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        Here’s the book you wanted, cuz.
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        The following is the sequel to Mask of the Nobleman. It takes place directly where the last one left off.

      

        

      
        This one also has a lot of adventure elements. There will be violence, wounds, imprisonment, and other such nightmares, but I hope you enjoy it regardless.
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      Like my mother, I had a weakness for beauty. We diverged on how we found it. She told me of her flaw when I was a child, after my father had flown into one of his rages. Her hands pet over my bruises, soothing me with light magic and her voice, elegant like a chime. She always smelled like wildflowers. To this day it is still clear in my memory.

      “Jors, I'm sorry I did this. Your father was beautiful once, and I couldn't stop myself from loving him. I thought that beauty meant a beautiful soul, free from this corruption. But he's like all the others, my handsome boy. Like all the others.”

      My father loved beauty as well, beauty that could be caged, contained in the marble and stone of his castle. Beauty like my mother's was impossible, unearthly, wildly tied to the rest of the world. He kept her chained to him as much as he could. He built his home and world to contain that beauty. Until her beauty was fleeting. Until she ran away with it. 

      Beauty like that never appealed to me. I shared no love for controlled things, for perfect symmetry. It only courted a consistent bitterness, imprisoned as I had been in the shadows of my father’s brutal world. My eyes could not linger on beautiful things without some disgust, especially after his death. The universe had narrowed to the space between my mask and the immediacy of this station. It was easy to retreat into the auspices of duty, hallowed away in this fortress. There was safety in routine, in the shadowed edges in a castle. In the power of this office that let my life taper to responsibility and shadow. This was good and safe, keeping away the nightmare of possibility and the scarring pain of beauty. 

      Then, there she was. 

      It was Peytra's art that I fell in love with first. It had been years since I had seen work like that; work with such purpose and movement. She had carved my mother clearly and accurately enough I could have sworn she knew her. There were small imperfections in the piece, attempts to make bolder lines or shapes that didn't meet in symmetry. But the work was brave. Each imperfection was a new moment to explore. Each edge was a way to travel through Peytra’s mood, her thought, her intention. Her art was not the controlled beauty that relied on precision—it was living, breathing, wild. It reawakened something in me, something I long thought dead and decayed. 

      When I saw her, hidden in her uncle's shop, I thought little of the figure in the store until she stepped into the light. Like her art, she was bold. Her chin was too distinct, her eyes too deep, her stature too short to be the kind of woman I was told was beautiful. My eyes were drawn to her, to those features. I found myself wanting to examine her lines, to become acquainted. To see the fascinating way that her features played in light and shadow. The first stirrings of desire and passion were lighting themselves in me before I knew it. 

      And then I convinced her to come into my life, enchanted as I was with someone wholly unexpected. Coming to find her eyes alluring, her chin a preamble to her attitude, and her short stature endearing. She was not beautiful in the way that a well-sculpted statue might be, she did not have the manners of someone raised in the life I was, and she let her speech roll freely from her, unbound. But she became beautiful, teaching me a new version of what beauty was as we learned one another. I found myself wanting more of looking at her, craving the touch and feel of her until it unraveled me and I took that chance. That even when that same charming wildness and impulsivity doomed me, it did not leave me with anything but a love for her. A love I am glad to have had, even if it was so brief.

      In this cage with no sunlight, with only the glow of candlelight from a stone hall, I think on it, on our nights together, on the way her lips bunched when she was in thought, or on the soft smile she had after we kissed.

      This was inevitable. I had been warned about him in the tales that my mother whispered to me in the dark. He only had to wait until his spell stole me to him. I know what he had done to my siblings, that none other existed too long in the face of his dark magic and his quest for power. I wanted to warn Peytra. Words that were cursed to keep themselves chained to my throat tempted and desired an escape. I even asked her to draw out my sibling’s saga that she would have some knowledge of what may happen. That possibility has come to fruition. That “may” has become true.

      At very least, I believe Marcus has figured it out.

      There is no determination of how long I have left. From what little of what I have read of him and this type of magic, this spell could take time to prepare. Until then, this new cage becomes my home like what I had before I met her. In that time, I am determined to live in my own memories.
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      The frigid winter wind wrapped itself around Peytra as she stood at the window her husband had crashed through. Her feet were bleeding, and her fingers were numb in the cold, but she did not move. She wiped her eyes and looked out into the night for any sign of Jors. His figure had disappeared minutes before above the trees towards the North. He’d been swept away by a sinister wind in the darkness– right after she’d betrayed his trust. Overcome with curiosity, she had lit a candle while he slept in their marriage bed, to see him, just to get a look at the man she had given her heart to and married. A man who she had only seen masked, and who she’d only touched while blindfolded. All she had ever assumed was that he had been badly burned years ago, and had hidden his appearance due to that. She had no reason to doubt the story she had been told from the start. What she doubted was that Jors had any real reason to hide himself from her. Had he been disfigured, she would have loved him all the same. 

      Jors had never told her, not directly, that there was any other reason why he should hide himself from her. There was no denying it now, as Peytra stood in the shards of the castle window, having had her eyes taken over by a malevolent force that activated when she dared to look at him in the light. It had been an evil magic that had stolen him from their bed and whisked him into the air and out to the darkened heavens. Peytra had never cared, nor thought to believe in magic, until it had taken him in a way she could not explain. The shock of it all was a blunt against the freezing air.

      She had seen magic once before when three gods had possessed her friends, Marcus and Kori, and her brother, Peytire. At the time, she had thought it was a dream or a waking nightmare. Kori’s eyes had been filled with an unnatural golden glow while a goddess with an echo in her voice warned her about a curse. As she stood naked in the large window frame searching for Jors in the distance, she tried to recall just what they had said. But everything was the chill and the sting of her feet, and all her memories were colliding into a grieving remembrance of Jors. The memory and thoughts were locked away in the cavernous shock. That traitorous candle snuffed upon the floor. 

      She was in his room. Or their room. They had not been really clear on what or if anything should change now that they were married. It was littered with both their things. His books in multiple languages were stacked against a corner table. His boots were at the side of the door. Some of her sketches and tools were haphazardly strewn among the tables. Those sketches were now fluttering in the winter wind and teasing her with their cracking. Her room was much the same, strewn with the vestiges of both of them even as it remained foreign to her at times. His room had the memory of him in it. It had the worn marks of his hands on the well-used furniture. It had his scent and the echo of his voice. It was one of the few places Jors felt comfortable enough to unveil himself of his mask and of all the confines he had placed around his body.

      Peytra never planned on sleeping in “her” room ever again now that they were married. She wanted to be a part of that unveiling, privacy and trust. 

      What had she done instead? She’d broken that trust and she was left standing in front of an absent window that may as well have shattered the last of their love.

      A call went out. Then another. Soon the outside and inside of the castle was pure commotion as the alarm sounded. There was a loud knock at the chamber door. Her voice would not work while choked up with grief. Her eyes were still wildly scanning the night sky for any sign of what had happened. When she did not answer, two guards tore through the door. They found their new duchess standing naked in the glass remnants. 

      One of the guards to break through had been Georgie. He was one of the first friends she had made when she arrived. He still addressed her with informality, hoping to coax a notice from her. “Peytra? Peytra? What’s wrong? Where’s his grace?” He approached her gently, the way someone might approach a wild, rabid animal. His unarmed hands were spread ahead of him pleading for her attention. At the same time, he gestured to the other guard to bring a blanket from the bed 

      Peytra stood still, glued to the spot with feet pierced to the floor. Everything felt loud in sense, but quiet in sound. She was still grappling with what she had seen and done, and her emotions ran wild with fear, anger, and guilt. It all narrowed to the racing of her heartbeat that drummed like thunder in her ears. 

      Georgie’s steps disturbed that quiet, but Peytra did not move nor was she able to acknowledge him. There was the wind that swept everything in its gale. There was the falling snow that imitated the stars and made the distance a haze. And there were those desperate eyes of hers that searched for Jors in the darkness. Absently, she noted that she was cold and bleeding, though she would do nothing about it. 

      Georgie put his hands lightly on her shoulders and tilted her face to his. His boots had made too much noise on the shards to be inconspicuous. Outside the window and in the hall, it was a cacophony as the shouting voices continued to rise. But inside the room, it was eerily quiet, even as the frigid wind whipped the drape back and forth. Each crunch of glass may as well have been a canon. 

      “Peytra? Peytra? I’m going to lift you up and carry you out of all this glass. I need you to not fight me, can you do that?”

      There was a strangled sound in her throat and Georgie took that to mean her acquiescence. He bent down and grabbed her waist and lifted her up over his shoulder. Georgie wasn’t a tall man by any means, and Peytra was just a bit shorter, which made for an awkward perch. His thick boots allowed him to prioritize speed over delicately navigating the debris which helped him keep her balanced. He set her on the bed just as the other guard wrapped a blanket around her. By then there were already people piling up in the hallways and someone had called for the physician. 

      Hue pushed everyone out of the way, bringing the physician and her apprentice in, both still in their nightshirts. The physician was an old woman with deft fingers and an even keener sense of discretion. Without a question, she got to work on the new duchess’s open injuries. The apprentice, while still in her robe and her hair wrapped in a silken cloth, held open a box at the physician and they whispered to one another as the physician plucked the shards one by one. The apprentice did her best to resist looking up to scrutinize their patient.  

      “Everyone out!” Hue roared. The older soldier’s voice held an unmistakable air of authority “Only the leads to the room!” He pointed to a young guard. “James, keep everyone out.” The guard helped hustle the other guardsmen out and took his place outside the door.

      Most of the residents pushed back into their rooms or duties while whispering to each other, except for the redhead barrelling forth while waving a freshly dusted rolling pin, followed by a determined brunette whose hair was still up in tied rags. “Yes, everyone out, Donahue, but if you think I’m not going to see my lady after what I just saw, you better put that idea straight up your arse.”

      Gani, the cook with a temper as fiery as her ovens, pushed right past him with Kori, her partner, on her heels. Una, the duke’s accountant and steward, followed right after. Gani expressed a frightened gasp when she saw the broken window and looked over to Peytra, bleeding feet visible from her perch on the bed. The physician continued removing the shards, each making a hollow echo in the tin bowl she’d commandeered. Their pings set a rhythm to their nerves.

      Hue barked a bunch of orders to his waiting troop on the outside hall, scolding the guard James for his passivity, and sending another guard out to relay orders. He scanned the room upon closing the door. “Looks like we’re all sworn to secrecy until further notice. That includes you.” He gave a pointed look to the physician and the physician's assistant, who nodded and went back to their work. “I have no idea what I saw, but whatever that was was the most unnatural thing I’ve ever seen, and, Peytra, I’m going to need some answers.”

      “Will you give her a minute? Can’t you see she’s in shock?” said Gani, making her way to Peytra to tuck her more firmly into the blanket that was wrapped around her. 

      If Peytra had been in any way coherent, she would have teased Gani for all her henning at her, but it barely registered. It was just noise somewhere else.  

      “It was Jors,” said Kori, wringing her skirt with her hands. “We were sitting out back of the kitchens having a nightcap and we saw it. I saw him, his body crashing out of the window. I would recognize that golden hair o’ his anywhere. ‘Twas like he were being carried by an invisible bird.” 

      “I saw it too, after the sound of the crash. His body flung like that,” said Una. “It was Jors, wasn’t it, Peytra?”

      Peytra could only nod, and she began choking and gasping on the cold hitting her lungs. Gani took her hand to help settle her, and she was coming back, bit by bit.  

      “We can’t tell anyone!” said Gani. “It will do nothing but cause absolute chaos!”

      Georgie swept some of the shards with a booted foot. “I have some good men on the northern side, they saw it too. I think they’ll be good about…”

      “Let me in, you broken cockapiece of a man!” There was banging on the door, and Hue looked even more wrought out than he already was when he called to the guard to let Marcus, the librarian and archivist, in. 

      True to form, Marcus was still in his nightshirt, boots hastily put on, and behind him was Peytire, still in his nightshirt as well. The guard held Peytire back, and Peytra was too dazed to note it, especially as Marcus pushed by Hue and came up to her and grabbed her free hand.

      “It happened, didn’t it. It happened. Tell us what you saw because we need to figure out the curse,” he said, eyes wild. His black hair was flung and arrayed like a haphazard crown, making him look uncouth and crazed.

      “Curse? Oi, what in the hell is he talking about?” said Kori, having gotten a broom somewhere and instructing Georgie on how to properly sweep up glass.

      Petra’s tongue was heavy and frozen in her mouth. She recalled the light glancing across Jors’ unclothed body. The look of those roaming eyes, then the strange sensation of needles in her eye sockets, and the last images of him as he flew – no – was pulled through the window by an impossible wind. 

      Jors had told her not to look at him before. He had never forbidden her; he had just asked that she trust him. For that he had trusted her with his unclothed form in the dark.

      What had she done with that trust? She’d been curious, too curious about what her husband might look like beneath the expanse of fabric and mask he wore during the day, or the nighttime darkness that covered him while they slept. Even in his last few minutes with her, he told her not to blame herself, but she did. 

      Then there was that memory that kept nagging at her. A memory of a trip to the library where things had seemed strange. Where she might have dreamed that one of their troop may have unearthly connections. Peytra turned her head slowly to the side, her eyes burrowing into Marcus, another glass shard pulled from her foot into the tin bowl, and the first time she felt it. “You… knew?”

      Marcus cringed. “Knew is a rather strong word.”

      “Knew what?” said Una. 

      “That day, that day in the library, Kori said if I wanted to break the curse, I had to set it off.”

      Kori looked between them. “I said what now?”

      Peytra stared straight at Marcus, “But it wasn’t Kori, was it? It was⁠—” 

      Marcus put two fingers on Peytra’s lips, his voice low and haunting. “Careful. Names have power, and the last thing I want is a family reunion at an inopportune time.”

      “Marcus, what in the hell are you talking about?” said Georgie, bringing over a bowl of water from the stand for the physician.

      Marcus sucked in his teeth. “Let’s just say my father is an easterly blowhard and leave it at that.”

      “Your father is the East Wind,” Peytra said. 

      “Yes. And my siblings are dreams, nightmares, and prophecies. It is not nearly as exciting as it sounds. They are all self-centered pricks,” said Marcus

      “Apple didn’t even roll away from the tree there…” mumbled Gani.

      “Hold on. Wait a tick. I’ve known you my whole life, Marcus. You were born here!” said Kori. 

      “Yes, my mother came to the castle, looking for work while she was pregnant. The Lady Swan was also with child and they bonded. She was Jors’ nursemaid and I got to be raised here. It wasn’t until my mother grew ill that she let me in on her little secret about my other parentage. It came on the heels of me having too many disturbing dreams and nightmares among other issues. My siblings are terrible pranksters and I largely want nothing to do with them,” Marcus said.

      “Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?” said Una.

      “Oh, I don’t know! When is there an opportune time to bring up that you’re the son of a minor god?” he screeched. 

      “I’m surprised you didn’t use it as a pick-up line,” said Georgie, now escorting the physician and her assistant to the waiting door guard. They had wrapped Peytra’s bleeding feet in clean cloths and she was beginning to feel the sting of it. 

      “Don’t think I didn’t consider it,” mumbled Marcus. “But I have no powers to speak of and who is going to take my word on it? Besides, as we can all see, being the child of a god comes with its perils.”

      “What are you talking about?” said Hue, rubbing his temples.

      “How has no one figured this out yet!” screamed Marcus.

      “Fregh,” said Peytra, finally having put it all together, after months of suppressed realization and denial. “Jors’ mother is Fregh.”

      That explained the mysterious red-haired woman present at their wedding, who disappeared into thin air. That portrait of Jors’ mother in his private study where she looked exactly like any description of the Goddess. Or the entire tale of how she died, struck by lightning. 

      The silence was thick in the group, interrupted by Kori, “Well, you know, that does make a load of sense. The Lady Swan never was like the rest of us. Not a wart nor a blemish. No wrinkles or bags under her eyes. And she was never tired. It was like being around a living statue.” 

      “Is that why he was taken? Was he taken by Fregh?” asked Peytra, gripping the sheets around her tightly enough to whiten her knuckles. 

      Marcus considered this. “No, no. I don’t think that could be it, especially because she’d been here before, as a resident. She could have just visited if she wanted to.”

      “Why wouldn’t she visit?” asked Gani. 

      Marcus curled his lips. “From what little I know about my most unfavorable parentage, there are dangers to having the Gods walk amongst us for an extended period of time. If Fregh is anything like the annoying part of my family, she could also be extremely fickle. No, I don’t think she would be the cause. The Lady Swan was deeply kind and loving. No need to curse her own son, unless that fickleness is more mercurial than I thought.”

      “Maybe she didn’t approve of the marriage,” said Peytra. She swallowed her insecurities in the hopes that she wouldn’t start crying all over again. 

      Georgie clicked his tongue. “You know all the stories, Fregh has fallen for pauper and prince alike. I don’t see why she would not have loved you too.”

      Gani gently patted Peytra’s hand. “If she is like any of the stories, she would have loved you for her son.”

      Peytra pulled the blankets around her. “Then who would it have been?”

      “I have a few theories, none of which are particularly satisfactory… Jors was ordering all these texts about the Polodians, and some very obscure ones about some of the children of Fregh. Stories that aren’t told anymore. And I’ve been sneaking through his texts to get a sense of what he was looking for. Then there are other oddities we must consider. We had that strange battle, remember? Even now, to think about it, it feels like a walking dream. When that odd invader came and tried to take Jors. The whole time, there was… something, something in the air. A buzz like when you feel magic. You remember Kori?” said Marcus. 

      “Aye. Every time I retell that story, it feels more odd. Makes my head feel like it’s filled with water.  Like something that happened to someone else. Like the eyes I saw it through weren’t my eyes,” said Kori, as Gani slipped her hand into hers. 

      Marcus nodded. “I think that may have been one of the Gods at war with Fregh, and I think, no, really, I know, that that was when Jors was cursed.”

      “If His Grace was cursed, why didn’t he tell us? We could’ve helped the frustrating sod!” said Gani. 

      “Think about every story you’ve ever heard about a curse,” said Georgie. “Every evil witch, wizard, or troll from a tale makes it that the hero can’t speak about the curse. If everyone could just blab about it, then most curses would be over.”

      “But he did try to tell us. That’s why he had me carve the lintels with the tales of the Polodians. Marcus is right, he had the same enemy as them,” said Peytra. 

      Una, who had been silent until now, looked at her. “Peytra, I’m sorry you lost him, especially after…”

      “I haven’t lost him! I have to go find him!” she said, trying to stand up only to sit down again from the pain in her feet. “All the stories say the Winds captured the Polodians. Or tried to. They didn’t kill them, at least not right away. I’ll go on my own if that’s the case. I have to find him! It’s all my…” Peytra choked on that last sentence, the guilt of what she had done weighing on her. 

      “Yes, but how are we going to go up against a God? Or Gods? That story is so confusing,” said Georgie. 

      “If all the very early texts are to be believed, it’s one God and one of the winds. I believe it’s the North Wind,” answered Marcus dryly. “I don’t believe my dear old father was involved. Albeit, there are more contradictions the further in history you go.”

      “Oh well then, we’ll just go up against three of the winds and be home by supper,” said Georgie as he kicked aside the broom. 

      “No one has to go with me. But make no mistake, I’m going,” said Peytra. She pulled the sheet closer around her and began to scoot to the edge of the bed.

      “But you’re the Lady of the House now, you can’t just leave!” said Kori.

      Hue, who had his hand over his mouth in pensive thought, interrupted, “We have a lot more to consider. It may be a better idea if Peytra leaves.”

      “What in the world are you saying, Donahue? How could you suggest something like that?” said Gani.

      “No. No, listen to me. Peytra isn't a nobility. And right after she marries a duke, he goes missing? I saw what happened, it looks suspicious. It’s going to look like she pushed him out a window. Or worse, that she is some kind of witch and this is spell craft,” said Hue.

      “He’s right,” said Una. “The duke was well-liked, but even the best people have enemies. There’s no telling the challenge there will be to his holdings or us if he isn’t here. Or if it looks like, well… they’ve beheaded people for less.”

      “Then all the more reason for me to go looking for him. As soon as I’m dressed-”

      “I’ll go with you,” interrupted Hue. “But we need a plan, and a way to preserve everything…”

      Marcus was already at the door calling something to the guard and then shutting it just as quickly. “That isn’t the only thing, we only have a general direction and some very big assumptions about who or where or what we would be up against to get Jors back.”

      “For once, I agree with Marcus,” said Hue. 

      Peytra was testing her feet on the floor, she winced and Kori pushed her back onto the bed. “She’s in no condition to travel,” said Kori. 

      “Looks like we’ll have to take her in a carriage for the start of it,” said Georgie. 

      “‘We’?” said Hue. “What about ‘we can’t go up against a god’?”

      “Ah, well, it’s been a while since we’ve had an adventure. Someone’s going to need to save your arse from your own mishap. Besides, I’d hate to see my home taken over by some self-important suck-up to the crown. Of course I’m going to go, but I’m going to complain the entire time anyway,” said Georgie. 

      Hue tried to hide his one-sided smile. “Thanks, friend.”

      They were interrupted by the guard letting one more person in. The Baroness of Retilk, also known as Elle, had her head covered in little fabric bunches to curl her hair for the next day. She wore an abundant wool robe and some old boots, hastily tied on. She paused at the broken window. “Oh my word…”

      She looked over at Peytra and her bandaged feet. “What in the goddess’s name is going on?”

      “Who called her?” said Hue.

      “I did,” said Marcus, throwing a few logs to restart the fire. “We need her help.”

      “Peytra, you need to tell us what happened,” said Hue. 

      She swallowed, not wanting to say what she had done, but was moved to act by necessity. Peytra told them all of it. She confessed to her conversation with Marii which gave her a plan to see her husband for the first time. How she waited until they were married, that way if he caught her in the act, then he would know that she loved him no matter what he looked like, because she had wed him without seeing him. How she would wait until he was fast asleep and light one small candle just to get a peak of the man behind the mask. 

      “What did he look like?” asked Kori.

      “Yes, what?” said Marcus and Elle simultaneously, leaning forward in exacting symmetry. 

      “He was… perfect. He would have been perfect no matter what, but he was something out of a dream. Not a scar on him, and he had this wild mane of golden hair, and this face,” she put up her hands and moved her thumbs in small circles, “this face that I could have sculpted from the smoothest clay and not come close to how perfect.”

      She looked over at the side table where Jors had placed his mask for the last time. Its eyeless sockets peered at her accusingly from that angle. “I had tried to sculpt it though,” she tilted her chin to it. 

      “No scars? No burns?” asked Gani.

      “Nothing. He was beautiful. Then there was this thing that crawled on his skin. It looked like a moving painting of eyes. When I looked at it, something got into my eyes! And, and…” She took a moment to breathe. She could still feel the needle-like pain in her skull. “I saw something, some dark place and then Jors. Then the wind came and he-he told me he forgave me. Then he was swept off like some of you saw.”

      “Those eyes must have been the curse,” said Georgie. 

      “Must have happened the day we were almost invaded. That has to be it,” said Kori. “No wonder he kept himself covered. A set of magical eyes that would attack someone if they looked at him. What a terrible fate for his grace. To think he had that and couldn’t tell a soul.”

      “That’s all, well, a bit much? I mean. Who would want to curse Jors?” said Elle. She’d gone frightfully calm, but Kori picked up at the strain of her voice, hidden in that practiced tone that charmed so many.  

      “To catch you up, Elle, Jors is Fregh’s son, and we suspect that the same winds that tried to capture the Polodians had cursed Jors and captured him, though we hope he is still alive and are planning to save him,” said Marcus. 

      “Oh, Jors is Fregh’s son…” Elle furrowed her brow. “You know, that makes a tremendous amount of sense.”

      “We need your golden tongue,” said Marcus, already going through Jors’ collection of books. He had begun to make a small pile on a blanket. 

      “Glad my reputation precedes me, but who will I be using my tongue on?” said Elle. 

      “We need a plausible cover story and for someone to watch over the situation,” answered Marcus as he tied up the bundle of books. “A good number of us will be leaving on short notice to rescue his grace and we need to do it in such a way that will not garner suspicion.”

      “Well, it’s rather obvious, isn’t it? His grace and his lady have already absconded by this evening after the festivities, post-dinner, for their honeymoon along the coast. They weren’t even here when some green-behind-the-ears guard broke the window while trying to secure it,” Elle said. 

      Hue’s eyes narrowed at the Baroness. “It’s a bit unnerving how easily you do that.”

      Elle brushed her shoulder. “It’s a gift. Some of us are made to keep secrets by necessity.” 

      Kori went to the door. “I’m off to get some supplies for this trip, Gani, can you pack some stores?”

      Gani and Kori left through the front, but not before letting Peytire in. He’d been pacing, upbraiding the guards for keeping him from his sister. It was Marcus who took him aside to let him know what had transpired. Elle had, in the meantime, gathered some clothing for Peytra, and helped lead her off to her study to dress. Peytra had tried to walk on her feet, but it was too painful, and Georgie had to carry her off to help her gain some privacy. 

      She was numb still, the pain of her feet the only thing that tethered her to her body, but in that shock, she started to hatch out a strategy. 

      “We can go through the secret passage that lets us out at the temple,” she said. “We all saw the general direction, so we’ll follow that way.”

      “Secret passage?” said Hue, unnerved that there was an area of the castle he was unaware of and was, therefore, unsecured. 

      “Yes, through Jors’ study. We can make our way there,” said Peytra.

      “I’ll get a wagon ready and we can sneak out that way,” said Georgie. 

      “Peytra, you can’t go on hunting for him. This is madness! Does anyone else here realize that this is madness! What are you supposed to do? Sculpt them to death? Send the guards, anyone else,” said Peytire, coming by where she was seated. He put his hands on her shoulder. “I know you’re strong and stubborn, but please, don’t do this to yourself. Don’t run off on something you might only find disappointment in. Please.”

      Peytra could not look Peytire in the eye. Her lashes were downcast, and in a soft voice only heard between the two of them, she said “I have to go. It’s my fault this happened, and it’s my duty to fix it. I don’t know what I will be able to do, if anything, but I need to do something. I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Peytire looked across the room at Marcus and their eyes met. “Well, then I’m going too.”

      “Now we can’t have everyone go—” said Hue.

      “Then don’t take everyone, but know I’m going.”

      “Me too!” shouted Marii, charging through the door preceded by Kori, both were carrying sacks.

      “What is she doing here?” barked Hue.

      Kori shrugged. “I needed the help bringing supplies, she was someone I thought could keep a secret, considering the circumstances.”

      Marii dropped her sack at the doorway and wrapped her arms around her sister. Peytra cocooned herself in her sister’s arms, just as she had all those times when they were children and she’d skinned her knee or had a terrible day. She closed her eyes, trying to let the warmth melt into her. 

      “I understand you want to go,” said Hue, quieted by the scene. “But we cannot take everyone.”

      “You can try and stop me, but family isn’t going to abandon family,” said Marii. 

      Hue swung his arms in the air, “Fine! But we still can’t all go. We won’t be able to travel inconspicuously with a runaway duchess if we take half the castle with us. Some of you are staying.”

      “I’ll stay,” said Una. “Someone has to keep things running smoothly. And I don’t know that I would do well in a fight.”

      Hue reached out a hand and braced her shoulder, relief evident on his features. “Good. Baroness, you are staying.”

      “I figured as much, what good is concocting a good lie if there is no one here to tell it?” she replied.

      They went one by one making their selections. At final count, it was Peytra, Hue, Georgie, Peytire, and Marii to make the trek to find Jors. Gani was firm that the staff would all starve and go to the pigs if she did not remain to manage them. Kori likewise was unwilling to leave her partner, but elected to help them take supplies up through the temple. 

      They packed and readied. Marcus left and came back with more texts that he had to bring, which caused Hue to let him have an entire lecture on the importance of traveling light, and how in the world would books help? Marcus argued that knowledge was their greatest power in this instance, but elected to take only four codices when Hue threatened to make him carry them by hand. 

      Peytra hobbled around her room the best she could. With Elle’s help, she was able to make a pack of some traveling clothing after rummaging through hers and Jors’ rooms. She packed a small set of her tools, though she could not say why, but she felt she would need them. One by one, she placed them in a leather carrying case and tied them together. The tools were newer than her old set, a gift for when she’d come to the castle in the spring and part of her payment. They had already grown worn from use, their fine, hardwood handles smooth and dipped from the ways she used her hands while she worked. These tools had made their mark on this castle, having been used to carve its wooden lintels. More than that, they had been the tools she had used to carve Jors’ mask. The face she had given him without ever seeing what was hidden beneath. 

      The guards had done well at stopping the worst of their disturbances, and that had allowed everyone to quietly gather their supplies. The party returned, packed and ready at Peytra’s chambers, except for Georgie, who had gone to ready a wagon and horses. Una and Hue said a private goodbye just outside the door, but everyone could hear Una’s sob and Hue’s whispered reassurances. Gani and Kori insisted on seeing the passage, and that it would be expedient for them to carry the food anyway. 

      Elle left a gentle kiss on Peytra’s forehead. “You go find my foolhardy friend and drag him home. The world is just a bit darker when he’s not in it.” She squeezed Peytra’s hand, and though the Baroness Elle was practiced at her own subterfuge, Peytra could hear the break in her voice. It was hard to believe that Peytra had once feared that this woman was a rival, now that they were such warm friends. 

      They said their tearful goodbyes, and Peytire went to pick up Peytra to help carry her through the passage. Before he could, Peytra took Jors’ mask from his bedside and laid a kiss to its forehead. She placed it on his pillow and was lifted away. 

      On her way out of the side door to the secret back passage, she took one long look at his rooms, knowing this might be the last time she ever saw them.
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      They had made it out of the tight passage with few scrapes. With Peytra unable to lead, they had to make their way in the dark by feel. Peytire could not resist making a comment about how his sister had taken advantage of Gani’s cooking, which made her pinch his shoulder, until they were fully fighting, and Marii, having had years to be the mature one, joined in on the fighting.

      While this was downright obnoxious to the rest of their little troupe, it brought Peytra back into herself. She was frightened down to her marrow, such that she had gone cold and distant. And though she wanted to crawl into herself and cry, and she let some of those tears run in the dark as they moved through the narrow tunnel, she had to hold out hope that Jors was still alive and that she could do something, anything, to find him. 

      They made it into the temple, unfolding themselves into a structure that hours before had been the site of her wedding. They sat near the entrance waiting for Georgie, while Kori and Gani fiddled with the packs, checking them for the hundredth time. Marii tapped her feet at the marble floor with an impatient burr at the end of her tongue. 

      “All right, now I might be a bit backward, but could someone please explain how the Polodians have anything to do with why the duke was kidnapped?”

      Gani pulled on Kori’s hand. “Well, you do tell it best.”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve told it, but I suppose I might as well while we wait,” said Kori. She sat herself on a nearby bench and fluffed out her skirts. As the castle’s resident storyteller, she had a natural inclination to move everyone’s mind away from the present, and into the deep past. The group had been sitting in candlelight, looking off into the distance for any sign of Georgie, but they turned when Kori started her tale. 

      “Years ago, before the age of Kings during the age of man, the goddess Fregh, the mother of passion and fields, fell in love. He were a grand poet named Polos, who wooed her with words so sweet, they may have been honey. And they were happy and loving, so loving in fact that they had five children: Ergos, Cloe, Matild, Ellith, and Hallow. All five were beautiful to behold, akin to their mother in looks and to their father in beautiful voice and song. 

      “But the winds grew jealous of how well loved their voices were, for the winds in the time before Kings, had the finest voices. They say that if you sit still, a breeze might sing to you, in an ancient song, to this day. Back then, the Winds took pride in their sound, and were mighty affronted that the children of Fregh had come to usurp their reputation. During a raging storm, they took the children of Polos, the Polodians, and scattered them around the globe so that they might never harmonize their voices again. The Winds underestimated their fortitude, and the Polodians took on many trials to be reunited in their home lands. 

      “Ergos, the brave, took to the water and defeated the great sea-turtle Annillé. After a battle that lasted for twelve days and nights, Ergos was the victor, and used the beast’s shell to swim home, taking months to travel the chaotic waters.

      “There was temperate Cloe, who had to hold her breath and walk through the lands of fire for seven days. When the flames came near, ready to singe and burn her flesh, she sang to them and they calmed to embers to let her walk through. 

      “Clever Matild beat the beast Kerab, the flying serpent, in a game of chance. For her gamble, he allowed her to ride him home. Ellith was captured by a band of thieves, but was able to flee after disguising himself as one of their number,” said Kori, pausing because they heard a wagon approach. “Well, that would be time for me to finish, so I’ll leave you with Hallow, who bought passage from the guard of the dead, only to meet her family on the other side.”

      Kori and Gani circled around their friends and embraced them one by one. Kori gave an especially hard squeeze to Peytra. “You’re the first Lady of the House we’ve had in a while, you better come back to us.”

      With bleary eyes, the duo helped them pack the wagon and waved goodbye. Peytra was lying in the bed of the cart, her feet bandaged and salved. More than she was frightened, she was impatient to see him again and to be on a journey home. They made way in the fading winter night to the north. 
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      They did not stop until well after first light. They had taken turns on the cart, except for Peytra, whose condition made it impossible for her to walk for more than a few feet. 

      “All right, if I remember correctly, we are about, oh, I’d say about three hours from the nearest village. But these horses are almost ready to drop,” said George as he stopped the wagon. 

      “I’ll get some wood, else I’m going to freeze all the best parts of me off,” said Peytire, taking off into the nearby tree line. 

      Marcus lifted himself back into the wagon, his hair sticking to his brow from the sweat of walking. Gone was the castle flirt, and in his place, a man with crow's feet and a pensive expression. Marcus had a severe belief that silence was not a virtue, and it was rare to catch him in such a serious mood. He’d been as quiet as a spirit the entire trek, enough to match Peytra’s countenance. Outside of Peytra, Marcus knew Jors best. They’d grown up as something resembling brothers. When Peytra looked back on it, Marcus was much the reason she and Jors had even ended up together. He knew that he had to test Jors’ affection by making Peytra the object of his. 

      There was her pain, a sore that completely encompassed her body and lungs such that it made it difficult to breathe. The fear, the anger, the exhaustion and the loss she refused to acknowledge. Seated across from her was a man who mirrored her loss in his own way. The man with the quips, the jeering, the flirtation had disappeared, in his place was a man aged by a sudden tragedy that had removed a staple from his life. 

      “Marcus, do you think the story is true? The Polodians?” Peytra asked.

      Marii paused going through a pack and walked over to listen. Her gold-streaked hair was turning gray in the winter morning light, and she too looked like a spirit entranced by the mention of the story. 

      He wiped his brow with the back of his hand, swiping a sweat-frozen lock from his face. “There is the story, and then there is the truth, and as far as I can tell, they may resemble one another, but they are not the same.” He picked up a book from his small pack and set it on his lap. “He’d asked me years ago to begin acquiring whatever I could of them, and when I tell you I scoured libraries and wrote to every university and archive across borders, believe it. We brought in texts, scrolls, records from all over, only to turn around and trade them for even older pieces… There were a number of us through all our correspondence that began to piece some things together. Other scholars were delighted by the puzzle of the Polodians and how that story had changed through its existence. While it would be better to ask Fregh herself, don’t think I have not tried, we’ve been able to piece something close to what we think is more history than tale.”

      “Well, then, tell that,” said Marii, having sliced up an apple and divided it up among them, her arms hooked over the wall of the wagon.

      “I won’t do it the justice Kori does, but I can lay out what we have surmised from comparing very, very old translations. We know that Polos was one of Fregh’s earliest recorded lovers. He lived in the western valley of the Gozali mountains some twenty-six hundred years ago, give or take a century. We know from early census that he was not, actually, a ‘poet,’ but that the Pre-Galarian word for ‘poet’ is similar to their word for ‘farmer,’ the former word meaning ‘to structure words,’ and the latter meaning ‘to structure land.’ He took on a wife then named Arak, and we do believe this to be Fregh, since her arrival coincided with a noticeable uptick in farm yields and births. It also sparked an unprecedented documented increase in artistic production. 

      “Polos was stated in his final census as having five children, their names alternate a bit through years of records. Sometimes Ergos is spelled as ‘Aeragost’ sometimes, ‘Irgos,’ for example, but that doesn’t seem to matter as much. We have a temple monastery record sometime later for a terrible storm that took over the region for days. There were reports of numerous missing persons, including the children of a well-established farmer. He has his death recorded a short time later, and there is note of property issues relating to the fact that he no longer had heirs. A decade after, there are census records of four children having returned, although after that the records get scarce. It’s around that time we begin to get the first legend of the Polodians.”

      “Only four, but that means—” said Marii. 

      “Yes, Hallow, the youngest, never returned,” said Marcus, now turning another tome in his hand. “We think the addition is apocryphal, added several years later from a passage in an early translation that alluded to ‘Hallow having gone to the valley of the dead.’”

      Peytra’s voice caught. “The other four survived, though, yes?”

      “In some fashion,” Marcus said, his face taking on a pallor too white for his past few-hours’ walk. “It was, they were changed. They say the children of the gods are as cursed by their talents as they are blessed by them. Being sired from a god comes with its own price.” He looked on into the distance. 

      “Let’s go back a tick, who is it that took the Polodians? Was it the winds?” asked Georgie after he finished removing a giant pebble that had gotten itself embedded in a horse’s hoof. 

      “You said the winds – does that mean your father?” Peytire was the next to go pale.

      “That’s where there is disagreement. Outside of my… siblings, it’s rare that gods congregate with one another. They have a tendency to still be aware of one another’s presence. Even by my own mother’s standards, my father, one of the winds, was not cruel and didn’t seem to care much about other gods or their children. A few years ago, when I started to dabble in spell work⁠—”

      “Like Magic?” said Marii, her eyes taking on a grand fascination. 

      “Oy, but magic doesn’t exist. The gods do, but not, you know, wizards,” said Peytire. 

      “I wouldn’t say that,” said Hue. “When you’ve been as well traveled as Georgie and I, you will have seen a thing or two that might challenge your skepticism.” He took a long pull from a canteen. “There are things we’ve witnessed, things I’ve seen with my own two eyes that could have been nothing but magic.”

      “Like what?” asked Marii.

      “Like crops that grew in a frost in a northern village. Like trees that spoke a warning to travelers. Or that time that old hermit conjured a sudden fence around the hillside he wanted to keep for himself. There’s a whole world out there with little we know, less we’ve perceived. What happened to our duke may have been something out of a tale, but we aren’t going to be able to deny that it happened,” said Hue. 

      “For once, I fully agree with Donahue,” said Marcus, looking beaten. 

      “How do you do magic then?” asked Marii. 

      In all her life, Peytra had never seen her sister so enchanted with anything. Marii was always the steady one, even-tempered. Teasing, sure. And all the Sike children were given a temper. As lovely as she was, Marii never made herself any more excitable than their calmest sibling. At the mention of magic, her eyes grew wild and her voice pleading. 

      “My studies are that of a novice. Much of it was to keep my family at bay. Where the gods go, wreckage follows. But magic comes from the gods as well, from understanding their essence, what it is they bring to their power and conjuring it. As I was saying, a few years ago I did perform a spell to get a sense of who might have been the cause of the attack on the castle. The spell took a number of tries, and ultimately was able to surmise that it was not all the winds. There are many gods of the winds, and they do bicker, but the North Wind has been missing for near millennia. That is who I suspect is the culprit, but I’ve never been able to do enough of the right spell on my own to be sure,” said Marcus.

      “Teach me,” said Marii. “Can you teach me magic? I could help with the spell.”

      “Now, Marii, you can’t seriously want to get caught up in all that,” said Peytire. He turned and piled a set of twigs in a ready-made campfire.

      “Of course I do!” Marii wiggled in her seat, moving and sounding as she did when she was a child and told she could have no more sweets. “Who wouldn’t want to? And it would probably do well for us to have another person with some knowledge considering we are likely taking on the North Wind. So yes, Marcus, teach me. I’m a quick student.”
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