dance” I mumble through clenched teeth.
Sebastian's clear eyes look at me, almost amused: “Something Violante is not good at? Put your left hand on my shoulder...”
I do, while the other palm is chained to his.
“And now let me guide you” he suggests, resting his fingers on my hip.
I bite my lip and look down at my feet, sure that if I look away for a moment I will trip over my skirt.
“Look at me.”
I do and immediately regret it. Maintaining his gaze has become all too difficult, and the proximity of his face is irritating.
“See? It's not hard, you're good.”
“Why are you being so nice to me, Velmont?” I blurt, unable to process why breathing is so difficult. Falco's tight corset probably doesn't help.
“Why shouldn't I?” he replies with a faint smile.
Because it would be easier. Maybe if he gave me a reason to hate him, or at least one to be indifferent, it would be easier. I grit my teeth, hating, with every fiber of my being, the way I feel when I’m with him.
“I'll tell you a secret...” he whispers, leaning close to my ear as we dance between the eerie masks. “To dance well, you have to be a little frivolous. Let yourself go, don't hold your back like a piece of wood.”
I deliberately step on his foot, then feign displeasure. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to.”
“If we're going to make Decury think we're the Emperor and the real High Priestess, don't look at me like you're about to stab me with a sword” he suggests, rolling his eyes.
“All right. Now, what would we talk about if we really were High Priestess and Emperor?”
Sebastian takes a few seconds to think as the music around us changes again. “First, I would say that you look beautiful tonight, not that you don't every day, but the Laguna atmosphere suits your green eyes.”
“Seraphine has blue ones,” I point out.
Sebastian glosses over my fussiness: “And what would you say to your Emperor?”
For a moment, I feel my defenses drop as the whole world remains outside this dance. “That you are an excellent dancer, and I would make you believe that you are even better than me in combat!” I joke.
A comforting smile appears on his face.
“See, it's not so hard to let go...”
I wonder why I feel so comfortable staying in his arms, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, more natural than breathing. In a moment of thoughtlessness, I let my fingers brush his face to move a rebellious lock of hair covering his eyes. And a pleasant warmth runs through my skin.
“Excuse me,” says an unfamiliar voice behind us.
I immediately move away from Sebastian as he continues to hold my hand.
“My sire is ready for his meeting with Mr. Velmont,” a being with unnaturally white skin and ravenous eyes reports.
I start to follow, but the vampiric offspring stops me: “Keep having fun, miss. Gentlemanly talk is a boring interlude in such a beautiful evening.”
His tone, though soft, does not allow for a response.
I watch Sebastian climb the stairs to the upper floor as Vincenzo approaches me: “I won't let him out of my sight for a moment. Check on Falco.”
I nod and prepare to make my way back to the entrance through the crowd of guests. At that moment, however, I hear a clear voice in my head, overpowering the party music.
Seraphine.
I turn to look for the source, but no one seems to be paying much attention. Until my gaze is chained to that of a guest whose face is covered by an elaborate mask of porcelain and gold tones.
Seraphine.
He calls to me again. And his ice-blue eyes are almost familiar. Something urges me to join him as quickly as possible, across the entire ballroom behind the pink marble column. When I am within a few steps of him, an alarming shiver runs through me.
Now follow me.
And in that instant, I realize that I am no longer in control of my actions; I cannot help but do his bidding.
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My body follows him through the great hall, aware that we are taking the long way around to avoid being noticed by prying eyes.
Put it on.
He hands me a mask that completely covers my face. I put it on, unable to move any muscles other than those needed to comply with the request. We stop just before the exit, waiting for Falco to be distracted by the fainting conversation with Cecile.
I try to concentrate and analyze my captor: he is also convinced that I am Seraphine. He obviously doesn't know her. My hair, lightened by a camouflage trick; and my royal dress could never convince anyone who really knows the High Priestess. He is definitely alive, despite his pale skin. There are no membranous wings on his back. Perhaps he is a halfbreed?
When Falco tries to steal a kiss from Cecile, the sorcerer signals for me to follow him and we go through the front door undisturbed. I try with every fiber of my being to regain control of my body, and when I am halfway to the marina, I manage to stop. I do not have the strength to turn around or scream, but at least I stop in my tracks.
The man notices and whispers something unintelligible to me, regaining his mental control. In a few minutes we reach a boat on which six constructs with partly human faces and limbs seem to be waiting.
Could it be the Trovator? The question chills my blood, just enough to snap me out of my stupor for a moment and try to lift my skirt to reach for the knife. But my reaction is not fast enough.
My captor turns around, still holding the newly untied docking rope, and glares at me again.
“Violante!” Sebastian's voice in the distance is not enough to make me turn around.
The sorcerer turns and signals the six constructs to get out of the boat and delay the arrival of my companions.
“Who are you?” he asks me.
He approaches me as a stone of light materializes from his hand and his icy eyes scan me curiously. Suddenly, disappointment overshadows his gaze as he finally realizes that I am not Seraphine.
The last thing I hear before a flaming orb completely centers me is the clatter of my comrades' weapons a few feet away.
I collapse to the ground like a rag doll and a mist blinds my eyes. My heart stops until the cawing of a raven reaches my ear and an unseen force brings me back to my knees before my opponent.
As much as my mind is clouded by magic, I realize immediately that Manth's power has saved me.
The mage looks at me in astonishment, obviously not expecting this. Still unable to move fast enough, he raises his hand as I realize that not even the power of the Death Arcanum can save me a second time.
I close my eyes, thinking of the displeasure Xander would have if he knew I was so easily fooled, but Vincenzo's body counters the death blow. The Moon Arcanum takes the blow instead of me; his build and readiness allow him to react immediately: a slash of the halberd and our enemy starts to bleed as well.
I find that I can move again, but the wounds are so deep that not even a plea to Marduk can bring me back to my feet.
I can just catch a glimpse of Falco and Sebastian destroying the last of the constructs, while Vincenzo is ready to pin down his opponent and take him alive. The mage, however, stuns the Moon Arcanum, creating a portal of purple light just before Vincenzo's blade falls on his back.
A hush falls over the battlefield. Sebastian runs toward me, ready to help me up.
“I can do it,” I tell him, spinning on my knees. My legs give out and I land on the ground.
I don't even have the strength to protest when Sebastian takes me in his arms. I cling to his neck, and by now even pride was won.
“It has been many years since I last saw him,” Vincenzo murmurs mournfully. “But despite the mask, I recognized Kittu's power. It was your brother: Nathaniel.”
I feel my rescuer's jaw tighten.
“Please. Take me home...” I whisper with the last of my strength.
That's all I hear before I pass out. My last thought is that I no longer know where home is.



CHAPTER IX
The steaming mug warms my hands. I raise it to my mouth and the bitter taste makes me grimace.
“You have to drink it all if you want to regain your strength” Vincenzo warns me.
Back at the Manth temple, we found the Fortune and the Death gagged and bound with chains of fatigue in front of the entrance. None of the priests noticed their presence, dumped on the side of the road late at night after Sebastian's agreement with Raphael.
Vincenzo spreads a woolen blanket over me while I remain in the comfortable chair in front of the fireplace. Eireen went straight to sleep, perhaps more wounded in pride than in body.
“Could you please explain to me what happened with the vampire? I wasn't quite myself when you brought me back here.”
Sebastian cannot sit still, and he keeps pacing the room. Manigoldo, on the other hand, is quite the opposite, who for once remaines silent on the sidelines.
“Raphael revealed to me that the Trovator threat is not new. The Child of Night was already afraid of it during the last sacred War, believing that it was capable of causing the extinction of all those with demonic blood in their veins on this plane”.
“Yes, but how?” My memories of the last hour are too fuzzy.
“By using the sacred weapon of the High Priestess. Raphael claims that there is an ancient ritual that when the halberd is dipped in the ancient blood of specific halfbreeds, whoever wields it will be able to instantly destroy all corrupted life forms. A kind of lethal weapon given by El in the event of an invasion that could no longer be contained in this world.”
I don't know if it's because of all the spells I've been under, but my brain is having a hard time following all this talk. “Yes, but to use the High Priestess' weapon would anyone receive permanent damage?”
“He may not be a dark sorcerer,” Vincenzo suggests, leaning against the wall behind me, his hands crossed over his chest and his eyes half closed. “The one who tried to kidnap you, thinking you were Seraphine, was an Arcanum. Nathaniel Velmont.”
“Nathaniel was not born over fifty years ago. And he is neither the Arcanum of the Moon nor the Arcanum of Temperance, the only ones capable of wielding the weapons of other knights. The Arcanum of Justice would suffer irreversible damage” Sebastian concludes, clenching his fists in obvious trepidation. “He could be under the mind control of someone far more powerful. The real Trovator.”
“All right,” Falco chimes in. “But if the Trovator's goal was to destroy every corrupt blood on this earth, wouldn't that make our job as Arcana easier? Even law-abiding halfbreeds would die, but for centuries, no demonic form would ever plow this earth again.”
“A vampire was once a man; a werewolf is usually a human. Cambion and succubus have half demonic blood, but the other half is human. Faes and other Children of the Ancient Ones have inhabited this earth as long as we have. It is our duty to defend those who inhabit this world, even those who are only half human, as long as they do not harm others” I say, watching the flames crackle in the fireplace.
“Do we now defend the bloodthirsty as well? Are they as innocent and unable to defend themselves as normal humans?” Falco asks me, a little irritated.
“Doing nothing and being an accomplice to worldwide extermination, do you consider that behavior worthy of the Sun Arcanum?”
Falco remains silent.
“Anyway, we can assume that the High Priestess herself is needed for this ritual. Nathaniel was convinced that you were Seraphine, right?” Vincenzo asks me and I nod. “We cannot allow her to risk falling into the hands of such a ruthless being, regardless of his true identity.”
“The faes knew,” Manigoldo begins. He has two large dark circles under his eyes and his clothes are smeared with blood, although no wounds are visible. “Do you remember? Their queen preferred to move all her people to another plane for fear that the ritual would be carried out”.
“What else did Decury tell you?”
“He was also convinced that you were the High Priestess, Violante. We fooled him well. He told me he would send us to Saint Denis the sales records of the type of gear I showed him. And he asked for Arcana protection for his vampires in exchange for the release of Manigoldo and Eireen, who were caught by his guards stealing from his personal study.”
“Stealing...” Manigoldo raises an eyebrow. “We tried to break into his study while he was away, at best.”
Sebastian glares at Fortune's Arcanum. “You almost ruined the mission with your delusions of grandeur. Be thankful to Northia that Violante has the ability to recover so quickly, or else...” the Emperor cannot even finish the sentence that the other approaches him with a harsh expression. Despite the considerable difference in size and height, Manigoldo does not seem to be intimidated.
“Or if not, what?”
“I would have hit that pretty face twice as hard as I did!” I interrupt, hoping to defuse the tension.
Vincenzo intervenes to calm the situation: “We are tired and what we have to process is difficult. Tomorrow morning, we will return to Saint Denis and together with François and Galen we will plan our next steps.”
Steadfastly, the Moon and Sun Arcana accompany a furious Sebastian to the guest quarters.
I am left alone with Manigoldo and a cup as bitter as he is. I stare at him, waiting for his final stab, which is not long in coming: “Did you enjoy having for one night what Seraphine will have all her life?”
I am so exhausted and confused that I decide to turn his devious game against him: “You said your hands were already dirty. And that Northia did not choose you, yet you betrayed her. Where is the truth in this?”
He looks confused: perhaps he was expecting an argument. The boy pulls a gold coin out of his pocket, tosses it, then turns it on the wrist of the opposite hand.
“Why should I tell you?”
“Because I am as much a part of the Hand as you are, even though you take every opportunity to make me feel wrong; like I don't belong. Just like now,” I explain in a strangely calm voice. “I want to understand what has broken you inside. And to know if I can trust you.”
Manigoldo bursts out laughing, then sits down in the chair opposite to me, clasping his hands under his chin. “It's no secret. Northia, unlike the other gods, leaves the choice of her knight to chance, to fate. She tosses a coin into the world, and whoever picks it up awakens as an Arcanum. One day I saw an old man about to pick up something glittering...” he begins, juggling the coin between his fingers. “I was a little boy, quick and cunning. A kick to the back of his knee was enough to stop him. I picked up the coin first and ran. But not fast enough not to notice that the man had fallen hard and hit his head on the stone pavement. His blood was spurting everywhere as he called for help. I never went back.”
I feel my eyebrows almost touching each other, unable to hide a shocked expression. I always thought the gods carefully chose the humans they awakened to be the guardians of the world.
“Aren't you going to say anything?” asks Manigoldo after a few minutes of silence.
I swallow, trying to gather my thoughts: “You say you were not chosen by your goddess, yet here you are. Defending the High Priestess, defending humanity. Why are you doing this? Why do you keep fighting if you are not meant to?”
The guy shrugs and touches his dark goatee: “I could tell you that I do it to atone for my sins, to give my life meaning. To repay Northia for the powers she gave me. But of all my faults, being a liar is not one. The only reason I am still here is because of Seraphine. And not as El's daughter, but as the blue-eyed child, curious and scared, who I found in the kitchens ten years ago, stealing a piece of cake.”
I bite my lip: “Don't you think it's wrong how you feel about her? She's promised to Sebastian, she's going to marry him soon, and he's your friend.”
“I could ask you the same thing.”
“It's not the same,” I answer with a snort. “I misjudged him on the day of the Rising, I changed my mind about him and that's it.”
Manigoldo barely chuckles and stands up. “As far as I'm concerned, you can keep on lying to yourself. But as I told you, I am not a liar. Not even to me. I know very well that Seraphine doesn't return my feelings, but that doesn't matter. I will do anything to protect her and to see her happy, even leading Sebastian down the aisle. Maybe one day this slight longing that runs through me whenever she is near me, this feeling of vulnerability when I meet her eyes, maybe it will disappear...”
I tighten the blanket as if it were a shield.
“If you find a way to make this feeling disappear…” Manigoldo continues in the doorway, “I'd like to be the first to know.”
†
The return from Laguna brings with it a sky filled with gray clouds and a weight in my stomach that I cannot make sense of. I remain aloof, almost as if my mind is still clouded by Nathaniel's spells, when Vincenzo discovers that it was the second Arcanum of the Hand that unlocked his sacred weapon. I only smile when he receives a silver halberd with bluish highlights from Seraphine's hands.
Galen watches the investiture intently as Adad's golden bow sparkles on his back. I wonder if he will also give Vincenzo the third degree, to know how he gained favor with his god.
I casually skip the dinner being held in honor of the Moon Arcanum. The thought of hearing François Velmont justify Nathaniel's actions, or reliving that night, is too much to bear. Instead, I retreat to the armory, hoping to regain my emotional equilibrium by doing what I do best: angrily smashing the few remaining working dummies.
I try to go over Xander's teachings on how to keep my weight on my legs and how to use the terrain to my advantage, but the thought that I am powerless against the spells of the Arcanum of Justice continues to haunt me.
I'm so focused that I don't even notice Falco's arrival in the training room after a few hours.
“Aren't you tired yet?” his rough voice asks over my shoulder.
I turn away and shrug: “I hate feeling like a wimp. Nathaniel charmed me so easily and I couldn't defend myself.”
“We were there for that. What else are comrades for?” he replies calmly, approaching the wall of weapons.
“What if you hadn't gotten there in time?” I answer, sheathing my swords at my belt. “I can't be at the mercy of a sorcerer so easily!”
“The secret is to be faster and to be on top of them before they can utter the first word of a spell” Falco replies, carefully selecting some sacred items: a golden rope, a small vial of clear liquid, and a metal sun with numerous pointed rays.
“What do you need all this stuff for?” I ask curiously, coming up behind him.
Falco sighs: “An exorcism. The priests of the temple of Samas requested my intervention”.
“In Abu Simbel? In the hot regions of Nubia?” my voice rising in curiosity and excitement.
“Yes!” the Sun Arcanum bursts out laughing. “I have already asked Sebastian to accompany me, but if you are so eager to see my temple, you should wear something lighter. It is very hot this time of year.”
I jump on Falco's neck and hug him, unable to hold back: “Really, you have no idea how happy you make me. Xander told me about the beauty of your god's house and I never expected to see it so soon!”
“All right, all right!” he mumbles sheepishly. “Get your things ready. We leave at dawn.”
I don't let him tell me twice and hop towards the stairs. Suddenly, I freeze in front of my room door, recognizing a strange emotion between enthusiasm for the mission and curiosity to discover a new part of the world.
I could not name it. It had a bittersweet taste and appeared when Falco told me that Sebastian would also be with us.
And it is as if Manigoldo's annoyed laughter is echoing in my head.
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It is not only the sun's rays, reflecting on the golden sand, that make me blink my eyes repeatedly, but also the beauty of the temple of Samas. The great statue of Falco’s god, carved into the reddish rock of Abu Simbel, forms the facade of the great complex. The god of the sun, with a long straight beard and a wedge-shaped hat, sits on a simple throne, while on either side stand two celestial creatures with long wings and weapons, defending their god.
“Elohim” Falco explains without prompting. “They are the ministering angels of my god. Legend has it that centuries ago, an Arcanum asked Samas to intervene, and he sent him two divine beings with eyes as bright as topaz and the strength of a thousand men.”
“The greatest battle in this corner of the world” points out one of the two clerics who escorts us out of the temple. He has a shaved head and a long, black, braided beard.
“Two thousand five hundred years ago, to be exact” adds the other with a heavy accent, much younger, but wearing the same light-colored robes.
“Forgive me, I have never seen anything like this before” I murmur, unable to find any other words to describe the ancient architectural complex.
“I've never been to Abu Simbel either” Sebastian adds ecstatically, showing his perfect white teeth in a smile.
“Like all Arcana temples, this one has been rebuilt and modernized over the centuries, but our order has always to preserve the entrance façade in its original form. The one you see is the oldest in the world” the cleric of Samas continues. “I am Solomon…” he adds, officially introducing himself with a slight bow to Falco, “and I am the one who requested the presence of the Sun Arcanum.”
“The last time I was here, Brother Abel was in charge, if I'm not mistaken” Falco murmurs, running the back of his hand over his sweaty forehead. The heat here is nothing compared to even the hottest summers in Dover.
“He passed away a few months ago, Samas called him to himself” Solomon reveals. “If you wish to follow me, the hospitium is just outside the sacred grounds of the temple”.
I follow his gaze, which points a few hundred yards away to a cluster of white tents on the shore of a quiet lake.
Before leaving, I steal one last glance at the imposing statue of Samas, with its stern and determined expression, when a voice forces me to refocus on the mission: “This way, my lady” says Solomon's young assistant, while the others are already a few meters away. “I am Khamis.”
“And I am Violante” I offer my hand, but the boy shakes his head and then barely bows.
“I have taken a vow of no contact,” he explains. “I'm trying to improve my healing skills and channel the power of the sun” he explains, though I can't connect what he could gain as a cleric by not touching anyone, not even his patients.
“Why is the hospitium outside the temple?” I ask, trying to catch up with the others.
“Some of our patients need special care. And in their condition, they can't walk on the sacred ground.”
“Do you heal halfbreeds?” my voice barely hides a thread of concern.
“We have people who have been bitten by Sons of the Moon, for example, and we wait to see if they contract the disease” Khamis tells me, lifting a white curtain to let me into the main facility. “Or are possessed, like this time.”
“Are the Sons of the Blood and Moon causing you much trouble?” I ask, looking at the many rows of beds on the floor. Some of the patients have conspicuously bandaged wounds.
“This is a very old country. The beings that inhabit it are also old. The river is still the lair of mermaids and kelpies. The mountains to the south have been home to packs of werewolves for centuries. And underground, there are creatures so old we don't even know their names” Khamis tells me. “My people believe that the spirits of the dead can make contact with their descendants; they are often deceived by demons who mock their naivety and pose as ancestors in order to enter this plane.”
“So that's what this is? A patient possessed by a demon?”
The boy's olive face grows sad as he leads me through another curtain. “It's different this time.”
In front of us appear about forty beds, all occupied by sleeping patients. Five Samas clerics walk back and forth along the rows of beds, chanting a constant litany. I nod in the direction of my companions to hear Solomon's account.
“The first ones came a few weeks ago, maybe three months.” Solomon begins, his voice low. “Then more and more. Men, women, children, from all walks of life. All with the same symptoms: an inability to touch holy symbols, one profanity after another coming out of their mouths, and violent attacks on themselves or family members. We tried to exorcise the demons, but the few times we were able to get them out of the patients' bodies, we were injured. They are a very strong legion, more so than we brothers. We were forced to put them into a long sleep, and every hour we strengthen them with prayer. When they wake, they become aggressive with each other.”
Falco nods, then puts a hand on Solomon's shoulder: “We'll take care of it, don't worry. I'm just wondering why you didn't call me sooner.”
“We knew about the Rising of the High Priestess. We didn't want to interrupt...”
I walk in an empty line, watching the so different and strangely calm faces of these civilians, until a detail etched into their skin catches my eye: “What's that symbol they all have?” I ask, pointing to the triangle pierced by two vertical lines.
Solomon sighs, but the Sun Arcanum anticipates him: “It is the mark of the superior demon who commands this legion.”
“Exactly” the cleric confirms. “We’ve concluded that the first possession is by a parasitic demon. The infected human marks those unfortunate enough to cross its path, and the symbol serves as a portal.”
“So, we need to find their leader as well” I murmur, unconsciously resting my hands on the hilt of my swords.
“Hush, Violante” Falco warns me. “Let's take care of these poor people first. I will expel the demons from their mortal bodies and you must send them back to their dimension. Do we have an agreement?”
The Sun Arcanum teams me first and then waits for Sebastian's approval.
“Solomon, could you remove your clerics? I don't want anyone to get hurt while we cleanse these sick people.”
The man nods and calls back the other brothers, who quickly make their way to the other areas of the hospitium.
“Take my weapon” Falco suggests, handing me the spiked club.
I take a few steps back, refusing: “Why?”
“Yours has no divine energy. Either you copy Sethlan's firepower...” the Sun Arcanum tells me, pointing at Sebastian and his spear, which is turning into flames. “Or take my sacred weapon. You are the Fool's Arcanum, are you not? You will have absorbed my brother's powers as well.”
I'm not sure if I have access to Belus' divine gift that allows his knight to use any sacred weapon in battle, but if the alternative is to use Sebastian's fire, I'd rather risk a permanent wound.
I inhale, trying to summon all my courage, then grab Falco's spiked mace. The handle is cold, but my skin remains intact. I twirl it in the air for a few moments, noting its incredible lightness and versatility.
“Don't miss a beat” Falco warns us, positioning himself in the middle row. “All we need is a free demon at the gates of my temple!” adds sarcastically.
I nod, feeling Sebastian’s blue eyes looking playfully at me. “Will you give me a rematch?”
“I don't know if I feel like competing against a guy” I answer, stifling a laugh.
“Look, I won't go easy on you” he retorts, using my words before the arena confrontation.
“Keep count, Falco!”
The Sun Arcanum faces us and barely grunts before beginning to chant. His voice is so mellifluous it’s hard to believe it could come from this massive guy. The sun symbol on his armor emits a bright light, and the bodies of the sick closest to him begin to convulse.
With the spiked mace in my hands, I wait for the black smoke billowing from the mouth of the patient to my right to condense into a being slightly larger than a child, with long black wings. And with a well-placed blow, I eliminate the creature, which disintegrates like glowing ash.
“That's three already!” Sebastian shouts, stabbing what looks like a lizard-like demon with his spear.
I don't give up and speed up the elimination of every demonic being that is spat out by Falco's spell. One strike against a bearded creature, three for a swarm of bats. The sacred bat glows with sunlight with each blow, as if charging for each demon sent back to its original plane.
I advance in my line, mowing down each pest, accompanied by Samas' prayer. The frenzy of this cleansing runs through every fiber of my body until I reach the last bed on my side.
I wait for the creature to come out into the open, to leave its host, when a vision immobilizes me. My heart begins to beat wildly and all I can do is witness these images.
Within moments, my legs freeze and instead of the hospitium, I walk through what looks like a forest. The bright light of the full moon illuminates a dirt path. Beside me, a huge black wolf sniffs the ground as if looking for a trail. I instinctively run my hand over its soft, thick fur. The animal turns to me and its green eyes...
“Violante! For El!” cries Falco's voice from behind me, waking me up.
I shake my head and find myself back in Abu Simbel. In front of me, the winged demon, taking advantage of my distraction, has taken flight and with long claws is ready to tear through the tent and escape.
I kick my legs into action, but before I can sprint toward the enemy, a flaming spear passes over my head and centers the creature, which dissolves in an instant, leaving a gash in the white fabric.
“Are you okay?” asks Sebastian, bypassing the last few beds to reach my row. With a leap he catches his weapon in the air before it can fall on a patient's head.
“Yes, yes...” I barely murmur, biting my lip.
This time I didn't use the Emperor's power and I didn't even fight him. Where did this vision come from? Who was this werewolf? It certainly wasn't an ordinary wolf.
“Didn't you just let me win the last time?” asks Sebastian, putting his hand gently on my shoulder. His skin is extremely hot, as if it were burning, and I jump away from the contact.
“No,” I answer, taking a few steps back. “I was just distracted...”
Sebastian does not seem convinced by my words. He watches me for a few moments and insists: “Violante, are you all right?”
I nod vigorously and walk over to Falco to give him his weapon back, feeling the emperor's questioning gaze on my back.
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“And now comes the biggest problem” Solomon exclaims after we are seated in the temple refectory.
Khamis pours us black tea and waits for the clerics to question the sick and find some clues as to how the possession began. Sebastian would probably have preferred to handle this himself, but many of the civilians speak only the local dialect, and our presence, stained with black blood and carrying flashy weapons, only made them uncomfortable.
“The leader of the Legion” Falco said in a gravelly tone.
“We searched for this symbol, and from the ancient temple texts we were able to link it to Marphas, a superior demon who, once possessed, does not leave his host until he dies” the cleric continues, clasping his hands in prayer.
“Not possible, any demon can be sent back to its original dimension without risk to the possessed” Sebastian retorts, his brow furrowed in a worried expression.
“Not parasitic demons like Marphas. It is as if they root themselves so deeply into the body that their removal causes the host's own demise” Falco agrees with his cleric.
“Unfortunately, all you can do is destroy Marphas, lest he brand more victims and summon more demons from his legion on this plane” Solomon concludes, drinking the still steaming tea.
“Is there no other way?” the Emperor's Arcanum continues.
Solomon and Falco shake their heads as Khamis refills the Brother's glass: “Traditional methods do not work.”
“Why? Are there alternative methods?” I ask, intrigued.
The boy is frozen by the cleric's gaze, which tells him to keep his outlandish ideas to himself.
But Sebastian doesn't seem to want to give in: “Explain yourself, please. Let's explore at other possibilities!”
Khamis looks at Solomon, waiting for his agreement, but it is Falco who urges him: “Speak, boy.”
“One hour from here there is a daughter of the Blood...”
“A halfbreed?"
"Yes. A succubus: born of a man and given birth to a demon. She lives in my home village and is said to be able to drive away even the most resistant demons” he barely stammers and lowers his eyes.
“If Samas' divine energy doesn't work to drive out the impure without killing the host, I don't think a Son of Blood can do any better” Falco states, turning his gaze to Solomon.
“What's her name?” interjects Sebastian. “We could talk to her and see if she has any ideas on how to...”
“We will not ask a Daughter of the Blood for help” the Sun Arcanum replies firmly.
“But if there is even a chance...”
“No, Sebastian. There isn't. We only risk getting entangled with a heretic. We face a powerful enemy; we cannot afford to lose forces to eliminate a secondary threat.”
Khamis shyly steps forward: “She is no threat. She has helped many women give birth without pain...”
“Yeah, and maybe she brought a few demons to this floor during childbirth” Falco mumbles, folding his arms to his chest.
“I'll come with you” I call, breaking my silence and looking into Sebastian's eyes. “Let's go to the village of Khamis, ask the halfbreed for a consultation, and if her plan can work...”
“Violante, do not joke about this,” Falco interrupts. “We cannot mingle with the Sons of Blood or ask for their help!”
“If this can help save Marphas' guest, I am happy to do so. I would even be willing to get down on my knees and beg a heretic for help if it would do any good.”
Falco jerks up from his chair, his face darkening. “I give you until noon. If you do not return, I will find and eliminate the possessed man myself.”
I exchange a look of understanding with the Emperor and then ask Khamis: “Do you have any mounts that we can use, to help us travel quicker?”



CHAPTER X
After at least an hour of riding and skirting half Lake Nubia to the southwest, we reach the village of Khamis. Sebastian has had to leave his armor at the temple and, like me, wears light linen clothes to avoid the heat of the sun during the crossing.
“This must be it,” I exclaim, pointing to a wooden house with a thatched roof.
The dwelling, as the priest explained, stands a few hundred meters from his village, at the foot of a large baobab tree, with a small red stone chimney.
Sebastian dismounts the dromedary and plants his spear firmly in the sandy soil, deep into the ground, then ties the reins of both animals around the staff of his weapon.
“Do you think it will hold?” I ask, unconvinced.
“Let's hope so. Otherwise, we'll have to make it back on foot.”
I try to move the spear, but it seems to be well planted: “If they run, you'll have to carry me back to the temple on your back. I warn you”.
Sebastian bursts out laughing, then walks to the hut and knocks on the wooden door.
A voice invites us in, or at least I hope that is what her words mean, for neither of us understands her dialect. Without any fear, the Emperor's Arcanum opens the door for me, then decides at the last moment to enter first, as if there might be some danger to be defended against.
I look up, but I also feel my cheeks blush. Maybe it was the Nubian sun.
“Children of Elysium entering in my house,” hisses a woman sitting behind a table carved entirely from a tree trunk. “I'm either very lucky or dangerously unlucky”
The succubus appears young, smooth skinned and ebony in color, but by Khamis's account she must be at least half a century old. Her long, dark, curly hair falls to her slender waist and she is wrapped in a light blue dress of light fabric.
“My name is Sebastian Velmont,” the Emperor’s Arcanum introduces himself, then points to me, stepping in front of me, “and this is Violante Brightwood. And, yes, we are both Arcana.”
The woman tightens her lips into a straight line, barely frowning over her amber eyes: “I have heard of you. Are you from the Temple of Samas?”
“From further away. From Anges.”
“And you made this long journey just to kill a poor woman?” she asks with a questioning look on her face, drumming her long nails on the table. “I will fight if you want my life.”
“We seek your help” I step forward, stepping around Sebastian's outstretched arm. “Not your life.”
The succubus bursts into crystalline laughter: “Then I'm damn lucky. And what do I get in return? My life is safe?”
“You will be rewarded for your work” the Emperor promises.
“But only if you really help us” I add.
“Now I'm curious what the Children of Elysium need from someone like me” she mutters and braids her hair.
“Let's start with your name, perhaps?” I suggest, locking my gaze with hers.
The woman does not take her eyes off me for endless seconds, as if she wants to examine my soul, then she decides to answer me: “You may call me Nahla. And now reveal your cards, I have no desire to waste my time in vain. If I cannot help you, I want to know immediately.”
“We are trying to eliminate a parasitic demon without killing the host,” Sebastian explains firmly. “We know his name is Marphas and that he has branded at least forty civilians, giving his legion free access to this world.”
Nahla inhales and then utters the worst words: “You will not succeed.”
The Emperor gasps, as if unable to respond. I see his clear eyes glaze over at that sentence, but he finally replies: “We are stronger than we look and definitely stubborn. We don't give up so easily.”
“You cannot remove such a creature from its host without killing it, as far as I know” Nahla repeats. “But I don't know everything. We can seek advice from someone who knows the laws of the other world better.”
At these words of hope, Sebastian takes my hand and shakes it. I freeze at this contact, but I do not have the heart to pull away.
“What do you mean? Another halfbreed?”
The succubus stands up, showing off her curvy figure, then rests one hand on the table and the other on her hip, “No silly! I intend to ask the source of my power directly: my patron.”
I squint. “A demon?”
“Certainly. Not the cruel creature who raped my mother to conceive me. He was never the talkative or generous type...”
Sebastian unconsciously puts his hand to his back, but the absence of his spear reminds him vehemently that he used it as a stick to tether the dromedaries.
“Who is your patron?” I ask, trying to buy time and formulate a plan in case things go bad.
“He has a hundred names and a thousand forms. But I can summon him by calling him by his favorite name: Azazel, the one who is stronger than a god” the succubus explains, beginning to make strange marks on the table with her index finger as a pentagon forms on the dirt floor.
“And then what? How do we... To...” I stammer, searching for the right word.
“To get him to answer your questions?”
I nod to Nahla as Sebastian's fingers intertwine with mine.
“You will have to hope that he is so bored that he finds it amusing to help the Children of Elysium.”
Sebastian sighs, then meets my gaze. I nod in agreement without having to ask aloud. “Very well,” the Emperor murmurs, “Summon Azazel.”
“What about my payment?”
“What do you want in return?”
Nahla, with a single nod of her head, moves the table against a wall, then stands in the center of the pentagram: “I want some alchemical components from the Abu Simbel Temple. A year's supply for healing in my village, and if you get your answers, ten more.”
“All right” I conclude, hoping that Falco won't be too upset about the deal.
“You have our word.”
“I hope you will keep it, blondie,” Nahla murmurs as a dark mist begins to rise from the ground.
We stand in silence for several minutes, the Blood Daughter's enigmatic smile refusing to fade. I turn to Sebastian and ask quietly: “Do you think he will speak through Nahla's voice or will he appear for real?”
“And so deprive me of the vision of two Arcana?” a voice asks ironically in my ear.
I turn away and end up in the Emperor's arms as a young woman, red-haired and with a complexion as pale as the white clothes she wears, smiles at me inches away, shrouded in mist.
“Azazel?”
The woman pulls the veil from her head, revealing her eyes: one green, the other red. “I'd like to say in the flesh, but I'd be lying.”
Sebastian pulls me behind him as if to shield me: “There is a demon, Marphas, and we need...”
“I know, I know” Azazel blurts out, incorporeal, approaching Nahla. “I can read the minds of those who summon me. You want to know how to save the human, right?”
“Exactly” Sebastian confirms.
“So, he can enjoy the short life he has left,” Azazel continues, keeping her eyes on me. “All that energy for a single human?”
“Can it be done?”
“Certainly, Emperor.” The demon replies with a mocking smile.
I place my free hand on the hilt of my sword: “How?”
“Another demon is needed. A guardian willing to fight Marphas every day from now until the end of the host's life. Who will keep him at bay and prevent him from taking control of the human.”
“In what sense?”
“Exactly as I have just told you. The mortal must be possessed by another demon!”
“But how can one hell creature fight another?” asks Sebastian vehemently.
Azazel bursts into crystalline laughter: “You know so little about what goes on in the demonic realm, don't you? It is said that there is a redeemed demon, and until he is eliminated by a Prince of hell, he will spend eternity doing the opposite of what he was created to do: protect humanity. In his own way, of course.”
“That's not possible!” Sebastian states.
“You say that…” Azazel taunts him, batting her long eyelashes.
“And who would that be?"”
The demon hovers a few feet above, still inside the pentagram: “You're lucky, for it is I.”
“She's lying,” murmurs Sebastian. “Demons always lie.”
My stomach turns, but I can't let go of the bargain: “And what do you want in return?”
Azazel rests her thumb on the scarlet lip: “I want nothing. No, actually, I want one thing...” the creature glides inches away from my face, ignoring Sebastian's presence. “If you succeed in stopping Marphas, you must be the one to carve my symbol into the skin of the possessed.”
The Emperor's Arcanum leaves my hand, probably ready to stop this deal. But I beat him to it.
“All right, Azazel. I'll be the one to brand him, but you make sure you guard Marphas from now until the host dies.”
The demon smiles at me. Her expression is so sweet and motherly that it sends a shiver down my spine.
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“I can't believe you made a deal like that with a demon” Falco continues to complain in the streets of Aswan, a few hours away from his temple. “Plus a ten-year supply of alchemical materials for the succubus?”
“I was the one who gave my word” I mutter, tying the dromedary beside a well.
“Now it is clear to me why you are the Arcanum of the Fool,” he blurts out, raising his arms to the sky. “You are completely out of your mind!”
“Even Azazel agreed: There is no other way to keep the human alive.”
“Now you call him by his name, Violante? Is he a friend of yours? Demons lie; our job is to send them back to hell! Not to pave their way into this world!” The voice of the Sun Arcanum is so loud that some passersby run away from us.
“I don't know how to explain it, but I feel that he spoke the truth. That he can fight Marphas” I mutter through clenched teeth, feeling anger surge through my veins.
“I suppose you are an expert in demonology? Such an expert that you don't even know that Azazel was an enemy of ours four centuries ago!" Falco's face is a mask of tension. “Was it you who didn't study, or was it Xander who forgot to teach you our history?”
“Leave Xander out of this discussion” I hiss through clenched teeth.
The Sun Arcanum seems to lose his diplomatic skills and comes a few centimeters closer, barely lowering his head to look me steadily in the eye: “Azazel was one of the four demons of the Apocalypse, and had it not been for the providential intervention of the Empress Arcanum back then, this world would be very different today.”
“Let's calm down,” Sebastian interjects, stepping between Falco and me. “Let's try to save the mortal. And if things don't go as planned, we'll eliminate both Marphas and Azazel. It's still three against two.”
“We're taking a big risk for a blind attempt” the Sun Arcanum retorts, but his voice seems to drop a few notes. “All this for one man? Do you know how many people die every day? A person we know nothing about, by the way...”
“A life is always something important to fight for,” Sebastian states, resting his hand on his friend's shoulder. “It doesn't matter if it's a hundred, a thousand or just one. Our job is to defend this world.”
Falco rolls his eyes, as if surrendering to our united front: “Hell... and that's fine. But if it gets bad, let's pull out our weapons and take out the man and his two parasites. Let me be clear, I will not risk your lives on such a mission.”
I exchange an complicit smile with Sebastian that makes me feel strange, but I decide to deal with it when we are back in Saint Denis.
The Arcanum of the Sun makes its way to us with its stature between the market and the shops of Aswan. The small city has sprung up in the oasis on the great navigable river of Nubia.
“Where do we find him?” I ask, looking among the exotic fruit stalls. I have never seen so many shiny dates together.
“Many of the possessed agree that they have lost their integrity to a spice peddler who travels daily to the various markets of the region. From what the clerics of Samas have reconstructed, he should be here today.”
I hide my swords under the light linen cloak that has protected me from the desert sun, and I notice the others trying to do the same with their weapons, but Sebastian's spear sticks out of the light clothing typical of these lands, and a laugh escapes me.
“What is it?” he asks when he sees my amused expression.
“Nothing,” I mutter, shaking my head. I have to concentrate on the mission. “Falco, but how come there are always demons able to pass through this plane and you never see celestial creatures?”
The Sun Arcane rolls his eyes. “See, Xander didn't really teach you anything!”
“He taught me to hit hard when necessary. And that's usually all it takes” I retort testily.
Falco seems to soften at these words or at my grumpy expression. “This universe is governed by a law of chance. Every action on the celestial plane is met with an opposite reaction on the infernal plane. If our gods were to intervene directly, they would give the demonic Princes the same opportunity. We Arcana are their way around this rule: they give us a small portion of their powers, but being human and mortal, we don't affect the cosmic balance that much.”
“Then how do so many demons get through this side, if it's about the balance of powers?”
Falco sighs, taking a side street between the white stone buildings of Aswan: “Human behavior can shift those forces to a small degree. Aside from direct invocations of the Sons of Blood, wars, violent and cruel acts by humans thin the veil that separates this world from the hellish one. And on the other side, there is always an impure creature ready to pass.”
“And when too many demonic creatures pass through” Sebastian adds. “More Arcana awaken. The Alemannic Wars are an example: so much blood was spilled, so many more demonic creatures flourished. And we awakened many.”
I nod, watching the golden streaks of the Emperor Arcanum's hair escape from the headdress typical of this region.
“This must be it!” Falco points to a red tent just off the main road. The fabric is elaborate, with several dark geometric designs.
“So, what is the plan, son of Samas?”
“I'll do the talking, Violante” he answers dryly. “You two keep quiet; you have already made too many arrangements in the name of my temple.”
I acknowledge the lecture without a word, leaving the Sun Arcanum the burden of entering the tent first. Sebastian lets me pass, and my eyes take a few minutes to adjust to the dim lighting, while a scent of cinnamon and vanilla tickles my nose.
“I'm looking for the best spices in Nubia,” Falco exclaims. “And they gave me your name, Ezekiel!”
Among the large crates and sacks of goods, a stocky, short man appears, a pair of half-moon glasses on his small nose. “My fame precedes me!”
The man is wearing a richly decorated suit, and his short hair is ruffled at the back of his neck. Despite his sturdy build, his face appears gaunt, with large black circles lining his eyes.
“We're in the right place,” Falco murmurs, casting a quick glance at Sebastian that is not lost on the merchant.
Ezekiel's expression changes completely, and with a momentum decidedly inconsistent with his physique, he runs in the opposite direction, ready to rip through the precious fabric of the shop with a short knife and disappear through the streets of Aswan. But suddenly a wall of fire erupts around his tent, completely surrounding it: next to me, Sebastian prays to his god with his spear in the ground.
“Filthy sons of Elysium” Ezekiel hisses through clenched teeth, his voice so high it sounds like a child's. “I have a legion ready to answer my every command...”
“A legion I've already sent home” Falco blurts out, pulling out the golden rope he picked up at the armory in Saint Denis.
Ezekiel's dark eyes sweep over us, and when he notices that we have no unsheathed weapons except for Sebastian's spear planted in the ground, they close into two slits. “What do you want? To send me back to hell, you have to kill this weak body...”
Falco and Sebastian snap and grab him, immobilizing him. The man begins to make a sound similar to an insect's screeching and writhes wildly as I pull a small sharp stiletto from my boot.
“You can send me back to my floor, but I will take this man's soul with me” he shouts, venomous as a snake.
I leap behind him and rip at his collar: the blade carves an inverted crescent into the flesh, but before I can add the three straight lines to the mark, Ezekiel unleashes a necrotic energy that hurls us to opposite sides of the moving warehouse. I crash into some wooden crates, which shatter against my back.
“You foul little mortal, what were you trying to do?” the man yells, trying to touch the back of his head. His face becomes a mask of surprise as his fingers reveal the unfinished mark. “Oh, you will not have this soul. You will come with me!”
Ezekiel brings his short knife to the man's neck, ready to take his life. But before the blade can sever the carotid artery, Falco reacts with impressive speed: he grabs the blade with one hand, piercing it in the center of his palm, then drops the merchant to the ground with a well-aimed blow of his legs. Sebastian quickly picks up Samas' rope and wraps it around the man's body and arms, squeezing it tightly.
“Your hand...” I barely gasp, noticing the blood dripping profusely and the knife still embedded in Falco's flesh.
“The mark! Quickly!” the Sun Arcanum urges me, disregarding the wound.
I don’t need him to tell me again. I jump to my feet and reach for the man. I draw three small lines from the tips and center of the crescent downward, and when the drawing is complete, his skin begins to sizzle, as if on fire.
Ezekiel shouts louder, in an unfamiliar language, as a light wind ruffles my hair, as if someone had just passed me.
“Thank you for giving me another chance to choose what to do for this world” Azazel's voice echoes in my head as a dark moth appears out of nowhere and penetrates the man's flesh through my cuts. “You remind me...”
I do not have time to catch the last sentence as Ezekiel lets out one last loud scream, drowning out all other sounds, before collapsing unconscious to the ground.
Sebastian looks at us, still holding the ends of the rope: “Do you think it worked?”
“We can only trust Violante's friend to keep his word” Falco judges, resting his healthy hand on Ezekiel. “Alive is alive. And I don't sense any active demonic energy. If they are in him, they lurk deep inside without rising to the surface.”
“The knife...” I barely murmur, pointing at him. The Sun Arcanum grimaces in pain as he pulls it out. “I'm sorry, Falco.”
“The clerics of Samas will heal it quickly,” he argues, tearing a piece of cloth from his tunic and wrapping his hand around it. “You need not worry. Crazy as it is, your plan seems to have worked. Hopefully Azazel will do his job for the years this poor man has left.”
“Aren't you angry?” I ask, mortified.
“Yes, because ten years of supplies for one succubus is too much,” he jokes, his big smile back on his square face. “But I'm glad I trusted you. A life is only a life if you put a price on it.”
I return the smile, “Thanks, Falco.”
“If you want to return the favor, get the dromedaries. Check that the civilian gendarmerie has not been alarmed by all his yelling. In the meantime, make sure he comes to his senses and that Marphas does not wake up with him.”
Without repeating myself, I leave the tent, glad to see the hot Nubian sun beginning to set. At least it will make for a cooler trip back to Abu Simbel.
“Are you okay?”
Sebastian's voice comes from behind me, a few steps from the hawker store. My instincts tell me to lie to him, but something else takes over: “Azazel said something very strange when he entered Ezekiel's body. As if he had already met me... But someone like Azazel I would remember well if I had already sent him back to hell”
The Emperor remains silent for a few moments, then, gently arranging a few curls that cover my eyes under the linen headdress, he suggests, “Falco said that the Arcana have fought him before. It may be that he encountered the Arcanum of the Fool in that sacred war. In the library of Saint Denis, there are many documents about the knights of the past. You can look at them whenever you want.”
I barely smile, thinking that the only thing I really want is Sebastian's fingers in my hair.



CHAPTER XI
Colin Blackchapel.
Fool's Arcanum from 1483 to 1557, awakened near Londinium, date of birth and parents unknown.
An orphan like me, I think as I leaf through the few pages on those distant centuries. I linger for a moment on his portrait: he must have been about ten or twelve years old when he was brought to Saint Denis. His face is thin, but his eyes show a rare liveliness. I wonder what his life was like and if he felt as guilty as I do about stealing the divine powers of the other Arcana.
I search for more information in the Annals of the Sacred War, but find that some pages are lost, even torn.
The library door opens and I turn to greet Vincenzo, who is silently placing a large leather book with a feather and inkwell tied to it on one of the tables.
“Shouldn't you be resting? Falco told me you've had a very long day” he admonishes me in a caring tone.
From behind, he pulls out his sacred weapon, seems to weigh it for a few moments, then pins something to the yellow pages.
“I had to check something,” I barely mumble and close the history book again. “And you, what are you doing in the library at this hour?”
“There is little information about the sacred weapons of the Arcana. I saw some paintings in the Velmont house, and what appeared to be the Sun of 1300 did not have a melee weapon like Falco, but he was an enchanter and a poet. The High Priestess usually unlocks a crescent halberd, but there are some exceptions...”
I glance at the page and notice very neat writing, accompanied by some freehand drawings.
“Your studies seem really thorough! If only the Arcana of the past had been as diligent now, I would know a lot more about Colin Blackchapel.”
“Thank you. The more I can understand how the powers and weapons of the Arcana work, the easier it will be for future generations to have a clear manual for fighting all kinds of enemies.”
I remain silent, surprised at Vincenzo's fervor.
“Tell me if I'm boring you.”
“No, no, in fact. Can you tell me more about my Arcanum?”
He turns a few pages and opens his grimoire to a place where the goddess Evan is depicted: “The nature of the Fool is changeable and fickle; in the past, warriors of the Goddess of the weave have brought both hope and destruction to the ranks of the Arcanum. But don't be swayed; from what little I understand, the presence of the High Priestess seems to mitigate Evan's unruliness. As long as a Fool's Arcanum is born at the same time as El's daughter, there will be no problem for the Celestial Knights.”
“I don't know, I don't see myself much in the description of charismatic and unruly genius” I say sincerely.
“The Fool can be everything or nothing. You see, people do not fully know our identity, but they have sublimated our actions over the centuries by creating the decks of cards that represent us. Like the ones the Sibyl used at the Rising.”
Nodding, Xander had explained to me that people use our iconographies in the belief that the randomness with which they draw them can tell them something about the future.
“The Fool's Arcanum is the only one that also has a place of honor in the human game deck. As a child, I played a few games with the man who raised me as a father... Well, that is, if you draw the Fool, you are very lucky, it can be any card you want!”
“Have you formed an opinion as to why all the Arcana have not yet awakened?” I ask curiously.
“There is no single answer. The number of enemies or their strength. It is known that a few celestial knights always remain to guard this world, but only when great danger is lurking El awakens his knight in a mortal body.”
“Falco and Sebastian spoke of the same thing. Every action of the celestial plane corresponds to a reaction of hell.”
Vincenzo closes his book and on the leather cover I read a quotation: l'amor che move il sole e l'altre stelle.
“What does it mean?”
“It's the last verse of the 1300s Sun Arcanum I told you about. I like to think it means that what drives the actions of the Arcana is devotion to the gods, but also deep love and friendship. Something the followers of the Traitor gods can never experience.”
I let Vincenzo continue his studies with his sacred weapon, but the talk of the Fool's Arcanum and that verse cannot get out of my head. I feel an insatiable need to do something crazy.
And I decide to follow one of Xander's advices during the early days of training.
Don't think about it, do it.
†
I hold on to what I have learned in my years of training. There comes a time when your opponent is of a higher level. I fight with all my might, but I can only acknowledge his superiority over my will.
After getting the information I need from a maid who is still awake, I go to the back of the mansion. I am jolted out of my lucidity and acceptance, like a condemned man about to receive his punishment.
In the back garden, despite the darkness of the night and the unholy weather, Sebastian is training. For a few moments I watch his fluid and powerful movements with the spear. I bite my lip: I could still turn back. I could still urge caution, but it would be little comfort to think that no one would ever know and that I would still have to fight this torment alone.
I move closer. Raindrops fall on my face and the cold evening wind makes me shiver. Sebastian notices me and immediately puts down his spear. He has a puzzled look on his face, probably not expecting to see me with the grim expression drawn on my face.
I stand in front of him, trying to put my thoughts in an orderly row.
“Are you alright? Is something wrong Violante?”
“I...”
I once again suppress the consequences of my actions. Sebastian's calm and comforting smile melts away every shadow in my head.
“I have struggled in vain. Against you. I have come to the conclusion that there is no remedy. I am no longer able to suppress my feelings. All I can do is to show you how ardently I admire you."
And on tiptoe, with eyes closed, I seal my sentence with a light kiss on Sebastian's lips. Just a moment, then I flinch, ready to discover the verdict.
He looks confused. I want to break that silence, but I'm afraid of making things even worse. I pluck up courage and try to say something, but the Emperor takes my face in his hands and pulls it closer to his in an even more intense kiss.
I wrap my arms around his neck, drawing him eagerly to me as he runs his hands down my back, fiddling with my hair and then grabbing me around the waist. I'm not ashamed of the blush on my face, the uneven pounding in my chest, the rain soaking my clothes. It might as well go to hell and back outside that kiss.
I wanted my mad gesture to extinguish my feelings, not fuel it. I longed for a reason to be rejected, a punishment for what I felt.
“I'm sorry,” I catch my breath and shrug, bewildered by that answer and upset that my body had not protested. “It wasn't supposed to be this way” melting from his embrace, I run off into the darkness of the garden.
Sebastian does not follow me, and I am grateful for that.
The bewilderment ends when I realize that my legs have brought me in front of the door to the Sethlan temple. As I open it, the annoying creaking of wood suggests to me how pointless it might be to take refuge in Dover. Xander would only remind me that he warned me to stay away from Sebastian.
I look at the circular runes that mark the portal area. There is nothing my master could do to make me feel better or even less confused. Going to Brooklyn to Evan's temple? No, running away is not an option.
My attention is drawn to the statue of Sethlan, illuminated by the many candles at his feet.
“I imagine you gods enjoy watching us immensely. To watch us fight and dance like dolls, to watch how many open wounds we can bear. You could stop all war by only turning your gaze to this earth, but instead, you remain in your plane to be pleased with your immense generosity for the gifts you have given us. Hidden behind neutrality, justified by cosmic laws that you yourselves have created!”
The marble statue obviously does not respond, making her a perfect puppet to absorb my anger without consequence.
“I have become the ghost of myself to comply with your grand plans. Why did you not send angels as guardians of this world? If you are so all-powerful, why do you not end this war immediately? Why do you simultaneously shield and mock your knights?”
Unable to be stopped, my thoughts get to the real issue that mounts my anger.
“If you are so infallible, why did I fall in love with Sebastian Velmont if he is supposed to be Seraphine's soulmate? Shouldn't you have seen this coming and avoided it? What was the point of all this? I would have defended the Emperor in any case, as I will defend any of my comrades with my own life.”
Silence falls again in the temple of Sethlan. I keep looking at that marble statue, as if I really expect an answer.
“For what purpose you made me so weak?”
†
I seem to have just fallen asleep, after a night of tossing and turning in bed, when I am summoned by one of the Velmont' servants, at the request of the High Priestess.
The short distance between the arsenal and their residence is like the path of a condemned man to the gallows. The thought that Seraphine has found out about my terrible deed eats away at me.
I breathe a sigh of relief when I am escorted to the second floor to the chests room. The large door closes behind us, and I realize how desperate François' paranoia has become since he found out about the Trovator’s ritual: only members of the Velmont family and the five of the Hand are present. Galen is not present either, and it is likely that the rest of us would also have been cut off from the head of the family if the people involved did not want us by their side for this unexpected ceremony.
I watch as Seraphine places a golden spear with red markings along its entire length into Sebastian's hands. I cannot help but notice that she does so rather coldly, and I wonder if the embarrassment in the Emperor's eyes is due to what happened last night, or if it is just reverent awe for this courtly moment.
Seraphine turns to the trunk engraved with the symbol of El, her god and the father of all our gods, and wields with vigor the most beautiful halberd I have ever seen: the head of clear metal is composed of a sharp crescent-shaped beak and a domed ax, the black shaft connecting the two parts is at least three feet long.
We all bow before the vision of the High Priestess with her weapon in her hand, aware of our good fortune to witness this historic moment with our own eyes. My heart clenches as I think that the only thing I have received in response to my abuse of Sethlan's statue is yet another demonstration of how Sebastian's fate is tied to Seraphine's.
As I stand up, I cast my eyes in the direction of the Fool's chest, wondering if I will ever be worthy to see it opened. Beside me, Manigoldo watches me with an indecipherable expression; only the two of us remain in the hand, not worthy enough in the eyes of our gods.
François uncorks some of his best bottles and pours them into crystal goblets for the guests. It will be the only celebration the High Priestess and the Emperor will have before we leave for Brandenburg to seek new information from Malek, Nathaniel's master.
“Hide your weapon, Sebastian, from the eyes of all who are not in this room,” François admonishes him. “Many know how often the Emperor and the High Priestess unlock their sacred weapons together. If they see yours, the Trovator may learn one way or another that what he seeks most is available, along with Seraphine's life.”
Sebastian nods as his father embraces him in an unusual moment of affection.
“This is a very important sign,” a deep voice says behind me.
I turn to find Sibyl handing me a cup of wine. Out of politeness, I toasted with her but I did not drink. A glass would only increase the doubts in my head, while it would take a wineskin to silence them.
“The strength of the Arcana is directly proportional to the strength of their High Priestess and vice versa. The stronger you become, the more Seraphine will be able to draw on the powers of her weapon and the Arcana loyal to it.”
“You should have trained her then. And taught her how to use it!” I reply annoyed, watching Seraphine almost lose her balance to stow her halberd in the trunk.
“I did. In a different way than anyone expected. But I trained her,” Riina tries to convince me in a firm tone.
I can't stop myself from raising my eyebrows: “Why didn't someone teach her how to use the halberd? Why hide it in the trunk again?”
“Sometimes the best thing to do is to hide what is most precious,” she says, and then goes on to compliment her nephew directly.
I remain aloof until Seraphine herself approaches me. She has a worried look on her face that she cannot hide: “Be careful, Violante. François has just revealed to us that Decury's documents clearly show that many of these cogwheels were sent to Pech'in.”
“Isn't that the city to the east where the Empress' Temple is?”
She nods and a shiver runs down my spine. After Malek, we will definitely have to visit Callista.
“Don't do anything rash, please” Seraphine takes my hands in hers as I feel heat on my face.
“I promise” I answer reflexively as a voice in my head reminds me that I broke the last promise I made. But it won't be like that this time, I won't get into trouble for her. And I will stay away from Sebastian. “I will pack my things for the trip. When we get back, I'll tell you all about it and we'll talk, just like before.”
All the way to my quarters I keep thinking. I wonder how we're going to fight this war if we don't even know who the Trovator is. How can we win when Xander and the Arcana of his time failed in the same endeavor? They had more experience than us. And Clara, from what the annals tell us, was an excellent fighter. How did Riina prepare Seraphine? I never saw her use her powers.
When I enter my room with all these thoughts, I hardly even notice Manigoldo's presence at the edge of my window, leaning in like a cat.
“Have you gotten into the habit of spying on me too?”
“Seraphine told me to keep an eye on you and protect her Soul as if it were her own” he answers in the tone of someone who would never have done it otherwise.
“They're not going to kill me in my room in Saint Denis” I snap out as I gather some clothes into a large backpack.
“There are many ways to get hurt here. Like kissing your best friend's fiancé.”
I turn and glare at him as I refrain from pushing him off the second story.
“Oh, you don't have to explain yourself to me. I didn't think you had the guts. I underestimated you,” he adds, stepping down from the window and leaning against the wall of the room, perhaps sensing my willingness to let him fly down and see how long his luck can last. “I would have bet you would have continued to lie to yourself.”
“You always stand in the shadows and watch others make mistakes, don't you? Does it please you to think that we are ultimately as despicable as you?”
Manigoldo crosses his arms over his chest while his purple hat almost completely covers his eyes: “You see, Violante, among you there are those who stand out for strength and courage, those for eloquence and those for intelligence. I, who do not have these talents, have made my cunning my strength. The knowledge of secrets is my best weapon.”
“And do you use your blade against your comrades and the woman you love?”
With a small gesture, he barely lifts his hat to reveal his gray eyes.
“Nathaniel is also an Arcanum. But he is clearly not to be trusted.”
“So, you're torn between killing me so I don't hurt Seraphine and protecting me because she asked you to?”
“Oh no, I'm literally your best friend now. We both want the same thing.”
I grit my teeth, unable to lie out loud.
“Come on Violante...” he sneers, sitting on the edge of my bed and tossing his gold coin back and forth in the air. “Wasn't it really you who told me that the heart wants what the heart wants?”
I suppress what sounds more like a growl than a moan down my throat.
“Let's make a deal, I'll tell you a secret if you promise not to tell anyone.”
“Keep your dirty little secrets!” I tell him and throw one of my dirtiest boots at him.
Manigoldo catches it on the fly and looks at it disgusted: “Not even if it's about why Seraphine unlocked the sacred weapon?”
I know I should just throw him out of my room, but curiosity gets the better of me: “What happened?”
“I witnessed a really tough confrontation between Seraphine and Sebastian. That's when I found out how much fun you two had last night. You should be more careful when you kiss him and check which window you do it under...”
The backpack I was filling falls out of my hands and my heart starts to beat wildly.
“He was pathetic trying to justify himself. So torn between burdens and pleasures. Seraphine seemed truly unyielding; a rawness that left me stunned. She reminded him what their roles were and that they both had a duty. And, ladies and gentlemen, this morning they both had sacred weapons in their hands.”
I stopped listening to him a while ago, my only thought going to her. “I must go to Seraphine. I have to explain to her...”
With a feline snap, Manigoldo reached up and grabbed my wrist: “No, you won't. You promised.”
“I've broken oaths with people I cared about more than you.”
“You will keep your promise, not for me, nor for yourself. You will do it for Seraphine. Don't give her any more reason to suffer.”
As he releases my wrist, he grins, knowing that I will remain silent.



CHAPTER XII
When the portal closes behind us, we find ourselves on top of a tower overlooking soft green hills. A few hundred meters from the top of Menra’s temple there is a small town of wooden houses and red roofs: Brandenburg. As the center nerve of Alemannia, it has often been the subject of invasions by Vralia.
“We are at the Eye of Brandenburg” Vincenzo tells me as he approaches the battlements from which I am leaning. The sun is not yet high in the sky, and the morning breeze ruffles my hair.
“I know that this is where the worst raids took place. Civilians paid dearly for the war against the dark sorcerers...”
“Yes. After the death of Clara Velmont, the continent fell into chaos. Halfbreeds disregarded laws, accidents and murders were the spark that plunged the world into chaos as well. Unable to give a logical explanation for what was happening, people acted as if the inhabitants of neighboring territories were to blame. Until Anges and Jutland allied, this place and more than half of Alemannia were in the hands of the Vralians”.
I nod, tense, remembering that the border wars have been going on for decades. “As long as the High Priestess lives, the world will be at peace” I repeat the words Xander taught me.
“Shall we go?” Falco calls back to us as he holds open the door that leads to the stairs of the keep.
I stay behind the Moon Arcanum, completely ignoring Sebastian's stares. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to take his hand, to clasp it to mine, to ask him what happened with Seraphine, if he regrets responding to my kiss, or if he, too, feels that he cannot help but stand beside me in spite of everything.
I shake off these thoughts when, on the second floor, an elderly woman with long red braided hair looks at us with a relieved look, as if waiting for us. She says nothing but motions for us to follow her.
“We are the Hand of the High Priestess” Falco announces as the woman continues to descend to the lower floor. “You should have announced our arrival to the Arcanum of the Tower.”
She gives no answer, just another hand gesture to stand behind her.
We also remain silent until she leads us into the most well-stocked library I have ever seen: the walls are completely covered with shelves up to the ceiling. Everything is neat, and a pleasant smell of paper tickles my nostrils.
“I don't know if you understand my language,” Falco continues, obviously frustrated. “But we want to talk to Malek Stoker!”
“She won't answer you.” A deep voice makes us turn towards the northernmost part of the library. Malek emerges from behind a shelf and approaches us with several tomes in his hands. “I present to you, Iris.”
The woman bows slightly.
“The priestess of Menra and my consort. The Vralians cut out her tongue when she was a child.”
Falco bows his head in condolence.
“Would you make us something hot to drink?” Iris bows meekly as Malek waves us over to the library chairs. “I know you have news of Nathaniel. Have you found him?” the Tower Arcanum asks us, and his eyes shine in anticipation of a positive answer.
Manigoldo does not miss the opportunity to dash all hope: “Yes. He tried to kidnap Violante in Laguna, thinking she was the High Priestess. And he definitely has connections with the Trovator and the army of his constructs.... Yes, that Trovator, the same one that went around during the old Sacred War!”
Malek seems to take a few seconds to digest all this. “After all that time... the snake was not dead, but was just waiting for a new opportunity.”
“We know that the sorcerer's plan was to steal Clara's sacred weapon and use it to perform a ritual with no return: the extermination of every extraplanar drop of blood."
“That's not possible,” Malek shakes his head. “No one can wield the sacred weapon. I remember Clara being convinced that they intended to use her halberd, but I knew nothing of this apocalyptic power. But again, no one could ever wield that weapon without getting killed.”
“And what if it's not a sorcerer or halfbreed? But an Arcanum? He could use Nathaniel for that” Falco suggests.
“As an Arcanum of Justice, he would suffer as much damage as any other. For such a ritual, he should wield the halberd for longer than the body could withstand in terms of permanent wounds.”
Malek puts the volumes on a small table and sits down. He suddenly looks tired from all the news.
“Maybe not the Arcanum of Justice, but another Arcanum, not loyal to the High Priestess,” Vincenzo's voice is firm.
“Let's say you are right. Those who could challenge her directly are the Arcanum of the Moon and the Arcanum of Temperance, which were not active during our sacred war. And now the only one who has awakened is you, right?” replies Malek, cutting off Vincenzo's insinuations with a subtle accusation.
“In a direct way yes, but in an indirect way they could also be the Arcanum of the Fool and the Magician.”
Vincenzo holds the old man's gaze, as if waiting for confirmation. I think back to his Grimoire and all the time he must have spent gathering information about each knight's powers.
“We suppose so. The Fool's Arcanum absorbs the powers of the other Arcana it comes in contact with, unlike the High Priestess, who demands the total loyalty of her knights. In my time, in the war against the Vralians, it was Skarros, who is as good as dead, while now it is Violante. Unless you want to make an accusation against your companion...”
Sebastian ignores the taunt and concentrates on the new information, “In what sense is he as good as dead?”
“During one of the first battles he was bitten by a Vralian werewolf. When his ancestral blood was contaminated with demonic disease, he lost all his power. It is as if his connection to Evan was suddenly severed. His sacred weapon disappeared at that moment and found its way back into the chest. For the gods, it is as if he died at that moment. He helped us in the war, but then he sought a place among his own kind.”
I look at Vincenzo, hoping for another one of his insights, and he does not disappoint: “What do we know about the Magician Arcanum? Was it active in your time?”
“No. There have been no reports of the Magician awakening for at least four centuries and three Sacred Wars. Even now, the Sibyl has not perceived his awakening.”
I interrupt the conversation and have to admit a shortcoming of my own: "How can the Mage have such power?"
"The gift of the god Horon allows his Arcanum to absorb the divine energy of other knights upon their death, so that the abilities of deceased warriors do not return to their gods, but are assimilated by him," Malek explains.
Instinctively I turn to Vincenzo, who nods.
“So there is no possibility that an Arcanum is behind this, least of all Nathaniel?” asks Sebastian in confirmation.
“Of living people with these abilities, there are only Vincenzo and Violante. Or Seraphine, but it would be difficult for her to orchestrate such a plan from the gilded cage in which she is locked” Malek explains.
I hear Sebastian stiffen at these words and hold back a snort.
Iris arrives with a tray of steaming black tea and serves it to us. I watch the priestess in her green robes, her face covered with delicate freckles. I smile at her as she hands me the cup.
“What about Callista Foer?” asks Falco. “Could she be involved in any of this? As far as we know, a considerable amount of equipment for the army of constructs used by the Trovator has been sent to Pech'in, where her temple is located.”
Malek sips his drink and looks out the window as if trying to remember.
“Callista was an extraordinary Arcanum. The Empress has the most delicate and complex task among the servants of the High Priestess. While the Emperor is responsible for protecting and compensating for any weaknesses of El's daughter, Callista's task is to rule the night, to act in the darkness to make Clara shine even brighter. Or rather Seraphine now. Callista was one of the most loyal standard-bearers in the last Sacred War, but they disagreed on one thing: while Clara considered every living being born on this earth worthy of defense, Callista disagreed. The Children of the Night and Moon, the Blood and the Ancients were no concern of Arcana's.”
I bite my lip and look at Falco, remembering the conversation we had in Laguna and how similar our positions are.
“So, again, hypothetically speaking, of the Arcana from the last war, you would be the one with the most motivation to carry out such a reckless plan against the halfbreeds?” Sebastian brushes a wisp from his face and my concentration falters for a moment.
“Always speaking hypothetically, because I don't believe an Arcanum could do such a thing...”
“You're forgetting Nathaniel, your mentee” Manigoldo interrupts.
Malek frowns but continues: “Callista detested the halfbreeds. Galen, on the other hand, had an affair with a cambion, our ally. And finally, among the survivors, we have Xander, literally the husband of the arcanist who killed the High Priestess”.
I clench my fists and bite my tongue to keep from reacting in kind.
“They all look guilty... Except you” Falco nudges him.
“If you asked them, I would probably have some guilt in my eyes, too. That's the way it is when you lose a sacred war and the High Priestess you swore to protect dies. Don't let that happen to you.”



CHAPTER XIII
The nausea of the second portal trip in one day becomes overwhelming. My head spins as my feet touch the dark wooden floor of Pech'in: the structure of the Temple of Mide is imposing, but unlike any other I have visited. An elaborate garden is enclosed on three sides by a single-story red wooden structure; on the last side, the Empress' shrine stands out with a visually impressive roof whose slightly curved eaves extend well beyond the walls, giving it a distinctive darkness.
A pair of Mide priestesses in purple robes greet us with a slight bow, “We were not expecting visitors from other temples.”
“We are here to confer with Callista Foer, we are the Arcana of the Hand and I am Falco Borromeo” the Sun Arcanum introduces himself.
“We will inform our Lady immediately. In the meantime, you may wait in the gardens or pay your respects to Mide.”
The two women turn away, leaving us to wait. Falco is the first to accept the invitation and walks toward a large oak tree with leaves as red as fire. Manigoldo follows with an unconvinced expression.
Sebastian seems to want to tell me something, but embarrassment and prejudice over what the Arcanum of Fortune has revealed to me gets the better of me. I jerk towards Vincenzo, my back to the Emperor: “What do you know about the Empress' Arcanum?”
“She is an ambiguous figure, often not fully understood. Mide is the goddess of darkness, authoritarian, sometimes resentful, definitely practical. And this is often reflected in her knight.”
“Can she be trusted?”
“Do not fall into the trap of thinking that darkness necessarily means evil” the Moon Arcanum warns me. “The Arcana of Mide are said to have often had the hardest task: to support the High Priestess in the hardest of times, to assist her in decisions or actions that the daughter of El could have never made by nature, though necessary.”
From the corner of my eye I watch the movements of Sebastian, who seems to have decided to join the others in the garden.
“The Church of Mide is based on secrets and espionage,” he continues, “I would not be surprised if the followers and priestesses of this temple act as spies for the Pech'in Empire in their spare time.”
“Strange that it's not Manigoldo, the Arcanum of Mide” I joke, snatching a half-smile from Vincenzo.
“Shall we go?” he mumbles, pointing to the big oak tree.
I shake my head, determined to avoid distractions: “I'd like to see the altar of Mide.”
I turn away from the group, and after opening several sliding doors, one leading to the kitchens and one to the temple library, I finally find what I am looking for on my third try: in a dark room, with a floor of the shiniest wood I have ever seen, stands the statue of the Empress goddess. The wooden deity is depicted as an innocent maiden with skin the color of night, long white hair, and instead of piercing eyes, two amethysts.
The few sources of light come from a few paper lanterns placed at the feet of the statue. If Seraphine is the Daughter of Light, Callista is the Daughter of Darkness. Xander used to tell me that in the days of the old war, Callista was an important reference point: when Clara was absent, everyone looked to her for confirmation on how to act.
Mide, I pray mentally, grant me to be the cloak in the night for Seraphine. Grant me to be the vicar of your Arcanum in her absence, to protect my companions.
I remain on my knees in front of the statue for a few minutes until I decide to join my companions. I respectfully close the altar door and head for the entrance when I hear Sebastian and Falco's voices a few feet away.
“You should clear your head and make peace with your brain, Seb. Violante is not just any girl, she is our companion, she is an Arcanum” the voice of the Sun Arcanum is harsh.
I immediately freeze in every movement behind the wooden arch, afraid of being seen, feeling dirty at the same time, standing there listening like Manigoldo. My legs, however, seem glued to the ground and my voice is captured by my curiosity.
“It's more complicated than that...”
“No, it isn't. Men like us will never settle for an arranged marriage. Who am I to judge you? But you could have any woman, Sebastian. Any woman who keeps her mouth shut, who doesn't make you look bad, who knows her place.”
“I don't want any other woman” Sebastian answers sadly.
“But you don't want just Seraphine. When you act, you act in the name of your family. We are not ordinary people: we have a lineage to defend. The Borromeo family name is worth as much in Unitas as yours is in Anges. What if your father found out? What if Seraphine finds out?”
Sebastian is silent for a few seconds, then warns his friend: “She already knows. She saw us.”
“There you go!” I hear the sound of the wall being pounded by Falco's frustration. “What were you thinking? She's her best friend... she is an Arcanum! Try to control yourself, at least in public, a moment of weakness like that could destroy your name!”
I hear Falco's footsteps in my direction. Instinctively, I want to get as far away as possible and use the few seconds between us to escape, but something inside me tells me to stay still. I take a deep breath, ready to be accused of being like the Arcanum of Fortune, but Falco and Sebastian pass by me without turning their eyes in my direction for a moment.
I notice that the Sun Arcanum continues to shake his head in disapproval of this conversation, while Sebastian looks genuinely pained. Two large dark circles under his light eyes are a clear sign that he has not slept at all tonight.
Unable to believe that I have not been discovered within a meter of them, I look down at my hands and arms, almost wondering if I have become invisible to their senses.
Oh, but I have.
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“Follow us,” the two priestesses of Mide murmur, leading the way down the corridors of the temple. “Our Lady is not well these days, but she trusts the secrecy of the Sun Arcanum.”
I elbow Falco in congratulations, and he responds with a broad white smile.
“I am very sorry for the Empress' infirmity. I hope our conversation will cheer her up” he adds with exaggerated politeness.
I approach his brother, who closes the line in silence: “What do you know of the Empress' powers?”
Vincenzo raises an eyebrow: “I don't have my grimoire with me, but from what I remember, her strength is proportional to the number of Arcana loyal to the High Priestess, and she is able to become like a shadow in the night.”
“You mean she can become invisible?”
“Yes. But if she is not well, it will be difficult for you to copy her powers. I don't think she will show them to us.”
I say nothing about what just happened after my prayer to Mide. I always have the feeling that I am stealing something that does not really belong to me whenever I take over the powers of another Arcana. My eyes instinctively fall to Sebastian's back. I shake my head and concentrate on the encounter.
The priestesses open a sliding wall for us and Callista's room appears in all its elegant splendor. From a huge bed with semi-transparent black curtains, we can barely make out a figure hidden in the darkness.
“Come, Falco, just you, come closer”.
It is unmistakably Callista Foer's voice, but compared to the ringing I remembered from the Rising, those deep, raspy notes make her sound truly sick.
The Sun Arcanum approaches the side of the bed and uses the nearby red leather chair to sit down. The rest of us remain by the door, out of respect for the woman's request.
“I'm here, Callista dear, what's wrong? They say you are ill”.
“Mine is not a common illness. It is not contagious, but out of respect for the memories you have of me, we will keep these curtains to separate us.”
I can't help but roll my eyes at this prissy vanity, while next to me Manigoldo can barely hold back a laugh.
“The situation is serious, my Empress...”
As Falco explains why our investigations have led us to her, I notice him moving his left hand furtively as some runes of light begin to appear around Callista's bed. I recognize them immediately: they are the same ones he used to question the construct in Barcino.
“My heart aches to discover that you do not trust me, Falco…” the Empress asserts at the end of the story, obviously aware of the spell being cast under her nose. “But if I were in your place, I would have done the same. Let me be clear, I am the one who chooses not to counter your ring of Truth. I choose this because I want you to know everything and to protect Seraphine.”
Falco turns to us and with an assertive nod of his head lets us know that she is not lying.
“I have no relationship with Decury, I have never seen what you described in my life, constructs, right? Perhaps only now would I know them if I saw them. And I never had the honor of meeting the Trovator in the last Sacred War; if only because in that case only one of us would have survived.”
Callista's voice is firm and determined.
“Malek said not to trust you, that you always frowned on the halfbreeds and that such a ritual would suit you” Manigoldo urges her.
Callista clicks her tongue: “The Arcanum of the Tower should consider how much his cowardice affected the last Sacred War. Did he tell you how he tried to avert a battle against the heretics for fear of losing his life? Or how he should have taken part in the expedition to Tarkov, but out of fear young Leopold Voegel went in his place, and never returned? Did he tell you this?”
We remain silent.
“Or did he tell you about Galen and his cambion? Isn't he on the list of suspects just because he loved a Son of the Blood? Then let's point the finger at Xander, as we always have, ever since his wife killed our High Priestess!”
I cannot suppress the anger that this accusation arouses in me. With determined steps I reach the end of the bed and with all the strength in my lungs I shout at her: “Is it still not clear to you that Lisa made the greatest sacrifice of all? She took Clara's life to get her sacred weapon back in the trunk and prevent a genocide. You have been pointing fingers at my master for over fifty years when you should have been standing by his side, thanking him for the courage of the woman he loved. You stopped the Trovator temporarily only because your High Priestess gave her life back to El. All in all, you have failed as Arcana because of the way you reacted to her disappearance.”
I expect an angry response, but Callista simply takes a deep breath and then admits: “You are right, the old Arcana failed. I can only trust that you have learned from our mistakes. The old Hand was poisoned by silent accusations, half-truths, shouted reproaches, and secrets left in the hearts of the dead. I will not make the same mistake, I swear again to protect Seraphine, starting with showing you the whole truth. Falco, can you move those curtains?”
Surprised by the request, the Sun Arcanum stands and pulls a rope connected to the veils of the canopy. The vision of Callista leaves us breathless, and I understand why her beauty seemed so unnatural: the young woman with long red hair is only a memory, replaced by a wrinkled old woman of exaggerated thinness. For a few moments I wonder if it was really her.
“I have not had the good fortune to age as well as the Hanged Man's Arcanum. But my vanity was rewarded by some efforts I made in my youth. True, I felt that the halfbreeds were not worthy of our protection; as far as I was concerned, alliances with them could have been torn apart. But Clara convinced me, this woman would have convinced anyone with her determination and firmness. She convinced me so much that when Ophelia, Queen of the Fae, asked for my help, I allowed the magic of Mide and this temple to create a portal to another plane. A dimension where the fairy folk could thrive in peace, without repercussions should the Trovator's plan succeed.”
Callista clears her throat as she drinks a glass of water from the nightstand. The slow way she moves and her labored breathing make me think she is on the verge of losing all her strength.
“Ophelia, her court and all of her people who were too afraid to stay on this earth left through the portal we opened right here on the trunk of the great oak tree in my garden.”
Falco seems unconvinced by the explanation and checks the circle of runes under her bed. “How could faes plow the sacred ground?”
“Faes have both celestial and infernal ancestry. They can walk the grounds of any temple... and who knows, maybe one day a god will decide to awaken his knight in a fae.”
The Sun Arcanum nods, unable to hide a contrite expression, however.
“Ophelia's son Cyprian, in turn, provided me with the dust of his wings whenever my mortal body suffered the injustice of time. Together with other ingredients, he enabled me to preserve my dear youth.”
“Why are you like this now?” I ask, my hands still trembling with anger.
“Cyprian has not been seen for days. I've run out of dust and don't have the courage to go all the way to Ophelia's court. Dimensional travel would exhaust me, and the Fae are peculiar creatures: their celestial blood compels them to keep promises, but the demonic side has learned over the centuries to make them especially unpleasant in the face of demands.”
Vincenzo takes the floor and immediately warn us: “The Trovator seeks the royal blood of every halfbreeds. Can Cyprian, as Ophelia's son, be considered a kind of prince? Could that be why he disappeared?”
Callista's hazel eyes narrow to a slit.
“If so, our enemy would have made his first move by now. You can either wait with me and hope for Cyprian's return, or...” the woman slides a hand into her cleavage and pulls out a medallion with a large red gemstone. “Use this to activate the Oak Portal at first light, leap to the fairy dimension and find out what's going on over there.”
Before someone can answer, Falco takes the locket and kisses Callista's hands: “If we don’t come back, there would be a half-fae in Barcino... She works in a place called Supravelum, and she has already helped us by giving us the dust of her wings. It will not be as effective as that of a pureblood, but you must recover as best you can and fulfill your oath to Seraphine.”
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The time until sunset seems endless. After my conversation with Callista, I hurry to the garden to watch the tree, which hides a whole new world behind its red foliage. I brush against its rough trunk and find myself thinking that soon Xander will have some peace. Soon all the Arcana will know of Lisa's sacrifice and her name will be restored. The true telling of the sacred war will once again bring honor to the Hanged Man and the Lovers' Arcanum.
“Violante...” Sebastian's voice forces me out of my thoughts.
I turn to find the Emperor staring at me a few steps away, waiting for an answer. After what Manigoldo confessed to me and what I overheard just before, I have a hard time holding his gaze.
“I need to know...” he insists, moving even more dangerously close to me. “That kiss. The one you gave me; did it mean something to you or was it just a moment of weakness?”
I clench my fists, thinking that perhaps he is looking for a justification in my actions. Callista was clear: the lies and recriminations have done nothing but lead to the destruction of the old guard.
“I would say it was the moment of my greatest courage. To admit how I felt, despite your lineage, the will of the gods, and my friendship with Seraphine... if that wasn't courage, I don't know what was.”
Sebastian's forehead seems to relax, as well as his thick eyebrows. “So, it wasn't a mistake?”
"Was it lawful? No, you are promised to Seraphine. Was it sinful? Yes, if your god wants you to be bound to the High Priestess. Have I been a bad friend? Surely, I have. But try as I might, I cannot find faults in what I felt last night, nor in what I feel now. We can all feel attraction, but few people have enough heart to be truly in love without encouragement. And I don't care what people think or say...”
I can't even finish the sentence before Sebastian comes over and seals my words with a kiss. The resentment and anger that I feel coursing through my veins immediately vanishes. All that remains is a pleasant feeling of warmth that dispels all my questions.
I think about breaking my promise again, but by now it is clear that I cannot stay away from him and I cannot stop wanting him. I take him in my arms and feel myself burning with a fire that burns me to the depths, to that emptiness I felt in my chest before I met him. I let those flames destroy all darkness, consume all my defenses, but at the same time build a new wall to protect us from the rest of the world.
The kiss, passionate and greedy at first, turns into Sebastian's caress of my face after a few minutes. My eyes are chained to his as if we are talking to each other. I can feel his heart wildly beating with mine under the metal armor, while his comforting smile makes me feel as if every wound of mine never existed.
I don't know how long we spend in each other's arms, but as the sun's rays illuminate the oak tree, we realize in unison that it is time to begin this new journey. We turn to look for our companions and I notice that they are all looking at us: Vincenzo seems to only want to enter the oak, while his brother Falco is clearly disappointed. Manigoldo, on the other hand, looks at me with the air of someone who has just received a lavish inheritance.



CHAPTER XIV
I look at the pink sky and feel almost like a child. Everything in the fairy plane seems to have the wrong detail, but the result is stunning. We step out of a tree with blue bark and long purple fronds into a forest with the strangest yet most pleasant smells I have ever smelled.
“What do we know about faes?” I ask the others, having only met the halfbreed in Barcino.
“The first fae was born from the union of a heavenly servant and an infernal goddess. Their appearance is as perfect as can be expected from a living being, but their cruelty is subtle, fine like a blade” Vincenzo tells me, leading the way through the vegetation with his halberd.
“Could an Arcanum be born among the fairy folk? They partly have divine blood, right?”
“No, Violante. I think that little detail of demonic descent is not insignificant. Hecate is not exactly like our gods" Falco answers dryly.
I frown. “In my opinion it is not that. Hecate was exiled to the hell dimension with the other six traitor gods, but she still remains a goddess. If the fae had an Arcane ancestor maybe, maybe they could be chosen!”
“First of all, this has never happened in history, so I think it is rather unlikely. Then there would have to be an Arcane who mates with a Fae. And that seems even less likely to me” Falco judges.
I can't help but think that the Sun Arcanum is still disappointed with the way the Emperor Arcanum and I behaved just before we left the Temple of Mide. But when Sebastian gently takes my hand, all my worries disappear. I smile sweetly at him as we close the line.
“I wonder when we're going to get a damn fae in this damn place” complains Manigoldo.
Vincenzo stops: “Oh, but they've already found us.”
At these words, we look around, trying not to be confused by all the wrong details: it does not take long to realize that we are surrounded by about twenty creatures in light armor and weapons in plain sight, camouflaged among the extravagant colors of the vegetation.
A fae with long black braided hair steps forward, hovering a few centimeters above the ground thanks to his pairs of membranous wings.
“You are in the land of Ophelia, Arcana. Your law has no value here.”
Slender in stature and slightly shorter than an ordinary human, the male Fae nonetheless appears menacing. Two large eyes with yellow irises stare at us.
“We come in peace,” Falco steps forward, holding the medallion of the Empress at his waist. “Callista Foer sent us, she would have come herself if not for her health.”
“Callista is welcome, but she cannot extend her invitation to any Arcanum.”
Some faes hidden in the trees point their bows at our heads. I unconsciously shake Sebastian's hand as he speaks: “Our old common enemy, the Trovator, is once again a threat to the halfbreeds. We only wish to speak with your queen.”
The fae’s eyes narrow to two slits when he hears the name. He remains silent for a few moments and then says: “Whatever the Trovator thinks he is doing; we are safe as long as outsiders do not enter our plane. Return now to your world and there will be no consequences. Do you wish to speak with Ophelia? Drop all weapons on the ground and I will escort you to her. But I remind you that any agreements made in the past between your sect and my people have no validity here.”
Falco and Sebastian look at each other, maybe weighing risks and benefits. But the sound of Manigoldo's flail falling to the ground anticipates any answer. Like him, Vincenzo and I follow, unarmed.
“Callista is waiting for us on the other side” Falco adds as he parts with his beloved spiked club.
“Let’s hope she will not wait forever. Leave your weapons on the ground; no one will dare touch anything from your plane.”
We follow the fae as his subordinates surround us.
“Everything will be fine” Sebastian tries to reassure us.
“Faes are not bloodthirsty,” Vincenzo explains. “But the stories about them all agree on one thing: they like to play with humans. Don't eat anything on this plan. We cannot predict the effects their food will have on our bodies.”
We cross a stone bridge over a brackish river to what looks like a palace cast in the vegetation. Walls of red ivy intertwine with large columns of vines. The entrance stairs are completely covered with a blue moss that glows under our footsteps.
A large hall opens before us, and we encounter numerous faes around a banquet with bunches of bluish fruits and glass cups filled with a greenish liquid. A melodious symphony comes from a lute and a flute, accompanying the dance of a female fae with long brown hair and iridescent blue eyes. A crown of golden leaves rest upon her curls.
The soldier and his companion bow to the young fae: “Our Queen. We found visitors just outside the portal that connects us to the Temple of Mide. They claim to have been sent by Callista, who cannot move for health reasons, and to have news for you”.
Ophelia begins to tap her feet, obviously excited by our unexpected visit, “This is wonderful news – I was just starting to get bored! Have my guest sit properly” she exclaims.
The guard behind me puts his hands on my shoulders and, with very little courtesy, pushes me down, forcing me to bow before the Queen.
All five of us bend over on the floor of grass and green daisies as Ophelia examines our faces.
“Such manners... come, introduce yourselves! I have always been fascinated by you Arcana, forced to live so little and sacrifice your lives in the name of the gods!”
“Falco Borromeo, Arcanum of the Sun. And this is Vincenzo, Arcanum of the Moon.”
Ophelia responds to the first introduction with a smile. Her eyes linger especially on Sebastian, while she seems to have no particular interest in the Arcanum of Fortune and me.
“My court is not bound by your laws. This world is ours, remember, you are only guests, but I am known for my generosity, which is matched only by my beauty: I am willing to listen to you and consider your demands,” she announces, snapping her fingers. Roots and vines rise from the ground in a throne of flowers and leaves. As she sits down, the guards behind us allow us to rise again.
“We have come to warn you that the Trovator, who frightened you so much half a century ago, has again shown his presence by attempting to kidnap the High Priestess with an army of constructs” Vincenzo summarizes.
Ophelia closes her eyes: “Continue.”
“We know that he needs royal halfbreeds to perform the extermination ritual, and Callista has revealed to us that she has not seen your son Cyprian in days, if not weeks.”
The queen taps her cheek with her thin fingers: “My son is missing. He knows very well the risk he is taking by coming to the other side. But you know, he's only a few centuries old; he's still reckless. Two weeks ago he went to Rema, to a party organized by a Son of Moon’s family, the De Angelis. I thought he had lost track of time, after all, what are two weeks? But after what I just heard; I think we can work something out.”
I lift my head in her direction: “What are the terms?”
“I will let you return to your home in exchange for your promise to find my son before the Trovator.”
“You will not help us? You have well-trained faes who could serve us in a confrontation with the army of constructs!” I groan loudly as I feel the tip of a spear against my back.
“My son's life is not worth as much as the lives of all my people. I am a queen first and a mother second. Going back on your plan would mean accepting the risk of genocide. Besides, are you not the guardians of the world? If the gods chose you, they must have had their reasons. Take care of the Trovator, bring Cyprian back to me, and you will have my gratitude.”
The coldness in her eyes frightens me for a moment. Her beauty is so unnatural, so cruel, that it partly reminds me of Callista's. I wonder how old she is and from what supernatural creatures she derives her royal blood.
“All right. Stopping the Trovator is our task; it will be a pleasure for the Arcana to find Cyprian and have credit in your court” Sebastian promises.
“Very well. And now that the boring part is done, let's get to the fun part,” she announces with a silly tone in her voice. She claps her hands three times, and before I realize it, golden ropes cling to my boots and lift me upside down from the floor.
I try to wriggle out with all the strength in my arms and legs, but I soon realize that these are not ropes, but snakes with golden highlights that cling to my body, up to my neck and mouth, preventing me from screaming. A few meters above the ground, next to me, Sebastian and Falco, while below us, are surrounded by numerous armed guards, Vincenzo and Manigoldo, spared from this trap, look at us worriedly.
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“You are about to take part in a game,” Ophelia announces with a sadistic air. “Tell me, son of Belus, who will save the lives of your friends? Just say the word and I will free one of them.”
I try to wriggle free again, but the snakes' coils grip deep, digging into my flesh. It doesn't take long to realize that one of us is not going home; I turn to Sebastian, who moans to free himself until his eyes meet mine. I read deep concern in his expression when one of the snakes bites my lips to keep me from speaking or screaming.
Vincenzo remains silent for a few seconds, squinting his eyes, then he declares with a firm, determined voice: “I will not choose one of them, their lives are worth more than mine. Take mine if you really want the blood of an Arcanum to stain your court.”
Ophelia nervously looks at him, as if trying to probe her mind to see if his words match his actual thoughts.
“How boring,” the fae says, waving her hand conspicuously. “I despise those who take themselves too seriously for fear of failure. Let's reshuffle the cards and hope for a different result” the Queen snaps her fingers and Falco is released, falling to the ground at the same time as the golden snakes cling to Vincenzo's body.
“Tell me, Sun Arcanum, are you also so boring? Does everyone care about you?”
Falco stands up and clenches his fists: “Release my brother. Now.”
“What a rush! And you consider him your equal? A brother in blood and soul? He did not choose you, you saw it… you are not important. You are not enough. Did he ever call you brother, too?”
Ophelia's words hurt me, and I cannot imagine how he feels right now. Come to think of it, the Moon Arcanum never called Falco that. And when I asked Barcino about it, he replied that they were not at all.
“In his mind, you are not his brother, although he knows very well that he has the same father,” the fae reveals, showing that she is indeed able to read our thoughts. “The son of a man who claimed his mother as one of his possessions. To admit that he is your brother would be to admit that he shares something with the man he hates most in the world.”
Falco appears to sprint toward the queen, but several guards block his path, forcing him to retreat a few steps.
“Your rules, my choice. Free my brother!”
Ophelia, who does not seem particularly pleased with Falco's decision, frees him from the serpents' coils with a sweeping gesture. Vincenzo falls to his feet and seems to be on the verge of attacking someone, but once again his coolness prevails and he stands aside a few feet from the Sun Arcanum.
The queen's gaze shifts: “What about you, son of Northia? Will you rely on your lucky coin to decide who will survive?”
Manigoldo drops his hat over his eyes: “Violante. Let her go.”
I immediately feel the grip of the snakes fail me and I fall to the ground, without the dexterity to land on my legs. The Arcanum of Fortune helps me up: “Why did you do that?” I ask him confused.
“Seraphine asked me to protect you as if you were her. I will not break a promise” he reveals to me, unable to hide his grief at having left Sebastian behind.
“Oh, how tender. A young man with such twisted and dark thoughts, who would do anything to make his beloved happy. To save his friend instead of the Emperor. A convenient choice, since he is her betrothed? If he didn't come back from here, it would look good for you, wouldn't it?” Ophelia urges, as if she had read his deepest thoughts. “Or would it? You know she doesn't return your feelings, don't you? Yet you don't care. How strange you humans are.”
A dark energy begins to quiver in Manigoldo's hand, but I hold it back. Disrespecting such a sadistic being is not a good idea, especially when you are unarmed.
Ophelia rises and the snakes on the ceiling approach a dangling Sebastian: “And now tell me, Emperor, the truth in exchange for your life,” the reptiles covering the warrior's mouth move to make him speak. “What does your heart desire?”
Sebastian looks at me and answers without fear: “I want to be free to love whoever I want.”
“I knew it!” Ophelia jumps to her feet as if she had received the news she had been waiting for. She gives me a look different from previous ones and even ventures to smile at me. “I wagered a fortune with Raphael Decury. He was sure that this time, too, the High Priestess and the Emperor were in love. He saw you at his ball with Seraphine and told me that, as always, your souls were destined to merge. But I never believed in the goodness of the gods; a love capable of transcending the barriers of time and space to make the sacrifice of El's daughter less miserable? No, no, I was always convinced that it was just a way to maintain the power of the Velmont family. I lost that bet many times. But finally, my patience has been rewarded.”
The Queen's happiness soon turns into a cruel smile, which she turns directly at me.
“But he will still marry her, you know that don't you? He will not fail in his duty. You love his pure heart so much, but that's exactly what will hurt you.”
Anger explodes at these words, and at this point it is the Arcanum of Fortune and the Arcanum of the Moon that hold me down. Ophelia, watching my reaction, snaps her fingers and releases Sebastian, who falls to the ground.
“Good. And now get out of my realm before I lose my happy mood.”
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The way to the portal seems longer than the way out, accompanied by Ophelia's guards. When we finally take up our weapons, the Fae have disappeared back into nature. We stand in silence before the great oak, shaken by the involuntary revelations. I feel Sebastian's gaze upon me, but I do not raise my head even as I pass through the portal.
“For Northia!” cries Manigoldo when I land in our world.
The smell of burning and smoke is the first thing that catches my attention: Mide's house is literally on fire.
“What on earth...” I mutter as I watch numerous priestesses flee across the garden to avoid the collapsing glowing wooden pylons.
“Up there!” shouts Vincenzo, pointing to the black roof of the temple: a wyvern of at least three meters is climbing to reach the highest point, blowing a blue flame in all directions.
I put my hands on the hilt of my sword and let the frustration that had accumulated in the fairy plane flow through my veins. Beside me, my comrades prepare for the battle to save the sacred temple of the Empress. Manigoldo leaps over the side wall with a feline snap, seeking a more favorable attack zone for his deflagrations.
“Where does such a creature come from, from the fairy plane? Can such a creature walk on sacred ground?” I call to Falco as we hurl ourselves towards the enemy.
“I don't think it's really alive.”
I sharpen my vision and when we are within a few meters from it, I notice a glassy reflection in its yellow eyes. Too much like the eyes of the constructs.
Sebastian draws the creature's attention and barely dodges its deadly breath, giving Vincenzo just enough time to create his copy just below the roof. Then, with an athletic leap and propelled by his copy, the Moon Arcanum manages to reach the sloping roof. The wyvern, unaware of his approach, is pierced in the hind leg by the halberd. A robotic wail rises in the middle of the Pech'in night.
A beam of crackling energy hits the side of its neck and, unable to keep its balance, the beast collapses into the garden, taking parts of the ceiling with it. Its sharp tail manages to hit Falco, catching him off guard. I throw myself beside him, narrowly avoiding its claws in the back. I am close enough to the wyvern to see that its sharp claws are made of a shiny black metal.
Sebastian's spear pierces its front paw just before he is hit by a burst of fire that he cannot avoid this time. Instinctively, I lunge at the creature, ducking at the last moment to open a wound in its belly: some kind of oil stains my blades. The wyvern's reflexes are still excellent, despite its wounds, and before I can move to a safe distance, its spiky tail slams into my chest, leaving me breathless.
I cough blood and pray to Marduk to heal my punctured lungs. I gasp for air while Manigoldo stands behind me, confusing the creature's vision with direct blows to its eyes.
Just when I think I should try to use Mide's power to turn myself invisible to the enemy, Vincenzo leaps from the roof ruins onto its scaly neck and cuts its throat with a deadly blow: mechanical gears and bolts clatter on the floor, while the fire continues to burn in the darkness of the night.
Falco approaches to check on our health and soothes Sebastian's burns with his divine magic: “I thought I had just escaped the cruelest creature of the day when we left the fae court, but this one was no joke either!”
I approach him, clasping my hands tightly around the hilt of my blades, “I understand the reason why the Trovator uses constructs. Halfbreed cannot tread on the sacred ground of temples, while this wyvern had even climbed onto its roof. The Trovator has created an army that can enter anywhere.”
The other Arcana of the Hand look at me, dejected but not surprised: they must have come to the same conclusion during the battle.
We help the Mide priestesses put out the fires, while Falco personally takes care of pulling Callista out of the rubble. Her body looks like that of a dying woman in the arms of the giant Sun Arcanum.
“Let's get her to Saint Denis. She will have time to regain her strength and help us protect Seraphine” Falco suggests.
“Do you trust her?”
“I trust only the four of you, Violante, but it is clear that we need the help of every Arcanum in this war.”



CHAPTER XV
François Velmont's face is somber as we enter his office. Seraphine comes up to us and, seeing our battered armor, bursts into tears, then hides in my embrace. I stroke her soft hair and suddenly feel guilty about everything that has happened with Sebastian these past few days. I need to find a moment to talk to her before the Hand is forced to leave Saint Denis again.
“The situation is dramatic” the voice of the head of the family is harsh: “We have received tremendous news through the vestal from the temples. Malek is miraculously alive, burnt but alive. Dover was also attacked, but before you worry...” he adds, looking at me, “Xander managed to defeat a wyvern similar to the one you encountered in Pech'in. Galen dematerialized in the World temple just in time before the priests of Adad ended up in the jaws of a fourth creature.”
I hold Seraphine tighter in my arms.
“A coordinated attack,” Falco comments, leaning against the wall at this news.
“It is clear that the Trovator hoped to reduce our defenses by taking out the older Arcana. There were no casualties, though Callista Foer is now more dead than alive. But not because of the wyvern...” the Sibyl frowns, showing a note of disappointment. “It is the just punishment for those who try to stay young forever.”
“We have a lead. Queen Ophelia's son disappeared a few weeks ago in Rema. We could set out to investigate. The Temple of Judgement is right there...” Falco offers, not realizing that it is late at night and that we are too weak to do anything.
François shakes his head: “I have summoned all the awakened Arcana. Tomorrow morning, they will be in Saint Denis to take care of protecting Seraphine. I will think of a plan, but in the meantime try to regain your strength. You will not be able to stop anyone in this condition”.
Sebastian snaps: “We have no time to waste!”
“Son, a fae, even a prince, can wait. Leaving the High Priestess defenses uncovered is not an option” François judges.
“It's not all bad news,” Riina chimes in, putting a hand on her nephew's shoulder as if to calm him down. “Seraphine, will you do us the courtesy?”
The girl melts from my embrace and leaves the room for a few minutes.
Sebastian plucks up courage and turns to his father again: “We still don't know what happened to Nathaniel and why he's not here at home with us! You have called all the Arcana, send me to find him. Seraphine will be protected and I can find my brother!”
“You must begin to accept that your brother has made a choice!” cries François vehemently. The slight wrinkles on his forehead shrink into his graying hair. “Nathaniel turned his back on this family. On this institution. But above all on the High Priestess.”
“He is still my brother. And your son...”
“He is dead to me,” he condemns gravely. “And I will not endanger you to find out why he made his reckless decisions. Kittu will be the judge of that, not you, not me”.
Sebastian seems on the verge of retorting, but with light steps Seraphine returns: in her hands shines an elegant rapier with purple metal and black inlays. Manigoldo immediately recognizes it as a gift from his god and kneels before her.
“I do not consider myself worthy of this sacred weapon, but if it is you, Seraphine, who will pay me homage, I will accept it with all my heart,” he whispers in a low voice and a faint gleam appears in his eyes.
Seraphine smiles back at him and for a moment their hands brush each other in this sacred exchange. I cannot help but notice the flush in his cheeks.
“Rest tonight. Tomorrow will be a very long day in which a new chapter will be written for the Arcana. Reunited, we will succeed in winning this war!” cries François, speaking in the plural, as it forgetting for a moment that he is not a knight chosen by a god.
Seraphine retires to her quarters and gives me a sweet, helpless smile that shatters my soul.
I approach Sebastian and, careful not to be overheard, whisper to him, “Meet me in the chests room”
†
I pretend to go to the gardens to re-enter my quarters and look carefully at the corridors of the residence, then take the stairs to the second floor, sure that I have not been seen. When I open the heavy door, the Hall of Sacred Weapons appears in all its nocturnal splendor: the statues of angelic warriors seem to come alive in the flickering flames of the few candlesticks that were still burning.
I approach the Fool's chest, running my fingers over the solid wood, wondering if I will ever be worthy of Evan, if I will ever find my weapon, or if I will have to fight with two short swords for the rest of my life.
Reassuringly heavy steps approach behind me. Sebastian's arms wrap around my waist and a light kiss brushes my neck.
“Did you really mean that?” I ask, turning to face him.
“What?”
“What you said in the fae court. That you only want me” I answer, feeling my cheeks heat up.
“Ophelia wouldn't have let me go if I hadn't told the truth.”
Our foreheads rest against each other as I continue to lose myself in his clear eyes. Every time Sebastian's body brushes against mine, it becomes harder to fight the desire to touch and taste him. I can’t tell if he can see the redness of my face in the half light, or feel the irregular beating of my heart against him; he certainly doesn't show it as he holds me tighter.
“I don't know what it's like to be promised to someone before they're even born… the ideal marriage I grew up with was Xander and Lisa, which says something about how little I know.”
“Violante, I don't-” he mutters, interrupting me.
“No, let me finish!” I insist, resting two fingers on his soft lips. “I cannot know for what reason your gods have bound your fate. I cannot even imagine breaking this sacred bond...”
“There is nothing that binds me to Seraphine other than the legends of the Arcana,” Sebastian states, moving my hand from his mouth. “My heart is deaf to any voice but yours.”
I close my eyes, trying to regain the strength to express a sea of thoughts: “I don't want to hurt her and I don't want to be the cause of...”
“Listen to me” he interrupts me again, taking my face in his hands. “There has never been anything going on with Seraphine, but a marital obligation decided by someone other than us. A duty imposed on us as much as our vow to defend humanity. But my lips have only touched yours and I want yours to be the last kiss of my life.”
I take a deep breath. “I cannot even say that I fought against the desire to be near you. I know that I am incapable of it, so I ask you to grant me this one thing: when the time comes, if Seraphine truly loves you, if she really wants you to be her husband, I ask you to please let me go. Send me away. I do not have the strength.”
Sebastian rests his chin on my head, gently strokes my hair, then brushes my neck. “Violante...” my name sounds so good coming from him. “Violante,” he murmurs again, not in response to anything, but as if he just likes to say it.
“Promise me. You are a man of honor; I know you will not neglect your duties.”
The emperor seems on the verge of succumbing to despondency. Then he barely smiles, bitterly: “I do not want Seraphine to suffer because of me, but neither can you force me to feel anything for her when my whole soul is devoted to you and you alone.”
His soft lips brush against mine, then he pulls away a little to watch me.
“I don't know whether to hit you or take this kiss as a promise” I tell him, feigning annoyance.
Sebastian laughs and then greedily tastes my tongue. His taste and smell intoxicate me so much that every part of me agrees to live every day we have left passionately, to burn completely like the flames of his god.
I pull him to me, pressing my body against his.
Realizing my intentions, he hesitates: “Are you sure?”
I bite his lip and begin to unbutton his white shirt until I touch his warm, muscular skin. Sebastian responds by removing my leather bodice and wool sweater. The contact between the skin of our bodies makes me shiver.
As we continue to kiss, I sink my nails into his back, surrendering to the wild power he unleashes in me. I just want the barriers of our clothes to disappear completely. He freezes again and I reprimand him: “Don't stop.”
“I...” he replies in a trembling voice. “If we continue, you have to be sure.”
A grave expression paints itself on my face: “Velmont, if you stop now, I will kill you.”
He laughs, then gently lays me down on the mat in the middle of the room, taking off my worn breeches and boots. As he leans over me, I move my legs in a silent invitation. Our bodies become a tangle and we kiss for all the days we have spent apart in this life, a kiss for every hurt and every fear and a kiss for every battle we have yet to fight together.
We stay embraced for I don't know how long after we’ve made love on that carpet in a room full of statues of heavenly creatures. All we can do is whisper our names and lose ourselves in our gazes, savoring these moments of eternity. I feel so calm when I am next to him, so calm because I have accepted what my heart feels.
When we decide to get up again, we laugh together about finding all our clothes.
“Imagine if they found my shirt on this chest tomorrow morning” Sebastian jokes as he picks up his shirt. In the process, he pulls on what seems to be the closing hinge.
I barely have time to shout for him to turn around before what I thought was just a trunk for a weapon turns out to be a monster with jaws ready to attack the Emperor.
†
I cling to Sebastian's arm while he tries to hold him down with the toe of his boot to make sure he is really out of the fight. We reacted quite quickly to this unexpected attack and managed to survive it without serious injury, even though we were not wearing any armor.
The door to the hall swings wide open and a worried François appeares with Galen, their golden bows extended in our direction. Their gaze lingers first on the creature that still looks so much like one of the celestial chests, then on us, and especially on the shirtless Sebastian.
“What happened?” the Velmont patriarch's voice is both angry and worried.
“Someone must have replaced a chest of sacred weapons with a trap: inside was a golem of flesh and wood. It attacked us when I accidentally forced the opening hinge” Sebastian explains.
“What chest?” asks Galen, keeping his aim on us.
I turn around and try to find the real missing chest. It turns out to be easy; it is exactly on the wall opposite mine: “It's the Magician’s.”
A shiver runs down my spine.
Galen finally lowers his bow: “There hasn't been a Magician's Arcanum for centuries. The last one died at least three sacred wars ago...”
“Then why steal the chest and replace it with a creature that would eat anyone who tried to open it without quick reflexes? For what purpose other than to conceal the presence of an Arcanum that our Sibyl could not identify, or even the one before and before that because it was born too many centuries ago?” I try to think aloud.
“Could it be?” François turns to Galen: “Could we really have missed the presence of an Arcanum over the centuries? We always relied on the annals and these tribes to find out who was active and who was waiting to be awakened. Were we so wrong?”
The room falls into the most absurd silence as I slip into my leather corset.
“We can no longer rule anything out. There is clearly a knight who has sworn allegiance neither to Seraphine nor to Clara. Who knows where his chest is and I bet it has been open for a long time!”
“It could be the Trovator. We suspected all the Arcana of the old war, but never thought we'd miss one. If he lived long enough to see his comrades die, or, as is now safe to assume, if he took their lives in order to gain their powers, he is probably capable of wielding the sacred halberd of the High Priestess. He has always been able to do that, even more than fifty years ago when he stole it from Clara” the words flow out of me like a river, but it is clear that this news answers all our questions.
“We have a head start. Riina will find every piece of information about the last known Arcanum of the Magician. And then we will decide on how to flush him out,” François' voice still quivers with anger. “Now, Galen, do me the favor of escorting Miss Brightwood to her quarters. It is late and I would like to talk to my son.”
I let go of Sebastian's arm and we give each other a hopeful look; despite the terrible discovery, we will be together tomorrow.
†
A soft hand touches my hair. I open my eyes and the faint rays of the sun illuminate the face of Seraphine, who sits on the edge of my bed, watching me intently.
“What is it?” my heart begins to beat; she has never been in my room before. Something must have happened.
“Don't worry, Violante, " she tries to reassure me, but her expression is sad. I remain silent, waiting to understand why she is here at the crack of dawn. Seraphine take my hands and her eyes filled with tears. “You have to go back to Dover today.”
“Does Xander need me?” I try to clear the fog of my mind. Marduk's temple was attacked too, maybe he needs help sorting things out.
“There is no easy way to discuss this. François has decided that Sebastian and I will be married in a few hours.”
I feel my chest miss a beat as cold sweat wets my hands.
“All the Arcana are coming, except Xander of course. They will stay here to protect me from the Trovator. And since they are all here, they will attend our wedding. We are getting married today” she repeats to me.
I'm frozen, I can't even move.
“The wyverns that attacked the temples, your discovery of the chest of the Magician's Arcanum… there are too many dangers approaching. François will have us married by Amber, the Lover's Arcanum, in a few hours,” she asserts again, as if even she had to repeat these sentences to herself to be sure.
“But you don't love him, do you?” I can only retort.
“There are things more important than love, Violante. Our duties, our heritage... Sebastian is a good man, in time I may grow fond of him.”
A vice grip tightens in my stomach. Unable to accept these words, I reply: “But he doesn't love you!”
Seraphine stands and wipes her face with the long sleeves of her nightgown. “There is no need for you to hurt me again. I saw the way you looked at each other the other night in the garden. But no matter, I will fulfill my duties and so will Sebastian. There are more important things...”
I shake my head and feel myself burning inside. “How can you marry him? You don't love each other. Do you really want to throw away your life, Sebastian's life, just out of duty, just because tradition and the Velmont family says so?”
“Happiness in marriage is just a matter of luck for people like us. And love comes in many forms. But you had it all, Violante: the freedom and carelessness of growing up away from everything. You had the strength of your powers. And now you want to take that too away from me? Isn't what you had enough?” Seraphine's voice is harsh. Her every word is like a knife in my heart.
I think of her life, how she was forced to grow up in a gilded cage, never allowed to get her hands dirty or her knees skinned for fear that something might happen to her. I cannot answer anything, but this situation is not only about us: “Manigoldo cares for you. And if you cared about him too...”
“Don't you dare talk about that,” she dismisses me, shaking her finger in my direction. “It's very unfair to judge the behavior of others when you have such a stubborn determination not to judge your own.”
The guilt begins to feel like a weight on my back: “I didn't mean to hurt you in any way. I tried. I tried in every way not to get close to Sebastian. But I failed”.
“I forgive you for what happened. Selfishness must always be forgiven because there is no hope of healing” Seraphine says.
I gasp at her words as something inside me begins to bleed. I cannot believe that the girl I thought was my sister is so harsh and unforgiving towards me. But deep down she is right, I obviously underestimated her bond with Sebastian, even though I always hid behind the excuse of duty.
“It's not your fault, Violante. Obviously, no one at the orphanage or the Dover Temple ever taught you to not take what does not belong to you.”
I take this blow as well, knowing I deserve it. “Do I have to leave forever?” I ask, awaiting her verdict.
“In time, I will bring you back. An Arcanum is an Arcanum until they die. Now gather your things. Galen will escort you to the portal immediately.”
As she approaches to open the door, I try a desperate last wish: “Can I at least say goodbye to him?”
“You promised to protect me with your life in the face of any danger, but you can’t even protect me from yourself?”
†
I keep looking at the white cobblestone path that leads to Sethlan Temple, avoiding turning towards the residence of Saint Denis. The canvas bag with my few belongings seems to weigh so heavily on my shoulders. I do not even look up to take one last look at the statue of the cruel god who allowed me to hurt too many people because of his knight.
“I'm activating the portal,” Galen tells me, approaching the golden runes on the ground.
I make no sound in response, just looking down at my worn boots. I wanted to be the strongest Arcanum, the one who would protect the High Priestess from all dangers, and I turned out to be anything but.
I sigh so deeply that it echoes throughout the temple. Galen stops himself and approaches me with heavy steps.
“Listen to me,” he says, forcing me to raise my head and look into his tired, beaten face. “You're not the first person I've seen pining for the Emperor.”
I frown: “What do you mean?”
“Ann Velmont was my friend, when I was young and she was in love with Tristan. I comforted her the day he married Clara. And I comforted her years later when she was his wife. She told me that if only she had known that he would never love her as he loved the High Priestess, if only she had realized it sooner, she would not have spent her life trying to be near him.”
An involuntary grimace appears on my face.
“Listen to me, Violante. Sebastian is not Tristan and you are not like Ann. But I can assure you that no matter how much the Emperor and High Priestess fight to avoid the inevitable, sooner or later their bond awakens and nothing in the world can compare to it.”
I bite my lip, unable to reply.
“Do you understand me? We don't know why their gods decided to unite them with such a strong and boundless feeling. Ours are only guesses. And this has been going on since the beginning of time, even before men invented a sacrament like marriage. You cannot separate the daughter of El and the son of Sethlan in this life or the next.”
I gasp, clinging to Sebastian's words from the night before.
“I'm not saying it's right. I'm not even saying it's your fault,” Galen continues, giving me an almost fatherly look. “But you can't help it. The sooner you accept it, the sooner you will stop suffering and the sooner you will become a capable Arcanum again.”
I barely nod, clutching the strap of my bag with one hand: “Do you think I can come back some day?”
The World Arcanum holds back a weak laugh: “If Seraphine is anything like Clara, I can only imagine how brutal she was in sending you away. You see, what the annals and history of the Arcana do not tell you is how imperfect El's daughter is. Impetuous as youth, with a fickle temperament and devastating mood swings. But at the same time, no human is capable of such a deep sense of justice and forgiveness. So just give her time.”
I remain silent for long moments, accepting the faint hope in my heart, “All right, I'll wait”.



CHAPTER XVI
Someone must have tipped Xander off about the reason for my departure, because he was waiting for me with a cup of hot tea. He hugged me and said nothing, asked nothing. He waited for me to finish the drink and then asked me to help him rebuild the garden fence that the wyvern had destroyed.
All morning, I did nothing but hand him the hammer and nails. Then I helped him polish his golden scythe and remove the remains of the construct from the lavender field. Some areas were completely destroyed, but they will grow back next year.
After finishing all the work outside, we sit on the cart we used to use to go shopping in town. The sun is high in the sky and the thought that the ceremony has come to an end flashes through my mind.
They are married now.
I lean my head on my teacher's shoulder: “You can tell me I told you so.”
“I will not say that, Violante.”
“Then at least tell me how long it will take to pass.”
Xander sighs: “I'll be honest, it never really passes.”
I think back to the night I went to find Sebastian to tell him how I felt; part of me longed for punishment, knew I deserved it. And now I’m exiled by the High Priestess because I could not control my heart.
“Is there anything else that needs fixing?” I ask Xander, hoping that manual labor will keep my mind occupied for a few more hours.
And before my master can answer, my four comrades-in-arms emerge from the main entrance of Marduk's temple with mournful expressions. Sebastian's ceremonial robes are stained with blood, while Vincenzo carries a rose-gold hammer in addition to his halberd.
I run towards them with a terrible feeling that something had happened. Who is there now to defend Seraphine, if they are here? I am only a few steps away when Manigoldo's red eyes catch my attention. For the first time since I have known him, he cannot hold my gaze.
“Saint Denis was attacked...” Sebastian begins to tell me. I look at his hands and see no ring on his fingers. “Most of us were already in the chapel in town, waiting for the wedding to begin...” he stops himself, as if it were too difficult to recount those moments.
“Seraphine was late. More than one can expect from a bride,” Falco steps forward. “François sent us to look for her. But it was all over: the older Arcana and Handir, who had stayed with her, died in battle. The remains of some of the constructs are still in the gardens of Saint Denis.”
“Are they all dead?” Xander's voice trembles behind me.
“Callista's body was not touched, too compromised to be useful again. Of Galen, only the head was left, of Malek, the arm wounded by the wyvern fire. So little was left of Handir that it was difficult to recognize his remains…” Vincenzo prepares to add, with details I would have preferred to remain ignorant of.
I can no longer hold back the question that holds my breath: “Seraphine?”
Manigoldo takes off his hat and our eyes meet: “The Trovator kidnapped her. I searched everywhere and if there was even a trace of her, I would have found her”.
I cling to Xander's arm as my legs shake.
“The High Priestess’ chest was empty. The Trovator took the sacred halberd” Falco adds.
“All is lost...” Xander's voice pierces me deep inside. “The Magician has Seraphine, his weapon, and he will probably soon have the halfbreeds he needs.”
“No!” Sebastian contradicts him in a firm tone. “Manigoldo not only found the High Priestess’ chest empty, but he also saw the opening of the Temperance’s one.”
Vincenzo shows us the war hammer he is holding in his left hand. I look at him in confusion: there was no Temperance at the Rising, how many other enemy Arcana are there that we did not know about?
“And I barely made it in time to talk to Riina before a necrotic poison took her last breath. She died in my arms...” Sebastian reaches out and takes my hand. This contact is the last straw: my face fills with tears, for the first time since Xander took me away from Berg. “She told me that I was a fool, me of all people, not to notice that I had you in my sights all the time. The Sibyl lied about your identity to protect you: you were always El's knight. Seraphine gave her whole life to protect you and to act as bait, to this day, by having herself kidnapped instead of you. Thus, making herself worthy of Laran, her true god.”
Their voices fade away and I feel the ground beneath me soften. The memory of what Riina said to me when the weapons of the High Priestess and the Emperor came to life: “You could have trained her then. And taught her how to use that weapon!” I had reprimanded her.
“I did. In a different way than anyone expected. But I did it. Sometimes it is best to hide what is most precious.”
“Seraphine gave you all the sacred weapons...”
I don't even have time to finish my sentence before Vincenzo points out my mistake: “Riina was very clever. She found you together with the Arcanum of Temperance, a child herself who would be able to wield any sacred weapon. She knew that her brother François would not endanger her with training or missions, so the only power Seraphine had to show was the power her god gave her when she awoke.”
“But I am the Arcanum of the Fool, the one who steals powers...”
“No!” Vincenzo interrupts me. “We were foolish. We all confused the ability of Evan's Knight to copy the powers of other Arcana with the ability of the High Priestess to access the powers of those loyal to her. You were using the powers of those who had sworn allegiance to El's daughter. That is why you were able to use more than one at a time, more than one on the same day.”
I look at him, hoping to find some flaw in this reasoning, but then I remember my own words when he described the Fool to me: “I don't see much of myself in the description of charismatic, unruly genius.”
I try to cling to Falco, who is strangely silent: “You all swore to protect Seraphine and were given sacred weapons by your gods!”
“Violante...” the Sun Arcanum barely smiles at me. “I was the first to trust you. And when we returned from Dover, my chest was open. Vincenzo protected you from Nathaniel's death blow... And Manigoldo chose to free you from the yoke of Ophelia...”
“And we unlocked our weapons when you declared your love. But how my heart feels should be all the proof you need to believe the truth” Sebastian adds, squeezing my hand tightly.
Unable to find a single doubt in their faces, I turn to Xander and wait for him to bring us back to reality. One detail that has escaped the Hand that can disprove this.
Xander returns my gaze and kneels before me: “I swear to protect you with my life, Violante.”
And after him, the other four of the Hand do the same.
†
Saint Denis, 1798
I was 16 years old when I first met him. He approached me while I was in prayer at Saint Denis Cathedral. He told me that he knew my deepest desires, what I wanted, and that he could help me if I agreed to listen to him
I flip through Ann Velmont's journal that Falco brought me from Saint Denis, while Xander offers everyone a beer.
He told me that I should only lie about his identity. I should never revealed that he was the Magician and how old he really was. He had already taken care to suppress any information about his identity in the Annals and time had done the rest in the memory of the Velmont family. He would take the place of someone else whose power he had already assimilate, and I would only have to keep the awakening of the true Arcanum hidden, if there was one.
I did it.
And he kept his world.
My hands shake as I turn the page. Riina had discovered who knows how long ago that diary. And she had decided, not knowing if the Magician had already infiltrated the living Arcana, to keep it hidden from everyone except perhaps Seraphine.
What have I done? Clara is dead… she died because of me and my awful pact. I cannot confess to anyone.
I will burn in hell.
The High Priestess is dead.
What have I done?
I close the yellowed pages: “So the old Sibyl hid the Magician’s identity all her life, for what?”
“For love,” Xander tells me. “Ann was in love with Tristan and it was obvious to everyone. When Clara died, she took care of her cousin's grief. After a few years they got married and it seemed normal to everyone.”
I sighed deeply. “Galen revealed to me that Ann had regretted spending her life trying to be loved by Tristan.”
“We need to find out who the Magician has been hiding all this time. Sibyls can only identify an Arcanum at the moment of their awakening, and if the Trovator has been active for years, if not centuries, those who know his true identity are dead and buried, like Ann Velmont herself. When you arrived in Saint Denis, who was the oldest Arcana?" asks Vincenzo.
“They are all dead at this point, except me” Xander's voice shakes.
“We cannot exclude anyone. Who was there in the old Sacred War? Who could have had access to the High Priestess’ halberd?” Falco presses him.
“Lisa is dead. I buried her body myself. Her brother Leopold was only fourteen when they arrived in Saint Denis...”
“The Fool's Arcanum, Skarros?” I ask, trying to connect the dots.
“It can't be. I witnessed his first transformation into a werewolf after he was bitten. His swords are back in the chest. You can fool people, you can hide and switch chest, but you cannot fool sacred weapons.”
“Who was with Leopold in Tarkov? Someone whose Arcanum was never awakened again?” Vincenzo questions with extreme interest.
“Penelope Everwood, Arcanum of the Hermit, and Hilda Brightsorrow, Arcanum of the Strength” Xander breathes deeply, as if trying to remember something his mind had buried. “Penelope was very old, a veteran. But I can't believe she was hiding a secret like that. She was protective, she would never do anything against Clara.”
“It doesn't matter, Xander,” I clutch the cover of the diary and try to gather my courage. “I think I understand how the Trovator thinks. He or she never intended to kill the High Priestess. He thinks he is acting for the greater good, to exterminate and cleanse this plane of every creature with even a drop of demonic blood. In a twisted and cruel way, the Magician still considers himself an Arcanum, still believes he is acting on behalf of the High Priestess. Perhaps Clara's reticence, her defense of the human part of every halfbreed, has forced him to act in the shadows...”
“So maybe he will keep Seraphine alive?" asks Manigoldo, his eyes full of hope.
“He needs her blood and her halberd to perform the ritual. We have no confirmation of what the Magician really thinks. What we do know is that he will not kill her until the ritual is completed. Or until he discovers the deception.” Vincenzo's words are like a boulder, and the Arcanum of Fortune pulls his hat down over his eyes.
A question arises on my lips: “What about Hilda?”
“There was never a more virtuous knight than Hilda,” my master recounts. “She was a grown woman when I arrived in Saint Denis, and I can say with certainty that the love she felt for Clara went beyond her role as Arcanum.”
“So, one of them could be the Magician. He could have hidden his identity thanks to Ann, posing as the Arcanum of the Strength or the Hermit.”
“Not Penelope,” Xander confirms. “She had unlocked her sacred weapon. And when the mission to Tarkov failed, her chest was locked away to await the next awakening” Xander explains sternly.
“So that leaves Hilda” summarizes the Arcanum of the Moon.
Falco looks at us, waiting for our confirmation.
“Then again, what wouldn't you do for love?” Manigoldo judges with bitter sarcasm.
“Our next move?” I say, looking at Sebastian and feeling the need to never part from him again. “Assuming he has already taken a faerie, he needs a half-demon, cambion or succubus that is, a vampire sire, and an ancient blood werewolf”.
We look at Vincenzo, hoping he can help, but it is Xander who replies: “There are no kings or princes outside the fairy realm. But the one who might resemble them the most is cambion Balthasar Meklov: he is the self-proclaimed supreme leader of all the Children of Blood, as a descendant of a tsarina, but I have no idea where he is. He claims to be the son of the infernal god Leviathan and to be no ordinary demon. While Raphael Decury is certainly the oldest vampire known to Arcana. A master who has sired remarkable offspring.”
“What about the werewolves?”
“When Skarros was bitten,” Xander replies, “The other Arcana pretended he was dead. I helped him find a place where he could start over. Legend has it that Rema was founded millennia ago by two brothers who were Arcana. Tainted by wereblood in battle, they decided to build a city where no Son of the Moon would be treated as a plague.”
“Were Romulus and Remus Arcana?” asks Vincenzo curiously, pulling his Grimoire out of his backpack and pinning down the information.
“Sun and Moon. Their living descendants now bear the surname De Angelis. I accompanied Skarros to them and they welcomed him as a brother.”
Falco and Vincenzo look at each other for a moment, maybe both surprised that they were not the first brothers to carry the divine spark of Samas and Belus.
“Cyprian went to Rema before he disappeared. We must start there!” Manigoldo suggests.
“I will prepare the bags for the journey. I will also go with you!” reveals my master.
I look at Xander and for the first time since I have known him, he has such a firm, determined expression on his face, without even a veil of melancholy covering his eyes.
But something inside me knows that he has to do something: “You could serve in Saint Denis. The rest of the Arcana belong to this generation. They will not know what to do, where to bury the dead and how to react to this inauspicious day. They need someone to guide them, someone to be a beacon like you were for me.”
Xander nods his head, as if my words were not a suggestion but an order to be carried out.
“No one must know about the High Priestess exchange for now,” Vincenzo emphasizes. “We do not know how deeply the tentacles of the Trovator have infiltrated our institution.”
My master nods decisively: “I will not allow Riina's plan to fail. I will seek information about Balthazar and his current whereabouts.”
“We will all meet again in Saint Denis as soon as we have secured the De Angelis family” Falco says.
†
“Wait, Sebastian!”
I run down the corridor that connects the house to Marduk's temple until I cling to his shoulders. I kiss him hard, feeling the fear of losing him fade a little.
The Emperor caresses my cheek and looks at me with his clear eyes.
“I should have realized it long before today. That it was you and only you. You know, I was in the crypt where the wedding was to take place and I couldn't move... Yes, Violante, I have always been a man faithful to his duties, but I would never have been able to marry Seraphine”.
I cling to him. His scent penetrates my roots and warms me.
“There I was, waiting to find the strength to rebel, buried under guilt,” he continues. “When I had a vision. I saw the face of a woman, I never knew her, but I know I loved her and she loved me. It was all so crazy. I don't know how to explain it. For a moment I thought it was a sign from the gods to convince me to complete my vows. Instead, I should have realized at that moment that you were the High Priestess, Violante.”
I feel a faint smile on my face. “I had the same visions when we met in the arena. And in the evening in the armory. I think it was the Emperors before you. I felt what their mothers felt. It was heartbreaking when...” I am unable to talk about the corpse at my feet.
“Why didn't you ever tell me?”
“You would have thought me a fool. I thought I was crazy myself.”
Sebastian kisses me gently. “There will be no more secrets between us. Even if we think we're crazy, we have to tell each other everything.”
The truth pours out of me like a raging river: “I was about to tell you in Abu Simbel. I saw something there, too, when I failed to vanquish the last demon in the hospital.”
“And I thought you let me win because you liked me,” Sebastian jokes, hiding with difficulty a sweet melancholy. “I know you hate it when someone cares about you, but I'd rather you stayed in Saint Denis with Xander. I don't know what I would do if something happened to you. We will take care of finding Seraphine and stopping the Trovator.”
My eyes narrow to a slit: “No way. You gave up your life and your freedom so that I could become strong, so that I could face any danger. My job is to protect you as much as you have to protect me. There is no scenario where I will stand by and watch. Besides, even the temples are not a safe place with the Trovator and his army of constructs around.”
Sebastian lowers his head, perhaps unable to accept my decision.
“Nothing will happen to me,” I whisper to him, taking his face in my hands. “As long as you are with me, nothing will happen to me.”
He kissed me once more before walking to the teleportation circle to activate the portal to Rema.
As he disappears from my sight, a thought occurs to me. If we fail to stop the Trovator, if we fail to prevent him from taking the blood of every halfbreed for the ritual, the old High Priestess has already shown us what to do. And perhaps that is why the Magician's Arcanum kidnapped Seraphine so early: for fear that she, too, would do what stopped him fifty years ago.
But the return of the High Priestess’ halberd to the chest does not depend on Seraphine.
It depends on me.
“Are you ready?” asks Falco from behind me.
I nod, watching the faces of my companions, ready to reach the temple of Rema. My gaze stops on the worn face of the Fortune.
“Sebastian is already activating the runic circle,” I explain, pointing down the corridor. “May I speak to you privately for a moment, Manigoldo?”
He barely nods. I watch him, waiting for the two brothers to leave us alone, and it seems so strange to see not his irreverent grin, but only two tightly parted lips.
“What I'm going to ask you is very important. I want you to hear me out before you decide.”
Manigoldo raises an eyebrow. I have his attention.
“When the time comes... if all is lost, when all our defenses will fail, I want you to promise me that you will be my Arm” I whisper, looking over my shoulder to make sure no one is listening to our conversation.
“So, I have earned a place in your court, Violante? To do what?”
“To do what no other Arcanum would dare. Should the Trovator be on the verge of victory, should the ritual be on the verge of completion, please, Manigoldo, promise to kill me.”
He does not move a muscle. I take a deep breath before I continue.
“Clara sacrificed her life to prevent the Magician's plans from coming to fruition. I will not be outdone. I will protect this world and all its inhabitants with my life. But you, and you alone, can help me. You said in Pest that people like you are needed to prevent others from committing certain crimes. That you are willing to carry such a burden...”
He grits his teeth and hisses: “Seraphine would never forgive me if I killed you.”
“She will. She has the biggest heart of us all. She will understand and she will forgive you.”
Manigoldo lifts his gray eyes with a clear look: “All right, Violante. I promise you. And you know that, unlike you, I keep my promises.”
And with that, he heads for the teleportation circle.
†
Arriving in the lobby of Moira's temple in Rema, we are greeted by his Arcanum, Nix Moore. The other members of the Hand greet him with a hug as they offer their condolences for the loss of their master. I had forgotten that he was also one of the students raised by Galen. I look around and immediately notice the statue of Moira: a blindfolded old hag with her hand outstretched, ready to judge her next victim.
“Eireen will conduct the funeral for all of them tomorrow at the temple of Saint Denis,” he tells us. What was supposed to be a happy day for the Arcana turned out to be the most painful in over a century. “She said she would personally see to the burial of what was left in each temple. I couldn't make it there...”
I think of the young girl from Laguna and her arduous task of accompanying not only her master but also her friend Handir on their final journey.
“Do you have a plan to find the High Priestess?” asks Nix worriedly.
“Yes, and that is why we are here. We are looking for information on the De Angelis family. Our investigations tell us that the Trovator might be interested in kidnapping a member of the werewolves. Stopping him and finding out where he took Seraphine is our priority” Falco explains without wasting too much time on pleasantries.
The Arcanum of Judgement shows a pointed smile: “I know them. They are in the habit of organizing Death Match Nights in memory of the old and glorious times. They have a mansion nearby, one of those manor that wouldn't be disfigured even in comparison to the Velmont's. The fights are between Sons of the Moon, sometimes even some Ancients, but they made an exception for me as an Arcanum."
“Have you been in fights?” curiously asks Vincenzo.
“Not much happens here in Rema. Halfbreeds respect the law and there hasn't been a demonic presence for decades. I wanted to continue my training after the girl separated me from you” he jokes, pointing at me.
“Isn't there another way to talk to the De Angelis? How should I know, ring the doorbell?”
“Little girl...” he calls me, even though I'm probably a few years older than him. “It's one thing to have an interview at the front door as if we were the gendarmerie of the supernatural, and it's another to talk to the De Angelis after you've earned their respect. As far as I know, if you're not a werewolf and you want their help, you have to hit at least as hard as they do”.
“That's not a problem. When is the next meeting?” asks the Sun Arcanum.
“Tonight. I had declined the invitation because I wanted to be at Sebastian's wedding banquet.... But I will confirm the invitation with the bookmakers. Shall I put you down, Falco?”
“Sign me up too,” Vincenzo interjects. “I'll fight alongside my brother.”
The two look at each other and I see a smile on Falco's face: this is the first time he has been called brother.
“Go up the spiral ramp, you will find the guest quarters. Rest before tonight. I know you are in the hands of the High Priestess, but do not underestimate encounters with werewolves.”
“How many battles have you won?” I ask to get an idea of the danger.
“Won? Not even one. But I've never died, if that's what you're afraid of!” Nix replies, winking at me.
We walk up the large ramp while the Arcanum of Judgment warns his priests to prepare an early dinner for the guests. We settle into the various rooms and I begin to unpack the few belongings I brought with me, until a feeling of oppression overcomes me and forces me to lie down on the bed.
I think back to the conversation I had with Seraphine this morning and it seems like an eternity ago. How hard must it have been for her to treat me so cruelly? The burden she has carried all these years is incalculable. I always thought that I would be the one to protect her by holding her hand, whereas she has been doing that since she set foot in Saint Denis. How much must it have cost to her as a child? To accept this truth and this life just to defend me.
“There are things more important than love, Violante. Our duties, our legacy...” she hissed at me this morning.
Things like protecting me, I mentally add.
The pain in my chest is choking me. She gave everything for me: she would marry Sebastian, lose her freedom, her whole life, just to protect me. A sacrifice I don't know if I can ever repay.
I continue to ponder until a gentle knock on the door wakes me. Sebastian enters and lies down beside me, taking my hand and looking at the frescoes on the ceiling.
“I keep wondering if it was the Trovator that found Nathaniel or vice versa. What made him turn his back on us...”
I blink for a moment: “I don't know your brother, but if he's anything like you, if there's any part of you in him, I'm sure he doesn't realize what he's doing. Maybe he thinks he is helping the world by ridding it of demonic blood.”
“Legends tell that Kittu, the god of justice, Nathaniel's god, was deeply connected to his brother Asmodeus before he was cast into the infernal plane,” Sebastian tells me, his voice shaking. “And that at the beginning of the Schism, the war of the Traitor gods, he had tried in every way to persuade him to abandon his intentions, to give up the fight against their father. Needless to say, he did not convince him at all. But if it is true that our gods awaken their powers in those who resemble them, I fear that this time Kittu has not only failed to avoid war, but has chosen the other side”.
I turn to embrace Sebastian and lean my head against his chest, listening to his strong, fast pulse: “The Trovator is not Asmodeus, he is not an Infernal god. He is still a mortal, and Riina has already shown us that it is possible to defeat him with his own weapons. He traded me for Seraphine while posing as another Arcanum. We will find a way to stop him. And get your brother back.”
Sebastian makes a small sound without saying a word.



CHAPTER XVII
The amphitheater next to the De Angelis villa is smaller than the one in Saint Denis, but the crowd is considerably larger than the one we had during the Rising. Falco and Vincenzo have been escorted to the locker rooms by Nix while we try to make our way through the crowd of people trying to get the best seats.
“Try to access my power, Violante. It will take all the luck in the world...” Manigoldo tells me, pointing to one of the flyers that bookmakers leave for punters to make their choices.
I take a look at the flier and realize that the most important match of the evening is indeed that of our companions. With the high-sounding name Total Eclipse, the two Arcana are listed from one to ten. Their challenge will be against six werewolves, who are listed as winners. I look up at the starry sky and am encouraged by the crescent moon, but it is not full: the opponents will only be able to transform partially.
“How do you usually pray to Northia?”
Manigoldo takes his lucky coin out of his pocket and throws it to me. I catch it on the fly and pass it between my fingers: it is heavy and depicts a wheel with eight spokes and simple details.
I close my eyes for a moment, trying to isolate myself from the noise of the place: Northia, allow me to defend our companions with your knight. They do not need simple luck, but divine luck.
After a few moments, Manigoldo snatches the coin from my hands as if his very breath depended on it: “Let's hope you are a lucky High Priestess.”
“If you believe in me, I'll be able to use your powers” I curtly reply.
“I have always believed in you. From the moment you kicked Sebastian's ass at the Rising” he points out, moving closer to my ear so as not to be heard by the Emperor behind us.
Squirming, we manage to find two empty seats closest to the battlefield. I don't need Falco's powers of detection to realize that everyone in attendance is a halfbreed. Cambion and succubus, werewolves and vampiric progeny, all in one place; I have a bad feeling that a fight could break out at any moment, for the most trivial reasons. But the De Angelis security is doing its job well, moving the hotheads out of the way and taking out those who do not respect the rules of the amphitheater.
Opposite from us, in the imperial balcony, I cannot help but notice the host: small in stature, stocky, but with impressive muscle build. Several good-looking women try to attract his attention with glasses of beer or exotic fruits, but he has his eyes only on the center of the arena and his hands are busy cuddling a large dog.
“Fabio Massimo De Angelis...” Manigoldo whispers.
“He looks like someone who knows his stuff, but the Trovator managed to kidnap Seraphine in Saint Denis” I comment as security forces us to take our seats.
“You stay here at the front. They will need you” Sebastian suggests, pointing to the only two empty seats. “I'll be a few rows back.”
I nod and steal a light kiss from him.
“Ladies and gentlemen...” the voice of a cambion on the imperial balcony is amplified by thaumaturgy, and the entire amphitheater falls silent: “Tonight you are fortunate enough to witness the dawn of Rema's founders. Two celestial knights, two brothers who faced the werewolves of Caere's Rebellion mercilessly until they were infected with the morbus. And they learned that true strength runs in the veins of the Children of Night.”
The crowd erupts in cheers.
“They won't try to turn them if they lose the fight, will they?” I ask Manigoldo worriedly.
“I don't want to find out. Northia better be on our side tonight.”
The gates open and Falco and Vincenzo enter to the amid booing from the audience. As much as Nix has stressed that the halfbreeds in Rema respect the law, that does not mean that their cheers will be heard in battle.
The two brothers stand in the center, back-to-back, ready to face what the arena has in store for them: they are quickly surrounded by four men partially transformed into wolves and two with tiger-like features. All six have an upright gait, but their movements are animalistic and their skin is mottled with fur.
Vincenzo, without waiting for the werewolves to attack, creates his copy behind the two tigers. Falco shines his spiked club in the sunlight and pushes his opponents.
“I partly understand Nathaniel,” Manigoldo murmurs under his breath. “If only all the bloodthirsty people here decided to stop respecting the law and attack us, we would have a hard time defeating them.” His eyes remain fixed on our comrades.
I sigh at his legitimate concern: “The demons have done their work well, infecting this land in ages past. They have turned us against one another. But we must never lose hope that human blood will triumph over the infernal one.”
“How can you have such hope on our mortal side, you who are the daughter of El, closest to the Great god?”
Vincenzo's copy manages to stop a blow aimed at Falco's back, who turns and with a burst of light throws the werewolf's body.
“For we have something that neither celestials nor demons possess. Our mortality is the greatest gift El has given us. It is because of the fear of death that humans are able to love, to fight, to not lose hope, far more than any immortal creature. El and the other gods chose to give us their powers, not because they were stronger, nor because they were more righteous or wise, but because they knew that we would defend this land, this one life, with every single fiber of our body and soul”.
Vincenzo is surrounded by the two tigers, and while he manages to parry a pike with his halberd, the other opponent is ready to uppercut him on the bare side. I shake Manigoldo's hand and he whispers a quick prayer to Northia: the blow crashes into the sand on the ground as the Moon Arcanum manages to dodge it at the last moment.
“I didn't take you for such a do-gooder, Violante.”
I raise an eyebrow: “I wasn't. Not until...” my voice trails off as I turn to look for Sebastian's face.
I don't see him anywhere.
“Stay focused on the fight!” Manigoldo admonishes me.
I turn my attention back to the arena: Vincenzo's copy has disappeared under the blows of the werewolves. Falco has a wound on his left arm and wields his sacred weapon with one hand, while the axe of the last remaining werewolf falls dangerously on Vincenzo's head.
Northia, save him!
I close my eyes in fear that my prayer will not be answered. The crowd erupts in cheers. I take courage and look: Falco has killed the last werewolf and with his good arm he helps his brother to stand up and receive the honors of victory.
I embrace Manigoldo in a rush of happiness. “They did it!”
“Thanks to us, or rather thanks to me” he hisses, hiding behind sarcasm.
I turn quickly, scanning the area for the Emperor. My heart sinks as I search desperately, but he’s nowhere to be found.
My voice cracks in my throat: “Sebastian... Has disappeared.”
†
“And so, you would have come to warn me of a possible threat?” Fabio Massimo joins us after letting us onto his private balcony in the amphitheater.
Falco and Vincenzo have been treated by some sorcerers in the dressing room, but the magic of the Sons of the Moon has not had much effect: the wound on the Sun Arcanum's arm is bleeding through the now red bandages, while the Moon Arcanum's face is flushed.
“A real threat. As far as we know, the Trovator has already kidnapped the fae prince Cyprian and is surely on the lookout for other old-blooded halfbreeds. Like Balthasar Meklov, Raphael Decury… and like you.”
“Cyprian is a good Fae. But one of those who has lived in cotton wool for too many centuries. Unable to really protect himself. He was at a party of mine a few weeks ago-our wine and food made him a wreck,” Fabio Massimo tells us as his dog rears up to be cuddled. “Balthazar is safe in his fortress near Carthago, and if someone were to take out that bloodsucker Decury, well, I certainly wouldn't cry. Let the Trovator come for me, I will give him a taste of Rema's iron.”
“It would be an honor to fight together to defeat a common enemy,” Falco tries to ingratiate himself with the werewolf. “Do you have any information on him from the old Sacred War?”
From this advantageous position, I can't help but look at the stands in the arena. The fear that something has happened to Sebastian cannot be dispelled.
“Calm down,” Manigoldo whispers to me. “He can take care of himself. Maybe he noticed something while we were focused on the confrontation.”
I bite my lip, unable to nod.
“If you do not know the history of your ancestors, should I? We werewolves hold the victories and defeats of our clans in high regard. You Children of Elysium should also learn to remember them” Fabio Massimo scolds us.
Vincenzo just mutters something I don't catch, while Falco changes the subject: “We know that an Arcanum came here more than a century ago, turned and looking for help. His name was Skarros”.
Fabio Massimo concentrates, barely blinking his eyes; despite his size, the expression he adopts is funny. “It was my grandfather who welcomed him here in Rema. He taught him how to use his new powers and how to find the best way to hunt away from the population centers during full moon nights. This is something we have been used to for centuries, unlike vampires who leave bloodthirsty infants behind, unable to control their instincts.”
“What happened to him?” I ask, hoping the story will distract me from my worries.
“If I remember correctly, I was told that he stayed here in Rema for almost a decade. Then, when he became self-sufficient, he left for the New World. He probably went to Brooklyn; it was a popular destination for werewolves who wanted to make a new life away from the Old World. He dreamed of having his own clan and carrying on the customs and traditions of the De Angelis. Because we are the descendants of the ancient brothers, it is in our tradition to respect the law.”
We remain silent for a few minutes, while Fabio Massimo curses the defeat of a half-panther werewolf: “I bet a lot of money on Stefano! He has potential, but he trains too little,” the werewolf sits down again and takes a plate of grapes. “So, what are you going to do now? Are you going to have me sit on my ass until the Trovator comes to kidnap me out of my bed after a good fuck with one of my women?”
My companions and I look at each other, even Falco is incapable of answering, while a young girl in skimpy clothes approaches Fabio Massimo and informs him with a trembling voice: “We have been told of a fire in the shipyard in Trastevere.”
“Send my brother Armandino, he can take care of it!” the werewolf dismisses her.
“He's already been there, he's the one who sent one of the wolves to warn us. He just said that he had never seen flames spread so fast...”
At these words, Fabio Massimo's relaxed face changed dramatically: his bushy eyebrows tens over his dark eyes.
“Call my men and the healers. We are leaving now!”
I exchange a quick glance with my comrades, and it is Vincenzo who makes the thought echoing in my head come true: “He has a brother… a brother with his own blood.”
†
I pant, trying to keep up with the werewolf's pace. My heart pounds in my throat as we cut through the city streets. In the darkness of the night, the glow of the flames comes closer and closer, and the smell of smoke and ash forces me to tie a handkerchief over my mouth and nose.
When we get to the road leading to the Tiber, the extent of the fire is immediately apparent: huge warehouses are collapsing, while many men are throwing themselves into the river to find a way out of the inferno.
“Treat the survivors and look for Armandino!” shouts Fabio Massimo to his comrades.
As we approach, Vincenzo points to a specific spot in the sky, just above the clouds of smoke: “Look!”
A flying ship, propelled into the sky by large balloons, plows through the clouds, now unreachable.
I look at Falco as an icy shiver runs down my spine: he was here, the Trovator has already taken the blood of the werewolf he was interested in...
“And that's where our knight without stain or fear had gone!” shouts Manigoldo, pointing to Sebastian a few hundred meters away, who is busy stabilizing the wounded.
I run to him and examine his body carefully: there are no signs of wounds or burns, only the soot that has soaked his clothes.
“Let me handle this” Falco interrupts, placing his hands on the poor worker's burns.
“How did you get here?” I ask him.
“I saw the fire and thought help was needed.” His answer is strangely evasive.
“You weren't in the stands when those two won. Where were you?” presses Manigoldo.
“This is not the time... We have to help...”
I block his arm before he goes for another victim: “Sebastian, we took an oath: no secrets. Why did you leave and what were you doing here before the rest of us?”
The Emperor sighs, also surrounded by Vincenzo and Manigoldo: “We will talk about this when we return to the Temple of Judgment. What you need to know now is that I arrived in time to see the ship leave..." he reveals, pointing to the sky. “The flames were unruly, as if the power of Sethlan was in his hands as well. And there was my brother Nathaniel, along with who I believe was the Trovator.”
“Did you see her? Was it Hilda?” we ask in unison.
“It was too far away. The only thing I saw was that he had a mechanical arm, like some constructs. He was far away, wearing a cloak with a hood. I couldn't do anything...” the words in his voice break into a nervous outburst. “I tried to help...”
There is a loud scream in the chaos of the fire. We all turn sharply, and in the area closest to the river, Fabio Massimo kneels over the body of a boy, still partially transformed into a wolf. “My brother!” his voice is heartbreaking.
Vincenzo signals for us to stand aside as he approaches. He whispers in Fabio Massimo's ear and glances at Armandino's body.
When he returns, the news is as grim as his voice: “A fatal wound in the abdomen. The cut is consistent with a halberd.”



CHAPTER XVIII
Falco closes the door to his room, leaving Nix out of the conversation. I lean against the wall and cross my arms, unable to keep a grim expression from my face.
“So?” asks Manigoldo.
“While we were in the arena, a child, a young werewolf I think, carrying letters and messages through the streets of the city, handed me a note. It was from my brother, asking me to meet him alone” Sebastian reveals.
“And you went there alone?” I can't help the anger in my voice.
“Yes. Nathaniel is not a fool. He would have noticed if someone had followed me and not shown up.”
Manigoldo bursts into nervous laughter: “Weren't you the one who said we must never separate?”
Sebastian clenches his fists but does not react to the provocation. “He was alone too. He offered me his alliance. He said that if I joined him and the Trovator, I could see the dawn of a new age, a world where the Arcana would finally defeat the halfbreeds.”
“And what did he want in return?”
“Violante's head, Falco.”
“Does he know about the exchange?” my voice trembles in my throat.
“No,” Sebastian reassures us. “He told me that the Trovator wants to eliminate the Fool's Arcanum because she can use the powers of the Arcanum she comes in contact with. He is probably convinced that Violante can thwart him in this war.”
“Or,” Vincenzo murmurs, narrowing his eyes with a questioning expression, “he's afraid that Violante might find out which power she failed to copy and thus reveal who the Trovator really is. That means he has been in contact with us.”
We remain silent for a few moments while Manigoldo continues to play with his coin.
“Did he say anything about Seraphine?” my voice shakes at the thought of her.
“Yes, he said that the Trovator promised to let her live. Nathaniel is convinced that he can be the one to marry her and continue the Velmont dynasty by reuniting our blood with that of the High Priestess.”
The Arcanum of Fortune cannot hold back a hysterical laugh.
“The Trovator only needs her blood. He may not intend to kill her if he really thinks he is doing all this for her and the humans. Ridding the world of demonic blood... the problem is that when he realizes she is not the real High Priestess, he might change his mind” Vincenzo argues, voicing my deepest fears.
“Could one of you say out loud what is now obvious to everyone?” exclaims Falco, as if he could no longer contain himself. “Sebastian saw that the Trovator had a mechanical arm. Do you remember whose arm was the only one we found in Saint Denis?”
I try to remember, but Sebastian beats me to it: “Malek Stoker.”
“That's right!” the Sun Arcanum shouts: “It all adds up! According to Xander, Malek was already an adult when he arrived in Saint Denis during the last Sacred War. He approached Ann and got her to promise to keep his true identity as Magician a secret in exchange for freeing Tristan from his marriage to Clara.”
Sebastian stands up and adds his own connections to this theory: “Malek raised Nathaniel, instilled doubt in him, and when he was sure he had him on his side, he began using him to retrieve the bodies he needed to create his army. An army of human parts and cogwheels, not alive but not of demonic blood.”
“That's just an assumption... do you really think Malek cut off his arm to make us think he was dead?” I mutter, trying to keep my feet on the ground.
“It all adds up, Violante! It was always there in front of us. Who knows how many centuries he has walked this earth and how many celestial powers he has absorbed by aiding or causing the death of other Arcana. Surely, he has also absorbed the power of a Hanged Man, which is why he is slowly aging. So, he must be even older than Xander; when did his predecessor die? In the 15th century!" Falco exclaims emphatically. “But thanks to the secret kept by Riina and Seraphine, he doesn't know that it's you he's after. We still have the advantage!”
I feel my heart begin to beat faster, knowing that the more time passes, the further Seraphine gets from us: “How do we proceed? We have to warn Decury and Balthazar...”
“At dawn I will go and see Raphael Decury” Manigoldo informs us.
“You are not welcome in Laguna,” Falco condemns, without any possibility of appeal. “I'll take care of it. Cecile has taken a liking to me. And my brother can control Balthasar in Carthago.”
“I will go to Brandenburg to see if it is still Malek's lair, if Iris really is the Arcanum of the Tower. Or at least I hope to find some more information to support Falco's thesis...”
I protest loudly: “You can't go alone, Sebastian. What if he has his army hidden there? We shouldn’t split up - remember what happened to Manigoldo last time?”
“We have little time and too many things to do. If the Trovator gets the necessary blood and the ritual does not work, he might realize that Seraphine is not the High Priestess...” Falco pauses before bringing up more information. “As fast as the flying ship is, it cannot reach Brandenburg in less than three days. And Manigoldo can go with it.”
“And what am I supposed to do? Stand here and wait?” I blurt, crossing my arms over my chest.
“We'll send a message to all the Arcana,” Vincenzo suggests. “Tell them to prepare for their first sacred war and to come to Saint Denis as soon as possible, and you will wait for them there.”
“With one exception: Amber is Malek's student, do you have access to her powers? Is she loyal to you?” asks Manigoldo with a strange urgency.
“I've never tried to use them,” I murmur, feeling an uncomfortable feeling rise in my stomach at this veiled accusation to the Lovers' Arcanum. “So Eireen is Malek's student too; you don't trust her either?”
“You used her powers. She is loyal to you. But I am also sure of that because I already probed her mind in Laguna” Falco answers with a grin. “When she was unconscious after the fight with my brother. I may be a paladin, but I'm not clueless.”
I square up to Sun Arcanum and glare at him: “So this is what you do when a girl faints? You probe her mind to see if she's telling the truth?”
“Usually yes, Violante. Only with you I trusted the first time. And even then, I wasn't wrong!” he answers with a grin.
“As soon as the sun rises and your wounds have healed, I will personally go to the Temple of Lovers and try to access its power. If she is loyal to me, she will come to Saint Denis...”
“And if she is not?” insists Sebastian. “It could be dangerous!”
“You all take risks. And I will not stay here and do nothing, as your father forced Seraphine to do,” I state in a harsh tone that allows no answer. “Should Amber not be loyal to me, I will try to bring her to our side. And should I fail, it will be my concern to put her out of action at least until the end of this sacred war.”
I watch the face of my Hand, my brave Arcana, who nods at my words and reluctantly agrees to leave me alone.
“I, too, must do my part, and it is my duty to protect my Arcana as you protect me.”
†
Carefully, I open the door to the room Nix has provided for me. I try to be stealthier than Manigoldo, walking on my toes and hoping I don't make a mistake in choosing the door. I enter the room as the faint moonlight illuminates Sebastian's smile and slip under the sheets. I hold onto him as he strokes my hair.
“When we defeat the Trovator, we will be married and no longer forced to see each other like this” he whispers in my ear.
A nervous laugh escapes me: “Also because we have to, right? Your father, as soon as he finds out, will make me put on a veil and lock me up within the walls of Saint Denis”.
“My father will not decide anything for us anymore. And I don't have to. I want you, not because you are the High Priestess, but because you are you...”
“Maybe you wanted me just because I wasn't,” I say jokingly.
But Sebastian seethes: “Don't say that. Don't belittle what I feel.”
“I'm sorry,” I steal a quick kiss from him. “I'm not good at expressing things like that. But if you ask me, it's the same for me. I don't care what I've seen and felt in my past lives. I want you. Whatever mortal souls are made of, mine and yours are made of the same stuff.”
Sebastian hugs me tighter and lets me snuggle against his chest.
“Why didn't you warn me that you were going to meet your brother?”
He remains silent for a few seconds, perhaps searching his heart for the reason: “I didn't want you to worry. I don't want to inconvenience you in any way.”
I lift my head and brush his nose against mine: “Velmont, you are and always will be my most delightful sorrow.”
“I'm so worried about Nathaniel,” he tells me. “You know, when he was born, it was the first time I felt the burden of protecting someone. I would have put a blade right through my heart to save him. My father had always treated him condescendingly, putting all the expectations on me. This had united us incredibly... he was so cunning, shrewd, and intelligent. I admired him. Now I wonder what happened to the brother I knew. How did the Trovator change him so much? To turn him away from his duties, from Saint Denis, from me?”
I caress Sebastian's face, feeling the burden he has silently carried alone until this moment. “Life is too short to spend it paying attention to the wrongs done to us. We will find the Trovator and bring your brother home. He is still there; under the mask he wears.”
“Our father seemed completely disinterested in him until he showed Kittu's powers. When he was six years old, he had already thought of sending him to a boarding school far away from home. I objected so vehemently that he finally changed his mind,” he tells me, keeping his eyes on the ceiling fresco depicting Serida lighting the stars of the universe. “I didn't care if Nate had no talent, he was my brother. None of us choose how we come into this world, whose child we will be, whether we will be a celestial knight or not. These are things we have no power over...”
“It's no fault to be born any way” I barely murmur.
“Maybe… if only he had known you. Maybe he would have seen the light you radiate and not been drawn to the darkness.”
I move a few strands of hair away from Sebastian's face, savoring every second of this conversation. “That light only you see. The only thing Nathaniel needs is to be reminded of is the love you have for each other. And to come home.”
“Violante, I have never been afraid of anything. Reverent fear of the gods, of course. But now my soul is gripped by the fear of losing you...” he reveals as the eyebrows knit over his eyes. “I already know what your answer will be, but I cannot help but ask you: stay in Saint Denis. Stay safe. Please.”
I bite my lip. I can't put my salvation before the others and Seraphine, even if Sebastian himself asks me to. “You know I can’t. I'm afraid too. Do not think this is easy. But the only thing that allows me to lift my head again is the confidence that no matter what happens, we will always find each other.”
“That doesn't comfort me at all. I want you, now, in this life.”
I sigh deeply, unable to blame him. “We have much more to lose. The Trovator has nothing left but a mad plan, poisoned by all the time he has spent alone, far from the will of the gods. We will win, not because we are stronger, but because we are willing to give our lives for what we fight for. He, on the other hand, has only the lives of the halfbreeds to consecrate.”
Sebastian's hand caresses my neck and then tickles my ear: “I want to believe you. I have always believed in you and I will not stop now. For what it's worth, know that in this life or the next, I will use every fiber of my being to find you and be with you.”
The Emperor kisses me, leaving me breathless, then holds me in his arms again, closes his eyes and gently falls asleep.
I, on the other hand, stay awake, thinking about the promise I tore from Manigoldo and my damned inability to reveal this secret to the man I love. But in the end, as Xander always told me, in every Arcanum there is a shadow, necessary to recognize where the light comes from. And if Sebastian is my light, the fear of hurting and losing him is my deepest darkness.



CHAPTER XIX
In the light of dawn, the knights of my Hand pass through the portal one by one, each with a different destination. Before Vincenzo leaves for Carthago, away from prying eyes, he hands me Laran's hammer. “I'm sure Seraphine would want you to have it,” he tells me with a faint smile. “I hope you won't need it.”
“I have a gift for you,” Nix murmurs before activating the portal to Amber's Temple for me. “Copy my power. I know you are not a sorceress, but Moira will allow you to attack the very essence of magic. Your blows cannot be stopped by even the strongest magical shield.”
I hug the lanky boy: “Thank you. Yours is a great gift.”
“I know you could have taken it anyway, but I wanted to give you my consent, to let you know that I am happy to share it with you.”
I smile at him. “You have no idea how much I hate stealing the powers of other Arcana. I will cherish yours, shared spontaneously.”
Nix shrugs, trying to hide a slight blush on his azure face. “It's no big deal. And if it's to save Seraphine… I wanted you to know that I am faithful to you.”
At those words I freeze: “Pardon?”
“What binds you to Sebastian,” he murmurs with a smile “Is visible to me. It is as if a thread unites your essences. And such a bond certainly does not connect the Emperor to the Fool. When you want to reveal to me why you are keeping your identity hidden, I will be here to listen. Your portal is ready.”
I smile hesitantly at him, thinking that now my preconception of stealing power from the other Arcana has turned into a demonstration of their loyalty. I move to the circle of runes at its center and cast one last gratitude-laden glance at the Arcanum of Judgment.
Then I feel a knot in my stomach as if I had been upside down for too long, a swirl of color hits my closed eyes, and finally the ground beneath my feet turns to pink marble.
I don't even have the time to look around, to admire the beauty of the place, because screams catch my attention: at the end of the altar, the Lovers' Arcanum is trying to fend off the onslaught of what look like tentacles of shadow. And in front of her, wearing a long blue robe and disheveled fair hair, stands Nathaniel Velmont.
“How nice, we have guests!” he says, looking in my direction.
My reaction was immediate: I pray to the statue of the goddess Ashtart, carved in white marble, with her hands on her breast, from which we see a bleeding heart about to burst.
At the same moment, the Arcanum of Justice murmurs a few words in my direction. I hear a buzzing in my head, but no voice gives me an order. Amber is loyal to me and I can access her power: I cannot be charmed.
Quietly, keeping one eye on the girl who is struggling to stand, I take a few steps down the aisle toward the altar.
“And so Ashtart protects you now,” Nathaniel states, his eyes narrowed to two slits. “Too bad, you could have come with me without any trouble. I already have my own difficulties convincing my dear friend to follow me to witness the dawn of a new world.”
“Run!” cries Amber, throwing ice shards with her hands, but her spell does not even touch the Arcanum of Justice, who blocks it with one hand and melts it inches from his face.
“You should learn to keep quiet when others are talking,” Nathaniel shouts. “Especially when you don't have anything intelligent to say.”
Amber's lips seem to stick together, and terror paints her face: she can't utter anything but a meaningless murmur.
Without thinking, I sprint toward her, down the pink marble hallway, until I crash into an invisible wall. The impact is hard and I jump backwards.
“You… knights without an ounce of magic...” Nathaniel mutters condescendingly, rolling up the sleeves of his robes. “So, Fool's Arcanum, the Trovator would be very happy to have you at his side. My brother has already declined for you, but I'd rather ask the person in question...”
I move aside, searching for a crack in the invisible wall of power, but cannot find one. “Why don't you come over here so we can talk about it?” I taunt him, clutching the sacred weapon of the Temperance.
Nathaniel bursts out laughing, then disappears in a purple light and reappears behind Amber's back, a shadow blade at her throat.
“If I kill her, your immunity to my seductive spells would go with her. And I would not waste any more time...”
I remain motionless while Nathaniel weighs every possible move. I think of Galen's words and his warning never to start a war with the risk of losing it, but rather to use my diplomatic skills.
“Would you go that far?” I ask, taking a step back. “Would you kill one of your companions, an Arcanum, in pursuit of the Trovator's plans?”
“You don't understand...” he mumbles and shakes his head. “This world is overrun by demonic plagues. And we are few, too few. If El had not wanted us to make a final decision, her sacred weapon would not have this potential!”
“And to think that your brother always defended you!” I exclaim in disgust, “He felt guilty about the treatment you received from your father when you were a child and had not yet shown any arcane powers...”
“Don't you dare talk about my brother!” he explodes, his green eyes wide. The blade scratches Amber's neck, who is unable to scream.
Shivers run down my spine as a trickle of blood drips down Amber's neck. “All right, Nathaniel. I'm not going to talk to you about brotherhood or even justice. You clearly wouldn't understand...”
“We are far beyond the concept of justice. Or revenge. All of that is no longer enough to cleanse this world, to save it.”
I look at his delicate face and features, reminiscent of Sebastian's mother, and my heart tightens. “Saving the whole world is too much for one Arcanum, but you could start by letting go of Amber. And by giving up the Trovator's intentions to save your brother.”
“Nothing will happen to Sebastian.”
I tighten my hand around the handle of the hammer, going over memories of a past life that does not belong to me. A realization that grows stronger every day: “Perhaps too much time has passed and you don't remember how pure he is. Fire and purity made flesh, like his god. The Emperor's Arcanum will not stop until this war is won or his heart stops beating. Do you really believe that the ritual will only sweep away the halfbreeds? That it will stop at demonic blood alone?” I watch his expression, confused and curious at the same time. “El's power destroys all blood from other dimensions. It can eliminate not only the Children of Blood and Night, faes and werewolves, but also us Arcana in a final verdict without appeal.”
Nathaniel grits his teeth at my words, but does not lower the blade from Amber's neck. “These are just lies!” he opens his eyes wide, almost searching for a hesitation in me.
“Did Malek not consider that possibility?” I ask, watching his face tighten into a grimace at the name of the Trovator, inadvertently confirming his identity. “Still, he should at least have some doubts, since he has access to the powers of the High Priestess. And do you know how he is able to do that? Because he definitely killed one in the past!”
“He had no choice...” Nathaniel mumbles in a weary voice.
I barely smile: “Maybe you're right, maybe we Arcana have to follow the path of sacrifice. And who knows, maybe this world will benefit if your master destroys everything, including us. But the burden of this decision should fall on the High Priestess, not on Malek, not on you, but on her...”
“The weakness of the High Priestess has brought us to this situation,” Nathaniel's body twitches, full of anger. “Century after century, this world has become the receptacle of demonic blood. The halfbreeds have multiplied, and we have been forced to accept a coexistence based solely on their survival at the expense of the humans we are supposed to protect!”
“Still, many have tried to do as little harm as possible,” I mutter, thinking back to Gellert and Bernadette. “And if even one demon is able to redeem himself and help this world...”
“There is no such thing as a redeemed demon” Nathaniel interrupts me through clenched teeth.
A bitter laugh escapes my lips: “Do you judge the survival of this world when you know so little about it?”
“To deny that the world will not benefit from the disappearance of every creature with demonic blood is the typical thinking of a weak Arcana loyal to a weak High Priestess” he states with icy determination.
“You speak of slaughter as if it were a trivial matter. Destruction and death should never bear the name of justice,” I grab the sacred weapon of Temperance with both hands. “But words have no effect on you: if I were truly the Arcanum of the Fool, I would have copied your power, transported behind you in an instant, and struck you down. But I am not, to use your power I would need your loyalty...”
I watch his face in disbelief as he shakes his head in denial. Then the truth dawns on Nathaniel, who asks in an almost pleading voice: “How is that possible?”
“Does it really matter how?” I mutter, tired of talking. “Let me prove once again that the High Priestess has the power to protect this world. Everyone with mortal blood is my responsibility. If I do not have the strength to defeat you, then you can take me to your master and I will perform the purification rite myself.”
I raise the hammer in a defensive stance, resting my weight on both legs, waiting for his decision.
The shadow blade disappears from Amber's neck and is thrown a few feet away. “So be it,” Nathaniel shouts. “Show me the full power of the father of all gods.”
I close my eyes in two slits and clutch Seraphine's sacred weapon in my hands. Moira, I pray frustrated, grant me the power of your Arcanum, allow my blows to attack all magic.
I rise to my feet and begin to strike fiercely at the transparent wall that separates me from my opponent. Nathaniel laughs full of contempt at this attempt, but his expression quickly changes: Laran's hammer is charged with divine light and shatters the wall at yet another blow.
“It's not possible,” he murmurs, his eyes wide.
I take a step over the obstacle and, realizing I have freedom of movement, charge back toward the Arcanum of Justice, but in an instant, a series of bursts of destructive energy crash down the entire corridor. A palpable darkness, rising from where the explosions occurred, begins to envelop the Temple of Lovers.
I close my eyes and feel the warm Nubian sun, the steadfastness of Falco and the purity of Samas. When I open them again, the sight of the Sun Arcanum allows me to see through the darkness.
With lightning speed, I swoop down on Nathaniel, who dodges the hammer blow at the last moment and transports himself to the upper balcony.
“The powers of the weak Arcana loyal to you will not be enough,” he hisses, waving his hands. “You will need a miracle” he shouts, hurling a bolt of lightning from the top of the temple dome.
I have to use all my Belus fighting skills to avoid being electrocuted, rolling sideways and crawling. But when the spell wears off, Nathaniel is forced to watch me get back on my feet.
“Don't you dare judge me so harshly!” I hiss through clenched teeth. “The Arcana who are loyal to me are my strength, my flesh and blood. Stop running away and face me!”
Instead of anger, an unquenchable fire begins to flow through my veins. Sethlan's flames penetrate the sacred weapon, and with a powerful slash I strike the marble floor, sending a wall of fire blazing along the balcony and forcing Nathaniel to reposition himself beside Ashtart's altar. I sprint toward him, trying to burn away the yards that separate us.
“If only you had used your power to defend this world, High Priestess...” Nathaniel mumbles, moving his hands in circles. “We would not have come to this point, to a land overrun and under the yoke of the infernal plane. Confusing weakness with goodness of heart is a mistake the daughter of El should not make.”
The Arcanum of Justice shakes the earth beneath our feet so deeply that some columns begin to collapse. Distracted by their fall, Nathaniel manages to strike me with numerous shadow blades that cut through my armor and into my flesh. The pain is excruciating and I collapse to the ground.
I spit out clots of blood and pray to Marduk as a faint warmth penetrates my skin and the wounds close. I think of my master and his teachings: Nathaniel relies too much on the ability to transport himself far away. I won't even be able to touch him if I can't reach him, and I'll have to sacrifice something to do that.
I dodge energy blasts and shadow blades, watching the battlefield carefully: the Temple of Ashtart is almost completely destroyed by the clash, and the balcony is still engulfed in fire. If he were to teleport again, he would have very few places to do so without risking finding himself on an unstable surface.
I cannot predict where he will materialize, but I can only hope that luck is on my side.
“You will begin to tire and your wounds will not heal before my magic ends” Nathaniel taunts.
Gritting my teeth, I hurl Laran's hammer with all my strength in the direction of the Arcanum of Justice, and even before I can see if my blow will hit, I run over the pillars that have fallen to the ground and take off in the opposite direction of the altar.
And Northia is with me: Nathaniel appears out of nowhere in front of me, while far away the sacred weapon of Temperance strikes empty on the marble floor. I jump at the last second, draw my short swords from my belt, and as I land behind him, I pierce the Arcanum of Justice to the hilt.
The boy makes a choking sound and falls to the ground. I draw my blades and catch him in mid-air, bringing him to the ground. Bright red blood gurgles from his mouth and his green eyes are glassy with pain.
His eyes close and his head falls back as his lungs stop expanding under the torn robe.
“Damn it, Velmont!” I blurt out, anger still shaking my body. “Your death would bring unbearable pain to the man I love... Amber! Please help me cure him!”
The Arcanum of Lovers trudges out of a small alcove, wounded but with her lips no longer sewn shut. She approaches me with a terrified look and asks: “Are you sure?”
I look into the white face of the boy who has spent his life trying to please a manipulative master: “Let's do it together.”
We place our hands on his wounds as Ashtart's warm divine power heals them, healing the flaps of flesh and stopping the bleeding.
Nathaniel barely opens his eyes. When he realizes what has happened, he shakes his head.
“No! I could not live with the burden of betrayal, the scorn of my family and the other Arcana. If I were to die, perhaps I could gain your forgiveness...” he murmurs, trying to cover my face with a trembling hand as if to silence me.
“We mortals are not as infallible as our gods,” I whisper as Amber ends the spell with a prayer to her goddess. “And death is not atonement enough. Live, Nathaniel, help us stop the Trovator, help us save the Temperance Arcanum. Come home to your brother. And at least you will have my forgiveness!” I call out, feeling the boy's hand begin to respond to my grip.
The blood stops gushing from the sides of his mouth and his complexion turns rosy again.
“For what it's worth,” Nathaniel groans, trying to get to his feet with Amber's help. “I never believed that defending and supporting the High Priestess was the right thing to do. But I believe in you, Violante, in you as a mortal.”
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The portal closes behind us and the huge temple of Sethlan welcomes us with two guests: Sebastian and Manigoldo are waiting, the first kneeling under the statue of his god, the other in the darkness of the columns.
The reaction of the Arcanum of Fortune is immediate: seeing Nathaniel Velmont at my side, he unsheathes like lightning his purple rapier. I place myself between them, before I can take even a step, and shake my head. Manigoldo does not sheathe his weapon, but remains still.
“Brother...” the voice echoes across the corridor as the Emperor rises and looks at us with a confused yet hopeful expression.
I remain silent as Nathaniel lowers his head.
“I found your correspondence in the temple of Menra. Letters you wrote for me and for our father, but never had the courage to send...” Sebastian murmurs, approaching cautiously. “Pages and pages of extreme concern about the number of law-breaking halfbreeds, filled with fear of our inferiority. Why did you never send them? Why didn't you ever seek me out?”
“Because someone else answered my worries. But I did not come here to dredge up my mistakes; your High Priestess spared my life and gave me the chance to ask for your forgiveness” the Arcanum of Justice clenches his fists and then throws himself on his knees before his brother.
Sebastian burns the few feet that separate them with long strides, then grabs his arm and forces him up. He belts him on the back of the head and presses his forehead against his, forcing him to look into his clear eyes: “I would have forgiven you even if you had never come home.”
Manigoldo clears his throat uncomfortably: “I do not want to interrupt this touching moment. But we have too many questions and not enough time. Malek has always pretended to be the Arcanum of the Tower, hasn't he? Is he the one who hides behind the name Trovator?”
Nathaniel turns to the colonnade and nods: “Yes. As far as I know, he assumed the identity of the son of Menra from the last Sacred War. When the true Arcanum of the Tower awakened, Ann revealed it to him alone and Malek found her and silenced her. He did not kill her, but kept her with him, under control, slowing her aging...”
“Iris is the true Arcanum of the Tower!” exclaims Amber behind me in amazement, putting her hands to her mouth.
“Exactly,” Nathaniel confirms. “Malek kept her close to him, as a priestess, to control her, as a prisoner. If he had simply killed her, another Tower Arcanum might have been born, with the risk of no longer having a compliant Sibyl like Ann Velmont.”
“She was not Malek's prisoner. They love each other. In an unusual way, but I sensed that feeling between them!” Amber insists.
“Even love for your captor is still love” Manigoldo comments sharply.
The circle of runes behind us reactivates and within seconds Falco appears in a swirl of colors. His face is as white as a rag.
“He took Decury. The Trovator... kidnapped him,” he says without even taking a breath. “In his mansion, there was only Cecile, in a windowless room, crying blood. She revealed to me that it's been two nights...” the Sun Arcanum interrupts as soon as his gaze falls on Nathaniel Velmont.
Without hesitation, Falco throws himself at the boy, brandishing his spiked club. Sebastian stands in front of his brother, protecting him while I steady the large, armed arm.
“He's with us now,” I barely whisper. “I assure you I've already given him enough to convince him.”
Falco's eyes narrow and his lips tighten into a horizontal line, then he lets go of his intention with a grunt. “As you wish, Violante. But at least let him tell us how to stop Malek before he finds Baldassare, the cambion.”
“He is the first halfbreed he has captured. Weeks ago,” Nathaniel reveals behind Sebastian's back. “He knew Malek from the days after the last Sacred War. He was worried about the rumors of the Trovator's return. He asked the wrong Arcanum for help...”
Falco cannot hold back a grimace of hatred. “Damn it! Someone can send a message to my brother via vestal? He's in Carthago right now, looking for a shadow!” then he moves past Sebastian with extreme speed and unleashes a right in Nathaniel's face. “I'm sure Violante has already convinced you with her gentle ways. But I had to do it.”
The temple door swings open before anyone can react, revealing an extremely worried Xander. I run to my master and hug him, jumping to his neck.
“Are you ok?” he whispers into my ear. I feel him stiffen as he notices Nathaniel massaging his jaw.
“Yes! We also found some unexpected help” I reveal, releasing the hug.
“Only you were missing. All the awakened Arcana are now in Saint Denis,” he tells us with an edge in his voice. “And the chest of the Lovers' Arcanum has opened after centuries.”
I turn to Amber, who seems to tremble with joy at the news: “Let's go get your god's gift.”
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I dip my hand into the dark, glowing liquid, like the night sky. My skin is damp with cold until my fingers grasp something small and round, warm as freshly forged metal.
My mind is invaded by numerous visions: that same chest opening the moment Amber screamed at me to run, attacking Nathaniel, knowing that I might die for this affront, not yet knowing my true identity.
And with these images are others from a more distant time, from a life that is not my own, from the chest of an Arcanum that was not the Lovers'.
I pull out the sacred weapon, a red gold ring, and place it in the hands of Amber, who swears on her knees to fight for this world and to protect me.
“I know that lying is not the first thing you would want your High Priestess to do,” I tell her, helping her to her feet. “But Seraphine is in danger and I don't want the other Arcana to be confused by the exchange between us. Until we find her, no one else must know that she is actually the Temperance Arcanum.”
Amber nods. “I will do as you ask. But don't underestimate your Arcana: everyone will fight for Seraphine, whether she is the High Priestess or not.”
“I'm glad to hear you say that. Let's go to the armory with the others” I murmur and shake her hand.
We leave the armory as Xander closes the heavy carved wooden door. I watch him in his simple armor with the golden scythe hooked to his back, his ash-colored hair slicked back and his bright green eyes.
I let Amber walk a few feet away and approach him: “I know exactly when Galen unlocked the sacred weapon.”
Xander looks at me, frowning expectantly.
“And it wasn't because he executed Lisa. Clara found her chest open when she arrived in Saint Denis while you were at war with the Vralians. I know she wanted to tell you, she thought for a moment that it was a sign that the battle would be resolved in your favor. But then she received Leopold's mental message through Lisa, warning her that the halberd retrieval mission had failed.”
My master continues, his brow furrowed.
“Clara was aware that her halberd had collected the blood of many Children of Blood, Moon, Night and Ancient,” I tell him as we leave the Velmont residence. I would like to tell him everything, including that the ritual also involves the elimination of all Arcana from this plane, but deep down I know that this secret is something that should only rest on my shoulders. Even Clara did not have the courage to tell Lisa, claiming that she only wanted to protect the halfbreeds in this massacre with her death. “But this news. After losing as many as five Arcana in Tarkov. And with everyone else still fighting at the front... she knew that the Trovator would not stop. That he would stop at nothing to get her blood. She suspected it was an Arcanum, but she didn't know who.”
I wait a few moments, watching Xander's pensive face. I know it is painful to dredge up certain memories, but sometimes when the wounds are badly healed, the only way to heal properly is to reopen the wounds.
“Her job was to defend her Arcana, to keep them from perishing in this war,” I mutter, stepping onto the white cobblestone path. “Lisa did what only the Arcanum closest to the High Priestess could do: take her life with her consent. Her chest was already open when Galen arrived. I am sure that Ann Velmont, who was his friend, told him that lie, but I will never know if she did it to relieve him of the burden of his decision or on the advice of the Trovator. I should have known sooner, from the fact that Galen was obsessed with the way the chests of the Arcana of my Hand were opened; perhaps he knew in his heart that he had clung to a lie for too long to justify what he did to your wife.”
Xander barely smiles at me, facing the entrance to the armory, then takes one of my hands and shakes it firmly. “Thank you, Violante. I stood so still for so long, in my pain, condemning myself, that I almost became a statue. But since you came, like a drop of water, you have carved out the rock in which I had cut off my heart and my honor.”
“Just promise me that you will seek happiness again when this war is over.”
Xander smiles at me and opens the door to the armory. Inside, all the Arcana loyal to me are ready to follow me against Malek Stoker. Amber shows Eireen her sacred weapon on her finger in one corner, while behind them I notice the Devil's Arcanum, Felak, and the Star, Idril, whom I have not seen since the day of the Rising.
I look at my companions and the determination on their faces. Except for Xander, only the youngest knights of this generation are left against the most powerful Arcanum of all centuries. No matter how hard I try to fight the uncertainty, I am forced to sit down. It is as if the fatigue of the confrontation with Nathaniel and the access to all those memories of the past has hit me like a wave. But I must be strong, I must be strong for Seraphine: I have a debt to pay, I can't stop now when she needs me.
Falco stands in the middle of the room and clears his throat. His stature and deep voice immediately draws everyone's attention: “Arcana, knights of this land, today is the day we will meet our destiny. Behind the figure of the Trovator lurks the same enemy that deceived and destroyed our ancestors. The Magician, awakened in Malek Stoker centuries ago, has crawled among us, gathering our powers to turn them against us, with one purpose: to exterminate the halfbreeds. We were awakened by our gods to protect every human, even those with only a portion of mortal blood in their veins...” he says, looking into my eyes. “Through manipulation he tore Nathaniel Velmont from his sacred duties and his family, through deception he built an army of constructs capable of attacking the Arcana in their own temple, and through cruelty and savagery he kidnapped our High Priestess, Seraphine.”
I watch Amber for a moment, afraid she might reveal what she knows, but except for a glint in my direction, she remains impassive.
“So today we are called upon to fulfill the promises we have made to our gods: to defend not only the Daughter of El, but the entire world,” the Sun Arcanum ends his pep talk. An ovation begins as the Felak knight chooses a two-pronged ax from among the Velmonts' best weapons.
I approach Sebastian to take comfort and strength from his kiss, but before I can, the armory door bursts open and a red-faced François Velmont shouts: “Saint Denis, the city, has been attacked. The streets are full of constructs spreading terror. We must stop them!”
“This is the signal,” Nathaniel murmurs in a low voice. “He will not wait for my return. He will begin the ritual. He wants to keep you here with a distraction...”
I look at my companions, unable to decide between Seraphine's life and that of the people of Saint Denis. But it is my master who chooses for me: “The Hand will go with Nathaniel to stop the Trovator. The rest of us will stay to defend the civilians with our lives” Xander says with a firm voice.
“Nate?” François exclaims with wide eyes. Without even asking, he rushes to him and pulls him into a tight embrace.
“I wish we had more time, father” replies the Arcanum of Judgement.
“When this war is over, we will have the biggest party this house has ever seen,” the man stammers, tears in his eyes. “Your mother has had no peace since you left. She will be so happy, maybe she will forgive me...”
Nathaniel still clings to his father, stiff with embarrassment.
I do the same and greet my master with a long embrace: “May Marduk take all your suffering. Stay alive.”



CHAPTER XX
“I can teleport two more people with me, and Violante can have access to the same power as Kittu. But once we use it, we won't be able to use it again for a long time. At most, we could use it on ourselves in an emergency” Nathaniel explains.
“Can you take us directly to Malek's flying ship?” asks Falco, removing a painting of a world map from a wall of the armory and placing it on the table.
“Certainly. I have been there many times,” Nathaniel explains, then places his finger on the Old Continent and points to a specific spot in Valacchia. “Arges, that's where it is. I have no idea why he chose this godforsaken place to accomplish something so great...”
At that name, images of a fog-filled village fill my mind: bodies drained and hanging by their feet, rotting corpses, and then the face of a green-eyed child hidden beneath a stone altar. Sylas was his real name.
“Are you okay?” Sebastian squeezes my hand and the contact brings me back to my senses.
“Yes, yes... I think it's a place connected to his childhood.”
Falco barely chuckles. “I didn't take him for the sentimental type.”
“Can we not waste any more time?” asks Manigoldo urgently. “The sooner he realizes that Seraphine is not the High Priestess, the sooner he will be rid of her.”
We nod in unison and the Arcanum of Justice takes the floor again: “There will be some constructs inside the ship. The best thing to do is to split up and eliminate them before they become a problem: the two brothers and Northia's son will take care of that...”
“You don't make the plans,” the Sun Arcanum points out in a dismissive tone.
“Malek will be alarmed when he sees six of us coming. I can even make one of you invisible, but it would be best if I showed up with Sebastian. He knew I was trying to contact him and was strangely confident that the Emperor would come to our side.”
I snort loudly and bite my lip not to reveal that after the ritual there would be no Arcanum left on either side anyway.
“All right,” Sebastian states. “Take us to the ship. I'll go with you while the others take care of the constructs.”
Manigoldo flips his lucky coin and then says: “They won't be a problem. They don't seem very smart.”
“True, but they can always raise the alarm. We'll have to work smart and undetected” Vincenzo urges him.
“My specialty!” whispers the Fortune with a smile.
“And I'll go with you” I announce my decision and take Sebastian's hand.
“The first thing he will ask for is your head, Violante.”
“He said he could make me invisible,” I determinedly protest. “He will not see me. I will stay at your side and until we attack him, he won't even know I exist.”
“Violante...” Sebastian calls me back, but he doesn't add anything else seeing perhaps my determined expression.
Manigoldo rests both hands on the map and squares us with a grim look, “If you all have weapons in hand and nothing else to add, I'd say it's time to go.”
Nathaniel grabs both wrists and locks his eyes with mine: “It is said that Kittu was the only god who could cross the floors in a matter of moments. The only one who could go to and from hell. Follow me...” With these words he releases a purple light around us and the world begins to whirl.
†
The interior of the Trovator's flying ship is even more majestic than the exterior: it is made of light wood with metal trimmings and is three stories high. The large warehouse where we materialize is completely filled with fuel and crates bearing the symbol of Decury Industries. Leaning out, I notice a considerable amount of gears, hoses, and motor oil.
As we move forward, partially assembled constructs appear, salt crates containing some limbs and human parts, books and obscure objects, including the Magician's large chest. I approach and run my invisible hands over the dark wood: it is still closed after centuries.
“He brought it with him in the hope that one day he would become worthy of Horon” Nathaniel comments.
But he never did.
“The stairs lead to the first floor. There are the furnaces that produce the heat for the balloons. You will find the guard constructs,” the Arcanum of Justice murmurs, glancing at Falco. “When you find Iris, do not kill her. She is blameless; Malek's gentle imprisonment is the only thing she has known in her life.”
Manigoldo pulls his hat down over his face, as if to hide his shadowy expression.
“Now let's take care of you,” Nathaniel puts his hand on my shoulder. “As long as you don't attack or show your presence, no one will see you. Come on, follow me.”
I do as he says and follow him to the back of the warehouse, to the upper floor. As Sebastian climbs the last flight of stairs, I lightly brush my hand against his, hoping he can feel my touch, but his face remains a mask of determination.
I hold my breath as the sight of the hall unfolds before my eyes: four construct-like creatures, but twice as large, fill the sides of the top floor, their heads almost touching the ceiling. A lump of vomit rises in my throat as I realize that the human parts are stolen from Galen and Handir's corpses.
“And here is our guest of honor,” a squeaky voice draws my attention away from the golems of flesh and gears. “I was sure you wouldn't be able to convince that coward Amber, and I never thought I'd see you come back with your brother either.”
On the opposite side of the stairs, a figure wearing a ceremonial mask and a broad, richly ornamented cloak raises the sacred halberd of the High Priestess with his good arm. My sacred weapon. A wave of anger rises in my belly, and for a moment I do not notice the presence of two other figures: next to the Trovator, on the ground and chained like a dog, is the corpse of a fae. Cyprian's elegant robes are soiled and drench in blood, his face is injured in several places, while on his chest there is a blade wound, necrotic.
On the other side, Seraphine: chained and gagged to the statue of Horon, her face red with tears. Sebastian and I sprint in unison in her direction, only to crash into an invisible wall.
“Don't worry Velmont, I won't break your promise,” Malek shouts. “Although I did promise your brother that in the world I will create, he will be the one to marry the High Priestess. For once, you will have to be the one to step aside.”
“Then let her go!” cries Sebastian.
A roar of the engines and a shaking of the ground signal that the ship is hovering very high in the sky.
“I have found that my ears cannot bear the crying and sobbing of a woman for more than five minutes. You will understand me. But I don't need her power, I absorbed it several centuries ago...”
With these words, some images come to my mind: I look at my belly, smeared with blood. I turn around just in time to catch a glimpse of a young Malek's face as he pulls a blade of ice from my back. “I'm sorry, Isabel...” he whispers before disappearing into memories that do not belong to me.
“I only need her blood,” the Trovator of the present reveals before tearing Seraphine's arm and scooping up the red liquid with the crescent blade of his halberd. “Come, Nate, stand beside me.”
“Let my brother go. He doesn't need to be involved. I can take his place in this ritual!” Sebastian’s voice cracks with despair.
“But Nathaniel wants to participate. He has been praying to his god Kittu every night for as long as he can remember, asking for his help. Even an eight-year-old child can see the imbalance between demonic and ancestral blood in this world. Not even our gods can protect us; I only have the courage to do what the High Priestess should have done centuries ago.”
Malek turns back to Sebastian, removing his mask to reveal his icy eyes. From his thin mouth comes the sound of a languages I cannot recognize, while the blade of his halberd begins to pulse with a purple light. The tone of his voice rises, as if he was fighting an unseen enemy.
But nothing happens, and finally the Trovator is forced to surrender to the evidence. He glares at Seraphine and then, with a grunt, turns to Sebastian.
“I, the very son of the god Horon, have been deceived! You will all pay dearly for this, starting with you!” he raises his hand in my direction. A scorching wind hits me and knocks me to the ground near the stairs. Sebastian's expression of sheer terror tells me that I am no longer invisible, though at this point I wonder if I ever was in the eyes of this powerful sorcerer.
“Velmont, did you really think I wouldn't notice that you had your bitch with you?” hisses Malek as the four golems emit a worrying hum. “And you... Nathaniel... I'd like to say you're a disappointment, but who are we kidding? You are the direct blood of weak and cowardly High Priestesses.”
Before I get to my feet and draw my swords, I see Falco climbing the last stairs from the corner of my eye.
And anger roars through me.
†
The invisible wall of power falls and the four golems approach Sebastian. The heavy footsteps of my companions catch up with me; Vincenzo and Falco pounce on the enemies in front of me, while Manigoldo helps me up.
“She's still alive...” he whispers, his eyes shining.
“Let's go get her back!” I urge him.
I let my anger completely take over my movements and charge at the mountain of equipment and flesh. I thrust my blades into the enemy's body and use them to climb up. When I reach face level, I release Sethlan's flames and plunge the flaming sword into his eye. The giant construct falls to his knees and I leap over his shoulder. A few dozen meters away, Malek wields my sacred weapon and unleashes a blast of ice upon me. My body is pierced and burned by the cold.
His eyes glow with a purple light; a whirlwind of water appears out of nowhere in the middle of the room and swallows me and Manigoldo. Sebastian tries to get rid of a golem by stabbing it with his spear, but the creature's weight is too great to move and it remains engaged in battle. It is Falco who reaches out and helps me out of the maelstrom of water and salt. However, he is forced to take an uppercut from a construct before his brother's copy covers his back.
“I asked you for her head, Nathaniel,” Malek yells. “Instead, it's still attached to her neck!”
Glowing meteors spring from the Trovator's hands and smash into the chest of the Arcanum of Justice, who is thrown to the back of the room.
“Yours will soon be on my belt” Falco replies, just before dodging an enemy's mace.
“I'll cover you” Manigoldo assures me. He steps out of the whirlwind and starts throwing dark blasts at Malek.
The way is clear. I run to hit him hand-to-hand, but the Trovator turns invisible. He must have absorbed the Empress' power as well. Confused, I try to sense the movements around me; a rustle tickles my ears just before a direct blow to my stomach rips through me. Malek reappears a step away from me, drawing the halberd from my stomach.
I manage to turn my gaze to the two heavenly brothers who are busy with the last remaining golem before I cough up a stream of blood. I bring my fingers to my stomach and feel the flaps of torn flesh.
In front of me, Malek raises his hands to the sky, ready to cast a deadly spell against us. In the heat of the battle, however, he does not notice that the blade of the sacred weapon no longer pulsates with purple light, but with a strong blue light. The only one who notices is Nathaniel, who teleports in front of me and protects me from the flames of the Trovator with a shield of ice and smoke.
His move destabilizes Malek, who stops for a moment, meets my gaze, and shifts his to the halberd in his hands.
“You?” he asks in shock, looking at me. His face is like a changing mask, from uncertainty to confusion, to a determined and satisfied expression.
His eyes light up and the ground fills with tentacles of shadow that cling to my legs. When the Magician begins the litany again in an ancient language, with no hope left, I turn to Manigoldo and with a look I ask him to forgive me for my failure. His body is wounded, but he moves toward me anyway.
I watch him approach, praying to Northia that he would be faster than Malek, but his path is interrupted by Sebastian, who charges the enemy with an inhuman sprint and disarms him with a thrust of his spear. He grabs my halberd and hurls it at me before falling to his knees.
As soon as I touch it, a warm energy spreads through my limbs. In my mind I hear the voices of those who wielded it in the past. A jolt runs through my body and I begin to pray: Marduk, take charge of our suffering, heal our wounds.
A ripple in the web of the world spreads from the tip of my weapon and reaches my companions, who find new strength. Falco destroys the construct held by Vincenzo and his copy, which crumbles to the ground, while Nathaniel and Manigoldo combine their deflagrations against the last remaining golem.
Malek, seeing our wounds heal, hurls an electricity-saturated bolt of lightning at Sebastian, who writhes a few meters from him.
Then he looks in my direction with a stubborn smile: “I've always wondered if the moment one dies between Emperor and High Priestess, the other feels the same devastating pain...”
A huge shadow blade appears in the Trovator's hands, ready to pierce the man I love.
A scream rises in my throat, but before the weapon can descend upon Sebastian's neck, Manigoldo jumps between the two and drives his staff into Malek's chest. I lean on the halberd to get up again, trying to wriggle out of the tentacles that are wrapped around my legs, convinced that our enemy has finally been wounded, but the sacred weapon of the Arcanum of Fortune disappears from his hands as a cascade of blood drips onto Sebastian.
My breath catches in my lungs as Manigoldo's torso falls to the ground, his lower limbs completely split.
Malek bursts into a cruel laugh: “I needed some luck, Northia was not yet in my collection”.
His body becomes invisible again and I am horrified. Angrily I uproot the tentacles, free myself from the trap and rush to Sebastian, trying to protect him. The wound in his hand from daring to wield my sacred weapon is black, smoldering, with an acrid smell.
I try to summon the healing powers of the Arcanum of Lovers in a desperate attempt to reunite Manigoldo’s parts, but Ashtart does not answer my prayers as a storm of ice and lapilli sweeps down from the ceiling.
I search the room with my eyes for Malek's presence, but to no avail. In my arms, Sebastian groans in pain as his body is drenched in blood. Nathaniel collapses to the floor along with Falco and the magical shield that protected them.
“Please stop!” I cry into the void before me. “Stop!”
A voice in my head orders me to release my grip on the halberd. I immediately recognize the attempted command, so similar to the one that had captured me in Laguna.
I grab my halberd staff, ready to throw it into the middle of the room to stop this carnage, but Vincenzo rushes toward the stairs, clutching the emptiness with his arms.
“You cannot deceive those who do not see with their eyes” the Moon Arcanum says, skewering the air.
In an instant, Malek's figure reappears, Vincenzo's pitchfork piercing his chest and a thin dagger thrown with pinpoint accuracy by the Sun Arcanum at his throat. Unable to speak in the last moment of his long, dark life, he turns his gaze to the statue of his god, perhaps seeking one last mercy.
But his eyes close as blood drips from his mouth and neck, and his body collapses to the ground with a thud.
†
The Moon Arcanum runs in Falco’s direction, uncorking a stabilizing potion from the bag as I cradle Sebastian's helpless body in my arms. Nathaniel slowly approaches us. He can barely stand on his own two feet. With a nod he asks my permission to touch his brother.
I nod and he places his hands on the Emperor's body. A faint purple light shines along the wounds that are beginning to heal.
I run to Seraphine, ignoring the pain in my legs and back to free her; I pull the gag over her mouth and the chains around her wrists and hold her in my arms. But the girl, after an initial involvement, splits, throwing herself to the ground over what remains of Manigoldo's body.
I approach her, clutching her shoulders as her inconsolable sobs shake her from head to toe. I have not even had time to tell her how sorry I am when a deafening noise hits our eardrums: a bang, or perhaps a security spell. I don't have time to hypothesize that the flying ship is starting to plummet to the ground.
“Iris! She's tampered with the balloons,” Nathaniel's face is a mask of fear and terror. He tries to cast a spell on the roof of the ship, but the fall is not broken. He looks at his brother one last time, “I never wanted it to end this way... if only I could take you with me” and disappears in a cloud of purple light, dematerialized safely by the power of his god.
“Use his power and get to safety” Sebastian urges me.
I clutch him to me, unable to leave him and my companions to die at that precipice.
El, I turn to my god for the first time, I have never asked you for anything in my life, but now please save my companions, save them from this useless death. Save them, take me.
I close my eyes and wait for the crash and the pain to come. But nothing happens. The ground stops softly, while the smell of blood is all I can smell. I breathe in again, afraid that time has expanded in these last moments.
“Sebastian...” I barely murmur and open my eyes again.
His body is still, as if crystallized.
“He can't hear you…” a voice behind me tells me.
I turn sharply to meet the violet eyes of the most beautiful being I have ever seen. The man's short black hair is slicked back, and his high cheekbones sit above a polished jawline. His body is wrapped in a dark suit of such exotic workmanship.
Something inside me recognizes that face, and instinct alerts me. That I have already seen it in some vision of the past, in some memory of my reincarnation?
“Who are you?” I ask, grasping the sacred weapon with one hand while holding Sebastian's arm with the other, afraid it might slip.
“The one who forced the rules of the universe to save you. Not El, not another of his subjugated children,” the creature continues, approaching me, stepping over the frozen bodies of Falco and Vincenzo. “Remember this, High Priestess, when the time comes, when we meet again, when you must choose who truly deserves your loyalty, your sacrifice, and your life. Remember who came to your aid...”
A name comes to my lips like a revelation, but it takes me a few moments to overcome my astonishment and fear to make it real: “Asmodeus.”
“I see that you have not been completely stripped of your memory, little sister,” the Infernal god continues, opening two huge wings of darkness on his back. “While El remains impassive in front of your sacrifices, I have bent the laws of the world to save you.”
“What do you want?” I growl, knowing full well that his words are nothing but lies.
Barely smiling at me, Asmodeus moves even closer. Only when he is a few steps away from me do I realize that his essence is incorporeal, made of light and shadow, as if he were not even on this plane. “I do not want anything. I just wanted to show you who is really on your side. I know you will remember this sooner or later, even in the next life. For now, enjoy this one.”
A burst of darkness blinds me, so thick it becomes a tangible fog. I throw myself into Sebastian's protection, expecting a blow that never comes.
“Are you all right?” Falco’s voice is surprised but incredibly clear.
I decide to open my eyes again. We are still on the floor of Malek's airlift when a strong light shines through the small alabaster windows. Not far from me, Seraphine holds Manigoldo's head in her arms and Malek’s lifeless body brings me back to reality.
“Did you see him too?” I ask Sebastian.
“Nate?”
I shake my head and bite my lip.
“We need to get out of here, now” Vincenzo commands, his tunic stained with the Trovator's blood.
I pick up my halberd and pivot on the wood so I can stand. One by one, I look at the broken faces of my companions, wondering how they will take Asmodeus' words.
Sebastian leans against me, limp. The hand that touched my sacred weapon is still black, despite his brother's healing spells.
As Vincenzo opens the hatch to the ship's deck, sunlight floods in. It takes a few minutes for my pupils to adjust, and then I realize that the ship has miraculously landed on a lake, while the balloons have completely exploded.
“How did this happen?” asks Falco, stunned and thrilled to be alive.
Vincenzo looks at me, perhaps unable to believe it's really over: “Did you do it?”
The question confuses me. I know I should tell them who saved us, but the way he called me gives me the creeps and opens up questions I don't want to answer.
Sis.
I shrug, “I think so,” I naturally lie. “I think I teleported the whole ship to Arges’s lake. I must have used the power of the Arcanum of Justice, in another form, because we were in danger and I was wielding my sacred weapon.”
Vincenzo nods, with the expression of someone who has several things to write down in his grimoire, while Sebastian remains silent.
His reassuring look is a knife to my chest: I know we promised not to lie to each other. Still, I can't help but keep this secret to myself.
Seraphine snuggles up to me in a hug that eases the tension: “You don't know how many times I wanted to tell you...” she reveals. “You don't know how much it hurt to lie to you all the time!”
“I know... but without you we would never have defeated the Trovator.”
Seraphine lifts her blonde head and looks at me with red eyes: “What are we going to do now?”
I turn to my companions and look into their familiar faces: “Now we go home.”



EPILOGUE
Afterword to the diary of the High Priestess
by Sibyl Sophie Velmont,
Saint Denis 1920
Upon returning home, the High Priestess and the Hand discovered that only Xander and Eireen had survived the onslaught of the constructs. It was the Arcanum of Death that buried in their respective temples the bodies of Iris Kalnina, Amber of Roccavecchia, Felak Narvaez, and Idril Maniken, while Manigoldo was buried in Vesuvium directly by Violante and the remaining Arcana of the Hand.
The early days after the sacred war were years of rebirth; the few survivors of the Trovator threat worked to create a legacy for the future. The chest of the Magician was placed back in the rightful room, waiting for a more worthy knight to awaken.
My father, Sebastian, welcomed all new Arcana or priests who wanted to be part of the Order to Saint Denis. He trained them and gave them a home. He and my mother Violante married and I was born less than a year after Malek's defeat. I remember Saint Denis as a place of love and values in those years.
Seraphine Arnstein accepted her role as Temperance and retired to her temple, which stands on the volcano of Hekla on the island of Tune, and instructed the priests of Laran at the forge. This monastic order continues to this day in its work of creating increasingly lethal weapons. As I remember, she always said that there would be no furnace more suitable than a volcano to temper the iron of the Arcana. She never brought to Saint Denis her son Damien, born eight months after the sacred war against the Trovator. She prayed all her life that the gods would not choose him as their knight, arguing that they had already taken too much from her. They accepted her prayers.
Falco Borromeo continued to be the Voice of my mother Violante, the official ambassador of the Arcana among the halfbreeds, who were particularly willing to deal with us after the defeat of the Trovator. It is said that Falco loved all too much to remain in the fairy plane, but we never gave credence to those rumors. I was fifteen years old when he finally decided to get his head on straight: he married a girl from Unitas who resembled his mother.
His brother Vincenzo devoted his entire life to his studies. He was convinced that the appearance of El and the celestial gifts would have a counterpoise: as the celestial forces on earth would increase, so would the demonic ones, because the Universe itself is based on balance. He suspected that one day the traitorous gods would raise their heads again. He trained numerous Priests of Belus in the most complex military techniques and in the use of whatever weapons Hekla's volcano churned out.
My father's wound never healed and he was forced to wear a velvet glove for the rest of his life. But another wound had never healed: I knew he checked the chests room every day. Upon returning from Arges, the Justice chest had opened, revealing an enchanter's wand. His brother Nathaniel had never shown up to claim it, but as long as the chest remained open, Sebastian would know he was still alive.
I was not yet twenty years old when I saw my father weeping in front of the permanently closed chest.
Now I don't remember how many years passed, but one morning, a boy and a girl a little younger than me knocked on the door of Saint Denis. William and Maryann claimed to be my father's niece and to have witnessed the brutal death of her parents. Nathaniel lived in northern Anges, from my cousin's accounts, and conducted strange experiments that led him to set his house on fire and lose his life.
William and Maryann Valois (my uncle had changed his last name to start a new life away from the Arcana and the Velmont) had no one left in the world. My parents welcomed them as if they were their own children. My cousin looked so much like Nathaniel that my father often confused him with his lost brother. He trained him, instructed him and never spared his love.
William was not only important to my father, but he was the first Arcanum whose existence I recognized. I remember watching him fight with the other students and seeing in his shadow the figure of Temuz rise up. He was the first Arcanum awakened by the defeat of the Trovator, while I was the first Sibyl since Riina's death. He obtained the title of the High Priestess' Arm, a post that had been empty all those years after Manigoldo's death.
My brother Tobias began to follow in my grandfather's footsteps and studied to administer the Velmont lands and then married a noble woman from Saint Denis, while my sister Eliza moved to Unitas to marry a soldier.
At that time Maryann also decided it was time to face her heart. She waited for my mother's master to return for a visit, as he did every month. Xander Brightwood despite being over a hundred years old showed little more than thirty; he was a good man, still broken in soul.
Maryann was twenty-nine. She walked firmly toward him and without half-measures told him: “I can't stop thinking that my life would have meaning only if you take my hand.”
Xander remained confused for several days without even speaking to her. Then he asked my father for permission to marry her. She became Maryann Brightwood in a marriage officiated directly by my mother, the High Priestess; a union that was blessed with four children.
The years passed, children and grandchildren, new Arcana and priests, came and went from St. Denis, which had become home for all of us. Until my father in 1901 died. Of that day I only remember that my mother did not cry a single tear. When I asked her why she was not sad she told me, “It is not farewell, I already know it is only goodbye. I will see him again on the Other Side and then again, once more, on this earth.”
And in 1913 my mother, Violante Velmont, also passed away in her bed, surrounded by all her closest relatives. She murmured my father's name, as if she had met him again.
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