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1. CONSEQUENCES

The crash of our wagon being driven up onto the rutted dirt road woke me from my sleep. An annoyed grunt escaped my lips as I sat up. Our escorts appear to be early risers. That’s my damn luck. Dim, predawn light filtered in from the small barred window that ran around the top edge of our wooden prison cart. With one last jolt the cart made it up from the side of the road, and the steady jostling of travel resumed.
Lia jolted awake on the bench beside me. She looked around in a panic, clearly unable to recognize her surroundings as her mind spun up to speed. I gave her a pleasant smile when she spun to face me. “Good morning, Lia. How did you sleep?” Her memory finally caught up with her and she turned away, her face red.
“Fine,” Lia whispered meekly. She pulled her legs up onto the wooden bench next to her and curled into a ball. The manacles connecting her hands and feet clinked softly as the wagon bounced her around. I reached out across the aisle and placed a hand on the metal cuff around her wrist.
“Please, let me remove the irons. You’ll be so much more comfortable without them.” The thoroughly shattered remains of my manacles clattered along the wooden floor as if to accentuate my point. “It’ll just take a second.” I had destroyed my own restraints in frustration while struggling to find a comfortable sleeping position. To my delight, the feat had been quite simple; a few seconds of meditation to suffuse the metal with mana and a single utterance of the word “Shatter” was all it took.
Lia recoiled at my touch. “No. I’m fine.” I saw a tear fall from the corner of her eye and land on her cheek. “Please, you don’t have to worry about me. I-I’m fine.” Her jaw clenched as she stifled a sob, and she buried her face in her crossed arms. Leaning up against the wall, she rocked gently along with the wagon in silence.
This is my fault. I withdrew my hand and watched her quietly, clenching my jaw at the sight of her pain. Lia had been inconsolable ever since we were thrown into the wagon in Atsal; although she had hardly said a word, I knew it was because she blamed herself for our capture. I tried to explain to her that it was my fault, but my words never seemed to reach her. I had failed to keep her safe in a fight I dragged her into and, more egregiously, I had made her a target for people looking to hurt me.
The guards had no idea who she was. She could have walked away and stayed safe. I closed my eyes and sighed as I leaned back against the wall. And yet, she stood by me. Though Lia constantly thanked me for my selflessness and generosity towards her, nothing could be further from the truth; I was indebted to her so fully that no amount of gifts or kindness could ever repay her.
Lia and her parents are the only people in this world who didn’t try to use me, kill me, or jail me the first time we met. If I hadn’t met her in that dungeon, I would still be the bitter, wrathful old man I was after arriving from Hedaat. I would’ve murdered my way out of that cell and been left wandering the countryside alone with my memories, without a purpose. I grimaced at the thought. How have I repaid her? I rebuffed her feelings for me, led her into a fight she wasn’t ready for, and got her arrested.
A jolt from the wagon pulled me from my introspection. We had stopped moving suddenly, and I heard the familiar footsteps of the guardsmen from outside. A gruff voice called out from behind the door at the back of the cart. “Back away from the door, prisoners. If you try to run, you’ll get no food for the day.” Heavy latches flipped and scraped, and after a pause the door opened. “If you need to relieve yourselves, speak now or—”
The guard’s hand flew to his sword when he noticed my manacle-free wrists. “Shit!” he exclaimed as his eyes scanned wildly around the interior of the wagon until he found the shattered remains of my irons.
I held out my wrists towards him and did my best to look contrite. “Sorry sir, my shackles broke. I think I need new ones.” Kicking at the metal shards, I cocked my head. “I’m not sure what happened.” Though I fought against it, a faint smile spread across my face.
His nostrils flared as his brow hardened, but his expression quickly turned to concern. “I need a new pair of shackles back here for the prisoner! A stronger pair!” he hollered around the side of the wagon, never taking his eyes off me. “I’m not sure what you’re playing at, but this sort of behavior isn’t going to be tolerated.” He straightened his shoulders and stared me down, but his confidence was undercut by the wavering break of his voice when he finished speaking.
“Sir, I really don’t think the irons are necessary at all. I’m not planning on running away, and I’m certainly not going to try and fight the whole caravan by myself. Plus, it’s not like the restraints could stop me should I change my mind.” I paused for a moment with a serious expression to let the statement sink in, then laughed brightly. “And they’re just so uncomfortable!” A second guard appeared and handed over a fresh set of thick metal chains, peering carefully through the open door at me before scurrying away.
I watched the indecision play across the guard’s face. It almost looked as though he agreed with me, but he shook his head and motioned me forward. “By the captain’s orders, you are to be restrained. No exceptions.” With a sigh, I scooted forward along the bench and allowed him to place the new manacles around my wrists and ankles. When he was finished, he pulled a bag from his belt and tossed it up into the cart. “Breakfast. For both of you.”
Lia let out a small squeak of surprise. She had been sitting quietly during my interaction with the guard, still curled into a ball facing the opposite end of the wagon when the bag of rations landed next to her with a dull thud. I turned to face her and saw the fear in her eyes. She’s worse now than she was in the dungeons. The thought filled me with self-loathing. Because of me.
“Lia,” I called out softly, “Do you need to use the bathroom?” She shook her head and looked away again. “I suppose we’re all set then,” I said, turning back to the guard. “Thank you for the food, sir. We’ll be seeing you again soon, I imagine.”
He watched me through squinted eyes for a moment, then closed the door and locked it without a response. The wagon resumed its rumbling advance soon after. I moved back to my seat across from Lia and took a moment to destroy my new shackles. “Shatter,” I murmured under my breath, activating the mana I had saturated throughout the bonds. The surface fractured along microscopic faults within the metal and came apart all at once with a sharp cracking sound.
I rubbed my wrists absentmindedly as I watched Lia. “I hate seeing you like this, Lia.” My voice was thick with remorse. “Can you talk to me about how you’re feeling? If there’s anything I can do to—”
“No!” she interrupted me sharply. The harshness of her tone seemed to catch her off guard, and she momentarily recoiled at the sound of her own voice. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to worry about me. There’s nothing you need to do.”
Carefully, I shifted across the aisle to sit in front of her on the wooden bench. “I’m always going to worry about you, Lia.” I clasped her hand gently in between both of my own. “We’ve always been honest with each other until now. You’re obviously in a lot of pain, and I want to help you in any way I can.”
Lia’s hand trembled as she looked up at me, sending tears cascading down her face. “I know...I know…” She leaned forward and rested her forehead against my chest, stifling a sob. “I’m n-not ready...to t-talk about it yet, is all.”
“That’s okay,” I whispered in her ear. My fingers ran down through her long hair in tender, soothing strokes. “I’ll be here for you, whenever you’re ready. Okay?” Lia nodded weakly in response. Wrapping her in my arms, I gave her a quick embrace and planted a light kiss on the top of her head. “Everything is going to be alright.”
The statement was as much for me as it was for her. While I wasn’t worried about our immediate wellbeing, I knew that every second brought us closer to Yoria and the Golden Throne. The promise of judgement awaiting us there still weighed heavily on my mind. Everything is going to be alright.
I moved back to my bench and sprawled out along its length. With my head cushioned against my arms at the far end of the wagon, I closed my eyes and exhaled sharply. Is everything going to be alright? The thought echoed through my mind uncontested as I struggled to think of an answer. If my past lives are any indication, our lives are about to get a lot harder.
My thoughts turned to my time in Hedaat, which immediately hardened the muscles in my shoulders and set my teeth to grinding. I should never have tried to run away with Lia. After everything I went through...after Alda. I knew it wouldn’t work, and I still tried to run. A bump in the road bounced my head forward violently. Fate isn’t going to let me get away, but at least I know it’s coming now.
It was a comforting thought, even if the inevitability of it was terrifying. Back in Alderea when I met with Lord Eadric, I had no idea what fate had in store for me. When fate came knocking again in Hedaat, I told it to fuck off. Even through the bitterness of the memory, I managed to crack a small smile. My memories give me an advantage this time around. I know that they need me, and I can use it against them. Plus, two lifetimes of combat training and mana reserves are great bargaining chips.
I cracked my eyes open enough to steal a glance at Lia. She was halfheartedly nibbling on a piece of hardtack and staring blankly across the cart. I was glad to see her eating, and her posture was markedly more relaxed than the tight ball she had been curled into earlier. Her safety is the only priority. It should be easy enough to negotiate her release, with compensation for her hardship and assurances of her continued wellbeing…
As nice of a fantasy as the idea was, I knew Lia would never accept it. She’s made it abundantly clear that wherever I’m going, she’s going too. I lingered on the idea for a moment, surprised at the pang of sadness I felt at the thought of her leaving. I wouldn’t want it any other way. She’s stuck with me as much as I’m stuck with her.
A particularly warm sunbeam shone down across my chest from the thin barred windows of the wagon, and I suddenly found myself struggling to stay awake. When she’s ready, Lia will tell me how she’s feeling. We’ll talk it out and...A yawn interrupted my train of thought momentarily. Everything will be alright. Having tossed and turned for most of the night prior, I was perfectly content to doze until Lia needed me. With a relaxed sigh I gave up the fight against my sleep-deprived brain and drifted off.
---
My face stung as wind and heavy sleet whipped against my cheeks. It melted and ran down to collect in the ragged salt-and-pepper beard which was tangled and frozen in the winter weather. As I trudged up the hill through knee deep snow, I traced a finger around the handle of the manasteel sword on my hip with exaggerated movements. Although I couldn’t see them, I knew there were people watching me, and they needed to know I wasn’t looking to be disturbed.
Even in the perpetual darkness of the storm, I knew where I was going; it was a path I had walked too many times to forget. As the slope leveled out, my destination finally came into view: a modest stone structure, thirty feet on each side and unadorned with any decoration or iconography, partially obscured by snow drifts at the top of the hill. The walls were made of a glossy black stone that looked to be carved from one solid piece, with no indication of an entrance on any side.
As I made my final approach, I reached into the breast pocket of my thick woolen coat and retrieved a tiny golden cylinder. It was the size of my pinky finger, with three uneven metal rods on one end and a cone-shaped spiked mesh on the other. When I reached the wall, I brushed a layer of snow and ice away to reveal a divot in the stone about the size of an apple. I pulled the glove from my right hand with my teeth and carefully pushed the cylinder into a small slot, and was rewarded with a small click as the three metal prongs found their sockets.
I pressed my thumb down hard onto the top spike of the device, puncturing my scarred flesh. Rivulets of blood flowed through the metal mesh into an unseen chamber, and the cylinder instantly whirred to life. Dull blue light shone up through the spiked top as a mechanism inside spun noisily. After a few moments of waiting, the wall before me trembled and began to sink into the floor, revealing a well-lit chamber within.
Kicking the snow from my boots against the outside wall, I retrieved the golden tube and entered the structure. A pale blue fluorescent light shone from the delicate crystals of a chandelier hung in the center of the room, casting wispy shadows out behind the sparse furnishings. Underneath the chandelier, raised slightly on a dais, sat a white marble sarcophagus. The sides were pristine lacquered rock, but the lid was covered in a carving of a large dahlia flower.
A long end table sat to the right of the sarcophagus, covered in tiny wooden figurines. I had lost count over the years, but I knew there were at least eighty figures in total. One wooden chair faced the sarcophagus, clearly showing its age with a cracked leather cushion and splintered feet. Immediately to my left at the entrance was a round stone pillar which stood about waist high. The flat top had the same indentation as the wall outside, and I slotted the glowing golden cylinder inside.
The exit closed up behind me in response, giving me a respite from the raging storm at my back. I crossed the room and sat down in the old chair, letting out a low groan of relief as I allowed my aching joints to decompress. For a while I sat in silence and stared at the sarcophagus wordlessly with my mind blank. It grew more difficult for me to put words to my thoughts as the days passed, and I had already said everything a hundred times over anyway.
“I brought you a new figurine today.” My voice squeaked and cracked with disuse. I reached into my front pocket and pulled out the carving. It was the size of a deck of playing cards, chiseled into the vague shape of a deer. “It’s an elk...or it’s supposed to be, anyway. I’m not quite as good as I used to be.” I showed my scarred hands to the sarcophagus with a low chuckle. “The trembling makes it difficult.” Carefully, I found a spot for it among the other figures and set it gently on the table.
I paused as I noticed the nearest group of carvings looked to be almost identical to the elk I had just set down. “Oh,” I said, disappointed, “I guess I already made you this one a few times.” My face fell, and my hand instinctively reached to the comforting grip of my sword; somehow, just touching the metal seemed to clear my mind and give me a renewed feeling of vigor. “I’ve been a bit forgetful lately. I have to write myself notes and pin them in places I see every day to make sure I...remember what’s going on.”
The phrase brought up a fresh memory, and my face darkened as I continued to speak to the empty room. “They came to the lab again today. Only three of them this time, but I think they’re getting smarter. One even managed to find the door. Not that it could ever figure out how to get it open.” I brushed the golden band in the handle of my sword with my thumb and stared vacantly through it, remembering. “If it weren’t for the combat enhancements, they would’ve gotten me by now, but…”
I trailed off, pausing to find the right words. “I don’t know if I want to keep going.” Saying the words aloud finally made real the thoughts that had been hanging over me. “What’s the point in fighting? I’m not fighting for anything, just...the habit of it. It’s all I’m useful for now, and I’m not even good at it anymore.” I ran my hand over the cold marble lid before me. “We should have left like you wanted. Jaren would have understood.”
Digging down through the layers of winter clothing, I found my bandolier strapped against my chest and pulled the slim silver needle from its clasp at the top. “That reminds me. It isn’t all bad news today. I’ve almost finished the universal needle.” I held it out at arm’s length and admired it. “It works for the first three orbs autonomously, and the fourth one works with concentration. I think with some clever rearrangements I’ll have a fully realized design—”
A spasm shook my arm and sent the needle clattering to the floor. I held it steady with my free hand and waited for the shaking to stop, grunting as waves of pain flooded down to my fingertips. When the episode subsided, I moved unsteadily to where the silver needle had landed and slotted it back into my bandolier. “Sorry,” I apologized to nobody, embarrassed.
From behind me, a faint beeping sound began to chime from the golden cylinder. I glared at it angrily and let out a defeated sigh. “Power’s almost out. It’s time for me to go.” I turned to retrieve the beeping device, but stopped myself and moved to the sarcophagus instead. I knelt down and rested my forehead gently against the stone. “I’m so sorry, Alda. I hope you can forgive me,” I whispered, every word threatening to catch in my tight throat. “I’m sorry. Forever.”
With a heavy cough, I stood and returned to the entrance. I pulled the cylinder from its slot and returned it to my pocket, which caused the stone door to slide open once more. The harsh wind immediately chilled my face as I walked outside into the elements and began my trek back down the hill. I looked over my shoulder just in time to see the door close again and plunge the interior of the crypt back into darkness. “I’m so sorry.”
---
The shaft of light I was basking in had shifted up to my face and shone down relentlessly on my eyes, waking me from my nap. I sat up lazily and rubbed my face, and was surprised to find it wet with tears. Quickly scanning the wagon, I was relieved to find Lia napping across from me, slumped awkwardly in the corner. I wiped the tears from my face, cleared my throat quietly, and attempted to suppress the memories of Hedaat.
Lia woke up an hour later with a large stretch, which brought a pained expression to her face. She rubbed her neck tenderly and attempted a few cautious shoulder rolls. When she finally noticed that I was watching her, she quickly turned her face away. “Good morning, Lux—” Lia cut herself off. “Oh, I mean, good afternoon. No...umm…”
I watched as she struggled awkwardly to find the right expression, doing my best to keep a straight face. My face broke out into a grin, and I quickly gave up resisting and laughed heartily. “Good morning to you too, Lia. How did you sleep?”
She put a hand on her shoulder and pressed gently against the muscle. “It’s hard to find a good place to sleep in here.”
“I could remove those for you,” I said, motioning to her cuffed wrists. “It might be easier for you to—”
Lia shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I don’t want to cause any more trouble for you.”
I moved to respond but decided against it. I already know where this conversation goes. “How about some meditation, then? I find that it can do wonders for sore muscles.”
“Actually, I was hoping we could talk about...things.” Lia spoke quietly as she fidgeted with her hands in her lap.
I sat up straight and gave her an encouraging nod. “Of course.”
She took a deep breath, held it for a beat, then sighed. “Okay. I wanted to say I’m sorry for letting you down in Atsal.”
“Lia, you didn’t—” I stopped when she held up a hand in protest.
“I’ve finally figured out what I want to say, and I want to say it all at once. Is that okay?” I nodded in silent agreement and let her continue. “I’m sorry for Atsal. I let my guard down and didn’t pay attention to my surroundings. I panicked when the guard grabbed me and didn’t think about how to get away until it was too late. You taught me those things, and I forgot them when it was most important.
“After we were taken, I wasn’t thinking straight. The only thought going through my head was that I let you down, and you were going to have to leave me behind because of that. My brain was all fuzzy after the fight and I wanted to curl up into a ball and cry.” She chuckled to herself. “And that’s what I did. But I knew deep down that I was wrong. I knew you didn’t blame me for anything, and that you wouldn’t leave me behind.”
Lia spoke with confidence as she continued. “We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for my mistakes, and I’m really sorry for that. I know that this situation is what you were trying to avoid above everything else, and I’m going to try my hardest to make it up to you. I’m going to practice and train every day to make sure this doesn’t happen again. No matter what happens when we get back to Yoria, I’m not going to leave your side.” She paused for a moment, then added, “If you’ll have me, of course.”
My jaw dropped as she finished. “Lia…” I managed to say, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “I’m so proud of you.”
Her eyebrows shot up as the sentiment caught her by surprise. “P-proud?”
I nodded. “Yeah, proud. Despite our current situation, you still managed to look back at everything that happened and gain some rational insights from it. You know what went wrong during our fight, you’re talking about how you’re feeling, and more importantly, why you’re feeling that way...” I gave her a slight shrug. “I guess your maturity caught me off guard, is all.”
Lia’s face burned a bright red. “Why wouldn’t you expect that I could be mature?! I’m an adult, and we’re basically the same age!” She fumbled over her words, clearly flustered. “I’m mature!”
“Now THAT’S the Lia I know,” I teased. She looked away and pouted as I laughed. “I’m sorry, Lia,” I said as I wiped a tear from my eye, “you know I’m teasing you, right?” I stood and moved across the wagon to sit beside her, and she glared daggers at me in response. “Oh, c’mere, you,” I chuckled playfully, putting an arm over her shoulders. Lia looked away and held her nose up in feigned indignation, but she eventually leaned her head back in my arm.
“I appreciate that you talked to me about how you were feeling. I hope we can always be open and honest like this in the future, too.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze. “You’re the only person I’d want by my side in this world, Lia. I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe.”
She snuggled into my shoulder and let out a contented sigh. “Thanks, Lux.” We sat quietly and enjoyed each other’s company, comfortable in the temperate autumn weather. The road had smoothed significantly since our morning departure and made for a much less jarring ride. After a few minutes Lia was dozing against my chest, and I made no effort to resist falling asleep myself. As I rested my head atop hers, I caught the familiar airy scent of mint from her hair, and I joined her in sleep with a smile on my face.
The sky was a pale orange when the wagon stopped again and roused me from my nap. I gently extricated my arm from behind Lia’s head and shifted back to my bench as a single set of heavy footfalls moved along the side of the cart. The locks on the door were removed and, without a shout of warning, the doors creaked open. To my surprise, the commander of the guard company stood at the exit. He examined us with a chiseled, emotionless grimace that looked as though it hadn’t left his face in decades.
I gave him a jovial wave, clearly displaying my bare wrists. “Good afternoon, sir. I didn’t expect to see you bringing us our dinner.”
His cold, steely eyes bore through my false cheerful demeanor as he stared at me wordlessly. After a long pause, he turned to look at Lia. “Girl, come here.” She flashed me a quick look of uncertainty before she stood and crept carefully to the exit. The commander gave her a brief inspection, then reached into his pocket and fished through its contents. His hand emerged with a small steel key, which he inserted into Lia’s manacles and gave a hard turn. The cuffs fell to the floor with a heavy thud.
“This is your last chance to relieve yourselves for the night,” he said, his gruff voice cool and even. Turning to allow us exit, he motioned to a patch of trees. “Any attempts to escape will be met with severe punishment.” He met my gaze as he spoke his warning and gave me a knowing look.
I nodded in return as I stood to exit the wagon. “Thank you, sir.” Lia hopped down to the ground, and I followed suit. We were at the side of a road I recognized, having traveled it by foot in the other direction only a few days prior. Two wagons flanked our prison cart on either side with a large collection of guards milling about between them. Directly to our right, four men with crossbows eyed me anxiously.
Lia and I returned to the cart immediately after finishing our business in the thicket. I waved at the men with crossbows as we passed, which drew looks of disgust from two of them, and a look of panic from the others. My lips tightened as I resisted the urge to laugh. When we reentered the cart, the commander set another bag of food on the bench. “Don’t make me regret this,” he called out as he picked up the unlocked manacles.
“Of course not, sir. I greatly appreciate it,” I responded in earnest.
He turned to close the doors but paused to look over his shoulder. “It’s Savitz. Third Company Commander Savitz.”
The statement surprised me. “Oh. Thank you, Commander Savitz.” Without a response, Savitz closed the wagon doors and locked the latches before heading back towards the front of the caravan. I moved to the door and retrieved the food, only now realizing I hadn’t eaten anything for almost a full day. After choosing a plump asperfruit from the meager selection, I handed the bag to Lia and took my seat.
“So…” Lia said as she picked through the offering, “What do we do now?”
I smiled as I took a bite from the fruit, pausing a moment to savor the delicious spiced jelly inside. “Well, we’ve spent two days relaxing in luxury here so far. I think it’s time we get to work.”
***




2. BREAKTHROUGH

A bead of sweat dripped from Lia’s nose down to the wooden floor, jostled by the rumbling of our wagon. She sat cross legged with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes closed. Although the morning air was cold enough to make our breath visible, we were both hot and red faced from exertion. I studied Lia intently through my closed eyelids, watching her mana rush down her limbs and cascade back to her core in time with her breathing. The warm amber glow her energy radiated grew brighter every day we practiced together. She’s getting stronger. Quickly.
With a gentle push, I sent my mana skating off along the floor to cover the entirety of the cart. My mental world grew brighter as the details of the wagon appeared in sharp white lines, contrasting against the empty black void surrounding me. Before my mana reached the wheels, I paused with a slight grin on my face. I’ve never tried detection magic while moving before. This may prove...interesting. With my scientific curiosity piqued I pushed forward, moving the energy down along the wooden wheels to the ground.
The increased draw on my mana reserves was immediate. As soon as the energy touched the ground it was quickly whisked away behind us, leaving a long streak of vision in my mind of the distance we had traveled back to the first point of contact I had made. I compensated somewhat effectively by attempting to match the speed of my mana spread along the ground with the speed of the wagon; my efforts created an odd zone of vision where the road ahead entered my mental map, rushed through to the edge of my mana behind us, and then vanished as quickly as it came. Unfortunately, the effect also wreaked havoc on my inner ear and churned my stomach violently.
I withdrew the mana after a few more seconds of observation. When the energy receded back into the wagon my gut lurched again; once I could see only the cart displayed in my mind, the movement I had grown accustomed to compensating for ceased immediately and confused my sense of balance and direction. I took a few seconds to breathe in an attempt to settle my motion sickness. That is an...interesting caveat to this ability. I guess I should have practiced with walking before I jumped straight into cart travel.
Once my head had stopped spinning, my attention shifted back to Lia. She was channeling mana in a circuit around her body, increasing and decreasing the flow in time with her breath. I watched as a wave of energy pulsed down one leg, bounced back up to her core, and then moved to her right arm. A wide smile spread across my face. She’s having fun with it. My eyes opened as I recalled my mana and let out a contented sigh. I bet she could handle it now.
“Lia,” I called out softly to avoid startling her, “I have something new I’d like to teach you.”
Her eyes snapped open in response, and I could see the excitement play clearly across her face. “What is it? A new spell?”
“Sort of. I wouldn’t necessarily call it a spell, but it’s an ability using your mana.” I chuckled after hearing the words aloud. “I guess that sounds a bit silly. Semantics aside, yes, it’s a new spell. I’ve been calling it detection magic, or Detection for short.”
Lia leaned forward to rest her chin in her hands and looked up at me excitedly. “Detection magic...okay! What does it do? How do I do it?”
I laughed at her unbridled enthusiasm. “Alright. Place your hand flat against the bench beside you.” I moved my hand to demonstrate, and she mimicked the position. “We’re going to channel our mana down to the bench, but instead of trying to suffuse the whole thing like we do with our swords, we’re going to let it flow out along the surface in a thin layer. If you can maintain your focus, you should be able to see whatever the mana is touching displayed in your mind.” I paused for a moment, uncertain. “Does that make any sense? I’m not sure if I’m putting it to words correctly. It’s hard to describe stuff you can’t really...see, you know?”
Lia nodded. “No, I understand! We’re outlining the objects instead of completely filling them, because we aren’t trying to use the mana to activate a spell, right?” I tried to respond, but she continued with a new idea. “Oh! That means we don’t actually use the mana at all! We can pull it back without wasting it.”
“That’s right!” The speed at which Lia picked up the idea was impressive. “You’re getting pretty good at this magic stuff, Lia. You must have had a good teacher.” I raised my eyebrows jokingly and laughed. She rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically as she settled into her meditative stance without a response. Mana flowed down from my legs to the floor and covered the interior of the wagon once again as I prepared to give Lia pointers. “Okay, give it a try. Even though you’re not losing the mana, it can still be a taxing—”
I stopped short and watched in awe as the glowing amber energy flowed down Lia’s arm and spread out over the bench with effortless speed. The aura expanded in a circle from her hand, climbing up around the rest of her body and down to the floor below her. She paused for a moment to laugh and waved her hand in front of her face. “I can see it!” she exclaimed. “I can see my hand! And the bench, and the floor too!” The mana resumed its steady crawl forward and flowed towards me. When it reached my boot Lia squealed loudly, and the energy recoiled to a tight circle around her.
“So bright!” Lia called out, her voice full of wonder. “That was so bright! What was that?” Without waiting for a reply she probed out again with her mana until it reached my foot, then retreated away with a squeaking laugh.
You never cease to amaze me, Lia. “That’s me. More specifically, it’s my toes.”
“Your toes?!” She laughed incredulously. “Why was it so bright? It hurt my eyes! Well, I guess it didn’t actually do that...but it felt like it did for a second.” Lia opened her eyes and examined me. “It was like I was staring at a bolt of lightning, but it was bright blue instead of white. Why does your foot look like that?”
I shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. My current theory is that everybody’s mana looks a little bit different. The color, the...feel of it, I guess? It’s still pretty new to me. The brightness, on the other hand, is something I’m pretty confident about. The more mana something has, the brighter it looks through your detection.”
Lia leaned back against the wall and took a breath. “Wow. You looked so bright, I could hardly see myself in comparison.”
“Well, I’ve been training for a lot longer than you have. The more you practice, the brighter you’ll get. I think.” I reached out and patted her knee. “Don’t forget, you’ve only been training for a few weeks! The progress you’re making is incredible, Lia.”
“Thanks, Lux. You are a pretty good teacher, after all.” She clapped her hands lightly and put on a serious expression. “I’m going to try it again.” She settled into her meditation stance and placed her hands down flat on the bench beside her. Almost immediately, I saw a puzzled look on her face. “Everything looks...different this time. It’s darker.”
“Oh, right.” I sent out a wave of detection magic and chuckled as Lia shivered in response to the rush of mana. “How about now?”
“I see it! Because it was covering everything already on my first try, I didn’t realize it was actually your mana.” Lia reached out towards me once again, pausing for a moment when it met my foot. Slowly, the amber aura crept up my legs and surrounded my body, covering me in the warm familiar feeling of Lia’s energy. “This is...incredible,” she said, barely louder than a whisper.
We spent the next hour in meditation as we both experimented with detection magic. I tried to scan further along the ground with each successive attempt and succeeded in reaching the nearest wagons to us in the caravan before I had finished. The queasy feeling in my stomach amplified every time I transitioned from the wagon to the ground, and I took frequent breaks to avoid getting overwhelmed.
While I worked on extending my range, Lia focused on examining objects out of her visual range. She picked up on the technique much quicker than anything we had practiced before; with a few minutes of training, she was laughing with joy as she watched the horses pulling our cart in her mind. At my warning, she kept her mana confined to the wagon to avoid the disorienting effects I was experiencing, although I could tell she was tempted to try regardless.
Despite working on my own experiments, I kept a close eye on Lia throughout the training. I found her immediate progress fascinating, given how hard she had to work at other magic and combat techniques. Her sunny disposition was comforting to see after the incident in Atsal, and the ease with which she controlled her new ability only strengthened her resolve. By the time we had finished our session she was flushed and covered in sweat, but nonetheless had a shining smile on her face.
“At the rate you’re picking this up, you’ll be teaching me about it soon enough!” I laughed as I rested my head against the wall behind me. “I only figured this out while we were travelling, so I haven’t found all the nuances yet.”
“I wish it didn’t make me so tired! All I want to do is keep playing with it,” Lia sighed and leaned back on her hands dreamily, until a look of recognition flashed across her face. “This is how you knew the guards had found us back in Atsal, isn’t it? Did you use it to keep track of everyone during the fight, too?”
“Yes, and no. I was practicing with Detection when I found the guards waiting for us that morning, but I’ve never used it during a fight.” I cocked my head to the side in thought. “I’m not sure my brain could keep up with all of that information in combat. I’ve never tried it, though.” I’ve got to try using Detection during our next sparring match.
A few moments went by before Lia broke the silence. “So...are there any other new abilities you can teach me?”
I chuckled and clicked my tongue at her. “You certainly are the eager student today, aren’t you?” She scrunched up her face at me and pouted as I laughed. “Unfortunately, that’s all I can think of right now. At least in terms of magic; we aren’t in a position to do much physical training on this trip, but I have plenty more to teach you in that arena.”
“I promised I was going to train harder!” Lia said with a slightly defensive tone. “I was just hoping there were other new things you didn’t bring up yet.”
“Learning new techniques isn’t the only way to advance with magic, you know.” I counted out on my fingers as I continued. “You can increase your mana reserves through practice and meditation, you can grow your understanding of magic through studying, you can practice activating your mana through runes…” I trailed off as I tried to think of more avenues of study.
Lia considered the list for a while. “Now that I think about it, I don’t really know anything about what magic really is. I thought I did, but that was before I met you. With everything you’ve taught me…” There was concern in her eyes as she searched for the right words. “Lux, is it all a lie? The Unity Church, the Primes...everything?”
“No, it’s not a lie. How do I put this...” I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “In every world I’ve been to, there has always been a story to explain why things are the way they are. No matter where you are, people want to feel in control. If you can’t explain why the world exists and give yourself a reason for being, it’s hard to believe you can control anything. So we do what we do best: Tell stories.
“In the world I was born in, most people believed in some sort of God, or Gods. Different people believed varying versions of the story, but they mostly stuck to the same core ideas. It’s these same tenets that show up everywhere; if you follow the rules, good things will happen to you, and if you break the rules, bad things happen.” The attempt to think back on my first life was difficult, like trying to look at something through a fog-covered window. “We didn’t have magic in my world, so we didn’t have to explain that.
“The beliefs of the Unity Church seem very logical to me. If you believe that each basic element of the world is created and controlled by a powerful being of some kind, it’s easy to attribute magic to each of those beings as well.” I shrugged as I thought through the logic. “The first time somebody created fire from nothing, what would seem more reasonable to them? That they had an invisible energy inside of them which, through the perfect circumstances, could power the creation of fire? Or that the Primeval of Fire they’ve learned about their whole life saw fit to bless them with a fraction of its power?”
Lia sat quietly and mulled over the idea, her discomfort clear in her demeanor. I moved across the aisle and placed a comforting arm over her shoulders. “I’m not saying that the Primevals aren’t real. They might very well have created this world and everybody in it, and are watching us right now. But the one thing I know for sure is that no matter what world I’m in, the rules of magic and mana have been the same.”
I put on a didactic, over-the-top voice in an attempt to bring some levity to the situation. “Rule number one: Mana is created naturally inside of all living things. Until recently, I believed it was only humans and other intelligent species, but Detection magic has proven that to be false. You saw the mana flowing inside the horses pulling our wagon, right?” Lia’s face lit up with a small smile as she nodded.
“Rule number two: Mana is the sole energy source that powers magic. That one is pretty simple so far, but I still have some testing to do when it comes to magic items before I’m fully confident.” Although I had never been a teacher, I felt strangely comfortable in my impromptu lecture. “Based on everything I’ve taught you during our training, can you guess what another rule might be?”
There was a pause as Lia chewed her lip in thought. “In all the stories I’ve heard about wizards, they used staves and orbs to cast spells, and we always use our swords. Is that a rule?”
I nodded excitedly. “That’s right! The reason you always tend to see gems in wizard implements is because of the atomic structure—” I cut off suddenly, scrambling for a better description. “Um, it’s because gems are made up of very reliable materials in specific, repeating patterns. Mana has a much easier time flowing through materials like that. Metal is made the same way, which is why we can use our swords to cast spells.” Satisfied with my explanation, I moved on. “The fourth rule—”
“I have a question.” Lia looked up at me innocently, her amber eyes glinting in the early afternoon sun.
“Of course. Ask away.”
“Why do you...need an implement, to cast magic?” she asked haltingly. “If magic comes from converting mana into energy, why can’t you do that inside your body?”
“That’s a great question,” I responded happily. “Technically, you don’t need an implement to cast magic. Just like, technically, you don’t have to say an invocation to cast magic. In extremely stressful or dangerous situations, your body can unconsciously activate all sorts of abilities. I’ve used magic abilities in combat that I still can’t reproduce now, even after lots of thought and practice.” The memories of Jack writhing in pain with black smoke billowing from his chest floated to the front of my mind, and I winced reflexively.
“I know a lot of the rules I have about magic aren’t entirely true, but I’ve never been able to break them on purpose, so I like to think that those situations are exceptions. I never met anybody in Alderea who could use combat enhancements without a weapon, so I’ll keep that rule until I know how to break it reliably.” I chuckled and smiled at Lia. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll be the one to figure it out.”
Lia’s face set into a mask of determination. “I can try,” she said as she settled into a meditative stance.
“I didn’t mean right this instant, Lia.” With a grin, I reached out with Detection to watch her experiment. “I’ve gone down a few routes trying to cast without an implement, but I think the...I, uh…” My words stopped as my mind became singularly focused on Lia.
“Lesser Agility...Lesser Agility...Lesser Agility,” she chanted under her breath. The spell didn’t take effect, but whenever she spoke the words her mana pulsed throughout her whole body and shone a bit brighter. It was an effect I had never seen before, even in myself. I quickly followed suit and intoned the words, but saw no pulse within my body as expected. “Lesser Agility...Lesser Agility…”
With every incantation Lia’s mana reacted differently. It pulsed in one location, then in multiple places at once, then bounced between her core and her shoulder blades in rapid succession. What IS this? HOW is this? I watched in stunned silence as the patterns slowly changed, as if the mana itself was testing every possible permutation inside her. I began to notice repeating sequences in the flow as her chant continued, and the energy grew brighter with every attempt.
With a final whisper Lia’s mana flashed a brilliant gold, and a dim green glow flicked into existence across her body. Her eyes snapped open as she looked at me in disbelief. “Did...did that work?” We sat together quietly as we tried to process what had happened.
My mind buzzed with too many thoughts at once; extreme pride in my student, stunned disbelief, and a burning curiosity to break down exactly what happened were chief among them. Lacking the wherewithal to respond appropriately, I let out a loud bout of unstoppable laughter and pulled Lia into a tight embrace. As I caught my breath enough to speak, I nodded into her shoulder. “Yeah...yeah, you did it, Lia.”
She giggled as she hugged me back, and we both soon devolved to a cackling mess in response to the unbelievable events that had transpired. “I said...I said maybe you,” I gasped as I rocked back between howls of laughter, “maybe you could figure it out. And you!...” My sentence broke down into a wheeze, and I slapped my knee for emphasis.
“And I just...did it!” Lia hooted, tears streaming down her face. “Just, first try! Did it right there!” She pulled me in and cackled into my chest as she shook her head back and forth. My cheeks hurt from smiling and my vision blurred with tears as I desperately tried to regain my composure.
After a long period of heavy panting and intermittent chuckles that threatened to throw us back into chaos, I held enough self control to speak clearly again. “Lia, that really was incredible. With all my time spent studying mana, I never once managed to do what you did here today.” I placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “You should feel extremely proud of yourself.”
A large smile spread across her face as she accepted my praise. “Thanks, Lux. I’m not sure exactly what I did, it just sort of...felt right?” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, that’s not very helpful for you. I’m still so new to magic, I don’t know why it worked for me and not for you.”
I smiled. “If I had to guess, it’s precisely because you’re new to magic. Once I taught you the basics of controlling mana, you were ready to learn anything and everything I could teach you. It’s probably why you picked up Detection so quickly as well; you didn’t have any bad habits or preconceived notions of how things should work.” I tapped my chest lightly. “I, on the other hand, spent years using only certain magics in very specific ways. I most likely developed a lot of bad habits and ideas that are holding me back.”
“If you’re feeling up to it, I’d love to watch you do it again and attempt to talk through the process,” I asked. “It’s far too valuable of a skill for me to pass up, now that I know it exists.”
Lia nodded vigorously. “Of course! I need to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.” We both settled down into comfortable positions and renewed our meditation. When I scanned out with my mana, I sensed immediately that something had changed inside of her. The usual warm glow of amber energy was underscored by a system of rich yellow pathways, all of which branched from her core outwards to her extremities. The new structures sparkled with an energy that looked entirely foreign to me.
As she channeled her mana in the usual gentle waves, the newly formed pathways it followed lit up in response. It only took her a single incantation of “Lesser Agility” for the spell to take effect; As soon as the words left her lips the golden energy flared to life, and the enhancement traced its usual green glow around her figure. Once the activation was complete, the pathways faded back to their dull yellow resting state, and her mana depleted as it normally had before.
I shook my head, unable to grasp the new mechanisms I was witnessing. “Lia, do you feel any different now?” I scratched the back of my head in confusion. “Something about your energy looks...changed. In a way that I’ve never seen before.”
Lia shook her head. “No, not really. When I tried to use the mana, there was maybe a...different sort of tingling in my arms and legs, if that makes any sense? Everything felt normal before that.” She tilted her head to the side and frowned. “I guess...it’s hard to describe. It’s like I suffused my whole body with mana, like you would a sword. Except I wasn’t specifically trying to do that, and I don’t think I’m casting magic from my skin. Maybe it was my bones? It sort of...worked on its own, that first time.”
My thoughts began to drift as Lia continued to explain the new feeling as best she could. Is it...her mana channels? I’ve always known they existed as a concept, but I didn’t think they had a physical form. Wouldn’t literal channels for mana have been discovered in every autopsy ever performed, if that were the case? Did she physically manifest them? I scowled in disappointment at being stumped by a new ability for the first time since training with Brusch in Alderea.
I realized too late that Lia had asked me a question. “I’m sorry, what?” The words were overly harsh for the situation, but she didn’t seem to notice.
“Do you want to watch me again?” she repeated patiently. Gesturing to the wagon around us, she continued with a kind smile. “It’s not like we’re in a rush. I don’t mind repeating it as many times as you need.”
“Thank you, Lia,” I said, returning her smile apologetically. “Unfortunately, I don’t know if watching you is going to give me any more insight. I’m stuck in the aggravating position of needing to know how something feels to understand it, but I can’t feel it without understanding it first. You know what I mean, right?”
“Definitely! I know how frustrating that is.” Lia leaned forward and put a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry that I can’t explain it very well. I wish I could give you the feeling somehow, exactly as I feel it.”
“It’s alright. You’ve already been such a big help. And don’t forget, you just developed a new magic skill that I bet nobody in the world has ever seen!” I patted her hand. “I don’t want you to feel disappointed about anything. I’m sure that with some practice, and some more studying later, I’ll figure out what…” A memory rushed to the front of my mind. She CAN give me the feeling.
“Lia.” I looked at her with newfound purpose and took her hand between mine. “Do you remember the night when you first unlocked your mana? Do you remember how it happened?”
Lia reddened and looked away, either surprised by my abrupt tonal shift or uncomfortable from the physical closeness. “O-of course I do. I didn’t really understand what you did at the time, but thinking back on it now...you gave me some of your mana, right?”
“That’s right,” I said with an emphatic nod. “I didn’t give it much thought at the time, but I noticed an unintended side effect of my channeling mana through your body. I’m not sure why, but at that moment I felt like…like I was...” I let out a frustrated breath as I struggled for words. “It was like I could sense through you. The line where my body stopped and yours began was blurred, and I could feel your body like it was my own.” The blush of Lia’s face grew darker, and she nodded her acknowledgement quietly.
“Maybe, if we do that again, I could feel through you and figure out how to replicate it in myself.” I knew it was an absurd request, and felt a pang of guilt at putting Lia in a potentially awkward situation. Carefully, I dropped her hand and slid back on the bench. “I must sound like an insane person, getting all serious on you like that. I’m slowly coming to the realization that I know even less about magic than I thought. I know I’m asking a lot of you, so please don’t feel obligated—”
“No. No, I want to do it,” Lia affirmed. “I said I wanted to help you however I could, and I think this could help.” She gave me a sly grin. “You did sound a little intense, though.”
I laughed, relieved by her levity. “Sorry, I got a bit excited there.” I swung my legs up onto the bench and turned to face her. “So, this might feel a bit...weird. You have control over your own mana now, and I’m sure that will help, but this is mostly uncharted territory for me.” Once I was comfortable, I held my hands out to her with my palms facing upwards. “Are you ready?”
After a deep breath, Lia nodded and placed her hands in mine. “Ready.”
“Okay. I’m going to reach out with my mana now. I imagine it’s going to be a strange experience, and your body will most likely try to resist a foreign force. Just do your best to relax,” I said calmly, in an attempt to set the mood appropriately. With careful restraint, I channeled energy down to the tips of my fingers. I could see her mana buzzing vibrantly in her hands in anticipation. “In three...two...one…”
I gave a gentle push as the energy suffused up through my skin and attempted to enter through hers. As I expected, I found a level of resistance far greater than anything I had encountered before. My mana stopped hard against her hands as Lia’s body flared with an angry burnished gold energy. Instead of increasing my force to try to overwhelm her defenses, I held the pressure constant at a light push and observed her response. “Whenever you’re ready, Lia. Take your time.”
Lia replied with a soft grunt of effort. We sat quietly for a while, completely engrossed in our efforts, until she hissed in frustration. “I can’t make it stop,” Lia whispered. “No matter what I do, I can’t put down the barriers and let you in.”
“Let’s try a different approach. Why don’t you reach out too?” I could tell Lia was angry with herself, so I spoke with the most pleasant tone possible. “Maybe if you extend your mana outwards, it’ll leave a gap in your defenses that I could use.”
She raised an eyebrow at the statement. “I’m not really sure it works that way Lux, but I’ll do my—”
A small amber tendril of energy snaked its way out from her finger and pressed down into my palm, and I felt the consistent pressure I held on my mana break as a rush of blue lightning raced up and snuck past the newly exposed gap in her defenses. Whatever Lia was trying to say was immediately cut off as the world seemed to catch fire. My arms seized reflexively as a vibrant rush of yellow energy cascaded through my body. I watched in fascination as it rapidly suffused my whole being, somehow able to coexist alongside my own mana.
As I experienced the new sensation, I had a dim awareness that Lia was in a similar situation. With my mind completely overloaded, my mana had charged forward with reckless abandon. In just a few moments it mapped out her entire body and began to circulate through it passively, as it often did within myself. The frantic pace of exploration eventually slowed, and I regained a small measure of control of the electric blue energy. As the initial sensory overload of Lia’s mana began to recede in kind, another feeling grew to take its place.
My initial theory proved to be correct; wherever my mana flowed, I gained a passive awareness of the sensations felt there. I could see Lia’s clothing in my mind with detection magic, but I could also feel it resting against her skin. I could feel her small, soft hands resting atop mine, but through her hands I felt my own calloused skin holding them up. The impossible duality of the situation consumed every ounce of processing power my brain could muster.
We sat frozen in place for what felt like hours, completely transfixed by our efforts. As I adapted to the new feeling my mental faculties began to return, and I realized that every muscle in my body was tensed and screaming in exertion. I let them relax and gave Lia’s hands a gentle squeeze. Immediately, I felt the gesture from her perspective and had to pause a moment to resist the urge to shudder. “Are you still with me, Lia?” I managed to pant.
There was a long pause before I felt the words leave her mouth. “I’m...okay.” Her words were heavy with strain. “This is...really...difficult...to keep up. I’m going to use...a little spell, and then...we can stop?”
“Only if you feel up to it,” I replied, concerned. “We can stop right now if you need to.”
Lia shook her head weakly in response. She began to breathe in deep, rhythmic breaths, and I felt a portion of her mana within me recede. It coursed back into her body and flashed as she whispered, “Lesser Agility.”
Everything crystallized for me in an instant. It’s so simple. I felt the muscles in Lia’s body relax all at once as she fell forwards into my arms, exhausted. Her mana withdrew all at once, and for a moment it felt as though my body was only half full. I’ve been so stuck in my ways thinking I had any idea of how the rules of magic worked. I would never have figured this out, no matter how many lifetimes I spent. I leaned back and gently guided Lia down to lay in my lap. I dropped one of her hands and scratched the top of her head; it felt surprisingly good even as it unnerved me to experience it from her perspective.
I watched her break my rules, plain and simple, and I still subconsciously believed she was following them. She wasn’t channeling mana into her skin and bones, and she wasn’t suffusing her mana channels into physical pathways. I laughed at the beautiful simplicity of the idea. It’s just her mana. Lia wanted to activate her mana, and her body figured out how. Without my false rules holding her back, she solved it so quickly.
I held my hand up in front of my face and turned it over in observation with a laugh. The soft pulse of mana within me was comforting and familiar, but there was a new depth to it that I could see for the first time. With a smile, I reached inward and replicated the feeling I had experienced within Lia. “Lesser Agility,” I whispered as I pulled on my mana. A green shimmer flicked to life across my body. Inside my hand, I saw the mana grow slightly dimmer as my body consumed it to power the spell.
“Huh?” Lia’s eyes lazily slid open. “Did I...fall asleep again?” She tried to sit up but abandoned the attempt in short order. “Oof.” A tired laugh escaped her lips as she laced her fingers into mine.
I ended the spell and pulled my mana back from Lia, and was once again filled with an overwhelming loneliness. The look that came to Lia’s face told me she felt the same, but the feeling quickly passed. “You passed out for a few seconds,” I said with a smile. “Sorry about that.”
“Did it work? Did you figure it out?” She looked up at me with sleep-filled eyes.
I nodded. “It worked.”
Lia let out a loud sigh of relief. “That’s good. I don’t think I want to do that again for a while.” We shared a laugh at the sentiment. “It wasn’t painful or anything, just...strange. And tiring.” She yawned, punctuating her point. “I think I need a real nap now.”
“Well, you’ve earned it.” I pushed a stray strand of black hair out of her face. “You did just discover the greatest advancement magic has ever seen. I think you deserve a rest.”
She pouted at me. “No teasing, please Lux. I’m too tired.”
“I’m serious.” I looked down into the deep amber pools of her eyes. “You’re really amazing, Lia.”
A smile spread wide across Lia’s face as small tears pooled in the corners of her eyes. She stared up at me for a few moments, then rolled onto her side and snuggled into my lap. “You are too, Lux,” She said softly.
For a brief moment, nothing else mattered apart from our small world together inside the wagon. I felt a warmth grow in my cheeks, and my heartbeat rose far above its normal rate. When I noticed the changes, a harsh mix of guilt and shame grew in my gut. No. No, I can’t do that. I can’t. I pushed away the feelings with a ragged breath and leaned my head back against the wall. Lia’s breath told me that she had already fallen asleep, and I intended to join her as soon as possible.
She deserves better.
***




3. THE GOLDEN THRONE

The next week of our journey back to Yoria was filled with nonstop magic training. I made it my goal to find every limitation and oddity of our new ability in an effort to rebuild my understanding of the fundamentals of magic. How long could I maintain a single enhancement? Did casting without an implement consume a different amount of mana than casting with an implement? Was there a difference in the difficulty of using multiple enhancements at once? A new world of questions had been opened to me, and I hunted the answers voraciously.
While I tested the limits of my abilities, Lia worked towards a greater mastery of what I considered the fundamentals of magic. With nothing to do every day but practice and think about practice, she advanced quickly. The most basic spells that I taught her on our adventure to Atsal came easily to her now, and she was able to successfully use the Combat Acceleration enhancement which had eluded her on the road. Although she couldn’t sustain it for very long before she grew tired, I was thrilled with her progress, and her mana reserves came back stronger every day.
Lia’s curiosity and hunger for improvement also grew day to day. We continued our friendly tradition of sharing facts and stories about our lives in our downtime, but she often filled her free moments with more practical inquiries. She asked countless questions on a wide variety of topics, from combat maneuvers to magic and weapon types. I usually had the answers she was looking for, but we had a rapidly growing list of things to test and learn together. Her constant questioning eventually led us to another new discovery on the magic front.
We had just broken for lunch when Lia voiced the innocent thought. “Do you know all of the combat enhancements, Lux?” She leaned back with a relieved puff and took a small bite of bread. “Are there any more that you haven’t taught me?”
“I know every technique I encountered in Alderea, but I’m sure there are plenty more I don’t know,” I said as I rubbed some dirt from a bruised apple. “In terms of combat enhancements, I’ve shown you all the ones I know.”
“Hmmm.” She seemed dissatisfied by the answer. “Do you think we could make up some new ones? Maybe we could try saying a bunch of words and see which ones do something.”
I stopped just short of my first bite of lunch as I pursed my lips. “I wouldn’t recommend that, Lia. While magic is certainly an amazing tool, it can also be dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.” My hand twitched reflexively as the memory of my tests in the dungeon came back to me. “When I first tried to make fire with magic, it spread down my sword and immediately burned my hand. If I had done that without using an implement, who knows what could’ve happened. It might have burned me from the inside out.”
Lia looked at me with a mixture of alarm and disappointment, and I felt guilty for rejecting her idea out of hand. “Maybe,” I added more cheerfully, “We could come up with a list of ideas that would be safe to test today. No combat magic, of course, but some simple enhancements couldn’t hurt, right?” Her face lit up with excitement as she nodded. We worked for the next hour on a carefully curated group of potential abilities, and when the testing was complete, we had two new enhancements in our roster: Strength and Pain Reduction.
Although the idea of the abilities was relatively straightforward, our circumstances limited us to proof of concept experiments only. Strength enhancements required a feat of strength to test, so I resorted to picking Lia up with various levels of mana usage. Before the enhancement it was a simple, though slightly awkward task to pick her up in a classic bridal carry. After using Lesser Strength, I could raise her up with a bicep curl with what felt like an equal amount of effort.
Testing Pain Reduction was a less appealing task, but much simpler. I summoned my sword and cut my thumb on the edge of the blade, healed the injury, and then repeated the process while using the new enhancement. I was surprised with how effective it was with the tiny amount of mana it used, but I wasn’t confident enough to test the effects any further. Lia was adamant that I shouldn’t be the only one to test the new ability, and after a long discussion, I begrudgingly lent her my sword so she could test it herself.
Between our hard work and constant conversations, it was easy to forget what waited for us at our destination. Our days were full of laughter and self-improvement, and sleep was easy after our intensive training. Commander Savitz continued to keep us out of the heavy shackles from our initial arrest, much to the obvious chagrin of the rest of his unit. He hardly spoke when he brought us our rations or let us out to relieve ourselves, but the mix of scorn and fear on his men’s faces spoke volumes. Still, for our roles as captured criminals on the way to face judgement, we enjoyed a comfortable existence.
On the day we finally arrived in Yoria, the full gravity of our situation set in quickly. A few hours past dawn, the familiar sound of our cart’s wheels shifted to a harsh clatter of wood and metal against stone, and I knew we had passed through the city walls. I could see the recognition in Lia’s eyes and, although she masked her feelings well, I could tell she was afraid. As the wagon continued its noisy journey down the city streets, I calmly crossed the aisle and sat down between Lia and the door. I took her hand and intertwined my fingers with hers, and together, we waited for what was to come.
When our procession came to a halt, I heard a group of soldiers arrange themselves at the exit to our cart. The door squeaked open to reveal Savitz, who held two sets of manacles, and a retainer of six guards who stood behind him with their weapons drawn. “Lux,” the commander barked out, “approach the door and allow yourself to be restrained. Any failure to follow orders from here on out will be considered an act of aggression against the Golden Throne, and will be punishable by death. Are we clear?”
“Yes sir,” I replied, my voice cool and even. Gently, I dropped Lia’s hand and moved to the door with my wrists held out before me. I noticed the quality of the manacles was significantly increased compared to my previously destroyed pairs, which I found deeply amusing, but I resisted the urge to laugh. Once my arms and legs were chained, I was hefted down from the wagon by the nearest two guards and led forward a few paces.
I found myself in a dim stone alcove lit by a single, sputtering torch. Before me was a large iron double door, guarded by two men in different uniforms than the men under Savitz’s command. They wore intricate padded doublets over their chainmail with the Yorian crest proudly emblazoned on their chests. With a quick glance behind me, I realized that the exit to the alcove was perfectly filled by the prison wagon. It looked as though the wagon had been specially designed for that singular purpose; with my new knowledge, several odd features and designs on the back of the wagon’s metal doors now made perfect sense as they locked into small hooks in the stone alcove’s walls. Clever.
“Now you, girl.” Lia was similarly cuffed and led to stand beside me at the center of the guards’ formation. Savitz moved to the head of the column and nodded to one the gate guards, who banged his fist against the heavy door three times. After a short delay, they swung open, and our small party entered the keep. A long stone hallway stretched out before us. The ceiling was oddly low given the size of the doors that led inside and left me less than a handbreadth of clearance above my head.
We walked in an oppressive silence, filled only by our echoing footfalls off of the narrow passageway walls. It was clear in the close quarters of the prisoner tunnels that something was amiss within our group; the guards seemed to stay as far away from us as possible and looked away quickly if I turned my head in their direction. The man directly to my right was so white-knuckled in his weapon grip that the blade trembled noticeably as he walked. These men are truly afraid of us. What sort of reputation do we have, exactly?
In the distance, a junction in the passageway came into view. Our hallway ended where it connected with the next passageway, with two signs on the opposite wall presumably an indicator of what lay to our left and right. Lia shifted closer to me as we turned down the left hallway. “We’re heading to the throne room,” she whispered, nodding towards the signs. “The prison is the other direction.”
I nodded. It seems our judgement is to be immediate, then. That’s for the best. Soon after the turn, we reached a steep staircase which led up to a heavily barred door. Savitz reached it first and knocked, and a small viewport opened to reveal a pair of squinted eyes. The door was unlocked and pulled open with a screech of metal on stone, and our party filed into an uncomfortably small room on the other side. Aside from a door on the opposite wall, it was an entirely barren chamber.
Savitz crossed the room and moved to open the door, but paused to turn to us. “You will wait here until the King is prepared to see you.” I heard Lia gasp beside me, and I turned to see a stunned look on her face. The commander then turned and left the room, followed by four of his guards. Our last two escorts took up flanking positions on the door as it closed and stared us down awkwardly, their discomfort plain on their faces.
With an awkward shuffle, I shifted next to Lia and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. She gazed up to me with her eyes filled with fear, and her mouth tried to form words to no avail. I shook my head with a gentle smile and leaned down next to her ear to whisper. “Everything is going to be alright, Lia. I promise. I’ll do all the talking, but I need you to look confident and strong. Can you do that for me?”
Lia gave me a nod, then leaned her head into my chest. I rested my forehead on the top of her head in my best imitation of a reassuring hug, and began to speak under my breath. “Greater Strength. Greater Agility. Heighten Senses. Pain Reduction.” The sudden flare of energy seemed to surprise Lia, and she jumped back slightly to look at me in alarm. Her quick movement startled one of the guards, who called out in a panicked voice.
“H-hey! What are you whispering about over there?” He moved to investigate, but hesitated after the first step and stood stiffly in place.
I quickly whispered the last of my enhancements. “Windstep. Combat Acceleration.” Satisfied, I took a step towards the guard. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I started quietly, increasing the volume of my voice as I continued, “Was I speaking too softly for you? I can speak up!” By the end of the statement, I was yelling.
Panic flashed on his face. “Keep your voice down!” He said insistently as he glanced over his shoulder at the door.
“Well, which is it? Am I too loud, or too quiet?” I shouted. As the enhancements took hold, I could feel the steely cold grip of adrenaline on my accelerated mind. Focus. Use everything you have. Control the room. Read your enemy. It was far too easy a feat to frazzle the door guard, but it was a necessary warm up.
“Too loud!” the guard whined, his voice cracking. His grip tightened on his sword as he pointed it vaguely in my direction. Lia took a step behind me and whispered under her breath, and a veil of green energy covered her as she prepared for a fight.
I casually glanced down at the weapon with an exaggerated pause, then leaned towards him with as much malice as I could muster. “And what, pray tell,” I asked coldly, “do you intend to do with that?”
Any color that had remained in the man’s face drained away and left him a sickly pale green. He tried to stammer a response, but was interrupted when the door behind him opened and Savitz entered the room. The commander looked us over and nodded. “Follow me.”
When we exited the small room, I struggled momentarily to keep my face held in the impassive mask I wore when dealing with tough situations. The massive scale of the chamber we entered took me by surprise, and the opulence of the decoration was stunning. I couldn’t help but marvel at the construction of the hall; enormous stone bricked pillars rose up to a ceiling so high it disappeared in shadow, and the floor was lined with lush carpets and beautiful plants. The floral notes combined with the smell of burning incense and burning torches to create a heavy, cloying bouquet.
Lia and I followed Savitz forward towards a row of plants and turned past one of the stone pillars. There was an awestruck gasp from Lia, and my breath caught in my throat as I finally learned what various incarnations of the Yorian crest I had seen were based on. Before us stood a raised dais with a massive, ornate throne. The chair itself stood almost ten feet tall and gleamed with a polished gold shine in the sunlight. An intricately detailed crescent moon was held above the seat with golden rods, and the entire seat was upholstered in a cushioned cerulean fabric.
Though it was by far the most lavish throne I had ever seen, I hardly noticed it in comparison to the stained-glass window on the wall behind it. An enormous circle at least four stories in diameter, it sparkled in the morning sunlight in a display of craftsmanship so beautiful I could hardly believe my eyes. It depicted a dark blue sky speckled with stars and a golden crescent moon in the center. The window was so large it lit the entire front half of the throne room, glowing with such intensity that it seemed to make the sunlight behind it even brighter.
Savitz led us to a position roughly ten feet from the edge of the dais, then stepped aside. I took a quick glance around the room and was surprised to find the chamber empty. Where are you hiding? Curious, I scanned outward with a wave of detection magic. The energy rushed up and over the dais and continued to the back wall, where I found two doors blocked from my line of sight by the raised platform.
One door led to what seemed to be a simple barracks. The walls were lined with armor stands and weapon racks, while the middle of the room was crammed with long benches covered in steins and scraps of food. I counted twenty men milling about within the room, all dressed in finely crafted plate armor and flowing cloaks. Another door at the back of the room led to a tightly curled flight of stairs heading in both directions, spiraling up and down out of range of my vision. While the bulk of the armored men looked to be engaged in casual conversation with one another, one man stood alone with his ear to the door and an intent look of focus on his face.
The second door behind the dais led to a council chamber with a large oval table surrounded by posh, high-backed chairs. It was less populated than the barracks, but I knew in an instant that the people inside were to be my judges. A young man sat at the head of the table, dressed in elegantly ornamented robes with an intricate crown of woven gold on his head. He leaned back against his chair with his feet kicked up on the table, clearly bored by the small council around him.
Three men in simple habits stood at his sides in close proximity, all animated to different degrees of worry and distress. The man close on his right wrung his hands nervously as he spoke, and the other two watched the face of the apparent ruler with great anticipation. Although I couldn’t hear anything that was said, the constant fervent gestures towards the throne room indicated that I was most likely the topic of conversation.
I relished the opportunity to gain the upper hand in the coming encounter, and watched the rest of the secret conversation carefully. After a long series of eye rolls and dismissive hand gestures, the young man stood from his chair and moved to the door where he addressed two soldiers standing guard. One bowed deeply before he left the room, crossed behind the dais before us, and entered the barracks. After a brief conversation, the soldiers filed out of the room and took up various positions around the dais.
My eyes opened slowly as I withdrew my extended mana and took a small step forward, partially shielding Lia with my body from the line of men before us. Even though I knew it would do little for her if it came to a fight, the gesture comforted me. The council chamber door opened again, and the stairs behind the dais squeaked as the advisors took their places next to the throne. The counselor who had been most active in their previous conversation, a short, rotund man with a long white beard, approached the front of the raised platform.
“You are now in the presence of His Royal Highness Virram Yorrell, King of Kaldan!” the man proclaimed in an airy, unsteady voice. Lia immediately dropped into an awkward kneel, but I stood unmoving. “Though you have committed great crimes against the people of Yoria, the King has shown the depths of his compassion by summoning you here for personal judgement.” I scoffed loudly, which drew harsh stares from the two seated councilors. The chamber door opened once more as the speaker took his seat beside the throne, and Virram Yorrell appeared from behind the dais, flanked by two guards.
The young king took his seat and scanned us quietly. The imposing size of the throne made him look like a child sitting in his father’s chair. He had light brown hair that flowed down past his shoulders and framed his thin, angled face. His skin was overly pale, almost sickly looking to my eyes, and clearly showed how often he left the keep to walk in the sun among the common folk. His dark brown eyes were cold and emotionless as they bounced back and forth between Lia and myself.
While he took his initial estimation of us, I finished my analysis of him. Judging by how intently his advisors attend to him, he’s either completely inept or new to the position. Maybe both. He’s certainly never heard the word ‘no’ before, if his discussion in the council chamber is any indication. If the people employed to give him advice are that submissive, I can’t imagine what he’s used to among the servants and common people. I resisted the urge to grin. This might actually be fun.
“So this is the man I’ve heard so much about these past few weeks?” Virram said, glancing at his advisors. “I expected somebody more...impressive, based on the stories.” He paused for a moment to give us another once over, then motioned to Lia. “You should follow her example and show respect to the man judging you for your crimes.”
“I’ve been told before that I’m not very good at showing respect, I’m afraid,” I said with a shrug. “Especially for royalty.”
The room fell deadly silent as the councilors watched Virram. With my enhanced senses, I heard a slight click as his jaw clenched, but he recovered quickly with a dismissive laugh. “That may prove to be an unfortunate decision for you.” Every word dripped with arrogance, a clear display of his belief in his own absolute authority; the tone made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight.
Virram extended his hand, and the closest advisor handed him a sheet of paper. He held it out with an exaggerated snap of his wrist and read the contents aloud. “Lux. Arrested for two counts of assault and attempted murder. Currently wanted for the crimes of evading judgement and the murder of seven guardsmen. Should be considered extremely dangerous.” He lowered the rap sheet and cocked his head. “Do you understand the severity of your situation now? Perhaps you’ve suddenly remembered your respect for royalty?”
I smiled. “I fully understand the situation.” There was another round of silence as the men on the dais waited for a show of respect that never came.
“The punishment for evading justice is double the original sentence,” Virram eventually responded. “The punishment for the murder of a city official is death. You murdered seven of my city guards.” He seemed to pause for dramatic effect as he watched me for a new reaction. “Guards, I might add, who were beloved by the citizens of Yoria.”
He doesn’t seem to understand when a tactic has failed. “As I said, I fully understand the situation.” I watched with delight as one of the councilors stood in a huff and pointed at me angrily.
“You are addressing the KING, you lowborn scum!” he shouted from his place at the right arm of the throne. “If you don’t show the proper respect, I’ll have the guards—” The man cut himself off abruptly as Virram raised a hand. The young king had a devious grin on his face as he shook his head.
“Please, Gullen. As your king, I hoped you would have more faith in me. There are better ways to proceed than yelling,” he chided as if he were talking to a small child. The councilor sat down sheepishly, and Virram once again motioned to Lia. “You there, girl. I’ve been told that even after you were informed of this man’s crimes, you chose to fight my men instead of aiding in his capture. That is a serious crime. Tell me your name, and explain yourself.”
Lia looked up from her kneeling position to address the king. “My name—”
“She,” I interrupted loudly before she could give away her name, “is the girl your seven dead guardsmen kidnapped, wrongfully imprisoned in the dungeon, and intended to torture in order to gain leverage over her father.” The words echoed harshly across the hall. Even though I had expected he would attempt to leverage Lia against me, the tactic still rankled me, and my bitterness managed to break through my calm facade for a moment. I recovered quickly and continued. “I don’t see how she is relevant to my sentencing, though.”
“I will decide what is relevant to your sentencing!” Virram snapped as he slammed his fist against the arm of the golden throne. I barely held back a smile as he attempted to compose himself. He cleared his throat and wiped a small drop of spittle from his lips, then spoke again in a more even tone. “You seem to have a death wish, Lux. Any sane man would know by now that the only way out of this chamber is by my good graces, yet here you stand insulting the most powerful man in Kaldan with witty quips. It appears nobody has ever told you that you are too smart for your own good, and that it will—”
“We can leave this charade behind anytime you’re ready,” I interrupted loudly. “As much as I’m enjoying your lovely show, I’m more interested to hear exactly why you need my help, and what you’re willing to offer me to get it.” I knew my strategy was a gamble, but the odds were stacked in my favor from the two previous encounters in my two previous lives that had played out in the same way. If this works, I’ve won.
Virram recoiled in shock, though whether it was due to my statement or the disrespect of being interrupted, I couldn’t tell. The advisor sitting at the left arm of the throne jumped up from his chair and rushed to the king’s side. He whispered into Virram’s ear so quickly, I could hardly keep up. “My king, I think it would be in your best interest to adjourn to the council chambers so we can discuss—”
“Shut up, Olten. By the Primes, shut up before I kill you,” Virram hissed. “How the fuck does he know?”
“It’s impossible, sire. The only people that know are sitting beside you.” Olten’s eyes flicked nervously towards me as he spoke. “There is no way. It’s impossible.”
“No, it’s clearly possible, because he just fucking said it!” Virram shot back. “One of you told somebody, and whoever you told got a message to him.”
Olten shook his head vigorously. “Please, King Yorrell, if we could return to the council chambers...The guards can take him away, and once we’ve discussed this we can figure out—”
“NO!” The king shoved Olten away with a hard strike to the shoulder, then stood and turned to me. “I should have you killed on the spot, you miserable shit!” The screech of a dozen swords being drawn rang out as the guards posted around the room all readied their weapons.
Virram’s third councilor leapt from his seat in a panic and moved to the king’s side. “Please sire, think about what you’re doing! Remember what we discussed!”
“Eppet, your king is speaking!” He waved away his advisor and took a step towards the edge of the dais. “If I give the word, my men will kill the both of you without mercy.” Virram raised his hand up over his head and looked at me expectantly.
“I’d like to avoid bloodshed, if possible,” I said calmly. “It would be a shame if I had to injure your loyal guardsmen, especially when I’m willing to cooperate.”
A look of pure puzzlement came to the young king’s face. He chewed on the statement for a moment before a twisted smile came to his face and he began to laugh. “This is the man you wanted?” Virram turned to his advisors. “Are you sure?” Another laugh seized him before he could continue. “He’s a madman!” His breath came in short, raspy gasps, and I could hear his heart pounding erratically in his chest.
“You three!” Virram pointed down to the three guards nearest the raised platform. “Go teach the prisoner a lesson in respect. Let’s try to avoid permanent injuries, but make sure he understands his mistakes.” He turned and walked back to his throne, meeting my gaze with a smirk as he sat down. “When you’re finished, we can have that discussion about how exactly you’re willing to cooperate.”
The chosen guards sheathed their weapons and made their way around the side of the dais. With a quick turn to Lia, I suffused my mana into the heavy shackles and whispered, “Shatter.” The metal surged with energy as a deep crack spread along the surface, and I easily shook free of the bonds. I placed a gentle hand on Lia’s shoulder and leaned in close to her ear. “I’m sorry about all this, Lia. I need you to back away now, okay?” I could see that she wanted to protest, but she instead gave me a small nod and shifted behind me.
As the guards came into range, I shot a quick over to Commander Savitz. He pinched the bridge of his nose and looked away with a slight shake of his head. I laughed as I raised my freed hands and took a loose stance against the approaching trio. To their credit, my lack of restraints hadn’t slowed their advance, and they spread out to completely block any possible path towards the king. Behind them I saw Virram watching from his raised seat on the dais, clearly proud of his control over the situation.
Before the guards decided how to press their numbers advantage, I launched ahead towards the center target. My combat enhancements flared to life, and I reveled in the new sensation of increased strength. Having lacked the ability to fully test the new spell on our wagon ride to Yoria, I had settled on the only proof of concept test I could think of: lifting Lia. Before the enhancement it had been a simple, though slightly awkward task to pick her up in a classic bridal carry. After using Lesser Strength I could raise her up with a bicep curl, with what felt like an equal amount of effort.
The power of Greater Strength combined with my usual suite of enhancements propelled me forward so quickly, I didn’t have time to level a fist at my target’s head. Instead, I crashed into his chest with my shoulder and sent him spiraling backwards to impact hard against the dais. A dumb grin spread across my face as I processed the extent of the new power. This changes...everything! I slipped into a boxer’s stance and slid towards the guard on my right, who seemed momentarily stunned after watching his fully plate-armored companion get tossed like a ragdoll across the room.
I struck out with a quick jab and caught him in the shoulder. The metal caved in around my fist and sunk into his flesh, which drew a roar of pain. He swung back with a wild haymaker from his empty hand, but I had already moved in anticipation. The strike flew above my head and carried the man towards me as I wrenched up with a devastating uppercut to his chest. I heard ribs snap as he lifted off the ground, then collapsed into a heap.
My final opponent charged towards me and managed to connect a gauntleted punch with my side before I could reposition after the previous attack. I let the blow push me away and used the momentum to spin in a tight arc to re-engage him. I knew the punch had injured me, but between the adrenaline in my blood and the new Pain Reduction enhancement, I could hardly feel the wound. When he threw out a second punch, I caught the blow in my palm and stopped his arm easily. With a hard tug, I spun around and pulled him over my shoulder, then whipped him down to the floor with a heavy crunch. The wind hissed out of his lungs, and his limbs fell limp as he passed out.
With the first set of threats initially dealt with, I took a moment to process my surroundings. The entire combat had lasted only a few seconds, and my audience was just starting to react to the scene before them. I confirmed that all three guards were incapacitated, then moved to a quick self-assessment. My right hand was slick with blood, and a numb pulsing in my side indicated a rib injury. I hadn’t noticed in the moment, but my punches against the second man’s plate armor had apparently dealt as much damage to my hand as it had to the metal. The severity of the wounds caught me off guard. Pain Reduction might be a more dangerous tool than it is useful.
“Greater Healing, Wounds,” I muttered under my breath. There was a pronounced tug on my mana reserves as faint green energy wound itself around my hands and tingled over my side. I took a long, centering breath in and out, then casually strode back to my initial spot before the dais. Lia watched me with concern as I returned, and I gave her a reassuring smile. With a snappy spin on my heels, I turned to face the throne and clapped my hands which, though still covered in blood, were now completely healed. “So! Would you like me to give you my list of requests now, or should we start with an explanation of the situation?”
Virram sat horrified against his high-backed golden chair. His head spun side to side as he looked to his councilors, all of whom held the same expression as their king. “What?...” Virram trailed off. “What just happened?” He looked to Commander Savitz and repeated the question with an increased level of distress in his voice. “What just happened?!”
I smiled up at him. “At your orders, someone was taught a lesson in respect.” A stifled chortle of laughter came from my right, and I turned to find Savitz with a hand to his mouth. He coughed a few times, then turned to stare straight ahead at the wall across from him.
The king’s councilors finally regained enough sense to counsel, and they quickly swarmed Virram’s throne to whisper furtively at him. Each of them spoke over the others, which made the conversation difficult to follow.
“Sire, we should leave immediately. It’s no longer safe here—”
“My king, this man cannot be allowed to leave here after what he’s done!”
“No! This works to our benefit! If he’s willing to work with us, we can give him his trifles and be free of the situation!”
“If we could just go back to the council chambers—”
“His disrespect is too great to ignore! Would you have him rewarded for such insolence?!”
The advisor named Gullen slapped the arm of the throne angrily, and the other men fell silent. “Your Grace, this situation is to your favor. We can grant him whatever small requests he wants now and send him off with the Third Company to alleviate our issues in the South. While he’s away, we can decide what punishment he deserves upon his return to the capitol.”
Olten’s face paled and his lip began to tremble while Eppet whispered meekly in response. “What about the girl?”
Gullen scoffed. “Who cares about who he wenches with on his travels? Let him cut her hands off like the last one for all I care. As long as he agrees to the terms, give him whatever he wants!”
Virram stared blankly at him for a long moment in silence before nodding weakly. The other councilors returned to their seats as Gullen approached the front of the dais. “The King has declared that you have passed his test! Your skills are indeed as great as we have heard, and he would now like to offer you his terms for a letter of full pardon.”
I bit my tongue and nodded. The time for antagonizing has passed. Unfortunately.
“Due to your unique and extensive set of skills, the King has chosen you to undertake an important mission for the good of the Kingdom. You will join an elite group of soldiers destined for the southern country of Attetsia.” Gullen paused as he weighed his next words. “There have been...disturbing reports from the border as of late. After years of a tenuous alliance brokered by King Yorrell, Attetsian officials have ceased communications with Kaldan and closed all entry to the country. Our sources in the area have reported…” There was another uncomfortable pause. “...Unnatural creatures.”
There it is. With my suspicions finally confirmed as truth, I felt conflicted. This isn’t something I wanted to be right about.
“The safety of his citizens is King Yorrell’s top priority. As such, we are only sending our very best to deal with the situation. Mobilizing the royal army would cause undue burden and stress on the country, and avoiding any panic over news that may be exaggerated is key.” Gullen spread a hollow grin across his face. “Of course, you will be compensated for your actions. In addition to a pardon for your crimes, the King will meet any reasonable requests you have in preparation for this important mission.”
It was finally my turn to smile. “Excellent. First, I expect there is a retainer set aside for me?”
Eppet nodded. “Naturally. Five hundred Imperials, to be paid upon accepting the mission.”
Lia gasped loudly behind me, and I fought off a chuckle as I continued. “Second, I’ll need a similar full pardon for my traveling companion.”
“Consider it done.”
“Third, I would like to meet with the king’s armorer. I have gear in need of repair and commissions in need of making.” My mind buzzed as I thought through a long list of new equipment ideas.
“That can be arranged.” Gullen made a small motion to leave. “Is that all?”
“No. I expect assurance that this is a one-time contract. I am not joining the king’s army, and won’t be expected to perform any duties beyond this one mission.”
The councilor nodded. “Of course! Should you successfully complete this mission, you will be free to leave.” Everything about the way he spoke told me it was a lie, but I knew there was nothing to gain from a confrontation.
“Lastly, I will not be joining a pre-assigned squad for this mission. I choose my own travelling companions.”
Gullen recoiled at the statement as if it had physically impacted against his chest. “Th-that’s...non-negotiable, I’m afraid,” he stuttered. “We are all aware of your exceptional skills, but a task like this is not something that can be done alone.”
“I never said I would be alone,” I replied with a quick look to Lia. “But I need people I can trust to watch my back, not…” I motioned to the three guards who were still sprawled out between us. “They would just be in the way, you see.”
“As I said, this is non-negotiable.” Gullen looked annoyed as he responded, and a bead of sweat trickled down his nose. “There are many factors that have been carefully determined by King Yorrell, and he has only selected the very best—”
“How about one?” Virram’s voice surprised both Gullen and me. “I will select just one of my soldiers to accompany you, and you can choose any other traveling companions you like.”
That’s a better deal than I thought I’d get. I nodded. “I can accept that.”
Gullen retreated back to Virram’s side and whispered in his ear. “Just one, your Grace? Are you sure that’s wise?”
Virram nodded and leaned down to Eppet’s ear. “We’ll send my Shield.”
I heard a small gasp from the councilor. “Sire, you cannot send away your sworn shield.”
“I am the King, Gullen. I can do what I please,” Virram whispered sharply. “Besides, it’s the most logical choice. Of the Trinity Guard, my Shield is the strongest by far. Who better, should the need arise to deal with…” Virram flicked his head in my direction. “Him.”
There was doubt in Gullen’s voice when he responded. “Yes, my King. You are wise beyond your years, to be certain.” He bowed deeply, then scurried to the nearest guard and whispered, “Bring the King’s Shield to the throne room. Immediately.” The guard nodded and descended from the dais to exit through the barracks.
“I am glad we could come to an amicable agreement, Lux.” The king’s voice had regained its former tone of haughty superiority. “Should you succeed on this mission, you will be rewarded handsomely, far beyond your initial retainer. I trust you have grasped the severity of the situation and the level of discretion it demands?”
“I fully understand the situation,” I repeated again with a wry smile.
Virram’s eyebrow raised in annoyance, but before he could respond, the barracks door opened again. The guard Gullen had sent away returned to his post and was followed by a woman who was clearly the King’s Shield. She stood nearly equal to my height, with caramel skin and rich, flowing auburn hair that brushed down just past her shoulders. She was fully adorned in beautiful silver scale armor, which seemed to sparkle with multiple colors under the light of the stained-glass window.
While she cut an impressive figure in her dazzling armor, my focus was entirely drawn to the shield buckled to her right arm. It was a magnificent tower shield about five and a half feet from top to bottom, the face of which looked to be made entirely of stained glass. The edge of the shield was bound in a silvered steel similar to her armor, while its face depicted the same moon and sky scene as the enormous window behind her.
The woman moved to the side of the throne and rested the massive shield on the ground before her. “You called for me, my king?”
Virram stood and moved to the front of the dais, motioning for the woman to follow. “Lux. This is Valandra Sesaude, the leader of my Trinity Guard. She will be your royal companion for the duration of your mission.”
***




4. ONE DAY CLOSER

“How can a mission briefing possibly take THIS long?” I grumbled as I paced across the small bedchamber. “They certainly didn’t give ME the time of day.” There was an itch at the back of my neck, and I scratched angrily at the source. “And these clothes are terrible! How can someone be expected to exist, let alone relax, in such awful fabric!”
“Lux, if you keep pacing like that, you’re going to wear a path in the carpet,” Lia called out playfully. I stopped deliberately and turned to meet her gaze, then rolled my eyes dramatically. She chuckled. “Sorry, it’s something Father always used to say to me when I was a kid.”
I flopped down face first onto the bed beside her and sighed loudly. After our meeting with the king in the throne room, time had flown by in a flurry of new faces and seemingly endless hallways. Once the king had left, Savitz showed us to a side chamber where I was presented with a satchel containing a small wooden box. Five identical silk pouches filled the majority of the box, each containing one hundred golden Imperials.
The only other item inside the box was a small scroll of paper stamped with a massive insignia of the king. Savitz had explained that it was a royal writ; were I to encounter any difficulties with guards or citizens within the borders of Kaldan on my mission, the writ would indicate that I had the necessary royal authority. Before I had a chance to question him further, Savitz pawned us off onto another guard who led us to the royal armory.
Our time in the armory had been far too brief for my liking. Lia and I found our confiscated weapons already present on the smith’s workbench, and two maids were waiting with a change of clothes for each of us to replace our armor, which we were to leave for repairs. I only had time to explain my first set of commission projects to the head blacksmith before we were ferried away again by yet another new guard.
The stops that followed were less notable and had already begun to blend together in my mind: a quick examination by the king’s personal physician, a rushed meal in the corner of a tertiary dining hall, and an incredibly long trip through the keep to the servant’s quarters, where we were eventually led to our current location and informed that we would be free to leave once our new companion had finished her mission briefing with the king.
“Honestly,” I complained into the sheets, “I shouldn’t have settled for an assigned guard. If I had refused the retainer, I definitely could’ve gotten out of having a babysitter.” With a wordless groan of frustration, I rolled over onto my back and rubbed my face. “He was right where I wanted him, too. What a waste.”
Lia tapped me lightly on the forehead. “I had a question about that.” She laid back next to me and swung her feet lazily off the edge of the bed. “How did you know what was going to happen? You were a prisoner being judged by the King, and somehow you ended up setting your own terms in the negotiation. Did you use magic on him?”
I smiled, thankful for the momentary distraction from my foul mood. “I didn’t know what was going to happen. Between my past experience with royalty and what I was able to glean from watching him with his councilors before our meeting, I was able to make an educated guess on how to manipulate him.” I rolled my head to the side to look at Lia. “It was certainly a gamble, but I knew the odds were in my favor. I wouldn’t have gone through with it if I thought it would put you in danger.”
Her cheeks flushed as she continued to stare up at the ceiling. “I wasn’t thinking about any of that. I was just...scared. When he asked me who I was, the only instinct I had was to answer immediately. That, and pray for mercy.”
The idea brought back some of the bitterness I felt from the encounter with the king. “It’s always the same no matter where you go. The systems are always set up to make you believe that the rulers are all-powerful and all-knowing, like they somehow deserve all the power they wield.” I scowled at the memory of Virram’s sneering face. “Why should you have to pray for mercy from him? What right does he have to judge you?”
I sat up and balled my fists against my legs. “The only difference between you and him is that he was born with a title, and you weren’t. Virram Yorrell is a weak-willed brat who never learned the word ‘no.’ Take away his title, and he becomes nothing but another commoner like us.” Memories of my encounters with the ruling classes in my past lives flooded back to me, unbidden and unwanted. My jaw clenched reflexively and cut off any further rambling.
Lia sat up beside me and put an arm around my shoulders. Her other hand cupped my fist comfortingly as she rested her chin on my shoulder. We sat together quietly as I tried to bring my ragged breath under control. “I’m sorry, Lux,” she breathed softly into my ear, breaking the silence. “I know how much you’ve suffered because of royalty.” My tightly balled fingers melted under her touch, and she wove her hand into mine. As my anger subsided, I registered the sadness in her voice, and a knot formed in my stomach.
Don't infect her with your torments. I let out a shaky breath and relaxed the muscles I had unconsciously tensed. “I shouldn’t be so negative all the time. My past doesn’t need to be your future.” I gave her hand a light squeeze. “Besides, it isn’t all bad. It was Virram’s arrogance that gave me the upper hand in our meeting. If he had been reasonable, I wouldn’t have had any idea what to do.” The small smile that spread on Lia’s face brought one to mine as well, and the cloud over my mind dispersed.
“It might not seem as important as fighting or magic, but being able to analyze a person and control a room through speech is a powerful tool.” I leaned back on my elbow and pulled Lia in close. “I was watching Virram with detection magic before the meeting started. A young man in the role of king, surrounded by three advisors who seemed nervous to counsel him. What would you guess about him, given that information?”
Lia nestled into my shoulder and pondered for a moment. “The advisors don’t trust him to rule alone.”
I nodded. “That’s what I thought, too. Now, there could be a lot of reasons for that, but based on his body language and facial expressions, I guessed that he was the arrogant type who believed what he said was law. He proved me right immediately, of course, so I started to act in a way to exploit that.” I looked down to Lia. “So, you have an arrogant young man who ignores his counsel and puts too much faith in his position as king. How do you take advantage of that?”
“I…” Lia trailed off, her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure. I guess you just do whatever it is you did, right?”
“Very clever,” I laughed. “To be a bit more specific than that, the best thing you can do in that situation is to forget you’re talking to the king. Virram is used to people fearing him by default, so treating him like any other—”
A loud click from the door latch interrupted my lecture. Lia and I looked up in unison as Valandra entered the room and closed the door behind her. She was still dressed in her full set of scale mail, and the ornate glass shield was strapped to her back. From my vantage point, the armor made her look like a glittering turtle that had figured out how to walk upright, with a multicolored shell she could shrink behind at a moment’s notice.
“I apologize for the delay,” Valandra stated curtly. “My duties here in the city cannot be left unattended while I am away, which necessitated the creation of an interim protection force for the king.” She snapped into a tight military stance, with her hands clasped behind her back underneath her shield. “Although King Virram has already introduced me to you, I wanted to greet you personally. My name is Valandra Sesaude. I am the King’s Shield, and the commander of the Trinity Guard. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Lia hopped up from the bed and crossed to meet her in the center of the room. “My name’s Lia. It’s nice to meet you!” She offered out a hand, which Valandra shook firmly. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you while we travel together!” After a brief pause, she looked back at me. “You should introduce yourself too, you know.”
“There’s no need. The King’s Shield already knows who I am,” I called out with a dismissive wave of my hand.
“That is correct, Lux,” Valandra replied. Her voice was deep and even, with a steely timbre that evoked a strength to match her imposing frame. “In addition to the mission briefing, I was informed of your past encounters with the city guard and given a summary of your abilities.”
I let out a derisive snort. “Oh? What, pray tell, are my abilities exactly? I’m interested to hear just how far off base the king’s informants are.” I stood from the bed and stretched my arms over my head. “By the way, you may not want to believe everything you hear about me from the city guard. They don’t seem to be an organization known for their investigative work or for following due process.”
Valandra scanned me for a moment, then nodded. “It seemed to be a very one-sided report by my estimation. Your described predilection for violence stood out as particularly odd, given that you arrived with a young woman who, by all accounts, was given multiple chances to leave. Based on their word alone, I did not expect her to be as healthy and whole as I find her to be now.”
Her candor blindsided me. Between the pleasant surprise of being given the benefit of the doubt, the stinging rebuke of being labeled a vicious sadist, and the absolutely neutral delivery of the information, it was all I could do to stand and keep my jaw from falling slack. I looked to Lia to gauge her reaction, but she was locked in an intense staring contest with the rug. Her cheeks burned bright red, which contrasted against the white of her knuckles clasped tightly behind her back.
“Now that I have had a chance to take my own measure of you,” Valandra continued, “I do not believe you are capable of that type of violence. A man like that would not look embarrassed as you do now; he would show pride in being recognized or anger in being dismissed.”
Embarrassed? The warmth in my face registered in my brain, and I realized I was also blushing red alongside Lia. The realization only caused me to blush further, which made my clench my jaw uncomfortably hard. I’m being played as easily as Virram.
“I’m glad I’ve passed your test of character,” I shot back, forcing an unsteady waver out of my voice. “I was worried that my chaperone might not approve of who I am as a person, but you’ve put those fears to rest. Now, do you have any other tests for me, or can we finally get out of here?”
Valandra cocked her head to one side. “I am not here to be a chaperone for you, Lux. I have been instructed to represent the interests of the Golden Throne in the coming mission to Attetsia. We will be working together to solve any issues encountered there. I am not your keeper.”
“We both know that isn’t true,” I countered, my confidence returned to me. “You’ve been ordered to make sure I don’t run off and abandon your king’s mission. You’ll follow me wherever I go so you can...how did Virram put it? ‘Deal with me, should the need arise’, I believe it was?” I crossed the room and stood face to face with her, my arms crossed in front of me. “We are not all comrades-in-arms fighting for the glory of the Golden Throne. I am cleaning up your country’s mess under threat of imprisonment or death, and you are my royal handler. End of story.”
The room fell into an uncomfortable silence as we stared at each other. Valandra’s olive eyes were impossible to read, though whether it was from years of training or a complete lack of emotions, I couldn’t tell. A small sniffle finally pulled my gaze away from Valandra and down to Lia. Her face was wet with tears as her shoulders shook softly from quiet, repressed sobs. I ran a comforting hand across her shoulders as I cursed myself silently. I can’t keep doing this to her.
“Our equipment will be ready in three days,” I said absentmindedly, not taking my eyes off of Lia. “Until then, we have other matters to attend to that don’t require a babysitter.” Circling around her, I placed an arm over Lia’s shoulders and moved to head for the door. “Though, you’ll follow us regardless, I’m sure.”
Lia coughed and wiped her face quickly with the back of her hand. “Where are we going now?”
“Well, I’m feeling a bit peckish. I’ve been craving asperfruit jam for weeks now, and I happen to know a little place in Tolamar that serves the best toast with homemade jam I’ve ever had.” I looked down to her out of the corner of my eye as I opened the door. “I suppose it’s the only place I’ve ever had it, but my point still stands.”
Lia’s face lit up with a brilliant smile. She clamped her arms around my torso in an awkward sideways hug and buried her face in the side of my arm. After a tight squeeze, she pulled away to look up at me. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.
“Of course. It’s not like we were really going to stay here,” I chuckled, pointing a thumb back over my shoulder at Valandra and the small bedchamber. “A bit too crowded if you ask me.”
Tears rolled down Lia’s face as she nodded in reply, which I hoped were happier ones than moments before. I’ve got to be better. For her. I grabbed my satchel from the side table by the door, and together, we exited the room and began our winding trip out of the keep. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed that Valandra was indeed following us, though she made no effort to keep pace or ask where we were going.
The journey through the streets of Yoria was mostly uneventful. Lia led the way through the busy thoroughfares, which was made markedly easier by how many people moved out of our way to whisper excitedly about seeing the King’s Shield. Valandra’s shining accoutrements made her a hard person to miss, and the level of reverence the people of Yoria held for her was interesting to see as we made our way out of the city.
By the time we exited the city walls, the horizon had begun to change to a pinkish-orange hue. As we walked down the main dirt road towards Tolamar, Lia’s pace gradually increased. The comfortable walk we had started with quickly morphed into long determined strides, and when the Corell residence finally came into view, she broke out into a headlong sprint. I could hear her laughing under her breath as she ran off ahead of us.
“Her parents’ house?” Valandra inquired, having now matched my walking speed.
The smooth, even voice instantly put a damper on my otherwise cheerful mood. “Yes,” I replied, still watching Lia run across the front yard. “Her parents, who haven’t seen their daughter in over a month. Who would most likely enjoy spending time with her without royal supervision.” We reached the walkway to the house as Lia burst inside and quickly vanished around the corner.
“I will not impose myself upon them,” Valandra said as she stopped at the edge of the yard, “but we have things that need to be discussed before we leave for Attetsia.” We stood together quietly for a moment as shouts of excitement rang out from the Corell household. “I will return here in the morning to meet with you.”
“Midday,” I countered sharply. “If you’ve somehow forgotten, Lia and I spent over a week as prisoners of your king. I am not going to cut short our first night of sleep in a real bed so we can discuss...logistics.”
Valandra observed me with a sidelong glance. “Midday, then.” She turned and started down the road, but stopped and turned to face me again. “I am not your enemy, Lux. It is my hope that, in time, you will come to understand this.”
I growled reflexively as my hands balled into fists. “Just because you don’t understand doesn’t make you innocent. You ARE my enemy. All of you.” The look of loathing on my face would’ve sent lesser men scrambling, but Valandra was unmoved. “Just go.”
“What do I not understand?”
“I said GO!” I closed the distance between us with a quick lunge and stared her down, our faces just inches apart.
Her eyes were calm as she met my gaze. “If I have done something to offend you, I ap—”
“What you have done,” I hissed, “is push me down the path of no return.” I jabbed a finger into her chest, and adrenaline alone saved me from flinching in pain against the scales. “All I wanted to do was live a normal life, just this one time. I was so close, too.” Any restraint I had before was washed away by the rage boiling in my gut. “But no, that was too much to ask, right? Now you’re here, and every day is a day closer to getting sent away again!”
My brain caught up with my mouth a moment too late. I clamped my jaw shut as I continued to stare angrily at Valandra. Too far. Way too far. My stomach churned as I tried to push the feelings down and gain control of myself.
She blinked at me as she processed the information. “Who is sending you away?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I muttered. With a shaky sigh, I turned and walked back to the pathway. As I headed towards the house, I called back over my shoulder. “Midday. No sooner.” Valandra watched me for a moment before giving a small nod. She turned and started back towards the city, leaving her questions unanswered.
Before I reached the door, I paused and clapped my face lightly between my hands. Calm. Down. With a final shake of my head and a deep sigh, I entered the house and rounded the corner to the dining room. Lia was seated back to me at the dining table, filling a bowl from a steaming stewpot before her. Marten and Hana sat at the table as well, red-faced and beaming.
Marten spotted me first. “Lux!” he bellowed, shaking loose a torrent of breadcrumbs from his bushy mustache as he stood to greet me. “I was beginning to think Lia left you in a ditch halfway to Lybesa and came home!” He wheezed a gravely laugh.
Lia swatted out at him behind her back blindly. “You were not!” Her annoyance was trumped by her appetite, and she quickly refocused her efforts on the meal before her.
“You won’t be rid of me that easily, I’m afraid,” I chuckled. “The ditch wasn’t nearly deep enough.” Another blind swipe flew out from behind Lia, this time aimed in my direction.
“Of course, of course,” Marten smiled. He clapped a hand up onto my shoulder. “It’s good to see you, Lux. Come and have some dinner with us; Hana always makes more food than we can eat.”
Hana nodded in agreement as we took our seats at opposite sides of the table. “I’m still not used to cooking for just the two of us,” she lamented. As she spoke, her eyes remained locked on Lia, who was upending her soup bowl to finish the last dregs of broth from her first helping. “I’m so happy to see you home.” She looked at me with a smile. “Both of you, of course.”
Home? I took a bite of bread and grinned in an attempt to hide my awkwardness. Where is home now? It wasn’t a thought I had spent the time to consider since my arrival in Yoria. As I helped myself to a bowl of stew, I was grateful to find Hana’s focus had shifted away from me and back to Lia.
Our meal carried on well into the evening. Lia and Marten went back and forth trading stories of what had transpired while we were gone, while Hana and I listened contentedly. I was thankful that Lia avoided any mention of our arrest in Atsal and the subsequent events with the king; she focused instead on places we had seen and things she had learned in her training. By the time she and her mother began to clear the table, the sun had completely set outside.
“Marten,” I called out across the table, “do you need any help putting away the wagon? It seems we’ve kept you away from your work a while longer than intended.”
There was a mischievous twinkle in Marten’s eye as he responded. “So it would seem. I’d certainly appreciate the help.” He stood from the table, planted a quick kiss on his wife and daughter’s foreheads, and followed behind me as we headed out into the yard. The cool night air felt refreshing through the thin dress clothes I wore, and the moon provided more than enough light for me to make my way across the yard.
We made our way to the barn in silence. When we approached, I confirmed my suspicion that the lock was already on the door with the wagon and horse nowhere to be seen. Marten started the conversation before we reached the structure. “So. How has my daughter been since you left?”
“Things have been going well,” I replied as I removed the satchel from my back. “She trains hard every day, even when she’s tired and sore. I’ve never met someone more determined than her.”
Marten leaned against the barn door with a smirk. “I think of it more as bullheadedness,” he chuckled. “Don’t know where she gets it.”
I laughed. “Truly a mystery.” Placing the satchel on a stack of crates beside me, I withdrew the box from inside, keeping my body between it and Marten. “I can’t speak for Lia, but I’d like to think the trip was enjoyable for her. It was for me, certainly. I believe I’ve kept my promise to the best of my abilities.” While I spoke, I removed one of the five coin purses and the imperial writ from the box and slid them into my pocket. “Although, there is that business about a dowry we should discuss…”
“Oh, nonsense,” Marten huffed. “That silver was a gift. The whole dowry bit was just a joke.” Though I was facing away from him, I could hear a raised eyebrow in his tone. “Mostly.”
“Even so,” I countered, “I’d like to pay you back.” I crossed to where he stood and presented him with the ornate box. “Think of it as...insurance.”
“Insurance?” He popped the lid open and observed the contents. “I’m not sure I follow you.” Carefully, he withdrew one of the pouches from inside and set the box down on the ground. With a last suspicious glance up at me he pulled open the purse, and froze at the sight of golden coins winking up at him in the moonlight.
“The others are the same; one hundred Imperials in each,” I said softly. Slouching back against the door beside him, I let out a heavy sigh. The jovial slant to my voice was missing when I continued. “There’s trouble brewing down in Attetsia, Marten. It might just be the pessimist in me, but I think it won’t be long until that trouble makes its way up here to Yoria.” I paused to let the information sink in. “You and Hana should leave before that happens.”
We stood together in the darkness for quite some time before Marten responded in a thin, wavering voice. “I’ve heard stories lately about Attetsia. Just tall tales; the usual stories the traders tell.” I gave a small nod in acknowledgement. After another reprieve, he tapped the wooden box with his foot. “I take it you’ve resolved your issues with the guards?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.” I grimaced as I saw the sneering face of King Virram in my mind. “Once I do some work for them, I’ll be a free man.”
“You’ll be headed to Attetsia soon, then.”
“Three days from now.” I braced myself for the question I knew would come next.
“And Lia?” Marten’s voice sounded airy and far away. It was a strange juxtaposition to his usual fatherly bravado.
“She has no obligations. They don’t even know her name; I made sure of it.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “But she’s still coming with me. Unless you think you can talk her out of it.”
“We both know how that would end.”
I forced a small laugh. “We do.” Looking down at him, I saw a completely different man than the one I had left the house with. This one was small, uncertain and nervous; nothing like the Marten Corell I had come to know. “I know we weren’t gone for long, but...Lia is stronger now. She can take care of herself, should things get dangerous.”
“I believe you. I could see it at dinner,” Marten said, nodding. “Something is changed about her, for sure.” He rubbed his hands together in front of him absentmindedly. “I’m going to be honest with you, Lux. I haven’t decided yet if I should shake your hand or punch your teeth in.”
The statement brought an honest laugh out of me. “I know which one I deserve, although it isn’t the one I’d prefer.”
Marten laughed in return. “Aye.” With a quick clap, he pushed off from the barn door and picked up the wooden box. “We can postpone that decision for now. I’m sure Lia is wondering where you’ve run off to; best not to keep her waiting.”
“Aye,” I echoed, falling in behind him as he headed towards the house.
“Leaving Yoria,” he muttered under his breath. His usual confident demeanor had returned to him, but he spoke quietly as we passed by the house windows. “Where would we go? We’ve lived in Tolamar our whole lives.”
“I hear Lybesa is lovely this time of year,” I said with a wry grin.
Marten laughed and shook his head. “Has anybody ever told you that you’re too clever for your own good?”
“Oh, maybe once or twice,” I replied sarcastically. We were both chuckling as we reentered the house. I heard Lia’s voice from the living room and followed Marten around the corner to find her and her mother sitting together, knitting. He discreetly slipped into the master bedroom and returned a moment later without the small box of Imperials.
“What are we working on tonight, ladies?” he asked casually, walking behind their seats to place a calloused hand on each of their shoulders.
Lia held her needles out before her to display her work with pride. A small square of dark blue fabric hung only a half-dozen rows long. “I’m making a scarf!”
Hana smiled gently, keeping her eyes on her hands as her needles clacked back and forth at a measured, practiced pace. “I thought it was about time I finished the new quilt for Lia’s room. I’ve certainly put it off for long enough, but now that she’s home, I’d like her to get a chance to use it.”
Marten beamed over the pair, watching them work quietly. “It’s nice to have you home, Marlia. We missed you.” Hana nodded in agreement.
Lia huffed as her cheeks flushed. “I wasn’t gone that long!” She set her project down in the yarn basket by her feet. Hana laughed as she relinquished her needles as well and carefully folded the flowing gray quilt on the seat beside her. They both stood, Hana moving to Marten’s side and Lia crossing the room to mine. The casual nature of the pairing up made my stomach twinge awkwardly, but the moment passed without comment from Marten.
“Will you be staying with us long?” Hana asked.
“We’re in town for three days,” I replied. “If it’s not too much trouble, I was hoping I could stay with you while we’re here.”
“It’s no trouble at all. You’re always welcome here, Lux.”
The statement sent a blossom of warmth spreading through my chest. This is what home feels like. I realized I was standing unresponsive with a small grin on my face and stammered a response. “Thank you. I, uh, I appreciate that. A lot. Both of you.”
Marten laughed. “Are you tired, Lux? You don’t sound yourself.” He flicked his eyebrows up in a quick teasing gesture.
“Yeah, I guess I am. It’s been a long day. Right, Lia?” I looked down to find her glaring at her father through narrowed eyes.
“Yes,” she said, a suspicious slant to her voice. After another moment of staring, she turned and headed towards her bedroom. “Goodnight, Mother.” She disappeared around the corner, but her head poked back out a moment later. “Goodnight, Father.”
“Goodnight, darling!” Marten called out loudly. Lia disappeared again, and a door opened and closed a moment later. “Lux, I trust you remember where you’ll be sleeping.”
Hana patted Marten firmly on the shoulder. “It’s time for bed, dear.” She looked at me apologetically. “Goodnight, Lux.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “Goodnight.” With a final nod to the pair, I turned and made my way to the bedroom. Pausing to knock gently, I entered the room to find Lia already changed into her nightgown, sitting on the edge of the bed. She stared through me with a frown and a furrowed brow. My soft chuckle only seemed to harden her expression.
I moved to the end of the bed and sat down in the wooden chair to remove my boots. When I kicked my feet up onto the edge of the bed next to her and leaned back in the chair, I realized I was unconsciously following our old routine. “So,” I called out with a grin, “do you have any questions for me?”
Lia’s face finally softened as she looked me over. “Just like old times.”
“Just like old times,” I agreed. “Now, you must have thought up some good ones at this point, right? We talked all the time on our trip to Atsal, but it wasn’t…” I waved my hand around in a vague circle. “...Whatever this is.”
For a brief moment I saw distress in her eyes, but her features quickly returned to a cheery smile. “That’s right! We were always so busy training at night that we never had a chance.” She leaned back onto her hands and swung her feet over the side of the bed. “I missed this.”
“Is there something on your mind, Lia?” I tilted my head and watched her face intently. “Remember, you don’t have to just ask about fun stories or magic tips. I’ll answer any questions you have, whether they’re pleasant or not.”
Her head fell as her legs stopped swinging. “Well…” she trailed off, “there is one thing.” A knot twisted in my gut as she spoke in a low, sad voice. “When we first got here, I was so excited that I ran off without you. I didn’t realize you weren’t with me until my parents asked where you were. So I, uhm, looked for you. With Detection. And Heightened Senses.”
My breath hitched in my chest as the confrontation with Valandra replayed in my head. “Oh,” I managed to say awkwardly. “You heard that?”
Lia nodded. “I couldn’t hear you at first, but I could tell you were angry.”
“I shouldn’t have yelled at her. I know none of this is her fault, and she’s just following orders, but I—”
“That’s not it,” she interrupted. “I mean, I wish you two could get along, but I understand where you’re coming from.” There was a long pause as she wrung her hands absentmindedly in her lap. “What did you mean by ‘every day is a day closer to getting sent away again?’”
“That’s…” I paused, struggling to find the right words. “There’s something I should’ve told you a while ago.” My blood felt cold under my skin, and my mind buzzed with a dull ache that made it difficult to think. “I told you once that I didn’t know how I got sent from one world to another. That isn’t a lie, but it isn’t the full truth, either.”
My eyes tracked around the room as I watched multiple memories play out at once. “I don’t know how it works, or why it’s happening to me, but I’ve figured out two things that cause it so far. The first one is pretty straightforward: When I die, I get sent to another world.”
Lia gasped. “You...you died?” Her eyes watered, threatening to send tears down her face at every move of her head.
I nodded. “In Hedaat. But instead of staying dead, I fell into that darkness again. And when it was all over, I was here.” The memory of my transition between worlds made me feel hollow and alone, even though I was barely an arm’s length away from Lia. “I haven’t had time to process that yet. Or the desire to, really. It might be best if those memories stay buried.”
As if she were approaching a wounded animal, Lia cautiously rose from the bed and padded to the side of my chair, never taking her eyes off of me. I continued to talk, my thoughts too clouded to notice. “I don’t remember what happened when I was sent away from my original world. It was so long ago, I only have memories of memories from that life. But Alderea…”
I was vaguely aware of the warm, soft brush of Lia’s hands holding mine. She had knelt down beside me and taken my hand, and she looked up into my eyes with tears streaming down her face. My own eyes stared vacantly through her, looking backwards to a different time. “I saved Alderea. I went on the King’s mission. I stopped the war, killed the enemy, and saved everybody.” My gaze swung over to my upturned hands, and I saw fresh blood running down between my fingers. “Almost everybody.”
There was a strange disconnect between my mind and body; it was as though I could hear myself telling the story from outside of my own head. “I hadn’t even set down Kel’s body when the darkness came. It couldn’t even give me that one moment.” I looked from my hands to the bureau in the corner where I could see my last companion standing. “Jarut couldn’t see it, but it was everywhere. Creeping up through the stones, winding around my arms and legs. I tried to warn him, but it filled my lungs and eyes to stop me.
“I saved Alderea, and the darkness took me anyway. As soon as my duty was done, it swept me away, pulled me apart, and threw me down into another world with a new problem to solve.” My voice sounded so distant and sad that it made me want to curl into a ball and cry. “I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” The visions of Alderea faded away, replaced a moment later by whipping snow and rolling hills.
Something tugged at me, and I sluggishly blinked away snow to find the source. I realized I was sitting in Lia’s bedroom again, and my eyes were full of tears. “Oh. I, uh, I’m sorry. I don’t, uhm, I’m not…” I shook my head in an attempt to reorient myself, but it felt as if I was moving through some sort of viscous fluid, and it only disoriented me further.
Lia tugged at my hand again. “Come with me.”
It finally dawned on me that she was trying to lead me somewhere. “Sure,” I said, confused. I knew we were in her bedroom, but I could feel the biting winter winds on my back, and the sticky warmth of blood dripping down my hands. Unable to resist, I followed her across the room to the bed.
She pressed down gently on my shoulders. “Lie down,” she commanded, her voice barely more than a whisper. I nodded absentmindedly and complied, obeying without a thought. The mattress felt as soft as the grassy hill behind Ashedown’s forge, and the raging blizzard shifted to a sunny afternoon.
My head was shifted up momentarily, then set to rest on a comfortably soft cushion. I held out a hand to block the warm afternoon sun as I looked up, and found Amaya smiling down at me. “Hey there, beautiful. I’ve missed you,” I said lazily, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from her face.
“Lux,” she called out softly. “Lux, please.”
“Right, right,” I nodded in reply, running my hand through the grass. Nestling my head further into her lap, I yawned. “Just a minute.”
“No, I…” Her voice sounded concerned. “Elden, I need you to come back to me.”
I felt a spark at the base of my skull, and the room snapped back into focus. I was lying in bed with my head in Lia’s lap, staring up into her eyes. My heart was racing, and I could feel my arms and legs tremble uncontrollably. “Lia. I’m—” My words cut off abruptly as a sob choked me. “I, I, I’m—”
Lia brushed a hand through my hair. "It's okay. Let it out." Her free hand slid down and intertwined with mine. "I'm here with you."
I cried wordlessly into her nightgown as I processed all of the emotions built up from my momentary episode. Kel's death, my banishment to Hedaat, and my own death; each struck me in turn and brought on a new round of sobs. Through everything, Lia scratched my head in a soothing rhythm and whispered calming words into my ear.
“I’m sorry,” I croaked when I finally regained a modicum of composure. “I shouldn’t—”
“No,” she interrupted. “You should. You’re carrying so much pain, and you never talk about it. It’s too much for one person to bear.”
“I don’t want to burden you with it,” I said weakly. “I don’t want you to turn out like me.”
“That’s silly. You’ll feel better after you talk about it,” she replied. “I want to help you.”
“I’m fine, really. I think I just need a good night’s sleep, and I’ll—”
“You died, Lux.” Lia rolled my head over to give me a stern look. “That’s not a memory somebody should have to deal with. You’ve gone through some terrible things, but you don’t have to go through it alone anymore.”
I took a deep, shaking breath. “You’re right,” I said with a sigh. Rolling onto my back, I gave her hand a light squeeze as I closed my eyes and rested my head comfortably against her stomach. “I’ll tell you about it.”
***




5. END OF THE WORLD

My boots peeled away from the floor with a sticky snap as I hurried down a stone corridor. Silver iridescent blood coated every surface in the hallway; the rotten, clotted substance filled the air with a foul odor so strong you could taste it on the back of your tongue. I had gone noseblind to the scent long ago, but even the sight of the blood was enough to unsettle my stomach. I slowed to a walk to observe a heavily coated section of wall. Running a gloved finger across the surface, I could identify distinct layers in the fetid blood going back multiple days.
The sudden piercing wail of an alarm klaxon renewed my focus, and I doubled my pace to the end of the hall. Placing my ear against a clean patch of metal, I took a moment to ensure the next room was clear before heaving the heavy iron door open. The room was in the same state I had left it in, thankfully, and I moved quickly to make my final preparations.
A large ring of black barrels sat in the center of the chamber, wrapped up and strung together with copious amounts of copper wire which coalesced in a small metal box on the floor. Every visible surface of the setup was completely coated in blood, which seemed to shimmer in the yellow light of a single filament bulb on the ceiling. Fresher blood crept its way towards me across the uneven floor, flowing out from beneath the massive pile of bodies against the back wall.
Although I knew there were at least fifty corpses lining the wall, it would be difficult to point out exactly where one ended and the next began. Save for the mortal wounds that had been inflicted upon them, each one looked identical to the others: smooth slate colored skin, humanoid in shape, and completely featureless aside from their faces. Their noses were sealed over and hardly visible above a distended mouth filled with multiple rows of teeth. While the lifeless eyes appeared entirely white in their current state, I could never forget the otherworldly purple glow they emitted while alive.
I walked around the circle of barrels to inspect my handiwork for what must have been the twentieth time. Satisfied again with the setup, I moved to the side wall and uncoiled a large length of heavily insulated cable. Slotting one end into its home in the wall, I walked the remaining length across the room and attached it to the receiver in the control box. A deep humming sound resonated out from the walls of the chamber, and a small indicator light flickered to life on the box.
I let out a sigh of relief. With my task completed, I moved to leave the way I had entered, but I stopped when I noticed a handwritten note on the inside face of the door. It was scrawled in a messy, uneven font and only lightly stained with blood. “Don’t forget. The switch is on the table in the center room. Don’t forget. The barrels have to be hooked into the wall before the switch will work. Don’t forget. You have to press the switch before the end. Don’t forget. Don’t forget!”
My brow furrowed. The note was written in my own handwriting, but I had no memory of creating it or attaching it to the door. Beyond that, the idea that I could forget how my own equipment worked didn’t make sense. My stomach knotted as I tried to recall the reason I would need the note in the first place, but its meaning eluded me. I did my best to shake off the worry and left the room, sealing it closed again behind me.
I had barely taken a step down the stone hallway when my leg spasmed. I toppled forward and landed hard on my shoulder and chin, which sent a splash of rancid blood up along the side of my face. Sharp lances of pain shot through me as I rolled on the floor, my leg convulsing uncontrollably. I instinctively pulled at my mana reserves in an attempt to calm my leg, but was startled when I found the energy already pounding throughout my body at maximum capacity.
As the convulsions began to settle, I dragged myself up to a sitting position against the wall and tried to center myself. My head was swimming from the impact of the fall, and my body throbbed in pain much worse than I expected from such a trivial injury. I knew something was wrong, but it was difficult to pinpoint it through the daze.
Another klaxon blared down the hallway, pulling me back to my senses. With a pitiful whimper, I managed to struggle to my feet and continue my journey down the hallway. I limped through the dim passages, winding and weaving through the labyrinthine halls for what felt like far too long. Eventually, I reached another metal door, though this one was considerably lighter and already unlatched. I stuck my head through the open doorway and peered into the dark room.
It seemed to be some sort of living chamber, though it was coated in a layer of filth similar to the rest of the building. Three cots lined the wall to my right, while a small kitchen area took up most of the left side of the room with an ice chest and dining table. There was another door on the far side of the room, and an opening on the right wall half-covered by a hanging sheet. I watched the room intently for movement, then entered and closed the door behind me.
Through the dull yellow light, I caught a glimpse of something shiny on the farthest cot. I approached cautiously, wary of some sort of trap, but when I reached the bedside, I saw that the shimmer came from the reflective face of a sword. It was made of a beautiful light blue metal and was etched with strange runes along one side. The crossguard was heavy and unadorned, guarding a worn leather grip and a pommel ringed with a small golden band. A smile spread across my face as I examined it, although I didn’t know why.
My observations were interrupted by a loud crash against the far door of the room. I crouched in cover behind the cot and watched the small viewport in the door for movement. After another impact, a face appeared in the window, and a chill raced down my spine. Whatever was standing on the opposite side of the door was definitely not human.
The creature had slate grey skin, a nose that seemed to have no holes, and a gaping, circular mouth that hung open to reveal multiple rows of teeth. I barely had time to notice the secondary features before I became transfixed on just one: its eyes. They shone through the darkness with an eerie purple glow, completely devoid of pupils or irises. My stomach turned as I tried to identify the creature to no avail; whatever it was, I had never encountered anything like it in my entire life, and it terrified me.
A guttural scream echoed out from its cavernous mouth as it spotted me behind the bed. It smashed its head against the viewport, completely destroying the small window and sending glass shards raining down onto the floor before me. After another bellow the face disappeared, replaced with a spindly arm that reached through down towards the door handle. Fingers much too long for its hands brushed in searching waves until they curled around the metal latch.
There was a faint click as the mechanism released before the door violently burst open. Seeing the full form of the creature for the first time was disturbing; it was so close to human in its build, but everything was a degree off from normal. The skin was perfectly smooth and featureless, stretched taut over hyperextended joints that bent in sickening directions as it moved.
With another roar, the creature lunged across the empty space towards where I cowered behind the metal cot. I screamed and reached out desperately for the sword beside me, praying I would miraculously learn how to wield a blade in the fraction of a second I had left in life. When my fingers contacted the leather-wrapped grip, I felt a surge of mana pour down my arm and into the blade.
Energy crashed through my body like lightning, electrifying every fiber of my being. It felt as if a dense fog had lifted from my mind, and I remembered things that had been lost to me moments before. The room snapped into a bright focus as time dilated and slowed the Thrall before me to a snail’s pace. My hand curled around the familiar sword handle as I sprang out to meet my foe head-on. The blade whipped up in a flash, easily slicing through the monster’s outstretched arm. I leaned to one side and let its body brush past me, then gripped the sword in two hands and brought the cutting edge down through its neck.
Iridescent blood gushed out over the mattress as the head and torso separated. The head bounced and rolled along the stone floor, purple eyes fading to a dull white as its life quickly drained away. I wiped the edge of my sword on a small clean portion of the bedsheets and took a moment to collect my thoughts.
“They’ve reached the living quarters,” I said out loud, taking care to speak clearly and with emphasis. “That means the defenses in the main entry have finally given out. I have to move out to the central chamber and secure it at all costs.” I moved to the bureau at the back wall, directly past the doorway. Wiping a hand across the filthy mirror attached to the wall, I regarded myself coldly.
I was barely able to make out my own features through the dim yellow light and the silver blood on the glass. Dull eyes peered back at me from sunken sockets surrounded by bruised and wrinkled skin. White hair hung down past my shoulders, matted and crusty with old blood. There were multiple cuts on my forehead and cheeks which looked to have scabbed and peeled repeatedly, leaving the skin puffy and infected. I scowled at my condition.
“Don’t. Forget.” I repeated the words to myself. “Don’t. Forget. Don’t. Forget.” As I spoke, I pulled a silver orb from my bandolier and retrieved the needle from the fastening. Without breaking eye contact with the mirror, I punctured the orb and pressed the small button at the top of the needle. The orb swelled and began to glow with a faint orange light. After replacing the needle in the top of the bandolier, I held the orb up directly above my face and crushed it in my fist.
Orange liquid burst out as the thin silver membrane popped, coating my hands and face in the warm fluid. I wiped the excess from my skin and flicked it away, leaving the rest to sizzle and evaporate over my wounds. When I opened my eyes and examined myself again, the cuts on my forehead and cheeks were gone without a trace. I gave myself a small nod and turned to leave, but paused at the mirror. “Don’t. Forget. And for fuck’s sake, don’t put down the sword!”
As I strode down the narrow stone passageways of the lab, I went through a quick mental checklist of my current status. There was a sharp pain in my stomach, no doubt caused by a lack of food over the past three days. Even with the combat enhancements, my mind still experienced periods of cloudiness; whether it was due to lack of sleep, dangerously low mana levels, or my deteriorated mental state, I couldn’t say. The rest of my body was surprisingly intact, having sustained no major injuries in the fighting thus far.
I dispatched three more Thralls on my trip through the corridors. The narrow walls created a combat arena where only a single Thrall could engage me at any given time, regardless of their numbers, which put me at a severe advantage. When I arrived at the central chamber I found the door smashed off its hinges lying in the corridor, dented and bloody. The scene inside the room was much the same; every wall was scratched and covered in blood from where the Thralls had apparently attempted to smash their way through to deeper sections of the lab.
The chamber was sparsely furnished, containing just a wooden desk and chair at the far wall and a small metal table with a matching chair in the center. The tabletop was bare aside from a small, circular notch on the surface by the chair and a fancy border around the edge. I made my way to the center chair to sit, but took pause when I heard growls emanating from the doorway on the opposite side of the room. I pulled another orb from my bandolier with an exasperated sigh, this time filling it with a sinister blue liquid. When the silver bodies of two Thralls crept into sight from the dark hallway before me, I hurled the orb through the entrance towards them.
Brilliant blue fire erupted at the point of impact against the first Thrall’s chest, engulfing it in liquid flame. The fire grew quickly, spreading to the second thrall as it tried desperately to push past its writhing comrade. They both flailed their way into the room and fell to the ground just before they reached the metal table. I shook my head dismissively as I took my seat and pulled two more orbs from the bandolier. I filled them both with the same blue liquid, pausing after the first one when I was hit with a rush of vertigo. I set them both down on the table along with the needle and waited for the next enemies to arrive.
While I sat in anxious silence, I traced my hand around the edge of the table, following the intricate patterns carved into the face. Although it looked like a random series of lines designed to add aesthetic value to the tabletop, each symbol was a tiny Alderean rune akin to the runes on my blade, all arranged in a precise order. I breathed a sigh of relief as I read through the runes for the thousandth time. “It’s almost over.”
My meditations were interrupted by a disturbance at the entrance. I could hear a large pack of Thralls scrambling their way towards me, but this time they were accompanied by a much heavier set of footfalls. I gripped my sword tighter in anticipation and picked up the first orb from the table. At the first sign of movement I lobbed it forward, catching the vanguard unaware. When the remaining Thralls crashed into the roadblock of their flailing ally, I threw the second orb, spreading the conflagration to the entire group.
A menacing bellow thundered out from the hallway. “ENOUGH,” the voice commanded. In response to the word, the pack of Thralls stood upright, suddenly unaffected by the flames consuming them. Their eyes were more intense than I had seen before, their purple light now overpowering the blue of the flames. The fire gradually subsided, leaving the Thralls horribly burned and melted, but they showed no signs of suffering from the injuries. They walked into the room single file and lined up against the back wall with an unprecedented level of control.
A massive figure filled the doorway as the source of the pounding footsteps reached my chamber. The beast must have been over seven feet tall, and was forced to stoop to enter the room. The skin on its lower half was a similar slate color to the Thralls, but it shifted in hue near the waist to a sickly purple, which darkened as it grew closer to the head. While it was clearly a distended human form like the Thralls behind it, the new creature rippled with muscle in clear contrast to their usual slender forms. Its eyes shone with brilliant purple light, although they still seemed to have traditional human irises and pupils, which scanned the room with clear, directed purpose.
Though I had never seen anything like the beast before me, there was something familiar about it. A brief moment of concentration brought the attached memory to the forefront of my hazy mind. The recollection shocked me momentarily, but I regained my composure quickly and addressed the figure. “Councilor Gorat, it has certainly been a long time. I hardly recognized you; did you do something different with your hair?”
The beast approached the table and knelt down at the opposite edge, lowering itself down to a more reasonable height. “Ah. You knew this body, it seems,” it said, speaking with multiple voices at once. I recognized the nasally tone of the Hedaat councilor I once knew among the mix, but the choir of voices behind it were clearly not all human in origin. “It serves as the Conduit for the Dominion now.”
“Yes, I’m well aware of your little club, although I’m not sure exactly why you’re here.” I picked up the needle and rolled it casually between my fingers. “Your previous associates weren’t much for talking, and they never wanted to answer my questions.”
“All are granted gifts in accordance with their ability,” it replied. “These ones serve a purpose as they are.” The former councilor looked me up and down. “You have shown your ability to us during this time of change. You would be granted many gifts.”
I shrugged. “I’m not really looking for gifts.” With a flick of my wrist, I pushed the needle down into the small notch in the table. My heart fluttered in my chest, and I took a final centering breath before pressing my thumb down onto the button. “They won’t do me much good anymore.” Mana flowed down my arm and was whisked away through the needle, bringing on another dizzy spell. A deep whirring began to rumble out from the hallway at my back.
Gorat watched the movement impassively. “We have this body’s memories. We saw you reject its call to stop us many decades ago. Why do you resist us now? The Dominion would elevate you beyond mere flesh and blood. You would become eternal.”
“Blood,” I chuckled. “Funny thing about that. I spent my life here studying blood. I’ve discovered things your Dominion doesn’t know…” I trailed off momentarily as my stomach lurched and my vision blurred. “There is power in blood. And eternity...that isn’t a gift.”
“Mortal minds cannot understand the divinity of the Dominion. It would be—”
“Your Dominion,” I yelled, panting, “is over. Your Dominion can’t understand that it lost the second I pressed this button.”
Gorat tilted his head to one side. “This is untrue. The Dominion still stands.”
“The Dominion still stands because I’m allowing it. When I tire of this conversation, Hedaat ceases to exist, and with it, your Dominion.” I laughed. “If you kill me before that point, Hedaat disappears. If my hand leaves this button, Hedaat disappears. The Dominion lost, and I beat you.”
“This is untrue. You do not possess the power you say you do.”
“You’re right about that,” I admitted. “But blood does. And you’ve given me more than enough of that these past few days.” A violent shiver ran down my spine. My body had begun to ache all over as my mana reserves started to dry, and I knew the time had come. “I rejected the call to stop you, and people died. People that I cared about. Before I die, I want all of you fuckers to know that I was the one that stopped you. I’m the one who—”
A violent spasm shook the left side of my body. My arm convulsed upwards and smashed into the underside of the table, knocking the sword from my grip. When it left my hand, I felt a deep pang of longing in the back of my mind, but it quickly faded into a thick fog. I watched it clatter against the stone floor and come to rest at my feet. The weapon looked so familiar, but I couldn’t quite place why.
There was a strange tingle in my right arm, and I realized that I was extending the last bits of my mana outside of my body through a small metal pin in the table. Reflexively, I withdrew it back into my core, afraid of what might happen should it run out. When the energy came back the room fell quiet, which confused me; I hadn’t realized there was a rumbling sound until it had gone away.
I took the pin from the table and studied it in my palm. I knew it was important in some way, so I slid it into my pocket for safekeeping until I had time to study it further. As I looked up and became aware of my surroundings, I was startled by the massive figure kneeling at the opposite end of the table; there was a lingering sense of anger in my mind as I stared at it, but I didn’t feel any fear. I was frustrated by my lack of understanding of the situation, but I tried my best to keep my face neutral.
The figure spoke, its voice alien and echoing. “You look unwell.”
“I’m fine!” I snarled in response. “What would you know about it anyway? What do you even want? Why are you...are you even…” My head bobbed forward as I dropped in and out of consciousness momentarily. Alarmed, I pushed away from the table and attempted to stand, but my legs were heavy and unresponsive to my commands. “Leave me,” I muttered pitifully. “I want to be alone.”
The creature stood and slowly rounded the table. A massive arm reached down and picked up the blade below me, which looked hardly long enough to be a shortsword in the giant’s grip. “No, don’t. That’s...you can’t—” Another convulsion took control of my body, knocking me over the arm of my chair to land hard on the stone floor. I hardly felt the pain through the heavy, creeping numbness in my limbs.
From somewhere above me, I heard a chorus of voices call out in unison. “You were an honorable opponent. The Dominion will remember you with great respect.” A metal grating sound began to echo around the room. “You will suffer no longer.”
With the last of my energy, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling with unseeing eyes. The dense fog in my mind had spread to my senses, and it felt as if I was slowly fading away into nothing. I closed my eyes and sighed, happy to have a chance to rest. It had been so long, and I was so tired.
A gentle, cool weight pressed down on my chest and cleared away a layer of exhaustion. I tipped my head up and squinted my eyes, eventually finding enough focus to reveal that the light blue sword had been laid across my chest. It brought a smile to my face, and I struggled to drag my hand up the length of my torso to touch it.
As my fingers dragged across the metal, the clouds lifted from my mind. My body was unresponsive, having finally run out of mana from my last-ditch resistance. As my eyes tracked around the room, I saw two Thralls dragging a terrible black battleaxe between them. The blade screeched across the floor, finally coming to a rest at Gorat’s side. The former councilor hefted the great weapon in one hand as he turned to address me. I saw his lips move, but my ears failed to hear the words.
Tears filled my eyes as the room began to fade from view. “I’m sorry,” I tried to say, struggling to move my lips. A quick, arcing flash pierced the darkness one last time before my eyes gave out. “I’m sorry...I failed.”
***




6. OLD EMOTION

“C’mon, let’s go already!” Lia called out, bouncing eagerly on her heels.
Hana wrung her hands and shimmied forward to the end of the crate she was sitting on. “Please be careful, dear. We already believe that you’ve been training, so there’s really no need for this.”
Marten laughed. “Oh, come now, darling. Aren’t you even a tiny bit curious to see what our little Marlia can do?” He took a seat on the crate next to her and leaned back against the barn, his feet swinging just above the grass.
“Well...I suppose so,” she replied. “Just be careful.”
“You already said that!” Lia groaned. “Besides, it’s not like we’re using our real swords; those are at the keep.” Hana’s face paled as her eyes widened, but a reassuring hand on her back from Marten seemed to keep her from protesting again. “I’m not going to get hurt by a wooden stick!”
“You aren’t going to be injured by a wooden stick,” I corrected with a grin. “Whether you get hurt or not depends on how rusty you are after our break from daily practice.”
“Hey!” Lia huffed indignantly. “That means you’re rusty too!”
I held my hands up in front of me defensively with a chuckle. “Sure, sure. Why don’t we get started? Just the basics at first as a refresher, and then we can move into training with enhancements. Sound good?”
She nodded in response, and we took our starting positions. Our arena was the familiar clearing behind Marten’s barn where I had first taught Lia the basics of using a sword. The empty storage crates had been rearranged to create an arena of bare dirt, just large enough for a sparring match with a full range of motion.
I spun the beheaded broomstick in my hand a few times and readjusted my grip to compensate for the less-than-ideal balance. It was a far cry from the high-quality steel we had grown accustomed to using, but Lia had insisted on practicing as soon as possible. As we slowly rounded the outside of the arena, Marten leaned forward and watched his daughter intently while Hana peeked out over his shoulder with a furrowed brow and shifting eyes.
Lia made the first move of the day. She dashed across the open space and swung out with quick cuts in rapid succession. The wooden sticks clacked angrily in the quiet morning air as her barrage gradually pushed me back towards the ring of crates. “You shouldn’t attack so aggressively,” I called out between bouts. “I know you want to put on a good show for your parents, but don’t let it affect your decisions!” I knew the statement would get a rise out of her, and I watched eagerly for her next move.
“You’re just scared I’m going to get the first hit in!” she yelled as she launched into another series of heavy jabs. “Do you really think I’d—”
The last blow of her assault swung wide, small errors in her form adding up to a final large miscalculation. I brought my stick down with both hands onto her overextended weapon, knocking it from her hand to the dirt where it bounced away behind her. There was a momentary look of shock on her face, but before I could capitalize on my advantage, she closed the distance between us and threw an offhand punch towards my head.
I ducked the punch and dropped my own weapon, the now close-quarters engagement rendering it ineffective. With both hands free, I was able to deflect her blows and throw out my own counterattacks, which she lithely dodged. There was a large grin on her face as we sparred back and forth, and I found myself unable to resist mirroring her expression. It felt good to exert myself in a situation that didn’t have life-or-death consequences again, and I was immensely proud of how well Lia was performing.
The speed of our punches slowed as we both began to pant from exertion. I managed to push her back to the center of our arena with some creative footwork, but she deftly matched my movements without a single misstep and kept fighting. One of my jabs aimed at her ribs flew wide as she spun to my right, and she took advantage of my mistake by snaking a leg between mine and yanking me by the shoulder down into the dirt.
I fell backwards, tripping over her leg and landing hard on my back. Before I had a chance to react, Lia descended upon me; she dove down into a mounting position and attempted to pin my arms to the ground beneath her knees. For a brief moment I thought she had finally beaten me, but as she transitioned to throw a punch down at me, her weight shifted too far forward to hold me down. I spun beneath her just enough to free my arms, allowing me to throw her to the side and scramble to my feet.
We stood to face each other again, now covered in a layer of dirt and sweat. There was a voracity in Lia’s eyes that matched the burning desire for more I felt within me. As I stared her down, eagerly awaiting her next move, I gradually became aware of the sound of applause coming from beside us. Marten had taken to his feet and was cheering loudly beside Hana, who seemed to have traded her nervous demeanor for one of excitement.
I couldn’t help but laugh as I dropped into a relaxed stance. “Alright! I’d say that was a decent warm up, wouldn’t you?”
Lia took a moment to catch her breath, then smiled. “Now we can get to the real practice, right?”
“Warm up?” Marten called out incredulously. “That was some of the best fighting I’ve ever seen! What else do you have to practice?”
“I’d say that was like fighting with one hand behind my back,” Lia replied, moving to retrieve our stick weapons from the dirt. “Now we can pull out all the stops.” She paused as she handed me my broom handle. “Right?”
“Let’s leave Pain Reduction and Strength off the table for now. I’d like to test those out in a more controlled setting first.” I rolled my shoulders and tapped into my mana reserves. “Everything else is fair game.”
We squared off again, this time with a pause to chant out combat enhancements. I watched the world sharpen and oversaturate before me as the mana activated, and I could tell by her expression that Lia was experiencing the same. A cloud of dust kicked out behind her as she sprinted towards me far faster than her first approach. I dug my heels into the dirt and brought my weapon up to block her first attack, an overhead blow which channeled all of her forward momentum.
There was a loud snap as both of our makeshift weapons burst into splinters, showering me with shards of wood. Lia looked up at me with a mix of confusion and amusement, and we both broke out into a fit of laughter. Marten and Hana sat in stunned silence, looking back and forth from one another to where we stood. As our laughter died down, I heard another round of applause, but it came from the opposite end of the barn from where Lia’s parents were seated.
I turned to find Valandra leaning against a stack of crates, her armor sparkling in the midday sun. “That was impressive, Lia. You are far more skilled than I expected,” she called out in her usual monotone voice. “Given the circumstances, that is a great relief.”
“Ah. I suppose it must be midday, then,” I sighed. “We’ll have to end our session here for now, Lia. I promised a meeting to our new acquaintance here.”
Lia nodded but caught my arm as I moved to leave and pulled me down to whisper in my ear. “Are you going to be alright?”
I put a comforting hand on her shoulder and smiled. “I’ll be fine. I’m feeling...a bit better now, thanks to you.” Her cheeks flushed lightly as she returned my smile, and I gave her shoulder a squeeze. With a final nod I turned and crossed the arena to where Valandra stood. “If you could follow me, please,” I said, motioning out toward the road.
As we left, I heard Marten whisper excitedly behind me. “Marlia. Marlia! Is that the King’s Shield? Here, at our house? Why does she know your name? Are you working with her? How did you meet her? Why is…” I let my combat enhancements drop and the whispering faded away behind the gentle midday breeze.
I mulled over what to say as we walked to the edge of the property in silence. After my talk with Lia it was clear that I had to make amends for how I treated Valandra when we last spoke, but that knowledge didn’t make the process of doing so any easier. I stopped when I reached the dirt road at the edge of the front yard and stared out across the empty field before me, still unsure of how to proceed.
“Lux. I have been given new information about the situation in Attetsia,” Valandra started, not waiting for me to turn and address her. “The situation may be more advanced than we originally anticipated. Based on the most recent reports—”
“Wait,” I cut in, spinning to face her. “Before we get into the details, I have something I need to say.” Valandra gave me a nod to continue, watching me with interest. My hands opened and closed at my sides as I took a deep breath. “I need to...apologize for my behavior yesterday. You’ve treated me with nothing but respect since we met, and I was rude and aggressive in response.” My words came haltingly as I chose each one with care, and it took more strength than I had expected to hold her gaze. “I let my past experiences with royalty influence my opinion of you. That was wrong of me, and I’m sorry.”
Valandra’s expression changed for the first time since I met her. Her eyes softened, and I could see the faintest trace of a smile on her lips. “Thank you, Lux. I accept your apology.” The features of her face quickly locked back into the impassive mask that I had come to expect from her. “I had worried that our time together would be difficult, but I am relieved to find that may not be the case.”
I nodded in response. “I will do my best to give you the respect you deserve going forward. I’m sure there will be times where I fail to do so, and I hope you’ll call me out when it happens. Wounds don’t heal overnight, but that’s no excuse for my behavior.” I laughed softly. “I’m sure Lia will do her best to keep me in line, as well.”
A miraculous sound reached my ears in the form of a gentle laugh from Valandra. Some small part of me had believed she was incapable of laughter based on how serious our interactions had been; I smiled, happy to be proven wrong. “She seems to be a very passionate young girl. And capable as well, judging by the display I saw when I arrived.”
“I’ve been training with her for just under a month. I sleep a lot better at night knowing she can protect herself,” I said quietly. My gaze turned to the barn where we had left Lia and her parents. “She’s a good person. Better than me.” The conversation died as I stared off into the distance absentmindedly. When I became aware of the silence, I coughed awkwardly and turned back to Valandra. “Right, enough of that. I interrupted your report; please, continue.”
She held up a hand. “The information can wait. Our mission remains the same, regardless of how much we discuss it.” I raised an eyebrow at her, and she gestured her raised hand back towards the house. “You should enjoy your time here. I expect we will be gone for some time.”
“Oh. Uh, yeah. I’ll do that,” I said, surprised. “Thanks, Valandra.”
“Of course,” she nodded stoically. “I will return here when your equipment is ready. We will have plenty of time to discuss logistics and intelligence on the road to Attetsia.” She held out her hand. “Until then, Lux.”
I reached out and shook her hand. “Until then.” Though her hand was warm to the touch, her grip was solid as iron. With a final nod Valandra began her return trip to the city, leaving me alone by the roadside. The encounter had gone much better than I expected, but I still had a sense of puzzlement in the back of my mind that I couldn’t shake. I had never before encountered a person as difficult to read as Valandra, and our conversations never seemed to go as I imagined they would.
When I returned to the storage area behind the barn, I found Lia sprawled out on a cluster of crates, swinging her legs lazily over the side. Marten was seated beside her, still whispering questions into her ear to her clear annoyance. As I came into view, he hopped down from his seat and bounced his way over to me. “Lux! Why didn’t you tell me you were working with the King’s Shield? Is it true what they say about her? That she’s the greatest warrior in the kingdom?”
Lia rolled her head to face me with a tired expression. “He’s been like this the entire time you were gone.”
“Sorry, but I don’t think I’ll have any more details for you than Lia did. We’ve only just met her,” I apologized as a small grin curled up a corner of my mouth. “You seem awfully interested in her, Marten. What’s that all about?”
He looked at me with disbelief. “Of course I’m interested! Are you telling me you haven’t heard the stories about her? Anybody would be interested to meet her, she’s a legend!”
Lia picked up on my line of questioning. “I’m not so sure about that. Are you sure it isn’t because she’s a beautiful knight in shining armor? You certainly asked a lot of questions about her.”
Marten whipped around to face his daughter. “What are you talking about, Marlia? That’s not at all what I, er—what I mean is, I wasn’t thinking that at all!”
Hana suppressed a laugh as she snuck her way up behind her husband. In an instant, her face shifted from one of enjoyment to a mask of sadness. “She’s right, dear. You haven’t looked at me that way in years,” she said mournfully.
The color drained from Marten’s face as he slowly spun to face her. “Darling, no...that’s not how it is, you know that…” There was a great fear in his eyes as he took her hand and stroked it softly. “I love you more than anything in this world, I always...I was just so surprised to see her here at our house is all, that I—”
There was a loud bang as Lia fell back onto the crate she was perched on and roared with laughter, clenching her hands over her stomach. I did my best to maintain my composure, but couldn’t stop myself from snickering under my breath. Hana smiled apologetically and laughed. Marten spun between the three of us in a daze, coming to terms with what had happened.
He pointed a stubby finger at me. “You put them up to this, didn’t you? Don’t try to deny it, I can see it written all over your face!” His cheeks were flushed and his forehead was damp with nervous sweat, but he chuckled along with the rest of us in good humor. “I’ll get you back for this one, Lux.” Without waiting for a response, he stalked back towards the house, muttering under his breath as he went.
Hana followed after him, pausing beside me to put a hand on my arm. “It was long overdue for him to get a taste of his own medicine. Thank you.” We both laughed again as she jogged off to catch up with him, and they rounded the corner of the house together arm in arm.
I crossed the dirt patch and leaned back against Lia’s crates, looking up into the clear blue sky. The sun was just warm enough to fight off the autumn chill, and the air smelled crisp and clean as I took a deep relaxing breath. “So, how did I do?”
“You tell me,” Lia replied, wiggling her way to the edge of the crates. “I wasn’t listening. I don’t want you to feel like you don’t have your privacy, and it wasn’t my conversation to listen to. Not that I could have anyway, with the amount of questions I was dealing with back here.”
“I appreciate that. Thanks.” I looked at her and grinned. “I think it went well, all things considered. I apologized for how I acted yesterday, and Valandra accepted it. I’m pretty sure I even saw her smile, if only for a second.”
Lia giggled. “I’m glad you were able to work things out with her.”
“Me too. I feel...good. Content.” I searched for the right word. “Happy.” My elbow nudged at hers gently. “That’s mostly thanks to you, you know.”
She looked away and fidgeted with her hands in her lap. “Oh, go on. I didn’t do anything. You’re the one who actually talked to her; I just convinced you it was a good idea.”
“That’s not what I meant,” I said, pushing off from the crate to stand directly in front of her. “You saved me last night. I’m not sure I could’ve continued on that way for too much longer; hiding from all the painful memories was killing me. Inside at least.” I reached out and took her restless hands. “I couldn’t have talked to anyone else about it. Only you.”
Out of options to distract her focus, she looked up into my eyes. “I’m not sure what to say,” she murmured as her cheeks flushed.
“You don’t have to say anything. I just want you to know how important you are to me.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m not sure if it was my fate that brought you down to the dungeon or I finally had a bit of good luck, but I think it was the best thing that could have happened to me.”
A smile spread across her face as she nodded quietly in response. I held her gaze for a moment, pausing to think. Something felt wrong. Her happiness was plain to see on her face, but there was some aspect of her expression that seemed off. Behind her glistening amber eyes, she was holding back another emotion. My gut registered it before my brain did. I could feel the same emotion in the pit of my stomach, where I had learned to suppress all of my other feelings: it was longing.
My lingering guilt surged down to bury the sensation in an automatic response, but this time, the longing fought back. I know how she feels, because I feel it too. I stepped forward and pulled Lia into a tight embrace, holding her close against my chest. Whatever guilt I would dwell on later would be worth it; the only thing I could focus on in the moment was how much I needed her.
Lia wrapped her arms around me and hugged hard enough to pop a joint in my back. I did my best to crystallize every detail into one perfect memory: the faint smell of mint on her hair, the warmth of her body pressed against mine, the sound of her breathing, the flutter of her heartbeat. Though it only lasted for a moment, I knew I would remember it no matter how many lives I lived.
Eventually, my rational brain overpowered my rush of emotions. With a final squeeze, I picked her up from the crate and spun her around, stopping to set her standing gently on the ground before me. I pulled away slightly, leaving one arm around her torso as I rested my chin on top of her head. “We should head inside soon. I need to find something to eat, and I should probably apologize to your father for giving him a hard time.”
I felt her nod into my chest in agreement, but as I moved to walk past her, she grabbed my hands and pulled me back. Her head pressed more firmly into my chest as she wove her fingers between mine and took a deep breath. After a moment her fingers loosened and she nodded a second time. “You go ahead. I’ll be right in.”
“Of course,” I replied. While I walked along the well-worn path towards the house, I considered reaching out with Detection to check on her. There was a large part of me that wanted to make sure she was okay, but her comment about privacy in our previous conversation stopped me. If she wanted me to be there, she would have asked me to wait.
Hana was preparing lunch in the kitchen when I entered the house, with Marten nowhere to be seen. “The food will be ready in just a moment, if you’d like to wait at the table,” she called out, turning to see who had come in. “Oh, Lux. Is Lia coming as well?”
“Yes, she’ll be in soon,” I answered with a smile.
A wrinkle of concern crossed her forehead. “Are you feeling well, Lux? Your face is quite flushed.”
“Oh, yes. I’m fine,” I replied, feeling my cheeks redden further. “The physical exertion certainly gets the blood pumping, and it is a bit chilly outside today.”
The worry faded as she turned back to the food. “Yes, it is unseasonably cold today, don’t you think?” There was a new inflection to her voice that sounded almost patronizing, and I assumed she hadn’t believed my excuses. “Lia was quite something, wasn’t she?”
“Lia?” I asked, confused. My brain was too slow to follow immediately, given the recent events, but it caught up quickly. “Oh, yes. She learns quickly and seems to have a real aptitude for it. I’m sure she’ll be besting me, given another few...uhm, another few months of…” My train of thought derailed as I caught movement from the corner of my eye.
At the far wall of the house, a window was lined up perfectly with the kitchen to display where I had been standing with Lia just moments ago. She was still in the same spot, and I watched as she oscillated between a radiant smile and a furrowed brow while speaking aloud to herself. The burning in my cheeks intensified and spread to my ears as I fell into an embarrassed silence.
Hana hummed merrily to herself as she finished preparing our lunch, a stew made from the familiar blue tubers served with crispy bread. Lia joined us soon after the meal was served, saving me from the lull in conversation. They chatted about local gossip while I enjoyed my food quietly and savored the opportunity to regain my composure. Once our bowls were emptied, Lia and I returned to the dirt arena for a meditation session.
The time we spent at the Corell homestead flew by far faster than I had hoped it would. After the forced hiatus of our nightly sparring sessions, the hand to hand combat practice I led Lia through completely exhausted any energy reserves I had remaining. The two of us hardly made it through dinner with her parents before turning in for the night, far too tired for our usual exchange of questions.
Marten rescheduled the deliveries he had planned for the following day in an effort to spend more time with us before our departure. The four of us walked to the Tolamar market together, where we spent a large portion of our day browsing the various stalls and talking with family acquaintances. I was happy to fade into the background and listen to the conversations; watching Lia and her parents spend time together brought me a deep sense of comfort and satisfaction.
When our trip to the market was complete, Lia and I spent the remainder of our day helping with various household chores. The feeling that I was taking advantage of the Corell’s hospitality still weighed heavily on my mind, so I did my best to make myself useful. After a delicious dinner and an amusingly competitive game of cards, Lia and I found ourselves in her bedroom on the eve of departure for a second time.
I leaned my chair back on two legs and perched my feet on the edge of her bed, watching with interest as she went over a mental checklist of belongings to pack. Most of the possessions she had taken on our first adventure were still bundled in a small bag at the foot of her chest of drawers. After looking between a small pocket mirror and a wooden figurine for the fourth time, she set them both down, sighed, and crossed the room to sit on her bed.
“When we were getting ready to leave on our first trip, I was so nervous. I had no idea how long I was going to be away from home, or what my life was going to be like. It was scary to think about leaving everything I knew behind.” She chuckled softly as her face grew distant. “Now it feels strange to be back.”
“You’re a different person than the girl who left here with me to go adventuring,” I said with a smile. “I know it hasn’t been all that long, but you’ve grown a lot since that day. Imagine if you told that version of Lia she would be arrested, judged by the King himself, and tasked with an important diplomatic mission.”
She grinned. “I’m not sure she would’ve gone with you.” With a laugh she rolled over onto her stomach and faced me, propping her head up on her hands. “I’m glad that I did, though. The time I’ve spent with you has been the best of my entire life, arrest and all.”
“It’s been by far the best time of my life, too. This life, anyway,” I said, smirking at my own joke. Lia looked less amused as a frown crossed her face. “What’s wrong?”
“I just…” she trailed off. “I thought of what you told me the other night. About why you were sent away from Alderea.” Her bottom lip quivered as she paused. “I don’t want you to get sent away, Lux.”
“And I don’t want to leave,” I sighed. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but that’s why I wanted to go to Lybesa. I thought that maybe, if I could get away before anybody found me and set me on my mission, I would be able to just...live. I’d have a chance to mourn everyone that I’ve lost.” I shook my head and looked away. “I know it’s terrible, running away when the world needs me. I put my feelings ahead of the lives of every person in Kaldan. It was a selfish thing to do.”
“That’s not true,” she cut in. “You didn’t ask for any of this. Nobody should have to carry the weight of the world on their shoulders like you do.” Her frown lengthened, and a waver entered her voice as she continued. “You deserve to live a normal life. You deserve to be happy.”
“I am happy, Lia. Right here and now.” It pained me to see her so upset, especially on my account. “I’ll stay happy as long as I get to keep spending time with you.” The statement brought a smile to her face and a blush to her cheeks. “And who knows? Maybe this whole situation is one big coincidence. Maybe we’ll get back from our mission, and that’ll be that. The King will keep his promise,” I paused to give her a dramatic eye roll, “and then I’ll get to go live that normal life.”
“I hope you’re right!” she said happily. “I’d like to see that.” A sudden yawn caught her off guard, and she rubbed her face sleepily. “Wow. I guess that means it’s time for bed.”
The yawn infected me as well. “I suppose you’re right,” I said as I stood from the chair with a stretch. After stripping down to my boxers and folding the clothes neatly into a small pile, I crawled up over the end of the bed to my usual spot against the wall. The sheets were cold against my bare skin, and I shivered as I burrowed underneath them to get warm.
Lia changed quickly into her nightgown before snuffing out the lamp on her bedside table, plunging the room into darkness. When she took her spot beside me, I pulled her in close to my chest, eager for any source of heat. She let out a short squeal as she slid across the mattress, snuggling back against me once my arm was comfortably rested around her waist. “You know,” she spoke quietly into the darkness, “this could be the last real bed we sleep in for quite some time.”
“Don’t remind me. I was just starting to get used to it again,” I said with a groaning laugh. “Although, there’s something to be said for sleeping out under the stars, too.”
“And this time, you’re not hiding out with a bounty on your head,” she reminded me. “We won’t have to be so secretive with our accommodations.”
“That’s true,” I agreed. We laid together quietly for a while, still fully awake. I broke the silence with a whisper. “Are you sure you want to do this, Lia? You can still choose to stay here, with your parents.”
“Anywhere you’re going, I’m going,” she said confidently, holding my hand tightly against her body. “As long as you’ll have me. Even if you won’t.”
“I’m glad,” I replied. “I’d support you no matter what decision you made, but...I’m not sure what I’d do without you. I’ll have you for as long as you’ll follow.”
“It’s settled, then. Forever.”
“Forever,” I echoed. The word struck a bittersweet chord in my chest, and a handful of memories floated up to the edge of my mind in response. “We should get some sleep. Tomorrow’s a busy day,” I said, as much for my own benefit as for hers.
She nodded. “Goodnight, Lux.”
“Goodnight, Lia.”
---
“Something’s wrong,” I spoke aloud to the empty room. Immediately, I recognized the surrounding space as the bedroom I had shared with Amaya, but the details seemed to shift and blur whenever I focused on a single object. I waved a hand in front of my face and felt the quilt of the bed I was sitting on, confused by the presence of mind I was experiencing. “What is this?”
“It’s a dream, Elden,” Amaya’s voice laughed from the doorway. “A real dream, like normal people have. Not the endless memories you replay in your head.” She entered the room and sat down in a large cushioned chair across from me. While the rest of the room was obscured by a light fuzz, she was a beacon of clarity.
I felt a lump form in my throat as I stared at her, and my stomach filled with an ache I had long since learned to suppress. “How are you?” I croaked. “Are you safe? Are you...no.” Amaya tilted her head to one side and watched me with a pitying expression. “This is a dream. You don’t know any of that.”
“I am the Amaya you remember,” she said softly, “and you remember her very well. But you’re right. I don’t know anything more than you do.” She pulled her legs up into the chair and hung them over one arm, lounging comfortably against the high padded back. “How are you?”
The gesture lit a spark of irritation within me. “Don’t do that. Don’t act like she acted. Don’t sit like she used to sit. You aren’t her.” I bristled as I looked away. “You’re just me.”
“Oh.” The sadness was clear in her voice, and it cut through my heart faster than any sword could. “I suppose I should leave, then.”
My chest tightened in fear. “No, wait. Please stay.” It was a pathetic display after the tough facade I had put on, but I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was making her stay. “I’m, uh, I’m...not sure how I am. It’s hard to explain.”
“Don’t be silly, Elden,” she giggled. “It’s simple. You’re happy, and that makes you scared.”
I looked at her incredulously. “What are you talking about? How is that simple?”
“Lia makes you happy. That makes you feel guilty, because you’ve convinced yourself you can’t reciprocate her feelings.” Her tone was oddly jovial for how serious the conversation had become. “You’re terrified that if you admit you love someone else, the life you had with me won’t be as special.”
“That’s not true!” I yelled, jumping to my feet. “Nothing could change that!” My face was hot as I fought to hold myself together; the logical part of my brain knew she was right, which only frustrated me further. “Nobody could ever be like you!”
“Why not?”
“Because you were perfect!”
She clicked her tongue at me. “Elden, you know that’s not true.”
“Yes it is! You were everything I ever wanted, plus all the things I never knew I needed. My memories of you are the only things that keep me going.” I choked back a sob. “I still love you just as much as the day I was sent away. I’ll love you, no matter how many times I die.” My head fell, sending tears streaming to the floor.
Amaya stood from her chair and walked towards me. Soft hands slid down and cradled my face, pulling it upwards to meet her gaze. “I love you,” she whispered. Hearing her voice say the simple phrase finally broke me, and I sobbed into her chest. “If I can’t be with you, the thing that I want most is for you to be happy.”
I shook my head against her. “No...no…” I cried, anticipating what she was about to say.
“Lia makes you happy, Elden. I don’t want you to make yourself miserable on my account.” Her smile was as pure and radiant as sunlight. “I want you to live. I want you to love. Nothing could make me happier than that.”
“I can’t. I’m not...strong enough,” I sniffled pitifully.
“Listen to me, Elden,” she said, her voice taking a serious tone for the first time in our conversation. “Do you remember what we promised each other on the last day we spent together?”
“Of course!” I gasped, offended at the suggestion that I could ever have forgotten. “I promised that I would come home to you, no matter what.”
She nodded. “And I promised that I would wait for you.” Her hand ran through my hair and set a piece of my heart at ease. “I’m still waiting, every single day. But until you come home to me, I need you to be strong. Can you do that?”
“I’m...not sure.”
“Can you try? For me?”
I took a deep breath. “For you.”
“Thank you, Elden.” She knelt down before me, her face only inches from mine. “It’s time to put on your brave face, love. It’s time to wake up.”
“No,” I pleaded. “Just stay with me for a few more minutes. Please.”
“Wake up, Elden.”
---
I gasped as my eyes snapped open. The room around me was pitch black and my mind raced to piece together where I was. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest, and my limbs tingled with lingering energy. From the darkness, a soft hand reached out and cupped my face, freezing me in place.
“Lux? Are you okay?” Lia asked, lying just inches away from me. “You were breathing so heavily in your sleep, I was worried.” Her other hand pressed flat against my chest as she felt my heartbeat. “Was it another memory from Hedaat?”
“I’m...I’m fine. Thank you,” I stammered. “I was having a dream. It was...strange. Not like any of the ones I’ve had before.” I placed my hand over hers and gave it a squeeze. “I’m sorry that I woke you.”
“It’s fine,” she said sweetly as she rolled over. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” I draped my arm over her waist and took her hand as I tried to get comfortable again.
I’ll try, Amaya.
***




7. A SIMPLE CONVERSATION

“Lia, your father needs you down in his workshop,” Hana called out from around the corner. “He says it will only take a minute.”
Lia groaned as she pushed away from the dining room table. “If I’m gone longer than five minutes, please come and get me.”
“Oh, no,” I grinned as I waved her away, “I think it’s your turn now. I’ve had my fair share of one-on-one conversations with him.”
She took one last angry bite of her toast and stared me down as she chewed, then turned and walked away in a huff. I couldn’t help but laugh knowing what she was walking into; with Valandra arriving within the hour, we had been waiting for the moment when Marten would call on one of us to impart some fatherly advice. Kicking my feet up on her now vacant chair, I spread an extra layer of asperberry jam on my toast and enjoyed my small victory.
Hana’s head poked out from behind the wall Lia had disappeared behind moments before. “Lux? Do you have a moment?”
Her sudden appearance took me by surprise, and I scrambled clumsily to straighten in my chair. “Oh, um, of course,” I said, my mouth half-full of food. A nervous tingle sparked in the back of my neck as I came to the realization that I had never had a full conversation alone with Hana before. She crossed the room and sat down at the table, clearing the plate in front of her to make a space to rest her elbows.
She scanned me intently with her chin resting gently on her clasped hands. Apart from the two rounded ears poking up through the hair on her head and the faint creases of her face, her resemblance to Lia was uncanny, a fact which only added to my strange feeling of nervousness. I could feel my insides squirm in the uncomfortable silence as I waited for her to speak. Relief came after what felt like an eternity under her inquisitive gaze. “How are you, Lux?”
The question was not one I expected, given how my prior discussions with Marten had gone. “I’m...well, thank you. Uh, how are you?”
A small smile spread across her face, accentuating the well-worn laugh lines in her cheeks. “I’m a bit anxious this morning. It isn’t easy to watch your only child embark on a mission that may take her into danger.” My face flushed as I moved to apologize, but she waved me away. “That being said, there is nobody I would rather her be with than you.”
“Oh,” I said as the heat in my face intensified. “T-thank you. I won’t let anything happen to her.”
“I’m sure you won’t!” Her head tilted from one side to the other, and her smile grew as she examined my face again. “Lia was right about you.”
“Oh?” I repeated myself. Get ahold of yourself, man.
“I’ve done my best to respect her boundaries, but as her mother, I needed to know more about who she decided to travel with.” Hana watched me thoughtfully. “I didn’t get much out of her, but she told me you’re a kind person behind the tough front you put up; that has never been more apparent to me than right now,” she said with a soft giggle.
“I’m glad she feels that way,” I said, partially regaining my wits. “It’s easy for me to be kind when I’m surrounded by kind people. I’ve never felt more welcome in a home than I have in yours.” My warm tone became tinged with bitterness as I continued. “Unfortunately, good people can be hard to find out there. I’ve found that a sharp edge is better than a kind heart in most situations.”
She nodded as a pained expression crossed her face. “We’ve all learned a hard lesson about that recently.” Her interlocked fingers tightened under her chin. “Lia also said that you...carry a great deal of pain,” she said haltingly, “and that you’ve gone through some terrible things.”
I paused to consider how much to tell her. “More than most,” I finally agreed. “The constant fighting and meeting the worst people the world has to offer is certainly tiring. It’s a tough thing to go through alone, and I was alone for a long time.” A smile spread across my face as I continued. “But I’m not alone anymore. I truly enjoy travelling with your daughter; she’s a very special person.”
Hana’s eyes grew misty as she smiled. “We’re very proud of the young lady she’s become.” After a brief pause, her hand darted across the table to rest on mine. “Lux, I know it isn’t my place to pry, but I hope that you and Lia can—”
Her next words were lost as a door slammed open around the corner from us. “Honestly!” Lia shouted as she thundered her way across the house. Rounding the corner in a fury, she hardly seemed to notice us as she stormed outside. Her face was a deep shade of red, and she stared out with a deadly glare.
Wordlessly, Hana and I stood from the table and moved to assess the situation. She disappeared around the corner towards the basement as I jogged outside. I found Lia aggressively kicking a box next to Marten’s wagon. My approach mirrored that of an animal tamer approaching a dangerous beast: slow, deliberate, and ready to flee at any moment. When I reached an acceptable distance, I called out to her. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“NO!” she shouted as she launched another kick at the crate. The wood snapped on impact, and she recoiled with a hiss of pain. Without warning, she whirled on me with a pointed finger. “And what were YOU doing, by the way? Talking about me, I assume?!” Her usual overexaggerated tantrums after being teased by her father always wore off quickly, often with some degree of laughter. This time, there was no levity to be found.
I rushed forward and wrapped her in my arms. “I’m sorry,” I said softly into her ear.
There was a moment of resistance as she pushed away from the embrace, but she quickly sagged forward into my chest and hugged me in return. I ran my hands up her back and through her hair, lightly scratching the tips of my fingers across her scalp. After a few seconds of repeating the motion, she looked up at me with teary eyes. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”
I shook my head and smiled. “It’s alright.” Releasing her from the hug, I sat down on the damaged crate and patted the open space next to me. She sat down and looked away to wipe her face with the back of her hand. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No!” She exclaimed again. Her tone had changed from anger to one of embarrassment, and I could see what looked like a spark of fear behind her eyes. “It’s nothing, really. Just...my father can be so stupid sometimes.”
The analysis made me laugh. “Whatever it is he said, I’m sure it came from a place of love. That probably doesn’t help you feel any better right now, but it’s good to keep in mind.”
Her brow furrowed as she thought it over, and she eventually gave me a small nod. “You’re right,” she said with a sigh. “I’m leaving again, and he’s trying his best to make sure I’m okay. However off-base he might be.”
I wondered for a moment at exactly what Marten could have said to upset her so badly, but I shook off the thoughts. “That’s a very mature way to look at it.”
“Of course it is. I’m a very mature young lady,” she replied matter-of-factly as she punched my shoulder. With a faint laugh she hopped up from the box and headed across the yard. “We should go wait for Valandra. I’m sure she’ll be here any minute.”
We made our way to the roadside together to wait for our new companion. After a few minutes the front door to the house opened, and Hana exited with Marten following sheepishly behind her. “Lia,” Hana called out as they approached, “your father has something he would like to say to you.”
Marten popped out from behind his wife and stood before his daughter with his hands clasped behind his back. “Marlia, darling, I’m...I wanted to apologize for, um, for what I…” His voice and mannerisms were muted as he fumbled over his words. “What I mean is, I didn’t want to, er, to upset you...I guess I didn’t—”
Lia stepped forward and gave him a rough hug. Judging by the expression on her face, the gesture was more to stop his awkward mumbling than a sign of true forgiveness. He patted her on the back as he returned the embrace, then stepped back in line with Hana. After a loud cough and a moment of fidgeting with his jacket, he turned to address me. “So, here we are again,” he remarked, with some of his usual exuberance returned to him.
“Here we are again,” I replied with a nod. “I have to thank you for the food, shelter, and hospitality you’ve given me once again.”
He waved away the thought dismissively. “Nonsense. You’ll always have a place in our home; you’re practically family now.” I felt Lia tense up beside me, and Marten quickly withdrew with another cough. The conversation died away, and we all turned to watch the road for the King’s Shield in silence.
It wasn’t long until Valandra came into view, and I was surprised by her method of travel; she sat on the front bench of a modestly sized cloth-covered wagon, holding the reins of a massive white horse. I heard a sharp inhale of breath from Marten behind me, but resisted the urge to pester him about it. Instead, I nudged Lia gently with my elbow and said, “I guess there are benefits to working with her, after all.”
A large smile spread across her face as she waved excitedly down the road. When the wagon reached our group, Valandra stepped down from the bench to greet us. “Good morning Lux, Lia.” She looked past us to Hana and Marten. “I have yet to formally introduce myself to you. I apologize.”
“No need!” Marten said graciously. “I am Marten Corell, and this is my lovely wife Hana,” he said as he put an arm around Hana’s waist and squeezed her tightly. “It’s a great honor to have you come all the way out here to our home.”
Valandra moved past me and shook their hands. “Marten, Hana, it is a pleasure to meet you both. My name is Valandra Sesaude, leader of the Trinity Guard and Shield of the King.” She turned to look back at us before she continued. “I am sure it is difficult to watch your daughter leave home.”
“It’s not the first time, and I’m sure it won’t be the last, either,” Marten replied with a grin. “I can’t think of anyone who could keep her safer than you will, Miss Sesaude.”
I swiveled my head to stare at him with wide eyes and raised eyebrows. “Yes, nobody could ever watch over her like she will,” I said loudly. “Truly a task never before attempted.”
Marten ignored me with a dismissive wave of his hand as Valandra turned back to us. “Your belongings are in the back of the wagon. Please make sure everything has been returned to you, and that you are satisfied with the quality of the work. We can return to the keep if anything does not meet your expectations.”
After a few more disbelieving blinks at Marten I grumbled and turned to the wagon. Lia had already run ahead of me and hopped into the back opening, and I followed suit. The interior of the wagon was spacious; one side had a bench where four people could sit comfortably, while the opposite side was lined with small, individually labeled boxes. The floor space in between was wide enough for two people to pass by one another, and the cloth covering was just high enough for me to stand upright without hitting my head.
Two canvas bags sat on the bench, each labeled with a small nametag. Lia was already digging through one and pushed the other towards me when I entered. “This one’s yours,” she said offhandedly as she pulled her armor from the bag. I heard various gasps and giggles as she looked over the gear beside me.
Within my own bag, a small cloth pouch was the first item to catch my eye. It felt as though it were empty when I picked it up, but I heard a small metallic clink from inside when it moved. Upending the bag into my palm produced two steel rings, each of a different size and set with a different stone; the smaller ring was set with an amber colored citrine, while the larger band had a similarly cut sapphire.
I ran my finger carefully along the inside of the larger ring, and was pleased to find the symbols I requested had been engraved correctly. The level of craftsmanship behind the work was impressive; nearly two dozen foreign runes had been perfectly transposed onto both of the small loops of metal. I slid the larger of the two bands onto my right ring finger and gave it a few test spins to ensure the sizing was correct.
As I turned to Lia, a sudden thought gave me pause. You’re giving her a ring. Be VERY clear. “Lia, I have something for you.”
“Oh, did they leave some of my things in your bag?” She looked at me with a confused expression. “I thought I found everything already.”
“No,” I smiled, “I have a gift for you. I had the blacksmith at the keep make it.”
She perked up with excitement. “Is it a new weapon?! Maybe a dagger? Or a shield!”
“Nothing like that, I’m afraid,” I said with a laugh. “Here, hold out your hands.” When she complied, I gently set the ring on her upturned palms. “I’ve been thinking a lot about—”
“You had this made for me?” She asked breathlessly. Her face grew red as she looked up at me with glistening eyes. “It’s so beautiful…”
“Wait, let me finish!” I said, flustered. “I’ve been thinking a lot about how to advance our magic training. The last thing I have to teach you is magic runes, so I had them all engraved on the inside of the ring. That way, you’ll always have them on you, even if you don’t have your weapon.”
She held the ring up to her eye and peered through the loop. “Oh, they’re so tiny!” she exclaimed. Turning it end over end in her hand, her smile continued to grow. “And the stone is so pretty, too!”
“I tried to get one that would match your eyes. It’s close, I think, but it’s not the same,” I said, looking away as I felt my cheeks flush as well. “You told me that wizards usually cast spells through gemstones or wands, so I thought we could try to learn that, too.” I flashed the ring on my finger to her. “I had one made for me as well.”
She continued to examine the rings quietly, and the silence only increased the burning feeling of embarrassment in my face. “Well, try it on already!” I called out. “I sort of wanted it to be a surprise, so I couldn’t ask if you knew your ring size. I made a guess based on, um…” I trailed off as my brain caught up with my rambling. “Uh, yeah. I hope it fits. We can get it fixed if it doesn’t.”
I let out a sigh of relief when the band slid down over her finger and sat securely at the base. Lia held her hand up and admired the piece, then launched forward and hugged me. “Thank you,” she said quietly into my chest. “I love it.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I said with a smile, hugging her back. I let the moment stretch as I reveled in the warm feeling tingling throughout my body. “You know, that ring means you’re going to have to train even harder now, right?”
“I’m ready!” She declared, hopping back a step.
“You’d better be! Our first practice session with them is tonight,” I warned her. “Now, why don’t you get dressed in that newly polished armor of yours? I bet your parents would love to see you fully equipped before we leave.”
“Can do!” She nodded happily. I took a moment to check over the rest of my kit as she began to change. Once I was satisfied that all of my possessions had been returned to me, I hopped down from the back of the wagon and returned to Valandra and Lia’s parents. They were exactly where I had left them at the edge of the yard; Marten was talking eagerly as Hana nodded along with a smile.
“This one will talk your ear off, Valandra,” I called out with a smirk as I approached. “He’s your biggest fan, you know.”
She considered the statement for a moment, then turned to Marten. “Is this true? What do you know about me, exactly? Many of my endeavors are not intended for public knowledge,” she asked, exactly as humorlessly as I had hoped.
“Just stories, is all! Everybody in Kaldan knows how great of a warrior you are!” Marten replied, flustered. “Lux is just giving me a hard time, don’t pay him any mind.”
“Don’t be modest!” I countered with a devilish grin. “Just the other day, you were telling us all how much you—”
“That’s enough out of you!” he shouted back at me. Hana and I both began to laugh while Valandra watched in puzzled silence. “It’s shameful, what you’re doing! Trying to embarrass me in front of our guest! Shameful!” He wagged his finger energetically as he scolded me, which only served to strengthen my laughter.
I heard Lia hop down from the back of the wagon, and turned my attention to her as I wiped a tear from my eye. She cut a striking figure as she came into view, with the dark green of her armor contrasting against the silver vine-like ornamentation which sparkled brilliantly in the sunlight. Hana gasped as her daughter appeared, but Marten was too busy in his condemnations of me to notice until she took her place beside me.
“Marlia, darling, you look so...strong,” her mother said softly.
“Of course I do!” Lia exclaimed. “I’ve been training every day with Lux!”
“Well yes, but...look at you!” Marten motioned up and down towards her. He looked at me in wonder. “You bought this for her?”
I nodded. “The best way to keep her safe was to teach her how to protect herself. She needed some equipment to do that effectively, so I had it made for her.”
“It suits you,” Valandra told her with a small nod of approval.
Lia looked between the faces of everyone observing her and scrunched up her face. “Why are you all looking at me like that? It’s just armor! It looks just like Lux’s,” she yelled, spinning on her heel to walk towards the head of the wagon. “Shouldn’t we be leaving right about now?”
I caught her shoulder before she could escape and stopped her in place. “Yes, we should be leaving soon. It’s time to say our goodbyes.” Her shoulders slumped as she let out a long sigh, but she eventually turned and rejoined the group.
Lia hugged each of her parents in turn. “I’ll be back again before you know it!” she declared. Hana pulled her in for a second hug, and Marten stepped forward to shake my hand.
“Thank you for everything,” he said in a low voice. “Hana and I will consider what you’ve told us. We won’t spend a copper of what you gave us without good cause.”
I nodded. “Keep an ear to the ground, and do whatever you have to do to stay safe.”
Lia returned to my side, and I smiled down to her. “Are you ready to go?”
“Ready!” she said happily. She bounced excitedly to the front of the wagon and climbed to the driver’s bench, taking a seat next to Valandra’s spot.
Valandra regarded the Corells a final time. “I will do everything in my power to keep your daughter safe. You have my word.”
“WE,” I corrected loudly as I moved to follow Lia, “will do everything in OUR power to keep your daughter safe.” Climbing past Lia, I moved to the interior of the wagon and sat down on the long bench. Valandra took her spot up front a moment later. She looked between us expectantly, and we both nodded in reply. Taking the reins in hand she spurred our horse into motion, and the wagon began to rumble down the dirt road.
---
Our first day of travel passed by quickly. I spent my time in the back of the wagon, perpetually thankful that our trip wouldn’t be made on foot again. The ability to rest during our travels allowed me to rework the training plans I had made for Lia. Without the worry of saving energy for a full day of walking, I could pack more lessons into even longer sessions. I knew the idea would be met with groans and complaints, but I suspected that Lia had grown to enjoy the work despite her protests.
While I planned, Lia and Valandra talked at the front of the wagon. Lia buried her with questions for most of the day. They started out simple: “Where are you from? How old are you? What’s your favorite fruit? Do you have any siblings?” Valandra answered them all directly, but never inquired about anything in return. Once the rapid-fire inquisition ended, the gaps in their conversation lengthened, but the subject matter of the questions grew more serious. “Do you enjoy working for the King? How did you become so strong? How did you get the position as leader of the Trinity Guard?”
Though my focus was elsewhere, I still managed to catch the more pertinent information about our new companion. She was thirty-four, a fact that surprised me; I had unconsciously placed her in her mid-twenties alongside Lia and myself. She had a younger sister who had recently moved away from the capitol. Her family had lived in Yoria for generations, though they had been of little renown until she was appointed as the King’s Shield.
The story of her ascension to the Trinity Guard was particularly interesting. At a young age she found that she had a knack for physical activities, having grown much faster than the children around her. After training by herself for years she was accepted as a city guard on her sixteenth birthday, the youngest age allowed. From there, her progression was simple: find the next highest ranking person, learn the responsibilities of their post, and defeat them in a sparring match in front of their superior officer. Her strategy had been so effective that she rose to her current position before her twenty-first birthday.
I found the most interesting aspect of her story to be the way in which she told it. There was no arrogance in her voice as she spoke to Lia; she recounted the exploits of her rise to greatness with the same tone as someone reading from a grocery list. Nothing felt exaggerated or embellished, and I believed the story implicitly. When the tale was over, I had a lingering feeling of guilt on my mind. She came from nothing, worked hard, and earned her post. I just wrote her off as another entitled noble.
By the time Lia ran out of questions, the sun had begun to sink behind the treetops on the horizon. Valandra directed the horse into a flat clearing on the roadside, and we all helped to set up camp. As the wagon was covered and large enough to sleep two people, setting up a tent was unnecessary, which left gathering wood and building a firepit as our only tasks. We completed them quickly, and a supper of fresh bread, spiced apples and jerky followed soon after.
“I’m surprised by the variety of food you brought for us,” I remarked to Valandra when we finished eating. “Thankful, certainly, but surprised.”
“My wagon is always prepared with a wide variety of food, at my request,” she replied. “I have found that flavorful meals are the simplest way to boost morale among my troops on long journeys. Spices are lightweight and compact, but make a significant impact.”
“When Lux and I went to Atsal, all we had was old jerky, bruised fruit and hardtack,” Lia said offhandedly, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye with a smirk. “I’m glad someone understands the importance of a good meal.”
“We didn’t have the King’s kitchen to pack our lunch for us, and we were on foot,” I countered. “Besides, eating trail rations makes your next true meal even more delicious, don’t you think?”
She stared at me with a deadpan expression. “Sure. You go ahead and eat your hardtack. I’ll be eating whatever she brought.”
“I am glad you enjoyed it,” Valandra said. “I do not claim to be a skilled chef, but we have been well supplied.”
Lia turned to me and wiggled her eyebrows. “Alright, enough about food,” I groaned. “You and I have some training to do, and we’re losing light fast. Time to get to work.” I stood from my seat by the fire and retrieved our weapons from the back of the wagon. “You think you still remember how to use this?” I asked, tossing her sword to her.
She caught it midair and pulled the weapon from its sheath. “Why don’t you come and find out?”
I shook my head. “No, not here. Come with me.” I waved my hand forward and began to walk further into the clearing.
“Are you going to come too, Valandra?” I heard Lia ask excitedly.
“I will stay here and watch the wagon,” she answered. I let out a small sigh of relief at the reply. While I intended to train with Valandra in the future, I had specific plans for our first night that required us to be alone.
“Awwww,” Lia pouted as she followed me away from camp. “You have to come next time, okay?” she called out over her shoulder.
I led her to a spacious clearing well out of earshot of Valandra, then sat down and patted the space across from me. “There’s something important we have to talk about before we begin,” I said. Lia seemed to sense the serious nature of the impending conversation and sat down quietly, giving me a small nod to continue. “When we start to train with Valandra, you cannot, under any circumstances, tell her anything about how our magic works.”
Her brow furrowed as she processed the information, and I raced to clarify my statement. “I’m not trying to be spiteful with this; it has nothing to do with what I think about her as a person. I’ve put a lot of thought into this decision. If you’ll let me, I’d like to explain my reasoning so you understand where I’m coming from.”
She considered for a moment with a frown, then nodded. “Okay.”
“Since my time in Hedaat, I swore to myself that I would never teach anybody what I knew about magic. Even with the basic understanding I had back then, it was far too dangerous to put out into the world. Things changed when I met you.” My face softened to a smile as I watched her blush. “I decided to break my rule, just once. I knew that I could trust you with it, because you’re a good person.”
I tried to hide it, but my voice was tinged with regret as I continued. “Have you ever thought about how dangerous your abilities make you? Do you know just how terrible the gift I’ve given you is?”
“I don’t understand what you mean,” Lia said slowly, shaking her head.
I counted off my points on my outstretched hand as I continued. “You can use the energy in your body to perform magic. You can cast that magic through any object you’ve infused with energy. You can send that energy out to incredible distances, even to places you can’t see.” I waited to see realization in her eyes, but they were only filled with confusion. “With just those abilities, you could burn a man to death from the inside out while standing three blocks away. No way to trace it. No way to stop it. You probably wouldn’t even break a sweat.”
Her expression turned to one of pure horror. “No! That...that’s not—”
“Yes,” I interrupted. “You know that I’m right.” I leaned forward and placed a hand on her knee. “I know you would never do that, Lia. I can tell you’ve never even thought about our magic that way before. You’re a good person.” My voice grew sad as I continued. “But that’s the reality of how magic works. And we’ve only scratched the surface of what it can truly do.”
“But Valandra would never do that, either!” she yelled, her voice cracking. I had known the conversation would upset her, but it didn’t make it any easier to see it happen.
“I believe you,” I conceded. “That isn’t what concerns me. When our mission is over, she’ll have to give a report to Virram and his council. If she knows anything about our magic when that happens, she will tell them about it. Once they know, it’s only a matter of time until every soldier in Yoria knows. Soldiers like Jack, and his thugs.”
She put a hand over her mouth as her eyes widened, and she began to cry. I rocked forward onto my knees and pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry, Lia. I really am,” I whispered softly as she cried into my shoulder. “Magic is incredible, when incredible people like you use it. But there are terrible people out there, too. I can’t allow them to learn what we know.”
We sat for a moment in silence as I scratched the back of her head with long, soothing strokes. Eventually she pulled away and looked up to me with a sniffle. “So, we can’t use any magic around her?”
“Not exactly,” I replied. “Valandra already knows I can use magic, although she doesn’t know how and to what extent. It’s fine as long as she doesn’t learn how it works.” I put on my best reassuring smile. “If she ever brings it up, I just want you to blame me, okay? Tell her I said you can’t tell her anything about it, and that she should ask me directly.”
“Okay,” she nodded. I was satisfied with how the conversation had gone, all things considered, and stood to begin preparations for our sparring match. Lia stood as well, but she caught my hand and tugged at it gently. “Lux, I’m...sorry.”
It was my turn to be confused. I turned back to her with my head cocked to one side. “What do you have to be sorry for?”
“It’s just…” she trailed off and looked down at her feet. “I’m sorry for crying all the time. I really am trying my best to get stronger, like I promised I would, but sometimes—”
I cupped the side of her face and tilted it to look at me as I leaned in close, cutting her off. “Lia, never apologize for that. Your emotions are not a weakness.” Our faces were so close that I could feel the heat from her cheeks against mine. “You are an amazing person. You are compassionate, and kind, and you actually give a damn about other people. That’s not something you should ever change. It’s one of the reasons that I lo—”
The word caught hard in my throat. Say it. I knew I had to say something, but my mind was blank apart from one word floating at the forefront. Don’t be a coward. Say it. “I-It’s one of the things that makes you who you are,” I finished awkwardly. All at once, the intimacy of the situation crashed over me. I let my hand slide from her face as I straightened and looked away, trying to hide the flush in my cheeks.
The silence that fell over the field was heavy; every second it continued felt as though a weight was stacked on my chest, threatening to crush me if I let it linger too long. “If we don’t get to training soon, we’ll be up for half the night,” I called out as I walked away from her to grab my sword. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”
“But it’s already dark out,” Lia said, her voice still shaky. It was true: any sunlight that remained when we left to train had faded during our conversation, and the moon was mostly obscured by the overcast clouds above.
I drew my sword and turned to face her. “Are you making excuses to get out of practice early? We both know you can see in the dark.”
She raised an eyebrow, her face mixed somewhere between amusement and confusion. “You can’t.”
“I can’t?” I replied mockingly. “If that’s the case, maybe you’ll be able to land a few hits.” The runes on my sword flashed to life, and the surrounding field seemed to brighten. To my enhanced senses, the moon provided more than enough light to meet my needs, though everything looked smudged in shades of grey.
Lia smirked as she retrieved her sword. She pulled the weapon from its sheath and began to mutter a string of combat enhancements under her breath, but was interrupted as I lunged forward with a quick stab. “That was just a lucky strike, I guess,” I taunted as she spun away and finished casting her spells. “After all, I can’t see in the dark, right?” She returned with a flurry of blows a moment later, and our training began in earnest.
The field was filled with the sound of steel against steel for over an hour, until every muscle ached and my lungs burned. I called off the fight and we collapsed side by side in the grass, panting heavily. “That was...good work tonight. Let’s head back.”
“No magic practice?” Lia asked as she rolled onto her back and stretched.
I mirrored her movement, drawing a loud pop from both of my shoulders. “We’ll meditate before bed. Our next new lesson requires daylight. Plus, I’m tired.” We waited a few moments to regain a small portion of our strength before making the short trip back to camp. Valandra still sat in the spot we had left her in, tending the fire with a gnarled stick. “I’ll take the second watch,” I called out to her as I passed through, not pausing on my path towards the wagon. “Wake me when you’re tired.”
She nodded silently, not looking up from her current task. When we reached the wagon, Lia punched me in the shoulder. “Goodnight!” she called out to Valandra happily as she glared at me.
“Goodnight, Lia,” Valandra replied, turning to give Lia a small wave. We rounded the corner of the wagon and climbed into the back to prepare for bed. I pulled out the bedrolls from our stash of supplies while Lia began to remove her armor.
“You should be nicer to her,” she whispered. “She’s nice to you.”
“Not being mean is me being nice,” I grumbled as I lined the floor with our lightly-padded bedrolls and a single blanket. After a pause, I sighed and sat down on the bench to remove my boots. “No. No, you’re right. I should be nicer.”
She packed away the last piece of her armor in the canvas bag and sat down next to me, rubbing her shoulder up against mine. “I know you’re trying, and that’s what matters. You just need a little prodding now and then, is all.”
I massaged my face in my hands. “I appreciate it, honestly. Even if I don’t sound like it.” With a quick nudge back into her shoulder I stood and moved to my sleeping mat. “Now, let’s get to meditating so we can get some sleep.” She joined me in sitting cross-legged on the floor.
“Nice and easy, tonight,” I said under my breath. “A quick warmup to get the mana flowing, and then we’ll reach out and see what we can see with Detection. Nothing fancy.” We fell into a comfortable silence as we focused inward. My mana flowed up and down my extremities, taking me down into a peaceful trance. “Okay. Starting now…”
An image of the wagon interior blossomed to life behind my eyelids. Lia sat before me, as radiant as the sun and overflowing with her own energy. The two fronts of probing mana met all around us, and there was a moment where I could feel her presence envelop my own. It was a sensation I hadn’t yet grown accustomed to; equal parts intimate and comforting, it felt as though I could feel her consciousness right at the edge of mine, ebbing and flowing along with the mana.
In unison, our commingled energy flowed down from the wagon and spread along the ground beneath it. “Good...good…” I murmured, taking in the wealth of information. “Let’s see how far we can reach together, comfortably. No need to…” I trailed off as my focus was pulled away by an unexpected discovery.
A brilliant light shone out from Valandra’s shield, constantly shifting in color like a crystal spinning under direct sunlight. It was such a unique and fascinating experience that I hardly noticed the energy within Valandra’s body; the subdued violet glow from her core was a shadow in the noontime sun beneath the blaze emanating out of the artifact on her back.
“It’s beautiful,” Lia whispered, awestruck. We both stopped the expanding wave of energy to focus on the light, our initial task immediately forgotten. “Why does it look like that?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before,” I admitted. The temptation to probe into the pool of light and experience its mystery was strong, but I knew it would take far more time to understand than I had to give it. As excited as the discovery made me, I also felt trepidation about disturbing the energy. I could feel the immense power of the mana along the shield’s surface and worried about the potentially dangerous effects of releasing it by accident in my study.
“We should leave it alone, for now,” I cautioned Lia. “I’ll ask her about it tomorrow. Though I don’t expect her to know exactly what it is, I’m sure we’ll get some insight into what’s going on.” While I knew it was the right decision, leaving such an enticing mystery uninvestigated was disappointing.
Lia seemed to echo my sentiment. “You’re right,” she sighed after a long moment of consideration. “I doubt I’ll be able to get to sleep now.” The dark world of mana shrunk down to a pinpoint as our energy retreated back to us, and I felt strangely blind as I opened my eyes to find our regular wagon surrounding us.
I laid back and pulled the sheet up around my shoulders. “Just wait. Your body will remember how exhausted it is after your excitement wears off, and you’ll be snoring before you know it.”
“I don’t snore,” she remarked sharply as she snuggled her back up against my chest.
“How would you know?”
She turned her head just enough to glare at me with one eye. “I don’t snore.”
I laughed and curled my arm around her waist. “You don’t snore.” The ache in my muscles returned in the form of a dull buzz as the relaxing effects of my meditation wore off. “Goodnight, Lia,” I said into the back of her head.
“Goodnight, Lux.” As expected, her breathing quickly slowed to a steady pace, and I was left alone with my thoughts.
I promised Amaya I’d try, and I failed. I should have said it. I basically DID say it, which makes it even worse. She’s given me so much, and I can’t even say a simple damned word. My free hand balled into a fist repeatedly as I reprimanded myself. I promised I would do whatever I could to make her happy. It would make me happy too, somewhere in this fucked up head of mine. I could feel sleep’s grip pulling at me, and I closed my eyes one last time. She deserves to be happy.
But do I?
***




8. GETTING TO KNOW YOU

“Our understanding of the situation is unfortunately incomplete. We have a brief, but verified, report from our scouting party which was delivered a few days before we departed the capitol. The majority of our information is based on firsthand accounts from Attetsian refugees,” Valandra explained. She sat sideways on the driver’s bench of our wagon as the horse pulled us along the wide dirt road without direction. “These reports vary greatly in scope; some describe demonic figures wandering the streets at night, while others blame the situation on a peasant revolt. Across all of the stories, one thing remains consistent: the lands surrounding the Attetsian capitol have become unsafe to live in.”
I leaned forward from my seat on the interior bench and rested my head on my tented fingers, processing the information. “What did the scouts report?”
She shook her head. “Every gate to Attetsia is closed, and there are no posted guards to open them. Due to their orders, our scouts were unable to proceed further in their investigation.”
Lia turned to her with a confused look. “The scouts were ordered to...not scout?”
“Kaldan’s relationship with Attetsia has been troubled for generations. After a bloody secession from our kingdom, an unsteady truce was formed between our king and the Attetsian Council. This truce has been violated and renegotiated dozens of times, most recently by King Virram,” Valandra told her. “A main tenet of that truce states that no member of Kaldan’s army or ruling party may enter Attetsia’s walls without direct permission, aside from one appointed ambassador. Since the gates stand unmanned, our scouts could not enter without breaking the treaty.”
“What’s our plan, then?” I asked. “If we’ll be breaking the treaty when we enter, why order your scouts back? If we’re violating the rules regardless, I’d rather have the intel on what we’ll be walking into.”
“You and Lia are not official members of the Kaldan military,” she pointed out, “and as I am the appointed ambassador to Attetsia, there will be no violation of the treaty.”
I did a double take. “Wait. You’re the ambassador to Attetsia AND the leader of the Trinity Guard?”
“Yes,” she stated matter-of-factly. “I was present during the most recent conflict resolution, and the Attetsian Council requested me specifically for the role. They seemed to value my combat skills more than my diplomacy in their decision, but King Virram agreed with them, so I accepted.”
For a moment I struggled to keep a straight face, but I quickly gave in and laughed out loud. “I’ve never met anybody quite as straightforward as you, Val. It’s refreshing, if not a bit odd.”
She blinked at me silently and furrowed her brow as if I had just posed her a riddle. “What did you call me?”
“Val? Short for Valandra?” I looked to Lia for reassurance, and was comforted to find that she looked as confused as I felt. “The most obvious abbreviation of your name?”
“Nobody has ever called me Val before.”
I sat in stunned silence as I processed her statement. That can’t be possible. Does she not have friends? Or anybody who can be halfway informal with her? The implication brought up a twinge of pity in my gut. “Huh,” I eventually said to break the silence. “Well, now someone has.”
“Val. Vaallll. I think it sounds nice!” Lia chimed in, testing out the nickname a few times. “That is, if you don’t mind.”
She paused for a moment in consideration, then gave a small nod. “That is...acceptable.” It was difficult to differentiate against the dark caramel color of her skin, but it looked as though a slight flush had come to Valandra’s cheeks.
“Was there any other information you wanted to discuss with us?” I asked in an attempt to move the conversation along.
“Oh. No, that was all. We will have to discuss strategy when we arrive in Attetsia ourselves.” She looked back and forth between Lia and myself multiple times. “Thank you,” she added awkwardly, before turning to face forward on her bench.
“I actually had a question for you, if you don’t mind,” I called out to her. She stopped mid spin and turned back to us, nodding for me to proceed. “I’m curious about your shield. It’s a beautiful piece, to be sure, but I don’t see how stained glass could hold up to any sort of impact, especially one from a weapon.”
She removed the shield from her back and displayed it carefully with both arms outstretched. “This shield has belonged to the royal family since the founding of Kaldan. Countless generations have used it before me, and many more will use it after I am gone.” I could hear real passion in her voice as she spoke, which I noted as another first for her. “In that time, it has never broken, chipped, or scratched.”
I had expected as much based on the overflowing amounts of energy stored within it, but I was just as intrigued with how much she knew about it as I was with the artifact itself. “I don’t understand how that’s possible. Could I examine it, maybe? Just for a moment.” There was a long pause as she regarded me with cautious eyes, but in the end she gave a slight nod and offered it out to me.
Instinctually I braced my arms as she slid it to me, but the shield hardly seemed to weigh anything at all. Compared to the massive tower shields I had worked on in Ashedown’s forge, Val’s shield might as well have been a leather buckler. I set it down across my lap and ran a hand along the glossy surface. It felt nothing like its appearance; my fingertips identified the material as burnished steel even as the deep cerulean blue of stained glass shone up at me.
“I cannot say for certain how it works,” Val said as she watched my every move with hawk-like focus. “If legends are to be believed, this shield was one of three artifacts given to the Yorrell family by a great wizard at the founding of our nation. The first King Yorrell gifted one to each of his three most talented knights, and the first Trinity Guard was formed. They have defended the royal family ever since.”
“And you never have to maintain it?” I asked, dubious. “Not even a little polish here and there?”
“I have never personally witnessed any damage to the shield, but it is inspected whenever I return from an assignment regardless,” she answered. “Councilor Gullen and the other High Clerics pray over it for a night, after which it is transferred to the king’s armorer for an inspection of the gear systems.”
Bingo. The new information made perfect sense when I thought back to the shield’s mana signature: multiple people were putting their energy into it, which accounted for the shifting color and the impressive power level. While the concept of storing mana in a vessel for later use was new to me, it had a certain elegance that felt obvious in retrospect. Could I implement something like that with my sword? Is there a maximum capacity for mana in a certain object? Maybe it’s dependent on the elemental makeup, where specific structures have a higher capability to—
The silence around me finally registered in my head, and I realized I had been sitting quietly with my thoughts for far too long. “Wait, what?” I asked as I internalized the second half of her sentence. “The what systems?”
Val leaned forward and flipped the shield over in my lap. The back was a slightly concave sheet of silvered metal inlaid with hollow steel tracks. They ran across the shield in two directions, lengthwise and widthwise, and crossed at the center where an intricate arm strap system currently sat. Small levers and buttons jutted out from the handhold, presumably the control center for whatever function the gear tracks served.
Lia leaned over from her spot opposite me to inspect the shield, poking and prodding at various bits of machinery with her face only inches from its surface. “Wooow,” she whispered in amazement. “What does it all...do, exactly?”
“To put it simply, this system allows me to rotate and extend my grip on the shield. It has numerous applications in combat scenarios, and makes wearing it much more comfortable as well,” Val explained, her eyes gleaming with enthusiasm.
I took a few more moments to marvel at the engineering work, then carefully handed the artifact back to her. “I’d like to see that in action sometime,” I said with a grin. “You know, there’s no better way to get to know someone than a good spar. I can’t trust that you’ll have my back in a fight unless I know what you can do with that thing. Plus, it’ll finally give us a chance to see the famous ‘King’s Shield’ in action.” I turned to Lia and waggled my eyebrows. “You’d like to see that, wouldn’t you Lia?”
“Oh, definitely!” she replied excitedly. “And I want a turn, too! I’ve only ever trained with Lux, so I think it would be really helpful to practice with someone else for a change.”
I turned back to Val to gauge her reaction to the idea, and was shocked to find a small smile on her face. “Perhaps that is something that could be arranged. I must admit, I have been quite curious as to your combat abilities as well, Lux. The reports on the topic were…” she paused, searching for a word as an amused grin curled her lips further, “inconsistent, to say the least.”
“I suppose it’s settled then,” I said with a clap of my hands. “We’ll stop the wagon early tonight and get to know each other a little better.”
With all of us in agreement, we fell back into our usual travelling tasks. Val turned her attention back to driving the wagon, and I took Lia to the opposite end to begin our training for the day. The session began with Lia as the instructor for a change; after I failed to locate the correct rations for breakfast from a clearly marked crate earlier that morning, she had insisted on teaching me the written language of Kaldan. Using the few books she had packed in her belongings, she introduced me to the Kaldanic alphabet. I was relieved to find it was a phonetic system, and set about memorizing the symbols as best I could.
After a brief lunch, we spent the rest of our afternoon in magic training. We started with our usual meditations to practice mana control and to push the boundaries of our Detection magic. I always found the task to be an exciting challenge; whether it was reaching farther than I had before or maintaining the ability for a longer period of time, there was always a limit to push beyond. I wasn’t sure if Lia shared in the passion with me, but she never complained about the activity, even when I pushed her harder than I probably should have.
The other aspects of our training were harder to perform in the back of the wagon. Though I grew to trust Val the longer we traveled together, I held firm in my belief that she couldn’t be allowed to learn how our magic worked. The thought of teaching a lesson in hushed tones that Val would most likely still be able to hear seemed silly and inefficient to me, so I resorted to a simpler method.
Using the rings I had commissioned as a textbook, I taught Lia the Alderean runes one symbol at a time. I would point to a particular inscription on my ring and give her the one word meaning, then draw out the symbol with my finger on her upturned palm. In turn, she would find the same symbol on her ring, repeat the name, and attempt to recreate the design in my palm. It was a tedious and repetitive activity, but I hoped it would prove effective despite our limiting circumstances.
When Val pulled the wagon off the road at the end of our day of travel, Lia and I leapt from the back before it came to a full stop, both of us desperate to get away from our formal lessons. I flopped down into the soft grass with a relieved sigh and stared up at the sky, a cloudless blue tinted with sunset orange. There was an electric tingle of anticipation that ran along my arms and legs as I thought ahead to my match with Val. I had been curious if her skills matched her reputation since I first met her, and I finally had the chance to find out.
“So, are you ready to get started?” I called out when I heard her approach after tending to the horse.
“I thought it would be prudent to set up our camp now, while we still have the sun.”
“No, no, that can wait,” I said as I hopped to my feet. “This won’t take too long. Just a simple sparring match.” The adrenaline was already in my system, and I rocked back and forth on the balls of my feet. “Best two out of three?”
Val considered for a moment, then set down the small crate she carried. “That is acceptable.” She scanned the surrounding area and pointed out a clearing free of thick ground cover ahead of us. “I believe that should serve our purposes well enough.” I followed her to our new arena and took my place across from her. Lia stood at the edge of the clearing and watched us both with rapt attention as we looked over our gear.
“We don’t have to worry about using training blades for this; I’ll make sure my sword is blunted. I can take care of yours as well, if you’d like,” I offered as I drew my weapon and activated the enhancement through my ring.
She shook her head. “That will not be an issue. My shield is not sharp enough to cut you.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “I had assumed that. My intention was more for your weapon, not your shield.”
“My shield is my weapon,” she stated simply. As she drew the shield from the harness on her back, I noticed for the first time that she didn’t have any traditional weapons at her hip, and her offhand remained empty as she took a comfortable stance.
“You don’t use...no, alright! That’s good!” I called out, excited. The concept of fighting with only a shield confused me, which only invigorated me further to find out how the King’s Shield had earned her reputation. “Let’s begin, then!”
“As the challenger, I will allow you the first strike,” she responded confidently. Her grin had returned, remarkably impish now, and her olive eyes were alive with passion. I could tell that the person standing before me now was not the same person I had met in the throne room in Yoria.
Let’s get to know each other, Valandra. In the few steps it took to cross the field and engage her, I formulated my plan of attack. I didn’t activate any of my combat enhancements, in an effort to get an accurate gauge of her skill level. She wore the shield on her right arm, so I angled towards her left side for my opening attack. In my past experiences, the most effective strategy against tower shields was to circle the exposed side and press the attack until the wielder tired out enough to make a mistake.
It soon became clear my strategy had failed. I slashed at her exposed side in a quick rising arc, with the expectation that she would pivot to catch the blow with the face of her shield. Instead, she hardly seemed to move at all aside from a brief flick of her arm. The shield rotated around its center and spun down to catch my sword, which sent a jarring shockwave up my arm.
The force of my swing spun the shield back in the opposite direction, and I heard a quiet clicking noise as she drew her arm back in response. The shield stopped spinning and instead slid back along her arm in a straight line, to the point where her grip seemed to be directly at the outside edge. I was still trying to recover from my deflected strike when she threw her shield arm forward in a devastating punch. The shield clacked loudly as it launched down its track, extending forward to crack against the leather armor above my sternum.
The blow knocked the wind from my lungs and sent me stumbling backwards to the ground. I rolled to my side and violently sucked in air as I went through a quick damage report. A shooting pain in my chest that intensified when I breathed confirmed that I had multiple dislocated ribs, and most likely a few fractures as well. Lia let out a small squeak of alarm and began to head towards me, but I waved her away as I slowly attempted to stand. When I finally regained my breath, I wordlessly channeled healing magic to the injuries via the rune in my ring.
“I apologize for the excessive force, Lux,” Val said as she crossed to where I had fallen. “To be honest, I expected that you would be able to evade the attack. I will gather the medical supplies from the wagon and tend to the injury. Please wait here until I return; any unnecessary movement will worsen your condition.”
“What condition?” I asked as I rolled onto my knees and sprang up to my feet. I thumped my fist against my chest a few times to illustrate my point. “That was certainly a good hit, but don’t think you can take me out that easily. We said best two out of three, right?” I couldn’t help but smile. Not only was it satisfying to see the look of confidence on Val’s face change to one of confusion, but I also felt a surge of excitement at being knocked into the dust; it had been over a lifetime since someone had bested me so thoroughly.
When I retook a fighting stance, Val grinned and gave me a nod before moving back to her side of the arena. “Whenever you are ready,” she called out when she had taken her position.
Time to even the score. I channeled mana through my sword, making a point to flash each rune brightly as I activated all of my combat enhancements in turn. My charge across the field was significantly faster the second time around, though I opened with the same rising slash. There was a confident smirk on Val’s face as she spun her shield down to parry my attack again.
The follow-through of my attack naturally twisted my body, and I drew my offhand back over my head as if to throw a javelin. In the moment before my sword connected with her shield, I released my grip on the weapon. It glanced harmlessly off the side of her shield and bounced away towards the ground. Without my arm driving the attack, her shield failed to rotate back into place and remained horizontal, leaving her head and upper chest vulnerable. I thrust my empty offhand forward and summoned my blade simultaneously, sliding it just over the top of her shield and into her armored collarbone.
Even though the edge of my sword was blunted, I knew the attack would be painful for her. She spun back a few feet and clutched her neck with her empty hand, taking a few hissing breaths as her brow furrowed and her eyes squinted shut. When her eyes opened again, she let out a bout of laughter. The sound of it caught me off guard; for how dour and serious Val was, her laugh was soft and warm, almost sprightly.
I waited for her to call out with some explanation of her outburst, but I was met instead with a head-on bull rush. My enhanced reflexes were the only thing that allowed me to dodge out of the way of her outstretched shield in time, and I hopped back to take a ready stance. “The score is even now!” I shouted to her with a wide grin. “It’s time for you to step up and defend your undefeated record!”
Her response came in the form of a violent horizontal swing of her shield. I caught it on the flat of my sword and was surprised when the force of the blow shifted me a few inches across the grassy field. We locked eyes as I held her shield at bay; for the first time since I met her, I felt a real sense of camaraderie between us. Valandra shared my passion for combat, and it seemed I had finally found somebody capable of matching my prowess in battle.
Our match continued to increase in intensity, with each parried blow and dodged strike only fueling us to push each other harder. Her fighting style was truly unique; not only did I have to completely unlearn my strategies for fighting a target with a tower shield, but I also had to adapt on the fly to the various ways she used it as a weapon. Her offhand also posed an interesting threat in the form of a heavily armored gauntlet. She used it to deflect blows that her shield was out of position to catch, as well as throw devastating punches when I moved in too close.
As the fight dragged on my limbs began to ache from exertion, but Val showed no signs of slowing down. My previous desire to prove my superiority had long since faded and been replaced with respect, along with a surprisingly high level of introspection. I knew that by increasing the mana flow to my combat enhancements I could overtake her in time, but I wasn’t interested in victory. She’s fighting without enhancements, and she’s still keeping up with me. I’m not sure I really deserve a win at this point.
After my next parry I disengaged and dropped my enhancements. The fight ended soon after, further emphasizing to me the difference in our pure combat capabilities. Val caught my sword in her gauntlet, pulled me in close, and brought the flat of her shield around to connect with the side of my face. My vision immediately filled with stars as I fell backwards, and the sound of combat faded into an aggressive buzz in my ears. Too concussed to think clearly, I stared up into the late afternoon sky, blinking slowly as my head swam.
At some point, Lia appeared in my field of vision. She knelt down and cupped my face in her hand, turning my head slightly to inspect my wound. I regained enough sense to remember my abilities and channeled a healing spell to my wounds, as well as a moderate level of pain reduction. As my vision cleared, I realized that Lia looked much less concerned than I expected, and instead was giggling to herself quietly.
“Is something funny?” I asked with emphasized indignation as I sat up.
“Val beat you,” she replied with a mischievous grin.
“Yeah, well,” I started before catching myself. With a deep breath, I pushed away my wounded pride and gave her a nod. “Yeah, she did. She’s an amazing fighter. I think we’ll both learn a lot from her.” A warm smile spread across her face, and she leaned in to give me a quick hug.
“I see my worry was unwarranted once again,” Val said as she approached. “My last strike was far too aggressive for a sparring match. I would like to apologize.”
I waved away the thought. “That was the best fight I’ve had in at least a lifetime, maybe longer. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” With a loud sigh I flopped back into the grass. “Turns out, I might be a bit rusty.”
“Oh, thanks!” Lia yelled sarcastically, putting a boot lightly into my ribs. “Sorry I’m not exciting enough for you!”
“You know what I meant,” I groaned at her. “Why don’t you take a turn in the ring with her and see how it goes?”
Lia turned to her excitedly. “Could we? Would you mind?”
“It would be my pleasure,” Val said with a small smile.
“While you do that, I think I’ll work on making us some dinner,” I said as I stood up. “I’m feeling something fresh after our fight. Maybe I’ll do a bit of hunting.” Val looked at me with a curious raise of her eyebrow, but nodded without inquiring further. “You be careful with Lia while I’m gone. None of that full force stuff,” I called out over my shoulder as I walked out of the arena.
“Of course,” Val responded. Lia gave a wordless whine of annoyance, and I left with a smile on my face. The spot we had chosen to park the wagon was only a brisk five-minute walk from a large thicket of trees that currently served as my destination. While it was true I craved fresh meat over the jerky packed in our wagon, I also wanted a moment alone with my thoughts.
There was a novel feeling of contentment in my mind as I trekked across the grassy field to the small forest. Somewhere in the back of my head I knew that I was inevitably heading towards the end of my time in this world, but the idea was held at bay with happier thoughts. I was finally getting along with Val, and her raw combat talent surpassed my own. Lia seemed happier than ever, and I was slowly coming to terms with the idea of putting away my protective cynicism and allowing myself to enjoy life.
When I reached the tree line, I stopped and sent out a pulse of Detection magic. A starry sea of wriggling lights lined every surface before me as tiny insects crawled through the dirt and over the flora. As I pushed further outwards, larger creatures began to appear: a pair of squirrels rummaging through the underbrush, a songbird chirping happily high up on a tree branch, and a groundhog sleeping underground in its burrow.
About two hundred feet into the thicket my mana came across a plump looking rabbit. With perfect timing my stomach let out a loud gurgle, and I chuckled to myself as I decided on my prey. I placed my hand gently on the grip of my sword and took a slow, deliberate step into the underbrush, then paused in thought. I don’t need to sneak up on it if I kill it from here.
An electric tingle of excitement ran down my spine as I proposed myself the challenge. Even after multiple lifetimes of using magic in one form or another, purely offensive magic was entirely new to me. My comfort zone was firmly planted in the self-enhancement camp; unless I wanted to make the rabbit significantly harder to kill, that field would be useless in my current endeavor.
Standing isolated in a thicket of trees gave me the unique opportunity to test some of the potentially dangerous ideas I had been mulling over during my training with Lia, although I still had an obstacle to overcome before I could consider trying new spells. While the idea of channeling and casting magic through a distant object seemed airtight in theory, it was not something I had ever attempted before. Start simple, with an easy proof of concept. Something to put my mind at ease.
I steadied my breathing and focused hard on the small creature. The mana surrounding it slowly suffused down through its fur and into the skin, which brought the rabbit into a stunning level of focus in my mind. I could feel the rapid beat of its small heart, see the blood pump through its body, and hear the shallow inhale and exhale as it sat contented in the grass. For a brief moment, I relived a sensation I had experienced with Lia when we had shared our mana; it was as though I could sense what the rabbit experienced, though only through vague flashes and snippets.
“Pain Reduction,” I whispered under my breath. To my delight, I felt the telltale tug at the edge of my mana reserves that signaled the successful use of magic. The rabbit’s head popped up suddenly as it looked around in distress, and I felt the primal urge to run flash through my mind. After a moment to scan the surrounding area, it returned to nibbling on a patch of grass.
Well, THAT certainly warrants further investigation. My head was swimming with possible implications of what I had just experienced, but I clapped my cheeks lightly in my hands to regain focus. Later. The issue at hand still remained: How do you kill a rabbit with magic? I knew that a simple invocation of Fire would do the trick, but it wasn’t suited for the situation. Not only would it ruin the point of the excursion by soiling the meat, but I also knew that even through the Pain Reduction it would be an agonizing death, and animal experimentation didn’t sit well with me.
Start simple. With renewed focus, I reached out to the rabbit and pulled on my mana. “Kill,” I intoned solemnly. There was a subtle stirring of energy in my core, but the moment passed and the rabbit continued to chew on its greens. Not that I expected that to work, but it’s good to know. While magic was still a mostly unknown art to me, I had suspected that the imprecise and open-ended nature of the command would fail. In that regard, the next item to test on my list held much more promise.
I brought the image of the rabbit to full focus within my mind and studied its skeletal structure intently: the way the vertebrae of its back interlocked, how the muscles and tendons articulated, and the minute electrical impulses that controlled them. The lessons I had learned in school about anatomy were over a century old, and I had been a particularly unmotivated student, but any scientific knowledge from my first life was still an enormous boon. After another meditative breath, I spoke my next command. “Paralysis.”
There was a static rush down my leg as the energy raced out to where the rabbit rested. All at once, the muscles in its body contracted uncontrollably, as though it were being electrocuted. It bounced in place once, and then tipped over onto its side where it stayed motionless. I could feel the mana continue to drain as I channeled the spell, and noted that it drew considerably more energy than the Pain Reduction enhancement also in effect.
A sense of urgency washed over me, a combination of sympathetic fight-or-flight responses from the rabbit pinging in the back of my brain and the sudden realization that my prey was now asphyxiating. How do you kill a rabbit? In my time hunting rabbits in Alderea, it had been a simple enough task: catch it in a snare, then break its neck with a swift strike from any blunt implement. I pulled my sword from my belt and pushed into the thicket towards the rabbit. This has already been a successful test. No need to push things more than—
An idea stopped me in my tracks. With a satisfied grin I sheathed my blade and closed my eyes, pulling the image of the rabbit back into view. I focused on the base of its neck with careful precision, suffusing the tiny vertebra with energy. “Shatter.” The bone cracked away to dust with surprisingly little resistance, and the rabbit’s aura immediately faded away to a dim white outline against the black backdrop of my mind.
The senses I shared with the rabbit vanished instantly as it died, and the void it left behind burned in my head. I felt a hollow sucking sensation in my chest, and I staggered back against a tree as I gasped for breath. There was something familiar about the feeling, and dread gripped my heart as I slid down to sit in the brush. I know that feeling. The void that brought me here...it’s the same feeling. Eternal, dark, isolating. Death. That void is death.
I felt my hands tremble as the memories filled me with despair. It can’t be. How...how can that be true? Is that what death is? Does that void happen to everybody when they die? That can’t be right. My breath came in shallow gulps as my heart pounded a staccato arhythmic beat against my ribs, and my vision narrowed to pinpricks. I could feel the panic coming in full force, and with whatever remained of my logical mind, I shut my eyes and tried to force myself into a meditative breathing pattern.
Time failed to track in my head as I fought to regain control of my body. When I was finally able to open my eyes again, I found that the sun had long since set, and the rolling field before me was dimly lit by only a crescent moon and stars. There was a tremble in my hands I couldn’t still as I climbed unsteadily to my feet. It’s okay. You’re okay. I repeated the mantra in my head as I picked my way through the trees to where my rabbit still laid. Its body was still warm in my hands, and I found comfort in the fact that I hadn’t been incapacitated for too long.
I gradually returned to a baseline state as I made my way across the field towards our camp. I tried to focus on the positive aspects of my outing while locking the unsettling discovery away for a later, hopefully more levelheaded analysis. Out in the distance I spotted the flicker of our campfire, and I let out a relieved sigh as my thoughts shifted to Lia. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to lay my head down in her lap and hear the comforting sound of her voice.
I reached out with Detection to see what my companions were up to. As I suspected, their sparring session was long finished. Val tended to a small pot suspended over the fire, stirring the contents as she added a pinch of something from a small pouch. Lia sat on a log at the far side of the camp, writing in a small leather-bound book with a smile on her face. My brow furrowed as I puzzled over the book; I could vaguely remember her packing it when we left for our first trip to Lybesa, but I had never seen her actually use it.
As my mind wandered with playful curiosity, the wave of Detection magic continued to push out beyond the camp. A sudden glow at the far side of the road caught my attention, and my breath caught in my throat as the mana spread to reveal four men crouched in a tight circle just fifty feet from our camp. They were all dressed in armor, mismatched in both make and adornment, and each had a double-headed ax hanging from their belt. At a nod from one of the men they broke off from their circle and crept towards the fire, with two circling left, one to the right, and one directly towards Lia.
I burst into a full sprint as my combat enhancement suite flared to life. Each step sent me rocketing forward far faster than I had ever run before, but with the camp still a few miles away I knew I wouldn’t make it in time to intercept the men. My jaw clenched as I pushed myself harder and harder; the air whipped past me like a gale as clumps of dirt kicked up in the wake of my footfalls. A singular focus pervaded my mind: save Lia.
I could see her so clearly in my mind. Head slightly tilted to the side, she laughed as she spoke some unknown words to Val and scribbled something inside the small diary. The man behind her had moved past the road, dirk in hand as he snuck up behind her. In a desperate ploy to get her attention, I channeled a large rush of energy around her and pushed firmly against her unconscious mana barrier. She looked up from her journal with a sudden look of concern, and her head cocked to one side as she stared out into the darkness.
The alert reached her too late. Her sudden movement startled the man behind her, and he broke from his cover to dive towards her. He grabbed her by the shoulder and wrenched her backwards as she struggled to gain her footing. I watched her hand grab the sword on her belt, but it froze in place as his dagger pressed against her neck. He whispered something in her ear that caused her face to harden in anger, but her hand fell back to her side, empty. Val jumped up from her spot by the fire to help, but fell back when the men flanking the camp arrived. Two stood across the fire from her, while one circled slowly to her rear.
With a final burst of energy, I closed the last hundred feet between myself and the camp in just over a second, launching towards the closest man with my sword drawn. The blade cut through his neck with no resistance and sent his head spinning to the ground before he had a chance to react. I skidded to a stop a few feet to Val’s left and pointed my sword at the man holding Lia hostage. “Let her go, now,” I growled through gritted teeth.
There was a brief look of shock on the man’s face as he watched his compatriot’s body topple lifelessly to the ground, but he quickly snapped back to a malicious glare. “I don’t think I will,” he snarled in a deep, gravelly voice. “You two are going to turn around and walk your way back to Yoria, while this one here keeps us company. If we don’t see you in these parts again, we’ll let her go in a few days. If she behaves herself.”
“How do you know where we came from?” Val asked, her expressionless face and voice returned to her.
“Do you think we’re stupid?” he asked coldly. “You’re the fucking King’s Shield. We know where you’re coming from, and we know where you’re going.” The man shared a look with his companions. “We’re here to...change your mind.”
“Lux!” Lia called out, her voice thick with worry. “I’m fine, okay? You don’t have to worry about me.” I hadn’t realized it until she spoke, but my chest was heaving with rasping breaths.
“She’s a smart one!” the man laughed. “You should listen to your little lady. If you turn around now, everybody can still get out of this alive.”
I moved my sword in a slow arc to point at the remaining three men before me. “You all died the moment you walked into my camp. If you let her go now, your deaths will at least be painless.”
The man holding Lia looked at me with a mixture of amusement and contempt. “If you move so much as an inch, this pretty little neck gets cut wide open.” As he spoke, he pushed the edge of his blade harder into her skin, and a small crimson bead formed at the tip. Lia sucked in a quick breath, but her eyes never left my face. Her lips moved as she called out to me again, but I didn’t hear the words.
I felt a small snap at the base of my skull as my mind disassociated from my body. My vision narrowed with dark clouds, and the three men before me began to glow with a faint red aura. The edge of my sword began to shimmer as the blood along its face hissed and bubbled away, leaving an ominous black energy behind that shone like dark fire. Deep within my body I felt a dark desire to not only kill the men before me, but to make them suffer.
My mind agreed. Though I felt like a passenger as my body moved on its own, I fully supported the decisions it wanted to make. I knew what the dark energy around my blade would do to them, and I wanted to see it happen. Jack’s face, streaked with black lines and distorted in agony, flashed before me, and I hungered to see it again. I heard a growl rumble out from my chest, and my legs crouched as I prepared to lunge forward.
Before I could move, I felt a heavy pressure surround me on all sides. It pushed against every inch of my body with a warm, comforting force that settled my mind. My body wanted to resist, to strike death upon the intruders, but I fought the urge and focused on the new sensation. Lia. My vision cleared enough that I could see her staring at me intently as I stood frozen in place. A rushing sense of compassion filled me up as I let her mana past my defenses, and my muscles slowly began to relax.
“It’s okay, Elden.” I finally registered the words she had said. With a deep, shaky breath I nodded to her and lowered my sword.
“Listen to the little lady, that’s a good lad,” the man holding Lia hostage jeered at me. “Go back home now, and take the shield bitch with you.”
They’re worth more to us alive. With my mind back in control, I quickly assessed the situation. The other men had spread out in an attempt to surround us, but they had moved too far apart to support each other. Val eyed me cautiously from her position at my right, her shield held up in a ready position. My Detection magic showed me that although Lia looked complicit in her captivity, her combat enhancements had flared to life in preparation for combat. I gave her a small nod, and she responded by tapping her middle finger lightly on the pommel of her sword.
The man’s face grew hard. “Are you deaf, or just stupid? Fuck off out of here, or I swear to the Primes I’ll—” With a swift push, I crushed through his unconscious mana barrier and suffused his sword arm with energy. The rune on the inside of my ring activated, and I watched the bones in his forearm splinter into jagged shards. He let out a blood curdling scream as the limb fell to his side, limp and twitching.
Lia sprang to life as soon as the dagger left her throat. She kicked backwards into her captor’s knee as she drew her sword, which knocked him away into the dirt where he continued to writhe in agony over his ruined arm. Before the next closest enemy could react to the chaos, Lia was already on him. Her sword whipped up to his chest, but the point hesitated a moment against his fur armor. When he reached for his ax in a panic, the hesitation passed, and her sword drove straight through his chest and emerged from his back, gleaming a dark red in the light of the flickering campfire.
I held out an arm to catch Val as she stormed forward to assist in the fight. I knew the last man would be dead before either of us could reach them, and there was no doubt in my mind that Lia could protect herself from a single thug. My concerns were focused on a different thought. That’s her first kill. The weight of the idea was heavy on my heart as I watched her move gracefully across the camp.
With a hard push from her shoulder she sent the man impaled on her sword stumbling back towards his partner. Using her smaller frame to her advantage, she approached the last combatant completely hidden behind the dead man on his feet. When the final man dodged out of the way of the toppling body, she was there to meet him with a rising slash. It cut through his leather cuirass with ease and splashed a gout of red from his hip to his opposite shoulder. He fell to his knees and screamed, but the sound was cut short as she skewered him through the center of his torso in one clean thrust.
“Take care of that one, would you?” I said quietly to Val as I nodded towards the man whimpering over his arm. “He’ll have more information about what we’re walking into than your scouts did. I’m sure he’ll tell you if you ask nicely.” I moved forward to cross the camp, but paused to call out over my shoulder. “His right arm is shattered from his elbow to his wrist. Do with that information what you will.”
Lia was panting heavily and staring out into the darkness beyond our camp when I approached. At the sound of my footsteps growing near she whirled around with her sword held at the ready. Her face was expressionless apart from her eyes, which darted around wildly in search of another opponent. The right side of her face was smeared with blood, as was a large section of her dark braided hair which curled over her shoulder.
I knew what she was feeling all too well, and stood patiently as I watched her come down from the battle trance. She scanned the camp over and over as her breathing began to slow. The impassive mask of her face broke all at once, and emotions flashed across it in rapid succession: anger, confusion, sadness, and finally, fear. Her shoulders fell as the strained muscles in her body relaxed, and her hands shook hard enough that she dropped her sword. Her mouth opened as she tried to speak, but nothing came out aside from a hoarse squeak.
“It’s okay, Lia,” I called out to her softly. I walked over to her and cupped her face in my hand, doing my best to wipe away a large splotch of blood with my thumb. “Come with me.” With one arm around her shoulders, I carefully led her to sit on a log next to the fire. I sat down next to her and took her hand in mine as I waited for her next reaction.
She stared into the fire in quiet contemplation for a few minutes, then turned abruptly to look at the two men she had killed. “Did I...kill them?” Her voice was flat aside from a small tremor of uncertainty.
I squeezed her hand as I followed her gaze to the two dead men. “Yes.”
“I don’t...I-I don’t remember...doing that.” Her eyes blinked rapidly as she stared over the scene before us. “I can’t remember.”
“You will. Your brain wasn’t focused on remembering, it was trying to make sure you stayed alive. When the adrenaline wears off, it’ll come back to you.” I turned and rested my forehead against the top of her head. And the shock will set in, too.
The night grew quiet around us as we sat together in silence. I could still hear the cries of the man with the broken arm somewhere off in the distance; Val had dragged him away from camp to spare us from the uncomfortable sound. The fire continued to crackle beside us, boiling away the stew that was to be our dinner. Apart from the smell of blood and the two dead bodies across from us, it was a beautiful evening.
I saw the moment of recognition clearly on Lia’s face when her mind finally caught up with the events of the night. Tears ran freely down her face, but her features revealed no emotion. “I didn’t want to do it.” Her voice was small and shaky as she spoke, nearly too weak to break the silence.
“I know.”
“He could have run away.” Her eyes were unfocused, and I knew she was watching the scene over and over again in her mind. “There was a moment before I...killed him. He didn’t have to die.”
“I saw. You gave him a chance.”
“So why didn’t he take it?!” She shouted suddenly, her voice cracking. “Why didn’t he run?” Twisting away from me, she reached down to grab a small rock by her foot and hurled it across the camp at the corpse. The projectile flew wide of its intended target and impacted into the dirt before bouncing away into the darkness. “WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST RUN?” She pounded the log beneath us with clenched fists and shook her head wildly, flinging teardrops out to sparkle briefly in the firelight.
I stayed motionless as she raged beside me. “He made his decision, Lia. You didn’t have a choice.”
She turned on me in a fury. “But I did have a choice! I could’ve run away, I could’ve wounded him so he couldn’t fight anymore, I could’ve done anything else, but I didn’t. I just KILLED him!” Her tears ran down through the dried blood on her cheek and drew red lines down the side of her face. “I didn’t...why did he...I just—” She scrunched up her face and screamed out in wordless frustration.
My vision blurred with tears as Lia slid forward off of the log and landed in the dirt, where she curled forward into a ball and let out another anguished wail. I shifted to the ground gently and sidled up next to her to place a comforting hand on her back. The contact seemed to startle her, and she broke into a full sobbing fit. I rubbed her back in small circles and rested my chin on her shoulder, determined to give her as long as she needed to process her emotions.
“Lia, I’m so sorry,” I said softly into her ear once her cries had weakened into whimpers. “There’s nothing I want more in this world than to make you feel okay, but I can’t help you. There’s nothing I can do that will make your world right.” A tear ran down the side of my nose and dripped onto her neck as I spoke. “But I promise, I absolutely promise you, you’re going to be okay. It might not be tomorrow, or the next day, but this will pass.”
Her body shuddered as she took a deep breath. “I-I don’t know how...how to be me, anymore. Nothing feels—” A sniffle interrupted her thought. “Everything’s wrong, in my head.”
“You’re still you, Lia. Nothing could ever change that. Even though you’ve gone through so many terrible things, you’re still kind, and passionate, and amazing. No matter what happens, you’ll still be you, and I’ll still love you.” There was a moment of extreme tightness in my chest, and then I felt my whole body flush with a tingling warmth. “I love you so much, and I’ll do anything you need to make things right.”
She looked up at me with bloodshot eyes and flushed cheeks as a smile fought its way to her face. A half laugh, half sob burst from her lips, and her head fell back down to her knees as she started crying again. I kissed the side of her head gently and resumed rubbing her back, whispering to her the whole time. “I love you, Lia. You’re going to be okay. I love you. Take as much time as you need. I love you. I love you.”
***




9. THREE WORDS

I spun a strand of Lia’s hair around my finger absentmindedly as I listened to Val’s report. Unsurprisingly, the thug with the shattered arm had become much more amicable after his injury, and answered all of Val’s questions readily. When she returned to the wagon successful in her interrogation, she took up my watch over Lia to allow me the chance to ask my own questions. It had been a brief session.
“Do you serve the Dominion?”
“No. I told the Shield before, I work for Wendt.”
“Do you follow the path of Kalateth?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about! I work for Wendt. He might know whoever those people are that you’re looking for.”
“For all our sakes, I hope not.”
“Listen, I told her everything already. I swear I’ll leave and never go back, if you just let me—”
I noticed a speck of the man’s blood on my boot and rubbed at it with my other foot. Val finished her initial briefing, then paused to allow me a moment to process the information. “So Attetsia has fallen already.”
She nodded gravely. “So it would seem. Based on his recounting, the coup only lasted a day at most. Hired swords raided the city via the docks while a local faction staged a riot as a diversion. It was a well-coordinated attack.”
“Are you familiar with the mercenary group? The, uh…” I scrunched up my brow and silently cursed myself for not paying close enough attention. “The Albadan Company?”
“The Elta’sahn Company, yes,” Val corrected flatly. While I found her general lack of emotions in our day to day conversations off-putting at times, I currently appreciated the lack of sarcasm. If Lia were awake, I had no doubt that our conversation would have been derailed by her incessant teasing of my lack of regional knowledge. Instead, she slept soundly on the bench beside me with her head rested on my lap.
“They are a mercenary group based out of Lybesa,” Val continued, “and they are by far the largest and most well-known company in the world. I have dealt with isolated arms of their organization in the past, but if this new information is to be believed, I fear that the full force of the Elta’sahn Company is waiting for us in Attetsia.” A single crease wrinkled her forehead as she considered her own assessment.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, curious. “I take it by your expression that this is somehow worse than regular bad news.”
“I do not believe that the situation is as simple as a coup d’état. The Golden Throne could not afford to hire the entire Elta’sahn Company at once, so I find it difficult to believe that a rebel faction could raise the capital needed to enlist such a large force. Current reports suggest the company could number over fifteen thousand men.” She traced a finger around a single scale of her armor vacantly as she spoke. “They must have something beyond gold to gain. Our prisoner said his group was sent out to ensure nobody interrupted the ‘Grand Scheme’, which he failed to elaborate upon further.”
My gut feeling echoed the sense of dread that had been building over the course of our entire trip south: There were darker forces at play in Attetsia than simple politics and coups. “Maybe our informant was lying,” I said hopefully, though I didn’t believe the words.
“No, I do not think so,” she replied, shaking her head. “His description of the Company’s actions match what I have observed of them myself; he has seen them operate in person.”
“Oh.” I studied her face closely as she mulled over the situation in her head. There was an almost imperceptible flare to her nostrils, and her jawline was more pronounced than usual. I realized with some delight that Val did indeed emote during conversation, though extremely suppressed, and it was possible to spot if you knew what to look for. “What do you think the Company is looking to achieve?”
“I do not know.” She paused for a moment in what I surmised was frustration. “Politics is not my strong suit, and I lack the knowledge to make an informed assessment of the Company’s aims.” Turning back to the road for a moment, she adjusted the reins to keep the horse on our intended path.
With a sigh, I leaned back against the canvas cover of the wagon. “That’s alright. In the end, it doesn’t really matter what they want.”
She looked back at me with a raised eyebrow. “I believe understanding the aims of the enemy is essential to creating an effective plan against them.”
“Well, yeah, sure it is. But whether the rebels were fighting to free themselves of oppressive tyranny or to raid the city’s treasury doesn’t change the fact that we have to find a way through the walls. It would be nice to know how the Company got paid, or what they’re getting out of the deal, but either way we want them gone.” I held my last thought to myself: It doesn’t matter which dark power wants to ruin your world, because I still have to stop them.
“I suppose you are right, for now,” Val said, nodding. “Though it would do you well to remember that we are not on this mission to be saviors of the city. Our goal is the continued security and prosperity of Kaldan. Should we find that this is accomplished through the continued occupation and fall of Attetsia, we will return to the capital without the need for intervention.”
The thought soured my stomach. “Val, you can’t possibly be on board with that idea.”
She turned her back to me and faced the road again. “The Golden Throne’s relationship with Attetsia has been strained since the city-state’s formation. If the coup holds, we may find the new leadership more willing to cooperate than the previous Attetsian council. It is not our job to look after the wellbeing of the citizens or the interests of the original leadership.”
I opened my mouth to complain, but Lia shifted in my lap and drew my focus away from the argument. She stared straight up at me with her eyes still red from sleep and the previous night’s tears. My annoyance with Val faded away as a smile spread across my face. “Hey, you,” I said softly, pushing a strand of hair from her face. “How did you sleep?”
Lia’s eyes darted around in a brief moment of confusion until she regained her bearings. “Oh...uhm, good, I guess,” she said with a yawn. “My head feels sort of...heavy? Like there’s a pressure pushing out from behind my eyes, and it’s slowing my brain down.” She rolled her head to the side and rested her cheek against my stomach, closing her eyes again. “Maybe it’ll go away if I sleep some more.”
“Maybe,” I chuckled. “You can sleep as long as you’d like today, no training required.” A warmth filled my chest as I caressed her face gently. “You’ve earned it.”
She nodded as she readjusted herself on the bench to a more comfortable sleeping position. “Last night is still a bit foggy; the memories are all disconnected and jumbled up in my head. I trained with Val, we set up camp, then the men showed up…” She paused momentarily, and I saw her grimace slightly. “After the fight, Val took the last man away to ask him questions, and we sat by the fire. We talked for a while, and you—”
Her thought was cut off by a soft squeak as her face turned bright red. “Uhm, d-did you, uhm…” She turned her head to break eye contact and stared blankly into my chest. “Last night, when we were, uhm, talking, by the fire? My head is all fuzzy, I think I’m, er, imagining things.” I could feel her squirm back and forth awkwardly against my lap as she spoke. “Unless you actually...uhm, did you say—”
“Yes,” I said, smiling. As much as I enjoyed watching her adorable wiggling, I found her hand and wrapped my fingers between hers to put an end to her uncertainty. “I did.”
A tingle ran up my arm from where our hands met, and for a moment I could feel Lia’s consciousness against mine. Her presence was intoxicating; a pure, overflowing feeling of love so rich and inviting I felt I could lose myself within it. I wanted nothing more than to let go of all the anxiety and worries I held in the back of my mind and just exist in the moment with her, but Val’s voice interrupted my paradise. “I am glad to see you up, Lia. Are you feeling well today?”
Lia bolted upright and quickly pulled her hand away from mine. “Y-yes! I’m feeling, uhm, quite well this morning! Are you feeling, er, alright?” She spoke down towards the floor as her face burned bright red, apparently not having realized Val sat only a few feet away from us. “That was stupid, of course you are. I’m just...tired. Yeah! I’m still a little groggy from waking up, is all!”
My displeasure towards Val for interrupting our moment fought against my amusement over Lia’s embarrassment, mixing my face somewhere between a smirk and a grimace. I gave Lia a light squeeze on the shoulder in consolation. “I’m sorry we woke you. Val and I were just discussing the new information we received on the state of Attetsia. It would seem that the city has already fallen to a group of rebels, aided by a mercenary group called the Elta’sahn Company.”
Her eyes grew wide at the name. “Pirates!” she exclaimed confidently. I froze, unsure whether to be amused or concerned by the outburst.
“More or less,” Val replied, tilting her head side to side. “The Elta’sahn Company is most renowned for their impressive naval capabilities. With Attetsia’s strong walls, I am not surprised the rebels would look to them specifically.”
Lia pondered the situation for a moment. “So...what does all of that mean for us? What do we do when we reach the city?”
I glared as much animosity as I could muster into the back of Val’s head as she continued to drive the wagon. “I was just asking Val the same thing. What say you, heroic leader?”
My venom-drenched words seemed lost on her. “Our objective remains the same: To determine whether the situation in Attetsia is a direct threat to Kaldan. When we reach the city, we will find a way through the wall and make an initial assessment. It is vital we uncover the goals of this rebel faction and the Company, either through diplomacy or other means.”
She tapped the side of the shield on her back. “I believe I will still carry enough diplomatic importance to be allowed inside. We only need to stay long enough to decide if the new leadership is dangerous for our kingdom. Should we find them...less than hospitable, we can proceed to the determination of whether we dismantle their organization ourselves or return to the capitol to gather reinforcements.”
“You know the scouts we encountered last night were sent out to stop you, right? As in you, the King’s Shield, specifically? That sounds like the opposite of diplomatic.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “This is why I wanted to work alone,” I muttered under my breath.
“We will see once we arrive,” Val said with finality.
I grunted in response and slouched down in my seat, annoyed. It’s never straightforward. I can’t just do the damn job; there’s always something, or someone, in the way. Lia slid up next to me and nudged me gently with her elbow to rouse me from my brooding. My displeasure must have been written plainly on my face, as she gave me a reassuring smile and extended her hand out to me. Doing my best to remove my scowl, I took her hand and leaned my head against hers.
The rest of the day’s travelling passed by uneventfully. Lia and I sat hand in hand, quietly enjoying each other’s company for the majority of the trip while Val drove the wagon. True to my word, I never brought up the topic of training; I wanted to give Lia a break from anything that would remind her of the previous night’s events, but I also couldn’t stand the thought of disturbing our comfortable existence for any reason. When I sat with her, my mind could push back the thoughts of what awaited us in Attetsia that loomed heavier every day.
As the last traces of sun disappeared over the horizon, Val drove the cart to a secluded spot a few minutes off of the main road. “No campfire tonight,” she warned us as she hopped down from the driver’s bench. “We are within a day’s ride of the city. They may have more scouts patrolling the area, so we will need to be cautious. No unnecessary light or noise.”
“Of course,” I nodded to her. “Lia, grab your things. We’re going to train.”
Val’s head snapped back into frame at the front of the wagon, and she stared at me with her usual inscrutable expression. “I understand that you may be unhappy with me, Lux, but this is not the appropriate way to handle it. You should not put us all in more danger just to spite me.”
I waved her off dismissively. “You said no unnecessary noise. This is important. Besides, we’ll be quiet, right?” I looked to Lia and raised my eyebrows.
She looked between Val and myself a few times before nodding. “Definitely! It’ll be okay Val, I promise.”
Val stared me down in an uncomfortable silence before walking off without another word. I strapped my sword to my back and hopped down from the end of the wagon and, together with Lia, headed off into the dimming evening light. “She’s right, you know. This probably isn’t the best time to be training,” she said when we were well out of earshot of camp.
“I know,” I replied, not slowing down.
She quickened her pace to walk even with me. “You told me we weren’t going to train today, too.”
“I know,” I repeated.
Lia groaned and shook her head, then hopped out in front of me to block my path. “Where are we going?”
I stopped short and looked around the clearing. The wagon had faded into the darkness behind us, and was currently blocked from sight by a small knoll. “Here is good.” I slid my scabbard from my back and sat down in the grass, placing the weapon next to me. “Sit with me, Lia. We need to talk.”
She lowered herself to the grass across from me, eyeing me cautiously. “About what?”
“A lot of things.” I took a breath to gather my thoughts. “I’m worried about what we’ll find when we reach Attetsia tomorrow. I know things sound relatively straightforward now, but my past lives are telling me that something more sinister is happening behind the scenes. I don’t know what it is yet, but I can feel it in my gut.”
“I understand,” she said with a somber nod. “We’ll find out what’s really going on in there, and we’ll stop it. Together.” Her hand reached out and patted my knee reassuringly.
The smile that spread across my face was a sad one. “I know. It will most likely be dangerous, but I promise I’ll keep you safe. And I know you’ll keep me safe, too.” I put my hand over hers. “When we fix things, there’s a good chance I’ll be...taken away again.”
Her face fell as she looked away. “You don’t know that.”
“Lia,” I reached out and turned her head gently by the chin. Her amber eyes rippled and shone in the starlight, searching my face for some trace of hope. “Anything’s possible. I hope that I’m wrong about it, but there’s a good chance that I’m not. If that happens, I need to know that you’ll be okay without me.”
She closed her eyes and shook her head back and forth, pushing a stream of tears down each cheek. “I can’t promise you that. I don’t know...I don’t know what I'd do if you leave. I-I...”
“I love you, Lia.” The words sent a blossom of warmth through my chest. “I’m sorry it took me so long to say it. I’ve felt it for a long time, but my brain had a hard time catching up with my heart. There were some things I had to work through on my own before I could accept it.”
“Amaya,” she whispered. The name sounded like a forbidden prayer on her lips
I nodded. “I know that she’s still waiting for me, somewhere. But she would want me to be happy in the life I have now. She’ll always hold a special place in my heart, just like Alda.” I gave her hand a squeeze. “Just like you.”
“You don’t talk about Alda very often,” she stated sadly, seemingly as a question.
“She was like a daughter to me,” I answered. “In the end, I failed her. Not because of how things ended in Hedaat, but because…” My throat tightened, threatening to silence me. “Because I didn’t tell her how special she was to me before it was too late.” I coughed away the lump in my throat. “If I do have to leave here, I’ll leave knowing I didn’t make that mistake again.”
The words were too much for her. She leaned forward and hung her hands around my neck as she cried. “I don’t want you to leave,” she managed to whisper.
I rested my head against hers and felt a tear stream down my face. “I don’t want to leave you. I want to stay here, and show you the world, and take you on all of the adventures you could ever want.” I cradled her face in my hands and found it hot with tears.
She raised her head and looked into my eyes, our faces only inches apart. “You promised you would.”
My jaw clenched as I nodded, not trusting myself to speak without my voice breaking. There were so many things I wanted to say to her, but I couldn’t force the words out. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I wish I hadn’t gotten you caught up in all of this. I want to make you happy for the rest of your life. When my voice failed me, I instead leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips. It only lasted for a moment, but I felt as though it somehow conveyed all of the thoughts stuck inside my head, unable to be articulated.
I pulled back a few inches and found a look of pure shock on her face. Her eyes fled my gaze as her face flushed, and it looked as though she was considering something. Before I could ask what was on her mind, she flung herself onto me, banging her head against mine slightly as she returned the kiss. Our weight shifted, and I fell helplessly backwards into the grass as she pushed against me.
Where my kiss had been soft and fleeting, Lia’s was full of energy and passion as a month’s worth of repressed feelings was finally released all at once. Her fingers dug slowly through the hair on the back of my head while her other hand pressed firmly down against the center of my chest. My brain fought valiantly to process all of the sensations in real time and think of the implications, but it gave in to my rapidly growing sense of desire.
All of the feelings I had locked away and compartmentalized since meeting her broke free immediately. The memories of changing clothes beside her and curling up together at night took on new meaning as I became acutely aware of her body mounted on top of mine, her chest heaving with impassioned breaths and her legs shifting around my waist. My hand caressed the side of her face as I leaned into the kiss, while my other hand fought for purchase beside me in an attempt to prop myself up. The smell of her hair and the taste of her lips screamed at my brain to shut down entirely and run entirely on instinct.
I managed to gain leverage with my free arm and pushed off hard, rolling us over in the field. Carefully lowering her head down to the ground, I propped myself up on my elbows and hovered a few inches over her on all fours. My mouth opened to speak, but she grabbed me by the collar of my leather armor and pulled me back down for another kiss. I laughed against her mouth and kissed her back for a few more seconds. Her tongue appeared against my lips, sending my eyebrows up in surprise as I marveled at her confidence with a smile. I felt her smile as well, and we both laughed softly.
It was harder than I had expected to pull myself away from her again. “Lia, we should probably, uhm…” I giggled as a surge of giddy energy tingled out through my body. “We should probably head back to camp soon.” I dove down for another quick kiss. “Not to say I’m not enjoying myself. Quite the opposite, in fact.”
My heart skipped a beat as she stared up at me with sultry eyes and shifted her shoulders back and forth. “But I don’t want to leave yet.”
Has she always been this...forward? Am I really that oblivious? “Well, neither do I. But we should.” I put a finger on her chin and traced it down her neck to the top of her armor. “I promise that I’ll find us a time to continue this, er, conversation.” A devious grin spread across my face as I rocked back to my knees and stood up. Lia put on an exaggerated pout and held up her hands pitifully. I chuckled and pulled her to her feet, then wrapped her in a tight hug. “Everything is going to be alright.”
The light of day was completely faded when we started our walk back to camp, but the lack of light was a non-issue: Lia could see well enough in the dark, and my Detection clearly highlighted the path before us. I felt completely at ease as we walked, hand in hand, through the darkness. I should have told her how I felt weeks ago.
“Lia,” I said, breaking the comfortable silence between us, “how are you feeling? After what happened last night, I mean.”
There was a long pause before her answer came. “I’m okay.”
I twirled my thumb gently around hers. “You don’t have to be okay. I know you said you wanted to be strong, but it’s obviously understandable if you’re still feeling...off.”
“I know. I kept seeing his face in my sleep last night, or when my mind would wander during our ride today. All I want to do is tell him to run away, or to throw away his weapon. At first it made me feel angry that he made me kill him, and sick because of what I did.” She spoke with a slow, somber voice as she recalled the incident again. “Now I just feel sad. I know that he wanted to hurt me, and that he wanted to hurt you. If I hadn’t fought back, he probably would have killed me. I understand all that, and I know that I’m okay, but it still makes me sad.”
I shifted my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as we continued on through the field. “That’s a good thing, you know. It means that you’re a kind, compassionate person. The more times you find yourself in that situation, the less it will bother you, but it should never feel...good.” I gave her a squeeze. “If that does end up happening, I want you to tell me, okay?”
“Okay,” she agreed as she leaned her head against my shoulder. We were only a few minutes from camp, though I still couldn’t see it without Detection magic; our plan of laying low and not drawing attention meant that we would be eating a dark, cold supper without a fire. I sighed at the thought and scratched my stomach absentmindedly as thoughts of hot soup and roasted game taunted me. Just before we reached earshot of camp, Lia stopped. “I love you, Lux.” Her voice was timid and small, as if she were telling me a secret.
I realized then that it was the first time she had spoken the words to me, despite our mutual understanding of the feeling. With a warm smile, I turned to face her. “I love you too, Lia.”
A large grin spread across her face as she giggled to herself. She pulled down on my arm and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Good!” she laughed with her usual upbeat energy. With that, she turned and ran into camp without looking back. I quietly reflected on how lucky I was to have met her as I entered the campsite a few moments later.
“I trust you were cautious in your training?” Val questioned me as soon as I came into view. “Or, at the very least, you went far enough away that you would not draw attention to our actual location?”
“Of course,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I told you we’d be quiet, and we were quiet.”
“Mmhmm,” she replied as she tore into a strip of jerky.
I sat heavily on the ground across from her. “I know you may not be happy with me, Val, but this is not the appropriate way to handle it,” I mocked, throwing her words back at her. “I may not agree with you, but I’m not stupid. If the camp is discovered tonight, it won’t be because of us.” Digging through the pouch at my hip, I retrieved a similar strip of dried meat and took a bite.
Lia returned with a small loaf of bread and a scowl on her face. She sat down beside me and ripped off a tiny piece of bread, glaring at me while she handed it over. I let out a loud sigh as I rolled my neck in a slow circle. “I’m...sorry, for being difficult with you, Val. I’m worried about what we’ll find at the wall tomorrow, is all.” I stretched my arms over my head and tried to produce a convincing yawn. “I guess I’m pretty tired, too. I’ll have to turn in soon to have any chance of waking up for watch duty.”
Seemingly pleased with my apology, Lia tore the loaf in half and handed me the rest of my half. “Sorry if we worried you, Val,” she said apologetically. I shared a bit of my jerky with Lia, and we all ate quietly around the dark campsite.
Val’s face was as inscrutable as ever while she finished her small meal. “I understand. I must admit, I also have my concerns about the situation in Attetsia. If my demeanor has been off putting, or contributed to your anxiety during our journey today, I would like to apologize.”
Lia and I turned to each other with matching looks of bewilderment. “Uhm, no, that wasn’t…” I trailed off. “I didn’t notice, honestly.”
“Oh.” Val flicked her eyebrows up in surprise. “That is good, then.”
We sat in what felt like everlasting silence until Lia let out a miraculous yawn. “I think it’s about time I went to bed,” she said with a stretch.
“I’ll join you,” I replied quickly. Hopping to my feet, I gave Val an awkward half bow. “Wake me when your watch is done.” She gave me a curt nod in response.
“Goodnight Val!” Lia called out over her shoulder as we made our way to the back of the wagon. I climbed in and started the process of setting out our sleeping mats while Lia removed her gear. When our tasks were complete, I sat down to take off my boots, and Lia curled up under the thin sheet.
“That was an...interesting interaction,” I remarked quietly, keeping my voice low to ensure it wouldn’t leave the confines of the wagon.
Lia giggled under her breath. “I don’t think Val usually has to talk this much.”
I thought back to her surprise at being given a nickname as I lowered myself to the floor and slid under the sheet. “I doubt anyone has ever talked to her as casually as we do. She’s the highest ranking military officer in Kaldan, after all.”
“Yeah, that’s true. It’s too bad; I think she’s really nice.”
“She’s...alright,” I conceded. Lia reached out and punched my shoulder jokingly, and we both laughed quietly together. With the light of the moon and stars blocked by the canvas cover above us, the interior of the wagon was nearly pitch black. I had recently found that I could switch between normal vision and Detection magic without conscious thought when the need arose, and my surroundings quickly buzzed to life with neon clarity.
Lia’s amber aura was comforting and warm as it pierced the darkness. As I stared at her beside me, I began to notice tiny details in her face that I had never seen before. There was a faint crease at the sides of her nose where her cheeks pulled back when she smiled. I counted four freckles hidden on her forehead, just at the edge of her hairline. A shy smile spread across her face as I watched her, and I saw her ear wiggle reflexively. My lips curled into a dumb grin as my chest swelled, sending a rush of blood to my cheeks.
These little things, the quirks that make her undeniably...her. How could I have missed them before? I knew the answer before I finished posing myself the question: I hadn’t, but I had chosen to ignore them. Without a reason to suppress my emotions, I felt like I was getting to know her all over again. “Hey,” I whispered, sliding my head closer to rest my forehead against hers.
“Hey,” she replied, weaving her fingers in between mine.
“I’m not sure if I’ve told you this yet, but...I love you.”
She gave my hands a gentle squeeze. “You may have mentioned it, once or twice.”
“Ah. Good, then. Just wanted to make sure,” I laughed quietly, rubbing my nose against hers.
“You could say it again, though. I wouldn’t mind.”
I let out a contented sigh. “As many times as you want.” I pulled her hands up to my chest and held them tight while I leaned in for a kiss. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.” She returned the kiss before scooting in to snuggle against my chest.
The butterflies in my stomach took off in a frenzy at the sound of the words. No matter what happens, I will never forget this moment for the rest of my lives. Wrapping her in a tight hug, I nestled into a comfortable position as I closed my eyes. “Tomorrow will most likely be an eventful day. We should get some sleep.”
She nodded into my chest, and the wagon fell quiet. I listened to the low sound of her breathing as I gently drifted off to sleep, a contented smile on my face. Just before my mind shut off, Lia whispered, “Whatever happens tomorrow...we have each other. Nothing can change that.”
“You’re right,” I replied. “We’ll keep each other safe, no matter what.” Although I had slept next to Lia for the majority of my nights in Kaldan, I felt an unrivaled closeness to her as she curled tighter against my chest. The barriers I had built up in my mind to hide my feelings for her were gone, and there was nothing between us now but love. A wave of peace and acceptance washed over me as Lia and I fell asleep in each other’s arms.
---
The ancient form of the man reclined before me looked so frail and empty, I was afraid he might blow away as I walked to his bedside. I paused momentarily and watched for the rise and fall of his chest. It was difficult to see, but shockingly easy to hear; there was a heavy crackle to his breathing that made me want to cough reflexively. When I sat down in the padded wooden chair beside him, his eyes cracked open just enough to peer at me across the dim room.
“Lux, you look terrible,” the man said with a labored wheeze. He reached down for a thick blanket that looked to have been kicked off in his sleep, now just out of arm’s reach. “You should try sleeping sometime. I hear it helps.”
I leaned forward and pulled up the blanket, making sure to carefully tuck it in under his sides. “I could say the same for you, old man.”
“I’m not sure what you mean. I sleep all the time, nowadays.” He let out a rasping, wistful sigh. “I haven’t been in the lab for more than an hour this week.”
“You shouldn’t be in the lab at all,” I scolded. The lines on my face hardened into a frown, the natural expression I had held since my arrival in Hedaat. “Your work can wait, but your recovery can’t. What’s the point of another hour of research if you won’t live to see the results?”
He shook his head. “I accepted that I wouldn’t live to see my work fulfilled a long time ago. But I don’t have to; I know you can finish it in my place.”
“No, I can’t.”
The old man rolled to his side to face me with a painful slowness. “Yes, you can.”
“I can’t, and I won’t!” I snapped at him. “I didn’t ask for any of this, Jaren! You might have saved my life, but that doesn’t mean you own it. This isn’t my lab, and it isn’t my work.”
“It will be, once I’m gone.” Jaren spoke with a peaceful, accepting voice that only angered me further. “Your work here could change the world. You could make a lot of lives better.”
“I don’t care about the fucking world! They’re all miserable shits, and they deserve whatever miserable life they get. I’m not wasting my life on their account.” I turned away from him and crossed my arms. “You should have left me to die in that blizzard,” I murmured under my breath.
A thick silence fell over the room as I stared away from him at the wall. “What about Alda?” he asked in a sad, weak voice. “Does she deserve a miserable life, too?”
I whirled on him, eyes blazing and nostrils flared. “Don’t you fucking dare. She is not a piece of leverage for you to lord over me.”
“What then? What happens to her when I’m gone?” He lacked the energy to match my ferocious assault, and instead slumped back against his mattress in defeat. In that moment, he seemed to age another ten years; his wrinkled face sagged further as a long lock of silver hair spilled down over his eyes, and the white wolf-like ears protruding from the top of his head fell flat. “You know they won’t accept her out there. Without this lab, she’s as dead as I am.”
With a furious kick, I stood and sent the chair beneath me flipping backwards into the wall. “Just stop dying, then!” My fists balled and swung impotently at my sides. Jaren’s illness had come on quickly; I identified the pneumonia early on, but without modern antibiotics or more in-depth medical knowledge, I had been forced to watch helplessly as he succumbed to the sickness. “What am I supposed to do without you?!”
Tears pooled in his eyes as he watched me. “You just have to keep going, Lux. If you fulfill our end of the contract with Hedaat, they’ll uphold their end. You’ll be fed, supplied, and safe.” He nodded weakly towards the door. “You both will.”
I froze in place as the emotions fought for dominance in my head. “It’s not fair!” I yelled, feeling powerless and pathetic.
“You’re right,” he agreed. “But it’s what we have. I know you haven’t had the—” A brutal cough interrupted his thought and doubled him over in pain. I rushed to his bedside and knelt down, placing a comforting hand on his back. When the fit was over, a thick coat of fresh blood stained the sleeve of his woolen shirt. “I think...it’s time. Go and...fetch Alda for me, would you?”
My rage died away in an instant and left nothing but sorrow in its wake. I took his hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze as I stood to leave the room.
Jaren tugged at my hand as I turned to leave. “Lux, wait. The lab, the research, it...doesn’t matter what you do. As long as you keep her safe.” His eyes filled with a determination I hadn’t seen since he had first fallen ill. “Understand me? Do whatever you have to do. Please.”
Tears streamed down my face as I knelt beside him again. “Jaren, you have my word. She’s the only thing that matters in this damned world. I’ll keep her safe, no matter the cost. I promise.”
A weak smile spread across his face as he nodded. The gesture seemed to cost him the last reserves of his energy, and he collapsed back onto the mattress once again. “Alda...please…”
I stood and hurried to the door. There was a loud thud as I pushed it open, and Alda bounced back into the hallway, startled. She stared straight down at the floor with her hands gripped behind her back as I closed the door behind me. “I couldn’t hear anything, honest. I-I just wanted to make sure, uhm, that he was okay,” she stammered.
An immense wave of grief washed over me as I thought about the days to come. I reached out and pulled her in for a tight hug, gently stroking her hair as I tried to find my voice. “He’s asking for you,” I finally managed to say, almost choking on the words.
Alda looked up to me, her icy blue eyes half hidden behind her silver bangs. “Sir? Are you...alright?”
“Everything’s going to be alright,” I lied through a false smile as I opened the door and led her inside. “I promise.”
***




10. THE COUNCIL CHAMBERS

The wagon rattled to a halt and woke me from my daydreams. “We’re here,” Val called out solemnly from the driver’s bench. I did nothing with the information apart from let out a long sigh. As hard as I had tried to convince myself that there was no true threat in Attetsia, sitting in the shadow of the country’s gates made tangible the basis of my fears. The city existed, the gates were closed, and there was nobody there to man them.
Lia gave me a reassuring nod as she stood and disembarked the wagon, and I followed close behind her. The late afternoon air was cool and the wind licked icily at my exposed skin, a reminder that winter was close at hand in Kaldan. I burrowed further into the hood of my cloak and made my way to the front of the cart to join my party members in examining the closed gate. It was two stories tall, made from sturdy looking wood with wrought iron fittings, and each door was wide enough to accommodate a full-sized wagon. There was no sign of a wicket gate, and the mechanisms that controlled the doors’ movements were well hidden in the surrounding stone walls.
Val approached the gate and gave it a push. “The gate is sealed,” she reported after a few moments of effort. I snickered and looked away, catching Lia with the same reaction. When our eyes met, she attempted to put on a serious face and nodded insistently towards the gate.
“Yes, it does seem that way,” I said in a level tone. With a quick scan of the surrounding area, I spotted an access door nestled into the corner where the gatehouse protruded from the wall. It was made of one solid sheet of steel similar in color to the stone around it, without any exposed hinges or latches. “There may be a way in over here.” I walked to the metal door and placed a hand lightly on the surface, mapping the structure with mana. It seemed to operate via one large lever on the opposite side, which could turn to lock a large iron rod deep into the wall.
“This type of door is notoriously difficult to breach,” Val explained as I focused my energy on the lock bar. “We may have better luck in circling the wall to find an easier target, or perhaps a spot we could climb—” A staccato screech of metal cut her off as I invoked the Shatter rune on my ring. The entire face of the door shuddered, and when I removed my hand, it creaked open a few inches.
How do you keep someone like me out at this point? A satisfied grin crept across my face as I pulled the door open and peered into the passage. “Wait here, I’ll go check it out,” I said as I stepped inside, mapping the space ahead of me with Detection. After another step I froze in place as the interior rooms of the gatehouse appeared in my head. Two lifeless bodies sat at a table in a small barracks upstairs, and a third was sprawled out on the floor of the gate mechanism room beyond.
I turned to Lia with concern, and her brow furrowed. A moment later I felt her mana spread over mine in a thin sheet, reaching out until she saw what I saw. I could feel her worry through the connection and did my best to exude a calm and level headed presence. The rest of the rooms ahead were clear of any movement or life, and the smell that had started to waft out towards us told me the guards had been corpses for at least a few days.
As to not raise more questions than necessary from Val, I moved through the gatehouse to confirm with my own eyes what I already knew. When I returned a minute later, I shook my head. “Three dead guards inside, all killed by crossbow bolts to the head. No real sign of a struggle from any of them.”
Val’s eyes hardened. “I had hoped this would not be the case.” We all stood in silence for a moment. “Can you open the gate?”
“I believe so.”
“Is there a door through to the opposite side of the wall?”
“Yes, just beyond the barracks.”
“Good.” She nodded and turned back to the wagon. “I will drive the wagon through once you open the gate. Close it after me and meet me on the other side.”
“Got it.” I motioned to Lia and moved back into the gatehouse. She closed the door as best she could, then followed me up into the barracks. “What a mess,” I muttered as I looked over the scene before us.
Lia carefully walked around the pools of clotted blood, observing the bodies with an expression somewhere between sadness and disgust. “What do you think happened?”
“Somebody snuck in quietly enough to catch them unaware, or they were killed by somebody they trusted. Either way, they were both dead before they knew they were in danger.” I moved past the table of dead men to the short staircase that led to the gate mechanism. “The access door on the Attetsian side is unlocked, so the killer came from inside the country.”
“Pirates,” she cursed.
“Could be. I think it’s more likely that one of the revolutionaries did it, though. If they have men from the city guard on their side, they would know where their targets were and how many there’d be.” I opened the wooden door to the mechanism room, revealing the last dead guard. That’s how I would have done it, anyway.
“So, they were killed by their friends?” Lia asked, joining me at the door. “That’s sad.”
“Yes, it is,” I said dispassionately. A system of gears sat partially inlaid in the far wall, directly above the corpse and its puddle of dark blood. “People can do terrible things when they believe it’s for a good reason.” I moved to the edge of the stain and hopped lithely onto the empty chair, sparing my boots of the rotten blood.
I scanned back out to the wagon to ensure Val was in place, then spun the large gear before me. Thankfully, the system was well oiled, and I watched the heavy gates outside creak to life. “Lux, I have a question,” Lia said with a small voice. I could tell by her tone that something was troubling her, unsurprisingly; the fetid stench of death sat heavily in the guardhouse, and corpses weren’t something most people were accustomed to.
“Of course. We’ve got plenty of time,” I nodded, continuing to crank the gate open.
Her eyes were downturned as she tapped her fingers together. “How many people have you killed?”
The question caught me off guard, and I faltered momentarily in my turning. “I can’t say for sure. Hundreds, certainly.” The room fell silent apart from the consistent clack of the gate mechanism. “I used to remember them all. Every time I put on my armor to go into another battle, I would see their faces from the moment that they died. At the time, I thought that if I remembered them, it made killing them...less bad?”
I shook my head. “I knew that what I was doing was for the greater good. I was fighting to stop evil, after all. To save the world.” To protect Amaya. “But the people I killed weren’t evil...not really. Most of them were probably normal people who got sucked into a bad situation through no fault of their own.” There was another long pause as I carefully considered my next words. “People can do terrible things when they believe it’s for a good reason,” I repeated. “Never forget that; for others, and for yourself.”
The gear in my hands ground to a halt as the gate fully opened. I sat back on my heels and watched as Val began to drive the wagon forward into Attetsia. It felt as though the silence in the room was judging me, and shame over my past actions burned in my gut for the first time in decades. Was I really doing good? Or did I just convince myself it was good out of necessity?
As if in answer to my moral quandary, Lia reached out with a comforting hand, placing it on my knee. She said nothing, but her eyes held everything I needed: compassion, forgiveness, and acceptance. My stomach settled down, and I gave her a small smile. If she believes in me, I must be doing something right.
Val stopped the wagon on the opposite side of the wall, and I spun the gear in the opposite direction. A counterweight system activated somewhere within the walls, and the wheel continued to turn on its own as the gates closed. “Let’s get out of here. I could use some fresh air after all of this,” I said as I hopped down from the chair.
We made our way back through the barracks and exited a matching iron door on the opposite side of the gatehouse. It latched, but I noted that this door had a handle on the outside face as opposed to the bare door on the Kaldan side. “Are you ready to move on?” Val called out from the wagon parked a few yards away.
“No. We have something we have to take care of first,” I replied. “You need a change of clothes if we’re going to have any chance of making it to the city unharassed.”
Val looked down at herself briefly. “Of course.” She stepped down from the driver’s bench and moved towards the back of the wagon.
“Do you even have a change of clothes?” I asked her, amused. “I’ve never seen you wear anything apart from your armor. Do you travel with an extra set of—” My thought was cut short by disbelief as she bypassed the wagon and knelt down at the edge of the road, cradling her shield reverently in her lap. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whispered with a mix of wonder and annoyance.
Lia looked back and forth between the two of us. “What? What’s going on?” She asked quietly.
I nodded to Val. “Watch. She’s going to use magic.” We both reached out with Detection and listened in with heightened senses as Val’s breathing slowed to a meditative pattern.
“O Prime of Light, divine above all, bestow upon me the power to create an illusory disguise so I may move on undetected.” Her chant was soft and rhythmic, most likely an old, well-practiced incantation. The pooled energy within her shield stirred at her invocation and crept slowly up her arms, infusing into each scale of her armor as it moved. Before long, her body shone brightly from her neck down to her boots.
The energy blinked off, then on again with a less pronounced glow, and I realized something had changed. Val looked the same as always in the projected mana image in my mind, but my eyes told me something completely different. Her lustrous silver scale armor now had spots of rust and patches of missing scales, appearing to be made of an old, cheap iron. The stained-glass shield looked to be a poorly maintained tower shield, with dented metal corners and a hastily painted Yorian crest.
When the transformation was complete, Val moved to the back of the wagon and retrieved an old longsword from her trunk. She strapped the belt to her hip, then turned back to us. “I have never been noticed with this disguise before. It should suit our purposes well enough.”
My foot tapped impatiently as I chewed on my lip. “You can use magic?”
She nodded. “Yes. All members of the Trinity Guard are required to learn a standard roster of spells.”
“And you didn’t think that would be a good piece of information to share with us?” I heard a petulant whine in my voice that I had tried to hide, but my annoyance had gotten the better of me. We could have learned so much more about magic on our trip.
Val’s eyebrow arched upward slightly. “It did not come up.” Though it was difficult to see on her face, I could tell she was enjoying my frustration. “My reports told me you had a low level of magical aptitude. Would you like me to teach you?”
“I’m not looking for a teacher!” I snapped. In truth, I wanted nothing more than to pick her brain about every aspect of magic she knew, but my pride forbade me from admitting it. “Don’t concern yourself with my abilities. I’ve learned more on my own than anybody could ever teach me.”
“It is true, the vanishing trick with your sword was certainly unique, and I am unsure as to how you opened the gatehouse door, but I would not consider that to be advanced magic.” She paused a moment in consideration as she looked me over. “I am sure that, given ample time for practice, you could learn at least one of the techniques I know.”
I felt my face flush. “If you knew HALF of the things I know, we wouldn’t be—”
“Why don’t we discuss this on the road?” Lia chimed in loudly, cutting me off. “We still have a ways to go to reach the city proper, right Val?”
Val studied me for a few seconds longer, then turned to Lia. “Yes. We do not have enough daylight to reach Attetsia today. There is an inn on the main road that we will reach by sundown, should we leave now.”
“That sounds like a great idea! I’d love to sleep in a real bed for a night,” Lia said happily. She took my hand and gave it a less than gentle squeeze. “Doesn’t that sound nice, Lux?”
“Yes,” I managed to mutter through clenched teeth. In the moment, there was nothing I wanted more than another spar with Val, another opportunity to completely overwhelm her with every ability I knew and make her see that I deserved more respect than what she gave to me. A small voice in the back of my head told me that it was silly, and that the less she knew about my magic the better. While I knew it was right, it didn’t help to calm me down; I stalked back to the wagon behind Lia, fuming silently the entire way before loudly climbing up to take a seat inside.
Val returned to the driver’s bench a few moments later, and we began our journey into Attetsian territory. Lia looped her arm around mine and rested her head on my shoulder, and I felt a sudden wave of calm as her amber energy washed over me. While neither of us had ever specifically discussed the ability to convey emotion through mana, we had both taken to the practice naturally over the course of our meditation sessions. My foul mood was no match for her comforting aura, and I soon found myself feeling embarrassed at how childish I had acted. I let out a long sigh as the last traces of bitterness receded, then gave Lia a grateful smile.
During the following few hours of travel, one detail stood out to me as particularly odd; apart from being entirely abandoned, nothing about the surrounding area seemed to be out of place. My constant sweep of Detection magic found homesteads with meals still set out on their tables, and fields of unharvested produce with half-full wagons deserted midway through their jobs. While I was still mostly unfamiliar with the seasonal patterns of the area, it was easy to tell that the prime time for harvest had passed based on the shortening days and colder temperatures.
A unique pattern emerged as we continued to pass by empty houses. Each structure had one of two symbols painted on their front door: three circles linked together to form a pyramid with a triangle drawn in the center, or one large circle with an X drawn through it. When I asked Val and Lia about them, the description of the first symbol brought a look of instant recognition to their faces.
Val explained that the three linked rings were the standard symbol of the Elta’sahn Company, one ring for each of the three leaders: The Admiral, The General, and The Strategist. The addition of a small triangle to the center of the sigil was new, but it was easy to assume it was an addition made by the Attetsian revolutionaries. My description of the second symbol brought up less specific information, but the meaning seemed obvious to all of us: if you weren’t with the Elta’sahn Company, you were against them.
As the sun began to set and our destination drew nearer, our suspicions were confirmed. Houses marked with an X began to show signs of abuse the further into the country we traveled. It started as small disturbances, with chairs knocked over and drawers emptied of their contents, but quickly escalated to shattered windows and completely looted rooms. In contrast, the houses marked by the Company still stood in pristine condition with clear signs of inhabitants.
Just as the three story inn came into view, we had our first encounter with another living person; three men stood near the roadside harvesting what looked to be carrots, tossing them into an already overflowing cart. As our wagon drove by, the men stopped and stared with hard eyes until we were long past, and I could only see them with my Detection. One pointed in our direction and seemingly spoke a command, which caused the other two to pick up the cart and begin hauling it in the opposite direction.
The inn was a much more impressive sight in person than I had originally surmised from the road. The building was beautifully maintained, with cream-colored brick walls and dark green wooden shutters and doors. A veranda wrapped around the front of the structure and disappeared around the far corner. Ornate metal tables and chairs lined the enclosed porch, though they all sat unused when we arrived. Inspecting the interior with Detection, I found that the first floor sprawled back away from the road and housed a large stage, a comfortable restaurant, and long hallways lined with numbered doors. The second and third stories were divided solely into corridors of rented rooms; a quick count told me the inn easily had more than a hundred available, of which all but two were entirely empty.
“We have arrived,” Val said as the wagon stopped, drawing me back from my inspection. “I believe it would be best if we brought our extra rations inside with us. I do not trust this place as I once did.”
“Agreed,” I nodded, thinking back to the looted houses. “I’ll go in and handle our lodging situation, if you and Lia can take care of consolidating our things.”
“Can do!” Lia chirped. I gave her a light squeeze on the shoulder before I hopped down from the wagon. Val had parked on a large stone pad opposite the stables at the side of the inn, a space seemingly made for trading caravans and wagons like ours. The pad was empty apart from us, and I only spotted one other horse out of at least twenty empty stalls as I crossed the lot and climbed onto the porch.
Entering through the heavy double doors, I was immediately entranced by the smell of fresh bread and the soft sound of music. Two women sat on the stage on my far left, one plucking merrily on a lute while the other sang a sweet melody about a lost lover. They performed for a sea of empty tables; I counted eight patrons between the vast swath of booths and benches that took up a majority of the room. To my right was a long bar lined with vacant stools, tended by a young man polishing a mug and a white haired woman sleeping against a liquor cabinet.
At the sight of a guest, the young man sprang to the end of the bar to greet me. “Welcome to the Council Chambers! How can I be of assistance?” His excitement seemed to border on desperation as he watched me intently with a large smile.
“Hey there,” I said with a forced smile as I approached the bar, unable to match his enthusiasm. “I’d like a room for the night, and warm meals for three people.” My fingers drummed absently on the countertop as I reached for my coin purse. “Actually, make that two rooms. Across the hall from each other, on the second floor.”
“Yes sir!” He knelt down to a hidden cabinet below the bar and unlocked the latch, reappearing a moment later with two keys attached to wooden blocks. He set them down on the counter, one under each hand. “Two rooms for the night costs a stein and twelve coppers, dinners included.”
I raised an eyebrow and clicked my tongue loudly. “That’s awfully pricey, don’t you think?” While I had more than enough of the King’s coin to pay for the room, I was more interested in the information he could give me about Attetsia. “Are the beds made of clouds or something?”
“Nothing like that, I’m afraid,” he laughed apologetically. “Seasonal pricing. When the traffic decreases as winter approaches, our prices have to go up to accommodate. I’m sure you understand.” The inflection of his voice rose as he spoke, turning the statement into a question.
“Sure, sure,” I nodded as I fished through my purse for the appropriate coins. “I’m not sure the season has much to do with it though, what with the Company closing the gates.”
At the mention of the Company, the man’s youthful face tightened, and he scanned around the room for a moment before leaning towards me to speak in a hushed voice. “If this is some sort of test, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. We’ve already paid up with the Company, and I don’t want any trouble.” He leaned back and smiled again, though his eyes still showed fear. “So how about it? I assure you our rooms are the most comfortable you’ll find in Attetsia.”
That’s not a good sign. I sighed as I piled the payment on the counter. “Alright, I’m sold.” There was a palpable sense of relief as he slid me the keys. Fishing through my purse one last time, I retrieved a single Imperial and palmed it, doing my best to hide it from view. I reached out to shake his hand with a smile. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
When he took my hand, I pulled him close and turned my hand, allowing the Imperial to fall into his palm. “If anybody asks,” I whispered into his ear, “you don’t know us, and we were never here. I’m sure we’ll have a lovely business relationship in the future, should you be able to handle that.” He pulled away to observe the coin I had given him, which he immediately shoved into his pocket. “If not, let’s just say that the Company will be the least of your worries.” I took the keys and looked at him expectantly.
“Yes! I, uhm, of course! Absolutely. Enjoy your stay, sir. Thank you, sir,” he stammered. “The stairs to your rooms are at the far side of the bar, right over there. I’ll have your meals ready as soon as I can!” He turned and disappeared through a swinging door behind the bar, and I heard the clatter of pans and cooking utensils soon after.
The main doors opened behind me, and I turned to find Val and Lia entering with two stacked chests held between them. I moved to Lia’s side and took the handle, holding out a room key with my other hand. “Could you go ahead of us and check out the room?  I’m very curious as to what my money got us for the night.” I pointed out the staircase at the far side of the room. “It should be right up those stairs, somewhere. Room seventy-five.”
She looked down at the block attached to the key and checked the symbol. “That’s right! You’re a quick learner.”
I laughed. “I do have a pretty good teacher, after all.”
Lia giggled before she jogged ahead, quickly leaving us behind to carry the packed chests across the room. When she was out of earshot, I handed the second key to Val. “This one’s for you.”
“It would be safer if we stayed in the same room,” she commented flatly, taking the key.
“The rooms only have one bed each. I thought you’d be more comfortable sleeping in your own bed.” In truth, Val’s comfort hadn’t crossed my mind when renting the rooms, though the fact that the rooms had only one mattress each was correct.
“I do not mind sleeping on the floor.”
I shook my head and stopped at the foot of the stairs. “Listen, Val. You’re a relatively direct person,” I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes at the massive understatement, “so I’m going to be direct with you, too. After we eat dinner tonight, I would like to spend some time alone with Lia. This is probably the last chance we’ll have to feel safe and relax before we head into the city, and I don’t want to miss it.”
Val nodded. “I understand. I will retire to my room alone this evening.”
“Thank you,” I replied, surprised by her lack of resistance. We resumed our trip up the stairs and found Lia midway down the second floor hallway, waiting by an open door.
“It’s a nice room!” She called out to us as we approached. “There’s only one bed, though.”
“That’s why I also rented the room across the hall. I didn’t think we would all fit in one bed comfortably,” I answered with a chuckle.
“Oh, good!” She took our chest from Val and helped me carry it into our room. It was well-furnished, though everything seemed a bit plain; we had a chest of drawers, a table with two chairs, a bedside table with a single lamp, and a bed underneath the window at the far end, all made of sturdy, unpainted wood. While it was nicer than the roadside inns we had stayed in on our way to Lybesa, it didn’t hold a candle to our room in Atsal, and certainly didn’t warrant the price I paid.
“I’ve ordered us some food as well, and I expect it’ll be ready soon. How about we all go down and have dinner together?” I asked the group. “Come to think of it, I’m not exactly sure what I ordered for food, but whatever they were cooking back there smelled good.”
Lia rubbed her stomach and nodded excitedly as we exited the room and locked the door. Val joined us in the hall a moment later when she had finished inspecting her own room. “A warm meal is preferable to our rations, regardless of the contents,” she said in agreement. We returned to the first floor and sat at a table near the stage, where the musical duo still performed.
As soon as we took our seats, the youth that had greeted me at the door rushed to our table with three overflowing tankards. “Your meals will be right out, sir,” he said quickly, sliding the drinks across the table to each of us. “Is there anything else I can get you? Anything at all?”
I looked between my companions for a moment, then shook my head. “No, I think we’re all set. I’ll flag you down if I need you, uhm…I’m sorry, I don’t think I got your name earlier.”
“Oh, my apologies sir! Louis Grayson, at your service,” he said with a small bow. “I’ll go check on your meals now!” As quickly as he had appeared, Louis dashed back to the bar and disappeared into the kitchen.
Sliding the tankard to the edge of the table, I carefully drank some of the dark liquid inside. It was a full bodied stout, with heavy notes of toasted spices and barley, and a faint aftertaste of coffee. Judging by the burn in my throat, the beer was of a much higher proof than anything I had consumed since arriving in Kaldan. “Oh, that’s the good stuff,” I said with a satisfied sigh.
Lia eyed her drink suspiciously before taking a timid sip. Her face immediately scrunched up in response to the flavor, and I laughed as she stifled a cough into her elbow. “Stop it!” she managed to say between coughs.
“You don’t have to drink it if you don’t like it,” I said with a chuckle. “He’ll get you whatever you want, I’m sure.”
“No!” she replied defiantly. “It’s just not what I’m used to, is all. I’ll drink it!” She took a more daring gulp of the brew as if to prove her point, and only gave a slight shudder in response.
Val took a sip from her tankard, then gave a small nod, her face as stoic as ever. I shook my head and grinned. “Alright then!” I said as I tipped back in my chair and took another swig. For a brief moment, I forgot about the impending danger before us. As we enjoyed the soft singing from the stage, Lia continued to nurse her drink with exaggerated enjoyment while Val slowly relaxed into her seat. We weren’t adventurers travelling under the King’s orders to break a siege anymore; we were just friends, meeting up at our favorite hole in the wall for a round of drinks.
Friends. Just the thought of the word struck a hollow chord. When was the last time I had friends? Or even just...enjoyed myself? It was a concept I hadn’t thought about in decades. As I looked around the table in contemplation, a smile crept across my face. Lia’s cheeks had already begun to flush as she choked down her beer at an alarming rate, and Val watched with quiet amusement as she kept pace with her own drink. I’m enjoying myself now. That’s enough.
Louis returned with three large dishes balanced along the length of his arm and set one down for each of us. Each plate was piled high with steaming piles of delicious looking food, the sight and smell of which made my stomach growl. The main course consisted of a large hunk of meat in a sticky burgundy sauce plated atop a creamy rice mixture. The fresh bread I smelled earlier was present in the form of a puffy dinner roll, topped with a large pat of mostly melted butter. I was delighted to spot a twinpepper, roasted and cut down the side to reveal the gooey interior, as well as a mixture of what looked to be apples mixed with asperfruit jam. A delicate filet of some sort of fish rounded out the plate, served on a bed of mixed greens.
“I hope this is acceptable, sir,” Louis said as he bobbed in place. “If anything isn’t to your liking, or, uh, if maybe you’d like me to make you something else, I can—”
“Louis, please,” I cut him off, smiling. “It looks amazing.”
He bowed deeply. “Thank you, sir. Is there anything else I can get for you or your companions?”
“A pitcher of water for the table, as well as another beer for me,” I said before downing the rest of my tankard.
Lia upended her tankard and finished the last of her drink as well. “One for me too, please!” she said loudly as she slid the empty tankard to Louis. I raised an eyebrow in her direction, but the look of challenge I found on her face stopped me from making any comment to the contrary.
As Louis ran off once again to fetch our drinks, the three of us dug into the platters of hot food before us. Apart from a few short exclamations of pleasure we ate in silence, far too focused on the delicious meal to hold any real conversation. Every part of the meal was excellent, from the fork-tender meat to the sweet and savory asperfruit dessert. I hardly acknowledged Louis as he returned with our refreshments, and he returned to his post at the bar with a hint of satisfaction on his face.
While I used the last of my bread to soak up any spots of sauce left on my plate, the door to the inn opened loudly at the far side of the room. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the three men from the side of the road entered, all chatting loudly with one another. Louis’s reaction only served to put me further on edge; he shrank back at the sight of the group and busied himself with the task of cleaning tankards halfway down the bar.
After standing aimlessly at the entrance for a few seconds, one of them hollered across the bar. “Hey! Where’s our greeting, Lou?” Even though I was watching the group, the shout still startled me, but the other patrons seemed unphased by the sudden outburst.
Louis skittered to the entrance, head hung like a reprimanded dog. “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said in a small voice. “Will you be having the usual tonight?”
The lead man reached out and roughly messed up Louis’s short brown hair. “That’s a good lad, Lou. Bring the drinks to our table, and some of that bread of yours, too.” He clapped him hard on the shoulder before joining his companions as they made their way across the room. Two of the patrons who had been in a side booth since we arrived called out a rowdy greeting to the group as they passed by.
Just go by us. Just go by us and we’ll leave. Please don’t be one of those guys that—
“Well now, what do we have here?” The man said loudly as the group approached our table. He was a short man, standing only a few inches taller than Lia would, with a bald head that gleamed in the flickering firelight and dark blue eyes that sat too close together on his face. He wore a similar outfit to his companions: a tan woolen jacket and dark pants, all stained with multiple layers of dirt and sweat. “It looks like someone is sitting at our table, boys. Strangers, too.”
Before I had a chance to reply, Louis shouted from the bar. “Don’t pay them any mind, they’re just, er, late to leave the city, is all. They’ll be gone tomorrow.” His voice trembled and cracked as he spoke. “Your drinks are on the house tonight, Palo! For being, uhm, such a loyal customer.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and grimaced. Oh, you sweet, stupid kid.
“Is that so?” Palo replied quietly as he turned back to Louis. “If that’s true, why did I see them travelling towards the city just a few hours ago?” Louis froze in place and fell silent as the color drained from his face. Palo moved to our table and leaned in between Val and me, placing a hand on each of our shoulders. “So, what are you doing here?”
“We didn’t realize this was your table,” I said with a smile, “but we’re just about finished up here. You can have it now.”
“No,” he replied as he gave my shoulder a rough squeeze, “what are you doing here?”
“Our business is our own,” Val remarked coldly before I had a chance to respond.
I let out a jovial laugh. “You’ll have to excuse my companion, Palo. She’s not the most personable with strangers.” I turned and raised my eyebrows at her in annoyance, hoping she would read the room. “We’re on our way to visit some friends in the city. I guess we mistimed our travel plans, and we had to stop here for the night.”
Palo looked around the table before moving his face so close to mine that I could smell his last meal, presumably an onion sandwich based on the stench. “Let’s not lie to each other, now. I would hate to have to report you to the Company, but if you don’t tell me what your business is…” He trailed off and gave me a knowing look.
“Why don’t you just mind your own business?” Lia yelled, her speech slurring. The outburst surprised everyone around the table and left us all in a momentary stunned silence. Palo looked between the two men he arrived with before throwing his head back and barking with laughter.
“It seems like your other friend can’t handle her drink!” He slapped his leg in amusement as he pushed off from the table and rounded to Lia’s chair. I felt my whole body tense up like a coiled spring, and my hand clenched the edge of the table with a white-knuckled grip. Although I knew the goons were no match for us in a fight, a confrontation with the Company had the potential to ruin our plans before they had truly started. “What’s your name, fair lady?” he asked her, leaning casually against the table.
“None of your business!” she yelled with a scowl.
“How lively!” Palo laughed again. “You have such a pretty face, my dear, it’s a shame for you to ruin it with such a sour expression.” He reached out and brushed her cheek with the back of his thumb.
My fists balled as I prepared to launch myself over the table at him, but the feeling of Lia’s mana wrapping around my body stopped me. Despite her drunken, angry demeanor, I felt a cool and level-headed aura emanating from her, with a small touch of excitement. I sat back in my chair with a grin as the adrenaline pumping through me began to cool down. She’s playing him.
Lia’s scowl was suddenly replaced with a beaming smile. “Aww, you really think so?” In one fluid motion, she pushed out her chair, stood, grabbed her tankard, and smashed it across the side of Palo’s head. “Thanks!” she called out after him as he toppled sideways.
The atmosphere of the room shifted instantly. Our background music cut out and was replaced with cries of alarm from the stage. The two men who had greeted Palo jumped out of their booth and rushed across the room towards us. The remaining patrons seemed generally unphased by the commotion, although their attentions had all turned in our direction. Somewhere at the back of the bar, Louis let out timid, half-hearted yells advising everybody to settle down. Val kicked out from the table and stood with her fists raised in a defensive boxer’s stance, but she remained in place and watched the action play out before us.
The closest man of Palo’s entourage lunged out towards Lia in an attempt to grab her by her hair. With a lithe slide, she ducked under his outstretched arm and landed a devastating punch in the man’s gut, which sent him to his knees to wretch. The second man followed close behind, but was unprepared as Lia jumped off the back of the man vomiting on the floor and flew at him with a brutal haymaker aimed directly at his face. His body went limp as the blow knocked him out cold, and he collapsed into a pile as his legs gave out.
Lia spun to face the two remaining combatants as they charged towards her. As the first of the pair rounded the final table, she hooked her foot around the leg of her chair and flung it at him. It connected with his shins and sent him to the floor in a flailing tangle of limbs. The second man had just enough time to leap over his companion and throw his momentum into a heavy right hook aimed at Lia’s head. She redirected it with ease, then countered with a quick jab up towards his nose. There was an audible crack as he recoiled and attempted to hold in the blood that gushed from the injury, to no avail.
Palo finally managed to climb to his feet, his face now covered in the remnants of Lia’s beer and a multitude of bloody cuts from the shattered tankard. As he attempted to sneak up behind her while she engaged the two men that remained standing, he reached down to his boot and withdrew a small dirk. At the sight of the weapon Val rushed ahead to intercept him, but the action proved unnecessary; I had already grabbed her empty stein and hurled it at the back of Palo’s head. The tough clay shattered on impact, and the man fell to the floor for a second time.
It didn’t take long for Lia to end the fight. She kicked the man she had tripped with the chair before he could regain his footing and left him sprawled out on the floor in a daze. The man with the broken nose was still recoiling in pain when she chased after him and landed a solid kick on his groin. He let out a high pitched yelp and sank to his knees, where he curled into the fetal position and rocked back and forth pitifully.
After a quick glance around the room to confirm that all of her assailants were down, Lia returned to our table and pulled up a new chair. She scanned the table and, realizing my tankard was the only one left, casually stretched her arm out to grab it. I looped my hand through the tankard’s handle and pulled it just out of reach of her grasping fingers. “I’m not sure you need any more of this,” I said with a wry grin.
“Well, he ruined my other one!” she shot back playfully, pointing over her shoulder to where Palo still laid motionless on the floor.
“That’s true, although I think you may have also had something to do with that,” I laughed. After a moment’s thought, I slid the half-full drink back towards her. “I’m going to help our new friends find their way outside, so you can finish mine. But that’s all you get for the rest of the night!”
She let out a giddy laugh as she snatched the tankard, nearly spilling its contents in the process. “Deal!”
I stood and motioned towards the men collapsed on the floor. “Could you give me a hand, Val?”
“Of course,” she nodded. I moved around the table to grab Palo and the next closest man by their collars, and Val did the same with the two closest to her. There was a moment of confusion when we failed to find the final thug, but I spotted him engaged in a full army crawl a few rows away.
“Hey, you,” I called out to him as we began to drag the bodies towards the door, “I recommend you get out of here before I decide to help you along.” The man sprung to life upon being discovered and half ran, half stumbled his way out of the room. As we approached the bar, Louis looked back and forth between Val, myself, and the men we dragged across his inn with an awestruck expression. “Louis, I could go for another beer, if you wouldn’t mind.”
He blinked at me with glassy eyes a few times without response, then suddenly shook his head and nodded. “A drink, right. I can do that. A beer? You said beer, didn’t you? Yes, you did.” He shuffled away as he continued to mutter quietly to himself.
A combination of the conversation and the forced movement brought Palo back to consciousness. “I’m...hey, where am...uhm, wait, let me—” His confused rambling was interrupted as I tossed him out the door of the inn and into the dirt at the base of the stairs. The remaining three men joined him on the ground soon after, but his party remained incomplete as the man who had run away earlier was nowhere to be seen.
“Let me give you a suggestion,” I hollered down to him from the porch. “Head back to whatever farm you were stealing from and stay there. I don’t want to see you again, and you’d be wise to make sure that happens.”
Palo rolled onto all fours before heaving himself upright on his knees. “Who do you think you are, bastard?” He pulled on a cord he wore around his neck and revealed a small leather tag, stamped bright blue with the Elta’sahn triangle sigil. “I’m a member of the Elta’sahn Company! When you attack one of us, you attack all of us! If you think I’m afraid of your threats, you’re wrong.”
“I don’t remember threatening you, Palo,” I said with a friendly smile. With a burst of mana, I leapt across from the porch to the ground next to him in a single jump, aiming my leading knee directly at his chest. The blow knocked him a few feet backwards into the dust and left him gasping desperately for air. I crossed the space between us and knelt down next to him.
“Here’s a threat for you. If I see you and your friends again, I’ll kill you, and anybody else you bring along, too,” I whispered into his ear. I reached out and yanked on the sigil laying on his chest, snapping the thin cord that secured it around his neck and shoving it into my pocket. “By the way, if you try to make yourself feel better by taking your impotence out on our friend Louis here, rest assured that I’ll find you. I won’t kill you for it, but you’ll wish that I had.” Palo stared up at me with panic in his eyes, though whether it was from the lack of breath or the threats, I couldn’t tell.
I clapped my hands together loudly as I stood up. “Okay, good talk! You interrupted a very nice evening for me and my friends, and it’s far past time I returned to it.” As I walked back to the inn, I nudged Palo’s foot with my own. “Don’t forget what we talked about!” I called out to him in a cheerful, singsong voice. Val gave me a small nod as I climbed the stairs, and we left the men behind as we reentered the building.
“You’re back!” Lia greeted us exuberantly from the bar. She held a different stein in her hand that, based on the beer sloshing over the edges as she swayed in place on her stool, was completely full. “I was just getting worried about you.” After a long swig from the stein, she let out a single, sharp laugh. “Not really. Those guys were dumb.”
I pursed my lips in an attempt to stop a smile from spreading across my face. “I think you’re drinking my drink.”
She shook her head back and forth vigorously, spilling more of the beer down over her hand. “No! You told me I could have it.”
“I told you that you could have my last one. That is clearly a different drink.”
Her eyes narrowed as she studied the stein. “I don’t think so,” she said after some quiet contemplation, her voice full of doubt. She took another long drink and swished the liquid around in her mouth. “It tastes the same.”
“Alright, you,” I chuckled, placing a hand on her shoulder, “we have important things to do tomorrow. I’m cutting you off for the night.”
“Awww,” Lia pouted loudly as she set the stein down on the bar. “I guess I’m pretty sleepy.”
“I bet you are.” I slid the stein far out of her reach before turning to Val. “Could you help her to her room?”
“It would be my pleasure,” she replied, the corner of her mouth ever so slightly curled in amusement. “Come, Lia. I will assist you on the trip upstairs.”
Lia made a grand gesture of waving away the offer of help. “I’m fiiiine, Vaaallll,” she said, loudly dragging out the words. She attempted to stand from her seat and fell directly into Val’s expectant arms, which caused her to giggle loudly. “Whoops!”
I shook my head and left the two to their arduous journey, crossing the room back to our mess of a table. Louis was mopping the various fluids that had been left on the hardwood floor, having already picked up the furniture and tankard shards. “Hey Louis, sorry about...all of this,” I said with an embarrassed laugh. “We generally aren’t this messy.”
Louis looked up from his task with a start, apparently startled by my sudden appearance. “Oh, please don’t worry about it, sir, it’s quite alright.” He paused as a sheepish grin appeared on his face. “It was nice to see Palo on the losing end of a fight, if I’m to be perfectly honest with you. But don’t tell him I said that!”
“He does seem like a handful,” I admitted. “I don’t think he’ll give you any trouble in the future, but if he does, you let me know, alright?”
“Of course, sir!” He finished cleaning the floor, then stood and watched me in awkward silence as I retrieved the untouched pitcher of water and an empty mug from the table. “Um, sir? If you don’t mind me asking, I’m wondering...why are you being so kind to me?”
I shrugged. “I just don’t like seeing people with power picking on the little guy, you know? You seem like a good kid, and Palo seems like an asshole. Besides, I didn’t really do anything.”
He nodded. “Yes, your friend is very...animated.”
“That’s a word for it, certainly.” We both shared a laugh. “Anyways, we’ll be out of your hair now. I hope the rest of your night is less eventful.” I gave him a parting smile before heading to the stairs.
“Thank you, sir! Enjoy your evening!” Louis called out after me. I climbed the first few stairs, then paused as I heard a commotion on the second floor.
Lia’s voice echoed from the hallway above me. “Wheeeee!” I took the stairs two at a time and popped around the corner just in time to see Lia riding on Val’s shoulders as they entered our bedroom. “Whoa, wait, I—” Her voice cut off as I heard a loud thump. I found her sprawled out sideways on the bed when I entered the room, with Val gently prodding her from the bedside.
“We have just returned from the restroom, and I am now attempting to help her prepare for bed,” Val explained.
“Thank you, Val,” I said apologetically. “I think I can handle her from here.”
“Who?” Lia asked loudly, her head hanging upside down on the far side of the bed.
“I will leave you for the night, then. Have a pleasant evening, both of you,” Val said with a hint of amusement in her voice before leaving the room.
I watched her go, then turned back to Lia when the door was shut. “What am I going to do with you?”
“Who?” She repeated as she wiggled around aimlessly on the bed.
“You.” I set the empty mug on the table and filled it with water. “Here, I want you to drink this. We can’t have you too sick to work tomorrow, right?” I sat down on the edge of the bed next to her.
She swung her arms forward and launched to an upright sitting position beside me, coming dangerously close to flying straight ahead onto the floor. After examining the contents of the mug thoroughly, she nodded and took it in both hands. “I’ve never had a hangover before,” she mused when she had finished the water.
“Well, you’re going to,” I laughed, patting her on the knee. “It won’t be fun, but there are some meditation tricks you can use to get through the worst of it. I’ll help you with it when the time comes.”
“Thanks, Lux,” she said with a wide smile. I took the mug to set it safely on the floor, and not a moment too soon; she threw her arms around my torso in a violent hug. “I love you,” I heard her say into my armpit.
“I love you, too,” I smiled, rubbing her back. “Now, why don’t we get you changed so you can go to bed?”
She leaned back and ran a finger clumsily across my chest. “Are you saying you want to...take my clothes off?” she asked with a breathy voice.
I rolled my eyes and stood up. “Yes, because I’m almost confident you won’t be able to do it yourself, and you won’t sleep comfortably in your armor.”
“That’s not what I meant,” she whispered loudly, fluttering her eyelashes at me.
“I know,” I said with a chuckle. Digging through our belongings, I found the nightgown she had packed and returned to the bed. “But you need sleep. A lot of sleep.”
Lia huffed loudly and pouted as she began to fumble with the straps of her gear. “You’re no fun.”
“I know,” I repeated, softer. It was a much more involved process than usual to remove her armor, but in the end she was successfully dressed in her nightgown and stretched out in the correct direction across the bed. I poured another mug of water for her before I sat down and removed my own gear. “How are you feeling?”
She downed the water, then rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Sleepy, and...spinny,” she answered, burrowing her way underneath the blankets, her desires from the previous moment apparently abandoned. “I’m not spinning, am I?”
“No, you’re not spinning,” I reassured her as I climbed into the bed beside her.
“That’s good,” she murmured into her pillow. I expected her to follow up on the thought, but when I leaned over to check on her, I saw that she had already fallen asleep.
Despite the exciting dinner events it was still early on in the evening, and I knew I had no chance of falling asleep for at least another few hours, so I leaned back against the headboard and began my evening meditation. The anxieties I had pushed away during our evening meal came rushing back, and our encounter with Palo only served to make them worse. My mind was quickly inundated with a never-ending stream of worst case scenarios detailing what we would find when we reached the city the following afternoon.
A soft knock at the door pulled me back to my senses. I was unsure of how much time had passed over the course of my meditation, but the room was still dark, and Lia was still asleep beside me. Carefully, I extricated myself from the bed and padded to the door. Cracking it open just enough to peer through, I found Val on the other side. “Uhm, hey, Val. Do you need something?”
“No...well, yes,” she whispered, her face uncharacteristically uncertain. “Can we talk?”
***




11. SECRETS

I stared out across the moonlit countryside as the uncomfortable silence between Val and me lengthened. We stood at the edge of the roof where a small open-air patio had been set up. Val had led me to the spot without a word after her sudden appearance at my door, and her continued lack of explanation as to what our meeting was about set me on edge. That, and her attire.
Since meeting her, I had only ever seen Val dressed in full armor. It didn’t matter if we were in the wagon, having dinner around a campfire, or sleeping; she had never taken it off, and I never saw a single piece of normal clothing among her belongings. In combination with her brusque mannerisms, it had cemented an image of her as cold, emotionless steel in my mind. Seeing her dressed in normal clothes, a black silk pullover shirt with matching pants, was a strange experience that forced me to reevaluate that image.
As I stood next to her in the crisp night air, I was astounded at how much power she exuded, even without her armor. It was clear that her clothing was tailor made for her; it fit her perfectly and accentuated her muscular figure. Her short sleeves only partially covered her biceps and triceps, which were so developed that they looked flexed even as she rested her forearms on the railing before us. Her perfect posture amplified the imposing breadth of her shoulders, and her neck, which was usually covered in a gorget, was defined and elegant. It was abundantly clear that between the two of us, Val was stronger by far.
“Based on the temperature lately, we’ll probably be seeing snow soon, don’t you think?” I asked, desperate to break the silence. She simply nodded in response, her eyes still staring straight ahead towards Attetsia. I watched her face quietly, looking for any hint as to what was coming, until the anticipation was too great to bear. “Val, why did you bring me out here? Is something wrong?”
Her shoulders tensed at the question, then fell as she let out a quiet sigh. “No, nothing is wrong.” She looked at me directly for the first time since she had led me outside, and the uneasy expression on her face made me want to run back to the comfort of my bed and hide. “Lux...who are you?”
Of the myriad possibilities I expected to be the cause of her concern, the question of who I was did not exist among them. “I...uhm, I’m not sure I follow, Val.”
I could feel the intensity in her olive eyes pierce through me as she continued. “Everything about you seems to be a contradiction. You speak perfect Kaldanic, yet Lia is teaching you the basic written alphabet. You fight with a fearsome strength I have never met before, yet you look no more practiced than any regular man. You lack the common knowledge of common folk, but speak of experience well beyond your years.” A look of relief crept across her face as she spoke; clearly, the questions had plagued her for some time. “Even your name is suspect.”
“My name?” Her unexpected questioning caught me off guard a second time. “What’s wrong with my name? Just because I haven’t given you my family name doesn’t—”
“Lia called you Elden when she was held captive by the Company men two nights ago.”
“Oh.” I had no memory of the moment in question, but as she knew my real name, it was obvious she was telling the truth. My recollection of the night contained a conspicuous hole where I had let my rage overcome me, an uncomfortably common event during my time in Kaldan. “I...can’t really explain any of that.”
“I see,” she murmured, her eyes dropping. “You still cannot trust me.”
“No, that’s not it!” I reassured her. “I do trust you. Despite your stubbornness and your blind devotion to your King, I might even like you.” I looked away, back over the dark countryside. “Even so, I can’t tell you. I’m sorry.” I felt genuinely sad as I realized what I said was true; somewhere over the course of our trip, I had come to consider Val a friend.
From the corner of my eye, I saw her turn back to the railing and join me in avoiding eye contact. “I do not mean to pry, Elden. If I—”
“No,” I snapped, “don’t call me that.” With a heavy sigh, I slouched against the railing and rubbed my temples. “Alright, listen. That was my name in my old life, before I was in Yoria. I had a family then.” It was difficult to decide what information I could give to Val without revealing too much as I continued on haltingly. “I lost them. When I did, I lost who I was, too; Elden isn’t who I am anymore. So please, just forget that name.”
“I will,” Val intoned solemnly. “You have my word.”
“Good. Now, is there anything else you needed?” I asked, eager to be well away from the topic.
“I still do not see why you cannot explain the other discrepancies. If you trust me, I do not understand your reasoning.”
“Val, I said I trust you. I don’t trust your King,” I said, my mood darkening at the thought of Virram. “When we go back to Yoria, you’re going to give him a report of our mission. I know that will specifically include a section about me. I can’t ask you to lie to him for me, so I figured if you don’t know anything about me, you wouldn’t have to.” I looked at her apologetically. “I hope you understand where I’m coming from.”
Her eyebrows flicked up for a brief moment before she could maintain her impassive facade. “I...do. Thank you for your honesty, Lux.”
“Sure,” I nodded. The opening to escape back to the comforting warmth of my bed had arrived, but curiosity got the better of me. “Where did these questions come from, all of a sudden?”
“It is simple curiosity, nothing more. This is our last night before we reach the city, and it seemed to be an appropriate time.” There was a practiced formality to her tone that, along with the tightening of her fingers around the railing, told me it wasn’t the truth.
“You might be a good liar, Val, but you aren’t that good,” I said with a grin. “I thought we were trusting each other here. What’s this really about?”
“I did not lie!” she insisted, her voice breaking with a momentary burst of passion. She turned away to clear her throat before she continued. “It was not a lie. I have considered these questions for some time, and needed an answer before we reached the city. If we are to encounter resistance, I need to trust those fighting beside me. That trust was in question until now.” With a final once over of my person, she gave me an approving nod. “I trust you, Lux.”
I felt as though she was still hiding something, but before I could question her further a gust of wind blew up over the roof and broke my resolve. “Glad to hear it,” I said through chattering teeth. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get back inside to warm up and check on Lia, and maybe try to get some sleep.” While the statement was mostly true, I had been monitoring Lia closely with Detection over the course of our conversation; at the moment, she was spread eagle across the entire bed and drooling into her pillow.
“Please do. I apologize for disturbing you,” she replied.
I waited for her to join me on my way inside, but she remained at her spot by the railing. “Goodnight, Val,” I called out from the doorway as I entered the building. I shook my head as I quietly padded my way down the hallway to my room. “Every time I think I’m starting to understand her…”
Lia was in the same outstretched position that I saw earlier, and it took a minute of gentle prodding and shoving to make enough room in the bed for me to lay down. I curled up against her to warm my freezing hands and face, planting a soft kiss on her shoulder as I did so. “Whatever happens...I’ll keep you safe.”
Sleep refused to come as I laid in bed, with my thoughts refusing to quiet themselves as time passed. Though they were initially pleasant reflections on the past few days and my developing relationships with both Val and Lia, they soon turned to worries of what was to come in Attetsia. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t help but see the monsters from my past lives before me once again, waiting just over the horizon. Thralls of the Dominion. Disciples of Kalateth. Councilor Gorat. Baasch the Betrayer. I realized I was gasping for air as the faces flashed behind my eyes in an endless slideshow, and my limbs began to feel numb. Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I pressed my forehead between Lia’s shoulder blades and reached out for her mana.
Even as she slept, Lia’s aura was a comforting refuge for my panicked mind. The amber energy enveloped me and immediately banished the onslaught of enemies. As my body began to relax, I heard a soft voice inside my head. Although I knew that Lia was asleep, the voice was unmistakably hers. I’ll keep you safe, too.
---
The late morning sun was bright in my eyes as we drove through the empty city streets. I sat on the driver’s bench beside Val, spinning my thumbs in nervous anticipation of the day to come. Our approach to the city proper had been lackluster in comparison to my first viewings of Yoria and Atsal; the city of Attetsia began without fanfare as a loose collection of farmhouses that gradually grew closer together along the main road. I hadn’t realized we were in the city limits until the road beneath our wagon shifted abruptly from packed dirt to cobblestone and the buildings changed to brick instead of wood. For as much as I had heard of Attetsia as an important center of trade, the ramshackle houses and vacant streets around us painted a conflicting picture.
As we traveled further into the city, our surroundings told the same story from our travels the day before: buildings marked with a red X were battered and broken while those marked with the Company sigil remained in livable, though in far from pristine conditions. My guess was that, as much as things had changed for the worse when the Company arrived, Attetsia had already been experiencing problems for some time before we showed up. Based on the state of the city, it was easy to explain the cause of the revolution, but I couldn’t help but think there was a darker force at work.
Our first human encounter of the day came in the form of two men standing guard at an ornate metal gate that completely blocked the road. The guards were dressed in identical uniforms of chainmail, boiled leather gloves and greaves, and a black tabard with the Elta’sahn Company sigil emblazoned on the chest. Each held a tall spear and wore belts with a weapon on each hip. “Those are Company men,” Val whispered to me as we approached. “Real members, unlike the men at the inn last evening.”
The left guard tapped the butt of his spear loudly against the stone street. “That’s far enough. State your affiliation with the Company and your business here.”
I waited for the wagon to stop, then stood and waved. “Hello there! My friend Palo told me that this is where we should go to join the Company.” I looked back and forth between the guards. “Is that something you can help me with here, or do I need to fill out some paperwork first?”
“This friend of yours has given you bad information,” the man replied in an annoyed tone. “The Company is not recruiting new members, and the Unbound are not accepting groups of strangers on the word of random informants named Palo.” His distinction between the two groups interested me; apparently, official Company personnel had not fully integrated members of the Attetsian rebels, who apparently called themselves Unbound, into their ranks.
“Oh, I forgot,” I laughed airily as I reached into my pocket and retrieved the sigil I had stolen from Palo. “He told me to show this to whoever needed proof that we were legitimate.”
The left guard immediately rolled his eyes when I presented the leather token. “Right. More sellsword rebels,” he sighed without inspecting the sigil. He turned to the second guard and motioned into the city with his head, then turned back to us. “Take a right at the first intersection up ahead and follow the road to the Trader’s Docks. They’ll decide what to do with you there.”
“Excellent! Who should I speak with when we arrive at the docks?”
“I don’t know their fucking names. That’s not my job,” he responded with disdain. “Just follow the road and stay out of the Council district, unless you want an arrow in the head. That’s Company territory.”
The second guard opened the gate, and Val drove the horse forward. “Can do! Thanks for all the help,” I called down cheerfully as we drove past. The guard sighed and followed us until we had completely passed through the gate, then closed it behind us. Once we were out of earshot of the guards, I let the forced smile fade from my face and groaned. “What a miserable lot.”
Our surroundings changed drastically after passing through the checkpoint. While I couldn’t spot any specific signage, I could tell we had entered what would be considered a Noble’s district. The streets were now smooth, well-maintained brick, and the buildings stood taller with signs of quality craftsmanship in their construction and upkeep; intricate scrollwork railings, beautifully painted siding, and no signs of the wear that had plagued the lower districts. While the doors of the buildings we passed were still marked like before, it looked as though the houses marked with X’s had yet to be looted like their earlier counterparts.
It wasn’t long before we reached the intersection we were looking for. A rough wooden sign had been posted at one of the street corners, painted with a large arrow pointing to the right along with what I now knew was the Unbound symbol. “I get the feeling we should go right,” I chuckled to myself. In response, Val turned the wagon to the left, driving us in the opposite direction. “Uhm, Val? Where are we going?”
“I have been to the city many times. This direction will also lead us to the docks, but will also give us an opportunity to observe the Council district along the way.” There was a distant quality to her voice as she spoke, and her eyes were intently locked on some faraway point I couldn’t see.
“While I’m certainly curious about why the Council district is locked down, I don’t know that this is the best time to be going off-book.” Something about Val’s shift in demeanor had me suspicious, but I couldn’t pin down what it was. “Once we get our ‘official’ rebel badges, it’ll be safer for us to travel around the city, right?” Her jaw clenched at the question, but she remained silent as the wagon continued down the wrong path. “Val, answer me. What are we doing?”
“Do you trust me?” she answered softly. The response set me off balance; her tone was uncharacteristically vulnerable. Whatever had prompted her to talk with me at the inn was clearly still on her mind.
After a long pause, I nodded. “Yes, I do. Even though you’re making it a bit difficult at the moment,” I said with a slight grimace. Spinning around on the bench, I stood and crouched my way back into the wagon. “I’m going to check on Lia,” I called back over my shoulder, “let me know if you need me.”
“Thank you. I will,” she replied with a quick look back into the wagon. Her brow, usually furrowed and serious, was raised with faint concern, but I saw the hint of a thankful smile on her lips as she turned away.
Shaking away my anxiety about her strange behavior, I turned back to the shaded interior of the wagon. Lia lay on the side bench, clutching a waterskin in one hand and covering her eyes with the other. She let out a long groan as I sat down next to her and lightly scratched the top of her head. “How are you feeling?”
She took a long drink from the skin, then laid back down and stared up at me through squinted eyes. “It feels like I got kicked in the head.”
“That sounds about right,” I snickered. “Have you been meditating the way I taught you this morning?”
“Yeah, sure,” she puffed dismissively. “You failed to mention that it would be way harder to control my mana like this, though. It makes me feel like my head’s gonna explode.”
“Well, that’s what happens when you drink too much.”
“I know, I know,” she grumbled. “I am doing it, at least a little. It’s keeping me from feeling sick, which is better than nothing.”
“That’s good,” I said, lowering my voice both for her benefit and to exclude Val from the conversation. “With practice, you can use your mana to push through exhaustion, pain, sickness...pretty much anything. As long as you have the energy, you can keep going.”
“How about I just sleep, instead?” she asked with a weak smile, wiggling her way up to rest her head in my lap.
“You can sleep for now, but I expect you to be up and ready to go if the situation calls for it. Deal?” I asked as I gently cupped her cheek and smiled down to her.
“Deal,” she agreed, nuzzling against my hand. “Wake me up if you need me...but try not to need me, okay?”
“Sure, sure,” I chuckled. She rolled onto her side as she snuggled herself into a comfortable position and quickly fell asleep. As I sat absentmindedly twirling a lock of her hair in my fingers, I scanned out to the surrounding buildings with Detection. To my surprise, I found the majority of them to be occupied with families going about their daily routines. Having not seen a single civilian out on the street since we entered the city, I had incorrectly assumed that the Noble’s district had been evacuated like most of the houses we had passed earlier.
The detail struck me as particularly odd. Why would the commoners evacuate the city when the high class citizens stayed? This was clearly a working class revolution. The back of my brain itched as I tried to piece together the details into a picture that was just out of focus. If this really is just a revolution, maybe the Company is holding the nobles hostage. Once they’ve secured their position of control of Attetsia, they’ll send a message to Virram to negotiate new diplomatic terms.
But it’s more than that. It’s always more. The Dominion needed Thralls, and Kalateth needed disciples. I shuddered at the thought. It would be easier to lock down the most centralized districts of the city during a coup. That would explain the abandoned outskirts, and the hostage nobles. My imagination took the assumptions and ran wild, painting nightmare scenarios of the Dominion taking control of the city and spreading across the countryside. The beasts that the refugees reported, what if they were—
Our wagon rattled to an abrupt halt and relieved me from my nightmares. Nothing seemed out of place as I swept the perimeter for trouble: The street was empty, and the nearby buildings looked to be the same residential style we had passed thus far. “What’s going on, Val?” I called up to the front of the wagon. Lia cracked an eye open and looked for the source of the disturbance.
“There is a matter I must attend to. It will only take a moment, please stay here,” Val replied as she stood to disembark the wagon.
“Hey, wait!” I shouted, carefully sliding out from beneath Lia’s head. “Lia, something’s up. Come with me.” She looked momentarily alarmed, but quickly gained her bearings and nodded. I hopped down from the wagon and circled around to find Val holding out her hand and shaking her head.
“Please, Lux, stay here. This is a...personal matter,” she said quietly, looking away.
“Cut the shit, Val,” I snapped. “We’re in a hostile city with almost no intel, and you’re trying to head off alone with no explanation as to what’s going on? No, no way.” I poked out an accusatory finger at her chest. “Trust only goes so far.”.
She stared at the ground in silence for a long time. “I understand. Follow me if you must,” she said suddenly, turning on her heel and heading across the street.
Lia appeared at my side and watched her go, confused. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know,” I growled as I followed Val. The building she approached had a large painted sign hanging over the door, but I couldn’t read most of the symbols; I understood the word “store” at the bottom, but the rest of the characters were foreign to me. “Lia, what does that sign say?”
“I know it’s a store, but otherwise I’m not sure. It’s mostly written in Lybesian,” she answered.
“Great. More mystery,” I grumbled. We caught up to Val as she opened the door, and entered the building behind her. The storefront before us was split in half: One side looked to be a general store, with mostly empty shelves for food and other goods, while the other half was stacked with shipping crates and barrels. A long counter stretched across both sections at the back of the room with an open door behind it.
At the sound of the door opening, a shout rang out from the back of the store. “Hey! You know we’re closed, so stop bothering me!” A young woman appeared from the door behind the counter, and I experienced a sudden moment of clarity. The shopkeeper had deep bronze skin, a wide nose, and drab olive eyes that looked exactly like Val’s. She wore a simple green dress underneath a thick, well-worn brown apron. Two rounded, fuzzy ears poked out of the thick mane of cherry red hair that cascaded down past her shoulders.
When she spotted us, the girl dropped the bowl she was carrying onto the shop counter, where it shattered and sent a thin wave of soup out in all directions. “Sister!” she cried out with delight, vaulting over the waist-high counter with ease. Val charged forward to meet her, violently shaking the wooden floor with each heavily armored footfall. When they met, Val scooped her up into a tight hug, and the girl nearly disappeared from view; while it was clear by their features they were sisters, the girl was over a head shorter than Val and had a delicate, slender figure.
I couldn’t help but smile at the reunion unfolding before us. Val’s sister had tears running down her face as she laughed while Val spun her around with a shining smile. “I was so worried, Marin. Thank the Primes you are safe,” Val said as she continued to swing her sister around.
“I’ve been praying that you’d come every night...and now you’re actually here!” Marin exclaimed, burying her face in her sister’s hair. “Did the King send you?”
“Yes,” Val answered as she stroked Marin’s hair, “we are here at the King’s request.”
Marin pulled back and raised an eyebrow. “We?” She poked her head up from behind Val’s shoulder and spotted Lia and me standing awkwardly at the entrance to the store. “Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t even see you come in!” She turned back to Val with a laugh. “You’ve never brought friends to visit me before!”
“This is not a leisure visit, Marin,” Val chided softly. “We are here to gather intel on—”
“Bah!” Marin interrupted, dropping out of the embrace and rushing over towards us. “You’ll have to forgive my sister; she forgets about social cues sometimes, like introducing new people to each other!” she said, raising her voice so Val could clearly hear her. “I’m Marin Sesaude, Valandra’s younger sister. It’s nice to meet you!” She smiled and extended her hand.
“Likewise. I’m Lux, and this is Lia,” I said, shaking her hand. “So you’re Val’s sister, huh? That is simultaneously obvious and incredibly difficult to believe.”
Marin stifled a laugh and slowly turned her head back to her sister. “Val?” she asked with disbelief.
“That is my nickname. It is short for Valandra,” she replied with a straight face. Marin doubled over with laughter and slapped her knee for emphasis. “I do not see why that is funny,” Val said.
“Oh, I haven’t laughed this hard in a long time,” Marin said as she straightened and wiped a tear from her eye. “So, you’re Val’s friends, right? How did that happen?”
“We’re both from Yoria,” Lia answered. “The King asked us to help Val investigate what was going on in Attetsia.” While it wasn’t necessarily a lie, I found the lack of details in Lia’s explanation amusing.
“You might be able to help us with that,” I chimed in. “We still don’t have a clear grasp on what happened here.”
“It’s been awful! I should’ve left when everyone else did, but I couldn’t just up and leave my store behind,” Marin lamented, wringing her hands.
“Why not leave Daeron with the store?” Val asked. “You always have a place at home with us in Yoria.”
“Oh, screw Daeron!” she yelled, stomping her foot. “He got all caught up in that stupid Unbound nonsense, so I kicked him out. Besides, it’s my store! I made it!” Based on the way Marin bounced between emotions so quickly, Val’s apparent lack of emotions suddenly made more sense. “I can’t believe I moved down here for him.”
“The Unbound? That’s the local faction of rebels, right?” I asked, trying to piece together the scattered information we had so far. “Why do they call themselves that?”
“I don’t know, some Strategist guy from that mercenary company came up with it when he organized them all together. They’re just people that didn’t like the way the Council ran the city.” Marin waved a hand dismissively. “I served everybody at my store, from nobles to farmhands, and I saw how things really were. It wasn’t great in Attetsia before, but it wasn’t bad enough to start stealing stuff and killing people, either!”
“Do you know why the Unbound and the Company kept everybody here in the city? The farms are all abandoned out in the country, but all of the houses up in the city are still full.” Even though all of the information pointed to a typical worker’s revolt, my lingering feeling of dread wouldn’t fade away.
“I have no idea. We’re only allowed outside at certain times, and we can only go to specific places to buy food and other supplies,” she answered, shaking her head. “The Company told me that they would be my sole customers from now on. I thought it would be great to supply such a large organization, but they only pay half for everything! Bunch of thugs.” Marin crossed her arms and pouted. “I hardly have anything left to sell, what with the gates and the harbor closed for ‘Company business’, whatever that means.”
“Do you know where the leaders of the Company are now?” Val asked, joining the rest of us near the door.
“Well, they’ve got their whole fleet filling up the harbor, so they could be on one of the ships. The Council district is all locked down, too.” Marin put a finger to her lips and thought for a moment. “If I had to guess, that’s where they are. They probably took over the statehouse after they overthrew the Council. Plus, they have the building guarded with a bunch of men and those...those, uhm, things.”
My stomach flipped, and I felt my face go pale. “What do you mean, ‘those things’?”
“Well, they’re like…” Marin made a few hand gestures that did little to clear up her lack of explanation. “They’re like dogs, but bigger and the wrong color. Some of the guards with them are like that, too: big muscles, weird purple color around their eyes.
Although it was quite cool in the store, I felt sweat start to bead on my forehead as my heart attempted to escape my chest. They’re here.
“I guess that means the stories those refugees told about monsters were true, huh?” Lia asked, looking up at me. “Lux? Are you okay?” She took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.
For a brief moment my vision went black, replaced by a memory from my time in Hedaat. I was in the narrow stone hallways of Jaren’s lab, staring through the dim light at a lumbering shadow. A hand with pale, elongated fingers curled around the corner, followed quickly by two glowing purple eyes. The sight activated a primal part of my brain and sent adrenaline coursing through my veins, setting me on to a singular purpose: kill.
The vision faded as quickly as it had appeared, and I was back in the store once again, though I now held my sword tightly in my hand. Marin jumped behind Val in alarm, and Lia watched me with concern. While I knew it had just been a memory, the sense of danger still lingered in my mind, so I scanned out with Detection to confirm my suspicion.
Two men in Company garb stood at the side of our wagon, rummaging through the sparse supplies left in the back, while a third approached the door. One of the men at the wagon had an aura I had never seen before; his mana seemed to be pulsing wildly, as though he were exerting himself in a life or death situation, even though he was idly picking through a storage crate. “Someone’s coming,” I whispered as I shifted to one side of the door.
There was a loud knock at the door a moment later, followed by a loud, gruff yell. “Marin! Marin, you got our supplies?”
“You know I don't!” she shouted back. “I told you the last time you asked, I won’t get more supplies until you open the gates again!”
“Stop holding out on us! The supply wagon is parked right outside your shop,” the guard said as the door began to open. “We’ll dock your pay if you don’t—” His voice gave out as I grabbed him by the throat and swung him against the wall behind me. He kicked impotently and scrabbled at the iron grip I held on his throat until I bashed him into the wall a second time, which knocked him unconscious.
I dropped the guard and turned back to the group at the entrance to the shop; Marin stood frozen with her mouth agape, while Lia and Val drew their weapons. “Stay here,” I rasped, gripping my sword in both hands as I moved to the doorway. The two guards left outside were approaching the building as I appeared in the exit. A wave of pure rage washed over me when I saw the man with the strange mana for the first time; he had a faint purple glow around his irises, and a dark violet scarring snaking its way out his eyes and across his face.
“NO!” I bellowed, launching down from the small stoop at the store’s entrance. My shoulder connected with the sternum of the normal looking guard and drove him down against the street with a sickening crunch. “You will not take this world!” I pointed my sword at the remaining guard’s face. “Do you hear me? The Dominion WILL NOT take this world!”
The man’s brow furrowed as he reached for the heavy mace at his belt, but he gave no reply apart from a low grunt. “What, nothing to say? You don’t remember me?” I spat at him. “Maybe this will jog your memory.” My sword drove forward into the guard’s chest far too fast for him to react, piercing through his Company standard armor to crack his ribs and spine. His body gave a single, violent shake before sliding limply from my blade into a rapidly growing pool of blood on the ground.
I could feel the world spinning out of control beneath my feet as I turned and walked back to Marin’s store. How could this happen again? Is this my punishment for abandoning Hedaat? The possibility of the Dominion causing the Attetsian situation had been on my mind the entire journey, but I had tried to convince myself it was only paranoia. The dead man on the stone behind me said otherwise.
“We have to go, now,” I said brusquely as I reentered the building. “Val, load the Company men into the back of the wagon. Lia, come with me; we need to talk.” Without waiting for a response, I made my way towards the back of the store.
“Lux, wait. You need to explain what is going on,” Val called after me. “Why did you kill that man?” I heard a soft sniveling coming from behind her, and turned to find one of Marin’s ears quivering just behind Val’s shoulder.
“Val, we don’t have time for this. I’ll explain later, so just do what I ask.” I paused for a moment in consideration. “Marin, your shop isn’t safe anymore. You’ll need to find somewhere else to stay, or preferably, just get out of the city entirely.” Satisfied, I turned back towards the far side of the store. “Lia, with me.”
A cold, gauntleted hand gripped my shoulder. “That is not an acceptable answer. You need to explain yourself, now.” Val’s grip softened in tandem with her voice. “I will be able to help you more efficiently if I understand the situation.”
I whirled on her in a fury. “Don’t be a hypocrite! You just led us halfway across the city for your personal secrets, completely ignoring our original plan, and what explanation did you give us? Absolutely fucking nothing, that’s what. And now that I’m trying to do your damn job and save your damn country, we suddenly have trust issues?” I slapped her hand away from my shoulder. “No. Fuck that. Do what I told you to do.” There was a long moment of silence as I stared through her impassive mask before I turned away. “Lia, now.”
There were no further protests as I stormed away to the shop counter. From behind me, I heard the sound of Lia’s footsteps approaching, and beyond that, Val consoling Marin in a low, gentle voice. I let out a long sigh when Lia reached my side. “If there’s any way we’re going to—”
“No,” Lia interrupted me. “You don’t get to talk to me like that.”
I turned to her, confused. “What?”
“I’m not your soldier to order around,” she whispered sharply. Her jaw was clenched as hard as her brow was furrowed, but her eyes were glassy as though she were about to cry. “I don’t care what’s going on out there; you need to speak to me with respect.” She paused for a moment before continuing with a waver in her voice. “You’re supposed to love me.”
It took me a few seconds to replay the events in my mind and realize how rude I had been. My brain felt split down the middle: half of me was ashamed at how I was acting, and how I had made Lia feel, while the other half continued to scream at me to take action. I was left stunned somewhere in the middle, feeling panicked and guilty.
“Lia, of course I love you. I, uhm, it’s just that…” My throat tightened as I struggled to continue to speak. “I think what’s happening here is the same thing that happened in Hedaat. The same thing that destroyed that world, and...killed me. I have to stop it this time, but I don’t know if it’s already too late. I didn’t mean to—”
“I know you didn’t,” she interrupted again, gentler this time, “but you did.” She reached up and cupped my cheek. “You don’t have to go through this alone this time, but you will if you keep trying to push everyone away. We won’t beat this if you’re all caught up in your fear.”
I nodded weakly, confident that my voice would break if I tried to speak. As much as I wanted to believe I was acting logically and decisively, fueled by rage against my old enemy, I knew it was just the terror of facing the Dominion again driving me forward. A primal part of me replayed the memory of my death in Hedaat on an endless loop in my head in an attempt to get me to prevent it from happening again. “I’m sorry, Lia.”
She pulled my head down to hers and kissed me on the forehead. “I know.” Her hand slid down and found mine as she looked up at me. “That’s why I’m here, right? While you’re saving the world, someone has to be saving you, too.”
Despite everything, I laughed. “Seems like you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you.”
“Oh, that’s okay,” she said with a smile. “It’s worth it.”
There was a flutter in my chest as I looked down at her. The idea of the Dominion forcing me into another life was far too much to consider for my already overloaded brain, so I pushed it down and replaced it with thoughts of how we should immediately proceed. “I guess I should apologize to Val and Marin.”
“Yes, you should,” Lia said, leading me by the hand back towards the front of the store. I noticed that Val and the unconscious guard were both gone upon our return. Marin still stood in the same place we had left her, staring at the small dot of blood on the wall where the guard’s head had impacted. As we approached, she looked back to us with a blank expression, then did a double take as she regained her wits.
“Ah! I’m sorry, I was just, uhm, thinking, is all,” Marin stammered to the floor. “D-did you need something? I have, uhm, food, and drinks, in the back room.”
“No, thank you though,” I said, holding up my hands. “I wanted to apologize for how I just acted. I shouldn’t have been so aggressive towards you and your sister, and then my actions after that...I’ve made a pretty bad first impression, and I hope we can move past that.”
A visible wave of relief washed over her face. “No, I get it! If I was as strong as you, I would’ve thrown them out days ago.” She laughed nervously and put her hands behind her head. “Don’t worry about it, Lux. Everybody’s just a little stressed out, right?”
“Right!” I smiled. “Thanks, Marin. Now, I assume Val took our sleeping friend out to our wagon?”
“Yeah, she told me to stay put while she ‘cleaned up’ outside,” Marin explained with heavy air quotes. “It’s not like I’m some little kid, I can help too! I want these Company jerks gone as much as anybody.”
“As much as it surprises me to say this, I agree with Val on this one,” I said with a light chuckle. “Val, Lia and I aren’t supposed to be in the city; it doesn’t make much of a difference if we get caught walking down the road or hauling unconscious guards around, we’re still in trouble either way. You, on the other hand, are supposed to be here. As long as those two guards don’t wake up, nobody else will know that you were involved in any of this.”
“I guess you’re right…” Marin murmured as she stared at the floor. “I wish there was something I could do, though.”
“You’ve already helped us out a bunch!” Lia chimed in. “Before we talked to you, we hardly knew anything about what was happening in the city. Now we know who is leading the rebels, where the leaders might be, and when the best time to explore the city would be.”
“That’s true,” I followed up with a sly grin, “you already gave us more information than all of King Virram’s scouts and advisors.”
“Really?” Marin asked, beaming. Her chest swelled as she looked back and forth between us. “Oh, I know! I’ll go get you some food before you leave, and I’ll try to think of anything else that could help along the way!” Without waiting for a reply, she turned and dashed away towards the back of the shop. She paused at the counter momentarily to look over the shattered bowl and spilled soup, gave a small disappointed shake of her head, and then disappeared into the back room.
“I’m still finding it hard to believe she’s actually related to Val,” I mused as the sound of clattering cookware and annoyed yells rang out from behind the counter.
Lia giggled. “Oh, I can see it. They’re two sides of the same coin; I bet if we stuck around Val long enough, we’d see flashes of Marin come through. Small flashes, of course.”
I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against my side, pausing to appreciate the small moment of peace. “Thanks for calming me down,” I said quietly. “I imagine I’ll need your help with that a lot more in the near future.” While it was true that the overwhelming storm of panic and anxiety that was my mental state had calmed to a tolerable roar, I knew it would return stronger than ever at our next inevitable encounter with the Dominion.
“I’ll be there when you need me. I promise,” she replied, looping her arm around my waist. “Whatever happens now, you’re stuck with me. No matter what.”
“That goes both ways, you know. You’re the most important thing to me in the world; no matter what happens tonight, I’m going to keep you safe.”
She looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. “Tonight?”
“Tonight,” I nodded. “If we’re going to save the world, we don’t have any time to waste.”
“So, you’ve got a plan?”
“Oh, sure, I’ve got dozens of plans. I won’t know which one is best until we get some more intel, but they all lead to the same goal,” I said with conviction. “We’re ending the occupation of Attetsia. Tonight.”
***




12. ONE LAST CALM

I took a bite of the sandwich Marin had prepared for me as I heard the door open at the far side of the store. Since the incident with the guards, I had maintained a constant perimeter with Detection, so Val entering wasn’t surprising; I had watched her load the three guards into the wagon, bind and gag the two men who laid unconscious, make a brief attempt at washing away the bloodstain in the middle of the street, and drive the wagon out behind Marin’s store to the unloading dock, which sat out of sight of the main road.
“I am back,” Val announced as she crossed the room to the counter where the three of us sat. “The guards have been taken care of.”
“Thank you,” I said without turning to face her. While I knew I owed her an apology for my outburst earlier, I hadn’t yet been able to find the words to explain myself.
“I made you a sandwich!” Marin called out, hopping up from her chair to run behind the counter. She produced a similar meal to my own, a small salad and a sandwich of smoked meats, and set it at the empty place setting next to mine.
“Thank you, Marin,” Val said as she sat down, causing the chair to groan in protest under the weight of her armor and shield. Marin returned to her seat, and our lunch continued on in silence, apart from the soft chewing sounds. Eventually, Lia kicked my foot and gave me an expectant look out of the corner of her eye.
“So, I think it’s time we discuss the plan moving forward. Or, the new plan, as our old one has sort of...fallen apart,” I said, pausing to take a bite of my sandwich for emphasis, only to spill most of its filling out onto the plate. After staring at the mess quietly for a moment, I continued. “As beneficial as it would be to continue with our original plan of joining the Unbound to gather intel, new developments have accelerated our timetable enough that we can’t wait that long.”
“What developments are you referring to?” Val asked, looking surprisingly neutral given our last interaction.
“The beasts Marin mentioned, and the guard that I, erm, killed. I’ve had a bad feeling over the course of our journey down here, and this new information unfortunately confirms my fears. This isn’t simply a coup; it’s the beginning of an invasion by a group known as the Dominion.” Marin was the only person to react to the statement, gasping loudly as she leaned in to learn more. Lia, having already learned about the Dominion, simply nodded, and Val watched impassively as ever.
“The Dominion spreads by transforming people into monsters that serve the group unquestioningly. It starts with lies of creating a better world, and ending the suffering and injustice of an oppressed people. If you join, you’re immediately rewarded with gifts of enhanced strength and stamina that seemingly have no consequences, which encourages more people to join up as well. As time goes on, the powers increase, but you begin to lose your sense of self.” The face of the dead guard floated to the forefront of my mind, morphing into the grotesque face of a Thrall. “Your body begins to change, with distended limbs, glowing purple eyes, and pale skin, but by then you don’t remember who you are anymore.”
After I finished speaking, the room fell silent. Marin was quaking in her chair with wide eyes, staring across at Val for some sort of reassurance. “I’ve...s-seen some people that look like that,” she said with a trembling voice. “Uhm, nobody with pale skin or long arms, but...the eyes. They seem meaner than usual, too.”
I nodded. “I believe that means we still have time. If nobody has fully transformed yet, that means the Dominion knows they aren’t strong enough to leave the city. We can stop them now, before things go...too far.”
“Where have you encountered this?” Val finally spoke up. The question sounded nearly apologetic with how soft she spoke.
“In Doram, before I came to Kaldan,” I lied. It was easy enough to put on a convincing face; from what I had heard of Doram, it sounded remarkably similar to Hedaat, with bitter winters, rocky mountains, and a general vibe of untamed wilderness. I got the sense that Val didn’t believe me, but she gave me a small nod and I carried on regardless.
“We need to find their leader as soon as possible. Based on Marin’s information, I still believe the statehouse is our best option.” I paused, considering my next words carefully. “While I understand that it is not the most ideal plan, our only real option is going there tonight. I know, we should gather intel first, but—”
“I agree,” Val interrupted.
I paused as I processed the unexpected response. “You agree?” I echoed in awe, having fully expected her to point out any of the massive tactical flaws in the proposal.
“Yes. Our original mission has not changed. Maintaining the security of Kaldan remains paramount, and if what you say is true, the threat posed by the Dominion must be dealt with before it can cross the Attetsian border,” Val explained. “The longer we wait, the greater that threat grows.”
“O-oh. That’s...great, actually. Thanks, Val,” I said, still in shock. “Any objections, Lia?”
“No, I’m ready,” Lia said confidently.
“Alright then. Tonight it is,” I clapped my hands together. “We can discuss the specifics of our plan later, so for now, I guess we just rest up and prepare. We have a long night ahead of us.” Before anybody had a chance to move, I turned to Val again. “Val, I’d like to talk with you alone, if you have a moment.”
“Of course,” Val nodded, standing up from the counter to move to the opposite side of the room.
I flashed Lia a reassuring smile and, receiving one in return, stood to follow Val. “I need to apologize for how I acted earlier. I wish I didn’t need to keep apologizing for the same thing, but...here we are,” I said when we were out of earshot of the others. “It’s just, the, uhm...I have a history with the Dominion, and...I wasn’t thinking straight.” I silently cursed myself for not preparing my apology ahead of time as I rambled.
“There is no need for you to apologize, Lux,” she replied, saving me from my awkward speech. “You have every right to be upset. You lost your family in Doram, which is also where you encountered the Dominion. Those two incidents are directly related, if I am not mistaken.”
I felt a deep pang of sadness as a dozen memories of Alda flashed through my mind. “That’s right,” I eventually responded, barely loud enough for myself to hear.
“I cannot imagine the pain of losing your family; I have been blessed not to experience that in my life up to this point, but I know the lengths I would go to protect them,” she said, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I will do everything in my power to make sure you do not have to experience that pain again.”
The rare showing of emotion from Val cleared my mind. “I really appreciate that, Val. I know we’ve had our disagreements in the past, but there’s nobody I’d rather have watching my back than you.”
“The feeling is mutual,” she replied, matching my smile.
I became acutely aware of how intimate our conversation had become. Chuckling to break the silence, I slid out from beneath her hand on my shoulder. “Well, that’s certainly a load off my mind! I might even be able to get a few hours of sleep before we have to go.”
“That would be wise; it seems likely that we will not be sleeping tonight,” she said. I turned to leave, but she caught me gently by the upper arm. “Lux, I...thank you for the apology. It means a great deal to me.” Our eyes locked for a brief moment before she looked away. “You are a good man.”
“Oh, uh...of course, Val,” I sputtered, my cheeks growing hot. Desperate to inject a bit of levity into the situation, I clapped her on the shoulder. “You’re not so bad yourself.” With a final awkward chuckle, I spun and briskly walked back to where Lia and Marin were chatting at the counter.
“Oh, Lux!” Lia called out as I approached. “Marin and I were just getting to know each other, and apparently, she knows my father!” She looked back to Marin, and the two shared a laugh. “I still can’t believe it!”
“My dad is a cooper in Yoria,” Marin explained. “He moved to a larger workshop about ten years ago when he got a contract with the royal family, and Marten has been delivering his supplies ever since! I’ve met him tons of times!”
“Fate always seems to have a sense of humor about these things,” I chuckled. “I wonder how Marten would react, knowing that he’s been supplying materials to the family of the famous King’s Shield?”
“Oh, please don’t tell him,” Lia groaned, rolling her eyes. She turned to Marin with an apologetic grin. “My father is a bit starstruck by your sister. I’m not sure he’d be able to handle the idea that he’s been working with her family without knowing it.”
“My sister?” Marin asked incredulously. “I would love to see that meeting. I’m not sure Valandra would understand the concept of having fans.”
“That meeting already happened, and you are entirely correct,” I told her. She looked to Lia for confirmation, who turned away and gave an embarrassed nod. Marin tried to stifle a laugh but was quickly overtaken, and her laughter quickly spread to me as well.
“Alright, alright, it’s not that funny,” Lia said, trying to hide the grimace on her face. She waited patiently for our laughter to die down, then turned to me. “What’s our plan for the day? Scouting? Training?”
“Sleeping, I hope,” I said with a stretch. “We only have a few hours until sundown, so I think the best thing for us is to get some rest. It’s going to be a busy night.”
“Oh,” Lia replied, sounding strangely disappointed. “Okay.”
“If you need a place to sleep, you can use my guest room upstairs,” Marin chimed in. “I’ve never had a chance to let anyone use it before, so this is exciting! It’s not much, but it has a bed, which I guess is all that matters in this case.” She pointed through the door behind the counter. “Just a left through there, first door on your right at the top of the stairs.”
I nodded my head graciously. “Thank you, Marin, that would be great. I think we’ll take you up on that.” Lia made no move to follow me as I stood up, so I gave her a gentle bump with my elbow. “What do you think, Lia? You feeling up to a quick nap?”
“Uhm, sure,” she said quietly. As she stood, she seemed to remember herself, and she bobbed her head towards Marin. “Thanks, Marin.”
“No problem!” Marin responded cheerfully as she stacked up our dishes from lunch. “I’ll wake you up just before sundown.” With that, she stood and took the plates into the back room to what I assumed was a kitchen.
Lia shuffled out behind her, hanging a left instead of a right. Her sudden lack of energy concerned me as I followed her into the extremely narrow hallway behind Marin’s shop. Did I say something wrong? I didn’t think sleeping was a controversial topic. We ascended the tall, creaking staircase and entered the aforementioned room to find that Marin hadn’t lied: the room was hardly larger than a walk-in closet, with a small window on the far wall and only a single storage chest and a modest bed as furnishings.
“Well, I suppose you could technically call this a guest room,” I joked. Lia gave a delayed nod in response, then moved to the bed and quietly sat down at the edge. Her eyes were downcast as she whispered something under her breath, too softly for me to hear. “What was that?” I asked, joining her on the uncomfortably firm mattress.
Her hands balled into fists against her legs, and I heard her breath fall into a strained meditative pattern as she scrunched her eyes shut. I could feel pulses of energy radiating out of her, carrying two overwhelming emotions: anger and fear. After a few moments of measured breathing she reopened her eyes, and although they glistened in the late afternoon sun, no tears fell to her cheeks. “I said...we still have time. We could still run.”
My breath caught in my throat at the sound of her trembling voice. This isn’t what her life should be. She shouldn’t have to be afraid like this. I placed a comforting hand on her leg. “You can stay here tonight, Lia. You’ve already done so much, and I don’t want you to feel like you have to—”
“What? No,” she blurted out, recoiling away from the thought. “I’m not afraid; I know I can handle whatever’s out there.”
I sat with my brow wrinkled in thought. “I’m not sure I understand, then. What’s bothering you?”
She stared at me, dumbfounded. “What’s bothering...this could be your last night here! If we go out there and stop the Dominion, you’re going to get taken away again!” Her hands clasped one of mine with panicked strength. “You want to stay here, right? Don’t you want to stay with me?”
There was a sudden, droning buzz in my head that made it hard to think. I knew that she was right, but my subconscious had once again repressed that fact from me once I had confirmed the Dominion was in Attetsia. “Of course that’s what I want, Lia. That’s the only thing I want.”
“Then let’s go!” She sprang to her feet and pulled up on my hand to follow her. “Val wouldn’t have time to go after us if we left now! We could make it all the way to Lybesa before the King even knows we’re gone, and then they’d never find us.” Her desperate attempts to haul me up from the bed intensified as I sat in place, unmoving. “You’ve already told Val about the Dominion; she can just bring down the army to take care of it!”
“Lia, I can’t leave,” I said softly, shaking my head. “I have to see this through.”
The pitch and volume of her voice had risen consistently over the course of the conversation, and it neared its breaking point as she continued to plead with me. “Why? You’ve already done more than anybody to save the world, and it’s not even your world!” She dove to her knees and stared up at me, the tears in her eyes now freely flowing down her face. “What about your farm? What about the peaceful life you wanted to live? That all goes away if you go out tonight!”
I frowned. “Even so, I have to do it.” Her rising emotions had a strangely calming effect on me; while there was a hard knot growing in my stomach at the thought of being thrown back into the darkness between worlds, I had to remain in control if I were to have any chance at calming her down.
She shook her head back and forth violently, sending shining globes of tears down to splash on the floor. “It’s not fair!” Her demeanor shifted all at once as she punched the floorboards repeatedly, leaving a fist-shaped crater filled with splinters and droplets of blood in her wake. “IT’S NOT FAIR!” she screamed to nobody. The air whistled in her throat as she strained to breathe and began to sob.
Carefully, I slid down to the floor and took her injured hand in mine, letting out a burst of healing energy to close her cuts. “I know it’s not fair. I’m so sorry that I got you caught up in all of this.” I stared off through the wall as I reflected on the entirety of the situation. “I’m not sure if I’m cursed, or if I angered some sort of god, or if fate always had my life planned this way. That fate ruined my life once, and punished me in the next one when I tried to fight against it. I think it’s better for everyone if I just go along with it for once.”
“I-It’s not better...for me,” she managed to say between violent sniffles. Slowly, she leaned her head down into my chest and pressed forward, until my back was up against the bedframe and she had partially collapsed into my lap.
I ran my fingers through the loose strands of hair along the side of her face. “Even for you. If I don’t go, everybody you’ve ever known could die. Your parents, Val, everyone. What’s my life against the whole world?” The statement was true, but I couldn’t find the strength to accept the fact myself.
Lia shook her head against my shoulder. “But it’s your life!” Her arms snaked around my torso and squeezed tightly. “I don’t want to be here...without you.”
Although my heart ached from the suffering I felt in her aura, a smile came to my lips as she echoed my thoughts. “I don’t want to leave you,” I replied. “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure I stay here with you. I just...don’t want to make you a promise I can’t keep.”
I scratched the top of her head in soothing circles as she curled further into a ball in my lap, drawing her knees up under her chin as she continued to cry. The room slowly grew brighter as the afternoon sun began to sink over the city, sending brilliant golden rays across the room to shine against the opposite wall. At one point, a set of heavy footsteps approached the door, but they retreated a moment later without knocking.
Lia’s breathing gradually transitioned from labored cries to a more steady, measured pattern, and she eventually fell asleep still nestled up in my arms. I did my best to shift into a slightly more comfortable position without waking her, then closed my eyes and tried to join her. My head was a muddled mess of emotions, which filtered to the forefront now that Lia was no longer in an immediate panic. I mirrored her sadness and rage at the position I was in, and the fear of the upcoming darkness grew with every passing second.
A new feeling had grown up out of the chaos during our conversation, and it was the only thing that enabled me to finally fall asleep: resolve. As terrifying as the night to come was, I knew what had to be done, and I knew why it had to be done. Even if it means I die again...I have to do it for her. For Lia. For Alda. For Amaya. For all of them.
---
I blinked my eyes to fight off the haze obscuring my vision. My surroundings seemed to shift with every blink: in one moment, I was sitting on the floor of Marin’s guest room, with Lia wrapped tightly in my arms, but the next moment had me sitting alone on the edge of my bed in the room I once shared with Amaya. As I turned my head to observe the room, I noticed a heavy feeling of drag on my body, as if I were submerged in a tank of viscous liquid.
“This is a dream,” I stated out loud, mostly for my own benefit.
The sound of creaking wood caught my attention. “Oh, you’re a quick one, aren’t you?” asked a familiar female voice. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I turned to find Amaya lounging sideways in her usual chair, watching me with amusement. “How’ve you been, love?”
I sighed. “Seeing as you’re just me, shouldn’t you already know that? We’ve done this dance before.”
Her head lolled backwards over the arm of the chair lazily, spilling a golden cascade of hair down to brush along the floorboards. “If we’re both aware of that, and I’m still asking, I guess that shows just how much you want to talk to me, doesn’t it?” She giggled as she turned to face me upside-down. “So, spill it!”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I took your advice after our last, uhm, conversation. Lia and I talked, and I told her how I feel. It went really well, all things considered.”
Amaya clapped her hands excitedly and shot back up to a normal sitting position. “Oh, that’s so great, Elden!” Her smile was shining and full of joy, just as I remembered it. “I bet you’ve been feeling better since then, right?”
“Well, yes and no,” I said, tilting my head to one side in consideration. “It’s been great spending time with Lia, but recently I’ve been having these...episodes. I get so angry that I lose track of myself, and my flashbacks have been so vivid it’s like I’m actually reliving the memories.” Hearing the thoughts spoken out loud helped me to realize something. “I’m scared, Amaya. I don’t know what’s going on.”
Her smile faded to a pursed frown. “I’m sorry to hear that, love.” She stood up and crossed the room to stand in front of me, taking my hands in hers. “I wish you could remember everything. You wouldn’t feel so terrible if you did.”
“Remember...what?” I asked, confused. “I would never forget anything about you.”
She shook her head. “Not consciously, no. But there are memories that you’ve locked away, for one reason or another.”
“I don’t know what you mean, Amaya,” I told her, forgetting I was in a dream. “What memories? What am I forgetting?”
“I can help you remember,” she said sweetly, caressing my cheek, “but you have to promise me something.”
“Anything,” I said immediately, gripping her hand tighter.
Somewhere in the distance, I heard the sharp sound of glass shattering. It pierced the dreamlike fog around us and cut straight into my chest, where it began to reverberate and grow in strength. A chill raced down my spine and tingled out into my extremities, and I felt every alarm rage out in my head all at once.
“When the time comes,” Amaya whispered, lowering her face to within a few inches of mine, “you need to promise you’ll keep your eyes open.”
“What?” I asked vacantly, too caught up in my panic to fully take in my surroundings. The shattering sound crashed over me again, deafening this time, and I closed my eyes and flinched away from the sound.
“No, Elden,” she whispered again, her voice now buried within a dissonant collection of screams. My eyes shot open and beheld a scene of horror before me; Amaya’s face was riddled with pulsing black veins, branching out from the smoking pits that were her eyes and mouth. Her skin had faded to porcelain white, and her beautiful golden hair was burning within black, billowing flames. The cacophony of voices called out again, seemingly from everywhere at once.
“EYES OPEN, ELDEN.”
---
I screamed and threw my body backwards with every ounce of strength I had in a desperate attempt to escape the vision before me. I felt a sharp impact against my shoulder blades, followed a moment later by the sound of wood smashing against wood. My sword materialized in my hands, and I held it out in front of me, putting distance between me and the rest of the world.
Although my eyes were open, the information they transmitted was lost before it reached my brain, and I stood in an undefined, dark world. It seemed as though time had frozen solid around me as I stood alone, defending myself against an unknown threat. My mind was too electrified to remember what it was that had caused my panic in the first place, but whatever it was, I could still feel its presence in my head.
After what felt like hours, a sensation that had been hidden among the chaos inside me suddenly became clear: I was expending an enormous amount of mana. The revelation led to another, and another, and set off a chain reaction that brought my mind screeching to a halt. In just a few moments, the world around me had become crystal clear. I was standing in Marin’s guest room among the shattered remains of the guest bed’s wooden frame, and I was pointing my sword directly at Lia.
My now clear mind processed the information with stunning efficiency. Lia’s arm was out towards me, and her eyes were wide with terror and concern. It looked as though she were frozen in place, but when I watched for long enough, I could see that she was actually approaching me at an almost imperceptibly slow pace. I attempted to lower my sword, but I found that my body reacted at a significantly reduced speed as well, though it was leagues faster than Lia’s movement.
I woke up from a nightmare. My body reacted by putting distance between me and what I presumed to be the source of danger, which destroyed the bed I had fallen asleep against. My mind is processing information at such an accelerated rate that the world seems frozen in comparison, due to the Combat Acceleration enhancement which is being fueled by a massive expenditure of mana. There is no threat present.
I cut off the flow of mana to the enhancement all at once, and the world disappeared out from around me once again, although this time my consciousness went with it. When I awoke, I found that I had collapsed against the upturned mattress and was now sprawled out across it. Lia was kneeling beside me and held my face in her hands. As my eyes flickered open, she let out a wordless cry of relief and pressed her forehead against mine.
“Primes, you scared me, Lux,” she said, her voice shaking. “You really scared me.”
“I’m, uhm, sorry about that,” I replied groggily, my head pounding after the intense shifting of mana. “I had a...nightmare.”
“Are you hurt, Lux?” Val’s voice asked. I squinted my eyes and looked past Lia’s head, and found that both Val and Marin were standing in the doorway to the guest room.
“No, I think I’m okay,” I said as I rubbed my temples. “What, err, what happened?”
“You started screaming in your sleep,” Lia answered, sitting back on her feet. “I couldn’t wake you up no matter what I did. Marin and Val came to see what was wrong, and then you…” She looked to the sisters as she searched for the right words.
“You threw yourself backwards in your sleep. It appears as though you knocked yourself unconscious in the process, as you toppled over before you truly gained your feet,” Val finished.
So that whole ordeal took less than a second of real time? The idea was fascinating, but I had a hard time focusing on it over the throbbing headache. Carefully, I rocked forward onto my feet and stood, supporting myself on the wall with one hand. “Sorry about all this, everyone. I’m alright.” I surveyed the wreckage around me and cringed. “Marin, I’ll pay you back for the bed, and anything else I damaged.”
“No, don’t worry about that! I’m just glad you’re okay!” Marin said with a nervous smile. “It was an awful bed anyways.”
I pulled an imperial from my coin purse and tossed it to her. “I insist. I appreciate you feeding and sheltering Lia and me during this whole ordeal, so think of this as a thank you for that as well, if you’d like.” She stared wide-eyed at the coin in silence, turning it over in inspection in her hands. It sparkled in the thin beams of orange sunlight that lit the room, which finally registered in my dulled mind. “Speaking of which, what time is it? How long do we have before we need to leave?”
“The streets will be filled with civilians attending to their evening business within the hour,” Val answered. “We will have the greatest chance of travelling to the Council district unnoticed if we move through the crowd.”
Lia looked me over with apparent concern, so I gave her a reassuring nod. She nodded back and turned to Val. “We’ll be ready,” she declared.
“I will give you time to prepare,” Val said haltingly. She gave an awkward half bow, then turned and left the room, corralling Marin along with her.
As soon as the door closed, I slumped back against the wall and cradled my pounding head. “You think you guys can handle this one on your own? I need another nap,” I joked with a rough chuckle.
Lia didn’t laugh as she moved to my side and brushed the overgrown mop of black hair out of my face with the back of her hand. “What happened, Lux?”
“I really did have a nightmare. It was...” I faltered as an image of the distorted visage of Amaya flashed angrily in my head. “It was about the Dominion again. The dreams have been getting more intense since we entered the city; I’m getting flashes of them while I’m awake now, too.” It felt wrong to lie to her, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of thinking of what I had seen in my dreams, let alone talk about it.
“What about after you woke up? The energy burning off around you was so strong, I didn’t even have to use Detection to feel it.” She looked over to the closed door. “I’m not sure Val actually believes that you knocked yourself out by jumping out of your sleep, and I know that I don’t.”
I sighed. “I think I activated some of my enhancements in my sleep. I think it was my Combat Acceleration, but it was so amplified that my mind was moving faster than the world around me. Coming down from a spell like that apparently has…” I groaned and slid down to the floor. “Ramifications.”
Lia joined me on the floor and intertwined her hand with mine. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Honestly?” I closed my eyes and leaned my head against her shoulder. “I have no idea.”
She rested her head against mine and sat with me in silence. “That’s fine,” she said eventually. “No matter what happens, I’ll take care of you.”
“Thanks, Lia,” I smiled. The pounding in my head had lessened slightly while we rested on the floor, though I attributed most of the recovery to simply being in her presence. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she replied. She slid out from beside me and stood up, bending over to plant a gentle kiss on my forehead. “We should get ready.”
I folded my legs into a comfortable meditative stance and sighed. “You’re right. I’m going to try and do something about this headache, and then I’ll be good to go.” With a deep breath, I tapped into my mana reserves and began the process of channeling it throughout my body, as I normally did in my practices with Lia. As I expected, the pain in my head immediately lessened as the energy coursed through my veins.
Maybe it’s just...mana withdrawals? Although I had no other point of reference to base my hypothesis on, being able to assign a name and explanation to my condition helped to ease my nerves. Until I’ve built up a tolerance to extreme mana usage, I should hold off on pushing my enhancements to that extreme. Especially in combat. Through trial and error, I found a level of constant channeling that reduced the headache to a manageable level, though I hoped the effort wouldn’t be needed for long.
I opened my eyes to find the room aglow with orange light from the setting sun. “I guess it’s time,” I sighed as I stood up and stretched, eliciting a loud crack from my shoulders. I moved towards the door, but Lia held out a hand from her seat on the storage chest to stop me.
“Marin and Val are saying their goodbyes. We should wait a minute,” she explained, slowly unfolding herself from her meditation stance.
“Oh. Sure,” I nodded, taking a seat next to her and stretching my arm out around her shoulders. “You know, this is your last chance to—”
She punched my knee with a force somewhere between playful and aggravated. “Stop saying that. I’ve told you a hundred times by now: I’m not leaving you. Wherever you go, I go.”
I chuckled and rubbed my knee. “I know, I know. I’m just worried that I’m forcing you into all of this danger and not giving you a choice. I promised your parents that I would do everything in my power to keep you safe and happy, and sometimes...it doesn’t feel like I’m doing a very good job.”
Lia huffed. “I don’t care about the promises you made to my parents, I care about the promises you made to me.” She took my face in her hands and turned it towards hers, meeting my eyes with an intense stare. “You told me you love me, and that you want to be with me. That’s what I care about. As long as we’re together, we’ll keep each other safe. And I’ll be the happiest girl in the world.”
My cheeks flushed beneath her hands, and a large smile spread across my face. “I’ll keep those promises, no matter what.” I leaned in and kissed her deeply as my heartbeat went wild in my chest. Love was still a fresh emotion for me after a lifetime without it, and I reveled in the feeling eagerly. My hand ran up her leather chestpiece to her neck, and I traced the line of her jaw with the back of my fingers until they combed through the loose hair behind her ear. I felt my passion echoed back at me as our mana coalesced around us, and for a brief moment I was overwhelmed as our emotions blurred together.
The door opening beside us brought me crashing back down to reality. We disentangled from each other awkwardly and jumped up from the small storage chest, but the door slammed shut before I could see who was behind it. A quick scan forward revealed Val standing on the other side, staring straight ahead with an embarrassed expression as her hand still held the door handle. A soft knock followed shortly after. “May I enter?”
I nearly fell back onto the chest as I burst out laughing. Lia glared at me with a beet red face as she hurried to straighten her hair, then hopped forward and opened the door. “Hi, Val.”
“Hello, Lia,” Val replied quietly. She looked past towards me, but looked away before we made eye contact. “Lux,” she nodded to the floor. “The nobles will be out for their nightly errands any moment. We should leave soon.” For the first time since we had breached the walls of Attetsia, the magic concealing her armor was gone, revealing its true resplendent nature once again.
“We’ll be right down,” I said, mostly composed after my laughing fit. “Thank you, Val.” She stood in the doorway for a few moments before abruptly turning to leave, closing the door as she went. I crossed the room and hugged Lia from behind, leaning down to rest my chin on her shoulder. “Are you ready?”
She took a deep breath, then nodded. “Ready.” We stood together quietly, neither of us willing to leave what was likely the last private moment we would have together before the coming trials. Begrudgingly, I gave her a final squeeze, then moved to the door. We filed out of the room and descended the narrow stairs to find Val and Marin waiting for us at the bottom. Marin’s eyes were bloodshot and puffy, and she had a serious expression on her face.
“Good luck tonight,” she said solemnly. “Thank you for helping our city. I owe you both a huge debt.”
Lia moved forward and hugged Marin tightly, speaking something into her ear that was too soft for me to make out. Marin nodded and returned the embrace, replying to whatever Lia had said with a small smile. They both laughed as they separated, and Lia returned to my side.
“Thank you for housing us here, Marin. It was very brave of you.” I smiled and gave her a small bow. “Stay safe tonight, okay? We’ll come back as soon as we can, once our job is done.” She nodded in response and, after looking up at Val one final time, slid past us to make her way upstairs. We all waited to exit the back room until her bedroom door opened, then closed again. “So,” I started, leaning up against the counter, “let’s talk strategy.”
As expected of the night before a battle, I felt a sudden clearness of mind paired with a terrible twisting in my stomach. I pulled the needle out of my bandolier and began to dispense the small, silver globes from their respective canisters as I began my speech. “Our first objective is straightforward: enter the Council district without being detected. Val, as you’ve been to the city before, you’ll take the lead while Lia and I make sure we never get too close to a patrol.”
Val’s impassive facade broke momentarily as the first globe expanded and began to glow in my hand, casting a shadow of my hand down onto the countertop with dim orange light. Her eyes sat transfixed on the orb with wonderment for a long moment before she finally looked back up to me. “How will you ensure the guards do not find us?”
“Magic,” I stated, trying to impart as little sarcasm into the word as I could. I set the finished healing globe on the counter and started on the next one. “Once we reach the Council district, we’ll make our way to the statehouse. Our goal there is to find any sort of entrance that they’ve left unguarded: a door, a window, or, as a last resort, a long stretch of wall that’s out of the way of any patrols.”
“The statehouse is positioned at the center of the city, built out on a small cliff face overlooking the harbor,” Val explained. “The wall is too shear to approach directly from the rear of the building, but there is a large plaza at the entrance. Should we find a way to sneak through it to the back of the statehouse, there are multiple exits that may still be unguarded.” She finished her debriefing and motioned for me to continue.
“Once we’re inside, Lia and I will take the lead scouting. We need to find the Conduit,” I continued as my collection of mana globes grew larger. “The Conduit is the original person who summoned the Dominion, and they’re the link between this world and wherever the Dominion comes from. If we kill them, that link breaks, and their presence here goes away,” I snapped my fingers for emphasis, “just like that. I’m hoping that one of the leaders of the Company is the Conduit, so we can kill two birds with one stone.”
“What happens to all of the people that the Dominion controls when we kill the Conduit?” Lia asked.
“It depends on how far along they are in the transformation; the further along they are, the more they’ll lose when the Dominion leaves. If they still have control of their minds, they’ll just go back to normal with minimal side effects: scars, slightly distended limbs, nothing too serious. Hopefully there aren’t any fully transformed Thralls out there, but if there are, they’ll die when the connection breaks.”
Val and Lia digested the information silently, and I took the opportunity to look over my work. There were eleven orbs set out in neat rows before me: five glowing orange, three flickering a much brighter blue, and three that were an almost translucent white with wisps of smoke within. I sorted them into two even groups and pushed them out towards my two companions, leaving one of each color for myself. “Here. These are for you.”
Val looked down at the globes with trepidation, her hands pinned to her sides. Meanwhile, Lia reached out immediately and snatched up the blue and white globes to give them a closer inspection. “I’ve never seen these ones before! What do they do?”
I looked to Val and gently tapped the orange globe. “If you break this open, the liquid inside will close any small to moderate wounds. It won’t heal any major internal injuries, but it’s great for staunching cuts on the battlefield. The material it’s made of is weak enough that you can crush it in one hand.” I picked up the orange orb I had left for myself and crushed it over my outstretched arm in example. The viscous liquid inside spilled around my bracer and plopped down onto the countertop, where it bubbled and steamed as it evaporated away.
There was a moment where I thought Val was going to jump away from the table, but her initial shock faded quickly as the liquid disappeared. I turned to find Lia holding the blue orb up to her eye for analysis. “You do NOT want to be near the blue one when it breaks,” I said, gently lowering her hand away from her face. “It explodes when the contents are exposed to air, spreading a paste that burns at extremely high temperatures for a long time.” She froze in place, then carefully lowered it down to the counter. “It has a thick skin,” I laughed, “so you have to throw it pretty hard to make it go off.
“The last one is a concentrated smoke bomb. It’s pretty straightforward, all things considered. I’d recommend holding your breath if you’re breaking it nearby,” I explained. “Any other questions?”
There was a long pause before Val spoke up. “How did you make these? What are they?”
I sighed. “Magic,” I answered again, but I paused a moment in consideration. “No, alchemy. Both, I guess.” Her brow furrowed as she narrowed her eyes at me. “Listen, I’m sorry to be so vague about it. Our number one priority is to succeed at this mission, and I’m not going to withhold any of my abilities if they could give us a greater chance at success. But I can’t really explain them, either.”
Her eyes relaxed to a kinder look. “I understand. Thank you.” Her and Lia both loaded the orbs into satchels attached to their waists. “Is that all?”
“No, there’s one more thing.” I took a deep breath. “This mission has to succeed. No matter the cost, it has to succeed. This is bigger than any of us; if the Dominion leaves this city, the world will end.” I looked between the two of them. “I will do everything I can to make sure we all get out of this alive, but…” My head fell, unable to meet their eyes at the implication of my statement. “No matter the cost.”
Lia took my hand. “We’re all in this together, and we’ll all come out of it together. We’ll finish this, I promise.”
“Lia is right,” Val added. “I believe in this plan. I believe in our abilities. We will come out of this victorious. All of us.”
“Thanks, guys,” I said, raising my head. Their show of faith gave me the final boost I needed to move out from behind the counter. “I guess it’s time to go, then.” Together, we made our way to the front door, but my hand paused as I grabbed the door handle. I looked over my shoulder to give them each a final nod of confidence. “Ready?”
“Ready,” they answered in unison.
“Alright then,” I said as I pulled open the door. “Let’s go.”
***




13. THE STORM

The sea of civilians was an overwhelming mess of multicolored lights in my head as we stepped down onto the street. Having never used Detection in such a large crowd of people before, I had underestimated the immense volume of information that would need to be processed to make use of the ability. Luckily, pairing it with my Combat Acceleration enhancement provided my brain enough power to parse the data in real time, and the world snapped into crisp focus around me all at once.
I took a moment to appreciate the beauty of the scene before us. Each person among the crowd had a unique mana signature, differing in color, feel, and intensity: An elderly gentleman with a serene, tidal blue aura brushed past my arm, following close behind an austere young woman with a fuschia energy that flickered like a dying neon light.  Having never been awakened before, their auras were dim, especially compared to Lia’s expanded mana reserves that shone brilliantly to my right and Val’s shield directly ahead of me. Even so, the sight awoke a sense of fascination within me; I had made so many breakthroughs since arriving in Kaldan, but had yet to find a time of peace in which I could study them more thoroughly.
Lia seemed to be struggling as we began to make our way through the crowd, her gait oddly stiff as the Detection ability consumed the whole of her focus. I reached out towards her consciousness beside me and impressed the sensation of Combat Acceleration on her mind. A moment later I saw the enhancement flare to life in her aura, and her step returned to a normal pace. “Don’t use too much of your mana,” I whispered, leaning down to her ear. “I can keep us covered if you need to take a break.”
Our trip was uneventful at its outset; we were just another group of strangers among the throng of civilians running their nightly errands, and the Company and Unbound soldiers were absent on the main thoroughfare. However, our cover ran out completely after our second turn as Val led us into an area that was marked as off-limits to Attetsian civilians. Communication became pivotal as our quest continued.
“Are we taking the next right?”
“Yes.”
“Double time to the corner, three guards entering the street behind us in...nine seconds.”
“Is our path guarded ahead?”
“Two men standing watch three hundred feet up, but they’re facing the wrong way. There’s an alley we can take to avoid them.”
“Understood.”
The following hour was a non-stop push through the guarded streets of the Noble’s district. Our path was often erratic, full of backtracking, winding side streets, and hushed movements, but we successfully remained undetected throughout the ordeal. I let out a hard sigh when Val finally informed us we had reached the Council district, and that our target was less than a mile away.
I found the statehouse with Detection long before we had a clear line of sight. My stomach dropped when the image appeared in my mind; a large semicircle plaza opened up where all of the main roads converged, and it was packed shoulder to shoulder with guards. I reached out and stopped Val as I scanned further ahead through the crowd. “Wait. Something is happening in the main plaza up ahead. Some sort of gathering. I don’t know what they’re—”
The words caught in my throat as the rest of the courtyard came into view. While the outside edges of the crowd were made up of Unbound and Company men, the center of the group glowed with a distorted purple energy that made my skin crawl. The gathering stood before a tall wooden stage that sat empty apart from a single podium at its center. Beyond that, a wide stone staircase led up to our final target: the statehouse. “The Unbound, the Company, the Dominion...they’re all there,” I whispered. “It looks like they’re waiting for something.”
“We should get closer. I still cannot see anything,” Val responded.
I scanned the area surrounding the plaza, then motioned for the group to follow as I carefully moved ahead. A ransacked one-story building stood at the corner of the plaza closest to the statehouse, with its windows smashed open and the door knocked off of its hinges. The entrance to the building faced onto a side street opposite the mass of guards, and a row of shattered windows overlooked the plaza, making it a perfect vantage point to observe the gathering. It was easy enough to sneak inside; the sun had completely set which provided us ample shadows to hide in, but beyond that, the streets between us and the crowd of guards were empty, most likely abandoned to attend whatever event was about to begin.
After one final sweep through with Detection, we crept into the building and moved to the far wall, crouching just below the line of chest-high windows. I lowered myself gently to the ground, sitting with my back against the wall, and motioned to Lia and Val to do the same. “We’ll have to wait for...whatever this is to finish before we look for our entrance,” I whispered, barely loud enough to hear myself.
Lia tugged at my arm. “Look,” she murmured, not motioning towards anything—at least, not with her hands. I felt her mana rush over me in a thin band, running consistently in one direction. With my own energy I followed her out through the crowd, over the stage, and up the wide staircase to the front door of the statehouse, which was now open. Three figures stood at the entrance to the building, surveying the large crowd before them.
The man leading the group was dressed in a garish fur coat that dragged along the ground behind him, and an equally flamboyant hat with a large feather protruding from one side. The back of his coat was emblazoned with the sigil of the Elta’sahn company, as were his gloves, boots, and earrings. His hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail that reached the bottom of his shoulder blades, and he had a neatly groomed goatee that surrounded a mouth which seemed to be stuck in a constant smirk. The light of his mana was like the glow of old campfire coals, a hardly flickering orange deep in his core.
To his right was a man in full battle attire, wearing beautifully crafted chainmail beneath thick pads of hide armor. While I had placed the first man around Val’s age, the armored man looked to be at least in his sixties based on the deep wrinkles creasing his face. His gear was similarly marked with the Company sigil, stamped onto the faces of his greaves, cuirass, and bracers, as well as engraved on the hilt of the two longswords he wore belted to his waist. His aura radiated a silver light that never seemed to falter or wane. He watched the crowd before him with a steely gaze, not betraying any emotions.
Compared to the first two members of the group, the woman on their left sparkled vibrantly with emerald green light against the darkness of my Detection. It was clear she was a magic user of some sort; in combination with the simple, unadorned robes and hood she wore, I guessed she was a member of the Unity Church. There were no clear signs that she was affiliated with the Company, apart from her companions, but she stuck close to the front man of the group as they moved down the stone stairs towards the podium. She appeared much younger than her two companions, most likely of an age with Lia or myself. The only other distinct feature I noticed was a baseball sized orb hidden in the sleeve of her robe, which radiated the same green mana signature as she did. That must be her casting implement. It seems the Church is proficient in storing mana inside any casting implements, not just Val’s shield.
I nudged Val and leaned in close to her ear. “Someone is taking the stage. They look like they’re some sort of important Company people.”
She nodded and took a moment to spin onto her knees, being careful not to scrape her metal armor against the stone floor and give away our position. Her head poked out slowly above the windowsill, and she took in the scene before us for the first time. The courtyard had continued to fill consistently since we arrived, and was now packed to the very edge of the stone plaza only fifteen feet away from our hiding place. After a few seconds Val shrunk back from the window with a look of shock on her face, by far the most emotive expression I had ever seen from her.
“Two of them, together...unprecedented,” she said under her breath. She blinked her eyes repeatedly in disbelief, then turned to me suddenly. “The man in the yellow coat is the Strategist, and the man armored in blue is the General. Two of the three leaders of the Company.” When I didn’t react to the revelation, she leaned in and whispered more urgently. “The last time two leaders of the Company were seen together was during the Lybesian Trade Affair, during which they destroyed over half of Lybesa’s fleet and single-handedly turned the tide of the conflict. If they are here now…”
I nodded. “It really is serious.” I peeked over the edge of the window to confirm what my Detection had shown me. “It doesn’t look like either of them is the Conduit, though. And who is that with them? It isn’t the Admiral, I take it?”
“No,” she shook her head. “I am unsure as to her identity.” I watched as the man in the golden coat climbed the wooden staircase to the stage and approached the podium, drawing a large cheer from the crowd. “Perhaps the Admiral is the Conduit. It would be sensible to leave him in the safety of the statehouse, if what you say about his importance is true.”
“Maybe,” I said, distracted. The hair on the back of my neck had stood straight up when the Strategist reached the podium, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching us. I rechecked our surroundings through Detection and found nothing out of place, but the feeling persisted. “The Strategist is about to speak,” I told Val, motioning up to the window again.
“Greetings, my friends!” The Strategist’s voice boomed over the plaza, drawing another round of cheers from the men before him. “Thank you all for gathering here tonight. I know how hard each of you has worked towards our goal, and I would never summon you away from that work unless it were important.” He spoke with a charisma and easy confidence that any cult leader would envy, and the crowd ate it up. “But tonight is a night for celebration! A time to bask in our success, and look forward at the new world that your hard work has built!”
He made a sweeping gesture back towards the statehouse. “Look! The bobbing lights may look small from here, but they signal something great.” Though it was obscured from our position and far out of range of my Detection, I knew he was pointing to the harbor that sat below the city. “The final deployments of our men have arrived. Tomorrow, we will assemble the greatest army that Kaldan has ever seen, and it will be led,” he motioned back towards the man behind him, “by the fiercest General the world has ever known!”
The man stepped forward when mentioned to wild applause; he looked entirely unamused by the situation, with his severe features accentuated by shadows of the flickering torches that lit the plaza. He drew one sword from his hip and pointed it up to the sky. “We will be victorious!” he called out in a deep, resonating voice. He returned the sword to its sheath and stepped back to his original place while the men in the plaza stomped their feet and thundered their support.
The Strategist stepped to the front edge of the stage and looked out over the crowd. “Unbound men! You have liberated your home from the clutches of weaker men, who would have continued to exploit your families for generations. Will you join me in liberating others like you?” The Unbound standing around the outside edge of the plaza shouted back with enthusiastic pledges of loyalty. “My faithful Elta’sahn men,” he continued, “will you follow me into history as the greatest Company to ever be assembled?” A unanimous cry of “For the Company!” came from the inner circle of men. I tasted bile rising in the back of my throat as I watched the jingoistic display; it was eerily similar to the rally I had seen when the Dominion first came to Hedaat.
The sound of shattering glass rang out from the street beyond our hiding place, and I lurched forward to a ready stance with my hand on the hilt of my sword. My breath sat frozen in my chest as I waited for someone to appear in the doorway to our building, despite my Detection telling me the street was clear with no signs of broken glass. I felt Lia’s hand touch mine, and I looked back to find her and Val watching me with concern.
Sitting back against the wall carefully, I shook my head. “Sorry. Thought I heard someone coming,” I whispered, scratching at the tingling feeling of adrenaline at the base of my neck. When my attention returned to the scene outside, the Strategist was on the ground, standing before the small collection of Dominion men assembled directly in front of the stage.
“Take note, men!” he shouted, spinning in a tight circle to address the entire crowd. “These brave soldiers before me have gone above and beyond in answering the call of duty! These are the men that will lead us to the glorious future we all dream of!” He walked down the line of men, patting each on the shoulder with a respectful nod. “Are any of you strong enough to join them? Will you help them free this land of injustice?” A multitude of cries rose up from the group, and the Strategist smiled.
A deafening crack resounded out of the ceiling above us, followed by the sound of broken glass raining to the floor. Lia and Val didn’t react to the noise, and although my ears were ringing, I hardly took notice; my attention was entirely drawn to the image of the Strategist in my head. He’s the one who brought them here. The one who caused all of this. My blood chilled to ice beneath my skin as the world around me shrank to a pinpoint, with the Strategist at the center. He’s the one who ruined my life.
I think it’s time for you to remember.
A voice that was not my own echoed inside my head. I recognized the source immediately, but the tone was wrong; Amaya’s voice had never sounded so cruel.
Fuck you. How DARE you pretend to be her. I gritted my teeth and did my best to block out the voice. Whatever you are, leave me alone.
The voice returned again, twice as loud as before. It’s the only way you’ll survive the night,
Amaya’s voice boomed. It’s the only way Lia will survive, too.
I felt a quick, sharp pain at the center of my chest that faded to a dull burning which began to spread throughout my body. My heart started to race, and my limbs trembled as my body recognized the sensation before my mind did. Death. Pain. The darkness between lives. I looked at Lia, who sat in intense focus as she watched the scene outside through Detection. “Please, no...I’m not ready,” I whispered to nobody.
Don’t be afraid, Amaya’s voice replied sweetly. You’ll understand everything once you remember.
I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat as the world went black before my eyes. As the last bit of light faded, I reached out and found Lia’s hand beside me. My lips moved, but I couldn’t hear if the words escaped before I fell unconscious.
---
“Open the damn door, Lux!” The muffled shout was accompanied by a consistent banging on the metal door, still audible two rooms away in the laboratory. I pushed away from the bench in frustration and slammed my hands down on the worktop in frustration.
“Alda, go tell the councilor that I won’t be meeting with him again today. Or any time this week, for that matter.” My patience for the blustering lump of a man had long since run out, yet Gorat continued his daily trips to the lab to pester me about joining his new organization. “I don’t care what they call themselves; this new Dominion can fuck off just like the last Council did.”
“Of course, sir,” Alda said with a deep bow. She turned and scurried out of the lab into the entryway, leaving the door open behind her as she rushed to answer the insistent pounding. I turned back to the lab bench and retrieved the needle I had been working on, sighing with annoyance as I held it back underneath the magnifying lens to inspect the incredibly small inscriptions along its length. “Good evening, Councilor,” Alda recited dutifully as she cracked open the outside door. “I’m afraid that Master Lux is—”
A loud shriek cut off her prepared speech. My stomach dropped as I abandoned my work and sprinted to the entryway door to find the cause of her alarm. Councilor Gorat stood at the lab entrance, but he wasn’t alone as I had come to expect from his recent visits; eight armed guards stood around him with their weapons drawn, one of whom had Alda pinned tightly against his chest with a dagger at her throat.
Without a thought, my sword materialized in my outstretched hand, and I pointed it at the face of the closest guard. “Let her go,” I hissed. Something about Gorat’s escort felt dangerously strange; all of the men had the same pale skin, and their eyes were glassy and featureless, glowing with a dull purple light.
“Lux,” Gorat started, holding up his hands, “this doesn’t have to come to violence.”
I lunged forward, shortening the distance between us to a few feet. “LET HER GO!” I roared. There was a sudden, strange sensation in my chest; a single stab of pain followed by an intense burn that began to radiate outwards into my extremities. My vision started to cloud, and the world took on a dark, red-tinged appearance.
“Sir, I-I’m alright!” Alda managed to squeak as she struggled against the burly guard.
“Shut up,” the man growled as he pressed the knife harder against her ivory skin, summoning a line of crimson droplets on its edge. “Gorat, you need them both?”
“I told you, we’re here for him!” Gorat whispered angrily. He turned back to me with a pleading expression. “Please, Lux, we just need to talk with you. The girl will be fine if—”
“You have THREE seconds to release her, or you all die,” I growled, clutching at my chest with my free hand. The fire had crept through my entire body, and I could feel a dark energy pulsing in my sword hand. “ONE!”
Gorat yelped in alarm and turned to the man holding Alda. “This isn’t how things were supposed to go! Let the girl go, we have no need for her.”
The guard showed no acknowledgement of the councilor’s protests; his eyes never left mine as his mouth curled into a dark smirk. “Fine,” he called out as he drew his leg up and kicked Alda hard in the back. A vibrant spray of blood gushed from her neck as the knife ripped through her flesh, and she stumbled towards me unsteadily.
“What did you DO?!” Gorat shrieked at the guard, yanking on his arm.
The large man turned and said something in reply, but I didn’t hear the words; every part of my body fell instantly numb as Alda tumbled towards me. I caught her in my arms and sank to one knee, cradling her as my mind shut down in shock. Her eyes scanned around the room vacantly until they met mine, where they locked intently. The constant pulse of blood from her neck increased as she tried to speak, but more blood came from her mouth instead of words.
“No, no, no no no,” I murmured, dropping my sword to press hard against the wound. “Alda, no, this isn’t...you aren’t…” My mind refused to accept the reality before me. “You’ll be...fine, Alda. I’ll fix it, I’ll…” Her hand reached up weakly to touch the side of my face, and I held it fiercely. Each pump of blood that flowed across my trembling hand came weaker than the last, and I watched as her eyes began to lose focus. “No, don’t go...Alda, don’t leave, please.”
Her hand fell limp against her chest, and her head sagged backwards. I threw my head back and screamed in wordless agony, and the fire in my chest returned all at once; it felt as though every inch of me was burning away, leaving nothing behind but an empty shell. My mind retreated, fleeing in search of some dark corner away from the torment where it could hide from my reality.
Somehow, I became aware that my body was moving on its own. It carefully set Alda down on the stone floor and rose to its feet, dragging me along as an unwilling passenger. “You took everything I have,” a multitude of voices spoke out from my mouth, overtones echoing in a dissonant choir. I saw wisps of smoke rising from my fingertips as my hand reached out towards the man before me. “You’ll die for that. All of you.” Black flames licked out along my arms, casting long shadows across the entryway.
Gorat shrieked in terror and dove backwards through the group of guards, scrambling on his hands and knees in the snow. The men readied their weapons and poured into the room, surrounding me on all sides. Alda’s blood burned away as the dark fire spread across my body, engulfing my entire form in dancing shadow. My vision faded to black, and the men surrounding me screamed. Before I lost consciousness, I heard a single word, repeated in a thousand voices at once.
“Suffer.”
-
When my consciousness finally returned to me, the room was still and silent. The smell of blood and smoke filled my nostrils as I came to, and the dull stone room was painted with vivid splotches of red. Although there were no signs of fire damage anywhere, every surface in the entryway was covered with a thick layer of black ash, sitting like a fresh snowfall over an open field. I sat on the floor in the center of the room with Alda’s cold, lifeless body cradled in my arms.
I had no memory of what had transpired after blacking out; where the men had gone, whose blood was splattered around the room, and how I had ended up alone were all mysteries. Every inch of my body felt entirely drained of energy, and even though I had no apparent wounds, it ached with a familiar burning sensation. The pain seemed to be radiating up from my right hand, so I held it up with a detached curiosity to find the source. Tiny black scars retreated down the length of my fingers, disappearing out my fingertips in faint wisps of smoke. A slight tremor shook my arm as the marks disappeared, and I let it drop back down into my lap.
When I looked down into Alda’s vacant, unseeing eyes, I felt wholly empty. My eyes felt puffy from crying, but I had no sadness left. There was no anger inside me, no grief, no fear; nothing but an empty void. It was as if I had been burned away from the inside until everything I had been before was gone. Everything, apart from a singular thought that repeated over and over again inside my vacant mind, until it became an overwhelming roar of my own voice.
Make them suffer.
---
Now do you understand?
The dark, disassembling pain of death covered every inch of my body when I regained consciousness, and Amaya’s voice in my head was the only thing that kept me together. If I still existed in the physical world, I couldn’t perceive it; none of my senses registered anything apart from the pain. You made all of that up. That wasn’t my memory; that’s not how it happened. I’ve never...how could I forget that?
You didn’t forget it, you repressed it. There’s a difference.
Her voice oozed with condescension as it continued to echo inside my head. Part of you stubbornly refuses to accept your true power. Something about holding on to whatever scraps of humanity you have left, I’m not really sure. Whatever the reason, the end result is the same: you’ve chosen to hide those memories from yourself.
Then why are you making me remember it? Who are you? WHAT are you? My head spun as I struggled to get a handle on the situation.
Does that really matter? I’m trying to help you, after all. You should be thankful.
You stole her voice. You stole her face. It matters.
I heard her sigh. Is that what you’re hung up on? There was a momentary pause, and then another familiar voice responded. Would you prefer Alda’s voice, then? I’m not calling you Master, if that’s what you’re hoping.
ENOUGH! My anger seemed to push back against the pain, and I felt some semblance of my body return to me. If you’re going to kill me, do it. Otherwise, leave me the fuck alone, and never come back.
The voice began to oscillate back and forth between Alda and Amaya’s voices interchangeably. Oh, I’m not going anywhere. You need me now more than ever; that power will tear you apart without my help.
A clear, shining image came to me through the darkness: Lia, sitting beside me with tears in her eyes, explaining the fear she felt when I tortured Jack during our escape from the dungeons. No. I’m never using that power again.
I heard the voices laugh, a sharp, cruel noise that chilled me through to my core. It’s a bit too late for that now, Elden. The floodgates are open, and soon you’ll...you know what? Why don’t you just find out for yourself. I’d hate to spoil the surprise.
My senses returned all at once. I attempted to gasp and bolt upright, but I was stopped by the presence of firm hands pressing over my mouth and chest. I was lying on the floor of the abandoned building at the edge of the plaza, with Lia and Val kneeling over me. When my eyes shot open, they looked at each other with relief before carefully removing their restraining hands. “Primes, Lux, are you alright?” Val said under her breath.
“I’m...not sure,” I answered, propping myself up on my elbows and wincing as the burning under my skin increased in intensity. “How long has it been? What happened to me?”
“It’s only been a few minutes,” Lia explained, leaning in close to inspect my eyes. She grabbed my chin and turned my head side to side, continuing the check-up as she spoke. “The Strategist is leaving the city tonight. He said that ‘his part to play is over for now, but your work has now truly begun.’ Before he left, he told all the men that anybody who wanted to ‘take the next step towards a brighter future’ should stay here, and their ‘improvements’ would come soon.”
I scanned out over the plaza again and found that at least fifty men had stayed behind after the rally had ended, waiting for their promised “improvements.” My jaw clenched as I pictured them all transforming into mindless Thralls, with their grotesque purple eyes all staring directly at me. Somewhere in the back of my head, I heard my own voice whisper to me. They all deserve to suffer.
There was a tangible snap at the base of my neck, and the world around me flickered and changed. My surroundings faded to black and white, but the entire room sharpened into unbelievable focus; Lia and Val were both outlined with a vibrant red, and their weapons burned brightly against the drab backdrop around them. The pain that had been consuming my body vanished all at once and left me feeling in near perfect condition, apart from a tingling sensation in my right hand.
“We cannot let the Strategist escape,” Val stated. “Though it might mean a mad dash through their defenses, it is the only way to ensure that—” Her thought was cut off by a round of gasps from all of us as I held my hand out before me.
Jagged black lines scarred my skin, slowly crawling from my fingertips up to the palm and back of my hand. Faint wisps of dark smoke seeped out from the marks, and licks of familiar black flame danced across the surface of my skin. Val sat transfixed as her eyes widened, while Lia reached out towards my burning hand with terrible recognition in her eyes. I threw myself backwards, spinning the right side of my body away from my companions.
My voice echoed in the back of my head again, louder than before. Kill them for what they did to you.
The burning in my hand surged at the thought, and I felt the black energy crackle up past my wrist. “Stay back,” I whispered desperately. Whatever part of me had caused the dark fire was growing in strength, and it began to take a more conscious effort to hold the flames at bay. “Please, stay back.”
Lia’s hands trembled, still outstretched towards me but no longer moving forward. “Lux, I don’t understand...what’s happening?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. The only thing I’m sure of is that we’re running out of time.” With my good hand, I reached down into the pouch on my belt and retrieved the blue and silver orbs. “If we go out and fight our way through to the statehouse, they’ll have the building locked down by the time we make it there, and the Strategist will escape. You two need to make it inside before that happens.”
There was sadness in Val’s eyes as she nodded to me. Lia looked between the two of us, her brow furrowed. “What do you mean, the two of us? You’re staying here?” The desperation grew in her eyes as she stared me down. “You can’t go out there alone! That’s suicide!”
“No,” I countered, “it’s our best chance to succeed. It’ll be easier for you to find the Strategist if their attention is focused on me.” I looked back to my right arm and found my bracer wreathed in black flame up to my elbow. “I can’t come with you. Not like this.”
“Whatever’s happening to you, we can get through it together! You don’t have to give in to the darkness!” Lia’s voice rose from a furtive whisper to a weakly suppressed cry. “I won’t let you leave us!”
I smiled at her, one last time, then crushed the silver orb against the ground in front of me. A violent hiss filled the room as thick grey smoke billowed up from beneath my hand, quickly obscuring our surroundings and rushing out the window. “You promised me, remember? You have to finish this, no matter the cost.” Her body was completely hidden by the cloud of smoke, but I saw her mana burning in anguish before me. “You have to go, now. Both of you.”
Val stood, taking her own silver orb in hand. “We will not fail you, Lux.”
“You’d better not,” I chuckled grimly back to her. There was a commotion outside as the nearby guards noticed the plume of smoke escaping the window. I reached out and grabbed Lia’s hand with my own. “This isn’t the end, Lia. You are the most important thing in this world to me. No matter what happens to me here, I swear I’ll find you again.”
I heard a muffled cry through the smoke. “You aren’t a monster, Lux. Don’t let them convince you that you are.”
My conscious mind was fading fast against the dark presence, but I found a momentary reprieve in her words. “You’ll always bring me back.” With a final squeeze, I dropped her hand and stood as energy pulsed through me like lightning. “Now go, before they find you.”
Val led Lia to the window closest to the statehouse and weighed the small silver globe in her hand. As she prepared to toss it, I took the last remaining orb I had left for myself and threw it against the back wall of our building. The resulting explosion and flash of blue light masked the sudden expansion of the cloud of smoke as Val threw her own orb out into the plaza. After a final moment of hesitation, the pair mantled out through the open window and crept through the swirling smoke, successfully crossing the distance from our hiding place to the corner of the statehouse.
BRING. DEATH.
The thought crashed through my head so loudly that I staggered sideways, catching myself at the windowsill. Flames rushed up the length of my arm to my shoulder, where I was barely able to contain its spread. Three guards approached the building while the rest of the large group watched with interest from the center of the plaza. “Just a few more seconds,” I encouraged myself with a strained whisper as I watched Val and Lia run along the length of the statehouse.
When their mana finally vanished from the edge of my Detection, I breathed a sigh of relief and slid out through the window into the plaza. My sword flashed into existence in my right hand, and the pent-up energy in my arm rushed through it hungrily. The scars on my fingers wound their way out along the length of the blade, staining the sky-blue metal with a malicious black web that burned with stark black flames against the cloud of smoke around me.
“The building’s on fire!” one of the guards shouted from the edge of the smoke.
“The building can’t be on fire, you idiot, it’s made of stone,” a second voice mocked.
“Well, how do you explain the smoke?”
“I don’t know, go find out!”
After a brief hesitation, the first guard took a cautious step into the cloud. We were less than ten feet apart, but the thick smoke completely blocked his line of sight. Mine, on the other hand, was entirely unimpeded; I saw the trepidation on his face clearly through the neon red outline of my enhanced vision. He held a shortsword out before him with both hands, waving it back and forth like a divining rod as he shuffled closer to the building.
The energy driving up my arm grew too powerful to resist, and I took one last moment to think clearly before it overwhelmed me. I’ll come back. I promised. The flames rippled across my shoulders and moved down my torso, growing in intensity as they spread. My chest began to heave as my vision narrowed, and I was consumed with the burning rage of the presence that had grown to take over my consciousness. I felt my foot take a step forward unbidden, and my sword arm raised to point at the approaching guard as the world finally went black.
Not so fast, Elden. You promised, remember? Amaya’s voice echoed through the darkness, cold and cruel. Eyes open.
I felt every cell in my body burst into overdrive as the foreign energy fully activated. The black fire amplified in intensity, burning so fiercely across the surface of my skin and armor that my physical form disappeared somewhere within its shimmering depths. It was as if I was a passenger inside my own body as it lunged forward, closing the distance to the investigating guard with a single, impossibly effortless step. The flaming bastard sword in my hand impaled the man, driving up through his gut to pierce his spine and emerge from between his shoulder blades, steaming with fresh blood.
The presence filling my body roared in bloody triumph, so loud it seemed to shake the world around me. No sound came from the guard as I lifted him up into the air on the end of my sword and marveled at his lifeless, bleeding body. I felt a deep, primal fear at the sight, but another feeling grew quickly and overwhelmed my terror: relief. It was relief to a pain I didn’t know I had; a pain buried so deep within my psyche that I hadn’t truly felt it for decades. It was relief, but it was something else as well, I realized as the guard’s corpse burst into black flame: it was retribution.
There was an immense infusion of power into my body from my sword as the man burned. The feeling fascinated me; where I normally would have recoiled from the all too familiar pain of the void between worlds, it was now a welcome rush of fuel for my flames. I lowered my sword when his flames burned out, leaving nothing behind but a quickly dispersing cloud of black ash. Without delay, my attention turned to the remaining two guards at the edge of the smokescreen.
I stalked towards my new prey, whipping my sword in a quick circle to remove the last bits of ash and blood staining the edge of the blade. Based on the expression of the two men as I exited the cloud, I must have been a nightmarish sight; a demon wreathed in shadow-black flames, carrying a burning sword and emerging from the exact spot their friend had entered mere seconds before. They stood in terrified awe, mouths open but voiceless as their hands fumbled frantically at their weapon belts.
A single step and a flick of my wrist was all it took to dispatch them. Wounds opened across their chests, boiling with a mixture of blood and dark smoke as they fell to the ground screaming in agony. Their cries grew quiet after a few moments, and the black flames quickly consumed their bodies. More.
The thought came from the dark presence, but I knew that I wanted it too. More.
The commotion caught the attention of the collection of guards across the plaza, and a chorus of shouts rang out as they readied weapons and began a reckless charge towards me. A gout of flames burst from my feet as I sprinted out to meet them, barely touching the stone below me. I broke through their front line and dove into the center of the group, spinning my sword in a wide circle to create distance between us. “Come. Meet your end,” I growled, my voice reverberating with a deep distortion.
My perception of time stopped as the fighting began. Every moment existed alone, disconnected from the next like a slideshow, and I watched them go by with a growing sense of unbridled glee. Every stroke of my sword, each weapon deflected, every spin, slash, dodge, stab, and kill; they were all woven together into my joyous dance of death. As the bodies fell and burned around me, the dance quickened as my own flames grew brighter. I lusted after every drop of dying energy the guards could give to me, and hunted them down relentlessly.
A flash of crimson at the edge of the courtyard drew my attention, and I froze in place to turn and inspect it. Eight men stood at one of the plaza entrances, their purple irises gleaming at me through the darkness. One of them held a heavy chain attached to the collar of a hulking dog that snapped its jaws angrily at me, its eyes matching those of its master. YES. LET’S MAKE THEM SUFFER. TOGETHER,
the presence screamed to me. I agreed.
Before I could move towards them, a sharp pain shot up from my right leg. One of the guards had capitalized on my lack of focus and stabbed his sword through the skin and muscle of my thigh, cracking it against my femur. I threw back my head and let out a guttural scream. Instead of turning to fight, I continued bending backwards, folding over with a series of sickening cracks until I faced the man upside down. I turned my head to observe the blade that stuck out of the obscuring flames of my leg. A bolt of black energy cracked along the surface of the metal and into the guard’s hand, and both exploded a moment later in a bright gout of flames.
The vicious wound in my leg was already healed by the time I straightened out again. While my focus was entirely consumed on my new targets across the plaza, I had a vague awareness of the four remaining guards around me scattering like frightened children. Two ran towards the lingering cloud of smoke at the edge of the plaza, while the other pair moved in a straight line towards their reinforcements, dropping their weapons in a headlong sprint to escape the punishment I sought to inflict upon them. Unfortunately for them, it also meant they stood between me and my true targets.
I hurled my sword towards the closest one and watched the flaming weapon scream across the distance between us before it embedded itself in the man’s back. His anguished cries as the flames engulfed him only served to fuel the second guard’s fear, and his frantic sprint intensified as he left his comrade to die. Even though he was nearly fifty feet away, I could feel his essence like it was beside me; his pounding heartbeat, his shaking legs, and his burning lungs were just an arm’s length away.
I reached my now-empty sword hand out before me, and a cloud of sickly purple energy formed around it. My fingers stretched into the ominous void and probed the space meticulously, feeling around for what I knew existed until I finally found purchase. Immediately, I clenched my fist and yanked hard, and my whole body lurched forward. The world blinked away, then back again, and I was suddenly in a different space. My hand was wrapped around the throat of the running guard, whose eyes looked into mine with surprised terror. He let out a single, sharp scream before my flames filled his mouth and eyes, silencing him forever.
With my path now clear, I turned to face the men who would soon be the Dominion. An ancient, unstoppable rage blurred the line between my consciousness and the dark presence in my head, and my chest vibrated with a bestial roar as I launched myself towards the group in a headlong assault. The man holding the dog dropped the chain and let the beast loose towards me, and the rest of the group raised their weapons in anticipation. “SUFFER,” I screamed with a hundred echoed voices.
The sword I had left behind appeared in my hand just in time to lop the head from the charging beast. Dark, tainted blood burst from the stump of its neck as it toppled sideways to the ground at the feet of its master; his utter shock at the ease with which it died gave me ample time to spin and drive my sword into his chest. An odd sensation passed through me as the effortless fighting continued: while I knew the men had yet to fully transform into Thralls, the presence I felt from them was different from what I had experienced in Hedaat. I had lacked the precise Detection then that I used now, but my memory of the Dominion’s soldiers was unmistakably different from the soldiers before me.
The thought lingered for a moment, then faded behind my rising fury; I was far too enthralled with the one-sided slaughter I inflicted upon the men to care. Every kill sent my spirit soaring, driving me inexorably forward into more reckless attacks. YES, I thought in tandem with the presence. YES, MORE, MORE! Before I knew it, the plaza had grown still, and I scanned hungrily for more targets to kill.
My burning aura rose and fell in sync with my heaving chest as I turned to the statehouse. THE LEADERS NOW, the presence insisted, and I began to move towards the steps eagerly.
Yes, I thought back, the leaders. We have to move quickly, before—My legs locked in place as a small pinpoint of light pierced the darkness suffusing my mind. Lia. Lia’s in there. We can’t.
The presence growled at me. The leaders. The Conduit. The Dominion. They all need to DIE. My body shook as I struggled to hold myself back from my planned path of destruction. WE WILL HAVE RETRIBUTION.
No. Not while Lia is there. I won’t put her in danger like that. I managed to take a single step and turn away from the statehouse. I can’t let her see me like this. The blazing fire enveloping my body began to dim, and saturation began to return to my grayscale vision.
YOU WILL NOT DENY US. THERE WILL BE MORE DEATH TONIGHT: THE LEADERS, THE CONDUIT, THE PRIESTESS, ALL OF THEM. The presence was screaming with a hungry desperation, now suddenly pushed onto the defensive as I regained more and more control over my body. WE WILL KILL EVERY LAST PERSON IN THIS CITY TO—
“Enough!” I shouted at myself. With strengthened resolve, I threw my sword to the ground at my feet. The flames surrounding the blade snuffed out immediately, and the blackened metal slowly began to shift back to its natural blue. “This goes no further! I’m not your puppet anymore.”
WE ARE ONE. YOU CANNOT DENY WHO WE ARE.
“I still have a promise to keep.” All at once, the black fire smoked and disappeared. I could feel the malicious energy drain out of my body, receding back to the hand from which it had originally spread. Initially, it was the greatest relief I had ever felt as the dissolving pain of the void dissipated, but alarms quickly began to blare in my head as I transitioned from one pain to another.
Every sensation my body had been suppressing during my rage returned at once, and I fell to my knees and retched bile onto the painted plaza stones. Each movement I made felt like I was trapped in a pool of molasses, and my head swam in a thick fog. As I knelt on all fours spitting up the remnants of Marin’s sandwich, I attempted to take stock of myself. Pain...tired...dizzy...so, so tired. When the realization finally came, I fell onto my side and took a shaky, unsteady breath. My mana...it’s all gone.
The implication of the idea was astounding. I hadn’t tapped out my mana since my encounter with Jack in the dungeon, and my reserves had increased exponentially through all of the constant training with Lia. If I’m already bordering on empty after just a few minutes of fighting, I’m definitely going into withdrawals. Worse than my episode this afternoon. I was still puzzled by where the energy had gone; the fuel for the dark flames had been distinctly different from mana.
You never fail to entertain, Elden. That was quite a show.
Amaya’s voice returned to me, speaking softly inside my head. I found a momentary comfort in it, until I remembered that Amaya wasn’t the source. A heavy wave of fatigue swept through my body, and I helplessly tipped over onto my back. I guess you didn’t need my help after all.
“Go away,” I moaned, raising a hand to my painfully throbbing temple. Another round of sickness hit me, and I barely had time to roll onto one arm to vomit before I choked on it. I wiped the cold sweat from my brow and curled into a fetal position. “Why are you doing this to me?”
Me? I’m not doing anything, she pouted indignantly, cold detachment entering her voice once again. If anything, you should be thanking me. I warned you that this was coming, didn’t I? You’d be a lot worse off than just that hand without me.
“Cut the bullshit,” I spat. I held both hands over my eyes to block out the dim light of the plaza that only served to exacerbate my pounding head. “What good was a warning for all of that? It’s not like I—” I cut myself off as my brain finally processed everything she had said. “My hand?” I cracked open an eye and extended my sword hand. While the foreign energy had dissipated, the black lines that had with it had not; dark, jagged scars still covered my fingers and palm, fading away just as they reached my wrist.
Even if you didn’t understand my warning, some part of your subconscious did. The only reason you still exist is the constant healing spell you channeled during your little...episode. Without that, you’d be a burnt-out husk by now.
Her voice paused as I continued to stare at the disfiguring lines wound around my hand. What, you don’t like it? I think it looks cool.
She let out a cruel laugh. Besides, those marks are a good thing. Now you’ll never forget what you are, no matter how hard your brain tries to convince you otherwise.
“No…” I whispered, desperate to deny the obvious truth, “that’s not who I am.” The world spun before my eyes, so I shut them tightly and pulled myself into a tighter ball. I pushed whatever dregs of mana I had left within me out into a circulating pattern, and my withdrawal symptoms lessened slightly. “Just...leave me, please. I need to be alone.”
Oh, stop it with all the self pity. It’s pathetic.
The harsh response took me by surprise. You still have work to do. Get up, wipe the bile off your chin, and finish what you started.
I didn’t trust the motivations of Amaya’s voice, but our goals shared a common thread: I had to get up and help Lia. It didn’t matter what greater forces were at play, or how much pain I felt as I rolled up onto my knees; I had to make sure Lia and Val were okay. They were fighting on my orders, to destroy my enemy, and I wasn’t. It was unacceptable. I grabbed my sword and pushed the tip down into the stone with both hands, using the leverage to climb unsteadily to my feet.
Look at you, already up and walking around! Bravo.
I growled wordlessly as she continued to mock me on my slow trip across the plaza. Maybe by the time you get inside, you’ll even be able to stand without your cane? As long as THEY don’t know you’re at the brink of collapse, you can still pretend to be the smooth-talking hero you always impersonate.
“Unless you have any more helpful tips,” I grunted with some effort, “you’re free to shut up anytime. Preferably now.”
Oh, I wouldn’t want to distract you from your work. But remember one thing, Elden.
Her voice grew to a thunderous boom all at once. Just like the scars on your hand, I’m part of you. No matter where you go or what you do, I’ll be watching you.
As quickly as it had arrived, Amaya’s voice faded from my head, leaving me in the silence of the empty plaza. My staggering path to the long stone staircase brought me through a large pool of blood, still oozing its way through the cracks of the pavilion. A gentle breeze blew by, carrying with it large flecks of black ash that stuck to every bloody stone and filled my nose with the smell of smoke. I glanced down at my blackened hand and felt a twinge of revulsion rise in my gut, but I pushed it away; I didn’t have time to process the events that had transpired behind me.
When I reached the statehouse stairs, I took a deep breath and sheathed my sword. One careful step at a time, I made my way up to the large double doors at the top. “I’m not breaking any more promises,” I whispered under my breath. “I’ll find you again, before it’s over.”
***




14. I DID SOMETHING RIGHT

The statehouse door swung open silently to reveal a dark, abandoned lobby. I poked my head inside to scan the immediate area and, finding nothing out of the ordinary, made my way inside. Four hallways extended out into darkness around me; one each to my left and right, and two more in parallel leading straight back on each side of the large wooden welcome desk. Lush drapes, beautiful tapestries, and finely crafted furniture would have made the entryway an impressive sight to behold if not for the ransacking; while it was obvious the office was no longer functioning as intended from the stacks of paper scattered across the floor covered in dirt and boot prints, there were also clear signs of the current military occupation. Tables were flipped over to create guard posts at various points along the hallways, and a random assortment of military gear was strewn across the front desk.
As I walked across the empty lobby, my boots echoed loudly off the tile floors, accentuating how quiet the room was. Though I was in no shape for another fight, the lack of guards at the entrance bothered me. If the Strategist was aptly named, he would never have left the front doors to his base of operations unguarded, which meant the guards had recently moved somewhere else. As I hadn’t seen any reinforcements enter the plaza via the statehouse doors, it could only mean one thing: they had been called deeper into the building. Lia.
Before deciding on a hallway at random, I instinctively reached out with Detection to map my path forward. The mana rushed down my legs and spread out across the room, but it had barely traveled forty feet out before it stopped abruptly. My headache returned in full force, and I took a staggered step forward as I rubbed my temples. I’m really that low, huh? With a sigh, I pulled the energy back into my body and sent it back to work maintaining my already fragile physical state. Though I had only discovered the Detection ability little more than a month prior, I had clearly grown dependent on it already, much to my chagrin.
I decided on one of the two parallel halls leading straight back into the building and set off in search of Lia and Val. Due to a lack of both windows and lanterns, my path faded quickly into complete darkness, and I had to once again reassign my mana into a small ring of Detection just to keep myself from tripping on clutter. At my significantly slowed pace, it felt as though I traveled through the black hall for hours until my eyes finally saw light again. Off in the distance, a single lantern bravely fought off the shadows around it, but based on the weakness of the flickering light, it was about to burn out.
As I approached, the source of the flame’s distress came into focus: an oil lamp was lying on its side, with the glass panels surrounding it shattered. I reached down and righted the metal frame, and the fire sputtered back up to full strength, revealing another detail: The lantern’s apparent owner, a young man with messy brown hair dressed in Unbound gear, was sprawled out against the far wall with his neck snapped sideways at a grotesque angle. A thin, bloody crater running along the right side of his head was the only visible wound; it had been an instant death from a single, blunt force blow.
I held the lantern out and scanned my surroundings. The hallway branched off to the left and right a few feet ahead of me, leaving me with yet another random choice in my exploration. When I peeked around the corner, however, my decision was made for me; two more bodies came into view down the right corridor, collapsed on top of one another. Carefully, I moved to the pile and flipped the top corpse over with my boot to more closely inspect their injuries. Both men had multiple stab wounds, and the top guard was missing most of his left forearm, chopped just below the elbow with one clean cut.
The bodies continued to appear in a similar fashion as I crept down the passage, each one adding another clue as to what had happened during my fight outside. My pace increased at the sight of each crushed skull and bloodied wall in hopes that they would eventually lead me to my hale and hearty companions. The path of destruction through the statehouse became more erratic as I moved on, turning down various hallways and passing through small office rooms to avoid what looked like entrenched guard positions, which now stood empty.
A pool of blood partially obscured by a flipped conference table caught my attention as I followed the trail through a small meeting hall. There were no bodies anywhere inside the room, and I couldn’t find a single drop leading to or from the puddle. My mind began to make stories of what had transpired, each more torturous than the last; I could see Lia, a crossbow bolt protruding from her gut, being carried away by Val while writing in agony the whole way. I shook my head in an attempt to banish the scene from my mind and moved towards the open hall door.
My body froze in the doorway as I picked up the first sound I had heard since I entered the building: running feet, coming towards me. I slipped back into the room and pressed myself flat against the wall beside the door, inverting my lantern to extinguish the flame. They don’t know you’re here. Just wait it out. The scuff of leather against polished stone pounded closer and closer as I tried to quiet my breathing, and I wrapped my hand around the grip of my sword. They have no reason to come into the room. They’ll run right by.
There was a loud squeak as my approaching foe turned hard and dove into the room, barely a shadow in the already pitch black space. Before I had a chance to react, my attacker rammed me back into the wall with a headlong tackle. The blow knocked the air from my lungs, and stars danced before my eyes as I tried weakly to slip out from my pinned position. A hand reached up from the darkness and grabbed a fistful of my hair, then yanked my head forward. As I gasped for air, the familiar scent of mint filled my nose before the shadow’s lips pressed roughly against mine.
All of my tensed muscles relaxed, although it took my frazzled brain an extra second to finish processing all of the information. I returned Lia’s kiss, wrapping her tightly in my arms as overwhelming relief washed over me. All of the weight I had carried with me through the dark corridor maze dissolved away, and I smiled against her lips. “Ow,” I chuckled quietly when we finally broke apart.
She looked up at me with a mixture of emotions impossible to read through the darkness. A single, laughing sob escaped her lips before she pulled me in for another kiss full of the passion of a love thought lost. “You’re okay,” she finally managed as she pushed her forehead against my chest. “Thank the Primes you’re okay.”
“Of course I am. I promised I’d find you again,” I said softly, brushing my fingers through her hair. “Though I guess you found me instead. I say it still counts.”
“Sure,” she said with a small laugh. She took a few steps back to look me over. “What happened out there, Lux? I hardly recognized you when you showed up at the edge of my Detection. Your mana is usually so bright that it sort of hurts to look at, but there’s...almost nothing there now.”
I pushed off from the wall and put my good hand on her shoulder. “That’s a story for when we’re not in a hornets’ nest. For now, there’s nobody out there coming after us, and I’m tired.”
She eyed me suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re alright?”
“I’d rather avoid a fight, if I can, but I’ve got enough left in me to help,” I said confidently, standing a bit straighter to sell the idea. “Enough about me. Where’s Val? Did you find the Conduit?”
“Val’s at the door to the Council chambers,” she answered. “I know that the Strategist and the General are in there, along with some other guards, but...I haven’t seen anyone that might be the Conduit yet.”
I pursed my lips and nodded. “Wherever they are, the Strategist will know. Let’s go ask him.”
Lia led the way out the door and back into the hallway. “It’s only a few halls down this way, and then we’ll—” Her head snapped to the side and stared directly into the wall. “There are more guards heading towards Val.” Without another word, we both broke out into a sprint down the dark corridor. Though I felt better as more time passed since the fight in the plaza, every footfall still sent a shockwave through my body that ached in every joint and muscle.
As we sped around a sharp corner, the sound of metal impacting metal pealed out from somewhere ahead of us. I dropped my head and pushed my muscles harder, panting loudly from the effort. Lia increased her speed to match mine, clearly having held back to ensure I didn’t fall behind in my impaired state. Our goal came into view just ahead; light spilled into our hallway around a ninety-degree turn, and the sounds of combat echoed close by.
My momentum sent me skidding across the polished stone floor into the light of the next hallway as I followed Lia around the final corner. There was a brilliant rainbow flash as Val’s shield twirled around her wrist and extended out to its full length, catching an Unbound soldier under the jaw with a sickening snap. Without a pause, she bent back and heaved the full length of the shield over her head in a dazzling crescent down onto the skull of the last soldier who stood behind her, who crumpled without a sound. With a single pump of her arm, the greatshield slid up the length of her arm and clicked itself back into a centered position.
I bounced off of the wall at the far side of the hall and spun awkwardly to keep my balance. Val turned to us with her arm pulled back in a ready position, her face set in the familiar scowl of life-or-death combat. Her jaw dropped in tandem with her shield when she recognized us, and she ran to meet us on our approach. She slipped past Lia without acknowledgement and stood before me silently.
“Hey, Val,” I said, panting lightly, “thanks for waiting for—”
My thought was interrupted as she stepped forward and hugged me tightly against her chest, wrapping her shield-covered arm around me. I had the odd feeling that I was being cocooned as her shield covered my back and my chin rested on her armored shoulder. My eyes opened wide with shock as I stood motionless, confused as to whether I should return the gesture or not. Before I could decide, she pulled away and moved back a few arms lengths, looking down at my feet as she spoke. “Lux. I did not think...I would see you again.”
I caught Lia watching the display with an arched eyebrow out of the corner of my eye, and I quickly took a step and patted Val on the shoulder in an effort to dispel the uncomfortable aura. “And yet, here I am.” I scanned past her down the hallway towards the large wooden double doors and the large pile of bodies around it. “It looks like we’ll each have a story to tell when we’re not...” I motioned around in a vague circle with my good hand, “...finishing up business.”
Val nodded, and the three of us moved back to the Council chamber doors. “They have no doubt readied an ambush for us on the opposite side,” Val whispered, gesturing to each wall. “I would guess the door is barricaded as well.”
I turned to Lia and found her with her eyes closed, breathing deeply as she focused on her mana. “The door is secured with a big metal crossbar. Four men are watching it with crossbows, two on each side behind some benches. The General and the Strategist are at the back of the room behind the councilors’ bench. The lady in white robes from the speech is there too.” Her brow furrowed for a moment before her eyes popped open and met mine with concern. “Is she...a wizard?”
“She’s definitely trained to use magic,” I answered quietly. “Val, do you have any experience fighting magic users?”
She nodded. “I have countermeasures for most traditional forms of combat magic.”
“Alright then.” I took a deep breath and readied myself for the imminent danger ahead of us. “Lia will break the crossbar, which will let Val kick open the doors. The guards will take their shots, which Val will block, and then we’ll move in. Lia takes care of the guards on the right, Val goes left. When they’re taken care of, we can push into the center of the room behind Val’s shield.”
“Wait,” Lia cut in, “I’ll break the crossbar?”
“That’s right,” I answered. “Val, does that plan work for you?”
Val gave me an affirmative nod, then moved to her place at the center of the doors. “No, wait,” Lia continued to protest, “I’ve never done that before. I don’t know how to do it.”
“You’ll do great,” I whispered, moving behind her to guide her gently into place behind Val. “I’ll help you, I promise. You just have to trust me.” Looking between my two companions, I felt a sudden surge of confidence. I have a team again. “Are we ready?”
Val turned her head back to us. “Ready,” she said, her body sinking into a low stance with her shield held out before her.
Lia looked up at me in distress. “I’m not sure…”
I placed my hands gently on her shoulders and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You are the strongest person out of the three of us right now. You can absolutely do this.” My remaining mana flowed down through my fingertips and across the surface of her body. “Imagine that the crossbar is your sword, and you’re going to suffuse it with energy the same way you’ve done a thousand times.”
There was a tingle in my fingertips as her mana began to move, and I followed it out through the doors to the metal beam that secured them closed. “Focus on the metal in your mind. Look at every fold, every crack, every imperfection in its creation: those are the weaknesses you can exploit. Picture what you want to happen, and then say the word.” With a soft breath of exertion, I closed my eyes and tried to impart my memories of using the spell onto her.
“Shatter,” she intoned under her breath. There was a quiet moment of hesitation where I assumed the spell had failed, but the silence was broken by a jarring explosion that rocked the heavy wooden door on its hinges. Lia turned to look at me excitedly, but I placed a firm hand on her shoulder and shoved her down as Val reared back and kicked the door open. From somewhere inside the room a chorus of crossbows whirred angrily, and I heard a bolt swish past my face.
Val charged forward without hesitation, taking the remaining crossbow bolts on her outstretched shield. Her vicious battle cry seemed to refocus Lia, and she sprang up from her forced crouch to sprint out from behind Val’s bulk towards her assigned guards. While the one-sided combat played out around me, I straightened and paced forward into the chamber with a well-practiced nonchalance. Lia’s assessment had been accurate; apart from the dwindling guard force at the door, the only remaining people in the room stood behind a large, half-crescent table opposite us.
The Strategist met my gaze, and a smirk curled the corner of his mouth. To my left and right, the noise of combat faded out, and my companions joined me in our procession down the center aisle. The Council chamber was a long stone room, large enough to hold a meeting with hundreds of nobles at once. Every wall of the chamber was decorated in gorgeous tapestries depicting various historical events, each with a small inscription at the bottom describing the scene above. Heavy wooden benches ran halfway down the aisle on either side of us, leaving a large open space for gatherings or demonstrations in front of the Council table, which was raised up on a low platform.
“I was wondering when you would make your appearance, Valandra,” the Strategist called out warmly, as if speaking to an old friend. “Though I have to say, your choice of company is unexpected. Has the Trinity Guard become the Quintet Guard? Or perhaps, this is all that remains of your most recent batch of recruits? They’ve certainly gained my respect for making it all the way here.”
“Your hold on Attetsia ends tonight,” Val replied, ignoring his prodding. “You will send your fleet away, disband your army, and accompany me back to Yoria as my prisoner to answer for your crimes against Kaldan.”
He let out a flowing, melodious laugh. “I don’t think that I will, unfortunately.” He pulled out the large, center chair of the council table and sat down, kicking his feet up on the edge of the table. “You appear to be woefully uninformed of the situation here, Commander. Did your King send you off on a noble quest without an explanation of what you were walking into?”
Val glared at him, but said nothing in return. He leaned forward, his eyebrows raising in surprise. “He did!” The Strategist clapped his hands and rocked back in his chair. “That Virram is more clever than I gave him credit for. Don’t you think so, General?” He turned to the older man standing beside him. The General stared straight ahead, seemingly uninterested in the conversation. There was an awkward pause before the Strategist waved at him dismissively and turned to the woman in white. “Wasn’t that a clever move, dear?”
“Yes, sir,” the woman responded obediently, “I underestimated King Virram.”
“That’s right!” he said with a smile. “I didn’t expect him to be so...thorough.” He bridged his hands in front of his face and rested his chin on his thumbs. “Valandra, what do you think is truly happening in Attetsia? Why do you think you’re here?”
Silence was all he received as a response, though Val’s rigid stance and clenched jaw spoke volumes for her. “Come now, Commander. This won’t be any fun if you don’t play along.”
Val took a single step forward, and the whole room shifted in response. The white-robed woman flicked her wrist forward, and a sparkling diamond orb rolled down into her hand; The General shifted from his statue like post, placing a hand down on the table before him and leaning forward in preparation to vault across should the need arise; and the Strategist’s smug smile returned, clearly displaying his pleasure in getting beneath Val’s skin.
Lia stepped up before the tenuous parley broke into a brawl, shifting out from behind Val’s shield to point her sword at the Strategist. “Stop pretending this is a game! We’re here because you and the rebels took over the city, and are planning to attack Kaldan!”
“Such passion!” the Strategist exclaimed. “Is this who you’ve chosen to take on as your apprentice, Commander? I can see why; her fighting spirit clearly matches yours.” He chuckled with self-satisfaction. “You’re very observant, young lady; you’ve seen exactly what I wanted you to see.” I rolled my eyes as he took a dramatic pause. It was clear he wanted to lead us to a shocking revelation, and his theatrics had already begun to wear on my nerves.
“Tell me, Commander. You’ve been our most formidable opponent in every Kaldanic endeavor we’ve taken on, so you must be familiar with our Company’s operating procedures. Do you honestly believe that a group of disgruntled citizens could gather enough coin to hire an arm of our business, let alone the whole Company?” He tipped his head to one side and watched Val expectantly. “Every noble in this city combined couldn’t afford that.
“Now, who do we know that has both the significant sums of money required to purchase our services, and the motivation to overthrow the Attetsian government?” He made an exaggerated show out of stroking his chin in thought. “Perhaps the ruler of Attetsia’s biggest rival?”
“I am growing tired of your lies,” Val barked sharply. “Your slander will not—”
“Valandra, I respect you far too much to lie about such things,” he said with a gracious bow of his head. “I know how difficult this must be for you to take in, given your unwavering dedication to the Golden Throne, but you must view it from a purely strategic perspective. It is in everybody’s best interest for this coup to proceed uninterrupted.”
I bristled as I reached the conclusion he was lazily approaching. It wasn’t necessarily a surprise that Virram would orchestrate a coup in Kaldan’s most stubborn neighbor, but the idea that he sent Val on a mission intended to fail just to cover his tracks bothered me more than being sent on it myself. I underestimated Virram, too.
“It’s not best for all the people you’re sending off to fight!” Lia shouted at him angrily.
“Oh, my dear, it certainly is,” he replied in a soothing voice. “Our army will gather at the plaza in the morning and march straight to Yoria, where Virram will already have massed a defending force. Under the guise of the wise leader, he will put a halt to the bloodshed before it begins by demanding to negotiate. The terms are rather simple: Virram saves Yoria without a single life lost and puts to rest the centuries old feud between Kaldan and Attetsia, while we gain control of the most powerful trading port in the world.” He waved a hand dismissively in the air. “The exact details were...painful to hammer out, but after months of deliberation we finally reached an accord.”
“You’re just lying to trick us into letting you go,” Lia retorted. “You would never tell us your real plan!”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said, grinning devilishly. “It’s my one weakness, you see. There’s just no fun in it for me if you die without knowing the truth.”
“No…” Val trailed off. It was the first time I had seen her so completely shaken; she stood statue still apart from her eyes, which scanned vacantly around the floor in front of her. “He would not...he would not have sent me. If this is true, he would not have sent me here.”
“Valandra, Valandra,” he pouted, leaning forward on his elbows. “No one is more trustworthy than you. Were you to arrive in Attetsia and discover the Elta’sahn Company plotting Yoria’s downfall, it would give Virram enough time to plan his defenses and negotiations. Should you die valiantly on your mission, well...how did he put it? ‘To honor her memory, I will shield the city as she once shielded me. No blood will be spilled while I still draw breath,’” he recited in a clear mockery of Virram’s voice. “It was quite touching, really.”
My jaw clenched as I tried to process the information. The supposed agreement between Virram and the Strategist was elegant, and from what I had observed, it was certainly in character for both men. I could follow the logic to a certain point, but a single detail always put a wrinkle in the plans. Why is the Dominion here? It was possible the Strategist intended to renege on his backroom dealings with the King and storm the city with their added might. Perhaps he didn’t know what he had done in summoning them, and was unaware of the chaos about to be unleashed on the world.
Val let out a loud hiss as she looked away in defeat, and the last of my patience ran out all at once. “I know you think you’re incredibly clever, but your plan has one large error: none of your dealings will matter when the world is destroyed.” I stepped out to stand in front of Val, blocking her from the Strategist’s line of sight. “Tell me how you contacted the Dominion, and where the Conduit is. If you tell the truth, there’s a chance I’ll let you live.”
The Strategist screwed up his face in pure puzzlement, looking back between his two stoic companions in confusion. When he found no answers there, he turned back to me and stood, clapping his hands. Shrewd grey eyes sparkled down at me from beneath his massive hat, and a wicked grin curled his thin lips. “I must say, I did not expect this. For the first time in my life, I find myself at a loss for words.” He pointed at me, shaking his finger up and down as he thought to himself. “You’re a confounding individual, my friend. It is my job to know everything about everyone, and I do that job quite well, but you...I don’t know you. Where are you from? Did Virram contract a—”
“I’m well out of patience for your mind games,” I snapped, “and your time is wearing dangerously thin. The Dominion. The Conduit. Answers, now.” My sword flashed into my hand and pointed up at the man.
The woman in white gasped and the General drew his swords for battle, but the Strategist held out his hand. “You will wait for my command,” he snapped quietly at the pair. He cleared his throat as his companions retook their resting positions, then looked back to me and smiled. “I’m truly sorry, but I am unfamiliar with whatever information you’re looking for.”
My growing uncertainty tied knots in my stomach, and my anger flared up in response. “I thought it was your job to know everything about everyone?” I mocked. “Your soldiers with the distorted eyes and enhanced abilities. The Dominion.”
He snapped his fingers excitedly as a wave of recognition passed over his face. “I see! Please forgive me; I was unaware they had come to call themselves ‘The Dominion.’ The men here certainly have a flair for the dramatic, it seems.” He sat back down in his chair, clearly relieved. “They are quite a marvel, aren’t they? As our plans for the acquisition of Attetsia crystallized, I realized it was the perfect opportunity to test out my newest pet project. Where else could I find a population more willing to take modified Warp than a group of angry rebels?”
The last thing I had expected was a seemingly honest explanation. “Warp?”
“You’ve...never heard of Warp? Fascinating.” He tapped his chin quietly for a moment, then shook off whatever line of thought had distracted him before continuing. “Warp is a drug of Doramese origin, initially created by overworked miners to increase productivity and enable longer working hours. Side effects are minimal, given that you adhere to the recommended dose, of course. It’s been an integral tool in the Company for years.”
With a small hand gesture, he summoned the woman in white to his side. “As a show of good faith, Virram offered me a gift when our negotiations were finished: his most promising disciple from the Unity Cathedral in Yoria.” He smiled up at her sweetly. “And what a gift she’s been! Within a week of joining my service, she identified multiple avenues for improvement in our Warp supply. A week! Doram’s been using Warp for decades, and she makes it better in a week!”
Val stirred behind me. “The Yorian cathedral?” She stepped forward and peered over my shoulder at the woman, then gasped as recognition finally came. “Solette Barrow,” she called out, somewhere between a question and an accusation.
“Yes, Commander,” the woman replied. “We were never properly introduced before my dismissal, but we met several times in passing at the cathedral.”
“Gullen branded you a heretic and exiled from the capital.” There was an unusual waver in Val’s voice as she spoke. “How did you come to be in service to the Company?”
“I already told you, Commander,” the Strategist said, annoyed, “she was a gift. It’s not as though they could give you the true reason for her disappearance. I never inquired as to their cover story, but...heretic seems a fitting reason, don’t you think, dear?”
“Yes, sir,” Solette nodded. “Gullen didn’t approve of my unorthodox methods of prayer. He was glad to see me go; I believe he feared my connection to the Primes.”
“Unorthodox, yes,” the Strategist mused with a grin. “The Warp distributed among the Unbound so far has already surpassed our wildest expectations. Based on that data, Solette has created another batch that stands to change the course of history. Soldiers fighting with the strength of three normal men, unable to be stopped by injury or pain.” He paused for a moment in consideration. “I have been looking for something to call these men, come to think of it. Perhaps the ‘Dominion’ isn’t the worst name. A bit ostentatious, maybe, but—”
“Enough!” I shouted. “I’m sick of listening to your bullshit lies.” I tried my best to disguise my shattered confidence with anger; every instinct hammered into my head from the years of fighting in Hedaat told me the Dominion was on the brink of devouring another world, but my gut knew something was off. Solette. It has to be her. The mana signature, whatever this “Warp” nonsense is, the claims of heresy: it HAS to be the Dominion. She’s hiding the corruption somehow, but she’s the Conduit.
The Strategist’s eyes narrowed. “You speak like a man who has never been punished for his insolence. That will change.” He held up a hand and snapped his fingers above his head. “Solette, take out their tongues; I will not be interrupted again. General, make sure they stay for their lesson. If they move, kill them.”
A jolt of adrenaline surged through my body as the room readied for combat. The General slid over the table and landed in a lithe crouch, drawing his swords as he descended the short staircase to the chamber floor. Solette cupped her diamond orb to her chest with both hands and closed her eyes. “Primeval of Darkness, I beseech thee-”
“Val, countermeasures,” I whispered.
“-grant unto me the power to silence the foes of my master-”
I turned to Val and found her staring vacantly at Solette. “VAL!” Her eyes snapped to attention, and she quickly dropped to one knee, planting her shield in the ground in front of her as she started to chant.
“O Prime of Light, divine above all-”
“-and allow your word to ring true-”
“-bestow upon me the power to protect my allies-”
“-within the ears of the damned!”
There was a soft pop inside my ears, followed immediately by a heavy wave of vertigo that nearly knocked me to my knees. Val’s chanting abruptly stopped behind me, and I felt my heart sink as I let out a silent gasp. Looking down to her confirmed my fears; though her lips were moving, she didn’t make a sound. The realization came to her a moment later as she reached up and grabbed her throat, trying in vain to make even the softest noise. When all of her attempts failed, she looked up to me with an expression of abject terror and mouthed a simple phrase: “I’m sorry.”
I felt a gentle nudge at my side, and I turned to find Lia standing next to me with her sword at the ready. Our eyes locked, and I felt the warmth of her aura reach out to mine. The pure, unwavering confidence emanating out from her bolstered my flagging resolve, and my chest swelled with pride at the sight of her strength. I gave her a small nod, and we turned as one to face the General. To my surprise, he halted his advance about ten feet away, standing statue-still as he waited for any of us to move.
“Now, perhaps, you’ll be more apt to listen when I speak to you.” I jumped as the Strategist’s voice rang loud and clear in my ears. “I was hoping we would have a chance to talk, but it is clear that you can’t be trusted with that privilege.” He paced out from behind the table to the edge of the small staircase, leading Solette along close behind him. “It’s a shame that the two of you will die a mystery to me.”
His eyes tracked past us to Val. “Commander, I have to say, given our past encounters and your glorious reputation, I had expected you to be more...formidable.” His tone grew significantly more vicious as he continued. “This has been a truly pathetic display; I expect Virram will be disappointed when I recount these events at our next meeting. If I’m feeling kind, perhaps I’ll return your shield to him as a gift. I would return your body as well, but I don’t imagine there will be much left when Solette is finished with you.”
A white-hot rage burned behind my eyes as I stood voiceless, forced to listen to his berating. “As you die, I would like you to reflect on your failings. The King to whom you’ve pledged your life to has lied to you and sent you to die, but it was your arrogance that led you to your death at my hands. Moreover, it has led your friends here to die as well.” He paused and scanned his eyes over Lia and me with a malicious smile. “I wonder...are you truly as strong as they say? When you watch your friends burn before you, will you make your final stand, or will you throw down your shield and beg for mercy?” The silence that filled the room as he watched us felt as though it lasted an eternity. “I suppose we’ll see.”
He turned his back to us and prepared to round the table to retake his seat, but he paused next to Solette. “Kill those two first. Make it something painful; I’d like to hear them scream before it’s over, if you could.”
“Yes, sir,” Solette answered obediently. She held the diamond orb up above her head with both hands as a faint orange light shimmered at the center of the gem, which began to rise into the air as her new chant started. “Primeval of Fire, I beseech thee-”
I felt the familiar sensation of time slowing around me as my adrenaline kicked into overdrive. With a deep, measured breath, I looked down to Lia one final time and placed a hand gently on her shoulder. Despite our imminent demise, I found myself smiling at her as my mind focused to a singular purpose. As my remaining energy reserves began to activate, I reached out to her mana and flooded her with my intention. I’ll protect you, but I need you to protect me, too.
“-grant unto me the power of your glorious radiance so that I might set ablaze-” A swirling ball of fire grew in the air above Solette’s head, casting dancing shadows across the council chambers as it crackled and swelled with every word. From nearly twenty feet away, I could already feel the heat washing over me, and the ball of flames became difficult to look at without shading my eyes.
Greater Strength. Greater Agility. Greater Combat Acceleration. Greater Sharpening. Greater Windstep. My sword flashed with rainbow light as the enhancements all took effect at once. The solid stone flooring cracked beneath my feet as I raced out towards the General far faster than I had ever moved before. As I passed him, I watched his face begin to react to my movement, his reflexes far too slow to aid him in any meaningful way. I charged to the raised section of flooring and leapt up the stairs towards Solette, pulling my sword arm back as I flew.
My free hand reached out and clamped on to one of her raised arms. I pulled her in towards my chest as I stabbed my sword forward with every ounce of strength I had, driving the blade through her heart and embedding the weapon up to the hilt in her chest. The intense orange light above us shimmered away as her arms fell to her sides, and a second pop in my ears brought back the sound of my heavy breathing. Solette’s eyes, now only inches from my own, stared through me to some faraway point with a mixture of shock and confusion.
Her dark hair brushed my face as I leaned in to whisper in her ear. “The Dominion has failed.” The blood pooling in her punctured lung sprayed out over my shoulder as she let out a gurgling cough in response. With a hard yank I removed the sword from her chest and shifted forward, moving towards the Strategist as her body collapsed to the floor behind me. Before he could even turn to see the fate of his priestess, I had my sword across his throat and his arm pinned against his back. “If you move, you die.”
The world wobbled as my enhancements drained the last dregs of mana from my core, and the enhanced abilities all faded away at once. I felt an immense weight press down across my body as the exhaustion I had been holding back took over, and I pulled down harder on the Strategist’s arm to keep myself upright. My part’s over. All I have to do is stay conscious now. Pressing the sword further into his neck, I rotated him so we could look out over the council room.
The General had turned towards us and readied a charge, his stony face now chiseled with the hard lines of anger, but a loud shout from behind him gave him pause. He spun just in time to deflect Lia’s opening lunge, a powerful stab aimed directly at his heart. The parry sent him skidding to the side across the smooth stone floor, and Lia shifted quickly to interpose herself between me and him. “You’re not getting up there,” she said with easy confidence. “Throw down your swords now, and I’ll let you live.”
His reply came in the form of a dashing overhand strike, which Lia gracefully dodged. The speed at which he moved impressed me. Age appeared to have had the opposite effect on the General as it did on most people; the strength behind his attacks could easily match a seasoned soldier in their prime, and his battlefield experience was most likely unparalleled. Unfortunately for him, he was engaged in combat against an opponent with abilities he had certainly never seen in his long years of fighting.
“You’ve made a fatal miscalculation,” the Strategist hissed at me as the battle began before us. “The three of you together would still stand no chance against my General.”
“An impressive amount of confidence for someone who, just moments ago, openly admitted he knew nothing about his opponents,” I shot back.
He ignored my quip. “Not that you’ll have the chance to fight him together. You’re otherwise engaged with me, and your Shield...well, just look for yourself.” Far behind where Lia and the General fought, Val was sitting on her knees, staring blankly past the combat before her. “Hardened steel might never bend, but when it breaks, there’s no putting it back together.”
I pressed the blade harder against his throat, drawing up beads of blood along the pale blue metal. “You speak like a man who has never been punished for his insolence,” I mocked. “That will change.”
He fell silent after a sharp intake of breath, and we resumed watching the duel below us with total focus. It was immediately clear why the Strategist was so confident in his champion; putting aside his physical prowess, the General had an amazing ability to analyze and adapt to his opponent’s techniques. Whenever Lia gained the upper hand over him with a new feint or tricky maneuver, it only seemed to invigorate him further. If the technique came up a second time he countered it perfectly, as though he had trained against it for years. Despite the hard lines of age on his face and his snow white hair, he moved with the strength and speed of a soldier in his prime.
As the fight continued, Lia’s talents became more apparent as well. Her usual style of lightning fast attacks and graceful dodges served her well at the beginning of the fight, but as the General adapted to her movements, she was pushed to the back foot. Just when it appeared that he was in a position to end the fight for good, Lia completely changed styles and fought back with renewed strength. What were once calculated stabs were now powerful two-handed swings, and her dodges became jarring parries. Even though she had put her own spin on it, it was clear that she was emulating my fighting style.
Every second that passed tightened the knot in my stomach. I lacked the necessary mana to confirm it with Detection, but I knew that Lia was burning through her energy reserves faster and faster as the fight continued. The General began to slow as well, and both fighters panted loudly and shouted out with frustrated exertion as they attacked. Each of them took minor wounds over the course of the fighting: Lia landed two consecutive jabs on the General’s right thigh, which were answered in turn by a long, shallow cut above Lia’s left eye that coated half of her face in blood. As my past lives had taught me, the winner wouldn’t necessarily be the most skilled fighter, but instead the one with enough stamina to hold out until their opponent made a mistake.
The tide of battle shifted in an instant. Lia had switched to a two-weapon fighting style after drawing the old training dagger from her belt, and was effectively driving the General back. The first parry from the dagger caught him by surprise, and she landed a solid cut on the inside of his dominant arm. They separated momentarily, each desperately trying to catch their breath, then charged in for another deadly exchange of ringing steel. When Lia attempted the same gambit a second time, the General was ready; he turned his strike at the last moment, catching the dagger’s hilt at an awkward angle that wrenched her arm down. His second sword came down on it a moment later, and the force of the combined blows shattered the dagger’s cheap steel blade.
His newly freed swords sliced in a quick sideways arc, impacting the forearm bracer of her sword arm. The blades skittered down the hardened leather until they caught the armor gap at her wrist, where they bit deeply into the flesh of her hand. Lia screamed as her sword fell from her hand and clattered on the stone at her feet. She spun backwards, using her momentum to throw the shattered dagger back at the General to cover her retreat. It caught him in the side of the face, slicing a bright red gash through his cheek and bottom lip. He roared as he recoiled, covering his face with his sword arm.
The Strategist craned his head backwards to look at me with contempt. “If you have any last words for the girl, now would—” His taunt was interrupted by a pained yelp as I tugged down on his pinned arm, violently dislocating his shoulder. My eyes never left Lia; blood streamed from her hand as she dug through the pouch on her waist. She retrieved one of the glowing orange orbs I had given her before our mission and crushed it over her wounded hand, wincing as the liquid steamed over the gash.
Her respite didn’t last long. The General advanced towards her once again, having brushed off the pain of the bleeding slash across his face. As he moved past the area of their last skirmish, he kicked Lia’s sword away behind him. “You were a worthy opponent, girl,” he stated gruffly. “I’d like to know your name before you die.”
“Fuck you,” she spat, raising her hands palms-forward in a loose fighting stance. “I’m not dying today.”
“Lia, run!” I shouted helplessly. I knew I lacked the energy to run the distance between us without faltering, let alone assist her in combat. Leaving the Strategist alive and in chains was the only way to truly end the occupation, but I only had the strength for one last action: killing him, or trying to save Lia. My eyes tracked around the room as I began to panic. “Val! Please get up, or...”
I trailed off as I found the spot where she had collapsed was empty. “No. No way,” I muttered under my breath in shock. “Val wouldn’t run.” There was no sign of her anywhere as I searched for my last hope of keeping Lia alive, growing more horrified by the second. “She wouldn’t…”
Lia looked up to where I stood beside the raised bench and gave me a sad, knowing smile. I felt a sudden presence in the back of my mind, and her comforting aura spread out over my body. I love you, Elden. I heard her voice ring crystal clear inside my head, even though her lips never moved. The feeling receded as quickly as it had arrived, and Lia loosed a triumphant battle cry as she charged towards the General. A howl of anguish escaped my lips as he raised both of his blades above his head and readied his final blow.
The swords began to fall, but a dazzling flash of light forced me to shut my eyes and turn away before I could see them land. Two distinct chimes of metal striking metal filled the room, and my heart caught in my throat as a small ray of hope purged the despair that had consumed me. My vision returned just in time to reveal the most beautiful scene I had ever witnessed: Val stood directly behind Lia, holding both of the General’s swords at bay above her head with her glorious shield, which seemed to radiate a gentle golden light I had never seen before.
My emotions overtook me for a moment, and I let out a triumphant whoop. A powerful surge of relief flooded through me, and I yanked up on the Strategists arm again, drawing out a pitiful yelp. “You could never break Val,” I whispered to him, giving my sword a slow, painful twist against his windpipe. “Now, watch as your entire empire crumbles to the ground before your eyes.”
Val effortlessly pushed the blades aside as she shifted in front of Lia and planted a heavy kick directly into the General’s chest. He stumbled back and gasped for breath, but Val pushed the assault before he could find it. Her shield rocketed out along her arm and smashed into his left shoulder, causing the arm to drop uselessly to his side. He retaliated with a desperate swipe with his remaining arm, but Val’s shield was already spinning to the side to catch it. The deflection left him wide open, and she quickly capitalized with a left hook from the heavy gauntlet on her empty hand.
A mixture of blood, spit, and teeth splattered against Val’s shield as the General’s jaw shattered. The blow sent him reeling toward me in a teetering circle, but he somehow managed to keep his feet beneath him. Val followed him, but Lia closed the distance first, her sword now reclaimed. She caught his off-balance swing on the flat of her sword and shifted forward, whipping her arm in a quick circle that knocked the weapon from his hand. Now disarmed, he bellowed and threw himself forward with what looked to be a headbutt, but Val’s shield interposed itself between the two and knocked him onto his back.
As he tried to push himself upright against the staircase below me, he let loose another bellow, but it was plain to hear that the fight had left him. It sounded to me as though it was almost a cry of relief; the lamentation of a warrior who had grown too old, finally relieved of duty. He made no move to fight as the two women approached him with their weapons drawn.
“By order of the Golden Throne, I am placing you under arrest for your numerous crimes against the Kingdom of Kaldan,” Val stated in a low, level voice. “You will accompany me to the capitol to face—”
“No,” he barked through a mouth full of blood and broken teeth, “I won’t. My duties to the Company won’t allow that.”
“Shut up, you idiot!” the Strategist shouted angrily. “Do what the woman says, if you value your damned life!”
“I value my word,” he responded, staring intently up at Val. “I will not be taken prisoner.”
“You understand that the consequence of disobeying this order is death?” Val asked, more gently. “I give you my word, you will be treated fairly at trial. This does not have to be your end.”
He spat a glob of partially clotted blood onto the steps beside him. “I will do my duty. See to it that you do yours.”
There was a moment of intense silence as he closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath. With a small flourish, he suddenly produced a dagger from a hidden sheath and lunged up towards Val in a miraculous burst of energy. His body froze halfway to its intended target, impaled through the front of his chest by a slim silver blade. Lia drove the point down into the steps behind him, and he fell back with a dull thud where he landed and remained unmoving.
We all stood statue-still in the quiet of the otherwise empty council chambers, filled with some mixture of reverence and relief. “I will allow myself to be taken into custody,” the Strategist said eventually, breaking the silence. “This is not where I die.”
“The night is still young,” I remarked. “Let’s not make any promises we can’t keep, hmm?” With a small nod, I motioned to Val. “Take care of him, please.”
Val nodded, and she and Lia climbed the steps towards me. “By the way,” Lia said casually, looking at the Strategist with a raised eyebrow, “I can see the daggers you have hidden in your sleeve. I’d recommend dropping those, nice and slow.”
“I’ve been hoping this whole time that he’d reach for one, just to give me a reason,” I lied with a chuckle. In truth, I hadn’t noticed any concealed weapons on him during the fight; there was a strong chance that, had he tried it, he could have overpowered me while my guard was down. There was a clatter at my feet as the hidden blades fell from the sleeve of his non-grappled hand. Shit. I got lucky.
When Val had both of her hands firmly on the Strategist’s arms, I finally allowed myself to remove the blade from his neck and step back. While Val led him roughly down to the empty pews, I fell back against the desk and slid to the floor as my exhaustion took full control of my body. Lia rushed over and knelt beside me, taking my hands in hers. I tried to push her away, but my arms were far too heavy to move. “Lia, please...you should, uh, back up, I think. Before the...you know, before I...get sent away.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head, “I’m staying right here with you. Until the end.”
“The end,” I laughed weakly. “Nothing is going to end. You’re going to go back home with Val, and I’m going...somewhere else.” The thought would have infuriated me under normal circumstances, but in the moment, I felt far too tired to fight. “We really did it, huh?”
She gave me a smile and nodded, fighting fiercely to hold back the tears I could see welling up in her eyes. “We did. We saved the world.”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise,” I said, suppressing my own tears. “I really wanted to see the world with you.” Darkness began to bite at the corners of my vision, and the tips of my fingers and toes went numb.
“Don’t say that,” she cried softly. “You gave me more than I ever could have asked for. I just wish...I wish you could stay.”
“Me too.” The numbness steadily crept its way up my body, and I squeezed her hands tightly in an attempt to anchor myself to consciousness. “You should...stick with Val. She’s a good person. I guess.”
She laughed, shaking tears down from her cheeks onto our hands. “Okay. I will.” The world faded down to pinpoints, and Lia’s face disappeared from view. “I’ll always love you, Elden,” I heard her say through the muffled darkness.
I felt my lips move in response, but I didn’t hear my reply. As the rest of my senses faded and my mind dissociated from my body, I found myself filled with a profound sense of satisfaction. Did you see me, Amaya? Alda? Did you see what I did? Before my mind faded away, I held on to a final, comforting thought. I did something right.
***




15. WHAT COMES AFTER

The darkness surrounded me, as it always did in the end. Formless and directionless, I floated through the vast expanse of nothing with an instinctive sense of calm. I may have forgotten before, but I remember now. I remember what’s waiting for me here. What comes after I’m done. Somewhere ahead of me, the all-encompassing pain of the void between worlds was waiting once again. The feeling of death.
It was a small comfort to name it for what it was. The first time I had felt it, some primal part of me had instantly known where I was and what I was feeling, but my conscious mind had been far too preoccupied with the suffering to process the information. Now, on my fourth trip into the void, there was no fear of the unknown to cloud my thoughts. The pain would come, and I would suffer, but somewhere on the other side, I knew it would eventually end.
As I waited, my thoughts turned to the world I had left behind. There would be a time for grieving in my next life, I decided; the regret, the rage, and the shattering of my twice-broken heart would have to wait until I was in a state of mind to process them correctly. I couldn’t afford to be distracted when the torture came. Instead, I separated myself from my emotions and thought through the logical steps of what would become of Lia and Val in my absence.
The General is dead. The Conduit is dead. The Strategist is their prisoner. Val will take him before the troops waiting in the courtyard and force him to confess his crimes, and the occupation of Attetsia will be over. The Company men will be allowed to leave with their Admiral, and the Unbound will go back to their lives with the promise of a new governing council more in line with their demands. The men who had turned to Thralls should—
My train of thought halted at the idea of my encounter with the Thralls, and the memory of my battle in the plaza played out in my mind. Each moment came and went with perfect detail, and I analyzed all of it with a cool, level head for the first time. I saw something during that fight, something that made me consider the possibility that I was wrong. Whatever it was, the dark presence forced me to ignore it.
Even with my subdued emotions, I was stunned at how clear my error had been when my analysis concluded. The differences would have been clear to anybody else, given the chance to compare a true Thrall side by side with an Unbound soldier. A Thrall’s eyes are glassy and without irises or pupils. The change happens as soon as the Dominion gains control, granting the sight of the Thrall to the greater collective. In Attetsia, the coloration and facial scarring was similar, but the eyes of the Unbound soldiers chosen by the Strategist still retained their human features. While the similarities were remarkable, all of the evidence pointed to one unmistakable fact. Those men were not Thralls. I was wrong.
I reflected on the conclusion with detached interest. Does it matter if I was wrong? My motivations were incorrect, but the same goal was achieved in the end. With the General dead and the Strategist in custody, the Elta’sahn Company has failed to...I paused, unable to finish the thought. What was their ultimate goal? If the Dominion truly wasn’t involved, was the Strategist telling the truth about his plot with the King? He seemed confident that we wouldn’t leave the council room alive, so he had no reason to lie. His explanation of the Warp drug makes more sense with my new understanding of the situation, too.
Despite my best efforts, the emotions I held at bay in the back of my mind began to seep through to my conscious thought. If he was telling the truth, why am I here? Why did I have to leave? I wasn’t sent there to foil stupid political plots, I was supposed to save the world! I wanted to scream out in frustration, but I lacked the physical form to do so. I wasn’t killed, and I wasn’t finished! So WHY AM I DEAD?!
“You aren’t dead,” Amaya’s voice spoke into ears I didn’t have. “You pushed yourself too hard, and now you’re asleep.”
You again. The anger that had grown inside me coalesced into a single point, directed at the source of the voice. I already know your trick; you can’t fool me with her voice anymore.
“Oh, Elden,” she said sadly, “I’m so sorry for everything you’ve had to endure. I understand if you can’t trust me.”
It’s not an issue of trust. You can’t be the real Amaya, so you’re either that...thing, or you’re just my subconscious. In either case, whatever you say doesn’t matter.
“Why can’t I be the real Amaya?” She let out a small giggle. “After everything you’ve seen in your lives, why is this so impossible?”
I attempted to steel my resolve, unwilling to fall for another trick from the presence in my head. Just go away. I can’t afford to be distracted right now; I need to be ready when the pain comes.
There was a long pause before Amaya responded. “And when is that?”
I don’t know! It was always after...no. Although she wasn’t there with me, it felt as though I could see the self-satisfied smirk on Amaya’s face that always appeared when she won an argument. There was never a before. The pain was always there in the void.
“I guess that means you aren’t dead, then, doesn’t it?”
No, it could be different now. I threw out the weak defense as my brain struggled to keep up with yet another paradigm shift. Every certainty I had convinced myself of over the course of my life in Kaldan had been called into question, and the implications were too far-reaching to grasp for my frazzled mind.
“Sir, I, um, I think she’s right,”
Alda’s voice called out to me in her familiar timid, stumbling cadence. “You’re not dead, just, erm, passed out.”
That can’t be right. A dangerous shred of hope snuck its way into my thoughts. If I was wrong about the Dominion, that means I was wrong about our mission to Attetsia. And if I was wrong about the mission, that means…
“You still have more work to do in Kaldan,” Amaya finished.
“And people that need you!” Alda chimed in.
Lia. The thought of seeing her again sent a surge of energy through me, and for a brief moment, I felt a flicker of corporeal sensation. I’m still alive, Lia.
“She’s waiting for you, you know.” Amaya spoke tenderly, as if to a small child. “It’s been hours, but she hasn’t given up hope yet.”
I felt a slight tingle in what would have been my hand. “She’s praying,” Alda said with a reverent whisper. “At least, I think she is; I’m, um, not very familiar with how prayer works, but that's what it looks like to me, sir.”
The sensation returned as a spark that ran from my hand up to my shoulder and back down again, returning the limb to reality. Faint, truncated phrases echoed through the darkness around me, unmistakably in Lia’s voice. “O Primes of...please grant...to return...bring him back.”
I’m coming, Lia. Energy continued to slowly trace its way around my body, restoring my lost form. I’m not leaving until I keep my promise.
Amaya giggled. “You and your promises, Elden. Have you ever considered that you expect too much from yourself?”
I laughed and shook my head. “No, I haven’t,” I replied aloud. It felt good to laugh after the day’s events, but another thought brought a frown to my face. “I don’t understand what you are. Is this a dream? Or just another trick to get me to lower my guard?” I looked side to side, scanning for some answer through the darkness. “How can this be...you?”
“I don’t know, love,” she answered. “I just feel like me.” There was a sudden shimmer of tiny lights from the void in front of me, and Amaya’s form began to appear, wreathed in a radiant golden glow.
Alda appeared beside her a moment later, smiling up at me. “I’m me, too! At least, I think I am. I’m not sure who else I would be.”
It was a bizarre experience to see the two of them side by side; the separate lives I had lived with each of them seemed to blur together in my current reality. “If the two of you are really here, then maybe—”
“Elden,” Amaya interrupted, holding up her hand, “take a breath. Relax. Enjoy the moment before it’s gone.” She smiled and tilted her head to the side. “Not everything is a mystery that has to be solved.”
“But it’s…” I trailed off, struggling to find the words. Failing in my search, I motioned to the two of them. “It’s you. If you’re actually here with me, I need to know...” Somewhere in the distance, a dim amber light began to pulse in a distinctly cardioid rhythm.
Alda took a step forward. “We’re always here with you, sir. Even when you’re awake.”
“That’s right,” Amaya added, moving up as well. “We always will be. But there’s somebody who needs you out there.” She motioned backwards with a tip of her head towards the amber light, which grew in intensity as we spoke.
I stared at it unmoving, suddenly unsure of every decision I had ever made. Blinking away the mist in my eyes, I looked at Amaya and Alda with trepidation. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Yes, you do,” Amaya answered, stepping forward to wrap me in a soft embrace. The soft golden fuzz on the back of her long ears brushed by the side of my face, bringing back hundreds of memories of our years together. “I’m so proud of the person you’ve become, Elden,” she whispered into my ear.
There was a great feeling of relief at the base of my neck, as if a muscle had finally relaxed after years of constant strain, and I started to cry. My eyes fell to my newly scarred right hand, and I shook my head in shame. “No. You shouldn’t—”
Alda’s small hands grasped mine, covering the jagged black marks. “You did your best to help, even when you were certain it meant you’d get sent away. You’re a good person, no matter what you think.”
I buried my face in Amaya’s hair in a poor attempt to hide my tears. “I love you. Both of you.”
There was a loud squeak as Alda’s hands disappeared from mine, and I looked up to find her staring at her feet with bright red cheeks. A moment later, she dove forward and embraced both of us. Amaya and I both laughed, and I pressed my forehead against hers, attempting to hold the moment in my mind with every fiber of my being. Whether it was real or not didn’t matter; I knew it was most likely the only chance I would ever have to be together with both of them at once, and I planned to never forget the feeling.
As with all things, the moment eventually ended. From behind us, the amber light had grown bright enough to dispel the darkness around us, and I heard Lia’s voice coming from somewhere inside. “Please, come back. Please come back, Elden.”
“I think that’s your cue,” Amaya said, wiping a tear from my cheek. “Time to put on your brave face, love. The hero always has to look brave.”
“Right,” I chuckled, breaking away from the group to attempt to compose myself. After clearing my throat and taking a few deep breaths I managed to gain a tenuous level of control over my emotions, and I looked determinedly between Alda and Amaya. “Time to go.”
They both nodded and smiled, separating enough for me to walk between them towards the overflowing amber light ahead. As I moved further into its depths, the welcoming sensation of Lia’s aura surrounded me and eagerly pulled me forward. A loving warmth suffused through me, and I began to feel brief flashes of my true body: cold stone against the back of my neck, Lia’s hands clasping desperately onto my own, and the ache of every overused muscle.
I glanced back over my shoulder for one final look at my lost family and found them standing hand in hand. Alda stood up on her tiptoes and gave me a small wave goodbye, which I returned with a grin. My eyes moved up and locked with Amaya’s, and we shared a long, silent stare.
“Forever,” I said, far too quietly to be heard.
“Forever,” her lips said in return.
With renewed resolve, I turned back to the now overwhelming light and took another step. “I’m coming back, Lia,” I whispered to the energy as it completely engulfed me. “I’ve got a promise to keep.”
***




16. DAWN

The unceremonious return of all of my bodily senses was a shock to my system, and I opened my eyes with a panicked gasp. My sudden breath startled Lia, who had apparently fallen asleep on my chest; she blinked at me a few times in confusion, then dove back onto my chest with joy as the scene before her finally registered. Her weight squished me into the stone floor and caused an involuntary groan to escape my lips, but the pain brought a smile to my face. I guess I really am alive.
She looped her arms beneath mine and held herself up on her forearms in a generous attempt to alleviate my discomfort. “I don’t understand,” she said, her face hovering a few inches above mine. “Are you...are you really back?” Her eyes began to well up with tears, even as the smile remained radiant on her face.
“Yeah,” I said with a strained nod, “I think I am.”
Lia let out a sharp laugh, as if she still couldn’t believe it even as I spoke to her. “How?”
“I was wrong.” It was the first time the statement had felt relieving to say. “I was wrong about the Dominion, about the Strategist, about why we’re even here...I was wrong about everything.” Smiling, I reached up and held the side of her face. “Plus, I couldn’t leave before we had a chance to go on all of our adventures, right?”
A tear fell down onto my cheek as she nodded her head. “That’s right.” She lowered herself down from her elbows and gave me a quick kiss, then nuzzled her head into my neck. “I didn’t want to believe you were gone. There was this...I’m not sure what it was exactly, some sort of spark that was still inside of you after your body, uhm, died, I guess? Everything felt so strange, but I thought that maybe, if I kept talking to you, you would hear me and come back.” She shifted her weight and buried her face further against my neck, her voice taking on a timid quality when she eventually continued. “I know it sounds silly, but—”
“It’s not silly, Lia,” I comforted her, wrapping her in my arms and squeezing her tightly. “I can’t say for certain where I went, but wherever it was, I heard you calling to me. You brought me back.”
The familiar footfalls of Val’s heavy boots rushed across the council chamber towards us. At the sight of my head turning towards her approach, her face softened in relief, and a wide smile spread across her face. “Lux, I thought—” She froze as Lia and I came into full view, then turned her head away. “I apologize if I am interrupting.”
“Not at all,” I said jovially from my place sprawled out on the floor. “What happened while I was...otherwise preoccupied? Bring me up to speed.”
“Of course. I have taken the Strategist into my custody and interrogated him. In exchange for the promise of a fair trial, he has agreed to address his men at daybreak and call off the operation. The Company men will be allowed to board their ships unaccosted, should they do so immediately and without resistance, and the Unbound will be forgiven of any crimes committed during the occupation.” She paused as Lia shifted to the side and helped me up to a sitting position more fitting for a conversation. “Kaldan will offer support in reestablishing the Attetsian Council through a fair election, which should appease some of the rebels’ concerns.”
“That’s a good plan,” I said with a thoughtful nod. “Anything else of note?”
Val tapped her chin. “Two groups of Unbound soldiers arrived to investigate, most likely patrol groups that followed our trail here. Both surrendered without a fight after they came to understand the situation.” She looked to Lia for any additional input, then back to me. “Otherwise, it was a peaceful evening, all things considered.”
“Glad to hear it.” I pulled myself up to my feet and stretched my shoulders in a tight circle, eliciting a loud pop from each side. “Now, where’s the Strategist? I’ve got some questions for him as well.”
She motioned down to the first row of wooden benches on the assembly floor, where our prisoner sat with his wrists and ankles chained. “He has been less forthcoming with information since our battle concluded.” I moved to approach him, but Val stepped back and blocked my path. “Lux, wait. I...have something to say. To both of you.”
I stopped and raised an eyebrow at her with a mix of curiosity and trepidation before I nodded for her to proceed. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, letting out a long sigh before she spoke. “I owe you both a great debt. You took decisive action and performed admirably in the face of great danger while I failed in my duties entirely. I would most certainly be dead if not for you.” Although her face and voice held their usual neutral quality, I saw a misty shimmer forming in her eyes. “It is a failure I do not take lightly.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over it, Val,” I said, clapping her on the shoulder. “Nobody could blame you for what happened. There’s no way you could’ve been prepared for what he told you.”
She gave me a small nod. “Yes. His lies were very convincing, but it is no excuse for my inaction.”
My brow furrowed as I withdrew my hand. “How do you know they were lies? Did he confess when you questioned him?”
“I do not need to question him to know his words were false,” she replied, folding her arms across her chest. “The Strategist will say whatever is necessary to gain the upper hand.”
“By that line of logic, he could have just as easily been telling you the truth about King Virram. Even though it revealed all of his secret scheming, it was the most effective thing he could’ve done to make you lose your focus.” I took a breath in an effort to resist my growing frustration. “I know it would be hard to accept, but don’t you think you should at least consider the possibility that he was telling the truth?”
“No,” Val replied bluntly, “I do not.”
I blinked at her silently, partially stunned by her stubbornness. I don’t need another fight right now. “Alright then,” I said eventually, walking away from the conversation without a backwards glance. My intended destination was an audience with the Strategist, but I took a moment to kneel at the edge of the platform when I passed by Solette’s body. I couldn’t help but feel a small twinge of remorse, despite the fact that she had intended to kill us. We could have learned a lot from you, had we met in different circumstances.
A faint glimmer caught my eye as I turned to leave, and I pulled back the large cuff of her sleeve to find the diamond orb still clasped in her cold fingers. I retrieved it with a hard tug, wincing as her arm jerked upwards before falling back to the floor with a dull thud. The surface of the orb was perfectly smooth and clear, and I could see the flickering torchlight around us bent into wild patterns by its fractal core. Just beneath my fingertips, I could feel the presence of Solette’s mana flowing in lazy, aimless circles.
Despite the abundance of questions that filled my head all at once as I stared longingly at the orb, I subdued the curiosity and shoved the gem away into a pouch on my belt. Magic study can wait. The Strategist can’t. I descended the steps and crossed to where he sat, bound and gagged in the front row bench. Crouching down to his eye level, I pulled the tight band of cloth out of his mouth. “So,” I started, giving him a careful once over, “how’ve you been?”
He raised an eyebrow and stared back at me, returning the assessment. “Not well, I’m afraid. Your royal companion does not have the gentlest bedside manner. Rough hands, cold eyes, no sense of humor; I’m sure you’re familiar with it.” He shifted to a more upright position with a pained grunt. “I think she may have sprained my finger in the process of tying my hands behind my back.”
I sucked in my breath empathetically. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” There was a long moment of silence as we continued to size each other up, which ended abruptly when I punched him square in the nose. He reeled back with a shout, squirming helplessly as he tried in vain to lessen the pain. I leaned in and put a hand on his shoulder, speaking softly enough that only he could hear me. “Unfortunately for you, she will be the friendliest face you see during your stay with us. You may want to apologize for the things you said to her earlier.”
To his credit, he recovered from the blow well, shaking off the daze and blowing a large gob of snot and blood out from his damaged nose. “Is this it, then? You’re just here to beat your helpless prisoner?”
“Not at all,” I replied. “I’ve just wanted to do that since the moment I laid eyes on you, is all. You have an extremely punchable face; has anybody ever told you that?”
“Yes, though they soon came to regret it,” he countered. “Most people have learned to treat me with the appropriate level of respect, you see, so I hear it less often than you’d expect.”
“I believe this is exactly the level of respect you deserve. After everything I heard about the genius intellect leading the Company, I expected so much more from you than...this,” I said, gesturing around us with a vague wave of my hand. “Your whole operation was dismantled by three people in one night. Tell me, Strategist, how could such a total loss earn my respect?”
“But that’s where you’re wrong,” he replied emphatically. “A loss is only a loss when you learn nothing from it, and I have learned a great deal tonight.”
I laughed. “I think I’m beginning to understand things now. You can never lose a battle if you just redefine losing.”
He chuckled in reply. “You’re sharp, I’ll give you that. Has anyone ever told you that your wit will get you in trouble someday?”
“Oh, sure, plenty of people,” I grinned. “Including your friend Virram Yorrell.”
I saw a quick flash of amusement cross his face. “Ah yes, the young King. Such an interesting man. So much more going on beneath the surface than meets the eye, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Entirely,” I agreed, silently cursing myself again for the poor assessment I had made of Virram when we first met. Checking briefly over my shoulder to ensure Val was still standing with Lia by the council table, I lowered my voice to a near whisper. “She may not want to believe you, but I do. When we turn you over to the Golden Throne, Virram will have you released before the sun sets. The only reason you agreed to her ‘terms’ is because they’re the fastest and safest way for you to get out of this city and back to your Company.”
“So, you’ve figured me out then,” he replied with a devilish grin. “What do you plan to do about it? You need me as much as I need you.”
“That’s where you’re wrong.” I placed a hand on the pommel of my sword and tapped softly on the grip. “I don’t need you in the slightest. I could kill you now, walk out those doors, and leave Attetsia without a second thought. I don’t care about you, this city, or the King.”
“Then what do you care about?” he asked slowly, his eyes narrowing. “If that’s true, why are you even here?”
“Warp.” The affable tone of my voice drained away as I finally reached the main focus of my interrogation. “Tell me how you’re making it, and where you’re keeping it.” While I was confident I had been wrong about the Dominion appearing in Attetsia, the similarities they shared with the men under the influence of Warp were too great for me to ignore.
“I see,” the Strategist remarked under his breath, slowly nodding his head. He continued with his private line of thought for a moment, his eyes staring absently into the floor, then refocused on me and smiled. “We did not manufacture Warp, we simply modified it; it is produced almost exclusively in Doram and sold to the rest of the world through semi-legal operations. Of course, now that...uhm…” he trailed off and gestured with his chin up to the raised platform. “Uhm...Solette! Yes, that was her name. Now that Solette is dead, I imagine my days of modifying Warp are behind me.”
I was taken aback by the entirely disinterested tone of his voice as he continued to speak about the woman who had been his ally. “Her notes should still be in our quarters on the flagship, but nobody within the Company has the aptitude to follow them effectively. From what I understand, the methods she used for her magic were far more abstract than the standard rituals taught in the Unity church.” He let out a brief, bored sigh. “As for the where of the matter, our entire supply is in a chest beneath the council table.”
“All of it?” I asked suspiciously, caught off guard by the straightforward answer.
“All of it,” he affirmed. “As we were to mobilize our entire force at dawn, the entire supply was planned to be distributed among the Unbound men; one last test before another round of modifications to the formula. With that plan now canceled, I find myself with no further need for it. Feel free to help yourself.”
I snorted. “Sure. It’s that easy.”
He shrugged and eyed me with an amused grin. “No tricks. You can either take the Warp, or leave it for someone else to find. Your choice.”
Silence stretched out between us as I struggled to pin down his motives. Why would he just give it to me? He wants me to take it, but to what end? I take it and turn it in as evidence of his crimes here, and he gets it back when Virram inevitably lets him go? Does he think I’ll use it? Maybe he thought far enough ahead for this eventuality and poisoned the supply? I shook my head and turned away from him. “We’ll see.”
“I had a wonderful time speaking with you. It’s been so very enlightening,” he called out as I left.
A small chill ran down my spine as I paused at the base of the stairs. The Strategist’s voice was unsettling on a deep, subconscious level; something about the mixture of confidence and contempt he exuded, even while bound and imprisoned, gave the impression that he knew what I was thinking before I did. Turning sharply on my heel, I strode back across the room towards him.
His lips curled into a coy grin as he watched me approach. “Oh? Did you think of something else you’d like to ask me?”
Without a word, I yanked up on his gag and secured it back into his mouth, making sure to tighten the knot at the back of his head. Satisfied with my handiwork, I looked him over and gave him a small nod, then returned to the council table. Stepping lightly around Solette’s body once again, I moved to where the Strategist had been sitting when we first entered the room and pulled out the chair. To my surprise, there was a lockbox hidden in the shadow of one of the table legs. It was difficult to spot, and would most likely have been passed over had I not known where to look.
I slid the lockbox out and popped the latch. The interior of the box was about the size of a loaf of bread, and was packed completely full with identical white silk pouches; brushing my fingers over the tops of the bags, I counted at least sixty in total. Enough for an entire vanguard of enhanced soldiers. I withdrew one of the pouches and pulled open the drawstrings, then upended the contents into a cupped hand. A dozen wine-colored crystals poured out and filled my palm, flickering like bloody diamonds in the torchlight.
“What’s that?” Lia asked, resting her head on my shoulder.
The sudden contact made me jump, and a few of the Warp crystals spilled onto the floor as I spun to see who had snuck up on me. “Oh, it’s you. Sorry, I was...preoccupied,” I apologized. Taking extra care to find every lost crystal, I returned them to the small silk bag and drew the strings. “This is the Warp that Solette modified. Apparently, it’s the entire supply.”
She looked over the contents of the box briefly, then back up to me. “Are you feeling okay, Lux?”
I rolled the pouch around my palm absentmindedly. “I’m...yeah, I’m alright. Just a bit distracted, I guess.” I glanced over at the Strategist and lowered my voice. “He just...told me where it was. Why would he do that, if not for some scheme to trick me into doing something for him?”
Lia pondered the question for a moment. “Well, what do you want to do?”
“I want to find out what this stuff really is,” I answered honestly. “I want to know why it made those men look like Thralls.”
“Okay then. Let’s do that,” she said with an encouraging smile. “It doesn’t matter if he’s planning something or not. Just do what you want to do.”
While I knew she was right, it didn’t help to assuage my worries at all. I took a deep breath, then stood and flipped the lid of the chest closed with my foot. “Thanks, Lia. You’re right.”
“Of course I’m right!” she proclaimed, puffing out her chest. I laughed at the emphatic display, and a small grin crept across her face. “Now, it’s almost time for us to leave. It’ll be dawn soon.” She nodded towards the stained-glass windows at the back of the room, which had begun to glow with dim, pre-dawn light. “Are you feeling up to it?”
“I didn’t come this far just to quit now,” I said, testing my balance and range of motion with a few quick stretches. “Let’s put an end to this, once and for all.” I slipped the silk pouch into my pocket and picked up the chest of the remaining Warp, then followed Lia down to where the Strategist was being pulled roughly to his feet by Val.
She turned to us as we approached, and her eyes lingered on the unexplained lockbox in my hands. “It is time,” she said eventually, looking over the two of us.
I waited quietly, expecting some inspiring words about the importance of our mission or how we should feel pride in our work so far. As the silence between us lengthened awkwardly, I realized she had no intentions of speaking, so I cleared my throat. “I’ll be glad to be rid of this place. And this guy,” I said with a dark chuckle, looking to the Strategist. “I hope you understand that what you say in the next few minutes will determine whether you make it out of the city alive. If your men make any attempt to free you, you’ll be dead long before they reach you.”
“Yes, the Commander has made that quite clear herself over the course of the evening,” he replied coolly. “My men listen to me absolutely. Should the need arise, they will quell any unrest among the Unbound.”
“Let’s hope your faith in them is better placed than your faith in the General,” I remarked offhandedly. The thought gave me pause, and I looked back to the stairs where the General had died. I set down the chest of Warp and jogged across the room, leaving my companions without explanation.
“Lux, we need to leave,” Val called out after me uncertainly.
“Head to the lobby. I’ll catch up with you,” I responded as I knelt down beside the General’s body. From the corner of my eye I saw Val give an affirmative nod and shove the Strategist towards the exit, and the two of them began their trip. Lia lingered in place, watching me anxiously. “You should go with Val, in case there are any soldiers lingering in the hallways. I promise I won’t be long.” After one last moment of hesitation, she picked up the lockbox at her feet and jogged out of the room.
Since the last time I had seen him before my blackout, the General’s skin had paled to a shade nearly matching the silvery white color of his closely cropped hair and beard. I gave his body a quick inspection, searching for any trinket or possession that could be unmistakably identified as his. The greatest general the world has ever seen would never give up his swords, even in defeat. They’d have to be pried from his cold…
I shook my head and left the thought incomplete as I looked down at my impending task. With as careful and reverent of a shove as I could muster, I spun his corpse onto its side and unclasped his sword belt, letting it slide off as I let the body fall back onto the stairs. The Company sigil that decorated the front clasp of the belt was beautiful, made from inset gemstones and golden filigree that only a master craftsman could have created; it was no doubt worth more money than any Unbound or Company soldier had ever seen in their lifetime.
Setting the belt across my knee, I turned my attention to the missing swords. One sat on the floor by my feet, stained red by the pool of blood that had escaped the General’s punctured heart. The other blade rested against his leg, the handle still firmly grasped in his hand. I grimaced as I reached down and pulled his fingers open, fighting against both the rigor mortis in his muscles and the brazen sacrilege of my actions. Once the sword was free, I returned both weapons to their respective sheathes and stood to leave.
“You...fought well,” I murmured, closing my eyes for a moment of quiet respect. The gesture felt odd, yet necessary; while the idea of a benevolent God had died for me lifetimes ago, I had a sense of obligation to honor the man who had been so clearly devoted to the same craft that I pursued. “Rest now,” I intoned, finishing the prayer. Looking up to the council table, I nodded to Solette’s remains. “Rest now.”
My footsteps echoed loudly through the empty chamber as I hurried out of the room. As I retraced my steps through the dark hallways of the statehouse, my mind and stomach churned anxiously over the task ahead. I felt little concern for how the Unbound men would react: the initial demands of their revolution would be met in full through Valandra’s promises, all without the massive loss of life that their war with Kaldan would have brought. It was a better outcome than they could have hoped for, despite being coaxed into the revolution under false pretenses in the first place.
The Company men were a different issue entirely. Seeing their brilliant, fearless leader in chains might be enough to cause them to attack us in an effort to save him, regardless of what the Strategist said to dissuade them. Much to my dismay, the plan hinged on him both keeping his word and being as unquestionably effective as an orator and leader as claimed to be. If his speech succeeded, it would be a simple matter of transporting him back to Marin’s shop, retrieving our wagon, and driving him back to Yoria.
While I was feeling much better physically than I had any right to be after my endeavors, the idea of fighting off the entirety of the Company men present at the assembly seemed nearly impossible. I gripped the sword belt tighter in my hands as I considered the alternative scenario. If they won’t see reason, and we can’t use force...we’ll use intimidation. I knew it was a risky strategy, as it could easily provoke the men to further action, but seeing proof that the General had been killed also had the potential to put to rest any vainglorious thoughts of rescuing the Strategist from his captors.
The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I unknowingly stepped into the radius of Lia’s Detection magic. I felt a brief ping of alarm in her aura, followed immediately by a strong rush of relief, and I doubled my pace to catch up with the group before they reached the lobby. After another minute of travel through the dim corridors, I found Lia leaning against the wall, patiently waiting for my arrival.
“Are those the General’s swords?” she asked as soon as I appeared, clearly having considered the question over the course of my trip to her.
“Indeed they are,” I answered, giving the belt an emphatic shake. “They’re beautiful blades, especially when they aren’t trying to kill you.”
She pushed off from the wall and matched my speed as we followed behind the sound of Val’s armored footsteps stomping somewhere ahead of us. “Why did you stay behind for those?”
“It’s just a bit of insurance,” I answered. “Ideally, things will go exactly as they’re supposed to, and the swords will just end up as a lovely keepsake from our Attetsian vacation.”
Lia chuckled under her breath. “I think I’m going to need another vacation after this one. A better one.”
“Anywhere you want to go. For real, this time.” As we made our way down the hall, I couldn’t stop myself from staring at her out of the corner of my eye. It hadn’t even been a week since her first military mission started, yet she carried herself with the strength and ease of a seasoned veteran; it was nearly impossible to picture her as the same frightened girl I had first met in the dungeons below Yoria.
I realized I had stared far too long when she turned and raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you...need something, Lux?”
“No, no,” I said, looking away embarrassed. “I was just...thinking, is all. You’ve gone through a bit of an unfair crash course for this lifestyle of fighting and danger, all because of me. I feel bad about it, but at the same time...there’s nobody I’d rather have with me. There’s no way I would have made it this far without you.”
“I’m here because I want to be, not because you forced me into it,” she replied as she always did. “Plus, things are different now. At first I wanted to follow you, no matter where you were going, because you…well, because you changed my life. I wouldn’t have been able to go back to the way things had always been once you showed me how things could be.”
She looked away as she continued in a softer tone. “I’m not that little girl anymore. I have the power to help the people I care about, and I can’t waste that power. If we hadn’t come here, the Company would have marched straight to Yoria’s gates, and that would have taken them straight through Tolamar. What would have happened to my parents if we hadn’t stopped the Strategist?” Her hands gripped tighter around the handles of the Warp lockbox as she shuddered. “I’m here because it’s the right thing to do.”
“If you keep talking like that, some people might start calling you a hero,” I teased.
She scrunched up her face at me and let out a flustered huff. “Well, what’s wrong with that? Not that I’m saying I think I’m a hero or anything!” She sputtered as she struggled to put together her next thought. “You’re the one who trained me! And you’re always talking about how you want to help the people who can’t help themselves! I just got it from you, that’s all.”
A laugh caught me off guard, and I took a moment to compose myself enough to respond. “That’s true, that’s true. It’s my best quality, really. And, coincidentally, my worst.” I leaned over and planted a quick kiss on the top of her head. “You just keep being you. That’s all that matters.” Lia smiled up at me for a long moment, then quietly shifted closer to my side until I rested my free arm around her shoulders.
We met up with Val and the Strategist as the lobby came into sight around the final corner, and the four of us walked together in tense silence to our final stop. I moved to the tall windows at the front of the lobby and snuck a careful glance through a crack in the heavy curtains; as expected, the plaza outside was packed with soldiers, all centered around the small wooden stage erected at the base of the stairs. I turned and nodded to the others. “They’re here.”
“Best not to keep the men waiting,” the Strategist remarked casually, shuffling towards the door with a rhythmic clinking from his manacled feet.
Val stopped him roughly by the shoulder and spun him to face her. “This is no time for schemes. Your fate, and the fate of your Company, rests on what you say next.”
He rolled his eyes. “As I’ve told you repeatedly, I understand what is at stake. Do not think me so vain that I would put the future of the Elta’sahn Company at stake for some matter of personal pride.” His voice snapped harshly as he finished, betraying his clear aggravation. A pleasant smile spread across his face a moment later, and the anger evaporated. “My men will listen to me without question. You have nothing to fear.”
Val looked to Lia and me for a final time, then led the Strategist to the exit. I locked eyes with him as the doors opened and tapped my finger knowingly on the pommel of my sword; he disappeared out the door behind Valandra a moment later, seemingly unphased by the gesture. I gave Lia a gentle pat on the shoulder, and we walked out into the early morning light.
The smell of the ocean below us was strong on the cold morning breeze, nearly masking the scent of the blood and ash that covered much of the plaza after my rampage. At Val’s appearance on the steps of the statehouse, the noise of the crowd faded from hundreds of overlapping conversations to hushed whispers. Despite their fearless leader approaching them in chains, all eyes were on Val; her shield and armor flashing radiantly in the sunrise left no question as to who stood before them.
As opposed to the night before, there was no raucous cheering as the Strategist moved to the podium: it was impressively silent as he began to speak. “Good people of Attetsia, I come before you a repentant man. In your hour of need I offered you salvation, but it’s time now that I reveal the truth. You deserve that much.” I noticed a clear distinction in the reaction to his speech: members of the Unbound exchanged uncertain glances and low whispers of confusion, while the Company men all watched the Strategist with unwavering eyes, many with their hands on their weapons.
“Our march today was not to be for the greater good of the world; it was for the greater good of the Elta’sahn Company. Under the guise of a revolutionary force, I planned to use your lives, and the lives of those who would have died in the ensuing battle, as bartering chips in exchange for control of Attetsia.” The sincere regret with which he spoke surprised me, though his specific exclusions of the shadowed dealings with King Virram told me that, as always, every word and inflection was perfectly measured. “I took advantage of your civil unrest and gave you the tools to overthrow your Council. Not for your own good, but for mine, and for—”
A rock flew up out of the crowd and bounced off of the Strategist’s oversized hat. “My brother died during that coup, you bastard!” shouted a man from the front row. “This was all for your damn mercenary group?!” He pulled a short sword from his hip and took a step forward, but he was immediately knocked to the ground by a man in Company armor. A ripple ran through the crowd behind them as Unbound and Company men began to form tight clusters opposite one another. The two men at the foot of the stage squared off, each holding their weapons at the ready.
“ENOUGH!” The command boomed across the plaza as Val slammed her shield against the stage for emphasis. Both of the men in the skirmish froze, slowly turning their heads to look up at her, and the crowd followed suit. “There will be no bloodshed today. This conflict is over.”
The Strategist straightened his hat and cleared his throat. “I will go with the King’s Shield to Yoria, where I will face punishment for my crimes. For this cooperation, the members of the Elta’sahn Company present in the city will be allowed safe passage back to our fleet, on the condition that they never return to Attetsia.”
Val continued the explanation. “Every member of the Unbound is granted clemency for any actions taken during the coup. A new Council will be elected through a general election, taking into consideration your grievances that initially sparked this conflict. Any citizens displaced or otherwise adversely affected by the Company’s presence will be given monetary compensation by the Golden Throne, under my supervision.” The last detail took me by surprise; I had a difficult time believing that Virram would support the idea, but the promise of reparations made it much more likely that the Attetsian rebels would agree with our plan.
The Unbound soldier at the front of the crowd considered her points for a tense moment, then returned his weapon to his belt. “He belongs to us,” he shouted, pointing up at the Strategist. “We should be the ones to decide his fate, not Kaldan. He did this to us, not to you.”
“For the sake of Attetsia, he must stand trial,” Val responded diplomatically. “A full interrogation is the only way to reveal the true extent of his crimes, both committed and planned. While I plan to give a full account of what I have found here, it will not be enough proof to both punish him accordingly and appropriately aid the restoration of your home.” Her voice lost a bit of harshness. “I understand your desire for...immediate justice, but we must put aside our personal feelings for the sake of the greater good.”
“And what do you know of the greater good?!” There was a commotion at the center of the crowd as a new voice shouted out at us. Although I couldn’t make out the face of the man heading towards the stage, a garish orange hat in the same style as the Strategist’s was clearly visible through the gathering.
“I didn’t know he was going to be here,” the Strategist whispered angrily, looking back at us. “This complicates things.”
“Complicates things how?” I whispered back to him. “Who is he?”
His eyes took on a faraway quality as he sighed and shook his head. I looked back to the crowd and found that the hat had reached the front of the stage. The man beneath it was young, seeming at most in his early twenties, with platinum blonde hair that was styled in the same fashion as the Strategist’s ponytail and goatee. Apart from a belt of five daggers worn across his chest, the young man’s apparel was also a direct copy of the Strategist’s, albeit of a far inferior quality to the beautiful fabrics of the Company leader. His bright green eyes were full of fury as he pulled out a fencing saber and pointed it towards Val. “By order of First Tactician Jeremiah Eltann, you are to release this man at once!”
Val looked between the young man and the Strategist with a puzzled expression. “I cannot do that.”
“Jeremiah, please,” the Strategist said with a forced smile, “now is not the time—”
“Now is precisely the time!” Jeremiah interrupted forcefully. “It is clear your words can’t be taken at face value given your circumstances. You’ve been forced to agree with this plan against your will! There is no other explanation!” He looked to the men around him and pumped his fist vigorously in the air. “Men of the Elta’sahn Company! We can free our leader if we band together. Only then can we continue to carry out his will!”
I nearly laughed out loud at the proclamation. What a fantastic failure to read the situation. If this kid thinks he’s the next Strategist in the making, he’s got a rude awakening ahead of him.
His nearby allies made no move to assist him with the bold strategy, and instead exchanged unsure glances with each other. The lack of support only seemed to strengthen the First Tactician’s resolve. “I will show you all the strength of the Company myself,” he announced, taking a bold step towards the stage.
“If you really value your dear leader’s life, you’ll stop where you are, drop your weapons, and repent profusely,” I spoke down to him, stepping up to the edge of the platform. “Follow your orders, kid. This works best for everyone if you just go home alive, with your tail between your legs.” Judging by the range of annoyed and angry faces on the closest Company men, Jeremiah’s dramatic outbursts were a common occurrence.
“How dare you speak to me like that! You wouldn’t make such threats if you had any wits about you,” he spat. “Perhaps if you drop your weapons and repent, I’ll let you keep your tongue. Primes willing.” He drew one of the daggers from his bandolier and flourished it with a well-practiced spin. “You’ll soon see for yourself why I’m called Eltann Quickblade.”
Oh, he even gave himself a nickname. I failed to fully hide my amusement, and a smirk crept across my face. “Think about what you’re doing, Jeremy. You’re threatening the King’s Shield; she’s the greatest fighter in the country.”
“The greatest behind the General, perhaps,” he retorted smugly. “I’ve trained with him for years; I could never lose to the likes of her, even with her divine shield.”
I felt a giddy rush of excitement as he fell perfectly into my trap, and I pulled the General’s belt out from behind my back and threw it to the stone plaza below. There was a loud chorus of gasps as both Unbound and Company men stepped back in shock. “You’re going to have to find a new teacher, Jerry. The General is no longer the greatest fighter in the country. He’s dead.”
Jeremiah stared at the belt in disbelief. The crowd around him continued to recede as he finally knelt down and reached for the swords, his hand trembling. “Liar,” he managed to squeak out between short, sharp breaths.
“It’s the truth,” the Strategist confirmed, seizing the opportunity I had created. “Jeremiah, if the Company is to survive, you must accept the terms and leave immediately. Take the belt to the Admiral, along with this message: Return to Last Cove and enact Sole Executor Two.” Jeremiah looked up to him with wide, fearful eyes. “Can I trust you with this?”
There was a long moment of silence as every eye in the plaza fell on the First Tactician. “Yes,” he replied weakly. “You can trust me.”
The Strategist looked almost fatherly as he smiled down to the young man. “Good. The Company will need your wisdom now more than ever.” He raised his voice to address the crowd once again. “Everything I did, I did for the good of my Company, as did the men under my command. You did what you did for the good of your country. Now, let us all do what is best, and end this conflict for good without further bloodshed.”
Val cleared her throat. “Men of the Company, return to your fleet. Empty the harbor by sundown, and never return to this place. Citizens of Attetsia, spread word throughout the city that the occupation has ended. When this man has been transferred into custody of the Golden Throne, I will return with aid to assist in restoring your city.” Her voice echoed over the hundreds of men gathered in the plaza, all standing silently before her. She snapped off a crisp salute. “Dismissed!”
Although none of the men were hers to command, they jumped into action at her dismissal and hastily began to disperse from the courtyard. Jeremiah remained motionless before us as he cradled the General’s bloody belt with the care of a parent holding their newborn child for the first time. His eyes scanned over its surface repeatedly, as if he believed there was some small detail he had missed that would make everything return to normalcy. After failing to find it for the hundredth time, his eyes suddenly snapped up to the stage. “I will not forget your face,” he promised me quietly. “This debt will be repaid.” He turned and walked away before I had a chance to respond, leaving us alone in the quiet plaza.
“It is time to leave,” Val said, motioning to the stairs. “With a tentative peace restored to Attetsia, we should return to our wagon and make for Yoria immediately.”
“Oh, sweet relief,” the Strategist sighed happily as he followed her down the steps, “you have a wagon. I was convinced we would be making the journey on foot.”
None of us engaged with his attempt at clever conversation, and our group quickly fell back into silence as we made our way out of the Council district. It was clear that the long night had started to take its toll on us from a quick glance at the faces of my companions; apart from myself, nobody had slept after our fight with the General, and the dark rings beneath Lia and the Strategist’s eyes were severely pronounced. Val’s face showed no outward signs of fatigue, as I had come to expect from her, but I found it difficult to believe she still had the unwavering strength she exuded.
Our walk through the streets of Attetsia was peaceful. Most roads were completely empty as we traveled back to Marin’s shop, and the ones that weren’t quickly made themselves so; every guard we encountered either rushed to the nearest possible exit as soon as we came into view, or pressed themselves up against the opposite buildings to allow us the widest berth possible. The mixture of fear and reverence on their faces repeatedly confirmed that both the King’s Shield and the Strategist were as famous as I had been told, and that the battle between them was a truly legendary event.
When Marin’s shop finally came into view, a second wagon was parked out front beside our own on the road. Before I had a chance to worry about who had arrived in our absence, a bright flash of red from within the new cart revealed Marin as she stacked and restacked small wooden crates. When the sound of our approaching footsteps reached her she looked up in alarm, then vaulted out of the back of her wagon and sprinted towards us. Val held up a hand before she could reach us, and Marin skidded to an abrupt stop.
“Good morning, my lady,” the Strategist said with a thick layer of false courtesy, “who might you—”
“No,” Val interrupted, shoving him roughly passed her sister. With a hand now gripped tightly around his elbow, she led him to our wagon without another word.
Marin turned to watch them for a brief moment before leaping forward and pulling us into a group hug. “I’m so glad you’re all safe,” she said with a relieved laugh. “I couldn’t sleep at all last night, I was so worried!”
Lia patted her back. “I’m glad you’re safe too, Marin.”
Marin withdrew her arms and spun to watch as Val pushed the Strategist into the back of our wagon. “So that’s him? That’s...the guy?”
“Yeah, that’s the guy,” I answered. “He’s the one behind all the awful things you’ve had to go through lately. We’re taking him back to Yoria so he can stand trial for everything he’s done.”
She growled at him under her breath. “Good. Serves him right.” The frown on her face suddenly dissolved into an excited smile. “So, when are we leaving?”
“Uhm…” I trailed off, looking to Lia for support. Finding her with the same confused expression that I wore, I continued. “We’re leaving for Yoria as soon as possible, but...are you, uhh, also going somewhere?”
“I’m going with you!” she answered energetically. “Like I said, I couldn’t sleep last night, so I packed up all of my stuff instead. It wasn’t hard; my entire stock has been sold out for days, so aside from a few personal items I barely had anything to pack at all!”
“But what about your shop?” Lia asked. “Wasn’t that the whole reason you stayed in Attetsia to begin with?”
Marin let out an exasperated sigh. “Attetsia is the worst! If I had known how awful everything would be before I moved down here, I would never have set up this shop in the first place!” She clapped her hands. “I’m moving back in with my parents in Yoria. If things are going to get better here, I’m sure somebody will want to buy my shop. It’s in a great neighborhood!” Her eyes widened with sudden surprise, and she spun away from us. “That reminds me, I have to go back and…” she trailed off as she walked away from us, still talking to herself as she went.
I vigorously rubbed my face as a wave of fatigue washed over me. “I’m not sure I’d have the energy to keep up with her on my best day.”
Lia laughed, nodding with agreement as she took my hand in hers. We stood together in the middle of the road and watched Marin skip circles around her older sister, pestering Val in an effort to gain her undivided attention. After everything we had gone through together, it was comforting to see Val’s steely face warmed by a genuine, loving smile.
“It’s really over, isn’t it?” Lia asked softly. “I know it’s only been a few days, but it feels like we started our trip here from Yoria months ago.”
“It’s really over,” I agreed. “We take one last wagon ride, collect our reward from the King, and then…” I trailed off and looked down at my boots, “I’m not sure what comes next. I convinced myself so thoroughly that I’d never make it here. I didn’t bother to seriously consider the future, because I thought I’d lose it.”
“Well, you’d better start thinking about it soon. You owe me a lot of adventures,” she teased. “I’m thinking...somewhere far away.” She gave my hand a gentle squeeze as she pulled me forward, and we walked to our awaiting wagon together.
The future, huh? What do I even want for my future? I considered the idea for a moment, but the answer came to me immediately when I looked over to Lia’s smiling face. No. Not my future. Our future.
***




17. OUR FUTURE

The first two days of our trip back to Yoria passed me by in a haze. I was unconscious more often than not, asleep in the back of Marin’s wagon, only occasionally waking up to sate my abnormally powerful appetite. Lia sat on the driver’s bench beside Marin, but moved back into the small yet comfortable covered wagon whenever I woke up. My lack of energy worried her, but I found the experience greatly preferable to the last time my mana reserves had run dry: lying comatose in the Corell family basement for three days.
Our cart traveled closely behind Val’s, which had been mostly emptied to make adequate space for transporting the Strategist. His hands and feet had been rebound in heavier manacles for the trip, which further locked him in place via heavy steel loops built into the wagon’s frame. The cloth gag over his mouth had been likewise replaced with a leather half-mask that linked into his wrist guards. Based on his appearance alone, it would be easy to mistake the man for the most dangerous warrior ever taken prisoner, instead of the brilliant yet defenseless tactician he truly was.
A combination of cold, clear weather and empty roads made for quick travel across the countryside. After ensuring that nobody had followed us out of the city limits on our first morning of travel, I had fallen asleep almost immediately. My next memory came at sunset, when I awoke to find the outer walls of the city-state illuminated with a fading, orange light. Lia disembarked from the wagon and entered the guardhouse to open the gate, returning to us with a foul look on her face when we had passed through to the other side; apparently, the wall had remained abandoned during our stay in the city, including the corpses inside, which were two days further decomposed than when we had found them before.
Our travelling routine was extremely efficient, mostly due to Val’s strict scheduling and our forced adherence to it: break camp before dawn, travel until midday, one short break to relieve bodily functions, travel until it was too dark for the horses to continue, make camp, sleep, repeat. Most of my waking hours in the wagon were filled with consistent annoyed comments from Marin about her older sister’s stringent rules, despite Lia’s best efforts to justify the urgency of our mission. The pettiness of her complaints was strangely comforting to me; the trivial nature of her “not enough bathroom breaks” grievances reminded me that we were no longer in mortal danger, a fact that continually slipped my mind.
My intermittent hibernation finally ended on our third day of travel. I awoke in the back of the wagon late in the afternoon to the sound of Marin and Lia’s laughter. Although I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason, I knew that I was back to full strength before my eyes opened. I rose with a satisfied grin and stretched, which caught Lia’s attention.
“Lux! I’m sorry if we woke you,” she said sheepishly.
“Don’t worry about it. I’d say it’s about time I stopped lying around all day,” I chuckled, moving up to the front of the wagon to take a seat on a small crate. “What have I missed?”
Marin snorted. “Trees, fields, cold wind, and no breaks.” She craned her neck past the side of the covered wagon and looked behind us. “We just drove by some flowers, so I guess that makes today pretty eventful.”
“I see,” I said, nodding enthusiastically, “very exciting.” Squinting off into the distance, I looked for any recognizable landmarks that would help me to gauge our progress. When I came up unsuccessful, I looked back to Marin. “When do you expect we’ll get to Yoria?”
“We’ll be close tonight, but it’ll take a few more hours in the morning before we get to the city proper,” she explained. “If we keep our current pace, which I’m sure we will, we’ll get to Tolamar just after sunrise, and you’ll get to the walls well before noon.”
I cocked my head to the side. “You aren’t coming to the city? I thought you were moving back to live with your parents.”
“That’s right, you were asleep!” Lia chimed in. “While we go take care of things with Val, Marin is going to go meet my parents. My father could always use some help running his business, and with her experience managing a store, I’m sure they’ll figure out something for her to do!”
“I’m not good at sitting around doing nothing,” Marin explained. “I’ll go insane if I don’t find a job. Just living at home, sitting around with my parents…” she trailed off with a shudder.
“I think that’s a great idea,” I said, laughing at her exaggerated reaction. “You and Marten will definitely get along. Plus, given how much he likes your sister, there’s no way he’ll say no to you working with him just for the off chance that she comes by to visit every now and then.”
She spun around and glared at me. “He’s going to give me a job because I’m good at what I do, not because my sister is a famous hero.”
“Of course!” I held up my hands to appease her. “I’m just saying, don’t be surprised if he brings her up in conversation. More than once.”
Lia gave an embarrassed chuckle as Marin grumbled something under her breath. Her bad mood was short lived, and she quickly shifted back to the bubbly, upbeat personality I had come to expect from her. She launched into a series of stories about her time running her store in Attetsia, both before and during the occupation, and about her layabout ex-fiancé Daeron.
It was difficult to piece together the missing details from her retelling of events, but it sounded as if the two had fallen for each other while he was in Yoria for a business deal; after she made the decision to go with him back to Attetsia, she had discovered he hadn’t been entirely truthful about either the successful nature of his business, nor his dedication to running it. Luckily, she found that her natural aptitude for both customer relations and business management far exceeded Daeron’s, and she quickly took over running the shop herself. By the time he left to join the Unbound he had given her complete control of the business, which she intended to sell for a healthy profit.
The three of us traded stories over the course of our uneventful ride across the countryside, laughing and bantering like old friends. Marin’s extroverted energy was difficult to match, but it was a refreshing change of pace after the feelings of uncertainty and anxiety that had clung to us while on our mission, and I was more than happy to take a backseat in the conversation. I had hardly noticed the fading light around us before Val pulled her wagon off to the side of the road ahead, signaling our new camping spot for the night.
I hopped out of the wagon as soon as it had parked for the night and jogged over to meet Val. As she stepped down from the driver’s bench and noticed my approach, her eyebrows twitched up in momentary surprise. “Lux. You are awake.”
“I am indeed,” I answered with a chuckle.
“That is good.” She held her hands behind her back and looked away. “I was beginning to grow worried that you required more serious medical attention.”
I waved away her concern. “Rest has always been the best medicine for me. That, and home cooked meals. I only had one of the two this time, so it took a bit longer to get back to normal.” I nodded my head towards the side of the wagon. “How’s he been so far?”
“Quiet and cooperative,” Val answered, “though that is likely due in large part to his new restraints.” I grinned at the idea of the Strategist being unable to speak, sitting silent and frustrated day in and day out. Our conversation faded away, and I found myself awkwardly waiting for her to continue, while she seemed to do the same. “Lux, I am—”
“Hey, could—” We both spoke up at the same time, ratcheting the strange tension between us up another notch. “Sorry,” I said, holding up a hand, “you first.”
She nodded and cleared her throat. “There is a matter that I had hoped to speak with you about, if you awoke before we reached Yoria. Privately.”
“Conveniently, I was just about to ask the same of you,” I replied, letting out a small sigh of relief. “Let’s talk after we get the camp set up and have something to eat. Lia can keep an eye on the Strategist for you.”
“That is amenable,” she agreed. “Thank you, Lux.”
“No, thank you,” I said, giving her one last nod before I turned to head back to Marin’s wagon. My brow furrowed the instant she was behind me as I thought about what could be important enough for her to ask for a private meeting. With our return to Yoria imminent, I knew I had to talk with her about what she would tell the King about me during her debriefing. To my own surprise, I had grown to trust her a great deal over the course of our mission, but that trust was infinitely outweighed by my contempt for Virram; a report given to him in good faith could still be dangerous to Lia and myself if Val told him certain details of what had transpired in Attetsia.
That’s what I wanted to talk about, but what does she want to talk about? The question lingered in the back of my mind as I helped Lia and Marin make camp. When our small fire was strong enough to span against the cold night air, we prepared a meal of roasted apples with asperfruit jam alongside our usual trail rations of hard tack and dried meat. While we worked, Val let the Strategist out of the wagon for his nightly bathroom break, then returned him to his mobile prison with his rations. When she had finished with her guard duties, she leaned against the side of the wagon across from the fire and watched me intently, seemingly uninterested in dinner.
I did my best to enjoy my meal and hold a pleasant conversation with Marin and Lia, but I could feel Val’s eyes boring a focused hole into my forehead the entire time. As soon as I finished my food, I leaned over to whisper in Lia’s ear. “I need to go talk with Val. Can you keep an eye on the Strategist for a bit?”
She nodded as she tapped her temple with two fingers, and I felt a faint rush of energy trace my body as her Detection magic scanned out through the camp. “I’m on it,” she whispered back.
Satisfied, I stood and took the opportunity to warm my hands by the fireside one last time before walking over to meet Val. “Shall we?” I asked quietly, waving my hand out before us. She followed me out to the back of Marin’s wagon, where we were out of both eyeline and earshot of the camp. I could still feel Lia’s mana running along the surface of my skin, but I knew she wouldn’t pry; although I intended to relay anything of importance to her when the secret rendezvous was over, it was important to me that what Val thought was a private meeting was indeed private.
I took a seat on the back edge of the wagon, and Val followed suit. The old wood groaned as it sagged under the weight of her heavy armor, and we both sunk a few inches closer to the ground. My legs swung restlessly over the side as I stared up at the stars and waited for Val to start the conversation. When she failed to do so, I eventually broke the silence myself. “So...you can turn invisible. That’s a neat trick.”
She turned to me with an impressively arched eyebrow. “I am unsure what you are referring to.”
“During the fight with the General. You appeared from nowhere in a flash of light and saved Lia at the last possible second,” I explained. “Thank you for that, by the way.”
“Oh.” She looked up into the night sky with a ponderous expression. “Do not thank me. I should never have let her fight the General alone; I was the only reason she was in danger to begin with.”
“Well, that’s not true at all,” I scoffed. “I’m the reason she was on the mission in the first place. Although, I guess you could blame Virram for that, which I do by the way. If you go back far enough you can really blame—”
Val held up a hand. “No. That was my fight, and I failed to act. Saving Lia was the least I could do, and even then, I would have failed if not for the Primes. If they had not answered my prayers, I am not sure I would have found the strength to fight.” She turned her hand slowly in front of her face, examining it in the dim starlight. “I was...unaware of what transpired, exactly.”
Spontaneous magic. Not surprising, given the circumstances. “What did you pray for?”
She shrugged. “I simply asked for the strength to give my life to save Lia’s.”
“Well...I’m glad that didn’t happen,” I said, unsure of how else to respond to the admission. I felt another uncomfortable silence coming on and cut it off before it could begin. “Sorry for distracting you; what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”
Her head turned towards me slowly, and her eyes fell to my scarred right hand. “When we left you alone in the courtyard, how did you survive?” I felt my stomach drop as the question caught me off guard. “I know you are a skilled fighter, but that was not a matter of skill; you were outnumbered fifty to one by a generous estimate. There were…” she trailed off, turning away as her voice fell to little more than a hoarse whisper. “There were not any bodies. Just blood and ash.”
I closed my eyes and saw the terrified faces of the men I slaughtered staring at me in vivid detail. “I did what I had to do to make sure we succeeded,” I muttered, absentmindedly tracing a jagged black scar across my palm with my thumb. “I can’t explain it further. I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”
There was a long moment of silence as she studied my hand with interest. “Those markings...I have seen them once before.”
The statement took me a moment to process, until the tortured face of another man I had marked floated to the forefront of my mind. “Jack. I assume he told quite a story.”
She gave me an odd look. “In a manner of speaking. His autopsy revealed—”
“Autopsy?” I interrupted her. “Did you say his autopsy?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “Of the corpses found in the barracks on the night of your escape, Jack was the only one worth investigating. He appeared to have died from a self-inflicted stab wound, but his body was covered in mysterious black scars.” She gestured gently towards my hand for emphasis.
The news of Jack’s suicide would have affected me more powerfully, had I not already felt so sick and numb. “I’m not sure what you want me to say.”
“I want you to explain what happened.”
“I can’t. Now, more than ever, I can’t.” I paused for a moment, then let out a frustrated sigh. “Power comes at a cost, Val. Sometimes, the cost is worth it. Sometimes it isn’t.” I buried my scarred hand inside my cloak. “We accomplished our mission. That’s all that’s important.”
“That is not enough, Lux,” she replied, her voice tremulous. “I need to give an accurate account of what transpired in Attetsia.”
“No, you don’t,” I said forcefully, turning to look at her face to face. “If you tell the King every detail of our mission, he’ll never let us leave the city alive.”
Her eyebrows flicked upwards as the last of her composure left her. “I am not sure what you mean.” She turned away, too late to hide the fear I saw in her eyes.
“Don’t lie to me. If Virram knows what Lia and I are capable of, he’ll demand that we keep working for him. If we refuse, he’ll have us killed.” I paused until she met my eyes again. “More accurately, he’ll attempt to have us killed. You probably know him better than anybody; do you think I’m wrong?”
The silence between us was all I needed as an answer. “I cannot lie to him,” she whispered eventually, avoiding the question.
“Then tell the truth. I distracted the guards outside while you and Lia snuck into the statehouse. You defeated the General with her help, while I took care of an unarmed priestess. You set the terms with the Strategist, and you convinced the Company to leave Attetsia without violence.” I stared intensely into her wide, olive eyes, hoping to find agreement. “All we want to do is leave, Val. I don’t care about payment, or honors, or anything else. Just let us leave.”
“You could accept his offer,” she said hopefully. “With your skills, you and Lia would easily climb up the ranks of Kaldan’s military. You could even join the Trinity Guard. Together, the three of us would bring Kaldan into a new age of safety and prosperity.”
I shook my head sadly. “I can’t do that, Val; I can’t keep living that life. All of the danger, the stress, the death...I don’t want that to become my whole life again. I want to be good for something other than bloodshed. I want peace, and happiness, and…” I paused as my honesty took me by surprise, “...and a family.” My eyes closed as my mind wandered to the memory of Alda and Amaya standing together, smiling at me. “I will never lose my family again.”
When my eyes reopened, I was shocked to see a tear streak down Val’s cheek. “I will do what I can to help you,” she said, her voice threatening to break at every word, “but I cannot make you any guarantees. While I believe the King will do—”
Her voice cut out abruptly as I hugged her around her shoulders. “That’s all I’m asking. Thank you, Valandra.” I felt her body freeze at my touch, but she quickly relaxed into the embrace, gingerly wrapping one arm under mine to return the gesture. Despite our occasional disagreements, I couldn’t deny that I had come to care about her over the course of our mission, and I felt a moment of sadness when I realized I would most likely never see her again after our debriefing with the King.
I heard her let out a single, sharp breath as her shoulders shook, but when I pulled away, she had already regained most of her lost composure, and any sign of the tears on her face had been wiped away. “It is the least I can do for you, after everything you have done for me,” she stated.
“Well, once we’re free to leave, you can consider us even,” I said with a chuckle. A small smile spread across her face as she gave me a nod in agreement. With a clap of my hands, I hopped to my feet and peered around the edge of the wagon. “Great! Now, unless you had anything else you wanted to talk about, I should get back to Lia. I’m sure she’s curious about where we disappeared to.”
She held a hand out to stop me. “Lux, there was…” she paused, looking away, “nothing else.”
Her halting speech and downcast eyes informed me otherwise. “Are you sure? We won’t have much of a chance to talk after tonight.”
“Yes, I am sure. Thank you for speaking with me,” she replied. “You should return to Lia. I am going to patrol our perimeter.” Immediately, she stood and began to walk in the opposite direction of our camp.
“Alright. Be careful,” I called after her. I watched until she disappeared from sight in a thicket of trees, then shrugged and made my way back to camp. As much as I was distracted by the odd interaction she had left me with, I was satisfied with the outcome of our meeting. It was strange to feel even a small ray of hope after everything we had been through, but for the first time since leaving Yoria, I believed we had a chance of finishing our mission and moving on with our lives.
Marin was on her way out of camp when I entered. “Oh good, you’re back.” She looked out behind me into the darkness. “Where’s my sister?”
“She’s out on a patrol around the camp,” I answered. “I think she has a hard time sitting still, just like you.”
“That sounds about right.” She suddenly narrowed her eyes and looked me up and down. “What were you two talking about, anyway? Why so secretive?”
“Val was just explaining how our debriefing would go tomorrow: how to respond to certain questions, where we would go at what time, the order of—”
Marin brushed past me with a heavy sigh. “Boring!” she shouted over her shoulder, drawing the word out for emphasis. “I’m going to bed. You and Lia should come grab your bedrolls; I have a very important business meeting in the morning, so I’d like to sleep undisturbed.”
“Of course,” I smiled graciously. Hearing her name, Lia stood from her seat by the fire and joined me at the edge of camp, and the three of us walked back to Marin’s wagon. We retrieved our things and wished Marin goodnight, then returned to the fireside and spread out our bedrolls side by side.
“Just like old times,” Lia sighed wistfully as she removed her sword belt, “although I’m not nearly as exhausted and sore from training as I was back then.”
“You’d better enjoy it while it lasts. We’re going to have to train twice as hard to make up for all of these missed days,” I teased.
She flopped backwards onto her bedroll with a laughing groan. I joined her on the ground and began to prepare for sleep, removing my belt, boots, and cloak. There was a rush of freezing air across my body as the cloak left my shoulders, and I quickly slid beneath my thin blanket as I tossed the cloak to Lia. She let out a soft gasp of excitement and immediately wrapped herself up, disappearing inside the thick black fabric momentarily before her face poked out from beneath the deep hood with a satisfied smile. I laughed as I shivered against the night air, scooting closer to her for warmth.
“So, what was it you really talked about with Val?” she asked, extending a hand out from the cloak to grab mine.
“I tried to convince her to leave out as many details about us as possible in her report to the King tomorrow,” I answered. “If Virram finds out how powerful we really are, I have no doubt that he’ll try to convince us to serve him permanently, either through bribes or through force.” Frustrated, I rubbed my eyes and sighed. “It’s not that I think Val would purposely say something to get us in trouble, she’s just so stupidly loyal to him. I don’t get it.”
“I’m sure she has her reasons...but I know what you mean.” Her amber eyes gleamed brightly in the flickering firelight as she regarded me with a smile. “Whatever happens tomorrow, we’ll face it together. Whether King Virram says we’re free to go or not doesn’t matter; nothing is getting in the way of our adventures anymore.”
Her confidence made me grin. “You’re right. He saw what happened when he tried to ‘teach me a lesson’ last time. I doubt he’ll do something that stupid again.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the smell of the fire against the cold air as I tried to purge the worry from my mind. “Now that you’ve had some time to think about it, where would you like to go for our first trip?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” she said, rolling onto her back and staring up into the night sky. “I figured we could spend some time with my parents before we left, seeing as we don’t know how long we’ll be gone after that.”
“Oh, that’s a great idea. What I wouldn’t give for one of your mother’s home-cooked meals right about now,” I said, rubbing my stomach longingly. “Plus, we’ll be able to see how Marin and your father get along. We definitely can’t miss that.”
“That’s for sure,” she giggled. We fell into a comfortable silence, interrupted only by the occasional crackle of the small campfire beside us. After having slept for nearly three straight days I was nowhere near tired, and the lingering stress of our upcoming encounter with the King would have kept me awake regardless, but I was happy to spend any time I could with Lia. Eventually she yawned, arching her back in a dramatic, satisfying stretch. “I guess it’s time for bed.”
I nodded. “You’ll want to be nice and rested for tomorrow. Whatever happens, I’m sure it’ll be interesting.”
Lia curled up tighter beneath my cloak and balled up the hood under her head for a pillow. “You probably won’t get much sleep tonight, huh?”
“Yeah, I’d say I’ve had my fill of sleeping for now, but it’s a good chance for me to catch up on my meditation.” I propped myself up on my elbow and leaned over to kiss her on the forehead. “I love you, Lia.”
She gave my fingers a tight squeeze before withdrawing her arm into the warmth of my cloak. “I love you, too.”
I rolled onto my back and began my standard breathing routine as the mana gently started to flow around my body. After my careful days of recovery, it felt as though the energy was practically overflowing from my core, ready and eager to be channeled and expended again. Happy to oblige, I pushed the mana out along the ground around me, and the world inside my head buzzed to life with neon lights. The scene expanded quickly from my place with Lia by the fire out to the wagons where Marin and the Strategist both slept, then further out to the surrounding countryside.
Although the light wasn’t nearly as vibrant as when we had first met, Val’s shield still stood out like a beacon in the night. She stood at the top of a small hill overlooking the road we were to follow at first light, scanning her eyes slowly across the treeline on the horizon. Apart from the minute movements of her eyes and the dim flashes of violet mana that occasionally circulated through her core, it would have been easy to mistake her for a long-forgotten monument. When I found that she had no intentions of moving, I pushed my attention out farther to see how far my Detection could reach.
I felt an exhilarating rush as the world shifted around me. My mana bolted along the ground, scanning out to the forest edge that Val watched and even further beyond. As my reach extended, the finer details of my surroundings began to blur out of focus, and a dull ache grew in the center of my forehead. It was an issue I hadn’t encountered since my early experiments with Detection magic: my mind couldn’t process the sheer amount of information that my mana was relaying back to me. While I could have activated my Combat Acceleration to keep up with the overwhelming data flow, I chose to instead pull the energy back and relax.
As the world began to retract towards me, I noticed Val had turned from her place atop the hill and begun the trip back towards camp. Her casual pace down the hill quickened as she moved, and before long she was running full tilt towards the treeline. At the last possible moment she primed her shield arm and launched herself forward, smashing the nearest tree into a cloud of splinters. A few moments later, the dull smack echoed over camp, just loud enough to discern over the ambient noises of the countryside.
Her brash assault against the tree continued with a series of strikes from both her shield and her heavily armored offhand, smashing large chunks of wood out from its base until it began to sway perilously above her. After a final, brutal punch, she leaned forward against the mangled trunk and panted heavily, her chest heaving from the exertion. Her lips moved as she spoke silently to the clearing, and her face twitched with the effort of holding back a clearly powerful emotion.
I withdrew my mana all at once, suddenly ashamed of spying on what Val clearly considered to be a private moment. While it wasn’t nearly as strong as my connection with Lia, I had gleaned a faint sense of what she was feeling through the Detection magic: there was an overwhelming storm of anger and dread which resonated strongly with my own emotions about the approaching meeting with Virram, but a pervading feeling of loss and sadness caught me off guard. What did she lose?
I lost track of time as I laid sleeplessly in my bedroll, plagued by the unanswered question. Val returned to camp with her placid, stone faced demeanor restored at some point in the night; after a quick check to ensure Marin was sleeping safely, she returned to the driver’s bench of her wagon and propped herself up in the corner just out of view from my position by the fire. As worried and curious as I was about her emotional state, I refrained from using Detection again out of respect for her privacy.
The sound of morning birds calling back and forth through the trees came far too soon for my liking. Begrudgingly, I rose in the predawn light and gently woke Lia before starting the process of breaking camp. Our morning rituals proceeded without deviation: Val took care of the Strategist while the rest of us prepared the horses and carts for travel. After a light breakfast, we returned to our wagons and set out on the final leg of our journey.
Marin’s estimate of the remaining distance to Tolamar proved accurate, and we arrived at the crossroads while the morning sun still hung low in the sky. “Tell my parents that we’ll be home as soon as our business in the city is finished!” Lia said to Marin, giving her a hug. “And good luck with your meeting! I’m sure you’ll work something out with my father.”
“Don’t let Marten give you a hard time,” I advised her with a wry smile. “He might seem harmless, but he’s had years of practice getting under Lia’s skin.” Lia elbowed me in the ribs, and the three of us shared a laugh.
“I know all about dealing with difficult people,” Marin said confidently. “Speaking of which…” she paused, standing up on the driver’s bench and cupping her hands around her mouth. “You’d better come visit me as soon as possible, Val! And tell Mom and Dad that I’m back, too!”
With our goodbyes finished, Lia and I gathered our things and waved goodbye to Marin as she drove off down the dirt road towards Tolamar. When she had disappeared from sight, Lia joined Val on the front bench while I sat across from the Strategist in the back. He met my eyes as I first entered the wagon, regarding me with the cold, calculating stare I had come to expect from him, but he closed his eyes and rested his head against the bench behind him as soon as our journey continued.
It wasn’t long before the great stained-glass window of the Golden Throne came into view on the horizon, looming over the city walls from its central hill. The sight immediately set me on edge, flooding my mind with memories from my time in Yoria. Jack and Porks. Melrose and Sherman. The dungeon. King Virram. Lia. I paused for a moment as the events replayed over again in my head. It was worth it.
The road grew busier the instant we passed the intersection to Tolamar, but the traffic never slowed our pace. Without fail, everyone we encountered immediately made way for our wagon, oftentimes with shouts of praise and adoration for the Commander of the Trinity Guard. Val acknowledged each one with a curt nod or a small wave, to their great delight; by the time we had reached the city walls, we had amassed a large following of onlookers vying for a brief moment of her attention. Much to my great relief, the covering of the wagon prevented them from seeing any trace of me or the prisoner held inside.
Our trip took us down an unfamiliar path, driving parallel with the stone walls of Yoria as we circled to the city’s proper entrance. When we finally reached our destination, a small gate marked with the Golden Throne insignia and flanked by guards, we found it already open and expecting us. At the loud insistence of the commanding guard of the gatehouse we were separated from Val’s adoring fans, and we entered the city alone. The wheels of our wagon clattered and jumped over the stone street beneath us, reminding me once again of my first trip to the keep.
Scanning ahead, I noticed that certain streets were beginning to fill with civilians clamoring over one another to catch a glimpse of our wagon. It became clear to me that Val’s celebrity status was much higher than I had initially thought; not only were people excited just for the chance to see her, but they also knew exactly where to stand to do so, indicating that it was an at least semi-regular occurrence. I was able to easily plot our path through the streets up to the keep, where a large crowd had gathered around the entrance courtyard. It seems that word travels fast in Yoria.
A bolstered guard presence kept our path to the keep clear, and we arrived in the courtyard without incident. As Val drove the wagon up to the base of a long set of stairs that led to the main doors, I came to a long-delayed realization: instead of using a guard entrance like the one Savitz had brought us to as prisoners, Val intended to parade the Strategist up the steps in front of the entire city as a trophy. Maybe a bit of humiliation will do him some good. A smirk spread across my face as I stared across the wagon at him, picturing the news of his arrest spreading across the country like wildfire.
Val appeared through the flaps at the back of the wagon, stepping up to unlock the Strategist’s shackles from the bench seat. Once she had him prepared for his procession, she turned to me and nodded. “Follow me.”
When we emerged from the back of the cart a chorus of gasps interrupted the chatter around us, and the courtyard fell into stunned silence as both onlookers and guards gaped at who had emerged. The world around us took a collective pause before bursting into uproarious applause.
Lia appeared at my side and took my hand in both of hers, standing close behind me. Her wide eyes glistened as she took in the celebrations surrounding us. “This is all for you,” I whispered in her ear. “They might not know it, but they’re cheering for all of the incredible work you did in Attetsia.”
“The work that we did,” she corrected softly.
I scoffed as we began our trip up the stone staircase. “You did all of the hard stuff. Your battle with the General is the sort of thing they write songs about, you know.” I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “What do you think they’ll call you? Marlia the Brave? Marlia the Tenacious? That doesn’t really roll off the tongue, but I think—”
“Stop that,” she snapped playfully, butting me with her shoulder. “We all stopped the Company together.” She did her best to put on a serious face, but her flushed cheeks and beaming smile betrayed her true emotions.
The noise of the crowd began to fade behind us as we ascended the stairs to the keep. “Once we are inside, I will personally escort the prisoner to his holding cell. I will hold an audience with the King immediately afterward to give my full accounting of our mission,” Val explained. “While I can make no guarantees, I will do my best to ensure your debriefing follows shortly after mine. You will receive your payment, after which you will be free to go.”
“Thank you,” I nodded.
“In the meantime, please stay within the keep. Your imperial writ will give you access to any amenity you need, within reason,” she continued. “The armory, bathouse, dining hall and laundry are open, to name a few. I will send for you when the time comes.”
Lia let out a longing sigh. “I can’t remember the last time I took a hot bath.” She held the long braid of her jet black hair out in front of her and stared down at it, deep in thought.
As we approached the stone double doors, I placed a hand on Val’s shoulder. “Thank you again, Val. For everything.”
She removed her hand from the door and turned to us. “Lia, Lux. Despite the grave circumstances, I enjoyed our time together immensely. I wish you nothing but good fortune in the years to come.”
“Awww, Val!” Lia said tearfully, hopping forward to hug her around the waist. “I’m gonna miss you!”
“I am sure we will see each other again someday,” Val replied, giving her a gentle pat on the shoulder. Lia nodded, stepping back and wiping her face with the back of her hand. Val watched us both quietly with a measured, inscrutable look for a long moment, then turned back to the doors. “It is time.”
As soon as the door opened, the world burst into a frenzy of movement. We were immediately met by a swarm of guards, couriers, and attendants, all of whom attempted to carry out their assigned tasks simultaneously. Val quickly disappeared into the crowd, flanked by a full detachment of guardsmen, while Lia and I were swept along into a side corridor by an overenthusiastic young woman in an attendant’s uniform. “My name is Tess, and I have been asked to make sure you are as comfortable as possible today!” she exclaimed brightly. “How can I be of service?”
“I would love a hot bath,” Lia admitted after a tentative pause.
“Of course! I can have that drawn up for you at once,” she replied with a smile before turning to me. “And for you, sir?”
“I will also be needing a bath, but I’d like to visit your tailor first,” I answered. “We’ll both be looking for a hot meal afterwards.”
“Naturally! If you’ll both follow me, I can show you to your destinations!” She spun on her heels and led us through a maze of corridors, some of which looked vaguely familiar from our first tour through the keep. She stopped abruptly at a seemingly random, unmarked door. “This is our tailor’s office. I will lead the young miss to the baths while you are served here, and return to guide you when you’ve finished.”
“Thank you, Tess,” I answered. “I’ll see you soon, Lia.” I sent out a quick pulse of mana, making sure that Lia was fully enveloped in the energy.
Her eyebrows flicked up briefly in surprise before she returned the gesture. “See you soon!” she said with a knowing smile.
I entered the room and closed the door behind me, making sure to keep a close eye on Lia and Tess through my Detection. Scanning the room around me, I was impressed by the incredible amount of product that had managed to be stuffed into the relatively small room. The walls to my left and right were lined floor to ceiling with wooden cubicles, each holding a cloth basket labeled with what appeared to be an arbitrary numbering system. Likewise, the floor was packed so tightly with display racks of shirts, jackets, pants, and dresses that I couldn’t find a clear path through the room.
An elderly man in an elegant cerulean suit appeared from behind a large stack of crates near the back corner of the room. “Good afternoon, my good sir! How can I be of service today?”
“I’m looking to acquire a pair of gloves. Something comfortable, but still strong and dexterous enough to be effective for manual labor,” I answered.
“Excellent! If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the fitting table, and we can—”
“Actually, I was hoping you might have something already prepared,” I interrupted. “I’m on a bit of a time crunch today.”
He nodded. “Of course, of course. Bins thirteen, nine, three, and twenty-seven should have what you are looking for. Check eighteen if you need something a bit more rugged.” His hand gestured to the back-right corner of the room as he enumerated the baskets. “If I may ask, what has led you here today? Are you a new officer? Perhaps one of Gullen’s new guardsmen?”
“Oh. I’m, erm…” I fished through the pouch on my belt and retrieved the writ stamped with the King’s seal. “I’m here on business.”
The man’s eyes widened as he examined the paper, and he quickly folded in a deep bow. “Say no more. Please let me know if you need anything else; it would be my honor to serve you.”
“Sure. Thank you,’ I said awkwardly, carefully stepping my way through the packed room to the designated bins. I turned the small scroll end over end in my hand absentmindedly, my mind distracted by the interaction. That was...odd. Is this scroll really that important to these people? I tucked it carefully back into my pouch and pulled out the first of the specified baskets. After a few minutes of searching, I found what I was looking for: a pair of long black gloves made from incredibly soft silk, but reinforced on the palms with woven strips of leather.
After verifying they fit comfortably over my hands and beneath my leather bracers, I cleared my throat and waved to the shop attendant as I began to plot my course to the exit. “I’ve found what I was looking for. Thanks for the help.”
“It was my pleasure!” he responded jovially, giving me another deep bow. “If it’s not too much trouble, please give the King my regards.”
“Can do,” I called out over my shoulder, hopping over a haphazard pile of cloth reams and shouldering the door open. As promised, Tess was waiting for me just across the hall, and we set off towards the baths without delay. While we walked, I watched Lia through my Detection with amusement. She had just come to the realization that the three women in the elegant bath chamber were her attendants, and much to her apparent dismay, intended to assist her with her bathing. After a great deal of sputtering, she was able to convince them to face away while she removed her armor and clothing, only allowing them to return when she had entered the water. Despite her initial trepidation, she soon warmed up to the attendants as they brushed out her hair and scrubbed her back, and her face took on a dreamy, blissful look.
My bath was already prepared and steaming when we arrived, complete with a trio of my own female attendants. I felt a targeted rush of jealousy from Lia’s presence at the back of my mind, followed quickly by relief and embarrassment when I sent them all away without a second thought. Once the room was empty, I stripped off my clothing and gingerly lowered myself into the oversized ornate bathtub. The steaming water was uncomfortably warm to start, but as the knotted muscles in my back began to release, I sank deeper into the water with a relieved sigh. After a few minutes of relaxation, I scrubbed myself down with the provided soap and pumice stone, and emerged feeling refreshed and ready for the trials ahead.
Lia and I met up with Tess outside our respective chambers and followed her to a small dining room where a feast had been set out for us. Our table was set for eight, but nobody else arrived to eat with us as we began to pile our plates with food. The offering was incredibly varied and far too large for the two of us: platters of fresh fruits and vegetables, trays of beautiful pastries and cakes, and multiple preparations of fish, fowl, and game covered the large wooden table. Although it was by far the most impressive meal I had ever indulged in, I noted with some amusement that nothing tasted quite as good as the meals Hana had made for us.
As I stood to inspect the nearest dessert tray, the doors at the end of the dining hall opened to reveal Val and her party of five guardsmen. “You’re a bit late for lunch, but I suppose there’s enough left for a few of you,” I called out to them, grabbing a small apple cake from the pile.
“The King is ready to see you,” Val replied, unphased. “Please follow me.”
I took a bite of the pastry, humming in delight at the sweet cinnamon flavor. “I guess it can’t be helped,” I said through a mouth full of food. “You ready, Lia?” She stood and quickly scanned the table, then dashed down a few chairs to grab another sweet roll before returning and giving me an affirmative nod. I grinned, grabbed a second apple cake, and made my way to the exit. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”
The guards formed a perimeter around us as we traversed the keep once again, making sure to keep us blocked off from any of the adjoining halls we passed. While the men were clearly nervous at our presence, they walked with their hands at their sides instead of on their weapons, which was a welcome improvement from our last visit. After a few minutes of walking, we reached a large set of double doors painted with the sigil of the Golden Throne and guarded by another half dozen men, one of whom I recognized.
“Commander Savitz, it’s nice to see you again,” I said enthusiastically. “How’ve you been?”
He looked at me through squinted eyes, his face somewhere between a scowl and a grimace. “Lux,” he replied with a tiny nod, his gravelly voice barely audible. “The King is ready to see you.”
“Yes, I’ve heard,” I mused. “Will you be joining us?”
“No.”
“I see. That’s a shame.” The double doors swung outwards as two more guards opened them from within the chamber, and our party moved into the throne room. “Well, it’s been lovely chatting with you again, Commander, but the King is ready to see me,” I called back to him, smirking.
Entering from the intended door for the first time, I was able to fully appreciate the massive size of the throne room; I could see the full scope of the towering stained-glass window on the opposite wall all at once, and the golden throne that sat beneath it was appropriately dwarfed in comparison. As expected, Virram Yorrell was seated in the chair, flanked by three white-robed figures I assumed were his councilors. Apart from them, the room was strangely empty, missing the guards posted at every pillar along the path to the throne that I had seen on our last visit.
Our footsteps echoed out across the silent, cavernous room as we made the long journey to the throne. I found myself chanting a simple mantra in my head, attempting to force myself to remember the phrase no matter what happened in the coming meeting: Don’t antagonize him. We just want to leave. While it screamed counter to every fiber of my being, I knew it was the best course of action. If stroking Virram’s ego could be the deciding factor between walking out and fighting our way out, I could swallow my pride for an hour to make it happen.
The soldiers surrounding us came to a sudden halt, forcing Lia and me to stop as well. “Thank you, men. You may go,” Virram commanded, his voice full of the lazy confidence I had tried to forget. The guards saluted in unison, then spun and made the trip back to the far exit. Val continued forward to the base of the raised platform that supported the enormous golden throne, taking her place as a shield between us and her King.
“It would seem that congratulations are in order!” he proclaimed, raising his hands to us. “When I tasked you with this mission, I could never have guessed that you would return with the country’s most wanted criminal as a prisoner.” He shook his head, laughing. “And the General, killed in action? It’s almost impossible to believe!”
Virram looked back and forth between Lia and me for a long moment in silence. “With a task force as capable as this, Kaldan would never be in danger again.” I gritted my teeth and said nothing as I waited for him to make his offer. “Based on the report from my Shield, you two were imperative in this mission’s success. I was surprised by how highly she spoke of you, given your initial...reluctance to accept.” He grinned arrogantly as he let the statement linger.
“Despite our previous history, I would be foolish not to offer you a place in my Royal Guard. After a recent incident in Shadowmine, I have found myself in need of competent soldiers once again.” He motioned to his closest advisor, who hurried over and handed him a scroll. “You would be heavily compensated, of course: your own private estate in the city, a handsome salary, and full access to the many amenities offered here in the keep, to start.”
“While that is a truly gracious offer, I am afraid that we must decline,” I answered, bowing deeply. “After our experience in Attetsia, we are looking to live a much less adventurous life.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Such manners! My Shield, you’ve done an excellent job in taming this one.” He chuckled to himself for a moment. “While I am disappointed, I cannot say I expected you to agree. As per our original agreement, you are hereby granted a full pardon for any crimes committed on Kaldanic soil leading to your arrest.” He lifted a hand lazily. “Gullen, fetch his payment.”
The small man nodded profusely and disappeared behind the throne, returning a moment later with a lockbox. He hastily crossed the distance between us and held out the prize, his hands visibly shaking. I took the reward and opened the lid; much to my surprise, it was filled with the promised contents, and a significantly higher sum of gold than originally promised. This is...not what I was expecting.
He smiled down at us as I finished inspecting the reward. “You may notice that you have been paid double what you were owed. Please consider this gift recompense for our less than agreeable first meeting.”
“That is very generous of you, King Yorrell. We are honored,” I replied, bowing again.
Virram clapped his hands excitedly. “Now! With that out of the way, I simply have a few questions about certain details of your mission, and then you will be free to go. My Shield provided an excellent, in-depth summary of the events, but some things still remain unclear.” Despite being a constant topic of conversation, Val remained expressionless as she stood her vigil. “Just a few questions. It won’t take long.”
My stomach lurched as I put on a false smile. “Of course. What would you like to know?”
“I was told that, on the night of your raid on the Attetsian statehouse, you nobly stayed behind as a distraction while your companions snuck past the guards.” He tilted his head to the side, resting it on his fist. “Tell me, how is it you were able to eliminate four dozen soldiers by yourself? Such a feat of heroism seems impossible.”
Of all the things he could’ve asked about, why this? There’s no way he could know what happened, unless...My eyes tracked down to Val, and my hand clenched reflexively into a fist. “The truth of the matter is much less heroic, I’m afraid,” I admitted with a nervous laugh. “I set fire to the building we were hiding in, and ambushed the first guards who investigated. When they didn’t return, the bulk of the remaining soldiers ran to search the area, and I snuck away through the smoke. I can’t say for sure what happened to them after I left.”
He smirked and, although I couldn’t identify why, I knew I had walked into a trap. “That’s very interesting. You see, I’ve heard a very different account of how things happened that night.”
Val and Lia weren’t there to see what happened, and everyone else who did is dead. I thought back to the events of the fight, using every bit of concentration I could muster not to flinch at the horrors I inflicted. What is he talking about?
“Contrary to what you were told upon accepting this mission, I was not uninformed of the situation of Attetsia. What sort of king would I be if I wasn’t keeping a careful eye on our closest potential enemies?” He let out a triumphant, bitter laugh. “My agents had already joined the local ranks of the Unbound before you left Yoria, and had done an excellent job of keeping me updated on their movements throughout the occupation.”
Pieces began to lock into place in my mind as I continued to scan the fight, desperately trying to find what I had missed. The Strategist was telling the truth. They were in league from the start. That still doesn’t explain how he could...wait.
I arrived at the answer, a second too late. “One of my men happened to be in the courtyard during the incident in question. The things he saw that night were truly disturbing.” Virram leaned forward in his chair. “He claims that a man consumed by black flames killed every man present with such brutality that nothing remained but blood and ash. Only by the blessing of the Primes was he able to escape with his life, while the monster was distracted in its rampage.” He turned to his nearest councilor. “What was it he called it?”
“The locals have referred to it as the Umbral Flame, my King,” Gullen answered.
Too ashamed to face Lia, I locked eyes with the King. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that.”
“That is a shame, but I suppose it can’t be helped,” he said with a shrug. “I have only one other question, about your fight with the General.”
“He was a fearsome warrior, to be sure, but—”
“The question is not for you,” Virram interrupted. “I was speaking to Marlia Corell. Daughter of Marten and Hana Corell.”
I felt a chill down my spine as I heard the implied message. I know who you are. I know where your family lives. My heart began to race in my chest as my fight or flight reflexes activated, sending an electric tingle to the ends of my extremities. The atmosphere of the room remained the same, but Virram’s game was abundantly clear: accept the offer, or bring death upon yourselves and the ones you love.
“Now, Lia,” he continued, lingering on her name once again, “how is it that a trader’s daughter won a fight against one of the world’s most dangerous warriors?”
“That is an exaggeration, my King,” she replied calmly. “While it is true that I delivered the killing blow, I only had the chance to do so because of the protection of your Shield. The General would have killed me if she had not been there. To say that I won a fight against him would be inaccurate.”
His eyes narrowed. “Still, to even stand against him is a great feat. Men with decades of training have died by his sword in mere moments. Clearly, you are a gifted prodigy.”
“You honor me,” she said with a respectful bow. “I do not know what to say.”
“Say that you will join my Royal Guard,” he countered.
There was a long pause as they stared each other down. “I will not,” she answered eventually, the warmth and courtesy in her voice markedly absent.
“That is truly unfortunate. Maybe you’d like a day to think it over? Discuss it with your parents!” he suggested pointedly. “Come to think of it, perhaps I’ll bring them here for a private audience. They might be more willing—”
“We’ll be taking our leave now, unless you have further questions” I interrupted loudly.
His eyes flicked back to mine angrily. “Perhaps you don’t understand. I’ll give you one more chance to—”
“I fully understand the situation,” I growled, cutting him off again.
“Such a waste. My councilors warned me that you wouldn’t agree to my terms, but to think you would become so violent…” A terrible, devilish smile curled his lips. “I suppose nobody will be surprised to hear that you drew your sword and threatened my life when you found my offer lacking; you were a wanted criminal, after all. I’m lucky my Guard was here to protect me.” For a brief moment, Val’s emotion finally broke through the impassive mask she wore; her eyebrows raised and pulled together as her mouth opened to let out a small gasp.
I felt an insistent pulse of alarm from Lia at the back of my mind, and I realized too late that I had let my guard down. I reached out with Detection, following her guiding mana to the barracks room behind the throne. Two dazzling figures illuminated my vision; while the men themselves appeared only slightly above average in terms of their mana capacity, the weapons they held radiated a multicolored light show of magic energy I had only seen once before. The Trinity Guard.
Seemingly triggered by my discovery, the men opened the door and filed into the room, ascending the stairs behind the throne to take their places at Virram’s side. The juxtaposition of the two men was a strange sight; the man to Virram’s right was clad head to toe in exquisite gilded plate armor and wielded a massive, pitch black sword, while the man to the King’s left wore nothing apart from a leather skirt belted with jingling iron medallions and a pair of enormous metal gauntlets that extended up to his elbows.
“Thank the Primes you arrived in time!” Virram shouted with feigned relief. “These two criminals have made an attempt on my life! I continue to breathe only by the protection of my Shield.” He stood from the throne and pointed at us. “Commander, your reinforcements have arrived. It is time to put an end to these villains, once and for all.”
His words echoed through the hall, fading to silence while the room remained completely still. My eyes were trained on Val’s, hoping against hope to find some sign of empathy. She stood perfectly still, her body so tense that it threatened to shatter like an overdrawn bow. After a moment of waiting, Virram cleared his throat. “Commander Sesaude, give the order. Now.”
As if in slow motion, her arm reached back to retrieve her shield and hold it out at the ready. “Val, don’t do this,” I pleaded, my voice breaking from the strain. “You don’t have to do this.”
Val’s eyes closed as the world waited for her decision. I heard the whisper of a sword leaving its sheath beside me, and looked down in surprise to find Lia taking a battle stance. Where I would have expected to see fear or despair on her face, I found only fury. The emotion radiated through her aura, washing over me in waves, and I could hear her voice in my head. I trusted her.
When Val’s eyes finally opened, they were filled with tears. Her voice rang out over the silent throne room, and my blood chilled to ice at the words.
“Kill them.”
***




Author’s Note
Another volume down, another author’s note to write! I hope you all enjoyed Volume 2 of Restart Again. I apologize for the eight month wait between the books; my overall goal is to release a book every six months until the series is finished, but there are plenty of pieces that have to fall into place for that timeline to be met. Hopefully all of the things I’ve learned throughout this process will speed up my schedule and allow me to meet this self-imposed deadline going forward!
Speaking of deadlines, you may have noticed that this volume of the series lacked any additional art apart from the cover. While I was hoping to include two additional pieces in the interior, I ran out of time on the commissions. If the book was to see the light of day in 2020, it would have to be without additional art, and after going back and forth on the idea a couple of times, I decided that an entire novel’s worth of content outweighed the added artwork. However, the pieces are still going to be completed! Every bit of artwork for the project (Volume 1’s art, Volume 2’s art, and every character portrait I’ve had commissioned) is hosted on my website in full color and resolution for everyone to see!
Since the release of Volume 1, I got my act together and created a real online presence for myself as an author. You can find me on Twitter @RA_Adam_Ladner, or on my website at www.adamladner.com. If you ever have any questions about the series, you can send me a tweet or a message at those places! It’s also the best way to find out about the latest news on the project, apart from following my author page on Amazon. If you’ve liked the series so far, come say hi!
Now, if you’ll indulge me, a few thank yous are in order. As before, thank you to Sam for giving me the initial spark of inspiration to write the series; it certainly wouldn’t exist without you! Thank you to Jodi for supporting me both in my writing and in the rest of my life (that’s important too!). Thank you to Maria for editing for me again; you’ve done a great job once again in arranging my thoughts into something presentable. A final thank you to my friends, family, and all of the total strangers out there who supported Volume 1. I never expected my writing would be seen by so many people, and I’m indebted to all of you for giving me the drive to continue writing every day.
The end of the page is rapidly approaching, so I’ll wrap up here. There is still plenty left in Lux and Lia’s story, and I hope you’ll stick with me to the end. Until then, stay safe out there, and as always, thanks for reading!
~Adam



cover1.jpeg
Wairrg s Aoy Laoyef:

“An by Huice CarnigL #

= N





