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1. BROKEN SIGIL
“Kill them.”
Even as Val took a reluctant step towards us, followed closely by the remaining men of her Trinity Guard, I wanted to believe I had misheard the perfectly clear order. After everything we went through together, everything we did for you...even knowing we’re innocent. I felt a great sadness building in my gut, and I focused my energies down to replace it with another emotion: rage. You said you cared about us, and you followed his orders anyways.
“I will take care of the girl,” Val ordered quietly over her shoulder. “Be cautious engaging that man; he is much more dangerous than he appears.”
What she thought was a hushed order rang clearly in my ears. You’re right, Val. I am dangerous. But so is she. I leaned down to whisper in Lia’s ear. “Don’t hold anything back, Lia. She may have been our friend before, but—”
“I know,” she growled under her breath. I could feel her energy burning like a bonfire as her enhancements activated and grew in strength, and her feelings of betrayal and anger crashed over me in increasingly powerful waves. “She’s going to regret this.” I reached out to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, but she sprinted forward before I made contact. She cut a wide path around the two Trinity Guardsmen who had advanced towards our position, focusing her assault directly against Val, who had fallen behind to ensure she was still interposed between us and Virram.
Her lightning dash to the front of the room didn’t seem to register with my two advancing targets, who increased their pace to take advantage of their new two-on-one advantage. “If you throw down your sword now, I’ll make sure both you and the girl are given a painless death,” the man in plate armor shouted through the small slit in his greathelm. “No need to drag out what is an inevitable conclusion, don’t you think?” His voice was remarkably higher and gentler than I had expected given his imposing stature, and it sounded as though he was almost empathetic to my situation.
“Throw down your weapons, and I’ll consider letting you live,” I answered coolly as my mind sharpened into an adrenaline-fueled focus. “My fight isn’t with you.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” the knight replied. “The King’s Sword is sworn to fight the King’s enemies, and the King’s Strength enforces his justice. If you’ve threatened him, you’ve threatened us as well.”
The runes along my sword flashed in unison, and the pent-up mana in my core crashed throughout my body as the enhancements took effect. “Oh, that’s my mistake, then,” I said, shrugging. “I guess my fight is with you after all.” Without warning, I launched forward and leveled a cut at the Sword’s helmeted head.
Lifetimes of fighting against every type of weapon imaginable gave me a distinct advantage in most fights, and I leveraged that knowledge with my opening gambit. My experience with greatsword fighters told me two things about my current situation: he would have a hard time blocking attacks that required a large range of movement from his weapon, and he would burn through energy exponentially faster than I would swinging the massive blade around. In contrast to that knowledge, my recent sparring match with Val had taught me that the weaponry these men wielded was extremely powerful and would most likely hold a few unseen surprises. I knew that my success would come from how well I adapted to the unique styles I was about to encounter, so I increased the energy flow to my Combat Acceleration and focused my Detection on the knight’s sword.
Like the first time I clashed with Val, something unexpected happened. Instead of wrenching the sword upwards to deflect the blow, the knight rushed his hand across the face of the blade next to the crossguard. The mana reserves within the sword flashed, and his hand pulled away with a dagger that hadn’t existed before. It was made of the same black metal of the greatsword, complete with a matching gold guard and grip, but it left no trace of where it had been pulled from the main weapon; the greatsword shimmered like stone under the summer sun, then reshaped itself into a seamless blade that was slightly smaller than it had been before.
He can change the form of his weapon almost instantly. I’m not fighting a greatsword user, I’m fighting an armory. It was a fascinating discovery, full of potential and unanswered questions, but my immediate curiosity had been sated. His newly created dagger flicked up and redirected my opening strike harmlessly over the top of his greathelm, and I followed the momentum of the attack into a tight spin towards the King’s Strength. Now, what do you have to offer me?
My maneuvering brought me into striking range of the pugilist, and I lashed out with a quick stab aimed at his unarmored chest. He dodged the attack effortlessly, ducking to let the blade fly over his shoulder while he slipped towards me with a right hook. I dashed to the side to let the blow go wide, then brought my sword up to deflect his follow-up punch. When the heavy gauntlet connected with the flat of my sword, the force of the attack threw me backwards as if I had been struck by a warhammer. My boots skidded across the polished stone floor until I crashed into one of the pillars lining the hall, and the breath was knocked from my lungs.
I realized that I had been watching for some sort of magical change so closely that I missed the fact that the gauntlets’ ability had already been activated. As opposed to the greatsword’s stagnant pool of energy that activated when needed, the mana within the gauntlets was burning almost imperceptibly along the surface of the metal at all times.  Simple enough, I suppose.
As the Sword and Strength regrouped and closed in on me again, I took the brief moment of respite to check on Lia. She had pushed Val back towards the throne platform, raining down hellish attacks against the tower shield so ferociously that each blow traced a trail of sparks along the metal. As the assault continued, she shouted increasingly pained rebukes at Val. “We trusted you! You promised you would help us! I thought you were a good person!”
While I watched their battle unfold, another part of my mind whirred into overdrive to formulate a plan of attack for my own combat. Between these two, the Strength is clearly the bigger threat: a single punch from those gauntlets could easily kill me if I’m not careful. I just need them separated for—
My thoughts were interrupted by a wild haymaker aimed directly at my head. I dashed sideways just in time to see the pillar I had been resting against explode into stone shrapnel as the pugilist’s fist crushed through it as if it were made of cardboard. He laughed as he chased after me, knocking his fists together like the echo of a beating drum. “I can’t remember the last time someone was able to block one of my punches!” he cried out excitedly. “You’ve really got my blood pumping now!”
Bingo. Another memory surfaced from my practice session with Val: a lesson I had learned from a moment of introspection. Just like I had grown complacent with my swordsmanship by relying on my combat enhancements, the Strength had grown dependent on his crutch as well. What’s going to happen when I don’t go down in one punch? Will you remember what a real fight feels like? The corner of my lips curled into a vicious smile. Let’s find out.
I turned hard on my heel and dove forward, sliding on my knees underneath a right hook from the King’s Strength to launch a rising attack at his armored comrade. He caught the strike with the flat of his greatsword, and I saw a brief moment of panic through the slit in his helm as he struggled against the force of the blow. The hand holding the dagger darted up the length of his blade and came away with a shortsword, which he swung over the top of our clashing weapons towards my face. I heaved upwards and slipped beneath our blades, dodging just in time to avoid another strike from the pugilist.
It became abundantly clear as our battle progressed that the two Trinity Guards had been fighting side by side for years. Every time I created enough space to engage the Sword on his own, his parries and counter attacks always slowed my movements enough for the Strength to circle and attack me from behind. Likewise, the Strength’s quick movements and devastating punches consistently drove me backwards towards a primed and waiting slice from the enormous pitch-black blade of the Sword. If it hadn’t been for the Detection magic providing a second set of eyes in the back of my head, I would have succumbed to an unseen blow almost immediately.
The two fighters pressed their numbers advantage well by never allowing me a chance to retreat and regroup, and although I could see the strain taking its toll in their movements, my muscles had started to ache as well. Enough of this. Time to show them something they haven’t seen before. I pivoted to engage the Sword alone, drawing out the expected flanking maneuver from the Strength. When he closed in to throw a punch at the back of my head, I spun and braced my sword with both hands as the blow impacted on the flat of my blade. The attack sent a painful, jarring shock up through my arms as I was lifted from the ground and thrown backwards across the hall.
I landed in a low crouch, already prepared for the next coming attack. The pugilist charged towards me in an attempt to capitalize on what he thought was my mistake, leaving the Sword behind in his haste. Mana rushed down my arm as I raised my sword and pointed it at the Strength’s chest, suffusing the blade with energy. I continued the channeling until he was only a few steps away, raising his fist for another devastating punch.
The fire rune on my sword flared to life, and a gout of crimson flames exploded from the length of the blade. I could see the vicious red light reflected in the Strength’s eyes as he desperately tried to escape the inferno, holding up both of the massive gauntlets to cover his face and throwing himself to one side. It was to no avail; the point of my sword followed him as he fell, and the hall filled with the sound of screams and the scent of burning flesh.
There was a wordless bellow of anger as the Sword rushed at me to avenge his fallen comrade, now wielding a massive black spear. I spun sideways, narrowly avoiding the attack, then ducked as he whirled around with a horizontal slash from two longswords. The surface of my sword still rippled with fire as I swung it around to parry his next attack, and I unleashed another torrent of flame as our weapons met. It licked harmlessly around his greatsword and heavy vambraces, but I felt a momentary waver in his resistance as the fire grew.
Another shift in his weapon caught me off guard as the blade morphed into a khopesh, and he suddenly wrenched the hooked weapon backwards. The opposite edge of my sword caught in the hook and was yanked from my hands, clattering to the floor behind the massive wall of raging armor. With another shimmer, the khopesh changed back into a greatsword, and he raised the weapon above his head with a fearsome warcry. I knew that the length of the weapon would reach me no matter where I tried to dodge, so I took a deep breath and flooded my body with mana.
My stomach lurched as the world around me slowed to a crawl. The knight that loomed over me seemed to be frozen in place, apart from the massive sword that was steadily descending toward the top of my head. Although I could perceive my surroundings perfectly, taking action to influence them was a challenge; it felt as if both the air around me and my muscles themselves were holding me back, in an attempt to keep me from surpassing their preconceived notions of how fast I was allowed to move.
Pushing on my Strength and Agility enhancements, I began to force my left hand up and over my head. My brain was moving leagues faster than my arm, calculating how much additional force to add and which microscopic corrections to make in order to perfectly connect the flat of my palm with the falling blade. As the blade fell ever closer, I dragged my right foot backwards and turned my body sideways, leaning back as far as I could while still keeping my balance. When I finally felt the cold steel of the greatsword against my skin, I channeled all of my focus into the open-handed strike.
Time righted itself in an instant, and I felt a gentle breeze as the sword swished by my face mere inches away. Missing its target, the weapon continued on its trajectory downward to impact against the stone floor with a reverberating crash. While the knight was still stunned from a combination of missing his impossible-to-miss strike and jarring his overextended arms, I slipped inside his guard and wrapped my hands around his now lowered helmet. Energy snaked around the surface and suffused the metal just in time to be activated by a rune engraved on my ring.
The greathelm shattered with a deafening ring, sending metal shrapnel inward against the Sword’s head. As the armor blasted apart, I saw the whole of his face for the first time; he was a younger man, with pale silver hair pulled into a tight topknot, dark brown skin, and light green eyes. His otherwise beautiful complexion was marred with a hail of metal splinters, and blood trickled out of both of his ears. The greatsword fell from his hand as he reached up to his ruined face, and he screamed as he collapsed backwards in disoriented agony.
To my great surprise, my Detection alerted me that the King’s Strength had risen to his feet behind me. I turned to find him panting as he stared me down, the excitement that had painted his face earlier replaced by a mask of suffering and rage. Whereas his head and shoulders had been well shielded by his gauntlets, the rest of his body hadn’t been so lucky; the lower half of his torso and his exposed legs were burned into a horrible, charred mess that bled and sloughed off as he began a valiant charge in my direction. The fact that he was still conscious, let alone trying to fight, was amazing to me.
He began to smash his fists together again as he approached. “What are you going to do without your magic sword, bastard?” He lunged forward with a flurry of blows that came much slower than before, but I could sense that the force of the attacks was much greater than the ones I had previously blocked. I dodged and redirected the punches in step with him as his assault continued to drive me towards the closest wall, waiting for my opening. “When I’m through with you, you’ll be—”
My opening came in the form of a left hook that flew well wide of my head; I recalled my sword to my hand and sliced upwards through his armpit, completely detaching his arm at the shoulder. The limb fell to the ground with a heavy metallic thunk, and the Strength staggered backwards and looked at the wound with wide, confused eyes. Before the pain could register in his brain, I whipped the sword in a horizontal slash that separated his head from his shoulders, and his body collapsed into a bloody heap.
I kneeled down and retrieved the detached gauntlet, carefully extricating the severed limb from inside. The cold steel felt far too light in my hands, and I could sense the mana stored inside still pulsing away, ready to be used. After dismissing my sword, I gingerly slid my arm through the metal sleeve and wiggled my fingers into the articulating joints. While the gauntlet felt a bit loose around my arm, even with my armor providing extra padding, I found the grip comfortable and oddly empowering; my mana probed at the energy stored inside the metal and found it hungry, almost as if it wanted to be activated.
As I retrieved and donned the second gauntlet, the King’s Sword screamed from his place on the floor. “Primes curse you! You would dare defile the body of a Trinity Guardsman?! Those are not yours!” He climbed to his feet shakily, using his sword as a cane. “You’ll find no aid in those gauntlets now; only through years of prayer and discipline can their power be unlocked!”
I sighed and shook my head. “If you believe that, come and take them back.” Turning to face him, I rang my fists together and retook my fighting stance. The mocking gesture enraged the knight, and he charged forward in a foolish headlong rush. I closed my eyes and observed the scene through Detection, focusing on my newly acquired weapons. Broaching the energy in the left gauntlet once again, I followed the natural flow of the stored mana and activated the enhancement that lay dormant within the metal. A satisfying flare of power told me that the magic worked as I had hoped, and the stored mana began to burn off as it had before.
When the Sword reached me, he lashed out with a desperate lunge aimed at my neck. I raised my left hand casually and caught the blade midair, bringing it to a complete standstill. With a hard yank on the sword I pulled the knight forward, bringing him to a forced crouch in front of me. Disbelief played clearly across his face, but it quickly faded away to fear as he fully realized his mistake. I pulled back my right arm and activated the gauntlet’s enhancement, this time adding my own surge of mana to the effect, and leveled a punch directly into the Sword’s chest.
His armor peeled away like paper beneath the enhanced force of my blow, crumpling inward to impale the flesh underneath. I felt the fleeting sensation of his chest collapsing under my fist, but it disappeared a moment later as he flew backwards like a ragdoll, bouncing violently across the hall until he smashed against the opposite wall with so much force that the stone shuddered and cracked. He fell to the floor where he remained an unmoving, broken mess. 
I deactivated the gauntlets’ enhancements and examined the obsidian blade that I still held in my hand, having wrenched it from the Sword’s grip when he made his unceremonious exit. Unlike the other weapons of the Trinity Guard, it seemed to be much heavier than its form otherwise indicated, and I found it uncomfortable to hold in one hand without a small boost from my combat enhancements. I tested the balance with a proper two-handed grip and was surprised to find that the heavy gauntlets had almost no effect on the dexterity of my fingers; the craftsmanship of the tiny articulated plates was beyond anything I was capable of, and the gloves were still comfortable to wear.
While I was tempted to test the capabilities of the greatsword, the sound of fighting from beneath the throne forced me into a sprint towards my last remaining foe. My Detection had kept an unconscious eye on Lia and Val’s fight while I was otherwise occupied, but it became clear that it had been an unnecessary use of energy as I approached the pair; apart from her nearly spent mana reserves, Lia was still in perfect health. The same couldn’t be said for Val, however, as a majority of her shining silver scale armor was painted bright red with fresh blood from half a dozen stab wounds.
They disengaged after a quick exchange of blows, and I arrived at Lia’s side with my new sword held out at the ready. “It’s over, Val,” I called out to her. “I don’t want to kill you. Throw down your shield and let us go, and you’ll never have to see us again.”
It took a moment for her to fully comprehend my appearance, and I saw the realization cross her face when she finally noticed my accoutrements. Our eyes met, and I felt an unbearable sadness flowing off of her. “I cannot do that.”
“Yes you can!” Lia shouted. “You don’t have to listen to his stupid orders!” She waved her sword in King Virram’s direction, which reminded me of his existence for the first time since the fight had started. His councilors had long since abandoned him where he sat on his massive golden throne, hands balled into fists of anger. His expression puzzled me; despite the fact that two of his strongest fighters were dead, he seemed more appalled at the fact that Lia had disrespected him.
Val’s posture straightened as she rolled her shoulders and prepared herself for another round of combat. “It was my greatest pleasure working with you, Lux, Lia.” Her voice cracked as she spoke, confirming the truth of her words.
“Don’t give me that shit, Val!” I growled as the level-headed calm of battle faded back into a cloud of rage. “I said I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you make me.”
“I have my orders,” she replied, her voice once again returned to its usual steely timbre.
“Yes, you do!” Virram shouted down to her. “Stop chatting and kill these two, by order of your King!”
“That’s ENOUGH!” I charged forward as my anger passed the tipping point, spinning past Val’s shield faster than she could react. I leapt up to the raised platform and grabbed Virram roughly by the shoulder, placing the tip of the greatsword at the base of his neck. “The only way he lives is if you throw down your shield and let us go.”
Val whirled around to face me. “Lux, please,” she begged, her voice trembling. “I...I cannot…please...”
“You can’t what?” I yelled, confused. Whatever answer she attempted to give me was interrupted by a commotion at the opposite end of the hall; the throne room doors burst open and let in a steady stream of guards who, upon spotting their King in danger, began a valorous charge across the room. I let out a wordless yell of frustration and scanned my surroundings, running through a multitude of potential scenarios in my head. “Lia, grab our payment and get up here. We’re leaving.”
Lia glowered at the back of Val’s head for a long moment, then sheathed her sword and retrieved the small chest of coins that lay overturned near the base of the throne. Val made no move to stop her as her tear-filled eyes stayed locked unfalteringly with mine. When Lia was safe at my side, I closed my eyes, reached inward to my mana reserves, and channeled a powerful wave of energy along the back wall of the throne room. It raced along the face of the towering window, slowly suffusing through the stained glass until the entirety of the crest was energized.
I found the strain of holding such a large amount of mana in place was greater than originally anticipated, and I opened my eyes and let out a centering breath. “Shatter.” The hall was instantly filled with a deafening screech when the window exploded outwards, and a dazzling array of rainbows ran wild around the room as millions of tiny shards of glass refracted the late afternoon sun. The sea of reinforcements charging across the room faltered, with some men turning to run while others dove to find cover from whatever threat they imagined was coming.
“Go,” I whispered to Lia, tilting my head to the gaping hole behind us. “I’m right behind you.” She met my eyes and gave me a firm nod, then ran to the back of the platform and leapt up and out of the shattered portal. Momentarily relieved, I turned my attention back towards Val and rushed towards her, whipping the greatsword up to rest under her chin. She made no move to block what should have been a deadly blow, but instead closed her eyes, sending another wave of tears down her face.
“I trusted you, and you betrayed me,” I intoned sharply, every word a curse. “If I ever see you again, I will kill you. Make sure that doesn’t happen.” Without waiting for a response, I returned to the throne where Virram sat staring at the shattered window in bewilderment. He spun quickly at my approach, just in time to catch an armored fist on the bridge of his nose. The blow knocked his head against the high-backed golden chair with a dull thump, and he slumped over unconscious. I slid the woven gold crown from his head and secured it to my belt with an overabundant feeling of satisfaction, then followed Lia out of the high window.
I landed on the gentle slope of the grassy hill behind the keep, which was now littered with glimmering crystal shards. Lia was waiting a few yards away down the hill, and I dashed over to meet her. “We have to get to your parents’ house,” I explained, already moving further down the hill. “Virram knows where they live, and knowing him, soldiers may already be on their way there.”
Lia didn’t follow along behind me, and I doubled back to check on her. “Lux...I wanted to kill her.” Her vacant eyes punctuated the haunted expression on her face. “She was our friend, wasn’t she? Why did I do that?”
The same feeling was churning heavily in my own stomach, but my decades of practice in ignoring my emotions kept my head clear. I cupped her face gently and tilted her eyes up to meet mine. “I know how you’re feeling. I’m sorry that you had to deal with that alone, and I promise that we can talk about it as much as you need to once we’re out of here.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “But right now, we have to make sure your parents are safe. Do you have enough energy to make it back to Tolamar?”
She blinked at me quietly for a moment and nodded her head vigorously, patting herself lightly on the cheek. “I can do it.” As sad as I was to force her into repressing her emotions for the time being, it was reassuring to know that she would be focused if we encountered more guards on our trip. Her enhancements flared in sync with mine, and we took off down the hill towards the large lake that sat below the keep. Lia led the way through the manicured park grounds, leaping over hedges and taking hairpin turns through paths I had never walked before.
I reached out in a wide circle with Detection to ensure we weren’t headed into an ambush, scanning down every nearby road and pathway with careful diligence. The main city streets were more crowded than usual as civilians stood shoulder to shoulder in awe of the destruction of their city’s radiant sigil. Their distraction played to our advantage; with our greatly enhanced strength and speed, we wove through the packed streets before most people had a chance to realize we had appeared. When the outer wall of the city came into view, I felt a small burst of amused pride; what would normally have been over a half-hour cart ride had taken us less than ten minutes on foot.
A wave of relief washed over me as the city gates came into view. Some small part of me had feared that word of our misdeeds in the throne room would have somehow already reached the city guards, resulting in a citywide lockdown as their manhunt began. In reality, the gate was wide open, and the single guard on the city side of the wall was fast asleep at his post. We rocketed through, passing by the pair of guards outside as they inspected a small trader’s wagon drawn by a single, one-horned ox. By the time their attention had turned to us, we were already well out of range of being identified.
The run to the Corell residence was a grueling test of both our physical endurance and our prolonged enhancement use. Tolamar sat well away from the Yorian walls, generally a two-to-three-hour trip by wagon. Despite the fact that there were no traces of increased guard activity along the main road, I continued to increase my pace, pushing myself well beyond what I had originally thought to be my limits. Lia continued to match my speed even as her breath came harder and her mana threatened to run dry; I offered to slow down on two separate occasions, but she rebuffed me, choosing to instead strain herself harder than before to keep pace.
I felt a weight lift from my shoulders as our destination came into sight undisturbed and idyllic as ever. My boots scuffed angrily along the stone walkway as I slowed to an appropriately paced jog and threw the front door open. A cry of alarm came from the living room, and I hurried around the corner to find Hana, Marten, and Marin all jumping to their feet to investigate the racket.
“Primes, Lux, you scared us!” Marten laughed, shaking off his alarm. “Marin told us to expect you this evening, but I didn’t imagine you would…” he trailed off as he noticed my grave expression. “What’s the matter, Lux?” My concern spread to his face as well. “Where’s Lia?” As if on cue, Lia rushed into the room behind me and collapsed into a chair against the far wall, her chest heaving uncontrollably. Hana immediately rushed to her side, whispering softly as she held her daughter’s blood-stained face in her hands. 
“Marten, we have to go.” I spoke quietly and with regret, knowing the severity of what I asked all too well.
“Go?” he asked, shaking his head. “It’ll be dark in a few hours, where do we need to go?”
“No, I mean…” I exhaled sharply, frustrated with myself. “What we talked about before. We need to leave the country.” 
Marin gaped at us, clearly lost between the urgency of our arrival and the severity of my suggestion. Marten’s face went pale as his eyes scanned back and forth between me and his family. “It’s come to that, then.”
I nodded solemnly. “I swear, if there was any other way, I would—”
He held up a hand. “Not now. We have a lot of work to do.” He looked around the room one final time, then crossed to meet me face to face. “When my family is safe.” I had become so used to the lighthearted quality of Marten’s mannerisms that the sudden, fiery resolve in his eyes caught me off guard. “I’ll be expecting answers; better answers than the ones we’ve heard before.”
“I’ll tell you everything,” I promised. He gave me a firm nod, then passed by me to check on Hana and Lia. 
A small, shaking voice called out to me from the opposite end of the room where Marin remained in shock. “Lux?” She flinched as I met her gaze. “What happened?”
Anger flared in my chest as I stared her down, unable to see anyone but Val in her sister’s shared features. “Come with me,” I ordered, turning back towards the front door.
She followed along behind me obediently, waiting until we were outside and the door was closed before speaking up again. “Lux, I’m not—”
“Your sister ordered her men to kill us,” I cut her off harshly, “and the King made it abundantly clear that Lia’s family is in danger of the same fate. Their men are most likely on their way here right now to try to finish what the Trinity Guard started.” I increased the radius of my Detection to watch every possible approach, and was relieved to find the area clear of any guards. “We’re not going to be here when that happens.”
“No!” The whisper was nearly inaudible as Marin’s face contorted with horror. “She wouldn’t! None of them would! The Trinity Guard has always been...they’ve…” she trailed off suddenly and reached out a shaking hand to my gauntlets, tracing her finger in a slow line along the surface. As the realization set in, her eyes filled with tears. “I-is my sister...did you…”
“Val is alive, against my better judgement,” I answered bitterly. Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew that Marin didn’t deserve my ire, but the day’s events had worn away my patience. “I’m sorry Marin, but whatever plans you made with Marten are over now. You should leave before the guards arrive.”
“No!” she said again, much more forcefully. “This has to be some kind of mistake! Let me stay and talk to the guards; I’m sure I can help.”
I paused to consider her proposition. It was a naive hope to believe that she could convince the guards that we were innocent, but it would stall them in their pursuit, if only for a moment. As much as it soured my stomach to consider the notion, I also knew that keeping Valandra’s sister close by to use as a potential hostage was much more advantageous than forcing her to leave. “Fine,” I said eventually, “you can stay with us until we’ve dealt with the guards. Don’t leave the property, and don’t get in the way.”
Marin nodded and sat down against the wall, burying her face in her arms. It might hurt now, but this is the best thing for you in the long run. Anyone who stays close to me for too long gets pulled down into my shit. I let out a long sigh and returned to the living room to check on the Corells. Lia was back on her feet, helping her mother sort their living room into two piles. Marten was nowhere to be seen, but the consistent banging sounds that echoed up from the basement stairwell indicated that he was similarly packing the belongings of his workshop.
I crossed the room and hugged Lia from behind, planting a kiss on the top of her head as I took a moment to appreciate the fact that we were both still alive. She gave my arms a light squeeze and let out a soft hum of satisfaction. “How are you feeling?” I asked, slipping around her to help Hana reach a set of pictures on a high shelf.
“I feel better now,” she answered, the strain in her voice giving away the lie. I spun to look her over with an arched eyebrow, and she threw her hands up in defence. “I do! I felt like I was going to be sick after our run, but it passed. I’m just...really tired, is all.”
Smiling, I stepped forward and gave her a proper hug. “You did a great job today, Lia,” I murmured into her ear. “Whatever happens next, I’ll take care of it; you’re almost out of mana, and I don’t want you passing out on me, right?”
She laughed. “I don’t plan on sleeping for three days straight like you did.”
“You’d better take it easy if that’s the case; it’s not as far off as you might think.” I left an arm draped around her shoulder as I turned to her mother. “Hana, I’m sorry that it’s come to this. I know that leaving your home behind is never easy.”
“It’s just a house, Lux,” she said casually as she dumped a basket of knitting supplies into a small crate.
I cocked my head to the side. “Right. Uhm, of course. Even so, I’ll help in any way I can; we won’t be able to pack everything, but we can—”
“They’re just things, Lux,” she insisted, turning to face us. “Nothing here is so valuable that we can’t live without it. I can replace my knitting needles. We can find a new house. But those things aren’t what make this a home.” She crossed the room and placed a hand on my shoulder. “My family is what I care about. As long as we’re together, we can make a new home.” Her smile seemed to brighten the room as it spread across her face, creasing her well-worn laugh lines. “Thank you for protecting my family.”
“Oh. You’re, erm, you’re welcome,” I stammered, my cheeks burning. Silence fell over the room as I stewed in the awkward silence, and I felt like squirming out from under her hand and running to the basement to hide. Lia wrapped an arm around my waist and spun me away from her mother’s grip.
“Alright, that’s enough of that,” she said loudly. “We still have a lot of packing to do, and not enough time to do it.” Hana turned away with a soft chuckle and went back to packing, her puffy gray tail twitching mischievously.
“I’m going to go pack my things,” Lia continued. “You should probably go help my father in the basement.”
“That’s a great idea,” Marten called out as he entered the room from the basement stairwell, carrying a large box. “I’m going to ready the wagon. Lux, bring up the empty crates from the storage room, then help Hana pack. Essentials first, then keepsakes.” I was impressed by his collected demeanor given the circumstances and gave him a sharp nod in response.
We all quickly fell into our assigned roles, scattering throughout the house to go over the space efficiently. Marten’s spare shipping crates from the basement were a huge boon for our efforts; the large boxes were made of sturdy wood and designed to fit large amounts of cargo, so it was a simple matter to consolidate an entire room’s worth of essential items in one place. Whether I was ferrying crates out to the wagon or helping Lia and her mother pack, I kept my Detection up at all times to ensure we weren’t taken by surprise.
The first guard entered the edge of my mana as the sun began to dip behind the horizon. I had just enough time to find hope that he was a lone guard on patrol before the hope was shattered; men poured in from the black veil at the border of my Detection in scores, both on foot and in large troop transports. I lost count somewhere above sixty men, but it was clear that an entire company of at least two hundred were on approach. A familiar man in heavy armor rode near the front of the group atop a muscled destrier: Third Company Commander Savitz.
“They’re coming,” I stated suddenly, interrupting the comfortable silence of our work. “We need to leave.” Hana and Lia shared a concerned look, then nodded as they moved to finish packing the last of their belongings. I stacked two full crates on top of one another and rushed outside, following the dirt path to the barn where our wagon stood waiting with Marten on the driver’s bench. “They’re almost here,” I told him as I jogged to the opposite end and heaved my cargo into the wagon.
“It’s time, then,” he said solemnly. “What’s the plan?”
“Marin wants to try to convince them that this is all some big mistake. She doesn’t want to believe what happened at the keep is true,” I said, shaking my head. “Her plan won’t work, but it should provide us with a nice distraction. We’ll leave as soon as she reaches them.”
He scratched his chin in agitated thought. “That seems dangerous.”
“It was her idea,” I shrugged. “The sister of the King’s Shield should have some level of respect; not enough to make a difference for us, but at least enough to keep her safe.”
Marten sighed. “Fine, fine. As long as my girls are safe.”
“No matter what happens today, I can promise you that,” I said firmly. He held my gaze for a long time with his brow furrowed, but eventually nodded and went back to finishing preparations. I sped back across the yard to where Marin still sat against the house. “If you still want to help us, now’s your chance; the guards are only a few minutes away.”
She jumped to her feet, scanning the horizon. “Is my sister with them?”
“Fortunately, no. It looks like they sent the entire Third Company, under the leadership of Commander Savitz.”
Her face lit up at the name. “Commander Savitz knows me! He was always kind to me whenever we ran into each other in the city.” She clapped her hands together excitedly. “I know this is all a terrible misunderstanding, somehow. I promise I’ll get it sorted out!” Without waiting for a response, she turned and ran out to the road.
I watched her go with a mixture of annoyance and worry. “Marin!” I yelled after her before she disappeared from view. Her head snapped back around as she skidded to a stop. I clenched my jaw, then let out a sigh as I shook my head. “Be careful.” She flashed a large smile, then turned and disappeared from sight. I kept track of her progress through my Detection, watching as she closed in on the encroaching wall of soldiers.
Lia and Hana appeared in the doorway carrying the final crate between them. Hana gave one final, longing look back into the house, then turned back to me with determination. “That’s everything. We’re ready.” I followed them to the barn and helped to load the crate into the wagon. As Marten’s cart was made specifically for hauling cargo, there were no passenger benches in the back; I shoved enough of the boxes to one side to make a small sitting space for the three of us, then hopped out to let Lia and her mother enter.
“Are we ready to go, Lux?” Marten called back to me.
“As ready as we’ll ever be. The crates are packed and loaded, and your girls are safe,” I answered. Staring off through the wall of the barn, I watched Marin as she reached the Third Company vanguard. “When I give you the signal, start driving, and don’t stop for any reason.” I started to move back to enter the wagon and begin the trip, but I froze in place as the scene in my mind unfolded.
Marin stood in the center of the road with her hand outstretched towards the front line of guards. The men stopped and glanced back and forth in confusion, then looked back to their commander as he rode his way to the front of the formation. He stared Marin down with harsh eyes as she waved and began to speak. After she said her piece, he leaned down and whispered into the ear of the closest guard, then turned and rode away without further acknowledgement. Marin’s face flushed as she realized she had been snubbed, and she shouted enthusiastically at Savitz’s back as the two leading guards slowly shouldered their crossbows.
I was already sprinting down the road by the time her scream rang out across the countryside. Both of the fired bolts had found their target: the first had torn through the side of her bicep, while the second lodged itself deep into her chest, just below her left collarbone. She fell to the ground as she scrabbled desperately at the wounds and writhed in pain. Two guards pushed through the front lines and stalked forward, drawing their swords as they moved to put a permanent end to her suffering.
The clouds of dust that kicked up from beneath my pounding feet gave away my position, and I saw the advancing guards falter in their approach. The slight hesitation was all I needed to close the remaining distance between us before they could reach Marin, and I launched toward the closest guard with a fully powered uppercut. His torso gave way beneath my fist as his bones shattered, and his lifeless body sailed over the assembled column of guards ahead of me. I spun sideways and caught the second guard in the temple with such extreme force that his head separated from his shoulders and flew across the road, where it smashed against a tree like an overripe melon.
With the initial threats thoroughly eliminated and any potential new combatants stunned by the bloody massacre that had taken place before them, I knelt to the ground and scooped Marin gently into my arms. She flailed wildly until her eyes found my face, after which she immediately buried her head in my chest and sobbed, clinging desperately to my neck with her good arm. Blood continued to spill from the bolt that impaled her chest, soaking her neck and dress with an expanding crimson stain.
I left as quickly as I had arrived, sprinting back down the road to the Corells’ barn with overly enhanced speed. My mind raced three steps ahead, already formulating a new plan for dealing with Savitz’s men; I had initially hoped we would be able to avoid an encounter altogether by leaving before they arrived, but the assault on Marin changed things. I just wanted to run. They’ve lost that mercy now.
Marten jumped to his feet when he saw Marin’s condition, but my focus was too deep to hear what he shouted as I passed him by. I raced to the back of the cart and carefully climbed inside, where I found Lia and Hana already kneeling beside a prepared bedroll. She nodded to me as I laid Marin out on the thin cushion. “You know how these work,” I stated confidently, pulling the needle and two silver orbs from my bandolier and setting them on the nearest crate. “She’s already lost a lot of blood. You’ll have to work quickly.”
I turned to leave, but Lia caught my arm and held me insistently in place. “Are you going to be okay?” Although they were well out of sight, her eyes stared directly at the jagged black scars that covered my right hand, and I understood the true cause of her worry.
“I’ll be fine,” I answered, managing to put on a small smile. “Compared to Attetsia, this will be a walk in the park. Nobody gets in the way of our adventures anymore.” I leaned in and kissed her forehead, then nodded to Marin. “Now, you have a job to do, too. Best get to it.” She released her grip on my arm to pick up the mana needle, and I left her to her work. Marten was still shouting at me as I returned to the front of the wagon.
“Damnit, Lux, I told you that was too dangerous!” he yelled angrily. “I told you she—”
“You were right, Marten,” I shouted over him, “but that’s not important right now. It’s time to go. Drive as fast as you can, and don’t stop for any reason. I’ll explain everything when I catch up to you.”
He sat dumbfounded for a moment, trying to puzzle out my instructions. “When you catch up?! By the Primes, Lux, what are you talking about?”
“Just GO!” I yelled, dashing out of the barn before he could protest any further. To my great relief, I heard him spur his horse a moment later, and the wagon rumbled its way to the road and took off in the opposite direction of the Third Company. The head of the column of soldiers had just come into view around the bend as the wagon raced away, and I heard their cries of alarm as they tried to mobilize a response.
I stood in the center of the road and calmly waited for them to approach. Come and see the consequences of your King’s orders. Come and see what happens when I don’t hold back.
***




2. DECLARATIONS
“What are your orders, sir?”
The sound of Savitz’s grinding teeth echoed in my ears and put a smile on my face.
“Sir, their wagon is escaping. Should we pursue them?”
“Take three squads from Kohl’s platoon back to the fork, and lead them West,” he barked down to the questioning soldier. “Find the girl with the braided black hair and bring her back here, alive. Kill the others.”
“Right away sir,” the soldier replied, flashing a quick salute. “What should we do about—”
Two sharp cracks and a shriek of pain sent the soldier to the ground as his legs buckled at sickening angles. Savitz’s horse whinnied nervously and shied away from the man as his nearby comrades rushed to assess the situation. A ripple ran through the column of men as the agonized cry of the crippled soldier set them on edge. Savitz let out an aggravated growl and pointed down the road to where I stood, a few hundred yards away. “Lieutenant Kohl, send out the wagons. I want that man dead.”
The sea of soldiers parted to reveal a caravan of familiar transport wagons, each filled with a full squad of ten men in heavy armor. Savitz watched them pass by from atop his destrier, then turned his back on me as he began to retreat into the column. His warhorse made it three steps before the tortured screams of a dozen men filled the air, and he spun to find the lead wagon engulfed in a crimson wildfire. The horse that pulled it panicked and broke free of its lashings, leaving the wreckage an impassable blockade in the center of the road.
Men broke ranks and fled in all directions as the second wagon in line joined the conflagration, adding another group of screams to the choir. “Stop! Hold ranks!” Savitz commanded, to middling effect. He began a charge forward through the smoke and fleeing men to the front of the column, but only made it halfway before his horse seized up beneath him and toppled over, throwing him hard into the dirt. The horse remained motionless on the ground for a moment, then suddenly regained its senses and ran off in the opposite direction.
The commander rolled to his knees, grasping the shoulder he landed on with a grimace. He took a moment to climb to his feet before stalking forward to stand in front of the men that remained in formation. “Damn you, Lux,” he shouted, enraged, “enough of these tricks! Quit being a coward and face me like a man!”
I closed the distance between us in a few seconds, stopping just far enough away to send a cloud of dust billowing over the commander. “I think you’ll come to regret that, sir.”
He coughed as the dirt settled over him in a fine layer. “Always so cocky,” he spat. “Whatever illusions of power you think you have will shatter, here and now. I defeated you in Atsal with a dozen men and took you prisoner. This time, you won’t be given that mercy. Not after what you’ve done.”
No mercy. My mouth curled into a grin at the thought. “You seem to have forgotten, Savitz. You didn’t beat me in Atsal; I gave myself up willingly when you threatened the life of an innocent girl. A habit you clearly insist on upholding.” I waved my hand at the burning carts behind him. “Do you honestly think you stand a chance against me now that you lack your trump card?”
“This perversion of the Primal Fire won’t save you against the full might of the Third Company,” he warned me sharply.
“How many of those men do I have to slaughter before you realize the mistake you’ve made?” I took a step forward and drew my sword from its sheath, pointing it at his face. “I’ll give you this warning only once: tell them to retreat, or I will massacre every man under your command.”
Savitz spat in the dirt between us. “If you think I would retreat after what you did to my s—”
“Do NOT misunderstand me, commander,” I interrupted. “These are your last few minutes alive in this world. I am not giving you a chance to leave; only the men who follow you. You lost that right the moment you gave the order to murder Marin Sesaude.”
There was a soft click followed by a mechanical whirring somewhere to my right as a crossbow fired a bolt directly at my head. I slid deftly to one side, dodging the attack and turning to face my assailant in a single move, and was delighted to find one of the crossbowmen who had shot Marin was the culprit. A bolt of energy raced out towards him, snaking up his body to the base of his neck where it burrowed through to his spine. With a flash of my sword the energy activated, and the man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as his vertebrae shattered to dust.
The tenuous link I shared with the soldier through my mana immediately flared with the intense, familiar pain of the void. My scarred hand tingled with sudden energy, and the primal desire that lurked deep within my mind awoke for the first time since my fight in the Attetsian plaza.
YES.
No. I withdrew my energy from the lifeless guard and used it to overwhelm the presence, forcing it back to the dark corner it came from. You don’t get to control me anymore. The hunger disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, and my mind returned to a focused calm. The exchange was nearly instantaneous, and I took a moment to give the remaining bowmen a knowing look before I returned my attention to Savitz. “What, nothing to say in your defense?”
“I don’t need to defend myself to you.” His voice quavered with an overwhelming rage as he stared me down. “My orders are to kill you, and those who associate with you. No exceptions.”
“Listen to yourself, Savitz!” I yelled, letting my contempt for Virram bleed through into my voice. “I thought you were a good man once, but it’s clear I was wrong; you seem happy to serve the man who so easily orders the murder of his own innocent citizens. What the fuck has he done to earn such blind devotion?! Is it his name? The big chair he sits in? His fancy crown?” I reached down to my belt and unhooked the woven golden circlet, placing it at a crooked angle on my head. “Will you listen to me now?”
He brandished his mace at me with a snarl. “Enough! I’ve endured your slander for far too long already.” Savitz let out a mighty bellow as he charged forward, swinging his mace with both hands. I lazily stepped aside and let him blow past me, stumbling over his momentum.
“Men of the Third Company!” I shouted to the remaining soldiers. “Your commander has failed you. He has put his own sense of honor above your lives.” Without turning to look, I ducked beneath another attack, extending a leg backwards to hook Savitz’s foot and send him tumbling again. “There are people who need you back in Yoria. Do not throw your lives away for this man’s blind devotion. Instead, drop your weapons and run. Run back to your King and tell him that I will kill any and every man he sends against me.” The commander’s yells grew increasingly frustrated as his attacks flew uselessly around my lithe form. “You have five seconds to decide.”
I spun to slap away another failed attack, then turned my head to stare intently at the front line of soldiers. “One!” I shouted in unison with the explosion of another troop transport. “Two!” Without warning, I whipped around and threw my sword into the crowd of frightened guards, impaling the second bowman who had shot Marin through the chest. “Three!” I recalled the blade and parried the commander’s mace, spinning the weapon out of his hand.
As I had hoped, the closest men threw their swords into the dirt and turned to sprint away. At the sight of the vanguard breaking ranks, others began to follow suit, and by the time I turned to confirm with my own eyes what my Detection had shown me, Savitz and I were alone. Disarmed and disheartened, he pulled a dagger from his belt and lashed out desperately at my throat. I caught the blade in my gauntleted hand and pulled it from his grip, then knocked him to the ground with a heavy blow to his already injured shoulder.
After a few labored grunts of pain, he managed to climb to one knee. “Even if you kill me...your life is over. You can’t run from an entire kingdom.”
“That’s your mistake, Savitz,” I said, kneeling down to his level. “I’m not running anymore. I might be leaving the country, but I’m not running.” I placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Virram threatened my family: the people I love, and the only reason I have to live. On my life, I’ll burn your whole fucking kingdom to the ground to keep them safe.”
He tipped his head up to meet my eyes, revealing a face set with disdain. “You don’t have the mettle. Behind all that bravado...you’re just a coward.”
In one swift motion, I flipped the dagger in my palm and stabbed him through the eye, embedding the blade deep within his skull. I let his body fall as I stood and brushed the dirt from my knee, looped Virram’s crown back into my belt, then turned and sprinted away to find my family.
---
The Corells’ wagon appeared at the edge of my Detection after a few minutes of running, and I breathed a small sigh of relief. Marin was resting peacefully on a bedroll with her injury wrapped in makeshift bandages created from her ruined dress, which were clearly visible under one of Marten’s shirts that she wore for modesty. Lia was also asleep against a stack of boxes, still holding the mana needle and both silver orbs I had given her. Hana sat between both girls with her hands in her lap, looking between them both at regular intervals with concern.
Marten had followed my orders well; the wagon sped across the countryside as fast as the horse could pull it, even as the sun began to disappear behind the horizon. If Lia had been awake, it would have been a simple matter of getting her attention through Detection and relaying the message to stop up to her father, but as things stood, I simply increased the mana to my enhancements and kept running.
When the wagon was finally within visual range, I shouted to get Marten’s attention. His head appeared around the side of the wagon momentarily, and it rattled to a halt a few seconds later. He jumped down from the driver’s bench and stood with his arms crossed at the back flap, waiting for me to arrive. Hana’s face appeared from behind the flap, and she smiled when she spotted me approaching. I skidded to a stop and put my hands on my knees, taking a moment to catch my breath and muse on the limits of my physical endurance. “Thanks for stopping, Marten. I was—”
With my enhancements still in full effect, I saw Marten’s punch coming with ample time to dodge the blow. I knew I deserved it after everything I had put him and his family through, so I activated my Pain Reduction and stayed in place, angling my head slightly to the side to lessen the chance of injuring my jaw. From the look of his form and the force with which his fist connected with my face, I could tell that Marten had at least some experience with fistfighting, and I made a mental note to ask him about it at a more appropriate time.
“Marten!” Hana exclaimed as she jumped down from the wagon. She grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him back, although it was clear he had already finished what he intended to do.
“It’s alright, Hana. I deserved that,” I said, rubbing my jaw reflexively.
“You’re damn right you did,” Marten remarked under his breath.
“That doesn’t matter!” Hana said sharply, scolding us both. “We can’t be fighting when we have soldiers following us!”
“There won’t be any soldiers. At least not tonight,” I explained. “I’ll keep watch, just to be sure, but I think we’re safe to pull the wagon off the road and rest until morning.”
Marten and Hana shared a quick series of microexpressions that could only be developed over years of marriage, then looked back to me and nodded in sync. Marten returned to the front of the cart, while Hana motioned for me to follow her. “Lux, I’m worried about Lia. She was helping me tend to Marin’s injuries, but she passed out suddenly when she was fiddling with the strange device you handed her.”
I winced at the mental image. “That would be my fault. I’m sorry if I’ve caused you worry; Lia is perfectly fine, apart from being overtired. I’ll do what I can to make sure she recovers quickly.” I stepped in through the cloth flaps and lowered a hand to help Hana up after me. “If Lia passed out, that means that you treated Marin’s wounds yourself, correct?”
“That’s right,” she answered softly. “The cut on her arm should heal without issue, but I’m worried about the wound to her chest. Lia told me she would heal it once the bolt was removed, but she fainted before she had a chance.”
My face paled as I realized the severity of Marin’s condition far later than I should have. When I pulled back the borrowed shirt, I could see that her fresh bandages were already beginning to soak through with blood, and her caramel skin had a sickly pallor. “You did a good job wrapping this,” I murmured to Hana absentmindedly as I traced the makeshift bandages with my finger. “She’d be a lot worse off right now without your help.”
I let out a slow breath and closed my eyes as I channeled mana down my arm to inspect the damage beneath her wrapping. Marin had been extremely lucky, apart from being shot in the first place; the bolt had entered a mere two inches away from both her heart and her lung, avoiding any life-threatening injuries. The squared metal head had left a notch in the side of her collarbone where it had initially impacted, and I felt a pang of guilt as I finished my assessment. I should’ve just made you leave.
The healing rune inside my ring flashed, and a thin trail of sparkling green energy wound out from beneath her bandages and made its way towards her injured arm. Her bolt wound began to stitch itself together from the bottom up, removing any trace of the injury. I felt the gap in her collarbone fill itself in with new bone, and then the drain on my mana halted as the spell completed. Opening my eyes, I reached for the knot at the top of her shoulder and gently tugged it loose.
Hana sucked in a loud breath behind me as I began to unwind the bandage, but she made no move to stop me. With the tight strip of cloth removed, I peeled back the soiled pad of fabric that had pressed against the wound, letting out a sigh of relief when my eyes confirmed what my mana had shown me. Apart from the excessive amount of half-dried blood that stained her bare chest, there was no other indication she had ever been hurt. I quickly buttoned the top button of the overlarge shirt she wore, then sat back against a crate.
“A miracle from the Prime of Life,” Hana intoned with an awed whisper, checking over Marin’s condition herself.
“No, nothing like that,” I said, waving her away, “it was just a…” I trailed off, remembering the first conversation in which I had told Lia that all magic wasn’t a divine blessing. I don’t need that on top of everything else. “Uhm, regardless of what it was, Marin will be fine. She’s still missing a lot of blood, so we’ll have to make sure she drinks plenty of water and eats well over the course of our trip.”
The wagon rumbled forward slowly as Marten pulled ahead, and after a minute of travel he found a flat spot sufficient to hold us for the night. Before I left the wagon, I knelt down to check on Lia. Her hands were still clutched tightly around the mana needle and orbs, one of which was half full with a dull orange liquid. I gently extricated the equipment and returned it to my bandolier.
Observing her through Detection was a disquieting sight; her warm, golden aura was entirely absent, leaving her as a grayscale body against the neon backdrop of my mind. The rise and fall of her chest was easily noticeable, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she looked like a corpse. I put a hand to her cheek to brush away a loose strand of hair and found her skin warm, which comforted me enough to move on with the night’s business. I knew that without my intervention, she would most likely sleep for at least a day, if not longer; for the time being, the fact was a blessing.
I followed Hana out into the roadside clearing. It was a clear, cold night as the sky faded from dark purple to black, and the moon hung low and full, providing us with ample light to work: Marten hitched the horse to a nearby tree, Hana sorted through a small bag of food to prepare us dinner, and I pulled three crates from the wagon to use as seats. We all came together when our jobs were complete and ate a quiet meal of road provisions. I removed my sword belt and the heavy gauntlets I had taken from the King’s Strength, placing them carefully on the ground before settling into a cross-legged position on my crate to wait for the questions to come.
Marten was the first to break the silence. “So,” he said, drawing out the word as he stared into his tin cup of thin ale. The clearing around us faded back into silence as he failed to finish his thought.
“You can ask me anything,” I prodded, “either of you. Rest assured, Lia already knows everything there is to know about me. She hasn’t been traveling with a stranger this whole time, I promise.” I looked between the two of them. “I’ll answer any question you ask honestly. Whether you choose to believe me is entirely up to you.”
Another moment passed as they both considered the information. “It’s been clear you aren’t actually from Doram since we first met,” Hana said eventually. “We didn’t press the issue before, but...I’d like to know now.”
“That’s right. I’m not actually from anywhere, at least in this world.” Hana and Marten’s eyebrows raised in unison. “About a week before Lia was taken, I appeared outside the walls of Yoria. I can’t explain how or why it happens exactly, apart from the fact that I have almost no control over it happening. Counting where I was born, this is the fourth world I’ve been to.”
Hana didn’t flinch at the unbelievable story. “How long will you be in our world before you leave again?”
“Using my last two experiences as a guide, I would say somewhere between seven and eighty years.”
“Eighty?” she asked, incredulously. “How old are you, Lux?”
“If I’m correct in my assumptions, I’m twenty-seven years old again. However, if you count all of the time I’ve been alive in other worlds, I’m well over one hundred by now.” The stunned silence that ensued gave me an opportunity to continue uninterrupted. “My real name isn’t Lux, by the way, although I would prefer if you continue to use it to address me. My birth name is Elden Graham, but I haven’t gone by that name for a long time.”
Hana gave me a small nod. “How did you heal Marin’s injury? Do you have a special connection to the Primes?”
“Err, no, I don’t,” I said, scratching the back of my head as an excuse to look away and plan my next words more carefully. “Every world I’ve been sent to has had magic in some form, but each one has had a different way of interacting with it. In your world, it’s through prayer to the Primes, but that isn’t the only way. My past experiences give me a...unique perspective on magic, which has allowed me to learn some incredible things.”
“Is that why the King put you in jail, and sent his men after you? Because of your abilities?”
“Yes, and no,” I said, tilting my head. “I was originally imprisoned for defending myself against a pair of robbers in the city. Between that, and the means of my escape from the dungeon, the King decided I would be a useful tool to solve problems in an ‘off the record’ capacity.” My eyes fell as I continued. “Unfortunately, his efforts to persuade me to work for him included threatening you. Which is why we’re in the situation we’re in now. Which I’m very sorry about.”
“Everything that we’ve gone through in the past month happened because you chose to save Marlia,” Hana said softly. “While it’s true that your actions brought us to this situation, our family would be much worse off without you. Given the choice, I would give up everything we own in exchange for Lia every time.”
“Thanks, Hana. That means a lot.” I coughed away the beginnings of an emotional lump in my throat, then looked at Marten. “You’ve been uncharacteristically quiet tonight, Marten. You must have something you want to know.”
“She’s the real brains of the operation,” he said, tipping his head towards Hana. “I’ve only got one question for you: what are your intentions with our daughter?”
I couldn’t help but smile; despite being told that I had amazing magical powers and had lived multiple lives, his biggest concern was still his daughter’s happiness. “I made Lia a promise that I would take her to see the world, and I plan to keep it. Wherever she wants to go, whatever will make her happy...that’s what will make me happy. For as long as she’ll have me, anyway.”
“You know, there’s a word for that,” Marten said, arching an eyebrow at me. “Marriage.”
I chuckled. “I was married once, two lifetimes ago. Amaya was a wonderful woman.” A wave of nostalgia washed over me, and I had to fight off the urge to watch my memories with her in my head for the thousandth time. “I hope she’s still out there, somewhere. I never got a chance to say goodbye before I was sent to a different world.”
Even in the silvery moonlight, I saw Marten’s face turn deathly pale. “Lux, I’m...I’m sorry. If I had known, I would never have given you such a hard time before. I’m—”
“No, wait,” I cut him off, waving my hands, “I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad! It’s just...whenever I think of her, back in her world, I just want to know that she’s happy, whatever that means. I want to know that she isn’t bitter and lonely like I was, and that she found someone that loves her.” I laughed suddenly, taken aback by how foolish I had been. “Knowing all that, I never even considered giving myself the same option. I thought it would tarnish her memory if I found my own happiness that didn’t include her. But that’s not what she would want; she would want me to be loved, too. It took me way too long to realize that.”
I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand before the tears that had formed could fall. “I guess that was a rather long winded way of saying yes; I don’t know the customs of Kaldan, but I intend to marry your daughter.” A warm, fuzzy feeling spread outwards from my chest, and a wide smile spread across my face. “She doesn’t know that yet, though. That’s a conversation for after things settle down a bit.”
Hana crossed the space between us and pulled me into a tight hug. “We would be honored to have you join our family.”
Marten followed up close behind her. “Not that we don’t consider you family already,” he chuckled, clapping me on the shoulder. “I knew you were a good man the first time we met, Lux. I know you’ll make Lia happy.”
“Thanks, both of you,” I said, returning Hana’s hug. The strength and warmth of her motherly love washed over me, and I realized I had come to desperately miss the feeling of safety and belonging it gave me; I had lost the last of the real memories of my birth family decades ago. I lingered in her arms for a few seconds longer, then pulled away and stood up from my crate.
“I’d appreciate it if you would keep what we talked about between us. Lia knows everything already, but Marin doesn’t. For her sake, I’d like to keep it that way,” I explained.
“Of course,” Hana answered. “Your secrets are safe with us.”
Marten nodded in agreement, then took his wife’s hand. “It might not feel like it now, but you saved us again today, Lux. Thank you for keeping my family safe.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Or, should I say, our family?”
“Our family,” I replied with a smile. “Speaking of keeping us safe, I’m going to go walk a patrol around camp. Not that I think we’re in any danger, just...old habits, I suppose.”
“I’ll clear you a space to sleep in the wagon before you get back,” Hana offered.
“No need; I’m going to keep watch tonight,” I said, reequipping my belt and gauntlets. “I can sleep while we travel during the day. At least, once Lia is awake. I’ll be much more comfortable knowing someone is always watching our perimeter.”
Hana looked concerned, but she didn’t press the issue. We said our final goodnights and parted ways; they returned to their wagon, while I walked out to the road to begin my wide lap around the camp. Although it was true that I was more comfortable keeping watch, my real motivation for going on patrol was to spend some time alone with my thoughts. The events of the past day were almost too innumerable to process, and I had a hard time believing they hadn’t played out over the course of a week instead of twelve hours.
I walked until the wagon was out of sight, obscured by a small thicket of trees, then sat down in the center of the road. The night had turned particularly cold after sunset, and I wrapped the warming cloth of my cloak tighter to fight off the chill. After a few seconds of fidgeting to get comfortable, I took a deep breath and expanded the small radius of Detection I was holding outwards with a burst of energy. The world quickly grew to a vast circle of glowing lights, and I lost myself among the details.
When my mind was settled comfortably after the influx of information from my surroundings, I began to sort through my memories with as much reason and calm as I could muster. Val betrayed us. It was an unfair assessment of the situation rooted in emotion; based on what Virram had said, Val had kept her word and left out the specific details that would have caused us trouble, but the information had reached the King through other sources. She had clearly been conflicted about carrying out Virram’s order, and although I had no evidence to prove it, it seemed as though she had ordered her men to attack me to protect Lia. Had the orders been reversed, the other Trinity Guards would have quickly overwhelmed Lia without my intervention.
Savitz tried to kill Marin. It was difficult to reconcile my idea of Savitz against the actions he had taken. All of the interactions Lia and I had had with him during our imprisonment were surprisingly pleasant, and he had shown some modicum of compassion for us despite the clear disgust his men viewed us with. However, his actions began to make sense when I took Virram into consideration; Savitz had no reason to doubt whatever terrible stories the King had told him about us, and the dead Trinity Guards in the throne room combined with the shattered sigil window would back up any atrocities we were purported to have committed. It was possible that Savitz had taken the attack personally, believing that I had betrayed the trust he had initially put in me, and had used the emotion to justify the orders Virram had given him.
Virram threatened Lia’s parents. The thought sat unanswered as I tried to approach it from different angles, searching for some rational reasoning. No. There’s no justification for that. Virram had shown that his actions weren’t taken for the good of his country, but for the good of his own self-interest. Planning an invasion of his own capital, sending his most dedicated guard away to her potential death, using his subjects as leverage; there was no explanation that would make his actions excusable.
I took a deep breath to recenter myself before moving on. I’m going to ask Lia to marry me. Just as it was a struggle to keep my anger from flaring up when thinking about Virram, it was similarly challenging to hold back my tingling excitement about the prospect of marrying Lia. I knew that I would have to find a time to talk with Hana in private to learn the Kaldanic marriage traditions and what would be expected of me, both in terms of my proposal and as a husband. It was strange to be thinking so specifically of the future after the morning had held so much uncertainty, but the feeling of hope was much more enjoyable than the usual lingering anxiety I held in the back of my mind.
While it was a simple exercise to identify the proper responses to the day’s events, it was a much more difficult task to accept them. Whenever Val’s face appeared in my memories, I couldn’t shake the feeling of betrayal that burned deep within my gut, and despite the clear necessity of my actions, I was still saddened by Savitz’s death. The only constant that remained clear in my mind was my hatred of King Virram, and even still, I felt conflicted; while it would have been the ultimate catharsis to finally kill him for what he had put me through, I knew that the innocent citizens of Kaldan would end up suffering more than I had for his death. I will not be made a kingslayer again.
Movement in the wagon refocused my attention on the real world, and I looked to find Marten and Hana carefully stepping around Marin and Lia as they rose for the day. I cracked one eye open and was surprised to find the sky vibrant and pink on the horizon; while I was sure I had been conscious for the entire night, my perception of time was clearly warped by my intense meditation. There was a persistent ache in my knees as I stood up from my cross-legged position in the dirt, and I went through a long series of stretches before returning to the camp.
Before I could join the Corells for breakfast, a loud shriek rang out from the back of the wagon. I dashed ahead and lunged inside just in time to see Marin writhing backwards in panic, clawing at the spot where the bolt had pierced her chest. Her empty eyes scanned around the wagon as her mind struggled to reconcile her last memories with her current situation.
“Marin,” I called out to her, raising my hands in a calming motion, “you’re alright. You’re safe.”
The words seemed to take a few seconds to cut through her daze, and she ripped open the button up shirt to examine her wound. Despite the copious amounts of dried blood on her chest, her probing fingers found the skin unmarred by cuts or scars. She blinked hard, pressing on the spot she no doubt expected to give way to a gaping wound, then looked up to meet my eyes. “Lux? I—I...where…”
“You’re safe,” I repeated, stepping closer. “You’re in the Corells’ wagon, far away from anybody who wants to hurt you. I healed your wounds; you’re going to be okay.”
Her large, olive eyes filled with tears, and she half lunged, half collapsed towards me. I caught her before she toppled to the floor and gently leaned back against a crate, rubbing her back in slow circles. Her hands wrapped around my neck as she cried wordlessly into my chest. After a while the sobbing grew quiet, and she tipped her face up towards mine. “I asked the commander...why he had brought so many men,” she managed to say through her sniffling. “I asked him...to get my sister. She would tell him you weren’t bad. But he just left, and then his men...shot me.”
“Yes,” I said sadly. “It was my fault. They were there for me, and I sent you out to talk to them instead. It was a selfish, stupid mistake. I hope you can forgive me.”
“Forgive you?” she asked, confused. “You saved me. I barely had time to figure out what had happened before you showed up and took me away.” Her eyes scanned my face, full of fear and confusion; it was clear that she was still trying to process the incident as she spoke. “I owe you my life. When you brought me back to the wagon, Lia tried to…” She trailed off and swiveled her head around to look at Lia. “Oh! Is she—”
“She’s fine,” I assured her. “Just out of energy. She tried to heal you, but she passed out before she could finish the job. I took care of your wounds as soon as I got back from...dealing with Savitz and his men.” 
“My wounds,” she said absentmindedly, drawing back one of her hands to trace her finger along her collarbone once again. “How did you…?” Her voice faded out as she looked down to observe the healed flesh. She let out a high-pitched yelp as she hopped to her feet and quickly pulled her shirt closed, turning to hide her face.
“I’ll, uhm, I’ll go get Hana to help you clean up,” I offered. Marin nodded vigorously in reply, still looking away. “Alright. I’ll...do that.” I stood and made my way out of the wagon, where I found Hana waiting anxiously at the back flap. “Oh, good, you’re here. Marin is awake, and I think she’d like to get rinsed off and dressed in some more...fitting clothes.”
“Of course,” Hana replied. “Did you happen to find any water while you were patrolling last night? That would make things much easier.”
“I didn’t, but I can still help you on that front,” I said, pulling a silver orb from the last canister on my bandolier. I pushed the needle through the skin and depressed the button, and the orb immediately began to swell. Once it was the size of my palm, I cut the flow of energy and returned the needle to its proper place. “This is full of clean water. If you place it in a bucket and cut the skin, it should give you more than enough to get her cleaned up, but let me know if you need more.”
Hana stared at the dull silver globe with wonderment, then grinned. “Thank you, Lux.” She took the orb and entered the wagon, returning a moment later with Marin, a bucket full of water, and a handful of clean cloth. The pair made their way through camp and into the nearby thicket of trees, where they disappeared from view.
With Marin taken care of, I climbed into the wagon once again and returned to Lia’s side. I caressed her cheek as mana ran down my fingers, spreading out across her body. As opposed to when I had first checked on her, a faint amber glow glimmered in her core, albeit in a strange form; whereas her mana was usually buzzing radiantly throughout her body, the new energy was tightly wound and concentrated entirely in her gut. It was a fascinating discovery that warranted future investigation, but I had a more important matter to attend to first.
My mana suffused through her body without resistance, rapidly approaching the concentrated energy in her core. A strange, out-of-body sensation filled me as my mana expanded: I began to sense the world through the suffused body parts, which was difficult to process without Lia’s consciousness guiding the feeling. When the two fronts of mana finally met, I felt an electric rush in my spine, and the already blurry lines that separated our bodies disappeared entirely as we momentarily became a single, unified being. Lia’s eyes flicked open, and she stared at me with a warm smile.
“Hey there,” we said in unison.
She laughed as she slowly propped herself up on her elbows. “I passed out, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, you did,” I answered. “It’s mostly my fault. I should have warned you that the needle uses a lot more mana than the spells you’re used to.”
“That would have been nice to know, yes,” she said with a pronounced huff. “Is Marin okay?”
“She’s fine. Aside from losing some blood, she’s as healthy as ever.” I sat on the floor and put an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in close. “How are you feeling?”
“Weird,” she admitted. “I’m tired, but also wired at the same time? I know I should be tired, but your energy is...different than mine. It’s in my body, but it’s still yours, somehow; the color, the feeling, they’re not mine. My body knows I should be sleeping to get my mana back, but it’s using yours to compensate, maybe? I don’t really know how to explain it.”
“No, I get what you mean,” I said. Although I couldn’t find the right words to describe it, I felt what she was feeling in real time. The two energies were distinct inside her body, both fueling different processes in different ways; her own mana had withdrawn into a tightly wound ball within her core in an effort to regenerate her depleted reserves, while mine circulated in gentle waves throughout her body, seemingly without purpose. Having seen the mana that was stored in Val’s shield, I had theorized that the same principle could potentially work for transferring energy to another person, but I hadn’t found an appropriate time to test the idea—until now.
It took a few seconds of mental experimentation to find a way to sever the connection to the mana I had stored in Lia’s body; although I had cast magic at a distance multiple times, there appeared to be a distinct difference between activating the mana stored in an object and simply leaving it there. I felt my stomach drop as if the floor had been pulled out from beneath me when the connection to my extended energy broke. Lia appeared to feel it too, and she let out a soft groan as our consciousnesses separated. “What just happened?” she asked, leaning her head against my shoulder. “I felt your presence fade out, but your mana is still here. It’s...disorienting.”
“That’s a good sign, I think,” I answered, scratching the side of my head. “I left you some of my mana. Whether or not you’ll be able to control it in a helpful way, I have no clue.” I peered down at her out of the corner of my eye with a grin. “It’s uncharted territory for me, but given your record, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
“Well...I’m still awake,” she said, holding a hand out in front of her face and flexing her fingers. “That’s good enough for now.”
“About that: Do you think you could keep watch for a while? I’d like to get at least a few hours of sleep while we travel today,” I asked. I stifled a yawn as the exhaustion I had held at bay all night began to creep back over my mind. “No pressure, of course; I can stay up until you’re at full strength if you aren’t feeling up to it.”
“Oh, sure. You don’t sound tired at all,” she teased, poking at my face. “I’ll be fine. I should get up anyway; I’m beginning to understand why you ate so much on the way back from Attetsia.” As if to illustrate her point, her stomach let out a loud yowl.
“If you’re sure,” I said, giving her shoulders a squeeze. I took her place on the bedroll while she began to prepare for the day. “Wake me up if there’s any trouble. Or if you need me for anything. Or if you get particularly bored.”
She laughed and kissed me on the top of my head. “Go to sleep. We’ll be fine.”
“Alright,” I replied, slowly lowering myself to the floor. “I love you.”
“I love you,” she echoed sweetly before turning to exit the wagon. I closed my eyes feeling safe and content and was asleep before Lia made it to camp.
***




3. A JOURNEY TAKEN TWICE
“You’re already writing ANOTHER letter?”
I jumped at the sound of the voice, having missed the speaker’s entrance through the tent flaps behind me. Turning to the intruder, I immediately understood why; the voice belonged to the Knight of the Whispering Winds, famous for both her incredible speed on the battlefield and the total silence with which she moved. I glared and puffed out my shoulders to block her view of my still-blank paper as she approached. She was dressed head to toe in her battle attire: form-fitting hide armor, dyed snow white and lined with pitch black fur, a shortbow made of ebony wood with a matching quiver, and a bandolier full of ivory daggers. Even through the shadows of the tent, I could see mischief in her icy blue, almond eyes. Her straight black hair was pulled back into a ponytail that dangled over her shoulder as she tried to read my hidden paper.
“So what if I am?” I asked defensively. “It’s been four days since the last one. A lot has happened since then!”
“We’ve had two battles, Elden.”
“Two battles is a lot!” I pointed my quill at her in accusation. “What would you know about letters anyways? You don’t have anybody back home worried about you fighting on the front lines.”
The knight spun backwards and collided with the center tentpole in feigned injury as imaginary arrows impacted her chest, causing the whole structure to sway perilously back and forth. “You wound me! Where are your manners, Sir Knight of the Flashing Blade?”
I rolled my eyes and groaned. “I told you not to call me that! It’s a stupid name.” I paused, suddenly narrowing my eyes at her. “Wait, wait. You don’t actually like your nickname, do you?”
“Why shouldn’t I?” she asked, amused. “Only the greatest warriors are given nicknames. Just because I got mine first doesn’t mean you should—”
“Elden!” Another voice shouted from outside the tent, and was followed a moment later by a burst of light as the flaps opened to reveal a broad-shouldered man in black plate armor. “We’ve got to...oh, Kel, you’re already here. Did you give him the news yet?”
“Well, I was trying to, but Elden here was too busy writing his letters to pay attention,” she answered, her voice dripping with playful sarcasm.
I let out an exasperated groan, then turned to the man at the entrance. “What’s up, Jarut?”
“We have another war meeting to attend. Our next operation begins at sundown.”
My jaw dropped. “Another operation already?! There’s no way the men are up to that!”
He shrugged. “I’ll admit, I’m not sure what King Janus is trying to accomplish with this recent offensive. I guess we’ll find out at the meeting.” He turned and exited the tent. “It starts in twenty minutes. Don’t be late!” he hollered over his shoulder as he left.
“You’d best hurry with that letter, Elden,” Kel teased, turning to leave as well.
“I’d already be done if it weren’t for the interruption!” I shot back at her, fighting off the grin that tried to creep across my face. With my distraction dealt with, I spun back to the table and tapped my quill against the blank parchment in thought.
“Tell Amaya I say hello,” Kel spoke quietly into my ear, her face suddenly inches away.
Her voice caused me to jump in surprise again, and I smacked the table loudly. “I told you to stop doing that!” I yelled at her as she made for the exit once again. She threw her head back and let out a burst of melodic, high pitched laughter as she pushed the flap open and disappeared into the outside world. Grumbling under my breath, I watched the flap for a few seconds to confirm that she wasn’t going to sneak back into the tent again, then finally returned to my writing.
I dipped my quill into the inkpot at the edge of the desk and began my letter as I always did. “Hey there, beautiful. I’ve missed you.”
---
A gentle hand shook my shoulder and roused me from my dream. Blinking away the fuzz of sleep, I found Lia crouched next to me with an excited smile on her face. “Come see!” she whispered excitedly. “Come see!” She turned and hurried out the back of the wagon without waiting for a response. As she disappeared from sight, I realized the cart was stopped and nobody else was inside with me. After fighting off the temptation to use Detection to find what Lia wanted me to see and quickly go back to sleep, I climbed to my feet and left the wagon as well.
The source of her excitement was clear as I pushed through the cloth flaps: a thin layer of snow covered everything in sight, and heavy flakes swirled lazily in the air. Marin and Lia stood in the center of the road with their faces upturned toward the sky, laughing as they attempted to catch the fluffy crystals on their tongues. Hana and Marten tended to the horse with a bucket of water and a bag of feed. I smiled and took a deep breath, appreciating the faint scent of burning wood in the crisp air.
Reflexively, I reached out with Detection to scan our immediate surroundings and was surprised by the amount of focus it required. Although I had only pushed out a few hundred yards in every direction, the strain made it feel as though I were pushing the ability to its limits. I pulled the energy back to a tight radius encircling our spot on the roadside and watched the area closely to determine what was causing the disturbance. The answer was immediately apparent: every time a snowflake landed within the area my mana covered, my brain took notice of the movement and updated my mental map.
“It’s a lot, isn’t it?” Lia had made her way over to the wagon while I had awkwardly stopped in the snow, apparently showing the strain of the Detection on my face. “The snow. Up here,” she added, tapping her temple with a smile.
I nodded. “It’s definitely an interesting quirk.” I looked up to the overcast sky, shading my eyes from the falling flakes. “How long was I asleep?”
“Not too long. I think it’s about noontime,” she answered. She grabbed my hand and spun to face the countryside again. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
Surprisingly, I agreed with her. The neverending winter of Hedaat usually blotted out the sun with vicious blizzards and had never been something I considered beautiful. After living beneath snow and ice for so long, I expected that the sight would instantly darken my mood, but the gentle snowfall brought with it a quiet tranquility that put a smile on my face. The simple joy of Lia’s expression infected me as well, and I gave her hand a tight squeeze. “Yeah, it is.”
Our break quickly came to an end as Marten called us back to the wagon to finish the remainder of our travel for the day. We rearranged the back of the cart to better accommodate all of us being awake, stacking the crates along the outside edge to create a main thoroughfare down the center with unstacked crates for seating on either side. When we were finished, Lia and I sat down on one side, facing Hana and Marin on the other.
“So,” I started, “there’s something I wanted to talk about with all of you.” My eyes locked with Marin’s as I continued. “Specifically with you, Marin. You know that it wasn’t our original intent to bring you with us, but given the circumstances, I certainly couldn’t leave you there. Now, though…” I trailed off, leaning my chin onto my interlaced hands, “...there’s a decision to make.”
“Wait!” Marin shouted. “I need to say something first.” The sudden outburst surprised me, but I gave her a nod to proceed, curious about her thoughts. “I know you have reasons not to trust me because of my sister, but I don’t have anywhere else to go. If I go back to my family, the guards will kill me before I make it into the city. I don’t have any money, I don’t have my things, I don’t have...anything.” Her face fell, and she sniffled softly.
“Given that the guards saw us leave in a packed wagon, I doubt Virram will order the Corells’ house to be watched. It would be a few days of travel on foot to get back there, but you could return for your possessions,” I replied. “There’s a good chance everything is still there, exactly where you left it.”
“A chance, maybe, but what if you’re wrong?!” she challenged me. “I would either be walking back into a trap with nobody to help me, or stuck in Yoria with nothing! I can’t go back there.” 
“And if you come with us?” I countered, speaking gently. “You’ll still have no possessions. Granted, the Kaldan military won’t be a concern anymore, but you’d be in a foreign land with nothing except the clothes on your back.”
“Not if I stayed with you!” She looked around the wagon for support as she continued. “Give me a chance to prove that you can trust me! I’ll do anything if you just let me stay. I’ll help Marten with his business, I’ll cook and clean and do yard work, anything! You won’t even have to pay me!” She leaned forward and grabbed my hand in hers, looking up to me in desperation. “I just need a chance to live.”
I raised my eyebrows at her, slipping my hand out of her grip. “Well, I was going to suggest that you continue with your original business deal with Marten once he gets everything set up again, but I’m sure the Corells would appreciate a free maid.” I looked to Hana with a devious twinkle in my eye. “What do you think?”
“Oh, that would be lovely!” she said as her ears perked up excitedly. “If I didn’t have to cook and clean, I could get so much more knitting done!”
“It’s settled, then!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands for emphasis.
Marin’s head whipped back and forth between Hana and me, a dumbfounded expression on her face. “Wait, what? No! What?!”
Lia cackled beside me. “Alright, I’ll admit it. That’s pretty funny when it isn’t happening to me.”
Marin glared at her, then poked a finger into my chest. “You were planning on letting me come with you the whole time?”
“Of course I was,” I answered. “They tried to kill you, Marin. If I hadn’t sent you out to talk to Savitz, they would never have known you were with us. That’s on me, and it’s up to me to make it right. Regardless of the fact that the men who did that are dead, if there’s even a one percent chance that it could happen again, I wouldn’t let you stay in Kaldan.”
She jumped up from the box and stomped her foot. “Then why did you try to convince me to leave just now?!”
“I didn’t want to convince you to leave, I just needed to make sure you were serious about coming with us. Leaving your old life behind isn’t something you should take lightly. You won’t be able to talk to your family if you come with us; whether you believe your sister is truly innocent in all of this or not, anything you send to her or your parents would most likely be intercepted by the King’s men.” She screwed up her face and stared at me through squinted eyes, then sat down on her crate with a huff and nodded begrudgingly. “Plus,” I laughed, “I couldn’t resist the opportunity to give you a hard time after your offer.”
“That’s not nice!” she sulked, crossing her arms over her chest. “Next time you make a decision like that, tell me beforehand instead of stringing me along, please!”
“Duly noted,” I chuckled, “but it isn’t actually my decision to make. It’s what I’d like to see happen, but it’s up to Marten if he still wants to work with you. Next time we stop, we can—”
“Do you think this cloth is soundproof, Lux?” Marten called out from the front bench, giving the cloth wall between us a hearty shake. “I’ve heard every word you’ve said all afternoon!”
“Well then, speak up!” I shouted back to him with a grin. “Do you want Marin to stick around and help you with your business, or not?”
“I’m going to need all the help I can get to rebuild my business, and I get the feeling you and Lia won’t be sticking around very long. I can’t imagine I’ll be able to pay what we had originally negotiated, but I’ll do my best to make good on that offer.” A playful tone entered his voice after a short pause. “On the other hand, it is difficult to pass up the offer of a free maid…”
“If I hear the word maid one more time, I’m jumping out of this wagon!” Marin declared. We all burst into laughter, and after a moment, a small smile spread across her face as well. With the serious topic behind us, we fell into a more casual conversation that carried on for the rest of the afternoon. It was difficult to gauge the passing time due to the overcast, snowy skies, and before we knew it, Marten had pulled the wagon into a clearing to break for the night. We filed out into the snow-covered field and began the process of setting up a small camp.
“It’s so cold!” Marin complained as we worked. “I appreciate you letting me borrow some clothes, Lia, but do you have anything a bit warmer?” After her original clothing had become emergency bandages, she had chosen to borrow a sundress from Lia to replace Marten’s shirt. While it fit loose in the chest and tight around the waist, it was clearly more comfortable than the alternative, but the shift in weather had brought a new set of problems.
“I know we have some furs packed somewhere,” Hana said, rubbing her arms to keep warm. “Let’s go find something to change into.” Although her dress was made of a much thicker fabric than Marin’s, it didn’t stop her from shivering against the winter air.
I walked up behind Lia and hugged her from behind. “While they’re busy doing that,” I whispered in her ear, “I have an idea of how we can keep warm.”
Lia’s eyebrows shot up as her cheeks flushed, and she slowly turned her head to stare at me with wide eyes. “Lux, are you, uhm…suggesting we—”
“Go find a place to spar, yes,” I finished with a laugh. I gave her a tight squeeze, then walked past her towards the snow covered fields beside our camp.
I heard her sputtering in place behind me for a moment, followed quickly by the soft squeak of snow under her boots as she rushed after me. There was a sudden pain in my shoulder as she landed a playful punch on her way by. “You probably think you’re clever, don’t you?”
“Oh, from time to time,” I mused, tipping my head back and forth. “What, did you think I’d suddenly stop teasing you now that Marin’s here?”
“Maybe I did!” she replied, turning her nose up and looking away from me.
“That wouldn’t be any fun at all, and you know it,” I said, throwing an arm around her shoulders and pulling her in close. It took her a few moments to shake off her partially exaggerated indignation, but she eventually leaned into the sideways embrace as we walked. 
Once we were a few hundred yards away from camp, we split apart and took our places across from one another. “Now, I hope you’re ready for—”
My advice was interrupted by an immediate charge, and I barely had time to dodge as a stab from her blunted sword drove towards my chest. I laughed as she slid by me, her feet failing to stop where she had intended due to the snowy ground. My sword formed in my hand and smacked her across the back. “As I was saying, I hope you’re ready for a new lesson in footwork.”
Our session was brief, but full of energy; the intensity of our practice bouts had grown in tandem with Lia’s proficiency, and we were quickly reaching a speed and ferocity that far surpassed any regular human. When the match was finished, we both fell to the ground panting, our breath clearly visible in the frigid air. “Well...you were right,” Lia said breathlessly.
“You’ll have to be more specific; I’m right about a lot of things,” I responded as I leaned back on my hands with a satisfied smirk.
She let out a loud groan and flopped back into the snow. “You were right about sparring. I’m definitely warm now.”
“Ah, that,” I said, falling back to join her. “Glad I could be of service.”
We lay together in the snowy field for a while, staring up at the dark clouds that hung low in the night sky. “Lux, I have a question.”
“Ask away,” I said, taking her hand in mine.
“What do you think is going to happen when we get to the Mountain Gate?”
“I’m not sure,” I sighed. “I’d like to believe that your parents and Marin could get through without an issue. I have no doubt that guards are distributing wanted posters with our faces on them as we speak, but I doubt they know what your parents look like.” I frowned and shook my head. “There’s a chance that they do, though, and that’s not a chance I’m willing to take. Virram will no doubt have the gate heavily guarded, so...I’d say the most likely outcome will be a fight.”
Lia nodded beside me. “Do you have a plan?”
“Sure. Kill anyone who tries to stop us.”
She laughed softly. “Well, I guess that’s technically a plan.”
“Having never seen the Mountain Gate for myself and not knowing how many guards we’ll be facing, it’s hard to be more specific than that.” I tapped my finger on the back of her hand as I lay quietly, deep in thought. “I promised Savitz something before he died. I told him that I was done running, and that I would do anything to protect my family. No matter who they put in our way, I’m keeping that promise.”
The intention behind my words were clear. “Even Val?” she asked, barely louder than a whisper.
“Even Val.” I scowled at the mention of her name. “Ever since I arrived in Kaldan, I’ve been making excuses: the guards who arrested me didn’t know any better, or Savitz was just following orders to bring me back to face justice, or Val is a good person at heart, but she’s just conflicted.” I sat up from my place in the snow and pulled Lia up with me as I was filled with a sudden burst of resolve. “I’m done with excuses. We’re getting out of this damn country, and we’re going to live our lives the way we want. Nobody will stand in the way of that anymore.”
“And I’ll be right beside you,” she added as she climbed to her feet. “We’ll face whatever comes next together.”
I smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” After standing up beside her, we began our trip back towards camp. “Besides, who are they going to throw at us now? We’ve taken out two of Kaldan’s greatest warriors and sent an entire company of men scattering. What do they have left?”
“Well, I’m sure they’ve already filled the two empty slots in the Trinity Guard,” she remarked offhandedly.
My eyebrow shot up. “Why would you think that? They don’t even have the weapons anymore.”
“They don’t have those weapons, sure, but there are plenty of others that could take their place. I don’t think there’s been a King’s Reach since before I was born, and Val replaced the King’s Wisdom when she first joined.”
“You’re telling me that Virram has an entire arsenal of magic weapons at his disposal, but he only uses three of them at a time?” I asked incredulously.
“I wouldn’t call it an arsenal, really. The Golden Throne has eight artifacts in their collection: one for each of the eight major Primevals. They’re called the ‘King’s Primes’.” She turned to me with a smirk. “They only use three of them at a time because it’s called the Trinity Guard.”
“But why would you call it a Trinity Guard if you have eight weapons? Wouldn’t you want them all being used at all times, if they’re so miraculous and powerful?!” I was entirely bewildered at the thought of Virram hiding away powerful artifacts just to satisfy a naming convention. “Wouldn’t you just call it the...Octernity Guard? The Octave Guard? The…” I trailed off, searching for an appropriate name.
“When the country was founded, they only had three weapons, so they called it the Trinity Guard; the other five artifacts came later. If I had to guess, I would say they kept the name because there’s no good phrase for a group of eight people,” Lia laughed. “I guess you’ll just have to ask the King next time you see him.”
I threw my head back and sighed loudly, dissatisfied with the lack of logic. “I don’t know why I’m surprised; this is Virram we’re talking about. Why am I trying to find reasoning in anything he does?” For the remainder of our walk back to camp, I muttered under my breath in an effort to determine a fitting name for a group of eight knights. The effort was quickly abandoned when we returned to the wagon and Hana, now dressed in a long hide jacket lined with fur, handed us our dinner. We all ate in the shelter of the wagon, forsaking the comfort of our small fire for protection from the wind and falling snow.
When our meal was finished and the wagon was rearranged to accommodate bedrolls, I made to take my leave to keep watch for the night. Hana and Marten both protested on the grounds that I would freeze to death overnight, despite my reassurances that I would be plenty warm beneath my cloak. Lia raised her own complaints about my absence for the night, though her motive was more self-serving: if I would be using my cloak to keep warm outside, she wouldn’t be using it as a blanket for the night, much to her dismay. Marin offered to sleep under one blanket with her to help stay warm, and the argument was ultimately dropped.
After I said my goodnights, I paced along the road until I found a suitable spot to hold my nightly vigil. A solitary stump on the roadside appeared after a minute of walking, and I brushed the snow from its wide face and sat down, making sure to drape my cloak carefully over my crossed legs. Along with keeping watch, I had a secondary goal in mind for my meditation: find a workaround for the new issues with Detection magic. The falling snow showed no signs of stopping, and I could sense every snowflake landing around me as I sent my mana out in a tight circle.
I stumbled upon the solution much quicker than I had anticipated. The strain of processing each individual bit of information was taxing on my brain, and it seemed to fight against my efforts to stay focused. When I inevitably gave in to the need to relax, the images within my head lost their neon sharpness in the moment before my mana receded. I replicated the sensation in succession until I could reliably call upon it; the feeling was similar to letting my eyes lose focus on a distant object, and brought a similar hazy view of the world around me. My mana was still extended as it always had been, but my mind chose the level of detail with which to display the reported data.
With my new strategy ready, I pushed out the fullest extent of my abilities, covering miles of countryside in every direction. The world was still and silent under the freshly fallen snow; apart from the tiny flickering lights of forest creatures hidden within their tree hollows, it might as well have been a barren, lifeless tundra. The static image within my head made it easy for my mind to wander, and I fell into a pleasant trance.
Movement at the edge of my vision roused me to an immediate focus, and my Detection shifted from a wide circle to a sharp line between myself and the new arrivals. Three horses trotted along the same road we had traveled only hours before, heading in our direction. Each carried a man dressed in furs emblazoned with the crescent moon of the Golden Throne, all of whom held out lanterns to inspect the dark world surrounding them. Outriders. Given the speed at which they moved, I guessed they would reach our camp in a few hours.
The thought sent a bolt of adrenaline racing through my system. It was clear that the scouts had to be prevented from finding signs of our camp, but the only solution I could think of raised its own problems. Our pursuers clearly didn’t know where we were if they were sending scouts, but if an entire group failed to return from a patrol, it would be just as damning as if they had found us outright. I stood up from my stump and turned back towards camp, ready to send a warning signal to Lia that we needed to move on.
I’m not running anymore. The words stopped me in place. My train of thought shifted immediately; instead of trying to find a way to avoid detection, I made my plans around it. What happens when their scouts don’t return in the morning? They confirm which direction to travel in and send whatever force they’ve mustered against us, and then...what? A self-satisfied grin spread across my face. We would see their forces coming from miles away. How long will Virram’s men follow orders when their ranks begin to fall from an instant, invisible death?
My mana found its mark in each of the three outriders in order, suffusing into the bone at the base of their skulls. It took a few seconds for the energy to fully coalesce within the first man, and longer for each guard in turn; while it wasn’t a particularly complex task, I had never held mana in multiple spots at once before, especially not ones that were moving. I took a long, silent minute to breathe deeply and prepare for what I knew would come next, and then the Shatter rune within my ring flashed.
The influx of dark energy throughout my body was immediate and overwhelming as the guards died. A heatless black flame rippled over the glove on my right hand, bathing the road in an eerie, flickering light, and my vision faded to shades of gray. I staggered forward and clenched my jaw, fighting back against the otherworldly pain.
MORE. The voice rumbled through my mind like an earthquake, shaking my vision and rattling my teeth. My leg began to tremble as I felt an inexorable pull down the road in the direction of the scouts. THERE ARE MORE TO COME. WE WILL PUNISH THEM ALL. It took every bit of strength within me to resist the call to slaughter. After a long struggle, I managed to fight myself down to the ground, where I sat on my knees and twitched in pain. My surroundings disappeared from view as I retreated inward, fortifying a small corner of my mind from which I could fight the encroaching darkness with total focus.
As I remained locked in place, the foreign energy gradually began to burn away; the ravenous flames on my arm dimmed, receded, and eventually flickered out into wisps of gray smoke that snaked out from my fingertips. When I was confident the presence had disappeared, I shakily took my feet and looked around, taking in the world around for the first time in what felt like hours. There was a soft, rhythmic crunching of snow from somewhere ahead of me, and it was growing closer by the second.
I staggered to the roadside to find cover as I reached out with a narrow band of mana to identify the oncoming threat. My concern proved to be baseless as the source was revealed to be one of the scout’s horses, still trudging onward through the snowstorm with its rider collapsed on its back. I breathed a sigh of relief and walked out to meet it. “Hey there,” I called out softly as it approached, “easy now. I’m a friend.”
The dark brown courser stopped a few feet away and let out a loud snort, sending a large cloud of steam up into the cold night air. I placed a gentle hand on its nose and rubbed its face as I walked forward to check on the scout. He had fallen forward in his saddle and tangled an arm through the reins, which kept him draped securely around the horse’s neck as it walked on after his untimely demise. I unlooped the reins and gave the rider’s body a firm tug, dislodging it from the saddle to crash to the ground before me.
The horse whinnied nervously and stepped away from the commotion, stopping a few yards ahead. I crouched down to search the scout’s body; the only item of interest on his person was a cloth bag stashed in an inside pocket of his winter cloak. Upending the bag produced a matching set of unsealed scrolls, each bearing the wax seal of the Golden Throne. Hunching forward to block the falling snow, I unraveled the first scroll to find a picture of myself staring back at me, drawn beside a block of text. It read: “WANTED: Lux. Extremely dangerous; do not attempt to capture alive. Wanted for murder, high treason, and conspiracy to assassinate King Yorrell. Last seen traveling west in a covered wagon. 1000 Imperial reward for proof of elimination. 250 Imperial reward for information leading directly to his location.”
I rerolled the scroll and placed it back into the bag before examining the next one with a frown. It was a similar poster but, as I had feared, it bore Lia’s face instead of mine. The first block of text read the same as mine had, but her scroll had an additional block of text at the bottom, reading: “Known associates: Marten Corell, father. Hana Corell, mother. Wanted for aiding and abetting known criminals. 100 Imperial reward for any information directly leading to their capture or execution.”
So that’s how it is. I shoved the scroll angrily into the bag and looped it through my belt. Overall, the scrolls were good news; while they were listed on the poster, Marten and Hana’s likenesses weren’t widely known throughout the country, as I had feared. Still, their names appearing on the scroll in any form brought the taste of bile to my mouth. I briefly considered keeping the posters a secret from the rest of the group to spare their concern, but quickly decided against it. Now’s not the time for secrets.
I knelt in the road and hauled the scout’s body onto my shoulders before cautiously approaching the horse once again. Once I had its reins in hand to ensure it wouldn’t bolt, I heaved the corpse up onto its back, then deftly hopped up into the saddle. The courser paced nervously, and I ran a calming hand along its neck. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Just a few quick stops, and then we’ll go find you some food.”
With a tug to the right I led the horse off of the main road towards a small thicket of bushes and trees a few hundred yards away. It was slow going over the uneven, snowy terrain, but we reached the thicket without incident. I gave the corpse an unceremonious shove into the bush cover, nodded at my work, then directed the horse back to the road. Pointing us in the direction of the remaining bodies, I urged the courser on into the snowy night.
The midnight ride filled me with a strong sense of nostalgia. I hadn’t ridden a horse since my time in the Alderean military, and it reminded me of the countless road conversations I had shared with Jarut and Kel on our long marches back and forth from the capital. The memories kept me company on the ride, and I arrived at my destination much sooner than I had anticipated. In a similar fashion to the first, I heaved the remaining corpses out of the snow and over my horse’s back, then trotted off the road in search of ground cover. Although I knew their disappearance would be cause enough to pursue us, it still felt right to remove as much evidence as possible.
My ride back to camp was peaceful, and the sky behind me had begun to brighten by the time I arrived. Marten, Hana and Marin were all awake and preparing for the day around the fire, eating a warm breakfast. At the sight of an unknown hooded rider approaching, Marten sprang to his feet and pulled a dagger from his belt, stepping out in front of Hana and Marin protectively. “Oh, sorry!” I called out, throwing back my hood. “It’s just me.”
Relief washed over his face as he sheathed his blade. “Damnit Lux, you scared me!” He looked back to Hana and Marin with a smile, but his head snapped back around a moment later. “Where in the world did you get a horse?!”
I laughed, taking a moment to consider how to approach the subject. “The man who owned it didn’t need it anymore, so I thought I’d take care of it for a while.” I rode into camp and slid to the ground, tying the reins to a post on the back of the wagon. “There were riders in the night. Scouts, I think. I took care of them.” With a sigh, I drew the scrolls from my belt. “Unfortunately, that’s not the only news I have.” I handed him the scrolls and waited for him to read them before continuing.
He glanced at each one briefly, scowling at the illustrations, then turned and handed them to Marin. “What do they say?” he asked quietly. My face reddened as I remembered too late that he had never fully learned to read.
“They’re wanted posters,” she said with a gasp. Her eyes scanned over the words, growing wider by the word. “They’re offering a thousand Imperials each to anybody who kills them. Primes, that’s a fortune!”
“I’m half tempted to kill you myself,” Marten chuckled, looking at me with a faint air of apprehension.
“I don’t think that would go so well for you…” Marin trailed off. “There’s a bounty for you as well. And for Hana. One hundred Imperials for your capture...or execution.”
The camp fell silent as the severity of the situation set in. Hana stepped forward and read the scrolls in Marin’s hands, then placed a hand on Marten’s shoulder. “I think Marin should drive the wagon from now on. You’re too well known around these parts, dear.”
Marten screwed up his face as he stared at the ground. “I hate to think that an old business acquaintance would turn us in, but...I can’t say I’d blame them. That amount of money would be life-changing for almost anybody.” He looked at Marin apologetically. “I hate to ask it of you after what happened, but—”
“You don’t have to ask!” Marin cut him off. “Of course I’ll do it. I owe you all at least that much. Besides, I’ll be driving all the time once we’re business partners, right? I might as well get a headstart.” Her beaming grin cut away the tension that had grown around us, and Marten laughed.
“I suppose that’s true,” he answered, “but I’m not sure where you got business partners from. You’ll be working for me, sure, but partners might be a bit—”
He was interrupted once again by a loud squeal from behind us. I turned to find Lia diving from the back of the wagon; she landed lithely on her feet before springing forward to hug my newly acquired horse around the neck. “Oh, you’re such a handsome guy, aren’t you?” she asked in a drawn-out, high-pitched voice. “Yes, you are!” She continued to scratch his neck excitedly as she turned to me. “Is he ours? Where did he come from?”
I smiled irresistibly, infected by her enthusiasm. “Come with me; I’ll explain,” I said, walking past her to the entrance of the wagon. She followed me back inside and helped me rearrange the crates to create a small, secluded space where I could rest while we traveled. “The horse came from a group of scouts I encountered on the road last night,” I explained while we worked. “When they don’t report back today, I’m sure whatever force is after us will have a good idea of which direction to go. I’d wager we’ll be seeing a lot more of them in the next few days.”
Despite her excitement, Lia’s expression was completely serious. “I understand. I’ll focus extra hard on my watch today.”
“Thank you,” I answered, patting her on the shoulder. “Now, I’m going to get some sleep. If you see anything out of the ordinary, wake me up, okay?”
She nodded, though her furrowed brow told me another question was coming. “How can you sleep like this? It’s light out, the wagon is bumping all over the place, and I know that we aren’t the quietest group; I had to keep reminding Marin to keep her voice down all morning yesterday.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” I said with a laugh. “Sleeping is a skill, and just like any other skill, you can get better at it with practice. I won’t wake up unless I want to.”
She narrowed her eyes at the explanation. “You’ll have to teach me how to do that when this is all over.”
“Sure, add it to the list.” I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against hers. “I love you. Be safe today.”
“I love you,” she replied, kissing me on the cheek. “Get some sleep.” I knelt down onto my bedroll as she left the wagon, and I soon heard another, softer squeal of excitement as she saw the horse again. I lay down with a smile on my face and quickly fell asleep.
---
The following week of travel passed in a blur. After three days of continuous snowfall, the skies finally cleared, and the world warmed to a more comfortable cool temperature. I continued to keep watch at night and sleep through our morning travels while Lia took over the duty. My nightly rides were interrupted twice by the appearance of more scouts. After my experience with the first group of outriders, I refrained from killing them all simultaneously, choosing instead to only target the first man in the group; in both encounters, the remaining scouts immediately turned to flee and didn’t return for the rest of the night.
On the day we were to reach the outskirts of Atsal, Lia woke me while the sun was still low in the morning sky. “There are riders coming,” she said in a low whisper. “Four of them, from in front of us this time.”
I bolted upright and confirmed the information with my own quick pulse of Detection. The scouts were only a few miles away and were riding at a full gallop in our direction. “Marin, we need to stop,” I shouted, sliding over my small barrier of crates into the main body of the wagon. “We’ve got trouble headed our way.”
Marten stood in alarm, but he was immediately thrown back into his seat when the wagon stopped short. “What do we need to do?”
“Nothing, hopefully,” I answered as I made my way to the back flaps. “I’m going to ride out to meet them. Lia, stay here and keep an eye on the road to the south; I don’t want to get caught in a pincer.”
She nodded. “Try to get some information out of them before you’re done.”
Her tactical analysis of the situation was the same as mine, and it brought a grin to my face. “That’s the plan.” I hopped down from the wagon and untied the reins of my horse from his hitch, then climbed into the saddle and turned him northward. “Alright. Let’s find out what we’re dealing with.” I put my heels into the courser’s side and took off down the road.
Another quirk of my Detection magic revealed itself as I rode. My mental map flickered in and out like a sputtering lamp whenever my horse’s hooves all left the ground at once, disconnecting me from the mana I had extended along the ground. When a hoof impacted the ground again, the image would jump ahead with updated information, only to disappear again a moment later. It created a strange slideshow effect in my head, and I closed my eyes to attempt to fight off the headache I felt coming.
I slowed my pace before the scouts came into direct view. With my hood drawn, I traveled forward at a more casual speed in an effort to arouse as little suspicion as possible. The strategy proved to be of little use when the first rider spotted me and immediately called a halt to his party, stopping a few dozen yards away. “You there! Pull back your hood and stop, by order of the King!”
My horse continued to trod forward slowly, and I hunched down to shield my face behind the courser’s neck. This apparently angered the guard, as he drew an arrow from the quiver on his back and nocked it in a bow aimed directly at me. “I won’t ask again! Stop immediately and reveal yourself, or—”
I leaned back and pulled down my hood in a single, swift motion, then waved to the scouts. “Hello, gentlemen! How can I help you today?” I held up both of my hands to show that they were empty, though I knew they wouldn’t be for long.
The realization came over the lead guard’s face far too late. “Get back to the wall!” he shouted as he loosed the arrow from his bow. “He’s coming!” I stayed perfectly still on my horse and watched the arrow fly wide of my head. “Damnit, Joss, go! We’ll hold him here!” The man at the rear of the group yanked hard on the reins of his horse and wheeled in a wild circle, desperately attempting to flee while his comrades pushed forward to cover his escape.
His horse made it three steps away before its legs tensed and locked in place, and it collapsed sideways into the dirt on top of its rider. He screamed as the mass of the animal crushed his leg, but the weight didn’t last long; the horse had already regained its faculties by the time it hit the ground, and it struggled upright with a panicked bray before bolting back towards Atsal without its master. The guard’s companions turned to find the source of the screams, momentarily distracted from my movements.
The conflict lasted only a few seconds. Summoning my sword, I spurred my horse ahead to the closest rider and leaned out with a horizontal slash that caught him in the back of the neck and killed him instantly. The remaining men had only just begun to turn back towards me when my blade ripped through the chest of the second man with another rising slice. My courser continued down the road, taking me out of melee range of the last guard, so I spun backwards in my saddle and threw my sword at him; it impacted center mass and knocked him to the ground, dead.
I turned my horse around and returned to the scene, stopping him next to the scout with the broken leg. “Hey there, Joss,” I said with a hollow smile, “would you mind telling me where you were going in such a hurry?”
“Fuck you!” he cursed, attempting to drag himself away, though he gave up the effort in short order with a pained yelp.
I clicked my tongue in mocking disappointment as I slid from my saddle and crouched next to him. “Joss, I can fix your leg. Judging by the looks of it, that wound will never fully heal.” I tipped my head slowly to one side. “Unless you let me help you.”
The conflict was clear on his face as he fought between what he knew was right and the overwhelming pain. After a few moments, he looked away and nodded. “Good! We’re getting somewhere,” I exclaimed. “Now Joss, before I do that, I’ll need you to promise me you won’t try to cut my throat or run away as soon as your leg is fixed. You wouldn’t do that, right?” I placed my hand gently on his injured femur, and he flinched and whined at the touch.
“No, I promise! Just make it…” he trailed off, finally giving into the pain with a hard sob. “Make it stop!”
Mana ran down my arm and suffused his leg, and I whistled at the severity of the injury. “Broken femur, fractured hip, severely dislocated, multiple torn ligaments. It’s a good thing I’m here,” I said, not missing the irony. The energy activated at my command, and his wounds began to mend. His face instantly softened as the pain began to recede, and the spell finished a few seconds later.
“How did...what…?” he muttered, looking at his newly healed leg. “No. Primes help me, I don’t care. Anything to be rid of that.” He fell flat on his back and shook his head, eyes closed. “Ask your questions.”
I pointed to the nearly decapitated man a few feet away. “That man told you to get back to the wall. Which wall is that? Atsal? What’s waiting for us there?”
“No, not Atsal. The wall between us and Lybesa: the Mountain Gate.” He continued to rub his leg absentmindedly as he spoke. “We got a bird from the capital four days back. It said you were in a wagon, trying to flee the country through the Gate. We’ve been reinforcing it ever since.”
“Surely your message also told you what happened to Third Company Commander Savitz, right?” I asked. “How many reinforcements will it take before you realize it’s not the quantity
of the men, but the quality
that matters?”
He opened one eye and looked at me curiously. “Well, sure. But it’s not just foot soldiers; they’ve built whole towers just for the archers, they brought in barricades, even a damned ballista.” He closed his eye again and shrugged. “I’m not sure what you did to warrant a ballista, but clearly someone thinks it’s necessary.”
The assessment brought a wicked smile to my face as I pictured Virram giving the orders in a shaking voice. “This has all been very enlightening, Joss. Thank you.”
His eyes snapped open, and he pulled himself up onto his elbows in a sudden jerk. “What happens now? You’re going to let me go, right? I swear I won’t go back to the wall.” His eyes darted nervously between me and his dead compatriots in the road. “I can help you! I know plenty of stuff about the military that you could use. We can be friends! Right?”
“Maybe in another life,” I said with a small sigh. My sword flashed to my hand, and I drove it straight down through his sternum before he had time to react. His body gave a few quick spasms as I withdrew the blade from his chest before falling still. With a quick flourish, I flicked the majority of his blood away, then sheathed the weapon and began to clear the road of bodies.
When the task was completed, I remounted my horse and began the trip back to the wagon. I had kept the area within my Detection throughout my time away and was happy that the Corells had spent it bored and undisturbed. Likewise, I had felt Lia’s mana surrounding me on the trip, and her relief was palpable as I returned unharmed. “That didn’t take long,” she called out cheerfully from her seat on the edge of the wagon when I was within earshot. “Was the scout able to give you anything useful?”
“Yes, he was,” I answered, dismounting my horse with a serious expression on my face. “They know we’re going to the Mountain Gate, and they’re ready for us.”
***




4. THE MOUNTAIN GATE
“I don’t like your plan, Lux,” Marten grumbled. 
“Which part, specifically? The part where you stay safe in the wagon, or the part where we all escape to Lybesa?” While it seemed suicidal from an outside perspective, the plan I had laid out for our approach on the Mountain Gate was simple in my mind; Lia and I were to ride out ahead of the wagon and take down the Kaldanic forces entrenched at the gate, while Marin would take advantage of the chaos and drive straight through, unseen and unharassed.
“The part where you take my daughter into the middle of a fortified army!” he exclaimed in frustration. “I know you’re a skilled fighter, and you’ve trained Marlia well, but what you’re suggesting isn’t possible. We can find another way into Lybesa.”
“Oh, stop it!” Lia complained loudly. “You know better than anyone that the only way into Lybesa is through the Gate. Unless you want to throw away your wagon, your horse, and all of our belongings just so you can die trying to cross the Maw on foot, we’re going through the Mountain Gate!”
“I would gladly give up everything I own if it means keeping you safe,” he shot back. “Besides, there are other ways through the Maw. I know a group of traders in Bale that make the trip twice a season; they would help us, I know it.”
I shook my head. “The longer we stay in Kaldan, the more dangerous things get for us. It gives the military more time to block any other exits to the country that might exist, and more time to find us.” I tapped the edge of the wanted posters that sat on the floor with my foot. “Besides, with the amount of money our heads are worth, we can’t take the chance to trust anybody.”
His face contracted with annoyance, and he uncrossed his arms to point at me. “You need to admit you’re not infallible. I don’t care how much confidence you have, you can’t take out a prepared military encampment by yourselves.”
Lia leaned forward, pointing a finger of her own back at him. “No, YOU need to admit you’re too cowardly to take the risks we need to—”
“That’s ENOUGH!” Hana yelled as she stood up and moved between the two. I shrunk back at her intensity; having never heard her voice go louder than a laugh, the power she suddenly exuded was intimidating. “Marlia, take a walk and cool off.” The two locked eyes for a tense moment before Lia threw up her hands and hopped out of the still-moving wagon, muttering under her breath as she went.
After another few seconds of heavy silence, Hana crossed the wagon and sat down on the box beside mine where Lia had been. “Marten, you know Lux is right.”
His mouth fell agape at the declaration. “I do NOT know Lux is right!”
“Yes, you do. We need to leave the country as soon as possible, and this is the only way to do it.” She turned to me with a serious expression. “Based on what you told us, you’re keeping Lia away from the bulk of the fighting on purpose, aren’t you?”
Her shrewd analysis surprised me. “Yes, that’s right. If I’m being honest, I would rather carry out this plan alone, but Lia would never allow it. If I factor her into the plans, at least I can try to keep her where the fighting will be at its least dangerous.” I paused for a moment, considering whether I had said too much. “Please don’t tell her I said that.”
She nodded. “You’re confident you can do this?”
“Yes. I’ll need to do some scouting to make a specific plan, but I have no doubt in my mind that I can keep us all safe.” I looked each of them in the eyes. “I swear that I’ll do what it takes to keep our family safe, whatever the cost. You’ll all get through that gate alive and unharmed. You have my word.”
Hana looked at Marten expectantly, and he recrossed his arms and looked away. “Fine. I still don’t like it, though.”
I moved to make my case again, but Hana put a hand on my arm and shook her head. “You should go check on Lia. He’ll be fine.”
“Good idea,” I agreed as I stood to leave. “Thank you. Both of you. I know this isn’t easy, but I promise it’ll be over soon.” Hana smiled, then moved back to sit beside Marten as I climbed out of the wagon into the snow. The twilight sky was filled with low, heavy clouds, and the surrounding fields were dark. Despite that, Lia was easy to locate via a clear set of footsteps leading away to a thicket of trees and a consistent mix of thuds and scrapes from somewhere inside.
As I wove through the trees, I was greeted suddenly by a snowball to the face. The cold snow stung against my cheeks, and I wiped away the lingering crystals to find Lia standing at the center of a clearing with a sly grin. “Sorry,” she called out unapologetically, “I thought you might have been my father.”
The Detection magic I felt from her confirmed the lie and brought a grin to my face. “Apology accepted,” I answered with a roll of my eyes as I approached. “You seem...less angry than I thought you’d be.”
She shrugged and kicked at the snow, looking away. “I shouldn’t have yelled at him. I guess I just forgot that all of this,” she paused to gesture in a vague circle with her hand, “isn’t normal. Plus, he isn’t scared for himself; he’s worried about the rest of us.” She crouched down and formed another snowball, then lobbed it at a tree with multiple snowy impacts already covering the trunk. “I’ll apologize when we go back.”
I made a snowball of my own and hit the tree next to hers. “That’s a very—”
“Don’t even think about saying mature,” she interrupted loudly with raised eyebrows.
I laughed, raising my hands in admission. “You’re right, you’re right.” Holding the edge of my cloak in each hand, I stepped forward and hugged her, wrapping her in the warming fabric. “You’re not the same girl from the dungeons anymore.”
Her arms wrapped around my waist. “And you’re not the same prisoner who broke me out.”
“I suppose you’re right,” I said, nuzzling my face into the top of her head. “Thanks for that.”
“You’re welcome,” she answered with a giggle. We stood together in the field for a time, quietly enjoying each other’s warmth until Lia broke the silence. “Are you sure we can do this?”
“Yes, I am,” I replied confidently. “They have no idea what we’re capable of, and I’m going to show them.” After a final squeeze, I took a step back and looked at her with determination. “After tomorrow, they’ll never try to harm our family again.” She gave me a small nod, but her downcast eyes told me there was more on her mind. “Are you scared?”
“No. Well, yes, but that’s not…” she trailed off as her brow furrowed in deep thought. “There’s always a chance that something could go wrong tomorrow, but I know we’re strong enough to get through it together.” She reached out and took my right hand in both of hers, holding it out gently between us. “I’m worried about you. Are you going to be okay? Are you going to stay...you?”
My heart sank as I saw a spark of fear in her eyes. “Lia...I can’t make you that promise, because I don’t understand all of this myself. If I had a choice, I would never use that power again.” I looked away, full of shame as the memories of my rampage in the plaza filled my mind. “I can promise you this, though: No matter what happens, I’ll always come back. As long as you’re around, I’ll never be lost for long. I know it’s not enough, but it’s what I can—”
She lunged forward and hugged me tightly, knocking me back a step. “I’ll always be here to bring you back. Always.”
I fought back against the lump that formed in my throat as I embraced her in return. “Thank you,” I whispered. I waited until I felt confident my voice wouldn’t break before speaking again. “Just one more day until we’re rid of this place. One more hurdle between us and the rest of our life.”
Lia looked up at me with a smile. “Nothing is going to stop us now. You still owe me my adventures; the Primes themselves couldn’t stop me from getting those now.” I saw Marten and Hana emerge from the wagon through my Detection as they began to prepare for dinner, and judging by the apprehensive expression on Lia’s face, she saw it, too. “I guess I should go apologize now.”
“The sooner the better, I think,” I replied. I could still feel the anxiety through her extended mana, and I formulated a quick plan to cheer her up. “I’ll stay here to give you a few minutes of privacy. Good luck,” I said, giving her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. She took a deep breath, then nodded and turned to head back towards camp. When she was a few steps away, I crouched down and silently packed a snowball, then stood and threw it at the back of her head. It exploded with a satisfying spray of snow and left her black hair shimmering with icy crystals.
Her head whipped back to look at me and sent another flurry of snow from her hair to the ground. Her mouth was open in surprise, and her eyes burned with a playful fire. “What?” I asked, hiding my hands behind my back. “To be fair, you started it.” In response, she charged across the field and dove towards me, tackling me to the ground. With remarkable speed and efficiency, she mounted my chest, using her knees to pin my arms to the ground and scooping up a large handful of snow to dump unceremoniously on my face.
“Alright, okay, I yield!” I sputtered through the onslaught of snow. When I finally managed to sneak an arm out from beneath her knee and brush off my face, the back of my neck and the hood of my cloak were soaked with melted snow. She leaned back and let out a triumphant laugh; the movement shifted her center of gravity enough to allow me to rock her forward into my arms and flip her onto her back, reversing our positions in mere moments. I paused with my face and chest suspended just a few inches above hers. “You know, I could dump snow in your face, too, but I’m choosing not to because I’m such—”
My sarcastic remarks were interrupted as she stretched up and kissed me. For a brief moment, I forgot how we had ended up entangled on the ground or what waited for us in the future; the only thing that mattered was her lips pressed against mine, her hands running through my hair, and the radiating warmth of her body beneath me. My mind threatened to shut down entirely as I felt her aura intermingling with mine, and her consciousness filtered into my head and sent another wave of overwhelming emotion through me.
I managed to break away from her long enough to catch my breath and laugh. “I think you should, uhm…” I trailed off, distracted by her suddenly sultry eyes and wicked grin. Shaking my head, I wedged my arms under her shoulders and flipped us over once again, landing on my back with her resting comfortably on my chest. “What were you going to do, again?”
“I can’t remember, I got distracted,” she said with a breathless voice before leaning in for another kiss. I laughed again and felt her lips smile against mine. My worries about our inevitable encounter at the Mountain Gate seemed so small and insignificant against the mountainous love I felt for her. Whatever soldiers waited for us, whatever preparations they had made, or whatever darkness sat dormant within me waiting for its next chance to take over didn’t matter: our bond would shatter them all.
After another blissful moment in the snow, I pushed us up into a sitting position, then sprang to my feet, carrying her up with me. I spun her around in a final, tight embrace, before setting her down to stand in front of me. “You should go apologize to your father now.”
She looked at me with an overexaggerated pout, her cheeks flushed. “You’re the worst, you know that?”
“That wasn’t the impression I just got,” I said, motioning down to our imprints in the snow.
It looked as though she were going to respond with another wry comment, but she instead just laughed and shook her head. “I love you.”
“I love you,” I echoed. “Now go on, back to camp with you. I promise I’ll come back at an opportune moment if you look like you’re in trouble.”
“You’d better!” she called out as she moved to the edge of the clearing. She hesitated at the treeline, glancing back at me one last time before disappearing from view.
I’m going to marry that girl. The thought brought a wide smile to my face as I strolled to a nearby tree to lean and wait for Lia’s apology to be over.
You shouldn’t lie to the poor girl like that, Elden. The cold, brutal voice of Amaya echoed through my head and sent a chill down my spine. Now you’ve gone and gotten her hopes up.
I stood frozen in place, clenching my jaw in a furious silence. The world was quiet for a long moment before her voice cut through my mind again. Ignoring me doesn’t mean I’m wrong.
What the fuck do you think you know? I didn’t lie to her. It was infuriating that, of all possible times, the presence would show up when I had a rare moment of joy. You don’t know a thing about me, so you can fuck off with your advice. Preferably forever.
A cacophonous laugh made up of hundreds of voices thundered through my head, all bitter and cruel. I know you better than anybody, Elden. You’re not the kind of person who gets to be satisfied with a happy ending, and you know it.
No. You’re wrong. It’s going to be different this time, and I’ll kill anybody who tries to get in my way. Even you.
The voice changed again, and I heard the familiar sound of Kel sighing at me. Three lives lived, and still so naive. You’ll figure it out soon enough, though, and when you’re begging me to come back and help you...well, maybe I’ll consider it. You’ve been rather rude today.
As quickly as it had arrived, the presence vanished. I let out the breath I had been unconsciously holding over the course of the conversation and gasped for fresh air. It’s not true. I can do it. I can live a normal life. I can be happy. The next few minutes passed slowly as I took deep, measured breaths in an effort to settle my shaken mind and tense body. I can do it. I can do it. I can be happy.
Off at camp, I saw Lia stand from her seat by the fire and hug Marten, and I took it as my cue to return. The smiles were wide around the camp as I approached, and Hana waved me over. “Thank you,” she said quietly, as to not be heard on the opposite side of the fire. “Whatever you said to Marlia certainly had an effect.”
“Oh, no thanks necessary,” I answered. “She was already determined to apologize before I found her.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “Was she, now?” Her head tilted to one side as she watched her daughter with loving eyes. “She’s certainly grown into a lovely young woman lately, hasn’t she? So confident and mature.”
“Yeah, about that,” I chuckled. “You may not want to bring that up to her. I can tell you from experience that a comment about her maturity has a funny way of bringing out her immaturity.”
“Duly noted,” Hana laughed. “I suppose I should thank you for that as well. She’s never been as full of life as she has been after meeting you. You changed her life in a way nobody else could have.”
“I’m not so sure,” I admitted. “Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but…” Hana’s ears perked up at the mention of love, but she remained quiet and allowed me to continue. “...I have to wonder if she would have been better off without me. If I hadn’t made so many promises, or if I had left after she was home safe, you all could have lived your lives without all of this. No matter what I do, death and hardships seem to follow me.”
“Whatever we face tomorrow, or the next day, or the next hundred days, will have been worth it to see that smile,” she said with a nod to Lia, who was laughing loudly with her father. “There was nothing in Tolamar for Lia. Her potential was wasted on us; as much as we loved to have her home, we knew it wasn’t enough for her. After all of the rejected proposals, it was clear she was waiting for something, so we let her wait.” She turned to me and gave me a thorough look up and down. “I’m glad we did.”
My cheeks burned as I looked away. “Thank you, Hana. I needed to hear that.” A sudden thought took hold of me, and I turned to her excitedly and lowered my voice even further. “I just remembered that I wanted to ask you about Kaldanic marriage customs! I’m not sure what I should—”
“Lux!” Marin chirped loudly from her seat beside Lia. “I just finished dinner; come get it while it’s hot!”
I staved off a grimace and instead gave her a thankful smile. “We can discuss that later,” Hana whispered in my ear, “once our lives have settled down.” I gave her a grateful nod, then walked across camp to accept my dinner.
In spite of the danger waiting for us at the Mountain Gate, the meal we shared together was full of carefree conversation and laughter. Marten and Hana shared stories from Lia’s childhood, which were interrupted often and loudly with Lia’s own corrections. Marin joined in with more stories about her time in Attetsia with Daeron, further illustrating his ineptitude in all areas of life in an overly comical fashion. To my own surprise, I shared a few choice moments from my adventures with Lia during our day trip through Atsal.
The night stretched on as we continued to talk, lit by a full moon in the cloudless sky above and our slowly dying fire. Lia had dozed off with her arm intertwined with mine and her head against my shoulder, and Marin looked ready to follow her lead at any moment. Marten was finishing a particularly circuitous story about a merchant he met in Bale that had tried to swindle him out of a delivery fee. “...And so I packed up my wagon, waved goodbye, and took it all back with me without another word! Found another buyer in Yoria that was willing to pay in full,” he finished with a hearty laugh.
Hana nodded and patted him gently on the knee, her eyes glistening with a faraway quality that told me she had heard the story plenty of times before. She let out a loud yawn and stretched her arms over her head, bumping Marten intently with her shoulder. The signal was clearly received as he stood and held out a hand to help her up. “I suppose it’s time for us to leave you for the night,” he sighed. “We won’t want to be yawning tomorrow.”
“Thank you for the company,” Hana added. “It was nice to forget what’s waiting for us in the morning.”
“Well, I suppose we’ll have to do it again tomorrow night, then,” I responded with a grin. “We’ll all have quite the story to tell by then, I imagine.”
My voice woke Marin, whose forehead had dipped down to rest against the side of my arm. She looked up at me with sleep-filled eyes, blinking slowly as she attempted to remember where she was. “This way, dear,” Hana called to her, waving towards the wagon. Marin nodded and stood to follow along behind them, but paused to give me a soft pat on the head before leaving without further comment. I grinned as I watched the group disappear into the back of the wagon before turning back to Lia, who had managed to fully fall asleep against my other shoulder.
I brushed a stray strand of hair from her face as I spoke into her ear. “I think you’ll be more comfortable sleeping in the wagon than on my arm.”
Her eyes flitted open, and she smiled as she met my eyes. “Oh, Lux. I was just having such a nice dream. We were at the inn we stayed at in Attetsia, and everybody was there. You and me, my parents, Marin, and...Val. Everybody was drinking and having fun.” She paused as her eyebrows furrowed, and her smile faded to a frown. “Do you think we’ll ever see her again?”
“If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you. Make sure that doesn’t happen.” The memory of my last words to Val echoed in my head, and I held back a grimace. “I don’t know.” Her eyes fell, and I rubbed her back in comforting circles. “I’ll say this, though; fate seems to have an odd sense of humor when it comes to me. It seems unlikely, but it’s not impossible, either.” I stood up and offered her a hand. “Now, let’s get you to bed.”
I walked her to the wagon and said my goodnights, then returned to the lonely campfire. One small kick of dirt and snow was enough to extinguish the sputtering coals, and I sat down in a clear spot beside the smoking pit. The sky was relatively free of clouds, and the light of the moon reflected off of the fresh snow to perfectly illuminate the world around me. Our nearby surroundings were similar to what we had driven through for the past week, with thickets of trees and bushes dotting the roadside, but the path ahead was barren and uninviting.
The mountains that separated Lybesa from Kaldan dominated the view before me, with peaks stretching up to the clouds and spreading unbroken to the north and south for as far as my eyes could see. To the northwest I could just make out the tips of the ivory towers of Atsal; we had taken an intentionally wide path around the city at my request, following smaller and less used dirt paths in an effort to avoid as many patrols as possible. From our current position, we would reach the main road between the city and the Mountain Gate after a half day of travel and pass through the gate itself by sundown.
As I began my meditative watch for the evening, I was surprised by my lack of anxiety. Although I had lifetimes to practice, it was still commonplace for my stomach to churn in the night before a large battle, even with the rationalization that the feeling was only pre-fight nerves. The absence of any queasiness in my gut or trembling in my fingers was a welcome relief, but I began to order my thoughts in an effort to find the cause. It didn’t take long to find the source of the inner peace: for the first time in decades, I was fighting for my future and the future of my family.
Our mission to Attetsia had been on the orders of a man I didn’t trust, for the benefit of a country that wasn’t mine, and leading towards what I thought was the end of my life with Lia. Every step forward had been difficult, and my mental state suffered more and more as the mission came closer to ending. In contrast, the fight at the Mountain Gate was the only thing standing between me and the normal life I so desperately wanted. The paradigm shift after my encounter with Savitz had been life changing; I was beyond ready to show Kaldan the true extent of my power and the consequences of crossing me or the ones I loved.
The night watch was blissfully uneventful, and the time soon came for us to begin our final day of travel. Adrenaline was already pumping through me in anticipation of what lay ahead, and I felt a tingle of electric energy throughout my body as our wagon departed. My Detection covered a wide swath in all directions, but ran out farther ahead down our path to where the dirt road eventually connected with the main road to Atsal and the gate. As planned, I took my horse out on a scouting mission when the wagon was an hour from the road, leaving Lia behind out of an abundance of caution. Abandoning the path, I spurred the courser out across the snow-covered fields in a direct line towards the gate.
The barren fields gave me a full view of the Mountain Gate as I approached, and I was awestruck by its sheer size and construction as I saw it in the daylight for the first time. What had looked like a continuation of the mountain range the night before was actually a massive stone wall that stood hundreds of feet high, spanning a gap between two mountain bases. From a distance, I could tell that its face was dotted with crenelated platforms that overlooked the main passage from all angles, although the scope and scale of the built-in defenses were still too far out to accurately gauge.
Satisfied with my positioning, I dismounted my horse and settled into a meditative stance in the snow. After a few deep breaths, I sent my mana out in a straight line back towards the wagon; Lia was relieved to feel my energy and confirm that I was safe, and it gave me peace of mind knowing that their trip was as yet uninterrupted. With my check-in out of the way, I sent another beam of energy in the direction of the wall and watched the path race away in my mind like a bolt of lightning. Although my target was still miles away, my mana was focused in a narrow channel, which required significantly less mental effort to maintain and extend than the full radius of Detection I generally used.
After a long pause, the energy finally reached something of interest, and the scene at the Mountain Gate slowly came into focus. My initial aim had been slightly off, and my mana had landed on a wagon waiting in line for its turn to exit the country. As the energy expanded, I found that there was a sprawling line of traffic leading back towards Atsal, all stalled in place as a patrol of five guards searched a trader’s wagon at the head of the line excruciatingly slowly. When they had finished tearing open every closed container in the back of the wagon, the trader was waved ahead to a secondary checkpoint constructed of raw lumber that blocked the road with a heavy draw gate, where he was accosted yet again by a separate group of guards.
Beyond the checkpoint, the road ran across a few hundred yards of open field before it reached the Mountain Gate proper. A massive portcullis was suspended above the ground just high enough for caravans to pass through, its massive iron spikes resembling teeth in the gaping maw of a monstrous beast. As my mana spread farther along the wall, I found that it was full of winding passageways that led to the various defensive platforms or guard rooms inside. I could tell by the weathering of the stone that it was an ancient structure, similar in construction to the seamless stone buildings of Atsal.
In stark contrast to the wall, the defenses that had been erected in front of it were a scattered, slipshod mess. Spiked wooden barricades randomly dotted the field around the wall, partially protecting waist-deep trenches hastily dug into the ground. An enormous scaffold had been erected against the face of the wall, constructed from the same fresh lumber as the gatehouse. It towered at least three stories above the ground at its peak and had multiple levels with barricades that could be used for cover by archers. On the north side of the road, rows of tents stretched off out of view, numbering in the hundreds.
Every new structure and encampment I found with my scan further proved true the intel I had gained from Joss’s interrogation. The soldiers were clearly heavily fortified and waiting for our arrival, but the main object of interest sat at the top of the scaffolding where the two structures connected above the main gate: a ballista, mounted on rolling tracks and manned by a group of four guards. All of this, just for us. I can’t help but feel a bit flattered. I took in the final details of the encampment, then set to work on my preparations.
The hastily constructed defenses played perfectly into my plans. It was easy to identify the weakest fittings and joints within the scaffolding that, if broken, would bring the entire structure to the ground. By suffusing a small cross-section of each support with energy and shattering it to splinters, the scaffold would collapse under its own weight, and I would hardly notice the expenditure of mana. As I scanned, I doubled and tripled my suffusions on any particularly hearty supports in an overabundance of caution.
Even though I was miles away, I could feel the gentle ebb and flow of my energy as if it were within my own body. The sensation reminded me of my first experiments with projecting mana in the dungeons of Yoria, and I smiled as I considered how far I had come in such a short period of time. Whereas it had once been a hit-or-miss process that took minutes of intense mental focus, I was now able to suffuse multiple objects from miles away without a second thought. The memory was an exciting indication of skills yet to come, and I had to take a moment to refocus my thoughts to keep my mind from wandering.
When I had determined every weakness I intended to destroy in my attack, I withdrew all of the extended energy into a small pool in the ground just past the secondary checkpoint, and then extended it out to the same points again. The first few repetitions were an exercise in tedium, but I quickly felt the benefits manifest as I was able to complete the cycles faster and faster. Soon, the mana seemed to know where to go without my conscious direction, branching out like a spider’s web along the ground to snake its way directly through the scaffold to the dozens of suffusion points I had mapped. It’s going to work. It has to.
I pulled back all of the mana from the Mountain Gate with a contented sigh and turned my attention to the Corells’ wagon. Marin had successfully reached the main road and was a few hours from reaching the traffic jam caused by the aggressive defensive measures at the gate. Lia sat with her eyes closed, nodding now and again as Marten gesticulated excitedly in the midst of another story. I pressed my mana gently against the edges of her consciousness and saw her smile in acknowledgement of my attention. With my message received, I climbed back into the saddle and started my trip back.
Marin waved me down as she saw me approaching. “How did it look?” she asked, somewhere between excited and terrified.
“It’s about what I expected,” I answered with a reassuring smile, matching pace alongside the wagon. “There’s a long line of carts waiting to go through. Apparently, the guards are checking every wagon from top to bottom to make sure we don’t try to sneak across the border unnoticed. That works out well for us, though; the more people there are, the easier it’ll be for you to blend in.”
Her face relaxed with palpable relief. “And I just drive right through when you give the signal, right?” She froze in place as her eyebrows contracted in suspicion. “You never told me what the signal is.”
I laughed. “A loud series of explosions, plumes of smoke, and lots of confused screaming.” I pointed down the road towards the gate looming in the distance. “The ground is nice and flat until you get to the checkpoint, so do what you need to do to get around the traffic. Make sure you follow the road after that, though. They dug some trenches that you won’t be able to drive over.”
“Got it,” she nodded. A forced smile spread across her face. “I’m ready.”
“I know that it’s scary, Marin, especially after what you went through with Savitz and his men,” I said softly. “I hate to have to ask you to do this for us, and you’re being incredibly brave to accept. I promise that, no matter what happens, I’ll make sure you get through this safe and unharmed.” Her eyes widened, and she turned her face away and mumbled something inaudibly under her breath. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”
“I said don’t mention it!” she shouted suddenly. “Marten’s going to pay me back for all of this work, with interest!” From within the wagon, I heard a loud bark of laughter. “Don’t you laugh, Marten! I’m serious!” I chuckled quietly and removed myself from the conversation, slowing my horse until I came to the back of the wagon. I grabbed the loose length of rope attached to the hitch and looped it through the reins, then gave the horse an appreciative pat on the neck before hopping down and entering the wagon.
“I was beginning to think you ran off and left us!” Marten joked, waggling his eyebrows at me.
“No, you didn’t,” Lia shot back, rolling her eyes.
“Well, no, I didn’t,” he said, chuckling to himself. “You’re still sure about all of this, then? Still confident that you can do...whatever it is you do?” His humorous expression faded to a more serious one. “There’s no shame in turning away from a fight, especially one where you’re clearly outnumbered.”
“We can do this, Marten,” I reassured him, nodding to Lia. “There’s no doubt in my mind that we can do this.” I paused for a moment, rubbing my chin. “I’m not sure if it would ease your mind or bother you more, but I can tell you what exactly we’re up against now that I’ve seen it and what I plan to do.”
He looked to Hana, who gave him a small nod. “Alright,” he sighed, “tell us. If we’re really doing this, I’d rather know what we’re headed into.”
I recounted what I had seen on my scouting mission in full detail, from the expected amount of guards to the types and positioning of their defenses. As I went on, Marten’s face grew paler and paler until I was worried he might faint. Hana’s expression had grown solemn by the time I finished, and she held her husband’s hand tightly.
“Lux, I...I want to believe you,” Marten said eventually, his voice scratchy and low, “but what you’ve described is an army. An army in a castle that knows we’re coming. I’m not sure the Trinity Guard and their company could get through this. With just the two of you...it’s just not possible.”
“It is possible,” I insisted. “Lia and I will ride out ahead of the wagon and catch them unaware. She’ll take out the guards there while I destroy the gatehouse. From there, I’ll collapse the extra fortifications, which will remove their artillery support. With that—”
“You’ll collapse the fortifications? From the ground? How?” He shook his head in disbelief.
“With magic,” I answered. Scanning around the wagon, my eyes settled on a plank of wood about the size of a loaf of bread lying in the corner. “Watch,” I said, holding it out in front of me in both hands. Focusing my mana down the board, I suffused three thin cross-sections of the wood and activated the Shatter rune in my ring. Three small puffs of sawdust burst from the bottom of the plank, and the wood fell to the floor in four even pieces. “Just imagine that, but on a much larger scale.”
Hana gasped and hopped backwards in her seat, but Marten watched with a blank expression. After a long moment of silence, he slowly nodded his head. “Continue.”
“The collapsed scaffolding will definitely take out some of the ground forces as well, but Lia and I will make sure that your road forward is clear. Once you make it through the Gate, Lia stays with you to make sure nobody tries to ambush you, while I fall behind and take out anyone who might try to follow.” I waited for a moment to make eye contact with Marten and Hana. “After that, we just...go. Far enough into Lybesa that we never have to think about Kaldan again.”
Marten’s eyes hardened as he looked me over. “I trust you, Lux. I don’t understand you, but I trust you.” He placed his hand on Hana’s knee and held it tightly. “We’re in your hands now.”
“Thank you. I won’t let you down,” I said, bowing my head deeply. “If things go as planned, you should never be in any danger, but there’s no reason we can’t take extra precautions. We’ll line the outside of the wagon with crates to give you protection from any stray arrows.” As I explained my plans, I pulled a handful of orbs from my bandolier and began to fill them with glowing orange liquid.
“If things go wrong and somebody gets hurt, use one of these. They’ll close up any wounds until I can get back.” I saw the question coming in Marten’s face, so I sliced a small cut in my thumb with the mana needle to give a demonstration. Hana reached out momentarily, shocked at the sudden appearance of blood, but she quickly sat back in awe as the healing salve closed the wound. “Understand?” I asked, offering out a trio of the silver orbs.
They both nodded quietly as Hana took the globes and set them carefully in her lap. I handed the remaining two orbs to Lia, which she stowed in a bag on her hip. Leaning back on my hands, I sighed. “Now comes the hard part.”
Lia cocked her head to the side. “We’re still a few hours from the wall, Lux.”
“I know. Now, we wait.” Silence fell over our group as my statement sank in. We rearranged the crates into a two-high wall, leaving a small space in the middle where the four of us could comfortably sit on the floor. There were no pleasant stories of Lia’s childhood from Hana, and Marten was uncharacteristically stoic and quiet as our ride continued.
Lia and I sat together in deep meditation, keeping a close eye on any movement within a few miles of our position. A few wagons had fallen in behind us as our journey continued, but a quick scan revealed they were simply trading caravans on their way back to Lybesa. While my unprecedented level of confidence had yet to falter, I could feel Lia’s anxiety through her extended mana. I pressed my consciousness against hers, and her barriers fell away a moment later, flooding me with her feelings of pre-battle fear and uncertainty.
Calm. Strength. Confidence. I pushed back with my own feelings as the lines defining our separate minds began to blur. After all of the times her warm, loving aura had steadied my panicked mind on our trip to Attetsia, I knew the thoughts would help in some small way.
I felt her fingers rest gently on top of mine, and her voice suddenly echoed in my head, more clearly than if she had spoken the words directly into my ear. I love you. A warmth spread out from my stomach to the tips of my extremities, tingling all along the way.
I love you. While I couldn’t put the process into words, it felt natural and effortless to impart the message back to her. I would have normally been intrigued by the new discovery, but I simply logged the thoughts away for later investigation as I basked in our shared love. Whatever worries she had felt burned away, and we sat with our minds blissfully connected as the wall came ever closer.
When the time came, I begrudgingly separated myself from her, feeling a deep sense of loneliness as I became the sole resident inside my head. “It’s time,” I intoned, climbing to my feet. “Marten, Hana, stay safe. This will all be behind us soon enough.” I opened the crate I had been leaning against and retrieved the gauntlets of the King’s Strength, sliding them down over my arms with an almost religious reverence.
They stood in unison with me and gave Lia a tight, lingering hug. Hana stepped forward and embraced me as well when they had finished, holding me firmly around the waist. “Primes watch over you,” she whispered in my ear in an unsteady voice. When she moved away, Marten offered out his hand.
“Keep our family safe,” he said, giving my hand a firm shake even through the plated gauntlets, “and make sure you both come back alive.”
“We will,” I promised. Lia moved to my side, and we both turned and stepped down from the wagon. 
The world around us glowed a fiery orange as the sun began to set behind the distant walls of Atsal, setting the Mountain Gate aflame ahead of us. Our wagon was stopped behind two dozen others, all patiently waiting for their turn to pass through the multiple inspection points. I unhitched our horse’s reins from the wagon and handed them to Lia. “Are you ready?”
She jumped lithely up into the saddle, then turned to me with a smile. “Ready.” I climbed up behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist, then drew my hood as far over my head as I could. When I was settled, she put her heels into the horse’s sides, and we moved forward to the head of the wagon.
“Be safe, Marin,” I called out to her with a nod. “Drive straight and fast no matter what happens, and we’ll see you on the other side.”
“I will!” she shouted, giving me a confident pump of her fist as we passed by.
An icy flood of adrenaline surged through me as our horse began to pick up speed, and my enhancements all flared to life with a powerful rush of mana. As my senses sharpened and my mind quickened, I scanned ahead and confirmed that the scene was still what I expected. A wagon had just passed inspection and was moving through the wooden gatehouse while the guards waved the next cart ahead.
Long-dormant memories from my time in Alderea flared to life and guided my body into a low, steady crouch on the back of our galloping horse. Every inch of my body burned with pent-up energy as the moment of reckoning came closer, hoofbeat by hoofbeat. The inspection guards finally took notice of our approach and began to shout, pointing swords in our direction and calling for us to halt. “I love you,” I spoke into Lia’s ear as I tensed my legs. “Let’s show them what we can do.” 
Just before the horse crashed into the leading guard, I leapt forward with all my strength. I sailed through the air well above the heads of the guards, soaring in a calculated arc to land firmly on my feet just feet away from the gatehouse. As the pained cries of the first group of guards rang out behind me, I flexed my empty fist and drew it back over my shoulder. Energy rushed down my arm and suffused the gauntlet as the punch flew forward and connected with the gate.
A loud crack echoed across the barren fields as the gate snapped off its hinges and exploded forward, tumbling violently along the road as its momentum tore it to splinters. The men who manned the gatehouse all abandoned their posts immediately, running back towards the wall in a panic. “He’s here!” they screamed frantically, covering their heads as they ran. “He’s here! He’s fucking here!”
I took a deep breath as I processed every detail of the readying force before me. Men poured out of the encampment like ants, drawing swords and donning armor in a frenzy as their officers barked commands to create some semblance of order. Archers took up their places along the crenelated defenses and nocked their arrows, while the ground forces formed ranks at the base of the wall. Through the chaos, my enhanced senses finally picked up the sound I was waiting for: the telltale clacking of the ballista taking deadly aim at my position.
“FIRE!” The order echoed out from the top of the wall. There was a loud whir as the war machine activated and launched its deadly wrought-iron payload. The world seemed to hold its breath as the bolt screamed across the sky with deadly speed, bearing down on the singular reason for their encampment. Within my mind, however, it hardly seemed to move at all, and my body was already shifting to deal with the attack I knew would come. I turned side-face to the attack and readied another punch, throwing it forward with perfect timing to intercept the ballista’s bolt as it passed by my face.
The metal rod rippled and cracked from head to tail and exploded away from me in a deadly hail of metal shrapnel. The pieces smashed through what little remained of the gatehouse, kicking up a storm of sawdust, snow, and dirt. When the cloud cleared, the only thing that remained standing at the impact site was me, pointing back at the wall with an outstretched hand and a vicious smile.
Virram, when they write the history of your reign, I thought, channeling the memories of every slight the King had made against me into a singular focus, the story of today will be your greatest failure. Energy exploded out from my body in all directions, crackling along the lines I had practiced hours beforehand and suffusing the defensive structures built along the wall. I snapped my fingers above my head, and my ring flashed as the magic activated.
A series of thunderous explosions reverberated in my chest as the scaffolding burst into pieces before my eyes. Tree-sized logs flung out of the structure in wild directions, crushing countless men in their neat, orderly formations below, and the bottom half of the wall disappeared from view in a cloud of debris. The wreckage still glowed intensely within my mind, allowing me to watch as horrified soldiers fled from the destruction. Before the dust settled, my mana had already suffused the surface of the broken scaffolding, and another rune within my ring glowed to life.
There was a disorienting rushing sound as the air surrounding us was sucked away; a moment later, the world was engulfed in flames. Crimson fire danced along the face of the wall, licking thirty feet in the air as it ravenously spread along the newly created fuel. Screams of agony and terror filled the air alongside the crackling of wood, underscored by the blaze of a merciless red light. My sword flashed into existence in my hand, and I stepped forward into the world of chaos I had created with a smile.
If I had harbored any doubts about whether I truly had the strength to defeat the army Virram had amassed to stop me, they were quickly and completely dismissed. It didn’t matter if I encountered an organized group of footsoldiers or the generals that lead them; the men were too slow and too weak to fight me for more than a few seconds. I cut through the mass of guards with ease, dancing through their ranks with a brutal elegance I had never felt before.
Despite the mayhem around me, I kept a close eye on three locations separate from my own. Firstly, I watched a wide swath of land around the Corells’ wagon as it drove towards the chaotic gate; most of the traffic had cleared into the surrounding fields the instant the gatehouse was destroyed, leaving Marin a relatively unobstructed path forward. Lia also stayed highlighted within my mind, though it appeared as if the effort was for naught; she drove the horse back and forth across the main road, dismounting to engage any soldiers with such incredible speed that her opponents never seemed to have a chance to react.
My third point of focus was within the Mountain Gate itself, in the cluster of chambers that held the gate mechanisms. While I had expected the developments outside would draw away the majority of the soldiers inside, a select few managed to hold on to their wits and attempted to close the gate. Whenever I felt a presence appear within the mechanism rooms, energy flared out from the floor and suffused the legs of the intruder, shattering them to a bloody pulp. After each room had its own ruined soldier, their horrific injuries sent any nearby guards sprinting in the other direction.
My path of destruction eventually led me to the collapsed scaffolding that blocked the road directly in front of the gate to Lybesa. Sending my sword away with a flash, I banged my knuckles together and began to clear any rubble that would block Marin’s path. Most logs and stones were easy enough to toss aside with my enhanced strength, though a few larger sections of scaffolding required a combination of further Shatter spells and a few well-placed punches.
In the back of my mind, I saw a unit of twelve guards sprinting towards me from behind, led by a man in ornamented armor atop a large warhorse. I let out a heavy sigh and continued my work, keeping track of the soldiers as they approached and eventually stopped a few yards away. “Monster!” the man on the horse exclaimed, pointing a gilded longsword in my direction. “Turn around and face your execution!”
“I’m a bit busy at the moment,” I called out, waving over my shoulder as I walked ahead to move a log out of the way. “My execution will have to wait.”
“Your arrogance will be your downfall!” he shouted. “Know that your death comes at the hands of First Company Commander Ro—”
“I really don’t care who you are,” I cut him off, louder than before. “Go back and tell that coward Virram you failed. It might be embarrassing for you, but you’ll be alive to feel it.”
His face twisted into a furious sneer, and he spurred his horse towards me with an echoing warcry. As he leaned down to swing his sword at my neck, I spun and lunged at him, catching him by the wrist and shoulder. The force of the grab lifted him from the saddle and sent him into the dirt, where he landed with a loud crunch. He managed to let out a single pained cry before his head turned to pulp beneath a single punch of my gauntleted fist. Looking up at his assembled men, I pointed at them with a bloodsoaked hand. “Throw your weapons on the side of the road and run away. Run away as fast as you can, all the way back to Yoria, where you can tell Virram that I—”
My wrathful edict was interrupted by a series of loud snaps followed by an earthshaking rumble. I felt my stomach turn as fear gripped me for the first time over the course of the battle. The gate is closed. My scan of the gatehouses came up empty, so I suffused the massive structure in search of answers. Between the raging fire and the collapsing battlements, the intricate gear structure that opened and closed the gate had apparently been damaged enough to give out and drop the massive iron structure to the ground.
I immediately felt Lia’s consciousness against mine. The feeling of panic was clear through her energy, but I heard her voice speak the message plainly in my head: What do we do?
My Combat Acceleration enhancement flared into overdrive, and I analyzed the world around me as it sat at a near standstill. At the rate the wagon was moving, Marin would reach the closed gate in less than a minute. Based on the dimensions of the gate and an estimate based on my years spent working with similar metal in Ashedown’s forge, the structure easily weighed tens, if not hundreds of tons. It reached much further into the stone walls around it than was visually apparent, and the wall was over twenty feet thick on either side of the gate. The mechanisms that lifted and held the gate in place when it was open had broken, but the tracks on which it ran still looked functional.
A plan formed in my head, and the flow of time slowly returned to normal as I sprinted ahead, leaving the terrified guards to abandon their posts at their own leisure. Don’t stop. I imparted the message to her, along with a vision of my hands finding purchase on a crossbar at the corner of the gate as I started to pull. Don’t stop. Mana burned throughout my body as I pushed my enhancements well beyond their normal limits. The gate refused to budge as I heaved, which only served to focus me more intently on the effort.
Lux, you can’t, Lia’s voice pleaded in my head. We can still—
Don’t. Stop. My Detection magic covering the surrounding areas quickly disappeared as I redoubled my efforts, channeling more mana into increasing my Strength enhancement every second. Pain blossomed in my back as discs burst and muscles snapped, my healing magic stitching the wounds back together just in time for them to reappear worse than before. The packed earth beneath my feet began to compress under the impossible weight I held. Slowly, the gate began to groan and shudder as it raised up from the ground.
Through the pain and effort occupying the entirety of my focus, I became aware of three sets of heavy footsteps approaching from behind me. A small trickle of mana worked its way down my legs to snake towards the intruders and intercept them before they could interrupt my work, but the footfalls were suddenly replaced with three simultaneous thuds before I could reach them. Comforting warmth surrounded me on all sides, and I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Lux.”
“Lia,” I grunted, “keep...the wagon...moving. The gate...will open.”
A rush of amber energy suffused through my shoulder and down into my core. “We’re almost there,” she whispered. “We can do it.” Lia disappeared as quickly as she had arrived, but I was filled with renewed vigor.
The spiked teeth of the gate cleared their resting places and hovered a few inches above the ground. The only thing standing between me and a life of peace is this gate. My enhancements finally passed the tipping point, and the gate was steadily moving upwards, but not fast enough; the sound of pounding hooves began to echo in my ears, and I knew there were only a few seconds left before Marin would charge out of the smoke at full speed. I just need one final push. One push with everything I have.
I gave the gate a furious tug and sent it rattling up out of my hands, clacking away until it reached the apex of its movement with its bottom rungs at my eye level. My head swam as time seemed to stop once again, and I took a centering breath. Everything I have. No holding back...no running away. I reached down to the center of the mana reserves in my core and felt the vast sea of energy that still remained there, swirling with pulsing blue light. Any unconscious barriers I had created to limit my mana flow shattered as I called the energy into the gauntlet on my right hand all at once.
Arcs of electric blue crackled along the surface of the metal as pure, raw mana suffused and overflowed from the gauntlet. The enchantment within the gauntlet consumed the energy with a voracious appetite, no doubt never having absorbed even a fraction of the power I was feeding to it. My arm burned as it channeled the massive amounts of mana, but I clenched my jaw against the pain and continued the effort. When the neon blue light had grown to a near-blinding strength, I lowered my arm, clenched my fist, and wrenched it up in a devastating uppercut.
My ears were immediately filled with an overwhelmingly powerful screech of metal on metal, and the gate shot up into the smoke overhead, out of sight. When the screeching stopped, it was replaced by the sound of cracking stone and snapping metal that shook me so violently that I fell to one knee. I turned my face up to see the damage I had done and found myself looking into Marin’s awestruck eyes as the wagon thundered by with perfect timing. Her face quickly disappeared when the wagon sped through the opened gate and onward into Lybesa.
As I staggered back to my feet, a smile spread across my face. I did it. I managed to take two shaking steps forward until I had to reach out to the wall for support; I could already feel the mana withdrawals coming on, and based on the amount of energy I had expended within a single second, I knew they would be severe. As I closed my eyes and rubbed my temple to relieve the pressure I felt in my head, the wall beneath my hand began to rumble again. I turned and stared at it without recognition, puzzling over what would be strong enough to shake the massive wall.
A rough impact between my shoulder blades derailed my train of thought and lifted me from the ground. Wind blew against my face as I accelerated forward, suspended in midair by something holding my cloak. “Need a ride?” Lia asked as she swung me onto the back of her horse.
I laughed loudly as I realized how sluggish my brain was. “Did you see—” Another thunderous crash echoed out from behind us, and I turned back to see that the gate, now crumpled and distorted, had fallen back to the earth after impacting the top of the wall. A massive crack shot out in multiple directions from the top of the archway, spanning the full height of the wall in three separate spots. I gasped loudly at the sight of the devastation. “Did I do that?” I asked, rubbing my head. I tried to circulate my remaining mana through my body to push away the fogginess I felt, but I hardly noticed the effects of my effort.
“Yes, you did,” she giggled in response to my faintly slurred speech. “We actually made it through. All of us.” I rested my chin on her shoulder and wrapped my arms around her waist to keep from falling. “We just have to cross the Maw, and we’ll never have to look at Kaldan again.”
“The Maw,” I said, squinting. “Everyone keeps talking about the Maw. What’s the Maw?”
She pointed off to her right. “That’s the Maw.” I followed the line of her finger to the edge of the road, which I finally realized was actually an elevated bridge made of the same stone as the wall. On both sides of the bridge stood two parallel mountain ranges that stretched out further than my eyes could see, creating a yawning chasm between them over which we were currently suspended. The valley floor and mountain walls were made of angry, jagged stone that left the chasm without any signs of life. A quick turn of my head found the same sight fading into the distance to the south.
“I see why they call it the Maw,” I commented, resting my forehead on the back of her shoulder as my headache worsened. “I’m not sure how your father thought we could cross that on foot, but I’m glad we didn’t try.” Every muscle in my body ached, and my stomach began to churn as the withdrawals continued to worsen.
“I’m sure we could’ve managed it, but it wouldn’t have been fun,” she chuckled. “The last time we went hiking, he—” Her body suddenly tensed as her voice cut out. “Lux, there are guards on the bridge.” I spun to look back at the ruined gate, but I couldn’t find any guards through the black smoke that continued to pour through the opening. “No,” Lia insisted, tugging at my arm, “ahead of us. Four of them.”
I tried to scan ahead with my Detection, but the effort immediately made my head spin violently. “I...can’t see them,” I muttered, squinting past her head down the bridge. I could see Marin driving the wagon ahead of us, but my vision past that was fuzzy. “We can take care of them on foot before they—”
“No, they have bows,” she gasped. “Marin’s going to reach them before we do.” I felt her mana flare up beneath my arms, and a primal fear sprouted in my gut.
“Lia, don’t kill them. Not like that,” I pleaded. “It’s dangerous.”
“We have to keep Marin safe!” she yelled as the energy around her continued to focus.
I shook my head. “You don’t understand! Just...let me do it…” I reached out my mana again, more insistently than before, and was immediately sick to my stomach. Retching over the side of the horse, I struggled to hang on to her waist. “Please...don’t…”
Her amber aura flared up, and I knew the spell had activated. I pressed myself close against her back and carefully suffused the mana from my body to hers, waiting for the onslaught of malicious void energy in an attempt to redirect it away from her. “It’s done,” Lia said quietly after a few seconds had passed. “They’re dead.” The proof came a moment later as we passed by a line of four guardsmen, all collapsed and unmoving against the stone.
“Are you...okay?” I asked haltingly, feeling overly confused and sick. “You don’t...feel...different.”
She turned her head slightly to look back at me over her shoulder. “Different? What do you mean?” She waited a few moments for me to explain, then continued as I remained silent with my eyes scrunched shut. “It’s not the most, erm, comfortable thought, killing someone like that, but it uses basically no energy. In the end, I think it’s probably more peaceful for them; there’s no fear or pain before they die.”
“But the darkness,” I panted, “the void...the pain. Doesn’t it...hurt, Lia?”
Did you honestly think that’s how it works?
Amaya’s voice cut through the fog in my head, overwhelming my lowered defenses. Did you think everybody fell into the void like you when they died, too?
The voice laughed, shifting in tone from Amaya’s vibrant timbre to the sly, quick voice of Kel.
Still so much to learn.
I was vaguely aware of Lia’s voice ringing in my ears, but I had lost the ability to focus on anything apart from the presence inside my head. My vision faded to pinpoints, and I collapsed forward against Lia. In a hundred trillion lifetimes, there’s never been anybody else like you, Elden.
Kel’s voice continued to speak as I lost consciousness, reverberating through the darkness. Someday, you’ll realize what you’re truly capable of.
***




5. A LOT TO LEARN
“Okay, loverboy, I didn’t ask for your life story,” Kel sighed, rolling her eyes.
“You asked!” I huffed indignantly. “You asked where I’m from!”
“Yes, and then you started rambling about your beautiful wife who waits for you every day, with hope in her heart and a blush on her maiden cheeks,” she mocked.
I scowled at her, then looked at Jarut. “Back me up here. I don't talk like that, right?”
Jarut pursed his lips and turned his attention to the parade of military units moving down the road beside us, scratching the back of his head awkwardly. “Erm...you do tend to go on about Amaya whenever possible.”
My jaw dropped, and I fell back into the grass with a displeased grunt. My companions both burst into laughter, which drew a flush to my cheeks. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up.” I waited until the laughs had died down to suppressed giggles, then sat up again. “So, I already know Jarut’s story. What about you? Where are you from? Why are you here?”
Kel raised an eyebrow. “The King ‘took notice of my extraordinary abilities and extended the honor of serving in his most esteemed elite battalion.’” She sat quietly for a moment with a dark smirk. “So yeah, I was drafted, same as you.”
Jarut laughed, but I was less amused as I remembered the circumstances of my summoning. “As for the where of it,” she continued, “I’m from up north in the Solaar Mountains. Little place called Mora’s Hamlet. Maybe...sixty people, total?”
“If you were really that far out of the way, how did the King come to hear about you?” I asked.
She puffed out her chest. “When you’re the best fighter the North has seen in a hundred years, word gets around.”
I snorted. “Sure.”
In a flash she sprang to her feet, her eyes narrowed to slits as she watched me with cold amusement. “Care to find out for yourself?”
A wide grin spread across my face as I stood to face her. “I’d love to.”
“Could we maybe not do this?” Jarut asked, somewhere between annoyance and amusement. “You two just met half an hour ago. Is this really necessary?”
“Fighting is the best way—” Kel and I said in unison before pausing, both of us surprised by the other.
Jarut groaned. “Clearly you two are going to be fast friends. That, or you’ll end up killing each other. Either way, it makes my life easier.” He waved us off away from our spot by the road, grinning as he rolled his eyes. “Go on. Get it over with.”
We jogged out to a flat spot between the rolling hills around us and took up positions a few yards apart. “Usual sparring rules? Enhancements and all?”
“Obviously,” Kel answered, drawing a pair of daggers.
I heard the telltale beginnings of battlefield chanting and smirked. The runes along the length of my sword flashed in unison, and I closed the distance between us in a headlong charge. My bullrush caught her off guard, and her dodge was too slow to avoid a rising slash to her side. I let out a whoop of triumph and pumped my fist in the air. “That’s the best that Mora’s Hamlet has to offer?”
“You cheated!” she accused, rubbing her ribs.
“I’m sure that argument will go over well with the man that kills you in the field because you were too busy chanting,” I teased.
She growled under her breath and shook her head, but failed to offer a comeback. “Again,” she barked, waving me away. As I walked back to my position, I heard her chanting again and knew my surprise opening wouldn’t work again.
We clashed four more times, and each time I found myself on the losing end. Her daggers moved with a speed I had never encountered before and always redirected my strikes with an unbelievable level of ease. Our last bout ended with her knee on my chest, holding me against the ground with a dagger at my throat. I shouted in frustration and threw my sword away, tapping her boot in surrender.
“You’re not bad for a country boy,” she smirked, her shoulder-length black hair dangling down into my face. Hopping to her feet, she extended a hand down to help me up, which I begrudgingly accepted. “It’s nice to meet you, Elden.”
Despite my surface level frustration at losing, I felt a deep tingle of excitement at the prospect of training with the woman who had so thoroughly bested me. “It’s nice to meet you, Kel,” I replied, brushing the dirt from my back.
“Seems we’ll be working together for a while.”
“Seems that way.”
“For your sake, I hope you’re a quick study,” she laughed, clapping me on the shoulder before heading back to where we had left Jarut. “You’ve got a lot to learn.”
---
I woke up with a gasp and threw myself forward, which immediately brought my already aching forehead into contact with a wooden crate. The sudden commotion was met with a chorus of surprised yells, and I fell backwards into Lia’s waiting arms. She lowered my head gently back into her lap as I fought to focus my mind and vision. “Ow,” I said eventually, rubbing my forehead.
“Oh, thank the Primes you’re okay!” Marin exclaimed, peering down at me from the crate I had headbutted. “I was so scared when Lia brought you back unconscious.”
“That is unfortunately a much more common occurrence than you might think,” I chuckled dryly. “Thanks for the concern, though. I feel like shit, but I’ll be fine.” I let my head loll back against Lia’s stomach. “How long was I out?”
“Only a few minutes,” she answered, pushing a stray lock of hair out of my face. “We just crossed through the second gate in Lybesa.”
The statement puzzled me for a moment, and I realized with some dismay that I hadn’t planned any further ahead than breaching the Mountain Gate. “That’s...good. Did they give you any trouble?”
Marin shook her head. “I told them we had just passed through the gate when everything exploded, and they let us through without any hassle. They were a lot more concerned with a potential invasion from Kaldan than what we had in our wagon.”
“Small blessings,” I mused. “Where are we going now?”
“Marten’s driving again,” she replied, turning to stare through the cloth barrier between us and the driver's bench, “but I’m not exactly sure where to. He said he didn’t want to wait around for the Kaldan army to come find us, so we’re doing some night travel.”
“That’s good,” I nodded, sending a dull throb of pain through my head. With Lia’s help, I moved up into a sitting position, which gave me line of sight across the wagon to where Hana sat. “Are you alright, Hana?”
She gave me a quick nod. “Yes, we’re all perfectly fine,” she answered. “It was difficult to stay hidden inside while everyone else was taking such a risk for us. We managed to peek outside after Marin told us we were through the gate…” she trailed off, averting her eyes and fidgeting her hands nervously in her lap.
My head was too thick with fog to pull any meaning from the gestures, so I slumped back into Lia’s lap with a smile and closed my eyes. “I’m glad everybody is safe.” As my bodily aches began to register in my mind once again, I pulled on my mana to quiet them and noted with relief that the energy responded without delay. “I think I’ll sleep well tonight.”
Lia giggled. “You can sleep for as long as you’d like. I think you’ve earned it.”
I shook my head. “No, no. Wake me up at dawn, if I’m still asleep by then. I don’t want to miss our trip through a foreign country, right?”
“Right,” she agreed, patting my head as I repositioned myself for sleep.
“Lux,” Marin started with sudden urgency, “thank you for saving me. Again. When I saw all of the soldiers on the wall, I couldn’t imagine us getting through...but we did.”
I flashed a sleepy smile. “Thank you for your bravery. We couldn’t have made it through without you, either.” My consciousness immediately began to fade into sleep, and the last thing I heard was Lia’s laugh as Marin spun away in a huff and moved across the wagon to sit with Hana.
---
Lia roused me with a gentle shake at first light, and I awoke with a much calmer head. The wagon, now empty apart from the two of us, was stopped. “Good morning,” Lia greeted me, lifting my head to plant a kiss on my forehead. “How’re you feeling?”
Unsure of the answer myself, I did a quick scan of my body and was pleasantly surprised to find my previous aches and pains long gone. “Good,” I replied eventually. “Really good, actually.” I sat up and stretched my arms above my head. “What about you?”
“I’m feeling fine,” she answered with a smile. “Maybe a bit tired, but seeing as I kept watch last night, that’s sort of expected.”
“I’m sure we can find a good time for you to take a nap today. I’m hoping the rest of this trip will be nice and relaxing.” I stood to make my way out of the wagon, but Lia caught my arm as she rose behind me.
“Before we go, there’s something I’m curious about,” she asked. I nodded for her to continue, and she took a deep breath. “When I picked you up after you, uhm, opened the gate, you were acting really strangely. You seemed really confused about what was happening, and your speech was...off.”
“Oh, that,” I said with a small sigh of relief. “I think it was the same thing that happened to me in Attetsia, just before we went out on our raid. I’ve been thinking of it as mana withdrawals; if you use a sudden burst of energy that your body isn’t accustomed to, it has a hard time getting back to normal. This one was a lot worse than Attetsia, though. Nausea, headache, lack of focus, muscle pain, decreased coordination: you name it, I had it.”
She giggled. “That makes a lot of sense. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve said you were drunk.” We both shared a laugh at the idea. “You were slurring your words and staring off at the mountains, but then you were suddenly fixated on not letting me stop the guards on the bridge. When I tried to explain what had happened, you just passed out.” The amusement drained from my face when I remembered the moment in question, and she noticed the change in expression immediately. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s...nothing,” I lied, shaking my head.
Her eyes narrowed. “No, it’s not nothing.”
I sighed and pulled the Strength’s gauntlets off, stashing them in a nearby crate before pulling the cloth glove from my right hand. “It’s this,” I confessed, looking at the black scars that covered my hand. I suddenly became aware of the volume of my voice, and lowered it to a whisper. “I still don’t understand what this is, and I continually find out more things I don’t know about it all the time. I promise I’ll explain everything eventually, but could we just...table it, for now? We don’t really have time for a full explanation, and I don’t want to give you a bad summary that makes you worry more.”
“I’m always going to worry about you,” she said, resting her forehead lightly against my chest. I quickly slipped my hand behind my back until I could put my glove back on, unwilling to touch her with my marked hand. “But,” she continued, drawing out the word with a playful inflection, “I promise I won’t worry more than normal.”
I chuckled and gave her a quick hug. “Thanks, Lia.” A sudden metallic clang followed by muffled laughter drew our attention to the back flap of the wagon. “Alright. Today marks the beginning of our first adventure together. Are you ready to see the world?”
She returned my hug tightly around my waist, then spun and dashed to the exit. “I’ve been waiting all morning!” she shouted as she disappeared through the flaps without looking back.
I followed her out at a leisurely pace and was surprised when I bumped into her just on the other side of the flaps. “Lia, what are you...woah.” My question was immediately answered as I looked past her at our surroundings. The wagon was parked a few dozen yards away from a cobblestone road, mostly obscured by a thick forest made up of enormous trees. Each one stood at least forty feet high and eight feet in diameter with rich, chocolate-colored bark. The treetops were a rippling sea of fiery red as the round, crimson leaves danced in the morning breeze. Despite being only a few hours from the gate, I could barely see the mountain range we had passed through over the towering grove of trees to the east.
“Good morning!” Marten called out to us as we gaped at the beautiful landscape. “Lux, I’m happy to see you up and about! I thought you might be sleeping for the next few days, based on your track record.”
I shook my head, grinning. “No, I’m afraid you’ll be stuck with my snarky comments for the whole trip.” I joined them at our camp in the small clearing and accepted a warmed piece of hardtack with asperberry jam from Marin. “Speaking of which, where exactly are we going? I didn’t really have much of a plan for once we were through the Mountain Gate.”
“Well, lucky for you, I did have a plan for that,” he shot back, giving me a wave over his shoulder as he walked to the side of the wagon. He had a map spread out against the cart when I joined him; the scroll was tattered and yellow around the edges, with random scribbles and circles over various points on what I could only assume was a detailed picture of Lybesa. The labels for various landmarks and cities were written in the country’s native language which, although familiar, was still unreadable to me.
He poked his finger at a large red circle at the base of a mountain range. “We’re...here. Just outside of the Mountain Gate. And we want to go…” he trailed off, tracing his finger along the road to a town circled in blue, “here, about two easy days away. A town called Mayn, if I remember correctly.”
There was a sharp laugh from behind us, and Marin skipped her way over to our huddle. “It’s pronounced Mayaan,” she instructed him, emphasizing the latter half of the name. “Your Lybesian is a bit rusty, Marten.”
“That’s because I don’t speak Lybesian,” he said pointedly. “I’ve only been here a few times in my life, and everybody I worked with spoke Kaldanic. Never seemed important to learn.”
“It never seemed—” she sputtered, unable to finish her sentence. “There’s an entire country’s worth of business next door, and you never thought it might be helpful to learn to speak the language?!”
“Well, I, erm, it never came up,” he answered, flustered. He looked around nervously for a moment before his face lit up as an idea came to him. “That’s one of the many things that makes you so valuable as a business partner! Now that we’re working together, our business opportunities span across three different countries!” He flashed a toothy smile, clearly satisfied with his recovery.
“Oh, so we ARE business partners after all?” she countered loudly. I silently excused myself from the conversation as they continued to bicker back and forth, chuckling quietly. Joining Hana by the tiny campfire, I settled down and took another bite of my breakfast.
“You know, Lia, we could—” I started, realizing halfway through my thought that Lia was no longer in camp. “Hana, you wouldn’t happen to know where Lia went, would you?”
“She wandered off as soon as I gave her some breakfast,” she laughed, pointing off behind the wagon. “Somewhere in that direction, I think.”
“I’ll go track her down,” I replied. A quick pulse of Detection placed her only a few dozen yards away in the direction Hana had indicated, obscured by a line of trees. She was crouched next to one of the giant trunks, delicately observing a patch of flowers growing in the shade. I brushed by a similar plant as I made my way towards her through the clearing; the petals drooped like a mass of coiled springs from a fuzzy central bulb, all colored in bright yellows and oranges. They emitted a pleasant perfume that, mixed with the dewy morning air, nearly made me forget we had just traveled through heavy snow for a week.
“It’s so beautiful here,” she said before I came into view. “I’m not sure if it’s because of everything we’ve gone through recently, but Lybesa just feels more magical than Kaldan ever did. More...wonderful.”
“We’ve been here for less than a day. Imagine what we’ll find tomorrow, or next week, or next year,” I smiled. “I’ve got to admit, your father was right. Lybesa is beautiful this time of year.”
She hopped forward and landed gracefully in front of me, placing her hands on my shoulders. “Next year, huh?” A coy smile spread across her face. “So you’re planning to be here a while?”
“I’m here for as long as you are,” I answered. “Once we get your parents set up in their new home, we’re free to do whatever we want. We could explore the rest of Lybesa, head north to the Doramese mountains, find our own place to live, whatever you want. I owe you some adventures, after all.”
She laced her fingers together behind my neck and pulled herself in closer. “Our own place to live?”
“Did you plan on living with your parents for the rest of your life?” I laughed. “Even the greatest adventurers need a place to call home. Plus, that’s sort of an adventure of its own, don’t you think? Finding the perfect place, getting the materials, building it all by hand,” I listed dreamily, lost in the amber reflecting pools of her eyes, “maybe with a garden, and a little shed for blacksmithing.”
“And a pond to splash around in during the summer,” she added, “and a big sparring ring.”
I leaned forward and pressed the tip of my nose against hers. “Is that what you want?”
Her eyelashes caught on mine as she blinked rapidly and tilted her face upwards. Just as I closed my eyes for a kiss, she dashed away and left me standing awkwardly by myself. Standing a few feet away, she leaned forward with her hands behind her back and an impish smirk curling her lips. “I think that’s what you want,” she teased. “You’ll have to wait and see if that’s what I want.”
I shook my head and laughed. “Your wish is my command.”
“That’s right!” she crowed triumphantly. “Don’t you ever forget it!” With a wicked cackle, she skipped back towards camp, pausing at my side to plant a quick kiss on my cheek. “I love you, Lux.”
“And I love you, Lia,” I answered, looping my arm with hers as we began our walk back.
She sighed contentedly and tipped her face up towards the rising sun. “You know,” she started after a few moments of silence, “I haven’t slept in over a day.” The statement somehow evoked a long, loud yawn to illustrate her point. “I think I’ll fix that.”
We reached the wagon together just as the Corells were preparing to leave, and we all piled into the back apart from Marin, who had chosen to drive for the day. I sat on the floor across from Hana and Marten, allowing Lia the space to stretch out on a bedroll with her head in my lap. My fingers ran through her hair and scratched her scalp in slow circles, and she quickly faded into a deep sleep.
“Hana, about our conversation earlier,” I started when I was certain Lia was well and truly unconscious. I spoke in a hushed tone, which instantly seemed to clue Hana in to my intentions. “I thought now might be a good time to talk about...all that stuff.”
Her rounded, fuzzy ears perked up as she leaned forward excitedly. “Of course!” she whispered, matching my volume level. “Are you sure she’s asleep, though?” I nodded, and she clapped her hands softly. “Okay. I think the best place to start would be with—”
“What are we whispering about?” Marten asked without making any effort to whisper. Hana whirled around to slap his knee and hissed something too quietly for me to hear, and he held up his hands defensively. “Alright!” he whispered, his eyes wide and flashing with a twinkle of amusement.
When she turned back to face me, Hana’s face was all smiles and excitement once again. “Right. Where were we?”
“I believe we were at the beginning,” I quipped, bringing a grin to both of our faces.
“The beginning,” she mused. “In Kaldan, marriage is a holy ceremony. It is traditionally performed in a cathedral, by a priest of the Unity Church. The specifics of the ceremony aren’t important right now, and I’m not sure I would be able to give you the most accurate accounting of them. It’s been a long time since our wedding.”
“Twenty-nine years,” Marten chimed in cautiously. “Twenty-nine lovely years.”
She nodded and gave him an appreciative smile. “It was one of the happiest days of my life. I can remember the feeling vividly, but the details of the day are...foggy, at best. We wore the traditional sash and vest in the Primals’ colors, and we gave our offerings to the eight Primes in the Blessing Rites. There was music, and singing, and...dancing?” Her eyes stared straight through me as she watched the past play out before her, and she laughed longingly. “Primes, we were so young.”
As she reminisced, I took the moment to reflect on the new information. Marriage traditions had a fascinating level of overlap between the worlds I had lived in: traditional formal attire, promises made before the various gods, and always a fair amount of revelry. While memories of my first life were fragmented and hard to draw upon, I knew I had attended multiple ceremonies that fit the description. Conversely, I had never attended a wedding in Hedaat, having avoided the topic entirely, but multiple visits to the city center had taken me past a wedding shop that prominently displayed garish dresses and gargantuan layered cakes in its front windows.
A smile spread across my face as my thoughts drifted to my own wedding in Alderea. Despite the lifetime of suffering that separated me from the ceremony, I could recall the smallest details with such clarity that they were practically visible around me.
I stood in the shadow of our favorite tree as the sun began to disappear beyond the horizon. Rastor stood to my right, his massive, muscled body somehow constrained within a suit coat and formal pants that were clearly multiple sizes too small. A hobbled old man stood to my left, holding a leather-bound tome that appeared to be as ancient as he was. A tiny pair of glasses wobbled on the bridge of his overshadowing nose as he deliberately thumbed through his book. Thick, white eyebrows threatened to completely obscure his sunken eyes, bobbing up and down as he scanned the pages before him.
My heart began to flutter wildly as the sound of wooden flutes floated out of a small tent at the bottom of the hill. The flaps were pulled aside from within, and I beheld Amaya in the most beautiful white dress I had ever seen. Her golden hair flowed back behind her shoulders in intricately adorned braids as she took a step forward. Our eyes met, and a vibrant smile spread across her face. A gust of wind blew across—
“Lux?” A gentle tap on my knee woke me from my daydreams, and I was suddenly back in the Corells’ wagon. “Lux,” Hana asked again, “are you alright?”
“Yes,” I answered apologetically, shaking away the memory. “I was just...remembering.”
She gave me a knowing smile. “Of course.”
“Thank you for the information,” I continued, “it’s been very helpful so far. I’m not sure when it will be useful, but it will be. Hopefully sooner rather than later.”
Her head tilted to the side, and she raised one eyebrow. “You don’t think we’re finished, do you?” She covered her mouth as she tried to stifle a giggle. “That was just the beginning. You still have a lot to learn.”
***




6. OLD FRIENDS
Our trip to Mayaan felt markedly different from our journey to the Mountain Gate. Without the constant threat of pursuit and the looming uncertainty of what we would find at our destination, the air within the wagon was permeated with relief and relaxation. We traveled at a significantly slower speed with plenty of long breaks to appreciate our beautiful surroundings and enjoy each other’s company. Lia and I took a long-overdue turn to drive the wagon on our second day of travel, savoring the chance to feel the wind on faces that were no longer on wanted posters. Our leisurely pace knocked us off track to reach Mayaan within two days, and we were forced to camp outside for an extra night.
Marten explained his plan for when we reached the city the following morning. “I’ve got an old merchant friend who lives in Mayaan,” he told us as we ate the last of our trail rations for dinner. “She moved there about...how long has it been, dear? Twelve years ago? Thirteen?”
“Thirteen,” Hana agreed. “I haven’t seen Elise in a long time.”
“Aunt Ellie!” Lia exclaimed suddenly. “Aunt Ellie lives in Mayaan?!”
“She certainly does!” Marten answered. “I went to visit her a few years back after a delivery to the Mountain Gate. She had always run a successful business back in Kaldan, but her company really took off once she moved to Lybesa. I’ve never seen so many company wagons in one place!” He laughed, pausing for a moment to sip on his tin cup of ale. “If anybody can help us out, it’ll be Elise.”
Lia grabbed my hand and squeezed it, looking up at me with childlike excitement. “Aunt Ellie is the best! She always used to bring me presents from other countries whenever she would come visit.” She bounced enthusiastically beside me on the rock we shared as a bench. “I haven’t seen her since I was a kid!”
“It sounds like it should be a nice reunion for everyone,” I said, scanning the happy faces around the small campfire. “Plus, working with an established trading company should make building a new home a lot easier.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Marten grinned. “All in all, we should be well on our way to building our new lives in Lybesa by this time tomorrow.”
“Good,” Marin stated. “Not that I haven’t enjoyed traveling with you all, but I can’t go much longer without a big meal and a soft bed.” Marten and Hana laughed, and I scratched my stomach in silent agreement.
“Oh, I can’t wait!” Lia hummed, nestling her head into my shoulder. The feeling of anticipation buzzed like static electricity throughout the camp, but our group slowly dispersed one by one in search of sleep until Lia and I were the only ones remaining at the fireside. “I guess I should go to bed too,” she said sleepily, making no move to follow through on the thought.
“Mhmm,” I agreed, nuzzling the top of her head. “The sooner you go to sleep, the sooner you get to see your Aunt Ellie.”
She reached up over her head and grabbed the edge of my cloak, nearly vanishing inside against my chest as she pulled it around her shoulders. “She’s not actually my aunt, that’s just what my parents call her. I think they’ve been friends since before I was born.”
“I see,” I murmured, looking down at her with a touch of amusement. “You’re planning on sleeping out here tonight, aren’t you?”
“I’m too comfy to move.”
“That’s okay. I appreciate the company.” I took a few deep breaths and prepared to start my watch for the evening. “Goodnight, Lia.”
She gave my hand a squeeze and let out a long, satisfied sigh. “Goodnight.”
I closed my eyes, and the world sprang to life in vivid neon color around me. As my mana rushed out in all directions I was surprised that, even after two days of travel, all I could see was the endless forest of emberwood trees. Marin had explained that the forest covered over a quarter of Lybesa, and despite the massive lumber industry, it never seemed to shrink. According to her, emberwood was highly sought after for all manner of construction products due to both its high strength-to-weight ratio and its remarkably efficient insulative properties. I had seen evidence of logging camps, and small sections of forest that had been recently cut and replanted, but they hardly seemed impactful against the hundreds of miles of dense tree cover.
“Lux?” Lia’s voice asked, small and far away.
I cracked open one eye and peered down at her. “Yes?”
“Are you happy?”
“Of course I’m…” I started, then paused. After fighting off the reflexive instinct to blindly reassure her, I took a moment to truly consider the question before responding. I am happy...when was the last time I could say that? “For the first time since I lived in Alderea, I feel like I have my feet on solid ground. I can take a breath without worrying if it’ll be my last one. I have people around me that I care about, and who care about me, too. I want to see tomorrow again.” I smiled as I reflected on the life I had fought so hard to find. “I’m happy, Lia. For the first time in a long time, I’m really happy.”
“That’s good,” she answered, patting me lightly on the chest. I waited for her to follow up on the question, but it quickly became apparent that she had fallen back asleep with her lips curled in the faint remnants of a smile. I couldn’t help but laugh and hold her a bit tighter against me. Slipping back into my meditative trance, I pushed my attention out from my body to observe the surrounding landscape all at once. There was an immense rush through my mind as a million individual dots of life shifted into focus at once, and I flitted from light to light as they moved.
My attention settled on a skulk of what looked to be giant foxes, each nearly the size of a wolf. They crept through the tall grasses between the trees, carefully encircling a pair of yearlings. Without any apparent signal, they all pounced at once, sailing up through the air from their hiding spots and catching the deer unaware. The twin green lights of the yearlings quickly faded as the skulk finished their synchronous kills and settled in to feast. A quick flash of energy a few miles to the south drew my focus, and the majestic form of an owl appeared all at once as its talons sunk into the back of a mouse, both of which quickly disappeared from sight a moment later. 
The teeming life within the forest provided me with an endless array of stories to watch, and I felt the warmth of the rising sun on my face before I had a chance to consider how much time had passed. Lia shifted for the first time as the light roused her, stretching her arms out from beneath the tightly bundled cloak. A small squeak escaped her lips as her eyes opened, and she looked side to side as her brain gradually woke up and began to process the information. “Mmmph,” she grunted eventually, burying her face behind my cloak.
“Good morning to you too,” I chuckled, opening my eyes. “You know, hiding from the sun won’t make it go away.”
A weak punch glanced off of my armor as she grunted again. “You don’t know that.”
I stood and pulled away the cloak with a quick flourish. Lia covered her eyes with her arm and yelped as she toppled backwards off of the rock, landing in the grass with a dull thud. Before I had a chance to laugh, a flurry of legs and feet flew out at my shins, and I felt the edge of her boot scrape my greaves as I dodged backwards. She landed her spin in a crouch and lunged forward while I was off balance, hooking her foot behind my heel as she pressed against my opposite shoulder. I knew I had already lost before I started to fall, so I grabbed her under the shoulders and pulled her along with me.
We collapsed in a heap beside the fire pit, each of us flailing in an attempt to gain leverage over the other. After a few seconds of struggling, I realized I couldn’t shake out of her pin, and I flopped back into the grass in defeat. “Well, you win. Feel better now?”
“A bit,” she giggled, kissing me on the forehead. “Although I have to admit, I’d still rather be asleep with y—”
A loud squeak interrupted her thought, and we both turned just in time to see Hana dive out of sight behind the wagon. Marten’s head poked out of the flaps and looked around for the source of the disturbance. “Darling, where did you…” he trailed off as his eyes scanned over the camp and found us entangled together on the ground, and a playful grin appeared on his face. “I’m sorry, am I interrupting something?”
Lia’s face flushed, and she threw herself backwards as she attempted to sputter out an excuse. “No! Nothing! We weren’t, uhm, I was just...uhm, just waking up, and—”
“Good morning!” I called out loudly, sitting up and giving Marten a wave. “Lia was just telling me how she would rather be—”
“Stop it!” Lia yelled, struggling to her feet. I burst into laughter, and Marten followed suit soon after. After inarguably losing our first skirmish of the morning, my small act of playful revenge felt even sweeter. I stood and put my hand on her shoulder, and her glare told me she was considering whether or not she would allow the contact. Eventually she sighed, and a small smile graced her face as she shook her head.
“Why is everybody yelling so loud? It’s too early for that,” Marin yelled loudly as she appeared from the back of the wagon.
“Oh good, you’re up!” Marten greeted her. “It’s time for us to get going. Seeing as we’re out of food, our next meal is waiting for us in Mayaan, and I’d like to find it as soon as possible.”
Marin rubbed her eyes and frowned. “I feel like I didn’t need to be woken up for that.” She disappeared back into the wagon as the rest of us prepared to leave. I kicked dirt over the last remnants of our fire, then followed Lia and Hana into the wagon as Marten climbed up to the driver’s bench. After a few hard bumps, we made it back to the main road, and the final leg of our trip began.
Lia filled the hours of our journey with stories of Elise from her childhood. A majority of the memories were focused around the gifts Elise would bring on her visits: Lia’s favorite doll that she carried with her wherever she went, her first fancy dress that she refused to take off for four days, and, when she was old enough, a fitted saddle for Marten’s workhorse so she could learn to ride, much to her parents’ chagrin. Hana chimed in with additional details to round out the stories, and I listened with rapt interest as I learned more about Lia’s formative years.
An image of the town of Mayaan began to form through my Detection long before Marten called out our approach. It seemed as though the outskirts of the town started at some unmarked border within the forest of emberwood trees, based on the sudden appearance of homesteads hidden down winding paths that branched off from the main road. The forest ended abruptly a few miles ahead, replaced with plowed farmlands that ran directly to the edge of the treeline. An organized township took shape at the opposite edge of the farmland, separated into a neat grid containing markets, housing, and industrial sections. While it was nowhere near as large as Yoria or Atsal, the city I saw in my head looked large enough to support a few thousand people.
The telltale switch from packed earth to cobblestone road beneath our wagon’s wheels alerted Marin and Hana that we had reached the city proper, and the excitement that had been simmering in the back of the wagon reached its boiling point. Lia jumped up and stuck her head out through the wagon flaps, bouncing with anticipation as she scanned our new surroundings. Marin disappeared behind a stacked wall of crates, having decided last minute to change into what she determined to be more presentable clothes.
Lia hopped out of the wagon as soon as Marten brought it to a halt at our destination. The building before us looked like a large, modified barn; it had multiple doors along the side wall large enough for trading caravans to pass through, all of which led into a massive, open storeroom full of two-story shelves and palettes stocked with goods. Parallel stairways on either side of the space lead up to a top floor composed of bunkrooms, offices, and break rooms, most of which were full of employees. The front door led to a small lobby, which had doors to both the work floor and the upstairs offices behind a reception desk. An ornate sign was attached to the wall above the front door, labeled with Lybesian print and depicting a stack of three barrels in a red circle.
While Lia joined her father as he entered the building, I waited in the back of the wagon for the rest of our party. Marin emerged from her makeshift changing booth a few seconds later, wearing a familiar red and white sundress from Lia’s box of clothes. “Oh, that’s so much better!” she said, admiring the dress as she twirled in a circle. “Now, let’s go meet this friend of yours so we can get something to eat!”
I led Hana and Marin to the front door, and we entered the building to find a puzzling scene; Lia stood with her head held in her hand, hiding her eyes from the receptionist who leaned over the counter towards her father. Marten was tapping his hands anxiously at his sides as he stammered something quietly under his breath. “I...I am...uhm, Marten, and I, erm, I am..” 
The receptionist, a young man with brown hair and kind eyes, looked up at me as we filed into the room. “Good morning, sir. Are you with this gentleman?” he asked, motioning with his head towards Marten. “He seems...confused.”
I looked at the pair with a furrowed brow, curious as to what could have caused the current situation. “Yes,” I said slowly, looking back to the receptionist, “I’m with them. We’re here to see Elise. She’s an old family friend.”
“Oh, good,” he sighed, looking relieved. “Did you have an appointment?”
“I’m afraid not,” I answered apologetically. “Just tell her the Corell family is here to see her.”
“Hmm,” he mused, his face shifting to one of concern. “Miss Tressel is very busy today, I’m not sure she’ll have time—”
I held up a finger to cut him off and retrieved my coin purse from my belt. “If that’s not enough,” I added, shaking the purse with a satisfying jingle, “tell her that they have a lucrative business opportunity to discuss as well.”
He eyed our group nervously for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll relay the message. Please wait here.” He left his desk and moved to the back door, pausing one more time to look the five of us over before he disappeared into the stairwell.
Satisfied, I turned back to Marten to find out what had flustered him so badly, only to find him staring at me in stunned silence. “What?” I asked, confused. I looked to Hana and Marin for support, only to find them with the same shocked expression. I took a step back towards Lia and held up my hands defensively. “What?!”
Marten shook his head in disbelief as if I had spoken complete gibberish. “What do you mean, ‘what’?! Since when do you speak fluent Lybesian?”
“Since when do I…” I managed to say before my brain put the pieces together. Marten was confused because he doesn’t actually speak Lybesian. The receptionist was speaking Lybesian, so if he understood me, I was clearly speaking Lybesian as well. “Oh, I’ve always known Lybesian, or at least, how to speak it,” I lied casually, mostly for Marin’s sake; had she not been present, I would have explained the helpful yet mysterious power that came with my reincarnations to Lia’s parents. “I picked it up when I lived in Doram.”
“In Doram?” Marten asked quizzically. “When were you in—” he interrupted himself suddenly as a spark of acknowledgement entered his eyes. “Right. When you lived in Doram.”
“I have to ask, Marten. Was your plan really to just walk in here and assume everybody would speak Kaldanic?” I prodded, trying to shift the focus away from my sudden knowledge of a foreign language.
“Well...yes!” he answered. “It worked last time I was here!”
Marin laughed. “It’s a good thing you brought me along, Marten. I’m not sure your business could have survived the language barrier without my help.” She rubbed her hands together and put on a sinister smile. “We’ll have to consider that in my upcoming contract negotiations.”
Marten moved to respond, but a loud bang from the stairwell in front of us drew all of our attention to the door. The receptionist returned a moment later, red-faced and flustered. “Miss Tressel will see you all in her office immediately. Please follow me.” 
We entered the narrow stairwell single file and followed him up to another reception room. It was much larger than the initial entryway, with multiple sets of tables and chairs in a waiting area, plus a larger reception desk at the back of the room that blocked a wooden door labeled in gold lettering. The woman attending the new desk eyed us suspiciously as we were led past her post to the door. “Just through here. She’s ready for you.”
Without hesitation, Marten knocked and opened the door simultaneously, leading the way into the office. The room was lavishly decorated, implying the success Marten had spoken about on the road had only grown since his last visit. The wall to our left was covered floor to ceiling in beautifully intricate maps, each depicting a different country or region thereof. The opposite wall was lined with bookshelves packed with ledgers, books, and various bundles of loose paper. Light poured in from a small, square window at the far end of the room and was supplemented by two small chandeliers. A small rolling cart stocked with bottles and crystal decanters of amber liquid sat next to the extravagant blue-dyed emberwood desk that faced the door. Behind the desk was a high-backed chair made of the same polished wood, upon which our host sat.
“Marten! Hana!” she cried out excitedly, jumping up from the desk as we all entered the room and closed the door behind us. Elise stood at the same height as Lia and her mother, with vibrant green eyes behind a set of square glasses and puffy, blue-black hair that was held in a messy bun above her head by three large pins. She wore a knit gray sweater that seemed to be missing most of its fabric; it had no back, no sleeves, and a diamond shaped hole in the center of her chest, all of which combined to reveal a shocking amount of sable skin. Likewise, her tight black skirt was cut up one side nearly to her hip and looked to be held in place only by a thin, blue belt.
She rushed towards us and embraced Hana tightly, shaking her around like a dog with a new toy. The room was filled with a melodious echo as the two women laughed and exchanged hellos. Without warning, Elise dropped Hana and moved on to Marten and gave him similar treatment. Lia stepped ahead excitedly, and Elise let out a loud gasp when their eyes met. “No!” she exclaimed dramatically. “This can’t be little Marly, can it? No! You’re all grown up!”
“Hi, Aunt Ellie!” Lia yelled, jumping forward for a hug. “I’ve missed you so much!”
“Oh, Marly,” she said, sounding as if she were on the verge of tears, “it’s so good to see you. You’re such a beautiful young woman now. I can’t believe how fast time has gone by!”
“Stop it,” Lia said, burying her face in Elise’s shoulder to hide her flushed cheeks.
When she had finally finished her reunion with the Corell family, Elise’s attention turned to me and Marin at the back of the room. She met my eyes, and the corner of her mouth curled into a grin. “And who is this?” she asked, slipping past Lia to approach me. “You must be the man my assistant told me about. He said you had a...proposition for me?” She walked two fingers up my chest to my shoulder, grabbing it to pull herself up until her face was uncomfortably close to mine.
“Uhm...that’s technically true,” I answered, leaning my face back away from hers, “though it may have been a bit of an exaggeration to ensure we could see you.”
“And now you’ve seen me,” she whispered, her breathy voice lowering in volume the closer her mouth came to my ear, “and I’ve seen you. Perhaps we could discuss this proposition over lunch?”
The scent of her perfume overpowered my nose and set my head spinning, and it took the entirety of my focus to keep my eyes looking straight ahead. Lia’s face had morphed from one of excitement to a look of pure horror as she watched from across the room, and I saw her foot rise and fall as she fought over whether she should intercede. “Lunch sounds great,” I managed to say. “We’ve been subsisting on trail rations for quite a while now, so a full meal of warm food would be amazing.”
I felt a hard tug on my arm as Lia dislodged me from Elise’s clutches, positioning herself quickly between the two of us. Both of her hands clasped mine tightly as she menaced at her aunt. “Yes, WE are all very hungry.”
Elise giggled as she continued to stare at me, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively. As she looked down to address Lia, she did a double take when she saw my fingers laced in between hers, and she turned to Marten and Hana in genuine shock. “Did little Marly find...a man?” Hana put a hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh and gave a small nod. Elise squealed and clutched her hands in front of her chest. “Oh, I never thought I’d see the day! Marlia in a real relationship!”
“What is THAT supposed to mean?!” Lia yelled.
Elise ignored the challenge and stepped forward, reaching over Lia to put her hand back on my shoulder. Her lustful, seductive aura from earlier was completely gone, instead replaced with the bubbly demeanor of the woman who had greeted the Corell family. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ll expect the full story of how you two met over lunch,” she said with a wink. “Now, you still haven’t given me your name.”
“I’m Lux,” I answered, offering my free hand out to her over Lia’s shoulder. “It’s nice to meet you, Elise.”
“Please, call me Ellie!” she smiled, shaking my hand. Satisfied with the encounter, she turned and looked over our assembled group, pausing when her eyes fell on Marin. “I’m sorry dear, I’ve completely ignored you this whole time,” she said, giving her a deep apologetic bow. “You must think I’m incredibly rude, and rightfully so.”
Marin’s head spun as she looked for some unseen target of Elise’s apology behind her. “Who, me? No! Of course not!” She waved her hands vigorously and took a step back. “I-It’s nice to meet you, Ellie. I mean, Miss Tressel! I’m Marin. Sesaude. Marin Sesaude.” There was a visible blush to her bronze cheeks as she awkwardly tripped over her greeting.
“It’s nice to meet you too, Marin Sesaude!” Elise answered, giving her a tight hug. “Are you a friend of the Corells?”
I watched Marin’s brain shut down and reboot over Elise’s shoulder as her face shifted from a blank slate to complete embarrassment. “Y-yes! Or, I think? I’m, uhm, I’m Marten’s business...partner. Or, I was going to be...and will be, eventually.”
“Business partner?” Elise asked, spinning around with Marin in tow to look inquisitively at Marten. “Marten Corell has a business partner?”
“Things have changed, Ellie,” he shrugged. “It’s a bit of a long story.”
“Well, it sounds like we have plenty of stories to tell!” Without warning, she dropped Marin and walked to the exit, grabbing a large fur coat from a rack beside the door. She pulled the door open and stuck her head into the lobby. “Clear my schedule for the rest of the afternoon; I’m going out.” After a murmured response from the receptionist, Elise turned back to us. “Let’s go have lunch! My treat.”
Marten and Hana followed closely behind her as she left the room, and the rest of us fell in line behind them. Marin wiped the sweat from her forehead and held a hand over her chest, seemingly in an attempt to settle her rapid breathing. My hand was still firmly locked in Lia’s, and she led me forward intently while we descended the stairs and exited the building. Elise turned to address us when we were all outside. “Marten, I’ll have someone take your wagon inside for safekeeping and make sure your horses are fed. We’ll take my carriage to lunch.” Without waiting for a response, she dashed off around the side of the building and disappeared.
I could feel Lia’s hands rhythmically squeezing mine much harder than was comfortable, grinding my knuckles together. “Are you okay, Lia?” I asked, gently rubbing her shoulder.
“I’m fine!” she snapped. A few seconds went by in silence, and then she shook her head angrily. “Where does she get off acting like that? That’s not the Aunt Ellie I remember!”
Hana turned away from us, and I saw her shoulders bouncing slightly as she tried to hide her laughter. “The thing is, dear,” Marten started cautiously, “you only know her as ‘Aunt Ellie.’ Elise has always been…” he trailed off, motioning in vague circles with his hands as he tried to think of the proper wording, “...that way, at least when it comes to her business.” He looked up at me with a barely suppressed grin. “You’re lucky. I think she was restraining herself, on account of all of us being there.”
Restraining herself? The only way she could have been more overt would be to take me to her room and—
“Restraining herself?!” Lia shouted, echoing my sentiment. I took the sudden outburst as an opportunity to let my train of thought die, and I ardently refused to consider it further. “That’s not what restraint looks like!”
“It was just a misunderstanding, is all,” Marten continued in his attempt to defuse the situation. “I’m sure she’ll behave herself now that she knows how things are.”
“She’d better,” Lia grumbled, settling down into a more subdued pout. I wormed my hand out of her iron grip and hugged her from behind, resting my chin on the top of her head. Although her face was still set in a hard scowl, my mana found another story entirely; she was filled with doubt, fear, and an overwhelming feeling of inadequacy. I squeezed her tightly in my arms and impressed a thought against her energy. I love you more than anything in this world. You. I love you.
A moment passed, and I felt her slowly begin to relax in my arms as I heard a response in my head. I know. The uncertainty still lingered in her mind, but a sense of relief began to spread across her body. Thank you.
From the side of the building where Elise had disappeared came the sudden sound of a wagon approaching, and an ornamented emberwood carriage appeared from around the corner, drawn by two dappled horses. When it parked in front of us, the carriage doors opened to reveal a large, posh interior with two long bench seats. A man in similar clothing to the other employees hopped out and jogged over to Marten’s wagon, quickly mantling up into the driver’s seat and taking it back the way he came.
“Come on in, there’s plenty of room!” Elise called out to us, poking her head through one of the open windows. Lia and I followed her parents into the carriage and took our seats on the bench opposite Elise, which fit the four of us comfortably. Marin hesitated outside for a moment, and her eyes widened when she entered behind us and found the only open seat to be beside our host on her bench. Marin sat down well away from Elise, folding her hands tightly in her lap and staring at them with intense focus.
“Alright, let’s go!” Elise yelled, giving the wall behind her a few hard knocks. The carriage started forward with an impressively gentle bump, and I leaned my head out of the window to watch the city go by. Elise’s business was located in the center of what looked to be a trade district, and we passed by a multitude of interesting storefronts as we wheeled down the street. The surrounding buildings were much more modest than Elise’s headquarters had been, appearing to be residential houses that had their front ends converted for business purposes.
We hardly had a chance to get comfortable in our seats before the carriage ground to a halt. “We’re here!” our host proclaimed, opening the door and stepping down into the street. Lia and I shared a quizzical look and followed her outside; from my place on the carriage step, I could clearly see the towering face of the modified barn we had come from only a street away, most likely a two minute walk back at most. Lia looked back at me and rolled her eyes as she realized just how short our trip had been, which brought a grin to my face.
Elise led us through a side door of the restaurant to a preset round table in an otherwise empty room, bypassing any hosts that watched the front door. A bell sounded as the door opened and closed, and a server appeared from a small door across from our table before we were all seated. “Good afternoon, Miss Tressel,” she said with a deep bow, “and guests of Miss Tressel. What can I get for you today?”
“Hello, dear. Six of my usual order,” she answered, taking her seat. “We’ll start with bread and ale; something sippable, nothing too strong today. Oh, and some of those crispy mushrooms you do, those are lovely.”
“Right away, miss,” the server answered with another bow before quickly exiting the room.
“Now,” Elise said, rubbing her hands together excitedly as we finished taking our seats around the table, “you have some stories to tell me. Let’s start with why you’re in Lybesa and go from there.”
We all looked around the table, scanning each other’s faces to see who wanted to attempt to explain our situation. “We aren’t here for a leisure visit, I’m afraid,” Marten spoke up eventually. “Given the events of the last few weeks, our days of living in Kaldan are over.”
“I figured as much,” she answered, leaning back in her chair to kick her feet up on the edge of the table, but she froze in place before she finished reclining. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the incident at the Mountain Gate, would it?”
Everyone at the table turned to look at me expectantly. “I might have had something to do with that,” I answered, leaning my elbows on the table to rest my chin on my hands. “What have you heard?”
She blinked at me in disbelief. “I’ve heard a lot of things. Terrorists from Lybesa. Terrorists from Kaldan. Rebels from Attetsia. However, my more official sources in Kaldan have been uncharacteristically quiet.” Her eyes narrowed as she sat up and mimicked my posture, leaning forward with interest. “Tell me.”
“It’s a long story.”
“We have time.”
I sighed. “I guess I’ll just start at the beginning. Lia and I met in—” I paused as our server returned with a large tray balanced on one hand. She approached the table and began to set out baskets of bread with slabs of fresh butter, full mugs of pale ale, and a particularly large bowl of breaded mushrooms.
“Don’t wait on her account,” Elise said, motioning to the woman. “Bella is my employee and one of my closest confidants. She serves at all of my most important business meetings; anything you can tell me, you can tell her too.”
I watched silently as Bella continued to serve us for a moment, then nodded. “Lia and I met in the dungeon below Yoria. I was imprisoned due to a misunderstanding with the city guard, while she was taken as punishment when Marten refused to pay ‘taxes’ to a group of corrupt guards.”
I recounted the stories from the time after my arrival in Kaldan to the best of my ability, leaving out any specific details I determined were best kept secret. The tale wound its way from our escape from the dungeon to our adventure and eventual capture in Atsal, with an abbreviated summary of our meeting with Virram and mission to Attetsia, and culminated in our clash with the Trinity Guard and the scene at the Mountain Gate. Marin shyly chimed in with her relationship to Val and her place in the story, and the Corells added their perspectives when appropriate.
Elise listened in silence, watching us so intently that I felt as if I could see the gears turning behind her eyes. “Did you know that all travel between Lybesa and Kaldan is officially blocked until further notice?” she asked after a long moment of silence. “Trade, leisure, military...all shut down for the foreseeable future. Based on the damage done to the gate, my sources aren’t sure if it will ever function properly again.
“However,” she continued before I could offer an apology, “business never stops. My partners in Kaldan still need their emberwood, and the seaports are still open. Hauling the product south takes much longer than a trip through the Gate, but of course, the fees to transport the material increases as well. If a trading company was able to effectively pivot their resources and leverage their established connections…” she trailed off as a grin began to form on her face. “Well, the destruction of the Mountain Gate could prove to be the most profitable disaster in decades.”
Her success is based on far more than just flaunting her natural advantages. I gave her a warm smile. “In that case, I’m glad I could be of assistance.”
She let out a loud, sudden laugh. “Oh, I like you. You did a good job catching this one, Marly. You’d better hold him tight, or someone else is liable to snatch him up,” she said, looking at us over the top of her glasses and waving her eyebrows suggestively. Lia’s hand shot out under the table and clamped onto my knee, but she put on a forced smile and laughed.
“Come on, Elise, take it easy on her,” Marten scolded. “She’s only been—”
“Lunch!” Elise exclaimed as Bella entered the room wheeling a large cart in front of her. As she circled the table, she set out six identical plates covered in silver cloches.
“Finally,” Marin said excitedly as she reached out for her dish.
“Marin, wait a moment, please,” Elise asked, looking at each of us as well. “Before we begin, there’s something we need to discuss.” Her eyes turned to me. “You said you had a business opportunity to discuss with me. I have a feeling I know what it is, but I’d like to hear it from you before we eat.”
“Of course,” I nodded, “although I think Marten would be best suited to explain.” I gave him an expectant raise of my eyebrows.
“Right.” He tapped his fingers on the table for a moment as he prepared. “Elise, you know the situation we’re in; everything we own is in my wagon, and we have nowhere to go. I need to find a place for my family to live, and I need to establish my business again. You have connections that can help on both fronts, and I’m prepared to pay for them.”
“You’ll be paying with Kaldanic currency, I assume?” she asked, and Marten nodded. Her eyes focused on some unseen point far beyond our dining room as she thought through the numbers. “I don’t know of any properties for sale, and while land in the forest is cheap, building a house from the ground up isn’t. I know a variety of contractors and, obviously, have the means to procure the bulk materials necessary, but depending on your price range—”
“Twelve hundred Imperials,” he stated firmly.
Marin choked on her ale at the amount, but Elise simply smiled. “Marten, I can build you the finest house in Mayaan for far less than that. The crew I work with can build a full homestead in four days, and they understand the value of discretion. You’ll be moving in by this time next week, if you’d like.”
“And my business?”
“Well, that’s simple, Marten,” she smirked, leaning forward. “Come work for me.”
“We’ve been over this before, Elise,” he said with a similar curl to his lips. “That isn’t going to happen.” Although he spoke with a jovial tone, his eyes betrayed the seriousness of the statement.
She sighed loudly and rolled her eyes. “It can’t be helped, I suppose. I know of a few potential customers whose needs are more suited to your...particular style of business.” Her fingers tapped lightly along the surface of her silver cloche, and my stomach growled in response. “I can set up a few meetings for you once your housing situation is settled, but I have to ask: With that amount of money, why not retire? That amount of gold could last for generations, especially with a few choice investments which I would be more than happy to recommend.”
“Trust me, Ellie, he needs the work,” Hana chimed in with a laugh. “He doesn’t know what to do with himself without it.”
“I know the feeling all too well,” she answered. Picking up her mug, she raised it out over the table. “It’s settled then. Here’s to new lives and new business!” We all raised our tankards in celebration and drank deeply. When our toast was finished, Elise slammed her mug onto the table and removed her cloche with a flourish. “Now, let’s eat!”
The food beneath our silver covers was revealed to be a generous portion of smoked fish lacquered with a dark purple glaze and served atop a salad of mixed greens and multiple varieties of nuts. From my first bite, I could tell it was by far the most exquisite meal I had eaten in decades, and the complete lack of conversation around the table told me that everyone else felt the same. I made a mental note to ask about every aspect of the dish, but by the time I took the next bite, I had forgotten everything except for the flavor.
Food and drink continued to be served over the course of the afternoon, and conversation arose as we eventually stuffed ourselves on additional courses of fruits and cheeses, plenty of mugs of ale, and a dessert of tea cakes with a bright red berry coulis. By the end of the meal we all spoke like old friends, including Marin, who seemed much more confident around Elise after the supplemental bravery of the alcohol.
“My goodness, is it that late already?” Elise asked when she noticed that the sun had taken on a deep orange hue outside. “I still have to make the arrangements for your new home!” She stood up from the table and stared at the door Bella had used. “B-Bella!” she hiccuped, “bring my wagon out front!” There was no response to the command, but she sat back down with a satisfied expression. “I just want to say...I’m so happy to see all of you. It’s been far too long, and I’ve missed you terribly.”
Hana cooed softly as she rushed around the table to give Elise a tight hug. “We’ve missed you too, Ellie. But now we’re here, and we’re here to stay. Our little family is back together again,” she said, looking around the table, “and it’s not so little anymore.”
Family. The thought spread a tingling warmth through my chest as I watched the faces of the people who had become my family. This is it. This is what we fought for. Lia’s eyes met mine, and she gave me a wide, genuine smile. It was worth it.
“Okay, okay,” Elise sniffled, wiping a tear from her face as she patted Hana’s arm. “My wagon should be out front; you can all go out and get comfortable while I stay here and make myself presentable again...and take care of paying the bill.”
The room began to clear, but Lia caught me by the arm as I moved to leave. “Aunt Ellie, do you have a second?” she asked quietly when it was just the three of us remaining in the dining hall.
“Of course, Marly. What’s on your mind?”
“When you order the construction materials for the house...could you double the shipment?”
Elise cocked her head to one side. “I certainly could. If you have a project in mind, it wouldn’t cost much more to have my contractors work on it for you. They’ll already be in the area, after all.”
I felt a sudden rush in my chest as I realized the intent behind Lia’s request. “That’s true,” I cut in, considering my words carefully, “but there are some things best not left to chance. Some facts better left unknown.”
“If the second delivery were made to look like a clerical error, and Marten chose to keep the materials for future renovations, I’m sure nobody would inquire further,” she mused. “Aside from me, of course. What’s your secret project?”
Lia slid her hand down my arm and laced my fingers with hers. “Our home.”
***




7. HOMESTEAD
“Please, make yourselves at home! I won’t be gone long, but feel free to indulge in any food or drink you can find,” Elise told us as she shut the carriage door behind us. “All of the bedrooms are open to you as well; just choose whichever ones you find most comfortable.”
“Really, Ellie, this is too much,” Hana insisted, as she had over the course of our trip to Elise’s house. “You’re already doing so much for us, we don’t need to take over your home as well.”
“I don’t want to hear any more about it,” she responded with a roll of her eyes. “It’s really the least I can do. Besides, I never have visitors, and the house gets so lonely all by myself!” She pounded on the carriage wall with her fist, and her driver immediately began to turn the wagon around. “Now, get in there and get comfortable! I’ll see you soon!”
Hana’s face clearly said that she wasn’t finished with her argument, as did the annoyed twitching of her puffy gray tail, but the carriage rolled away before she could respond and put a permanent end to the conversation. “It’s alright, darling,” Marten assured her, rubbing her hand lovingly. “We’ll be paying her handsomely for the services she’s promised us; you can consider our cost of staying here well and truly covered, if it makes you feel any better.”
As we approached the house, I was surprised at how modest the property appeared. Given the level of power and wealth Elise controlled, I had expected to find a sprawling, private estate with manicured gardens and marble fountains, but the building that stood before us was an unadorned two-story house located in the middle of a row of similar, though noticeably smaller, properties. Marten unlocked the front door with a large metal key, and we all pushed into the dark, empty house.
It became immediately apparent why the house was so lackluster as we passed through the entryway into the main living quarters: Elise clearly didn’t spend any time here. A thick layer of dust covered every surface in sight, and the kitchen was bare apart from a few nonperishable items: three jars of fruit preserves in a cupboard, a bag of dried meat, and an extensively stocked wine cabinet. I felt a creeping sense of discomfort as we continued to explore the house, as if we were disturbing a forgotten monument to a person long passed.
The second floor was much the same as the first; apart from a few linen closets, every door led to an identical bedroom, perfectly furnished and made up for guests and left undisturbed for months. None of them seemed more personalized than the others, so it was impossible to tell which was the master bedroom, if one even existed. When I had inspected the entire house, I had no doubt in my mind that Elise lived at her business headquarters full time.
We all reconvened around the large dining room table after our individual investigations. Marten uncorked a particularly dusty bottle of wine while Hana hunted for glasses, and the five of us were soon holding cups of the dark red liquid. “I can hardly remember the last time I could relax with a glass of wine before bed,” Marten remarked, tipping back comfortably in his chair as we drank together. “It feels like it’s been months since we left home.”
Marin swirled her glass slowly against the table. “I think it has been months since I could relax like this,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically subdued. “Things weren’t going well in Attetsia, even before the Company showed up. I was so homesick. Then the rebellion started, and I was running the shop alone.”
Lia put a hand on her arm. “You’re not alone anymore,” she said brightly. “Now you have us!”
Marin turned her eyes up from the table and smiled. “You’re right,” she said, taking a small sip of her wine. “I’ve got a new business partner, new friends...and a new family!”
“And Elise,” I added with a coy smile.
The statement caught her in the middle of another sip of wine, and she visibly struggled to keep herself from choking as she reacted. “What do you mean by that?!” She yelled, coughing.
“Nothing specifically,” I answered casually. “Between her being a family friend and running the largest trading business I’ve ever seen, I’m sure we’ll be seeing her basically every day, at least for the foreseeable future.” I sat back and drained the last of my wine. “After all the stories I’ve heard, I can’t wait to get to know her. She’s so interesting, don’t you think?”
“No!” she said defensively. “I mean, yes, she’s, uhm, very interesting. As a, erm, businesswoman. And as a person! I just...just don’t know her yet. As a person, that is.” She let out a loud, frustrated sigh and rested her head on the edge of the table with a loud thunk. “I think I need to go to bed.”
Hana and Marten laughed, but Lia gave me a dirty look. “I agree,” Lia said. “After sleeping in the wagon for two weeks, I’m sure we’ll all sleep well tonight.”
Marin stood up quickly and gave everybody a quick nod—apart from me, who she glared at through squinted eyes. “Goodnight, everyone,” she said, taking her wine with her as she hurried out of the room towards the stairs.
“I suppose we should get some sleep as well,” Marten chuckled. “We’re not on the run anymore, but we’ll still be plenty busy.” He and Hana stood up from the table, each planting a kiss on the top of Lia’s head as they made their way upstairs after Marin.
I reached across the table, grabbed the open bottle of wine from Marten’s spot, and poured myself another serving. The glass of wine I had finished coupled with the multiple mugs of ale from our extended lunch combined into a warm, comfortable buzz, and I rocked my chair gently back and forth on two legs. “What about you? Are you ready to get some sleep?”
“I’ve been ready from the first moment I saw one of those beds,” she laughed. “There’s nothing like a few weeks on the road to make you appreciate just how comfortable a bed can be.” She reached out and stole the wine bottle, pouring herself another full glass.
“Easy, now,” I warned her. “We have plenty of work to do in the morning.”
She huffed and waved me off. “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said, spilling a few drops of red onto the floor as she sipped from the overfull glass.
I shook my head, grinning, but held any further comments to myself. Scooting my chair closer to hers, I took her free hand in mine and took another drink of wine. The sunlight had long since faded from the windows and left the room dark apart from a single flickering lamp on the opposite wall, which seemed to grow dimmer by the minute.
“Lux?” Lia asked, breaking our long, comfortable silence. “Do you think Elise is attractive?”
“Sure,” I answered honestly. “She’s not really my type, but I can’t deny that she’s a beautiful woman, either.”
“Not your type?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.
I shook my head and took another sip of wine. “Nah. She’s a bit too...forward, for my taste.”
“I’m not sure what you mean,” she giggled. “So...what is your type?”
“You are.”
“Well, yeah, but...what specifically?”
I arched an eyebrow at her. “Would you like a detailed list of features in order of their appeal? Maybe a poem illustrating your undying beauty and charm?”
She blushed and turned her face away. “Okay, alright, I get it.”
I stood and walked behind her chair, leaning heavily on its high back for support as my head spun. “I love everything about you, Lia. I never want you to worry that anything, or anyone, will change that.” I leaned down and hugged her, resting my forehead on the top of her head. “You’re the most important thing in the world to me, and you always will be. I promise.”
“Thank you,” she said softly, squeezing my arms. “You know I feel the same way about you, right? I know it’s silly to be jealous, but I just...I haven’t felt this way about anyone before.”
“I know,” I murmured into her head. “You’re pretty cute when you’re jealous.” The familiar scent of her hair filled my nostrils and set my mind at peace, and I let myself relax into it.
“Lux?” she asked after a long pause.
“Hmm?”
“Are you falling asleep?”
“Mhmm.”
“Maybe you should have gone easy on the wine,” she laughed. She got up out of her chair, forcing me to stand on my own instead of leaning on her shoulders. “Let’s go to bed.”
“I’m fine,” I said, drawing out the words as I followed along behind her towards the stairs.
“Sure you are.” We made our way quietly up to the first bedroom with an open door. It was furnished like the others: a large bed with two bedside tables, a chest of drawers on either side of the room, and a single cushioned chair in the far corner. Despite my protests, Lia helped me unbuckle and remove my armor before attending to her own. I stripped down to my underwear, leaving my clothes in a messy heap on the floor, and slipped into bed.
While the room was plainly furnished, what little it did have was made of the highest quality materials. I sank down into the thickly cushioned mattress and pulled the sheets up over my shoulder, marveling at how soft the fabric surrounding me felt. My head was perfectly supported on a stack of down pillows, which were miles ahead of the straw or cotton stuffed pillows I had encountered during my time in Kaldan. “Oooh,” I groaned as my body relaxed, releasing tension I hadn’t realized I was holding in my joints and muscles.
Lia joined me in bed after she finished changing; as most of her belongings were still in Marten’s wagon at the warehouse, she was stuck wearing her underclothes without her usual nightgown, and she let out a soft yelp when the cold blankets touched her skin. “How d-do you sleep like this all the time?” she asked through chattering teeth.
“You get used to it,” I said, clamping my arm around her waist. She squealed as I pulled her across the silky sheets and held her close against my chest. “It helps if you have someone next to you, though.”
I felt a shiver run down her spine as she pressed her body against mine and pulled my arm tighter around her. “I could get used to this.”
The long-buried feeling of desire fought for control of my mind when the heat from her bare skin warmed mine, but before I could form the feelings into words, the exhaustion of our long trip finally caught up with me all at once. I gave her a final squeeze and mumbled something resembling, “goodnight, Lia,” before falling asleep.
---
Morning came far too early and brought a flurry of activity along with it. Hana knocked and stuck her head into the bedroom to wake us while the sun was still pink in the sky. Elise had failed to come back in the night, as I had expected, but she had kept her promise of setting our new lives into motion. Three officials arrived at the house exactly at sunrise, each toting a satchel full of tightly wound maps, and were intent on choosing the exact location of the new Corell homestead.
Once we were all assembled back in the dining room, we began the arduous process of homing in on a property. As the residential areas of Mayaan were already full to capacity, our choices were limited to plots outside of town in the surrounding forest. The maps showed four main roads leaving town, one in each cardinal direction: west to the coast, east to the Mountain Gate, south to the Lybesian capital, and north towards Doram. While the southern, eastern, and western roads were all wide and well-marked on the maps, the northern road looked to be little more than a dirt path that wove upwards in an increasingly circuitous route towards the mountains.
All of Marten’s decisions were made in the interest of a single goal: attract as little attention as possible. After deciding on the northern road, we were presented with a series of maps that increased in detail with every successive decision. Large blocks of the forest were marked out in color-coded sections that indicated the price and availability of all land within the town limits, and I took careful mental notes as to where those borders ended. Each choice led to another choice, and after what felt like hours, we had focused in on three separate plots of land, all roughly four miles outside of Mayaan’s center. When the plots were selected, we were immediately escorted outside to an awaiting carriage that would take us to view the land.
After an hour of travel, we reached our first potential plot, and the next phase of our work began. The rest of the morning and most of our afternoon was spent inspecting each of the three properties, all of which were entirely undeveloped and covered in emberwood trees. Our attendant officials showed us the various boundaries of the lots, marked by small colored flags hanging from trees next to the main road. According to our main guide, unclaimed land became a much more closely regulated affair after a large surge in emberwood exporting caused issues between logging companies and landowners who had conflicting ideas of property boundaries.
Of our three stops for the day, the last proved to be exactly what we were looking for. Situated on a particularly sharp bend in the road, the lot extended back into the forest for nearly half a mile before widening into a square perfectly sized for a house and an adjacent barn. The lots on either side of it were designated as logging sites, with the back property line bordering unincorporated forest land to the north.
When Marten informed the officials of which lot we had chosen, we traveled back to Mayaan to finalize the deal. We arrived at Three Barrels, which I learned was the name of Elise’s company, as the sun began to dip below the horizon. Elise greeted us herself at the door and led us to her office, where she apologized profusely for not returning the previous night and promised to make it up to us with a lavish dinner after our paperwork was concluded. After a multitude of signatures and the exchange of nine hundred and fifty Imperials, our business was finally completed. Elise had already made contact with her contracting partner and set plans for them to arrive the following morning, when the real work would begin; she assured us that we were welcome in her home for as long as was needed, but was confident we would have our own house to live in within a week.
As promised, she treated us to dinner when our planning was finished. We returned to her favorite restaurant, where Bella seemed to have anticipated our arrival and set out six table settings with ale and fresh bread. We were served with a dinner of braised beef, cheese croquettes, and fresh greens, and we ate together well into the evening. When our meal was finished, we returned to Three Barrels and retrieved Marten’s wagon before heading back to Elise’s house. She promised to meet us there within the hour, but the hour came and went without her appearance, and we all retired to bed soon afterwards.
Although there were no strangers on our doorstep the following morning, Marten roused us while the room was still dim. In spite of Elise’s assurance that her contractors could complete the job without any work on our part, he insisted that we should be present for the construction, and no amount of protesting grumbles from me, Marin, or Lia could change his mind. After a quick breakfast, our group of five piled into the wagon once again and made the trip to the future site of the Corell homestead as the sun rose into a cloudy sky.
A long chain of empty carts on the roadside informed us that we were late to the gathering before our destination came into view. A crowd of over fifty workers swarmed around the trees where our property adjoined the main road, encircling the trunks in small teams. Whirring saws and staccato cracks filled the air with a lively rhythm, and the peppery scent of emberwood sawdust tickled my nose as we parked at the head of the column and disembarked from the wagon. A tall man with a long black beard came to greet us, clearly briefed by Elise on our identity. He greeted Marten warmly, and they immediately wandered off together as they discussed the future of the project.
“Well,” Hana remarked as we watched her husband disappear into the crowd of workers, “I imagine we won’t see him until nightfall.”
“So...now what?” Marin asked. “Should we just stay here and wait?”
“Oh, no,” Hana laughed, “we can head back into town if you’d like, dear.”
“If we have the day free, I was thinking that I’d like to spend some time with Elise,” Marin answered. Her eyes grew wide when she realized what she had said, and she rushed to clarify. “To watch her work! I—I thought that, seeing as she’s so successful, I might be able to, uhm, learn something from watching her do day-to-day business.”
“That sounds like a lovely idea. I’m sure Elise will be glad to see us,” Hana answered, patting her reassuringly on the shoulder. “Lux? Lia? Would you like to come as well?”
“Actually, I was planning on taking a walk. Exploring the forest, getting the lay of the land, that sort of thing,” I answered.
“I like the sound of that,” Lia grinned. “No offense, but I don’t think I want to watch how Elise does her...business.” Marin’s brow furrowed at the statement, but she bit her tongue and stared into the dirt with pursed lips. “We’ll see you later tonight, okay?”
Hana nodded. “Alright. Enjoy your day, you two.” She followed Marin to the wagon and joined her on the driver’s bench, and the two rode their way back down the road towards Mayaan.
“So,” Lia started, bumping me with her hip as we made our way into the trees, “what are we looking for on this nature walk, exactly?”
“If the maps we saw yesterday were scaled properly, there’s about thirty miles of uninhabited  forest between Mayaan’s town line and the Doram border. That sounds to me like the perfect place for a couple of people looking to disappear and build a home together,” I answered with a smirk. “How about it? You up for a bit of shopping?”
“I’m in!” she exclaimed, bouncing along beside me excitedly. We wound our way around the laborers as they worked on clearing a path into the forest and walked until we reached the clearing where the Corells’ house would eventually be built. “Are we looking for anything in particular out here?” she asked as we picked our way through the dense trees.
“I’m not entirely sure. I figured that we’ll know it when we see it,” I shrugged. “It would be nice if we could find a flat, empty spot without a lot of rocks or trees. Hopefully next to some surface water like a stream or a spring.”
“Maybe we’ll just find a house already built for us!” Lia teased.
“It’s not like we can’t clear out trees and dig up rocks, but it would be convenient if we didn’t have to,” I shot back, nudging my shoulder against hers. “We’ll obviously have to do some amount of work. You know, seeing as we’re building the entire house ourselves.”
“Why is that, by the way?” she asked. “I know we need to be secretive about it, but we can trust Elise, right?”
“Of course. If she says her men are trustworthy, I believe her. They wouldn’t have any reason to think we’re anybody out of the ordinary, either.” I sighed as I thought through the potential chain of events for the thousandth time. “But if Virram gets even the slightest idea that her men helped us out, it just takes one worker being captured and tortured to ruin our peace. Even after everything that’s happened, even living in another country...I can’t rule that possibility out entirely. So I won’t risk it.”
“I understand,” she said sadly.
“In the end, I think it’ll work out for the best. There’s nothing more satisfying than building something with your own hands,” I encouraged her. “After we’re done, we’ll have a home together. Just you and me. We’ll be able to do whatever we want, go wherever we want. And it’ll always be there when we come back from our adventures.”
Her cheeks blushed as she grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. “I think I can live with that,” she said in a small, cheery voice. We walked together quietly for another half hour until we came upon a fallen tree and sat down for a break. “Do you really think we’ll find a place like the one you’re hoping for?” she asked, swinging her legs over the edge of the fallen log.
“The way I see it, there’s no chance we can search this entire forest. At least, not on foot.” I pulled up my legs and crossed them beneath me. “However, what we can do is find some promising spots from here to narrow things down, then check them out on foot after.” A quick pulse of mana washed over me as Lia beat me to the punch, and I joined her energy with my own a moment later as our exploration began.
The untamed northern forest held a multitude of distractions from our main goal, and we indulged in them willingly. Freedom to do what we wanted without the threat of danger following close behind was a new experience for us; I felt like we could fully enjoy each other’s company for the first time since we had met, and I planned to do so for as long as possible. We watched a skulk of baby foxes playing in a hollow stump and laughed as they climbed, jumped, and tumbled over the rotten wood. A quick blur underground drew our attention down into a burrow where two rabbits hid from the predators above, their hearts pounding in their chests.
Our focuses eventually diverged, and after an hour we had each found three potential locations for our home. I made a quick mental map of the spots I had chosen, then followed the gentle flow of Lia’s mana to her selections in turn. When our meditation was finished, we had five stops to make on our trip; unbeknownst to one another, we had each chosen the same spot as our foremost pick, and I marked it as our first stop. It sat nearly five miles away from the future Corell homestead, and at our leisurely pace, it took us over an hour to arrive.
The first stop became the only stop as we entered the clearing and instantly knew it was exactly what we were looking for. The clearing itself was far too small for a house, but the area surrounding it was perfectly flat with sparse tree cover. As soon as we arrived, we bypassed the spot and immediately ran to what had drawn our attention to the land in the first place: a spring-fed stream which babbled noisily as it ran across the forest floor about thirty yards away from the clearing. The source spring sat a quarter mile away on an elevated stone shelf, dumping a steady supply of clean, shimmering water down a rock face into the natural stream bed below.
“It’s so pretty!” Lia shouted as she splashed into the crystal clear water. It lapped gently at her knees when she reached the center of the stream, which was about eight feet across at our current location. “And it’s not freezing, either! Come in here, it’s really nice!”
“I think I’m good, thanks,” I said, taking a step back. “I don’t want to be—” My mouth was suddenly filled with water as Lia splashed a wave into my face. She took a step back and lowered into a ready crouch with a devious grin on her face while I blew the surprise water out of my nose. With a quick flick of my wrist, I unhooked my cloak and threw it to the ground behind me, then dashed into the river to take my vengeance.
Our impromptu battle was brief; she had expected my attack and easily deflected my opening attempts to grapple her. However, she failed to account for the knee-high water she was standing in, and her first attempt to reposition was slow and clumsy. My foot caught the back of her heel, and a simple shove to her shoulder knocked her off balance. I held her arm tightly as she fell, pulling her up as soon as her head dunked completely below the surface of the brook. “You were right! This river is surprisingly warm,” I laughed as she wiped the water from her face.
“That was a bit much, don’t you think?” she pouted, cradling her long braid in both hands. “My hair is going to be wet all day now!”
“It’ll be a good reminder to not pick fights you can’t win,” I scolded her sarcastically. She threw her head back and groaned loudly, then held out a begrudging hand. I wove my fingers between hers and turned back towards the clearing. As we left the stream, I scooped up my cloak and dropped it around her shoulders as an apology, and her mood brightened significantly.
“I know that we haven’t seen the other spots yet,” she said once she had comfortably nestled into the cloak, “but this one just feels...right.”
I took a deep breath as I surveyed the clearing again, then nodded. “You’re right. This is the one.”
“What do we do now?”
“Now we wait,” I answered, taking a seat on the ground. “Until we have our building supplies, the best thing we can do is watch the contractors work. I got a lot of experience repairing houses when I worked at Ashedown’s forge, but I’ve never had to build a house from scratch before.” I laughed as she sat down next to me. “It can’t be that hard, can it?”
She leaned back and stared at me from beneath a furrowed brow. “That doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” I said, putting an arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. “We’ve got all the time in the world to figure it out.” She nodded as she snuggled against my shoulder, and I closed my eyes and rested my head on hers. Dancing light from the noontime sun shone down through the trees and warmed my face, tempered to perfection by a gentle breeze blowing through the forest. This is where our life starts. With our task for the day completed early, I was entirely content to do nothing but enjoy the moment of peace. The comforting metronome of Lia’s gentle breathing beside me combined with the beautiful weather was too much for me to bear, and I quickly dozed off.
A soft tapping on my knee woke me some time later. “Lux? Are you awake?”
“Mhmm.”
“I need to ask you something.”
The worry in her voice dispelled my midday drowsiness, and I sat up with one final yawn. “What’s on your mind?”
“It’s my parents,” she answered. “After you fell asleep, I started to think about all of the places I want to go on our adventures. I want to explore Lybesa, and visit Doram, and see the Eastern Forests, but every time I thought about leaving, I felt this knot in my stomach whenever I imagined saying goodbye. After everything that’s happened, I just…” she trailed off, shaking her head, “I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right to leave them unprotected anymore.”
The thought had crossed my mind as well, but the out-of-the-way location of their new house had mostly assuaged my worries. She clearly had more to say, so I nodded for her to continue. 
“I know we can’t just stay here and watch over them forever; I think I’d go crazy if they were the only people I could talk to.” She looked away towards her hands and fidgeted nervously. “So, I was thinking that, maybe...we could train Marin to fight. Like we do.”
I felt an immediate, visceral rejection of the idea in my stomach, but I clamped my jaw shut before I could protest out loud. “I’ll be honest with you, Lia: I hate the idea. But that doesn’t mean it’s a bad one.”
She looked up at me with wide eyes. “Wait, really?”
“Really,” I nodded, letting out a deep sigh. “Marin has been nothing but kind to us since we met her. She risked her life multiple times to make sure we all got to Lybesa safely, and she hadn’t even known us for a week. Obviously, she’s a good person.” I took a moment to fight against the reflexive clenching of my jaw before I continued. “How I feel about Val shouldn’t influence the decision.”
Lia hugged me tightly. “Thank you, Lux.”
“Don’t thank me yet; there’s a chance that Marin won’t want to learn how to fight,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. “And if she does, we can discuss teaching her about magic later. I’m still not sure we should teach magic to anybody, let alone Val’s sister.” I flinched as the words left my mouth. “Not that that matters.”
She put a hand to her mouth to hide her grin. "I know she'll say yes. She keeps telling me how much she wants to help, and how she, uhm, how much she admires me for being strong."
"That settles it, then," I said, grinning at her blushing cheeks. "You'll be the one to train her."
"M-me?!" she asked, recoiling in shock. "I don't know how to train anybody! I'm still learning things from you!"
"Oh, nonsense. You're the second best fighter in the entire world, Lia." I paused for a moment and raised my eyebrows up and down until she laughed. "As long as I'm around, I'll make sure you never stop learning new things, but that doesn't mean you aren't ready to be a teacher. I'm learning new things from you every day, too, you know." I stood up and stretched my folded legs. "Besides, it's not like I won't be around. I'll be sparring with both of you all the time."
“Okay,” she answered, clearly still uncertain. After a moment she shook her head and jumped to her feet with a sudden burst of energy. “No. I’m going to do it, and it’s going to go great!” she exclaimed, pumping her fist.
“That’s the spirit!” Her enthusiasm quickly spread to me, and I began to look at the prospect of training Marin in a more amenable light. As I smiled down at her, I realized for the first time how low the sun had dipped during my nap, and I looked back in the direction we had come. “If we want to make it back before dark, we should probably go now.”
As we started our trip back through the woods, I scanned out ahead of us to find our exact destination and was amazed to find that the path to the Corells’ clearing was already nearing completion. The large work crew swarmed like a colony of ants along the road, clearing lumber, packing down the freshly bared earth, and felling trees. They moved with an impressive level of efficiency that explained Elise’s confidence in her promise of the project being finished by the end of the week. By the time we reached the clearing, the contractors were removing the last of the felled trees via the newly created driveway.
Marten was busy discussing the impending build with the foreman, so Lia and I waited quietly at the edge of the clearing until Marin and Hana arrived. It took a considerable amount of effort from all of us to draw Marten away from the project, but we managed to load up the wagon and exit the forest before the sun had fully set for the day. Before we left, the foreman guaranteed that the building materials would arrive before first light on the following day and that we were all welcome to watch the construction process to give our input on what features the house should have.
Upon returning to Elise’s house for the night, we ate a quick dinner together before retiring to our separate rooms. Lia and I waited a few minutes to give Marin enough time to change into her sleeping clothes, then knocked softly on her door. “Come in!” she called out from inside. We entered the room to find her sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing one of Lia’s nightgowns and writing in a small notebook on the bedside table. “What’s up?”
I gave Lia a light push on the small of her back, and she stepped forward. “Hey, Marin. Remember that conversation we had while we were in Kaldan, about how you wished you could learn how to fight?”
With a level of restraint I had never seen from her, Marin closed the notebook, stoppered her ink bottle, and sat with her hands folded in her lap. “Yes, I do. Why do you ask?”
“Well, I talked about it with Lux, and, uh, if you’re still interested, we think it would be a good idea. To teach you how to fight, I mean.” She tapped her fingers together nervously as she looked side to side, avoiding Marin’s eyes. “Obviously, you don’t have to say yes, but—”
Marin stood up from the bed and jumped forward, hugging Lia with so much force that I had to catch the pair before they crashed to the floor. “Thank you!” she cried, grasping blindly out at me as she buried her face in Lia’s shoulder. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I stepped forward and offered out my hand, and she immediately pulled me into a group hug. “Thank you, both of you. Thank you.” Her voice broke as she continued her effusive thanks, and tears ran down her face.
I blinked down at her, momentarily stunned by the sudden outburst. “I didn’t know you were so enthusiastic about the idea,” I commented, gently rubbing her back. “Have you always wanted to be a fighter?”
“Primes, no!” she said, shaking her head. “Valandra was always the warrior of the family, and I was happy to leave it that way.” She rested her chin on Lia’s shoulder and looked up at me, her eyes glistening with sadness. “I always thought she was perfect. She fought against evil and kept our country safe, and no matter how hard things were, she was never afraid. But now,” she sniffled, and her lips started to quiver, “now I don’t know if that’s true. I didn’t want to believe you when you first came back from the keep, but after everything I’ve seen...What if...what if she’s a-always just...just been...”
She started to sob, but what she was trying to say was clear. “It’s alright, Marin. You’re safe now,” I whispered, scratching the top of her head in slow circles. “You don’t have to worry about her anymore.”
“No!” she yelled suddenly, startling me. “For the first time in my life, I DO have to worry about her! I have to worry about what she might do!” She took a step away from our group embrace and looked between us, her brow drawn back with an almost desperate concern. “I need to learn how to fight so that if Valandra shows up again, I can stop her from hurting anybody. You’re all…” she trailed off and looked down at her feet. “You’re all I have now. I can’t let her take that away.”
My throat tightened as she revealed her true motivations. She shouldn’t have to carry that burden. I still don't want to believe Val gave that order, but… My fists balled against my legs, and I stepped forward. "Marin.” Her face snapped up from the floor, and her bloodshot eyes met mine. “We’re going to teach you everything we know: fighting, magic, all of it. I promise you, the next time you meet your sister, you’ll be more powerful than she’s ever been.”
Lia’s hand appeared on my shoulder as she took her place beside me. “You don’t have to worry about us, Marin. We’ll all keep each other safe from now on.”
Marin’s head bobbed up and down, sending a fresh wave of tears down her cheeks. She wordlessly approached and hugged us again, resting her head between our shoulders. Although I could already tell from her demeanor that she was sincere, I confirmed it with a quick pulse of mana; the dim, flickering pink energy in her core exuded waves of pure joy, sadness, and worry. Lia and I comforted her until her tears dried up, then tucked her into bed for the night.
We stayed silent until we were back in our own room, preparing for bed. “I thought you hadn’t decided if we should teach Marin magic yet.”
“I didn’t know if we could trust her with it, but I do now,” I answered. “She’s been betrayed by someone she had complete faith in. I’ve been where she is now, and there’s no stopping that feeling; Marin’s going to fight harder than anybody to try and fix the broken piece inside of her.” I flopped face first into my pillow, consumed with the opposing emotions of resolve and defeat. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let any of this happen in the first place.”
“Stop that,” Lia chided as she slid into bed. “Val’s decisions aren’t your fault, and you know it.” Her hand scratched at the base of my neck, and I melted into the fluffy mattress below us. “I agree with you, though. I think teaching Marin magic is the right thing to do.”
“Thanks, Lia,” I said, rolling onto my side. Her smile caught me off guard and warmed my heart before I had a chance to brood any further. “I love you.”
She slid towards me and kissed my forehead. “I love you, too.” She turned to the bedside and snuffed out our lamp, then burrowed under the covers, holding a hand out towards me. I took it tightly in mine, smiling at her through the darkness. “Now, take a break from worrying about everyone for a second and get some sleep,” she laughed, squeezing my fingers. “We’re going to be busy for the next few days.”
“I’ll try,” I chuckled in return. The task turned out to be easier than I had imagined, and I was asleep before my worries could come back to me.
---
“I can’t believe it. I don’t want to.”
“It’s the truth, Elden,” Jarut answered glumly. “He lied to us, and we believed him without question. Now we have to deal with the consequences.”
“No,” Kel corrected sharply, “THEY have to deal with the consequences. It’s not our job to put the country back together; our job ended when the ‘war’ did.”
“The three of us have more blood on our hands than anybody, and we’re the only ones who can do anything about it,” he shot back. “We have to do something.”
“I am going to do something,” she answered sharply, poking her finger against his plated chest. “I’m going home to defend my people.”
“We still don’t know if that’s even necessary,” I cut in. “This could all be—”
Kel whirled on me in a sudden fury. “It could be what? A mistake? A misunderstanding?” She let out a cruel laugh. “You need to grow the fuck up, Elden. Just because it’s too hard for your fragile little heart to handle doesn’t make it less true.”
“That’s not fair!” I argued. “Just because I want to have a little faith in people, you’re calling me weak?”
“There’s a difference between faith and stupidity, and you—”
“ENOUGH!” Jarut roared. He slammed his fist down on the wooden table that stood between us and punched a hole straight through its center. I recoiled from the outburst in shock; even in battle, his voice had never risen above a mild shout. Kel stepped back and crossed her arms, sulking quietly. Jarut’s composure softened immediately after the outburst, and he pinched the bridge of his nose as he sighed.
“Baasch has been leading the Disciples all along. He staged the conflict at the border, he petitioned King Janus to rally the banners of war, and he led us away from the capital to fight. I can’t say for certain if the King was involved in the plot from the start, but...it seems likely, given the information. While we were losing troops to the Disciples in our staged war, Baasch was recruiting more of them behind our backs in the capital.” He pointed to three curled scraps of parchment on the table. “Our intel arrived at the same time from three separate informants. There’s no misunderstanding here, Elden. We’ve been betrayed.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “So, all the fighting we’ve gone through, all the people we’ve killed...it was for nothing?”
“No,” he answered firmly, “not for nothing. Baasch is controlling the Disciples, which means he’s been playing both sides all along. This war was inevitable, and if we hadn’t fought, he would control all of Alderea by now.”
“He already controls Alderea,” Kel muttered.
“He controls the capital,” Jarut countered. “Given time, he’ll recruit enough Disciples to take over the country, too. Unless we stop him.”
I stood sullenly by the edge of the table, staring at the ground. “How could Baasch do this?” I looked between my two companions' faces for an answer, but I found only sadness. “He was leading the war effort. I stood shoulder to shoulder with him against the Disciples. I trusted him with my life.”
“We’ll have to ask him when we reach the capital,” Jarut replied.
I caught a flash of movement in the corner of my eye as Kel whipped her arm through the air, and three daggers impaled the scrolls before us. “That’s all I have to say to Baasch the Betrayer,” she spat. Without another word, she spun on her heel and walked out of the tent.
“I suppose that’s her answer, then,” Jarut said with a dark grin. “What about you, Elden?”
“I don’t know,” I answered, defeated. “After everything we’ve done, I don’t know where to go from here.”
“Forward,” he answered. “You have to keep moving forward, no matter what. We’re only truly defeated when we give up.” My eyes fell to the floor as I fought to suppress my immediate instinct, but he saw through me immediately. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
I bit my lip in a final moment of resistance, then let out a ragged sigh. “Part of me wants to go home to Amaya and run away with her...to just leave this all behind and forget what I’ve done.”
“If we don’t stop him now, Baasch will take Alderea. At that point, he’ll control the two largest countries in the world.” He spoke slowly and gently, as if to a young child. “Where will you run?”
“You’re right,” I admitted after exhausting all other possible options silently in my head. “It’s up to us.” I met his gaze, and his resolute eyes filled me with confidence. “You really think we can do this, don’t you?”
“Yes,” he answered immediately, “I do. With the three of us working together, nobody can stand in our way. Not even Baasch.”
“Baasch the Betrayer,” I murmured, shaking my head.
Jarut placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Gather your things, Elden. We have a long ride ahead of us.”
***




8. OURS
The efficiency of the construction crew was a magnificent sight to behold. The main force of workers dug out a roped-off section of land that would eventually become the house, while others hauled off the excess dirt for use on other projects. Giant slabs of rock and mountains of bundled timbers sat beside the pit on large stone rollers, ready to be moved at a moment’s notice. In the time it took for us to arrive, share a brief greeting with the foreman, and find a spot to survey the work that was out of the way, the clearing transformed from untouched wilderness to the beginnings of a home.
All of us elected to spend our time at the worksite, both for the chance to give input on the building process and to watch the crew work. Marten couldn’t help but walk the grounds to keep a close eye on the construction, and Marin followed closely behind him with a seemingly never-ending supply of questions about their soon-to-be-established business. Hana brought along her knitting supplies and was happy to sit on the driver’s bench of the wagon, working away at her current project from an elevated vantage point from which she could watch her husband’s meanderings. Lia and I sat in the grass at the edge of the clearing, following the various tasks of the workers with great interest.
I quickly learned that I had overestimated my knowledge on the topic of building houses. While I had initially assumed that the process of setting the foundation was a simple matter of digging a hole and fitting it with quality construction materials, the intricate level of detail we observed proved me entirely wrong. We watched with fascination as the workers meticulously graded and packed the earth at the bottom of their newly dug pit multiple times, then lined the surface with fresh, finely crushed gravel. Only then did they begin the process of lowering the massive stone slabs into the hole, making sure to thoroughly coat each edge with a thick layer of sticky black mortar. Sturdy support beams were fitted into perfectly shaped holes in the stone floor at regular intervals, creating a grid of vertical timbers that would eventually support the first-story floor.
The foundation was finished by the time the sun set, and we returned to town to find Elise waiting for us on her front steps. She welcomed us inside to a dinner table covered with food and drink, which consistently grew fuller as Bella appeared from the kitchen with even more platters and tankards. Over the course of the meal, Elise asked a multitude of questions about our experience with the workers, pushing us for details on their efficiency and adaptability. When she was satisfied that the project was proceeding as she expected, our conversation took on a more jovial, lighthearted tone, and we ate and drank together well into the evening.
As our visit wound down, Elise made an excuse to head back to her office with the increasingly flimsy promise to return afterwards, and we said our goodnights. Before she left, I inquired about where in town I would be able to buy a notebook and pen, which was met with a hearty laugh; she showed me to a small office behind the kitchen that was lined floor-to-ceiling with bookshelves filled with notes of various sorts, and I was told I could use anything that didn’t already contain writing. After an impressively long search through stacks of paper covered with records, diagrams, and hastily scrawled notes, I was able to find an empty notebook bound with metal lashes on one edge, as well as multiple inkwells and quills.
Lia and I returned to our bedroom for the night and began our next phase of planning. I drew diagrams of the various fittings and techniques we had seen, while Lia wrote a detailed list of the materials we would need and the order in which we would need them. She wrote her notes in the leatherbound journal that she had carried on all of our adventures, and she became amusingly defensive whenever I asked to reference her information. When pressed on the issue, she refused to hand the diary over, opting to instead dictate the necessary information aloud with a comical scowl. I quickly lost focus in favor of teasing her, and we gave up the task altogether soon after.
The following day provided even more new lessons. Due to Marten’s insistence on involving himself in the project, we were privy to a detailed explanation of each step in the process as he and the foreman chatted on their rounds. First, metal rods affixed a wooden sill to the stone slab walls of the basement, which became the framing for the rest of the day’s work. I began to create a rough sketch of what our potential house would look like as the building process continued in front of us, while Lia wrote down the dictated steps verbatim. After a day filled with lessons on joists, support beams, and cantilevers, we had a satisfactory plan for our house’s foundation written in full detail between our two notebooks.
I was continually surprised by how quickly the work on the Corells’ house advanced. With the basement and framing finished, it only took two more days of work to finish the project. I started the following day with notes on how the floor filled in over the frame, and by the time I had finished drawing, half of the walls had already been erected. With the floor in place, Marten, Hana and Marin walked through the skeleton of the house and gave their input on which rooms should go where. The left half was divided into three bedrooms, one large master room and two smaller guest rooms across the hall, while the right side was left mostly open like their original home in Tolamar, with a spacious living room leading to a dining room and kitchen.
As the workers laid overlapping slate roofing tiles on the last day of construction, a second full shipment of building materials arrived, just as Elise had promised. The foreman did his best to reassure Marten that his house had been built exactly as planned and the extra delivery was clearly a mistake that we wouldn’t be charged for. Marten, having been informed of our plan, assured the clearly distressed foreman that they could leave the materials where they were delivered for the time being; we would take up any issues of returning or buying the excess delivery with Three Barrels directly.
With the construction finished and thoroughly inspected after our multiple walkthroughs, we piled back into the wagon and began our trip back to Elise’s house for our final night as her guests. Marin, Hana, and Marten had plans to meet with Elise the following morning to procure the necessary furnishings for their new home, which left Lia and me time to finally start our own project. We sat together in bed comparing notes and making plans well into the evening, until Marin knocked on the door and chastised us for being too loud. Our planning continued in whispers under cover of darkness afterwards, ending only after Lia fell asleep mid-conversation.
We said our goodbyes soon after dawn and, with a box full of Marten’s best tools, made our way to the stash of building supplies in front of the Corells’ house. We parted ways there as planned; Lia sprinted ahead to our clearing with a splitting axe to begin widening our building space, while I stayed behind to sort through our supplies. The small materials like nails and mortar ingredients were thankfully packed in large crates, which could easily be carried three or four high. Likewise, I could carry a bundle of timbers on each shoulder with a small boost from my Strength enhancement. Our stone slabs were a different story; although it was technically possible for me to lift one on my own, I knew that I could comfortably make three trips in the time it would have taken me to haul the slab through the woods by myself.
As I began my role as our pack mule, I passed the time by watching Lia through my Detection. A combination of Sharpening and Strength enhancements gave her the ability to chop down the surrounding emberwoods with only a dozen swings, which severely emphasized her lack of experience with the task. I couldn’t help but laugh as her first target fell opposite the direction she had originally intended; while falling trees would have been dangerous for most people, Lia merely stomped her foot in frustration as she dodged to the side. She grabbed it by a notch and, after a quick flare of mana, dragged it slowly out of the forest to its intended spot at the side of the clearing. Her skills increased with each attempt, and by the time I had arrived with our first load of crates, she had eight logs stripped and neatly stacked.
The work passed by quickly once we settled into a rhythm, and we finished our first set of tasks by noon. Knowing that the next task was hauling stone slabs, we both dragged our heels and took a more scenic route through the forest, casually chatting while we snacked on jerky and dried fruits. When her parents’ new house finally came into view, we both stopped short and looked at each other. “We could just...take a break for the day,” Lia suggested with a hopeful grin.
“I think we’ve earned this punishment,” I groaned, stretching in anticipation of the work to come. “When’s the last time we did any training?”
“It was, erm…” she trailed off as she scrunched up her face. “Huh. I guess it’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
I nodded. “To be fair, we’ve been pretty busy for the past few weeks. You know, fleeing the country and whatnot.”
She laughed. “Well, we don’t have to worry about that anymore. No more Virram Yorrell, no more missions, nothing.”
“You’re right about that,” I said with a smirk. “Now we have to worry about moving these rocks instead.”
She threw her head back and let out a loud sigh. “Fine. I guess.” With our momentary break over, we crossed to where the first massive slab of stone waited for us. I heaved one end up and onto my shoulder, then waited as Lia spent a few moments experimenting with how much mana she would need to expend to successfully carry the stone. When she managed to raise the slab up to a comfortable enough position, I let her take the lead and set our pace. It was slow going at first, but as she became more confident in her balance, our speed gradually increased until we were cruising through the trees at an enhanced jog.
We completed the task just before sundown. Lia’s energy visibly dimmed with each successive delivery; by the time we came to the last stone, I had to balance the entirety of its weight on my back as she merely guided me through the forest on shaking, unsteady legs. When we reached the clearing, she immediately collapsed face-first into the ground, landing spread-eagle in the soft grass. I hefted the final stone down where we had piled the others, then returned to check on her.
“Just leave me here,” she moaned into the dirt. “I’m not moving until tomorrow.”
“Don’t you want to sleep in a real bed tonight?” I laughed. “I imagine it would be a lot more comfortable.”
“Yes, I do,” she answered, “but unfortunately, I’m not moving until tomorrow.”
I knelt down beside her and scooped her up into my arms. “If that’s the case, I’ll just have to move you myself.” She wrapped her arms around my neck as I stood up and began our final trip through the woods for the day. “You did a good job today, Lia.”
“Mhmm,” she nodded sleepily into my neck. “You too.”
Marten had promised us that they would arrive with the furniture before sundown, but we returned to find the house as dark and empty as we had left it. Without a key to the door, I had no choice but to rest my back against it as I sat on the front steps, still holding Lia in my arms as she slept soundly against my chest. I had nearly dozed off myself when a floating lamp in the distance signaled the return of our missing trio, all of whom sat on the front bench of what I assumed was a fully packed wagon from their day of shopping.
I quietly handed Lia off to Marten, then moved to the wagon to unpack the most crucial furniture: three mattresses, each stuffed with what seemed like separate, cushioned layers of cotton and down feathers. I quickly brought one to each bedroom and retrieved a crate packed with blankets and pillows, then whispered a quick goodnight to the group as I took Lia back from her father. She never stirred during the entire ordeal, and we were sleeping comfortably side by side on our floor-bound mattress a few moments later. 
---
Lia bounced on the balls of her feet as she watched me meditate. “Do you really think it’ll work?”
“I can’t say for sure, but we’re about to find out!” I activated the network of mana beneath my fingertips and was rewarded immediately with a rumble beneath my feet. A huge cloud of dirt kicked up from the clearing in front of us, settling a few seconds later to reveal a large, perfectly rectangular depression in the ground. Tentatively, I reached my fingers down to the disturbed dirt, and was delighted when they sunk into the ground without resistance. “Yes, I think it’ll work,” I laughed.
She let out a wordless victory cry and clapped her hands. “Alright!” she yelled, running a lap around the edge of the disturbed dirt. “Let’s move on to the next one!” Without waiting for a response, she pushed me excitedly to the edge of the clearing where the freshly cut emberwood trees were stacked.
“Why the rush, all of a sudden?” I asked, laughing. “We have as much time to do this as we want.”
“We’ve got to keep the momentum going!” she urged. “If any of these tests fail, we’ll have to do a bunch of replanning, so we should find out as soon as possible.” Her fingers tapped against the closest log insistently. “Also, I’ve really been looking forward to this one.”
As much as I found her enthusiasm entertaining, I also agreed with her reasoning. The building plans we had drawn up relied on us using our magic in ways that, while straightforward, were entirely untested, and we would have to pivot sharply if any of the proposed applications failed. “Okay,” I nodded, pointing to our stash of tools, “get me the hammer.”
While she dashed across the clearing, I reached out a hand to the closest log and suffused a thin cross-section with mana. When I was satisfied I had picked the right spot, the Shatter rune inside my ring flashed for the second time that morning, and the log groaned beneath my palm as a five-foot-long section separated from the rest of the wood. This would have been a helpful ability for Lia to learn before chopping down all of these trees. I hid my rueful grin as she returned and handed me a simple craftsman’s hammer. “Thank you,” I said, taking it in one hand and closing my eyes.
I examined the tool through my Detection, rotating the mental image end over end to observe it from every angle. When I was confident I had every detail mapped, I carefully recreated the hammer’s outline just below the surface of the emberwood log beneath my empty hand. The process created a unique strain inside my head, feeling almost as if I was crossing my eyes to observe an object that sat too close to my face. It also came with a more familiar sensation of vertigo I had come to expect from new uses of Detection, so I clenched my jaw in an attempt to push through and hold my focus.
“Is it working?” Lia asked insistently, her face hovering just a few inches away from my ear.
The sudden noise startled me, and I let out an exaggerated sigh. “It would be, if I had a few more seconds of silence to focus,” I answered, cracking open one eye to glare at her. Her hands flew up to her mouth, and she stepped back with a contrite look on her face. “Thank you,” I said more gently. Restarting the process was simpler on my second attempt, and I soon had the outline of the hammer traced in a thin sheet of mana within the log. After a final moment of focus to trace out a few extra tendrils of energy to the surface of the wood, I activated the Shatter rune.
There was no visible or audible response to the magic, but my Detection told me that the attempt had succeeded. I opened my eyes and ran my fingers along the surface of the log where I had been working, then dug my nails into the bark and pulled. A perfectly square section of wood released without resistance, revealing a hole that held a wooden replica of the hammer in my left hand. “Wow,” I whispered to myself as I pulled the replica from the log, “that actually worked.”
Lia bounded forward and stared at the two objects over my shoulder. “You did it!” she exclaimed, shaking me excitedly by the arm. “It worked!”
“It did,” I laughed, still amazed. As I held the two objects side by side, I marveled at just how thoroughly our plan had succeeded; every detail of the original tool, from its worn handle to the initials carved into the metal head, had been perfectly transferred to the wooden replica. The seamless nature of the wooden tool gave it a bizarre look, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of our time in Atsal, a city which seemed to have been carved from a single, impossibly large block of pure white marble.
“If that worked, and our first test worked, that means we can actually get started today!” she said, running over to our pile of tools and returning a moment later with a large shovel.  “I’ll start clearing the first layer of dirt now!”
“I like your enthusiasm, but don’t overwork yourself. This isn’t a project we can finish in a day, no matter how much magic we know,” I cautioned her. She waved off the advice with a huff and rushed to the loose patch of dirt I had created. My earlier magic had completely separated the packed earth, allowing Lia to shovel it out into a pile with minimal effort. “Let me know when you finish that layer, and I’ll get the next one ready for you.”
While Lia rushed her way through her task, I read through my notebook and prepared the materials we would need for the day. Many of the timbers and planks of wood needed to be cut and shaped before they could be used, a process that occupied five workers for an entire day during the construction of the Corells’ house. Armed with a measuring stick and a piece of chalk, I marked out every necessary cut, then performed them all simultaneously with perfect, magical precision. 
Between the inhuman efficiency afforded to us by our enhancements and our intricately laid out plans, we managed to finish the foundation of the house by the end of the first day. We both continued to work on our next assigned tasks as the sunlight faded, neither of us wanting to put an end to the momentum we had built. The clearing was entirely dark as we began to lay down the first story’s flooring, but our enhanced senses meant typical working hours were only a suggestion for us. When I finally decided to retire, the moon had risen above the treeline and cast a silver glow over our day’s work.
Although my hands were scraped and my muscles were sore, I felt nothing but satisfaction as I sat on the newly created floor and looked over what we had built. “Alright, I’m calling it quits for the night,” I said, patting the spot next to me.
“Not yet!” she insisted, scanning our surroundings. “We could at least get the exterior walls framed, and then—”
“Lia,” I interrupted, tapping the empty spot beside me more pointedly, “sit with me.” I watched her face fade from conflicted to resigned, and she sat down beside me with a loud thump. “There’s no need to rush. We just did more in one day than a group of fifty men; I think we deserve a rest.”
“I know,” she sighed, staring at the floor between her feet.
I put an arm around her shoulders and rested the side of my head on hers. “Something’s on your mind.” She nodded after a short pause but failed to elaborate any further. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“No. It’s silly,” she answered, absentmindedly fiddling with her hair.
“That shouldn’t stop you from talking about it,” I said, giving her a playful nudge. “I think about silly stuff all the time.”
She laughed and nuzzled her head against mine. After another pause, she sighed again. “Every time I feel like things are going well for us, something bad happens. It happened in Atsal, it happened with Val...and I keep feeling like it’s going to happen again. Life has been so great lately that I keep waiting for something to come along and change things.” She shook her head and kicked at a pebble on the floorboards. “I thought that maybe, if we finished the house as fast as possible, we could beat life to the punch this time.”
“That’s not silly, Lia. That’s exactly how life has been ever since I showed up.” I stared up at the moon and took a moment to reflect on the path my life had taken since arriving in Kaldan. “But it doesn’t mean life will always be that way. Now that we’re here in Lybesa, things can be different. Virram Yorrell can’t hurt us anymore, and if he tries to…” I trailed off as the corner of my mouth curled into a dark grin, “...he’ll regret it.”
The clearing fell quiet for a while, and I watched Lia chew on a question out of the corner of my eye. “Lux?” she asked eventually. “Why didn’t you kill him? After we fought the Trinity Guard, back in the throne room...you could’ve done it.”
“I won’t lie to you, Lia. I wanted nothing more in that moment than to crush his head against the back of that stupid, golden chair.” My hand clenched reflexively at the memory of punching Virram’s perfect nose and the gush of blood that covered his face as it broke beneath my gauntlet. “When a king is murdered, the only people who really suffer are his citizens. A slimy, underhanded king like Virram leaves behind a vacuum that’s always filled by someone just like him. I imagine that Gullen would’ve taken over if I had killed Virram; do you think anything would’ve changed?”
“No,” she answered with a sullen realization. “Gullen was in on the plot with the Strategist.”
“Exactly. Gullen and the other councilors only benefit from the king’s death. Virram doesn’t suffer at all, because he’s dead—a fate far too kind, in my opinion,” I added bitterly. “No, it’s always the civilians that suffer. They’d use his death to justify some new goal of theirs: a war, a new draft, heavy taxes, anything they can scheme up. Despite the catharsis his death would have given me, I couldn’t do that to all those innocent people.”
Lia wrapped her arm around my waist. “It sounds like you’ve seen that before.”
“Yeah, in Hedaat. I didn’t remember it until...recently. I’d rather not think about it too much.”
“Well, let’s not think about it, then,” she said, holding me tightly. “Virram will live a long, sad life while we start our happy one right here.”
“Now that is a punishment I can get behind,” I chuckled, thankful for her distraction. “I think the first step towards starting that life is getting some sleep, though.”
“I guess you’re right,” she admitted with a resigned sigh. She slid out from under my arm and walked over to our pile of supplies, returning a moment later with our well-worn sleeping rolls. We had originally intended to return to her parents’ house to sleep after our work was finished each night, but it was clear now that neither of us wanted to leave until the project was finished. Lia rolled out the mats on our freshly laid floorboards and sprawled out beside me. “You know, despite all the hard work, I had a lot of fun today.”
“I did, too.” I unfastened my cloak and tossed it to her unprompted, which was rewarded with a soft, satisfied hum a moment later. “Lybesa has been pretty nice so far. I think I could get used to living here.”
She knocked loudly on the floor beneath us. “You’d better. We’re not moving this thing.”
I threw my head back and laughed. “Yeah, that’s true.” I took her hand as I lay down beside her and stared up at the stars. The forest around us was silent and still, empty of any human life for miles in every direction. “We’ll beat life to the punch on this one, Lia. I promise.”
Her fingers tightened around mine. “I know we will.” She rolled away onto her side, pulling my arm along with her like a blanket. “I love you.”
“I love you,” I echoed softly. After a final pulse of Detection to ensure we were truly alone, I closed my eyes and nestled my face against her braided hair, and we quickly fell asleep.
---
The following days of labor were filled with a series of nonstop successes. Our careful planning paid off in spades; every room of the house was predetermined with an intricate level of detail and multiple variations to accommodate any unforeseen issues, which facilitated a perfectly efficient workflow. Our enhancements allowed us to drive nails in a single blow with complete precision and carry entire wall frames into place by ourselves. Any angled cuts or wooden fittings were crafted with an otherwise impossible accuracy through my new shattering technique, allowing us to chase our most ambitiously outlined designs. Each success emboldened us to work harder than we had before, and we reveled in the challenge.
As we worked, I reflected on my relationship with Lia and how comfortable I had become with her. I counted her as one of the few people I had ever known that I could spend hours with in complete silence, without ever feeling the awkward urge to force a conversation. When we did talk, I spoke happily and without restraint. As we broke for lunch on our third day of work, sitting on our half-finished porch with our legs swinging off the side, we held a spirited half-hour-long argument about which flavor of jam was best on toast; we failed to reach a resolution on the topic, but the memory of the conversation kept us laughing quietly to ourselves for the rest of the day.
On the fourth day of construction, as the morning sun crested the treeline, Lia and I stood at the edge of the clearing hand in hand and marveled at what we had built. “It’s...done,” she said quietly, sounding a bit like she didn’t believe the words.
“It’s done,” I confirmed. “Now comes the fun part: filling it with stuff. Our stuff.”
“We don’t have much stuff,” she giggled.
“Well then, I guess we’ll have to get some, won’t we?”
She hugged my arm tightly and stared at our new home. “Can we show my parents now?”
“That’s probably a good idea. I’m sure they’ve been worried about us ever since the first night we didn’t come back to sleep,” I laughed.
“Ooh...right. I sort of forgot about that,” she replied, pursing her lips. “I’m sure we’ll hear about that when we get back.”
Despite the potential scolding waiting for us, we began our trip through the forest to meet Lia’s parents. She led the way at a brisk pace, dashing down the path we had already walked dozens of times before. Luckily for us, a quick scan ahead revealed that Marten, Hana, and Marin were all gathered around the dining room table, enjoying a late breakfast. The house came into view after a comfortable ten-minute jog, and Lia sprinted ahead excitedly. “We’re back!” she shouted as she popped out of the treeline.
Marin appeared in the doorway as Lia climbed the steps, and the girls shared a tight hug. “Oh, Lia, thank the Primes you’re back!” Marin exclaimed, shaking Lia back and forth. “I’ve been so bored since you left! Nothing but paperwork and bookkeeping all day.” She stuck her tongue out and made a retching noise. Our eyes met as she finished the gesture, and she smiled. “Hi, Lux. How’s the house coming along?”
“Hi Marin,” I waved as I caught up to Lia. “We were just stopping by to see if you’d like to come visit.”
She dropped Lia and leapt down onto the grass beside me. “Yes, please! Which way is it?” she asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet as her head swiveled to scan the surrounding trees.
I shook my head and laughed. “You’re going to need shoes, Marin. It’s a bit of a walk.” She sighed loudly before running back up the steps and slipping between Marten and Hana, who had appeared in the doorway. “Good morning!” I waved to them.
“Hello, Lux,” Hana greeted me warmly as she leaned down to plant a kiss on Lia’s head. “Hello, dear. How’ve you been?”
“I’m, uh, good,” Lia answered, giving her mother a quick hug. “Sorry we didn’t come back.”
“No need to apologize, darling,” Marten laughed, “we know you’re busy.”
She took a step back in shock. “Wait, really? You aren’t mad?”
He shook his head. “Marlia, you’re a grown woman. We know you can take care of yourself now.” He glanced side to side, then leaned into her ear to whisper. “Besides, Marin is more than capable of occupying our time. That girl is...something else.” The trio shared a laugh as they stepped out of the door and down onto the grass. Marten turned to me and clapped me roughly on the shoulder. “So, Lux, how’s the build going? I trust you’ve been keeping my daughter busy for the past four days.”
“She’s been excellent company, and a fantastic building partner,” I answered with a smile. “We were hoping you’d all like to come see the place, now that it’s finished.”
He scoffed. “Finished, he says.” He turned back to Hana, chuckling to himself. “We’d love to see where you’ve chosen to build, wouldn’t we, dear?”
“Of course,” Hana nodded. “It’ll be nice to get out of the house for the afternoon.”
Marin reappeared from inside the house, sporting a comfortable pair of shoes and a light jacket. “What are we waiting for?” she asked, waving her hand over her head as she made her way towards the forest. “Let’s go!”
“It’s this way, Marin,” Lia yelled across the clearing as the rest of us entered the woods on the northern side of the house, opposite of where Marin had charged off. She caught up to us a moment later with a sheepish grin, and we made our way north through the unmarked forest. After an uneventful hour of walking, the telltale sound of our nearby stream told us we had arrived. “We’re here!” Lia announced as the clearing slowly came into view.
Marten stopped at the treeline and stared at the completed structure in complete awe. “That’s...you couldn’t have...but, you just…” he babbled, looking between Lia and myself for an explanation. “That’s a house! A whole house!”
Hana patted him gently on the back as he continued to sputter. “He’ll be fine,” she assured us with a smile. “Go on ahead.”
Marin took the suggestion to heart and ran ahead across the lawn. “It’s so beautiful!” she shouted as she circled the house, disappearing around the back corner.
As Lia and I approached, I couldn’t help but bask in the beauty of what we had built. The building stood two stories tall with a rough wood exterior and red slate shingles that matched the leaves of the surrounding trees. A deck sprouted out midway along the front face of the house and ran around the left edge, bordered with a thick railing and partially covered by a slanted wooden awning. A simple red door and a stone staircase stood at the right corner of the house, positioned only a few yards away from a thin path through the trees that led towards the stream.
When Marten had recovered from his initial amazement, we all entered the house together. Although it was entirely empty of furnishings, it was still a sight to behold. The first floor was entirely open apart from a staircase near the center of the house, which bisected the space into two distinct rooms. The front door deposited us into what would eventually be a dining room, adjacent to a kitchen space with counters and cabinets and a door that led to a small pantry room. Large emberwood timbers stood at equal intervals throughout the space, supporting the second story above our heads.
As we moved down the length of the house, the ceiling disappeared as we passed the staircase, leaving the space open up to the roof two stories above us. Long windows lined the outside wall to our left, which looked out onto the deck and let copious amounts of natural light into the living area. A large stone fireplace sat in the middle of the far wall, and a door led out onto the sitting area of the deck. Behind us, the staircase led up to a second-floor balcony that ran the width of the house. The lofted space was split into three rooms that would eventually become bedrooms once we began the process of furnishing.
Lia and I leaned against the fireplace mantle with wide grins as our guests explored the house. Marin dashed up and down the stairs several times, examining every room on the second floor and the empty basement in an excited fervor. Marten moved at a significantly slower pace, stopping to examine various aspects of our craftsmanship every few feet; Hana consistently ushered him along when he dawdled for too long, nodding patiently as he admired and explained various techniques we had used. It became clear that his inspection would outlast our patience, so we waved Marin over and moved outside to the deck.
“This place is really amazing, you two,” she said once we were outside. “I still don’t know how you built it yourselves. And so quickly, too!” She spun and leaned back against the railing as she stared at the structure. “I wouldn’t believe it if I weren’t standing right here, staring at it.”
“It took over a full journal of planning, plenty of studying, four days of hard work...and some magic,” I said. “To be fair, I still can’t believe how well it went myself.”
“Magic,” she murmured, ignoring the rest of my statement. “Are we still doing that? The combat and magic training?”
“As soon as you’re ready,” I nodded.
The fuzzy ears that were usually folded atop her head perked up at the offer. “I’m ready now!”
“Okay, maybe not as soon as you’re ready,” I laughed. “How is your business with Marten going?”
She sighed. “We’re meeting with various businesses every morning for the next...forever. Elise set us up with all of the companies that don’t work with her for various reasons, to see if we ‘can meet their needs in a more effectual, personalized manner than a larger organization could provide,’” she said, mimicking Elise’s voice.
“That wasn’t half bad,” Lia giggled. “If you’re going to be busy every morning, how about this? We’ll meet you at my parent’s house at noon, bring you here for training, and take you back at sundown? That should give you plenty of time for your business meetings, and it gives us time for our own work back here.”
“Yes!” Marin answered hurriedly. “I’m ready! Can we start tomorrow?” she asked me with large, excited eyes.
“That’s up to your teacher,” I said with a grin, nodding towards Lia.
Marin gasped. “You’re going to be teaching me?!” She grabbed Lia by the shoulders and hugged her briefly, then shook her side to side. “Can we start tomorrow? Please? Please!”
“Okay, okay!” Lia laughed, fighting for control of her own body. “We can start tomorrow.” Marin leapt up with a victorious warcry, but Lia stepped forward and put a hand on her arm. “This isn’t going to be all fun and games, Marin. It’s hard work. You’ll be more sore and more tired than you ever have been before. Do you think you can handle that?”
“I can do it, I promise! I won’t let you down.” She hugged Lia again, then hopped over and hugged me as well. “Thank you, both of you. You won’t regret this!”
I smirked as I patted her head, thinking back to Lia’s first few days of training. We won’t regret this, but you might. With our important conversation out of the way, we showed Marin around the property, leading her out to the stream and up to the spring that fed it. Her exuberance was on full display as she immediately kicked off her shoes and splashed out into the stream, wading around the shallow areas and drinking deeply from the crystal-clear water. To my great relief, she was perfectly content with entertaining herself and didn’t attempt to draw us into the water along with her.
When our excursion was finished, we returned to find Marten and Hana leaning against the deck railing, quietly staring up at the house. “You’ve built something special here, you two,” he said as we came into view. “You should be proud. We certainly are.”
“Awww,” Lia said, catching her parents in a group hug. “Thank you. That means a lot.”
“Yes, thank you,” I echoed. “I’d invite you in for some supper, but we’re a bit light on food at the moment. And on furniture.”
Hana laughed. “It all comes with time. Until then, we’d love to have you visit for dinner as much as you’d like.”
“I think we’ll take you up on that,” I answered. “Until we really get ourselves established out here, we might be over to visit quite a bit. Not that I’ll complain; I’ll take any excuse to keep eating your cooking.”
“In that case, why don’t we head back now for lunch?” she suggested. The idea garnered unanimous support, and we all filed down from the deck toward the woods.
I rested my arm around Lia’s shoulders, grinning, as we walked at the back of the party. “Apart from eating your food, I’m sure you’ll be seeing a lot of us, regardless. We’ll be by every day at noon to pick up Lia’s new student.”
Marten and Hana stopped and looked between the two girls with amusement, which brought a blush to Lia’s cheeks as she looked away. “You’ll be teaching her, Marlia?” Marten asked. He let out a sharp bark of laughter. “Oh dear, Marin. You’re in for it now.”
“What’s THAT supposed to mean?” Lia yelled defensively.
“I still remember when you tried to teach me letters,” he said through a toothy grin. “It was...not a gentle experience.” Lia sulked at the accusation but offered no rebuttal.
Marin laughed. “It’s going to be great! We’re starting tomorrow, as soon as I’m back from our meetings.” Her statement reminded Marten of their impending business ventures, and the conversation quickly shifted away from Marin’s training as we made the trip south to the Corells’ house. Lia was quiet, but her face softened over the course of our walk, and her mood seemed much improved by the time we arrived.
The remainder of our day was filled with food, conversation, and multiple rounds of cards. Compared to the last time we had seen it, the Corells’ house was nearly overflowing with their belongings, both old and new. The hallways were lined with bureaus, chairs, and other large pieces of furniture, all part of a matching set crafted from emberwood and upholstered with thick green and blue fabric. Crates from Marten’s business sat in the corners of every room, still packed with the belongings we had been able to save before fleeing Kaldan. When the sun had set, Lia and I quickly moved the larger pieces of furniture to their intended destinations before preparing to leave. With her parents’ blessing, we said our goodbyes and left with a crate full of Lia’s clothes and keepsakes and the mattress from their guest room.
The night sky was overcast and dark, but I required neither Detection nor my enhancements to find our well-traveled path. Our trip started in silence, but a growing look of concern on Lia’s face soon culminated in a question. 
“Do you think I’m going to be a good teacher?”
“Of course I do,” I answered matter-of-factly. “You have a fantastic teacher, so I’m sure some of that will trickle down.”
“I’m being serious, Lux.”
“I am, too! At least, with the part where I believe you’ll do well.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. What if I’m too mean, and Marin quits training just like my father did?”
“Lia, you don’t have a mean bone in your body,” I answered. “Well...maybe one of the tiny ones, like a finger bone, but that’s all.” I nudged her with the corner of the mattress until a small smile lit up on her face. “In all seriousness, I think the best way to prepare to be a teacher is to be a good student. You’ve already got that down, so I’m sure you’ll do great.”
“What do you mean?”
“Think about it this way. Marin is going to be in the same position you were a few months ago; she has no prior combat training and absolutely no idea of what she’s getting herself into. When you were in that position, what did I do that helped you the most? What did I do that made you frustrated? With all of the knowledge you’ve gained since then, what would you go back and tell that version of you to help you through it?” I let the thought linger as our house came into view through the trees. “If you can answer those questions, you’ll be an even better teacher than I was.”
We paused our conversation for a moment as we fought the mattress through the front door and up to our empty master bedroom. “Also, don’t forget what you did on your very first day of training,” I laughed as I tossed the mattress to the floor and began to disrobe. “Fifty repetitions of each of the basic swings I taught you. Not a very complicated lesson.”
“I don’t think I’m going to start like that,” she chuckled as she fished through her crate, retrieving a blanket and her nightgown.
“Oh, already changing things on the first day?” I walked around behind her and grabbed her around the waist, catching her midway through changing for bed. “Tell me, professor,” I said, speaking softly into her ear, “what could I have done better?”
She spun me around and shoved me backwards onto the mattress, then followed up by throwing a pillow into my face. “You could have not started with fifty repetitions of every basic swing.”
I put a hand to my chin and considered her statement with exaggerated care. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I concluded with a laugh.
After slipping into her nightgown, she joined me on the mattress and spread a heavy blanket over us. “Thanks for the advice, Lux,” she said, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I feel a lot better about tomorrow now.”
“Anytime, love,” I said, pulling her close. “If you’re ever feeling overwhelmed and need some help, I’ll be right here. We’re in this together.”
“Together, forever,” she murmured, curling up against my chest.
I smiled, but I felt a heavy pang of longing deep in my heart as I heard the promise echo in Amaya’s voice a thousand times in my memories. Forever, I thought sadly. I don’t think I know what that means anymore.
***




9. CURRICULUM
“Lux, where did you get that?” Lia asked groggily, nibbling on a piece of hardtack with jam. She sat down at the bottom of the stairs and watched me as I worked on my new project in the center of the empty living room.
“I made it this morning,” I answered, not looking away from my work, “after you decided to sleep in. An hour ago.” I spun to shoot an amused glance in her direction. “That gave me plenty of time.”
“I was tired!” she whined, waving me off. “I need to be in top form for my first lesson with Marin this afternoon.” After another bite of breakfast, she hopped up and walked to my side. “So...what is all this?”
“This,” I said, stepping back to admire my work, “will be our curriculum for the foreseeable future.” Before us stood two newly constructed pieces of furniture: a large wooden signboard with blank sheets of paper nailed to its face in five organized columns, and a long table that held a small assortment of my personal effects.
“Our...what?” she asked, running her hand across the various items on the table.
“This is what we’ll be studying every morning,” I explained. “I’ve learned more about magic in the few months I’ve been in this world than all of my previous lives combined, but somehow I still have more questions than I started with. I always told myself they were questions for a later time, when we weren't in mortal danger." I paused and looked around the room for effect. "It seems as though now is finally that time."
A smile spread across her face as her hand stopped on the final item on the table: the giant onyx blade that once belonged to the King’s Sword. She pulled the blade off of the table and laughed as she felt its full weight for the first time, then gave it a quick two-handed flourish before returning it to its resting place. “I understand why some of these are here, but why are your socks on the table?”
“There’s a lot of different types of magic out there, Lia,” I chuckled, picking up the quill and ink from the small shelf on the signboard. Reaching up to the single sheet of paper at the top of the board, I wrote the word “magic” in large letters. “We typically interact with three different types on a daily basis: enhancement magic, elemental magic, and mana manipulation.” As I continued to explain my thoughts, I wrote each of the categories along the top of each column of paper. “There is also enchantment magic, like the latent abilities of that sword to shift form, or the self-cleaning properties of my underclothes.”
I couldn’t see her face behind me, but I could hear the eyeroll in her inflection. “You made all of this up, didn’t you?”
“Of course I did. Somebody has to!” I laughed. “Apart from those, I have one more category that I’m calling ‘miscellaneous’ for now. It's all the random quirks of magic that I don’t understand and can’t fit into the other categories yet.” I stepped back from the board to stand beside Lia. “Every secret of magic is hiding somewhere within these five categories, and we’re going to find them and figure them out.”
“Alright, I’m in,” Lia said confidently. “Where do we start?”
“Our first step is to list every idea we can think of to investigate, no matter how crazy or impractical they sound.” I stepped up to the board and began to write underneath the elemental column. “Let’s start with something easy. There are eight Elemental Primevals in the Unity religion, right?”
“Right. Fire, Ice, Earth, Water, Wind, Light, Dark, and Life,” she listed.
“If I remember what you told me about the church’s teachings correctly, people pray to one of the eight major Primevals, and if they’re lucky enough to be ‘blessed,’ they would be granted the ability to use the magic that Primeval governs. That means, at some point, people have used things like air magic and ice magic.” I stifled a laugh as a memory played out in my head. “Just like the wizard in that story you told me back in the dungeons. How did it go again?”
She crossed her arms in front of her chest as she blushed. “I told you, you’re never hearing that story again!”
“Oh, I remember it now! It was something like, ‘PRIMEVAL OF ICE, I BESEECH THEE’—”
“Alright, that’s enough of that!” she yelled, shoving me to the side and stealing the quill and ink out of my hands. “What else did you have in mind?”
I took a few seconds to regain my composure, then sat back against the table and looked over the mostly bare signboard. “Well, Val prayed to the Light Primeval when she invoked her magic, and it let her disguise her armor and turn invisible. That would definitely be useful.” Turning to the objects behind me, I picked up the diamond orb I had taken from Solette during our mission in Attetsia. “Solette prayed to the Primeval of Darkness when she took away our voices. I don’t see how those things connect at all, but it’s worth investigating.”
Lia nodded as she scratched down the notes. “The rest of these are pretty straightforward, I think. I’m a lot more interested in this one,” she said, tapping the first empty sheet in the “mana manipulation” column. “What else do we have to learn about this?”
“Oh, there’s so many possibilities!” I said excitedly. “What sort of objects can you store mana in? Can it be any object? If so, does the material you’re storing the mana in affect how much it can hold or how fast the mana can flow through it? Is there even a limit to how much energy can be stored in a single object? What about—”
“Hey, slow down! I can’t write that fast,” she yelled, laughing at my enthusiasm. “You were the one telling me we don’t need to rush anymore, right?”
“Sorry, you’re right,” I said, looking away. “Some of this stuff has been bouncing around in my head since our time in the dungeon. I never really thought I’d have a chance to study all of it.”
The room fell silent apart from the scratching of her quill as she caught up with my excited ramblings. “Okay. What next?” she asked.
“I think our Detection could use some work,” I said, keeping my enthusiasm in check. “For starters, we can only see things that are touching the ground, and only when we’re touching the ground as well. The ability to hear what we’re seeing through Detection would be a huge boon, as well.” She nodded as our list of notes grew longer. “Communication in general is something we should look into. You could also add...no, actually, just add telepathy to the miscellaneous column.”
She wrote the word, then turned to me with a confused look. “What’s telepathy?”
“It’s the ability to communicate with just your mind.”
A smirk curled her lips as she raised one eyebrow. You mean like this? I heard her voice clearly in my head, in spite of the fact that her mouth never moved.
I, uhm...yes. Exactly like this. We both laughed as I gave my answer in turn. Although we had never discussed it or purposely practiced the ability, the connection we shared through our constant meditations had clearly developed into a much more powerful tool than I had realized. “However,” I continued out loud, “I don’t know if this would work for anybody apart from the two of us. I guess that’s something we’ll want to test with Marin once you start your magic training.”
Lia’s eyebrows tightened. “Oh, about that. I was hoping that when the time comes, you could, erm, ‘turn on’ Marin’s mana,” she said quietly. “I don’t really know how that works, and I don’t want to...mess anything up. Or hurt her.”
Her concern was clear in her wavering voice, and I stepped forward to give her a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Of course I’ll help. When were you planning on introducing her to magic?”
“Tonight,” she answered, more confidently. “I thought it would be a good idea to get her training started in every field as soon as possible. We’ll do stances and sword drills in the early afternoon, then set up a workout regimen before dinner, and finish the night with meditation practice. Seeing as she’ll probably fall asleep as soon as her mana is activated, I figure it should be the last thing we do,” she laughed.
“You’ll probably have to carry her back to your parents’ house.” 
“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” she said with a grin. “You know, I’m actually feeling excited about training Marin now. I think it’ll be fun.” Her eyes unfocused as she clearly began to run through her plans for the afternoon, but she shook her head after a few moments of daydreaming. “Sorry, we were doing something. What’s next?” 
“I’d say we have a pretty solid plan already,” I said, nodding towards our newly written lists. “When it comes to enhancements, I think it’d be best to always keep the thought in the back of our minds and add any new ideas to the list whenever they come up. As for enchanting...I don’t really know where to start.” I admitted. “It’ll probably take a combination of copious meditation and a stroke of luck to get a foothold there.”
“Okay,” she agreed, crossing to lean against the table next to me and read over our notes. “Where do we start?”
“I think today would be an excellent day to spend the morning meditating. We’ve been out of our routine for so long, it’ll be nice to ease back into things. Maybe we could fit in a quick sparring session before you go to pick up Marin, just to get the blood pumping a bit.”
“That sounds nice,” she nodded. “To be honest, I thought you’d want to dive right into our research.”
“I envision this as an ongoing project. We can pick and choose the things we want to work on, and we’ll keep adding things as we think of them. Besides, we already made progress today!” I picked up the quill and added a small checkmark next to the “telepathy” entry. Returning the quill to the shelf at the bottom of the noteboard, I wrapped Lia tightly in my arms. “We have the rest of our lives to work through this board, but today...I just want to enjoy life a bit.” I closed my eyes and kissed the top of her head as the faint scent of mint from her hair entranced me. “With you.”
“Well, you have me until noon,” she giggled, hugging me back. “After that, I’m ‘Lia the Teacher,’ and she doesn’t have time for cuddling.”
“I guess I can make do with that.” I gave her one final squeeze around the waist. “Okay. Let’s go find out if we remember how this works.” We walked out onto the deck and sat down on the dew-coated wood. Once my legs were comfortably folded beneath me, I took a deep breath and pulled on the mana in my core, beginning our well-practiced routine. The response I felt within my body took me by surprise; while I could tell it was proportionally the same amount of energy as I always channeled, the rush of mana down my arm felt as if a sluice gate had burst within me. Have my reserves really grown this much?
A soft gasp from my right told me Lia was experiencing the same sensation. I drew the mana up and down my limbs in time with my breath, marveling at the feeling of power it gave me. I suppose it has been a few weeks since we last took stock of ourselves. After keeping watch day and night, our fight at the Mountain Gate, and all of the work on the house, it shouldn’t be surprising. Even so… I grinned as the mana swirled more powerfully with every breath, tingling over the surface of my skin.
After what felt like an eternity of channeling, Lia’s aura flashed and engulfed me as she reached out with Detection. I eagerly followed suit, bringing the house and surrounding landscape to life in neon detail within my mind. Lia and I sat perfectly still at the center of our world, brilliant beacons of gold and blue light watching over our ever-expanding dominion. Even though our scan reached out in all directions, we were able to cover the distance to the Corells’ house before Lia’s reach began to slow. My mind continued to soar as miles of forest lit up on my mental map, reaching all the way to the Mayaan edge of the forest before the strain set in.
As my Detection range increased, the energy required to power my Combat Acceleration increased as well. Despite the cool air around us, I had beads of sweat lining my brow by the time Marten’s wagon appeared at the edge of my vision. I continued my meditation until the wagon entered Lia’s shorter reach, then pulled the energy back in an exhilarating rush. “Wow,” I managed to say, wiping my forehead with the back of my gloved hand. “We really were rusty.”
Lia leaned back on her hands and laughed. “That was awesome! I can’t believe how different I feel now compared to the last time we did this.” She looked over to me with an amused grin. “Do you think we’ll just keep growing like this forever?”
“As long as we keep exerting ourselves and pushing our boundaries...yeah, I think so. I don’t have any reason to believe otherwise,” I answered. “It’s all uncharted ground from here on out.”
“I like that.” After hopping up and planting a kiss on my forehead, she turned towards the forest. “I guess I should go retrieve my pupil now. It would be a shame to set a poor example by being late to our first meeting,” she said in an affectatious voice.
“Ah, Lia the Teacher has arrived,” I chuckled. “I’ll be here when you get back with Marin.”
She froze in place and turned her head back towards me. “You aren’t going to just slack off all afternoon while we train, are you?”
“I would never!” I exclaimed with faux indignation. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but our house is lacking in the furniture department. I’ve got a thousand projects in mind to occupy my time, thank you very much.”
“Just checking!” she called out over her shoulder before she jumped down from the deck and jogged off into the woods.
I stood up and stretched when she was gone, taking a moment to think over the tasks ahead of me. While furnishing our home was the most obvious and immediate goal to pursue, I had a series of larger projects I was more interested in. Since I wasn’t familiar with the climate in our area of Lybesa, I planned to make a greenhouse that could protect any delicate plants from particularly strong weather. My end goal was to create a system that would make our homestead entirely self-sustaining, which would require growing vegetables and grains as well as potentially raising livestock.
Despite the importance of those plans, my focus landed on a passion project: building a forge. While it would certainly be beneficial to have metalworking capabilities, it was clearly less important than a sustainable food source, but I couldn’t help but grin as I began to envision where the forge would be built. A grouping of three trees near the back of the clearing caught my eye; with the trio removed, the vacant spot would leave enough space to build a workshop while leaving plenty of room between the burning forge and the surrounding forest. I knew the building process would take days, and it would require stone in excess of what we had on hand, but just the thought of clearing a space where it could someday be built excited me.
Approaching the nearest tree, I placed my hand flat against its wide trunk and suffused mana into a large wedge at the bottom of the opposite side. When I invoked the Shatter rune, an explosion of wood chips sprayed out from the trunk, and the tree let out an echoing groan as it began to sway from side to side. A single, firm push was all it took to send it crashing to the ground. I repeated the process twice more and, after a minute of precise cuts, was rewarded with three massive logs perfectly suited to our future crafting needs. I took a few minutes to remove the stumps and level the dirt again, then hauled the logs back to bolster our dwindling supply.
With a satisfied sigh, I ran my fingers across the deep brown bark as I considered what it would become. I was momentarily overwhelmed with options, ranging from side tables and bureaus to decorative window boxes, but I caught myself before the train of thought drove on too long. Start from zero. We don’t even have a place to sit down yet. My thoughts immediately turned to Marten’s comfortable new bar stools and beautifully crafted chairs. 
I reached out down our winding woodland path with a narrow beam of mana to find the templates I would use for our new seating. The energy revealed Marin and Lia making their way towards me at a casual jog, and I felt a warm, golden glow of acknowledgement from Lia as she noticed my presence. My mana found its mark a few seconds later, and I suffused a vacant bar stool to make a mental copy of its exact shape. I was surprised at how little of an impact the distance made; compared to my first attempt with the hammer, it only took an extra few seconds of focus to overlay the blueprint into the emberwood log.
The top half of the log shuddered after three loud cracks, and my fingers pulled up on a lengthwise seam to reveal the stool sitting in a perfectly fitted indentation. I pulled the seat out and admired the beautiful pattern that the natural wood created on the surface, brushing fresh sawdust out of the various joints. Satisfied, I brought the finished product up to the deck, then moved to the next sections of wood and repeated the process twice over. As I removed the final stool from its shell, I paused and looked over the hollowed-out log. If Rastor and I had known this technique for making molds, we could have done so much more than simple swords and armor.
Heartened by my successes, I made a set of the larger chairs from the model in Marten’s living room. Though they were missing the cloth covers and padding, I was easily able to recreate the intricate scrollwork along the legs and back. I lined them up along the edge of the deck alongside my stools as a display of my newfound crafting abilities, then took a few minutes to break down the hollow logs into as many usable planks for future projects as I could. When the boards were stacked and the scrap was cleared, I sat down in one of my new chairs and kicked my feet up on the railing, where I rested comfortably until Marin and Lia arrived.
“Is that all you’ve finished?” Lia called out as they broke through the treeline. “It’s been almost an hour!”
I waved her off with a laugh. “I’ve got all afternoon to work,” I answered, “unless you’d like me to stay here and critique your lessons.”
She pursed her lips tightly. “Criticism withdrawn.”
I stood up from my lazy perch and looked down at Marin. “Are you excited to start training?”
“Yeah!” she answered, pulling the old training sword I had purchased in Tolamar from her hip. “I even brought my own sword and everything!” To her credit, she already had the outfit of an adventurer: shiny leather boots, comfortable pants with a sword belt around her waist, and a tight-fitting white tank top underneath a drab yellow jacket lined with puffy gray fur. It was clear that she had replenished her wardrobe since arriving in Mayaan, and she had spared no expense in doing so.
“You certainly look ready!” I laughed. “I’ve got one piece of advice for you: do your best. What you get out of training is directly proportional to what you put in, so give it all you’ve got.” She nodded vigorously before turning on her heel and skipping back towards Lia. I picked up both of the high-backed chairs and carried them inside, placing them in front of our noteboard. While I was tempted to sneak glances at their training through the window, I knew that Lia would notice before long, so I reached out to her with a tendril of mana. I’d like to watch your process, if you don’t mind. I promise I won’t bother you.
No, please do, her voice echoed back to me. I want your feedback at the end of the day. Just, no staring, please.
Deal. I retrieved the stools from the deck and set them in the dining room, then took my notebook, quill, and ink from the table and made my way to the backyard. My goal for the afternoon was to build a bed frame; it would have to be built the old-fashioned way, as it was far too large to be crafted out of a single log, but I planned to take advantage of my new skills. With my notebook balanced on my knee, I began to sketch the various pieces required as my Detection mana crept around the house to watch Marin’s training.
It started the same as Lia’s training had back behind her father’s barn in Tolamar; Marin drew her sword and took what she thought was a battle pose, and Lia corrected the grip and adjusted her stance. When Marin’s form was correct, they walked through the proper way to swing a sword, followed by a detailed breakdown on how to move during combat and how to respond correctly to an opponent’s movement. After a brief lesson about the best ways to dodge and parry attacks, Lia invited Marin to attack her with the promise that, until Marin landed a hit, she wouldn’t strike back.
What followed was an amusing afternoon of frustrated yells from Marin and hidden amusement from Lia. Every time she ducked an attack and sent Marin teetering off to one side, I could feel a small twinge of satisfaction through our shared connection. Marin, on the other hand, was a much more vocal student than Lia had been, clearly and loudly announcing her displeasure whenever she was thrown roughly into the dirt. Despite her constant protests, her spirit never faltered, and she always retook her stance and attacked again with increased determination.
I had just finished putting together our new bed frame when Lia called a stop to their practice, and Marin immediately collapsed onto the grass with a whimper. There was a gentle tug at the edge of my consciousness as Lia sat down cross legged and instructed Marin to do the same. You can come outside now, if you want. Please.
I found both girls side by side when I stepped down onto the ground, each with their eyes closed. “...And just focus on your breathing. Nothing else for now.” Without opening her eyes, Lia pointed to the spot on the opposite side of Marin, and I took my appointed seat quietly and joined in the meditation circle.
“After all of that work, this is—”
“No, Marin, no talking,” Lia chided. “Just breathing.”
Marin harrumphed loudly, but I heard her breathing level out into an equal, measured rhythm. After a few minutes had passed in silence, Lia nodded. “Good. Now we can talk about magic.”
“Oh, magic!” Marin exclaimed, then clamped her hand over her mouth. She scrunched her eyes shut again and retook her meditative position, then nodded.
“I know that you’ve learned that magic is done by channeling the power of the Major Primevals, but that isn’t exactly true. The energy you need to cast magic, called mana, is already inside of you,” Lia explained. “It’s deep in your core, and right now, it’s all blocked off. Unless it’s activated unconsciously in a life-or-death situation, it is perfectly content to sit undisturbed for your entire life. What we want to do is open up those channels and let the energy out so it can be used.”
Marin shifted uncomfortably in place, biting at her lip as she processed the information. “Does that mean Unity is a lie?” she asked quietly.
“No,” I answered quickly, “it just means that Unity’s specific ideas about how magic works are wrong. The Major Primevals very well could have created the world, just like you’ve been taught, but they aren’t granting you their power when you do magic. That power comes from you. Saying a prayer to a Prime is just a good way of specifying what you want that power to do.”
She mulled over the information for a moment, then looked down at her hands. “I don’t feel any energy in me like that.” She prodded a finger into her stomach. “Are you sure I have it?”
Lia laughed. “You do, I promise. I can see it right now.”
Marin’s eyes widened. “You can? You’re sure?” She tapped her hands excitedly against her legs in anticipation. “How do I use it?”
“You’ll start by meditating again,” Lia instructed as she stood up and circled around behind Marin. Kneeling down, she placed a hand gently on the small of Marin’s back; Marin let out a surprised squeak at the unexpected contact, then did her best to regain her composure and return to her meditation. “Picture your mana like a deep pool of water, right here. When you let it out, it flows like a river up and out to all of your extremities,” Lia explained, tracing a line up Marin’s spine and down the outside of her shoulder.
Marin’s eyelids fluttered as her body shuddered involuntarily. “Okay, what do I, uhm...what do I do next?”
“Normally, you would meditate and practice until you found the mana and released it yourself, but there’s an easier way,” Lia explained, nodding to me.
Taking my cue, I spun to face Marin and took her hand, squeezing it tightly. The pale skin of her palm was remarkably clammy, further betraying her unease. Her eyes snapped open and stared into mine, and she gave me an awkward smile as her eyebrows danced back and forth between emotions. “Close your eyes and clear your mind,” I said in a calming voice. “Focus on the rhythm of your breath: deep, slow, and even.” Mana ran down into my fingertips and hovered at the shared boundary of our skin. “I’m going to break the barriers holding your mana back. When I do, you’re going to feel an intense rush of energy throughout your body, as well as some very strange sensations that are...sort of hard to explain. No matter what happens, I promise you’ll be okay.”
Her eyes bounced back and forth as she processed the information, and she eventually gave me a timid nod. “I’m ready,” she said, taking a deep breath and closing her eyes.
I broached the surface of her skin cautiously and found the reactive barrier of energy as expected. As opposed to the constant golden glow of Lia’s mana that surrounded us with an intense focus, Marin’s seemed to flicker like a small pink flame, rippling in a razor-thin sheet along her hand where my energy attempted to pass through. I punctured the defensive line with a single, sharp spike of mana and felt the satisfying pop as the energy raced away to her core. Her hand began to tremble between mine, and I gave it a reassuring squeeze.
My mana chased after hers, rushing up her arm and into her spine before making the final plunge down to her core. The blue lightning struck against her final barriers and shattered through them, sending a bright pink light burning outwards in all directions. I gasped as her physical sensations melded with mine, and I became intimately attuned to the rapid beating of her heart and the tingling new sensations of channeled mana through her arms and legs. Our eyes opened in sync and, for a brief moment, I forgot which of our faces belonged to me as I observed them both through different eyes.
She let out an ecstatic moan as another shiver rattled down her spine, and she looked around the clearing with wide, frantic eyes. “This is incredible!” she yelled between heavy, panting breaths. “I feel amazing. Amazing!” As I withdrew my mana from her body, I was satisfied to see that the subdued pink embers in her core had become a crackling fire that radiated brightly throughout her body. When our connection severed, I felt a fleeting sensation of emptiness, which I saw echoed in her face. “Ooh, now I feel...less, uhm, good, I think,” she mumbled as she began to sway back and forth.
I tugged gently on her hands and, with Lia’s help, guided her down into my lap. She stared up at me and blinked slowly. “Are you...me?”
“No, you’re you, Marin,” I laughed.
A wide, carefree smile spread across her face. “Good,” she answered, a moment before falling unconscious. Her head lolled to the side as her body went limp, and I gathered her up delicately into my arms.
“I believe this is yours,” I chuckled, holding the sleeping girl out to Lia.
“Right,” she grinned as she gathered Marin into a bridal carry against her chest. “I’ll take her home.”
“Tell your parents they’ll probably have a hard time waking her up tomorrow. And to make sure she eats a big breakfast.”
“I know, I know,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Anything else?”
“Oh, grab us something to eat while you’re there,” I added. “I’m sure your mother cooked up something lovely for dinner.” 
It looked as though she wanted to complain, but she paused mid-turn and considered the prospect of freshly cooked food. “That’s a good idea, actually. I’ll make sure to find something.” She turned and dashed to the edge of the clearing. “Maybe I’ll even bring something back for you!”
I shook my head and laughed as she disappeared into the trees. Without the company of a normal person, her sprint through the dark forest only took a few minutes in each direction, and she soon returned with a large pot of stew. We ate it together directly out of the pot with a pair of freshly crafted wooden spoons, fighting each other for the largest chunks of meat and vegetables as they appeared from the dark broth. When the pot was emptied, we retired to the bedroom and climbed into our newly supported bed, which sat on a large, unornamented wooden frame.
“So,” Lia started as she slid under the covers beside me, “how did I do today?”
“Honestly? I think you were amazing,” I answered. “You were patient and helpful, but firm when you needed to be. Even though she complains a lot, Marin clearly respects you and wants to learn everything you have to teach her.”
She blushed and pulled the blankets up to cover her face, peeking out at me through a small crack by her eye. “Thanks, Lux. It really means a lot to hear you say that.”
I slipped my head under the blanket, invading her hiding spot. “You deserve it,” I said, smiling. I reached out a finger and tapped her lightly on the nose. “But don’t think that means you get to slack off now! You’ve got to keep up the effort every day, no matter how tired you get or how loud Marin whines.”
She giggled. “I can do that.” We stayed beneath the covers, hiding from the rest of the world in our private sanctuary of blankets and pillows. She wiggled her way closer to me and spun around, dragging my arm tightly across her chest as she snuggled further into the covers. “Goodnight, Lux. I love you.”
“I love you too, Lia,” I answered. Sleep came quickly, but I awoke a few minutes later when Lia tapped her finger insistently on my hand.
“Lux?”
“Hmm?”
“Do you think every day is going to be like this?”
“Like what?”
“Like this one. Amazing.”
“I don’t think so. I’m sure we’ll have some hard days too, but that doesn’t matter.”
“Why not?”
“Because we’ll be together.”
“Together, forever.”
“Forever.”
***




10. ADVANCEMENTS
The following days were by far the most productive of all my lives. Every morning, Lia and I awoke at dawn and picked a topic from the board to study. We sat together and discussed the various facets of each particular strain of magic: what it was meant to do, how it could relate to our existing knowledge, and how best to approach testing it. When the topic was a more mundane magic like Detection advancements or enchantments, we sat together in our living room and meditated, constantly sharing notes about our successes, failures, and new ideas. The study of more dynamic magics in the elemental school was done outside, well away from our newly constructed home.
On our first real day of testing, it quickly became apparent that a detailed discussion of our proposed topics was necessary before any hands-on study could be done. “Water magic,” I pondered out loud after Lia had made her first choice. “What does that actually mean?”
“You know,” she said, gesturing vaguely with her hands, “water magic. Controlling it to put out a fire, making a still pool of water flow, throwing it at an opponent. That sort of thing.”
“I don’t know if that’s really water magic,” I mused, suddenly confused about what had seemed like a simple topic when we first added it to the board. “It sounds like you just want the ability to move water around.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “How is that not water magic?”
“It’s just...throwing magic,” I answered, chuckling at the words as I heard them out loud. “If you could find magic that would let you pick up and control water, why wouldn’t it work on other things? If magic can throw water, it could throw rocks and wood and metal too, right? Why would it be specific to just water?” My train of thought brought me to my feet and carried me to our noteboard. “No, I think what you want is just telekinesis,” I said, writing the word under our miscellaneous category.
“Telekinesis,” she said slowly, testing the word. “That just means throwing magic?”
“Basically, yes,” I laughed. “It just means controlling objects at a distance.”
Lia rubbed her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “I guess that also applies to earth magic, too. All I really wanted was to throw rocks and move dirt around.”
“No, this is good! It isn’t what we originally thought, but now, if we figure out telekinesis, we figure out all of those old ideas at the same time,” I said excitedly. I added a small question mark next to our entries for water and earth, unwilling to cross them out and discount the topics entirely. “Now, do you think this idea applies to anything else on our board?”
“Light and Dark seem to be in their own category, but...ice, maybe?”
I nodded and moved to write a question mark beside the entry, but my hand froze before the quill could make it’s mark. “No,” I murmured, suddenly consumed by a new idea, “ice is different.” I ran into the kitchen and grabbed Hana’s empty stewpot without an explanation to Lia, then burst out of the front door and made my way into the trees. The door opened a moment later as she followed me on my mad dash, laughing to herself as we went. When we reached the stream, I knelt down and filled the pot half full with water.
“Fire magic was the first type of magic I used that wasn’t combat enhancements. I chose it because it was a natural process that was easy to visualize and understand; fire is just heat energy and fuel, right?” I asked aloud, mostly speaking for my own benefit. “Ice should just be the opposite of that. Instead of using mana to add energy to something, I’ll just use it to take energy away.” Mana rushed down my arms to the metal pot and suffused into the water as if I meant to boil it. Concentrating on my intentions, I confidently gave the command. “Freeze.”
I felt a brief wave of heat pass by my hands as the energy rushed away from the pot, and a series of sharp cracks reverberated up at me as the water expanded and froze in an instant. The metal in my hands began to sting, and I hopped away from the frozen pot with a huge grin. “You did it!” Lia shouted. “I know I shouldn’t be surprised at this point, but it worked immediately!”
“Don’t expect all of our tests to go so smoothly,” I chuckled. “This one is exciting, though; it’s our first success!” I put an arm around her shoulder and turned us back towards the house, leaving the pot to thaw out in the sun. “Now that we know it’s possible, we can start discussing all the potential uses for ice magic.”
“Ice skating!” she answered immediately. “Ice skating whenever we want!” We both laughed as we walked back through the trees, discussing where our new ice rink would fit in with the other planned expansions to our homestead. When we entered the house, Lia rushed to our noteboard and stole an empty sheet from the front, pinning it to the empty backside. She wrote “Ice Magic” in large letters, then set the quill down with a satisfied look. “So, what’s next?”
Our advancements came in rapid succession after our initial breakthrough. Lia was as successful with her attempt at using light magic as I had been with ice magic; after a long discussion of what light magic would actually do, she chose to experiment with Solette’s diamond orb as her implement. With only a brief moment to meditate over the crystal, she produced a white light so powerful that I could see it even as I shut my eyes against the glare. When our vision finally recovered from the unexpected nova, we spent the remainder of the morning fine-tuning the new power to a more usable state.
The new control of light magic provided us the skills necessary to make inroads into dark magic. Initially, the concept of controlling darkness had stumped us when we talked through its implementation; darkness, being just the absence of light, didn’t seem to be an entity one could control at all, magically or not. Once I had the knowledge of how it felt to create light, though, it seemed an almost trivial matter to do the opposite. When the revelation came to me, I dashed to the window and placed a hand against the glass to suffuse it with mana. As soon as I incanted the word, the pane of glass faded to an impossibly dark matte black that was disorienting to view; with no reflection along its surface, the window seemed like a gap in space that had simply failed to exist.
Our forays into storing mana yielded similarly speedy successes. Overwhelming evidence told us that it was not only possible to do so, but a common occurrence in the Unity Church, and it was simply a matter of attempting the skill to realize how easy it truly was. The sensation of instantaneously losing connection with our extended mana was unsettling and slightly nauseating at larger quantities, but the practice itself was trivial to master. After taking a moment to celebrate, we gathered a collection of items and began to work through my list of curiosities under the umbrella of mana manipulation.
Most of my questions were answered in a single, explosive test. While Lia focused on channeling as much mana as possible into the diamond orb, I cut a large branch from a nearby tree and attempted the same experiment. There was an immediate resistance to my influx of energy that felt as if I were trying to push the mana through a drinking straw instead of the usual open floodgates. The force of the resistance increased as I continued to struggle against it until the fight ended with an abrupt crack; the branch violently exploded in a flash of blue light, leaving behind a momentary arc of glowing plasma as the mana burned away all at once. It took Lia and me the rest of the morning to remove the splinters from my hands and face, but the knowledge I had gained from the experience carried me through with a grin.
Though many of our mornings of research resulted in breakthroughs, even more yielded only roadblocks and frustration. Our study of enchanting was almost entirely fruitless, despite the cumulative week of work we spent on it. We were able to activate the enchantment stored within the onyx greatsword after a few hours of trial and error, but the secret behind its creation and mechanics remained a mystery. The enchantment over the heavy gauntlets was baffling in its own right; while it was second nature to activate the enhanced force ability stored within the gloves, I could neither replicate the ability on my own nor find any hint of how the magic was built into the metal.
My equipment from Alderea added a further element of confusion into the mix. As opposed to the King’s Primes that radiated an obvious glow from their stored mana, my cloak, coin purse, and underclothes lacked any magical aura under our Detection, even as they continued to carry out their clearly magical purposes. It was a concept I had failed to question until our investigation brought it into the spotlight, where it immediately became the greatest mystery on our noteboard and remained as such despite our many attempts to solve it.
Progress on expanding our Detection capabilities was similarly difficult. The concept of suffusing mana into the air around us was frustratingly simple, but in practice, the task felt impossible to perform. After failing to achieve my goal on a large scale for the greater part of a morning, I focused on the smallest proof of concept I could think of: Holding my pointer fingers together, I ran a continuous loop of mana from one hand to the other while slowly pulling them apart until the physical connection broke. The flow of mana immediately stopped, and no matter how hard I pushed, it refused to bridge the centimeter-wide gap of space between my fingertips.
While I failed in my tasks, Lia faced hardships of her own. In an effort to discover a way to pick up sounds through Detection, she chose to pursue sound magic under the assumption that if she could figure out how to create sound, it would be easy enough to reverse engineer a way to hear sound as well. Unfortunately for her, the first half of her plan never materialized; after hours of planning and writing notes, she worked through a long list of potential invocations to activate the spell, all of which failed. By the time she had finished for the day, she had resorted to speaking in prayer to the Wind Primeval, but the pleas went unanswered.
At the end of my third consecutive day of ineffective meditation, I let out a frustrated yell and fell back onto the deck. “This shouldn’t be so damn hard! It’s just moving mana from one place to another.” Rubbing my eyes angrily, I rolled onto my side and looked up at Lia as she prepared to fetch Marin for her training. “I’ve been working with mana for a hundred years now. Why is this the thing that’s so difficult to figure out?”
“I know how you feel,” she said, stretching the stiffness from her legs, “but you shouldn’t let it bother you so much. Just think of all the things we’ve learned over the past few weeks!” To illustrate her point, she held up her hand and murmured a word under her breath, which caused her palm to glow with a radiant white light. She waved it back and forth, laughing giddily as the light shone between her fingers. “Isn’t this cool?”
A grin curled the corner of my lips as I rested my head back against the floor. “You’re right. I just feel like I’m...missing something, you know?” I bounced my head lightly off the wooden boards in a dull rhythm. “Like, if I found the one piece of information eluding us, it would open all of these doors blocking our way.”
Lia shrugged. “Maybe. Or, maybe it just doesn’t work; it could be one of the rules of magic that mana has to suffuse through something, and you’re trying to force it to go through nothing.”
“It’s not like there’s actually nothing, though,” I complained. “I’m trying to force it to go through the air.”
“Well, sure, but air isn’t a thing,” she laughed. “You can’t hold it in your hands like a rock. Mana probably has to exist within something, otherwise it just...I don’t know, fades away?” She knelt down beside me and tousled my hair. “Don’t think about it too much while I’m gone, okay? I expect you to be working on something by the time I get back!” A self-satisfied cackle escaped her lips as she left me lying on the deck and made her way into the forest to fetch her pupil.
“Right,” I muttered, far too late for her to hear me. Contrary to her order, my mind had instantly fixated on the problem with a renewed vigor. She’s wrong. Regardless of whether you can hold it or not, air has physical properties like any other matter. It’s just in a different state. I bolted upright and took a centering breath.
Channeling mana through solid objects is easy because the structure is uniform and unchanging. Based on our tests, you can even divide it into categories: gemstones can transfer and hold mana far more efficiently than wood and stone. That’s not a fluke. I found the answer I had been searching for in the earliest memories of my first life. It’s the molecular structure. That diamond orb is made of a pure, uninterrupted lattice of carbon. Of course the energy could transfer through that more efficiently than a rock full of impurities or a messy, complicated tree branch.
My brow furrowed as I continued to look over my available information. I didn’t have a problem suffusing that bucket of water with mana, so it’s clearly not a property of solids. If I could do that so easily with a liquid, why not a gas? It’s still made up of atoms and molecules like everything else, just...more spread out. I closed my eyes and sat with my hands palm-up against my knees. I can’t feel it, but it’s there. I don’t know how to force my mana out into nothing, but if I could just feel the air…
Light rippled across my body as the Heighten Senses enhancement flared to life, and I focused on the sensations across my empty palms. After every few seconds of uneventful meditation, I increased the flow of mana to my enhancements, hunting for the feeling I knew would eventually appear. My overstimulated skin tingled as I became intensely aware of every thread out of place in my shirt and each strand that ran wild in my overgrown mop of hair. I know you’re there. Let me find you.
At some point, my heightened senses passed some unknown threshold, and I suddenly felt a gentle weight over my entire body as the air itself came into focus. Faint wisps of motion played over my upturned hands in lazy swirls, constantly shifting in and out of sight. Found you. I sent a rush of mana excitedly down my arms towards the new sensation, but as soon as the energy reached my fingertips, the swirling air rippled away, and the mana pooled against my skin as it had before. Opening my eyes, I stared down at my hands suspiciously. Huh.
I repeated the process twice more, increasing my Heighten Senses enhancement after each failure. Just as I felt like my body couldn’t handle more sensory input without shutting down, I found the answer to my problem: the act of pushing my mana towards the surface of my skin was physically repelling the air around me. Of course I was failing before. The harder I tried to channel my mana outwards, the harder I pushed away the medium I was trying to suffuse. While the explanation was immensely satisfying, I still didn’t have a solution to the problem.
If I can’t actively force the mana out, I guess I need to let it...diffuse out passively? I let my enhancements fade away with a metered breath. I had told Lia I’d been doing this for a century; it was time to prove I’d actually learned something from it.
As the mana began to flow around my body, I ignored my usual routine of looking inward and instead focused on the boundary at my skin. Though the concept had rarely come up in our studies, I knew the issue was in the unconscious barrier that separated my mana from the outside world. Through my experience activating both Lia and Marin’s mana reserves, I had learned that the body held an outward defense against foreign energy, but my current focus proved that this outer barrier held a second purpose.
“I have control of my mana,” I stated out loud to myself. “I don’t need to lock it inside anymore. It won’t run out if I let the barrier down.” Though the proclamation made me feel foolish, the potential of it affecting my subconscious mind was too important to pass up. “I’m going to lower it now, for a moment.” It took a moment to visualize the barrier I so often ignored, but I soon held a picture of it clearly in my mind. I prepared a spike of energy as I had done when activating Marin’s mana for the first time, then pressed up against the wall around a single fingertip.
A flash of panic tingled down my spine as the mana in my hand began to dissipate, rushing out from the newly opened hole like a burst dam. The sensation only lasted for a heartbeat as my subconscious sealed the leak, but it was all I needed to prove my hypothesis was correct. “I saw it!” I shouted, jumping to my feet in a joyful rush. The image was burned into my mind as my celebration continued; in the brief moment before the connection was severed, a shimmering, translucent cloud had formed around my hand as the mana suffused outwards in all directions. “It works! I knew it would work!”
When my fist-pumping subsided, I immediately set out to replicate the sensation. Knowing that my body would naturally attempt to close any leaks allowed me to prepare a method to combat the stoppage, and each attempt at the new ability stretched out longer than the last until I was able to stave off the closure indefinitely. It still set off a primal alarm within my head each time the barrier was broken, but the fear lessened with every subsequent breach until the mental warning was reduced to a gentle reminder.
The resulting cloud of mana that formed around me with each activation was much more difficult to control than my usual Detection, and it came with its own unique oddities. It required a constant stream of new energy to maintain a continuous cloud; if I reduced the amount of mana flowing from my fingertips, the edge of the cloud became fuzzy and indistinct as natural currents carried the suffused air away from my influence. Likewise, if I stopped the flow entirely, I had only a few moments until my connection to the cloud was entirely lost and the energy burned away into the atmosphere, unable to be reclaimed.
It was clear from my initial experiments that the technique would require days of practice to gain any real competency, but it only took minutes to realize what I had truly discovered in attempting to improve our Detection spell: air magic. The issue that had halted my progress in the area for days was now my greatest asset; with the slightest suggestion from my channeling, the suffused air immediately flowed in any direction, granting me the ability to create small gusts of wind by directing the mana in a steady stream. I blew a quick gust around my head in a circle to prove the concept was true, and although I lost fine control of the air by the end of the demonstration, I was ecstatic.
“I thought I told you not to think about it too much while I was gone!” Lia’s voice caught me by surprise as she entered the clearing with Marin in tow. “You’re still right where I left you!”
“Lia, I did it!” I exclaimed as I sprinted out to meet her. “I figured it out!”
She turned to look at Marin with an amused expression, then looked back at me expectantly. “I was only gone for half an hour. You really figured out how to use Detection through the air that quickly?” she asked with an eyebrow askew.
“Yeah! Well, sort of. I’m sure it’ll work eventually,” I conceded. “That doesn’t matter, though. I figured out something even better!”
“What’s better than—” she began, but was cut off by a burst of air from my upturned palms. She jumped back and brushed a displaced strand of hair from her face. “How did you figure that out?!”
“I was thinking about what you said before you left, about how there was nothing to suffuse mana into and air not being a thing,” I said, mimicking her earlier inflection. “It’s certainly different from how our Detection works over solid objects, but air is still made of the same, uhm...the same sort of…” I trailed off as I searched for an explanation that avoided the topic of molecular structures and other, more advanced sciences. “It’s hard to explain with words. I can just show you later, once you’re done for the day.”
“Show her what?” Marin asked, popping up beside her. “I want to learn whatever it is too!” At her request, I sent a swirl of air around her head as well, which elicited an amazed gasp. “That’s amazing! You’ve got to teach me how to do that!”
“I think you’re still working on your basic combat enhancements, aren’t you?” I asked. “This is one of the more difficult bits of magic I’ve figured out, but you’ll get to it eventually. I promise.”
She screwed up her face and brushed by me. “Fine, fine. But Lia says I’m learning quickly, so it won’t be long!”
Lia rolled her eyes and grinned as she followed her enthusiastic student to their usual training spot. “You’d be learning a lot faster if you could settle down and meditate without talking so much!”
I made my way around to the back of the house with a laugh as the girls began their usual back-and-forth. Lia approached training differently than I had, but her style seemed no less effective based on their results. Although they had only been training for a few weeks, Marin had progressed rapidly through both the combat and magic lessons. Her combat style was much more aggressive than anything Lia or I taught her, most likely influenced by both her energetic personality and her burning desire to learn everything she could as quickly as possible.
While Lia did her best to temper Marin into a more thoughtful, deliberate fighter, the fiery passion she brought to her lessons always kept their sparring matches interesting. They trained with an impressive assortment of weapons, all created from the onyx blade of the King’s Sword; Lia had developed a fondness for the artifact once we had mastered its enchantment, and she used the power to create matching sets of weapons for her teaching plans. Through every implement they used, Marin excelled in one particular style: unarmed combat. Something about the form had clicked with her natural aggressiveness, and she advanced so quickly that she began to put Lia through her paces when they sparred without enhancements.
Although the main focus was on teaching Marin the basics of combat and magic, Lia always insisted that she and I should spar with Marin watching to show what all of her training was working towards. I wholeheartedly agreed, though mostly for my own personal benefit; while our magic study was intensely rewarding, my calisthenics and solo workouts were boring and ineffective compared to true combat drills. Unfortunately, the clearing around our house proved too constricting for any battles that involved enhancements, so I had quickly added a training ring to my continually shifting list of projects. The list had grown significantly shorter as I worked through furnishing our home every afternoon, but the remaining items were large multi-day endeavors which would require Lia’s help to finish.
Even without a training ring, I was surprised at how far my own skills progressed during our short practice bouts on the lawn. Our forced adherence to fighting without enhancements narrowed our focus to technique, strength, and endurance, all of which grew rapidly day over day. I often found myself on the losing end of the battles, with Lia standing over me triumphantly as I rolled in the dirt. It was clear that she had become comfortable in her own unique fighting style that combined my teachings with things she had learned from our short time with Val and her extended combat with the General. The enchanted onyx greatsword only further exemplified her skills; usually in the form of paired longswords, she swung the blades with a speed I had difficulty matching without a boost from Combat Acceleration.
Our daily routine became comfortable enough that I eventually lost track of how many days had passed. Apart from the shifting nature of Marin’s work, we had no use for marking which day of the week it was, and our contact with the outside world consisted entirely of dinners with the Corells and any random traffic we happened to see passing on the main road through Detection. The isolation suited us perfectly; I found myself smiling freely around the house without the cloud of Virram’s influence hanging over my head, and Lia’s infectiously upbeat attitude told me she felt the same.
“How do you think Marin’s training is going?” Lia asked me during one of our morning meditations. “It must have been at least a month by now, right? Do you think she’s, erm, on track?”
“On track compared to what, exactly?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “She’s been slower than you were with picking up mana manipulation and using magic, but she’s certainly progressing. In terms of combat ability, she’s already way beyond anything a regular soldier could do, even without enhancements.”
She nodded. “I’d say that magic comes differently to different people, but I think she’d be a lot further along if she could just sit still and concentrate for longer than a minute at a time.” Despite the fact that Marin was away with Marten on a day long business trip, Lia still scanned around the room with an amused look to see if she had overheard the assessment. “Apart from that, I think she’s doing really well.”
“I agree. She must have a good teacher.”
Lia giggled quietly and swayed side to side in her meditative stance. “So...do you think it’s time?”
“Time for what?”
“Our adventure!” she exclaimed loudly. “That’s the reason we asked Marin to train with us in the first place, remember?”
“Of course I remember,” I said with an amused chuckle. In truth, the initial reasoning had been overshadowed in my mind by the passion Marin had shown when confronted with the idea of seeing her sister again. “Have you decided where you’d like to go?”
“I’d like to see the capital,” she answered. “If we’re going to be living here, we should get to know the country a little better, and there’s no better way to do that than visiting its biggest city! Plus, if we’re going that direction anyway, we could visit all of the southern port cities that make Lybesa so famous.”
“A sightseeing tour, then,” I mused. “That sounds nice. Exploring a new city without the entire guard force after you isn’t an experience I’ve had in a long time.” I looked around the room and let out a small sigh. “Though I have to admit, I think I’ll miss this place. I’ve grown pretty comfortable here, and the thought of leaving feels...weird.”
“I know what you mean,” she said. “Having this little piece of the world all to ourselves seems too good to be true.” She rocked up onto her knees and sat down beside me. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t leave every once in a while, though. Our house will still be here when we get back.”
“You’re right,” I admitted. “If we’re going to see the world, I guess we have to leave the house at some point.”
“Exactly!” she laughed as she leaned back to rest her head in my lap. “Just think of all the things we’ll see in the capital. I’ve heard stories that Ellawynn has the largest garden in the world, and that the main spire of their Unity Cathedral is made of solid crystal! Doesn’t that sound amazing?”
“It does,” I agreed, reaching out to play with a loose strand of her hair. “So, if we already know our destination, when are we leaving?”
“I’m not sure. We’ll have to talk to Marin and my parents about it.” She laid quietly in my lap for a few moments, serenely rocking her head from side to side until she suddenly perked up. “We should have a special dinner tonight! We can talk about it then and have a nice meal together before we leave.” She hopped to her feet with instant enthusiasm. “I was going to head over to get us some lunch anyway, so I’ll get everything planned then.”
“That’ll be nice,” I said, climbing to my feet as well. “Ask your mother if she’d like a few rabbits for dinner. I’ve been craving some fresh game lately.”
“Can do!” she called out as she jogged through the door.
My stomach growled in anticipation of our upcoming meal, and I set out to make it a reality. A small pulse of Detection revealed multiple candidates for our feast and, after a quick assessment of each rabbit, locked in on a plump specimen a few hundred yards into the eastern forest. I threw my cloak around my shoulders and made my way outside, keeping my footfalls quiet as I stalked towards my prey. The stealth was an unnecessary gesture as I instantly snapped the rabbit’s neck from afar, but it felt unsporting to do so without going through the motions of hunting in some small way.
She says two rabbits would be nice, but I think she really wants three, Lia said at the back of my mind. My father should be home with Marin by sundown, so we should head over to help make dinner before then.
Can do, I echoed back to her as I retrieved my quarry from its resting place in a nearby bush. One down, two to go. My eyes scanned the surrounding landscape for any clues of additional movement, but I unsurprisingly came up empty. I sent another wave of mana forward into the forest, reaching farther than I had before in search of meatier targets. Alright, rabbits, where are—
A bright spot of mana appeared at the edge of my Detection, floating through the forest about a mile away. My subconscious recognized the source before I did, and it threw my heart into my throat as a chill ran down my spine. No. The mental image resolved into a humanoid shape, glowing with a dim purple light behind a radiant, shimmering disk of rainbow energy. She can’t be here.
My dread rushed out along my extended mana, and I heard Lia’s voice a moment later, full of concern. Lux, what’s wrong?
Val. The name rang out like a curse as I watched her slowly pick her way through the forest, her eyes squinted with steeled focus. She’s here.
I’ll be right there, give me—
No, I cut her off. Stay with your mother. She needs you now more than I do; we don’t know if Val’s alone yet.
I heard the equivalent of a frustrated sigh in my mind. Okay. There was a moment of silence as I began to make my way towards Val, then Lia’s voice returned. We’re stronger than the last time we faced her. Don’t let your emotions get the better of you. Everyone is still safe. You’re in control.
Her carefully chosen words skirted around the point, but I heard the message loud and clear: don’t let the anger take control. The darkness lurking inside me was a topic I had been able to blissfully ignore during our time of isolation, and I detested the idea of Lia being forced to worry about it. I’m in control, I answered before turning my attention back to Val. Her careful trek put her on a path that would end well north of our hidden homestead, but her presence alone told me it was only a matter of time until she found what she was looking for.
I slipped ahead through the trees until she entered the range of my Enhanced Senses, and the crunching of the underbrush beneath her heavy boots sounded clearly in my ears. Energy raced out along the ground between us and suffused into every rock, shrub and tree, producing a perfect map of the area that I could manipulate as I saw fit. Her measured pace continued to bring her closer until her hand absentmindedly reached out and brushed along the trunk of a large emberwood in her path. As soon as I felt her fingers make contact with the bark, I activated the energy stored within the tree and shattered the entire structure from top to bottom.
An angry hail of splinters peppered Val as she spun away and raised her shield against the unknown threat. Her retreat sent her spinning towards another tree, which exploded into a second round of shrapnel as she approached. She slid back and crouched behind her glittering bulwark in an attempt to collect herself as she grimaced through the multitude of cuts across her face. Her head whipped side to side as she rose cautiously, clearly avoiding the remaining trees around her. When she took her first step forward, I sent a rush of mana up over her body and pressed against her mind with an overpowering phrase.
I see you.
She raised a hand to her temple as she winced, revealing that the message had successfully gone through. “Lux,” she called out, “I need to speak with you. It is urgent.”
I told you what would happen if I saw you again.
“I remember,” she answered through clenched teeth, flinching away from my booming mental voice. “I am willing to die once we have had a chance to speak. Face to face.” The reply caught me off guard; if it had been anybody else, I would have assumed it was a ploy to get me to reveal myself, but Val’s statement sounded genuine.
How did Virram know where to find me?
“King Yorrell does not know that I am here,” she answered. “I have sought you out of my own volition. My presence in Lybesa is...not condoned.”
I see. You’ve suddenly decided to stop following orders now. Now, but not before.
“Lux, please,” she said, lowering her shield. “I cannot change what has happened. This meeting is larger than our personal grudges.”
Grudges?! my mental voice boomed. You tried to have me killed! After everything we went through together, YOU gave that order. Not Virram, not the Trinity Guard—you. I trusted you! I felt my heartbeat grow more erratic as the old wound was cut open again, and I took a series of long breaths to regain my wits. I trusted you. You can’t expect me to forget what happened.
“I do not. I am not here to ask for your forgiveness; I do not deserve it,” she said plainly. “I am not here to make amends, as I have no way of doing so. I am here to ask for your help.”
Two more trees exploded behind her in unison, and she spun to shield herself from the debris. My enhancements flared to life in a sudden burst of energy, and I sprinted ahead through the trees, reaching the circle of fresh wood chips around her in seconds. I extended my arm towards her back, and the point of my sword appeared over her shoulder, resting against her neck. “Speak.”
Val turned slowly, unfazed by the cold manasteel scraping against her skin. With deliberate movements, she unstrapped the glittering relic from her arm and dropped it on the ground, then straightened and met my gaze. “There has been an incident at Shadowmine.”
“Virram mentioned as much at our last meeting,” I said dismissively. “Another issue of his own creation, no doubt.”
“No,” she responded quickly, “not this time. What once seemed like an isolated event has become a recurring problem: monsters have been emerging from beneath the mountains.”
“Monsters?” I scoffed. “You came all this way, and that was the best you could come up with?”
“It is the truth, Lux,” she said, without a trace of emotion to indicate otherwise. “There are no records of the beasts in the Royal Archives, nor are there legends or folktales matching their description. They are truly an unknown force.” My stomach began to churn as she continued. “The beasts are remarkably difficult to kill and have been swarming throughout northern Kaldan for the past twenty-nine days. Civilian casualties are rising quickly.”
“I fail to see how any of this is my problem,” I lied.
“It is not; this burden rests upon my shoulders.” As she spoke, I felt as though I could see her shrink beneath a physical weight as her imposing frame sagged the smallest bit. “I am under orders to keep the peace at the Mountain Gate remnants. While I have done so, and will continue to do so, I am also rallying a force to strike at the heart of the infestation. I believe it is in the best interest of Kaldan to stop the source of these beasts in order to maintain the peace.”
“And you want my help to do it.”
“Yes,” she answered bluntly. “You and Lia are the fiercest warriors I have ever met. Innocent people are dying; I cannot let personal matters stand in the way of our best chance of salvation. It is not me that needs you, but the—”
“Don’t say it,” I cut her off abruptly. “Virram needs me. You need me. That’s what this is, nothing more.” Every word lashed through the air with disdain, though they were directed at myself as much as they were at Val. “If you think I’m taking Lia anywhere near Kaldan ever again, you’re out of your fucking mind. You’ve caused me nothing but pain for the entire time I’ve known you.” I took another step forward and rotated my blade to sit across the front of her throat, leaving the width of the weapon as the only thing separating our faces. “You should thank your Primes that I’m even considering letting you leave here alive.”
“You are letting your personal feelings cloud your judgement,” she said quietly.
The statement sent me into a rage, and my arm shuddered as I resisted the urge to open her throat from ear to ear. “The only reason you’re alive right now is that I couldn’t bear the thought of telling your sister that I killed you.”
For the first time in our conversation, Val’s mask broke; for a fraction of a second, her face retracted with pain. “Marin is...here?”
“That’s right,” I hissed. “She’s here because I saved her life. Right after your man Savitz put a bolt in her chest.” I leaned forward, pressing my throat against my own blade. “You will never see her again. I’m not sure you’d like the result if you did; she’s stronger than you now.”
Another wave of emotion flashed across her face, this time a mix of concern and fear. “Marin is not a warrior.”
“Oh, but she is, Valandra. We’ve trained her how to fight more fiercely than any man in your pathetic army. Do you want to know why?” I fought back a lump in my throat as my eyes began to water. “It’s because she begged me to do it. She begged me to teach her to fight, so that if the day ever came, she could protect us. From you.”
The forest fell silent around us as the words echoed away. Tears fell onto both sides of my trembling sword and ran down along its length, merging together at the tip to drip into the dirt at our feet. Our eyes never broke their connection as we stood together, one savage motion away from death. It took every ounce of strength within me not to falter, to turn and run away from the words I had spoken. When the silence grew too powerful to bear for a second longer, I took a ragged breath and blinked away my tears.
“Leave. Don’t come back,” I whispered. “If I ever see you or your men in this forest again, I swear on every god you know that I will make Kaldan suffer every injustice inflicted upon me tenfold.” My blade vanished from between us, and I suddenly found the closeness of our faces suffocating. I took two steps backwards, then stood statue-still as I stared her down.
Val wiped the tears from her face before kneeling down to retrieve her shield. After refastening it to her arm, she stood and unflinchingly met my gaze again. An eternity passed in every second of silence until she turned in place and began to walk back in the direction from which she had arrived, saying nothing. I watched her go until she left my vision, continuing the vigil until she disappeared from the edge of my Detection, at which point I promptly collapsed into the dirt and began to sob.
Lia found me a few minutes later, curled into a ball on the forest floor. When she arrived in the partial clearing of devastated trees, she sat down beside me and tugged on my shoulders until my head rested in her lap, facing into her stomach. I hardly noticed the movement as I continued to weep in an attempt to purge the venomous hate that had risen in my gut.
“I—I feel so empty,” I managed to choke out between sobs. “It’s just anger and darkness, all the way through. There’s nothing good inside me anymore.”
“That’s not true,” she said tenderly. “You’re a good man.”
“No, I’m not,” I cried, shaking my head. “The things I said to her...I just wanted to hurt her. To cause her as much pain as I could.” I buried my face deeper into her lap, holding my eyes shut to try and stop the flowing tears. “She wanted our help. She was willing to die for it.”
“How did she find us?”
“I don’t know. I...didn’t ask,” I admitted. “I couldn’t think straight. I came so close to...to killing her.”
“You were trying to protect your family,” Lia answered. “That doesn’t make you evil. I fought her in the throne room, and I would have done whatever it took to keep you safe.”
“That’s different. You’re good inside,” I said in a small, weak voice. “You’re not like me.”
“Stop it, Lux. I know you better than anybody; you can’t convince me that you’re some monster.”
I pawed at the leather glove on my right hand, eventually pulling it off to reveal the black scars that ran down past my wrist. “You didn’t see what I did to those men in Attetsia. You wouldn’t say that if you had. You couldn’t...love me, if you—”
Lia roughly spun my head around until I was looking straight up into her eyes. “I will never stop loving you, no matter what happens,” she declared. “If there truly is a darkness inside of you, then we’ll fight it together. Nothing is stronger than us.” She gave the words a moment to sink in, then climbed to her feet and pulled me up along with her. “Let’s go home.”
My mind was too overloaded to argue, so I obediently fell in line behind her and followed her back to the house. She led me up to the bedroom, helped me out of my armor and clothes, and tucked me into bed. “You don’t have to sleep if you aren’t tired, but you should at least close your eyes and rest for a bit,” she instructed me kindly, running her fingers through my hair. “Take as long as you need.” After planting a tender kiss on my forehead, she left the room, closing the door behind her. 
I hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but my mental exhaustion quickly got the better of me. My consciousness faded quickly after my eyes closed, and I fell into a restless sleep that lasted until the following morning. My dreams were vivid and varied for the entirety of my fitful sleep, but they always ended the same way: with pain, death, and black flames.




11. LAST SUPPER
Marin’s voice echoed through the still morning air. “A test?!”
“A test,” I repeated with a laugh. “If we’re going to be leaving you in charge while we’re gone, I want to make sure you’re really up to the task.”
She continued to stare in slack-jawed disbelief, looking between Lia and myself for explanation. “You never told me there would be some official test at the end of all of this! I would’ve, uhm...I don’t know, prepared myself or something!”
“Don’t worry about it, Marin,” Lia said, rubbing her shoulders. “There’s no passing or failing to worry about; Lux just wants to judge how your training has been going for himself, and he likes to be dramatic about it.” Her lips curled into a grin as she peeked out at me from behind Marin’s head.
“Me? Dramatic?” I asked, holding a hand to my chest dramatically. “I like to think that my way of looking at things makes life more interesting. And yes, while it is a test, Lia is right; there’s no passing or failing. I just want to get a measure of your abilities. There’s a chance Lia has been going easy on you because you’re her first student.”
“Going easy on me?! Have you seen the things we do every day?” she replied, completely aghast. “I go home with new bruises every single night!”
I clicked my tongue. “If you’re getting hit that often, I guess it’s a good thing we’re having the test, right?”
Marin sputtered as she tried to formulate a response, but Lia clamped her hands down on the fiery girl’s shoulders and pulled her backwards. “Remember what we worked on, Marin,” Lia cooed. “Experience your emotions, but don’t let them control you. Keep your head level and ready to react to any situation.”
After a series of annoyed grunts and groans, Marin let out a long, whistling breath. “I am ready for the test, Lux.”
“Perfect. Let’s begin.” I summoned my sword as I crossed the yard to Lia’s usual starting position. “I assume you can handle blunting your own weapon?” I asked as a faint flicker of orange energy shimmered along my blade.
Her eyes squinted as Lia handed her an onyx longsword. “Yes,” she answered, unable to remove the annoyance from her voice entirely.
I watched as her mana activated and the sword flickered to life. “Okay then. We’ll start with your combat fundamentals and move on from there, so no enhancements for now.” With a quick flourish of my blade, I crouched into a ready position and waved her on. “Whenever you’re ready.”
The words had hardly left my mouth before Marin charged across the clearing. Our initial clash gave me a rough idea of her skillset, and I found myself satisfied with the work Lia had done over the past month. Her attacks were powerful and precise, yet slower than the finessed approach Lia used. She had excellent combat awareness and footwork, but her aggressive style often left her too close to effectively use the full length of her longsword. After a few more engagements to test her defensive reactions to my various attacks, I disengaged and held up my hand to pause her assault. “Good! Now, let’s see how you do with two blades.”
Lia tossed the matched onyx longsword to Marin, and our sparring continued. The fiery passion of our previous bouts was suddenly gone, replaced by reserved, mechanically repetitive strikes. I reached out a tendril of mana to Lia while the fight progressed and pressed against her consciousness. She’s slower than you are.
She doesn’t like using two weapons, Lia answered. She says it’s too many things to keep track of, and that she’d rather “just focus on what feels right.”
I grinned. I suppose that’s fair; I’m not overly fond of the style myself. Even so, it’s good to learn a bit of everything. My sword caught the edge of both of Marin’s blades, and I heaved her back to make some space between us. Throw me your old sword. I dropped my bastard sword into my offhand and caught it in a reverse grip as Lia tossed me her saber. Marin’s eyes widened as I reengaged combat, and she shrank against the onslaught of my new style. As her blows glanced off my parrying sword, I reached out and disarmed her offhand blade with a flick of my wrist.
The lack of the extra blade seemed to only invigorate her, but despite her valiant efforts, I continued to push her back across the yard. I knew all too well the difficulty of fighting off multiple blades using a single weapon; I had only become truly proficient with the skill after years of daily sparring with Kel. Marin tucked and rolled away behind me after a particularly brutal set of swings, and I tossed Lia’s extra sword to the ground. “You can do better than that, Marin! Come at me with everything you’ve got!”
She grinned with anticipation as she began to chant under her breath, and I saw the multicolored layers of combat enhancements flaring to life around her. I waited patiently for the ritual to conclude, sparing her my usual harsh lesson of not pausing to chant on the battlefield. When she had completed her list of spells, she launched into another round of attacks with renewed vigor. It was abundantly clear that her parallel introduction to combat and magic had been to her benefit; the two seemed to come together to create something greater than the sum of their parts.
Her attacks came in harder and faster than before, cutting in new ways with spins and feints she had held back until her enhancements were in play. She let out a frustrated yell after each gambit was turned away by a simple dodge or parry, letting her mana flare more powerfully with every successive attempt. Although I was fully satisfied with her proficiency in enhanced combat, I continued the fight for my own enjoyment; it had been far too long since I had sparred with anyone other than Lia, and even though she had taught Marin most of the techniques she threw against me, they all had their own unique spin when coming from a different opponent.
I kept a close eye on her mana reserves over the course of our duel and made a point to shift into the final phase of my test before Marin had exhausted herself. After blocking a low cut with a particularly jarring parry, I stepped inside her guard and struck her wrist with my empty hand, knocking her sword to the ground. She jumped away with a yelp and took up a cautionary position a few yards away. “Fine, you win!” she yelled in exasperation, rubbing her tender wrist.
“Oh, so you’re giving up because you lost your sword?” I asked, pointing my blade towards her face. “That’s not going to work today.”
“What? Are you ser—?” Her response was lost as she bent backwards just in time to slip beneath a horizontal slash. The dodge transitioned into a backwards roll, and she popped back up onto her feet with wide-eyed excitement.
“Your test isn’t over until I say it’s over, Marin,” I shouted, retaking my battle stance. “Show me what you can really do!”
She let out a triumphant laugh as she began to bounce on the pads of her feet, holding her hands palm-out in front of her. I lunged forward with a quick stab aimed at her chest, but she twirled past the blow and reached up to the overextended grip of my weapon. Her fingers wrapped beneath mine as she attempted to pry my hand from the grip, and I saw her free hand shoot out in anticipation of where the weapon would fall once I was disarmed. I dismissed the sword just before it fell, then shoved her back with my now free hands. “Clever! That might have worked on someone else!” I quipped, shaking out my empty hands in preparation for the coming close-quarters combat.
I had known she was exceptionally advanced in hand-to-hand fighting, but the exact reasons why weren’t clear until the final leg of her test began. It was the victory condition she sought that surprised me most; as opposed to the majority of unarmed fighters I faced that aimed for knockout punches, Marin was instead hunting for a submission. Her strikes often transitioned into grapples that tangled my legs and painfully torqued my joints, and I found myself tempted to call on my own combat enhancements to ensure I could keep fighting without dislocating an arm.
Unfortunately for her, the glow of her enhancements began to fade as she continually increased her mana usage after each failed submission, causing her attacks to grow more desperate and less accurate. When she finally lashed out with a sloppy attempt to sweep my legs out from under me, I caught her beneath the armpit and tossed her into the air, sending her tumbling head-over-heels across the yard. Sprinting ahead to where she landed with a dull thump, I pressed my boot down onto her shoulder before she could scramble back to her feet. “The test is over now.”
I felt her struggle beneath my boot for a moment before she fell back with a loud groan. “Damn it!” she cursed, bouncing her head off of the grass beneath her as I removed my foot from her shoulder. “I was so close, too!”
Lia jogged over and slid onto her knees next to Marin, shaking her excitedly by the arm. “You did such a great job, Marin! I’m so proud of you.”
“But I still lost!” Marin complained, propping herself up on her elbows.
“Well, you didn’t…” Lia trailed off with a giggle. “You didn’t actually expect to win, did you?”
“Maybe! I don’t know! I just wanted to pass the test.”
I reached down and offered her my hand. “Marin, you passed with flying colors. You did far better than I could have hoped for.” The compliment brought a radiant smile to her face as I helped her to her feet. “Where did you learn your hand-to-hand style? I know Lia didn’t teach it to you.”
Lia huffed at the apparent slight. “If I didn’t teach it to her, it’s only because you didn’t teach it to me.”
“That’s true,” I chuckled, putting an arm around her shoulders to pull her in against my side. She resisted grumpily for a moment, then accepted the gesture and looped an arm around my waist. “I taught you the basics in everything, and then decided to focus on what you seemed the most interested in. For you, that was two-weapon fighting.” I gave Marin a friendly pat on the head, briefly scratching behind her rounded, fuzzy ears. “You, on the other hand, are clearly inclined for unarmed combat. I saw some pretty advanced takedown and submission attempts back there.”
Marin hummed beneath my hand. “Valandra and I used to play fight when I was little. She was a lot bigger and a lot older than I was, so it was never anything serious. Wrestling mostly.” She paused as a faint smile came to her lips, and she tilted her head back to stare up into the clear morning sky. “I call it wrestling, but I really just climbed all over her until she flipped me around into the grass.”
I felt shame burning behind my cheeks as Val’s tearful eyes stared at me through my memories, my blade pressed against her throat. “Seems like you learned more from her than you thought.”
She nodded thoughtfully as she continued to stare off into her past, until a sudden burst of excitement perked up her ears. “Wait, you said I passed the test! What happens now? Do I get to advance to the next level of training?”
Lia repressed a laugh. “There’s no next level to advance to. As you get better at using your mana, I’ll teach you how to use other types of magic, but beyond that, you just keep practicing and getting better with what you already know.”
“Actually,” I interjected as an idea dawned on me, “there is one other thing.” Marin clapped excitedly, while Lia turned to look at me with a raised eyebrow. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.” Without further explanation, I jogged into the house and ran to our table of magical artifacts. My fingers traced along the metal edge of the gauntlets that once belonged to the King’s Strength, and I gave myself a reassuring nod. If she’s ever forced to face off against her sister, Marin should at least be on an even playing field. I gingerly wrapped the gloves in my cloak, then took the bundle back outside.
Lia’s eyes widened as her Detection revealed the gift I intended to give. Are you sure you want to give those away, Lux?
Of course I am. Are you worried she’s not ready?
No, it’s not that, it’s...well, I thought you would want to keep those for yourself, is all. Her voice dissipated with a small laugh, and she gave me an encouraging smile.
As interested as Marin was, the idea of using Detection to determine what I held beneath my cloak had clearly not crossed her mind. “What’s that?” she asked, bouncing in place. “Is it a reward for passing the test?”
“You could say that,” I grinned. “It’s how you start your next level of training.” I held the bundle in front of me and bobbed it up and down, gesturing for her to inspect it. She hopped forward and moved the supple black cloak aside, digging through the fabric until her prize revealed itself. I heard her breath catch in her throat, and she took an unsteady step backwards.
“Those are one of the King’s Primes,” she whispered.
“No, not anymore,” I corrected her. “Now they’re yours.”
She shook her head. “I can’t take them. I’m not, uhm, I mean, I can’t—”
“Yes, you can. You’ll put them to better use than their previous owner ever did, I guarantee it.”
Her eyes filled with tears as she reached out and brushed her hand along the intricate metal fingers. There was a long moment of silence as she inspected the gauntlets with a religious reverence, until she finally stepped back again. “They’re too big for me.”
I let out a barking laugh so loud that Marin jumped and let out a startled yelp. “I can help you install some padding inside later. Right now, you need to try them on.”
She turned to Lia with pleading eyes. “It’s okay, Marin,” Lia reassured her. “You’ve earned them.”
After another long moment of hesitation, Marin nodded and plucked the first gauntlet from my outstretched arms. She slid her arm down the length of the metal glove until her fingers found their way into the articulated handpiece, which she flexed cautiously. The gesture seemed to fill her with resolve, and she quickly donned the second gauntlet as well. “They’re...lighter than I thought they’d be,” she commented softly. She continued to test her range of movement and threw a few punches at the air. “I can’t believe how easy it is to move with these on.”
I smiled, pleased with her assessment. “Are you feeling up to testing them out?”
“Of course!” she replied immediately, her trepidation from moments before nowhere to be seen. “I’ll definitely beat you this time.”
“I’m sure you would,” I chuckled, “but we aren’t testing them in combat. The magic stored in those gloves is too dangerous to spar with.” Her eyes widened as she pursed her lips, and she gave me a small nod. “Follow me.” The three of us walked to a particularly large emberwood tree at the edge of the clearing. “Punch this tree. No magic, just a regular punch.”
She raised an eyebrow at me, but shrugged and took her stance next to the trunk. A moment later, her fist lashed out and cracked against the bark with a loud thump. “Oww!” she whined, recoiling as she shook her hand against the pain. “Why did you make me do that!?”
“We needed a baseline to compare with your next attack,” I answered, reaching out with a small tendril of mana to her hand and activating the healing rune on my ring. Her scowl quickly faded alongside the pain as her fractured fingers mended under a faint green glow. “Now that we’ve seen what you would normally do, you can activate the enchantment stored in the gauntlets.”
Marin bit her lip. “I’m not sure I know how to do that.”
“It’s easy; all you need to do is reach out with your mana and turn the enchantment on.”
“Lux, I don’t know what that means. Am I supposed to—”
“Just try it, Marin. Trust me.” I tapped her once on the forehead with my index finger. “Close your eyes. Take a deep breath. Let the mana flow through your body, and then reach out to the gauntlets. You’ll know what to do from there.”
I felt Lia’s energy rush out over my own, and we both watched intently as Marin began to channel her remaining mana reserves down through her arms. She hesitated there momentarily, then suffused the metal that covered her fingertips. I saw an immediate reaction as soon as the two fronts of energy met; the multicolored mana stored within the gloves swirled to life at Marin’s touch and activated the force enhancing magic inlaid into the metal. “I...I think I did it. I definitely did something,” she said under her breath. “There’s a weird tingling feeling in my arms; does that mean it’s on?”
“Yes, that means it’s on,” I snickered. “Whenever you’re ready, punch the tree again.”
She flexed her fingers in anticipation as her mana commingled with the stored power in the gauntlets. Her eyes snapped open as she reared back and threw another punch, aimed for the same spot as before. As soon as the metal connected with the trunk, a thunderous crash exploded out from the tree along with a hail of bark and splinters. A massive cone-shaped chunk of wood nearly six feet tall seemingly disappeared from the opposite side of the tree as a wave of force rippled out from the point of impact and up the towering emberwood. After a few secondary snaps, it fell forward and bounced off of the surrounding trees, eventually making its way down to crash against the forest floor.
Marin’s jaw hung open as she stared at the carnage she had inflicted. The clearing filled with a swarm of large red leaves, all flipping wildly through the air in a kaleidoscope of motion and color. I saw her begin to turn towards us through the swirling crimson, her eyes bouncing back and forth between her upturned hands and the dancing leaves. I applauded in unison with Lia, who let out a loud cheer of congratulation. The noise seemed to rouse Marin from her stupor, and a grin spread wide across her face. She performed a small, wiggling dance in celebration, culminating in a series of excited jumps and fist pumps.
“That was AMAZING!” she yelled. “I’m gonna do it again!”
“Woah, there,” I said, quickly putting a hand on her shoulder to interrupt her. “I’m glad you’re excited, but you don’t need to go clearcutting our forest just because you can. I happen to like these trees.”
She put her hands to her stomach and let out a loud laugh. “Okay, I guess you have a point,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. She rang her knuckles together excitedly as she spoke. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. There was so much power coursing through me when I hit that tree, it was…” she trailed off as a shiver ran up her spine.
“I know how you’re feeling, Marin, but you have to make sure you don’t get carried away with all that power,” Lia said in the serious, didactic tone she used during their lessons. “From now on, you should train with the gauntlets on, but you have to promise not to activate them unless you’re in real danger. Can you do that?”
“Sure, of course,” she answered, partially distracted as she stared at her hands again. After another few moments of inspection, she straightened up and gave us each a small bow. “Thank you. Both of you. I promise I won’t let you down.”
I clapped my hands together emphatically. “Glad to hear it! Now, with your test out of the way, you’re free to go. You’ve earned the rest of the day off, I think.” I paused to turn and look at Lia, waggling my eyebrow. “Unless your teacher says otherwise.”
Lia rolled her eyes with a laugh. “No, we’re finished for the day. You did a great job, Marin.”
Marin let out a loud cheer. “Thanks! I need to get back and help make dinner for tonight; Elise is coming, so I want to make sure that everything is exactly—” She cut herself off with a small squeak. “What I mean is, I have to make sure dinner is ready. For everyone. You two are still coming, right?”
“We’ll be there,” I said, resisting the urge to tease her.
“Awesome! I’ll see you tonight, then!” she called out as she turned and began to sprint into the forest. “Don’t be late!” Her voice echoed back at us along with her heavy footfalls, both of which quickly faded into silence.
“All things considered, I think that went much better than I had originally hoped,” I mused as we made our way back to the house.
“She’s come a long way,” Lia agreed, taking my hand. “It’s hard to believe how well she’s doing, given how short of a time we’ve been training.”
“A month is a long time, at least in terms of our style of training,” I countered. “You’ve only been training for...what, three months at most?”
She stopped on the doorstep. “No, that can’t be right.” I watched with amusement as she counted silently to herself, repeating the process multiple times as she shook her head. “Wow. That is right. How is that possible?”
“Time has a funny way of tricking you like that,” I chuckled, tugging her inside.
“I guess so,” she replied quietly. “It feels like it's been years since I met you.”
“Imagine how you’ll feel when it’s actually been a year. Or ten years.” I bumped her shoulder lightly with mine. “Think you’ll be sick of me by then?”
“That depends on how many times you ask me if I’m sick of you between now and then,” she said, nudging me back.
“Hmm. I’ll have to save it for special occasions.” I flopped onto the couch when we entered the living room and stared blankly at the high ceiling, enjoying the respite after my morning of sparring.
Lia paused halfway up the staircase. “Aren't you going to pack? We’re leaving tomorrow morning, and we’ll be at my parents’ house for most of the afternoon.”
I gestured lazily over my body. “Done. I travel light.” She waved me off with a shake of her head as she climbed the rest of the staircase and disappeared into the bedroom. Having already donned my gear for Marin’s test, I was ready to leave aside from a few final items; I rose begrudgingly and retrieved the diamond orb from our table of curiosities, then moved to the kitchen to refill a pouch on my belt with trail rations. Satisfied and fully packed, I returned to my supine position on the couch and waited for Lia to finish her own preparations.
She returned a few minutes later with a small backpack that she set at the base of the stairs before joining me on the couch. “We’re finally doing it,” she said as she wormed her way in between the back cushions and my chest. “An adventure that isn’t just us running from Virram’s guards.”
My thoughts turned again to Val’s arrival two days prior, but I forced the feelings down before they could ruin the moment. “It’s been a long time coming, but we made it. This is just the first of many.” I kissed her lightly on the forehead. “Sorry it took so long to get here.”
“Oh, I can’t really complain,” she said with a smile. “The past month has been alright, I guess.” Her smile widened as she let out a repressed laugh. “Maybe the best month of my life. Who’s to say, really?” I felt an intoxicating warmth surround me as Lia’s aura expanded into mine. My remaining anxieties melted away, and I took a deep breath as I closed my eyes to bask in the feeling of calm.
There was a light tapping on my forehead a few moments later. “Hey. No sleeping. I promised my parents we would help them get the house ready this afternoon.”
“Mhmm.”
The tapping grew more incessant as my eyes remained closed. “Get up, Lux.”
“Mmm,” I groaned, pinning her in place as I nestled further into the couch.
She giggled as she fought against my imposing form, pulling her arms in tight to her sides and rocking back and forth. I felt my body slipping towards the edge of the cushions as she continued to push me away, and I fell onto the floor after a brief, awkward struggle. I opened my eyes to find Lia staring down at me from the couch.
“That wasn’t very nice,” I groaned, scratching the back of my head.
“You were going to fall asleep, like you always do,” Lia teased, sticking her tongue out.
“What’s so bad about that?”
“We promised to help my parents get everything ready before our dinner tonight!” she repeated as she reached her hand down to pull me to my feet.
“You promised to help. I don’t remember saying anything of the sort.”
Her hand disappeared halfway through the motion of pulling me up, and I nearly fell to the floor for a second time. “If you don’t help, you don’t get any dinner.”
I considered the ultimatum for a moment. “In that case, we should probably get going,” I said, starting towards the door. Lia let out a playful sigh as she grabbed her bag from the base of the stairs, then jogged up behind me and took my hand as we began our walk through the forest.
Over the course of our journey, I noticed for the first time that the path we followed had worn down to a thin dirt trail in the grass, clearly demarcating where Marin, Lia and I had traveled back and forth over the past month. The sight made me smile; while the timeless nature of our secluded homestead made it easy to forget, it was nice to see a reminder of the long-term stability we had created.
Marin greeted us at the door when we arrived and immediately doled out a long list of tasks to be finished by sundown. As she informed us multiple times over the course of the day, Elise’s visit for dinner would be the first time she had seen the house, and everything had to be completed before her arrival. Lia was enlisted to help her mother take care of the stubborn packing boxes still scattered around the house, while I was sent back into the forest to find fresh meat for our dinner. “Something more exciting than rabbits, please,” Marin implored me as I was shooed out the door.
I found a large range of potential targets in my initial sweep with Detection, but I discounted most of them based on Marin’s criteria for an “exciting” main dish. There was the usual range of pheasants, turkeys, and other wild game birds, as well as squirrels and rabbits, but my eyes were set on a larger prize. I was surprised to see a vulroc out during the day; the red and gray striped fox stood as tall as a wolf, holding statue-still on a fallen tree as it surveyed the surrounding forest. While they were sometimes hunted for their beautiful pelts by less-than-reputable sportsmen, Lia had told me it was generally frowned upon to kill them—and that the meat was next to inedible—so I left it to its business.
My sights finally settled on a solitary bihorn grazing in an open clearing. Despite its name, the ox-like beast had only a single horn growing from the top of its head. Lia had explained the odd name came from a children's story in which two of the Primevals argued over how many horns the animal should have; the parable ended with a moral lesson about compromise, but I had failed to see how the tale justified the incorrect nomenclature. The oddly named bihorn was mostly a domesticated beast for both food and labor purposes, but the smaller wild variant still existed in much of northern Lybesa’s forests and fields.
Once I had stalked within visual distance of it, I suffused the beast’s neck with mana and activated my Pain Reduction enhancement, then swiftly followed up by shattering three of its cervical discs. It fell to the ground without a sound and remained still, instantly dead from the severed nerves. I moved in to retrieve my prize and, after taking a moment to prepare myself with enhancements, hoisted it onto my back. While it wasn’t as large as a domesticated bihorn, it felt as though it weighed nearly half a ton as I draped its legs over my shoulders and began the hard walk back to the Corells’.
My return was met with fanfare from Marin and Marten, who were working on organizing the storage shed when I emerged from the forest with my trophy in tow. I asked the pair for help butchering the animal and was amused by their responses: Marin refused the task outright, stating that the process would make her queasy, and Marten ran inside without explanation. He returned a few seconds later with Hana, who carried a small fold of leather under her arm as she followed behind him excitedly. While she looked over my quarry, Marten gave me a satisfied nod and left the two of us alone. After the brief inspection, Hana opened the folded leather to reveal an impressive array of knives and set to work guiding me through the butchering process.
As I learned over the next few hours, Hana’s father had been a butcher in the Kaldanic town of Myca, and despite his insistence that butchering was “men’s work,” she had learned everything he knew by helping him in the back room of his shop as she grew up. She quickly surpassed the skills of her two older brothers and was set to inherit the shop when her father grew too old to run it himself, but the persistent advances of a young trader named Marten eventually convinced her to move away to Tolamar and start a family. Between her skills in butchery and my ability to move the half ton carcass around with ease, we had the bihorn hung, drained, skinned, and ready to be portioned in just a few hours.
I brought a large tenderloin cut inside to Lia once the portioning had begun and helped her get dinner preparations underway. The remainder of my afternoon was spent bouncing from task to task whenever I was needed, be it in more butchering work with Hana, helping Marten with heavy crates, fetching water for Lia’s cooking, or assisting Marin in whatever tedious duties she had remaining on her list. While everyone else happily worked on their own projects, Marin paced through the house nervously, always finding a small corner to sweep or a picture to straighten. Despite my reassurances that the house looked lovely, she always waved me off with a huff and found another job to occupy her mind out of my sightline.
The sound of a wagon rattling up the dirt road alerted us to Elise’s arrival as the sun began to set over the forest. We gathered outside as the carriage entered the clearing, drawn by two large black horses and driven by a familiar blonde-haired young woman in a Three Barrels uniform. Elise stepped out of the carriage wearing a full-length blue overcoat and carrying an enormous bottle of wine. “That’ll be all for tonight, Bella,” she said as she passed her driver. “You can retrieve me at sunrise tomorrow.” Bella nodded, waiting for Elise to cross the yard before she reined the horses in a circle and drove back down the road.
“Hi, Ellie!” Marin shouted, dashing forward to wrap her in a tight hug.
“Hello, dear,” Elise answered with a smile, returning the embrace with her free hand. “It’s good to see you!” She looked past Marin to where the rest of us stood in front of the house, then up to the house itself. “So, this is the place!” She kept her arm around Marin’s shoulders as she walked across the lawn. “It’s a beautiful home.”
“Thank you, Ellie,” Hana answered. “I’m glad we’re finally able to have you over to visit.”
Elise offered the bottle of wine to Marten. “It’s long overdue! Things at work have been inordinately taxing the past few weeks, to say the least. Tonight’s getaway is exactly what I needed.”
“Well then, come in!” Marten said, gesturing to the front door. “Dinner should be ready any minute, and you still need the grand tour of the place!”
“Oh, I can show you around, Ellie!” Marin volunteered, beaming beneath Elise’s arm.
“Thank you, dear,” Elise responded, “I think I’ll take you up on that.” Before going inside, she looked in my direction. “Lux, Marly, it’s been too long! How’ve you been?” She looked around the clearing for a moment. “I see that your ‘extra supplies’ have disappeared.”
“We’ve certainly been busy,” I grinned. “Thank you again for your help with that.”
“No need for thanks. You paid me to do it, after all,” she laughed. “Maybe someday I’ll see what all of those Imperials paid for.”
“Maybe,” Lia chimed in. “It might be a while, though; we’re leaving tomorrow on a bit of a vacation.”
“So I’ve heard,” Elise said, giving Marin a small shake, then nodded her head towards the door. “Let’s talk about it over dinner. I’m starving!”
When we all filed into the house, Marin immediately led Elise away into the living room to begin the tour, excitedly pointing out various aspects of the house that she found particularly impressive. The rest of us moved to the kitchen to set the table and put the finish touches on dinner. We plated up six servings of braised bihorn over roasted vegetables and topped with crispy leeks, as well as extra-full glasses of wine courtesy of Elise’s offering. The pair finished their tour just as the last plate was set out, and we all sat down to eat.
The first minute of our meal was filled entirely with the sounds of clattering utensils and voracious chewing as we all dug into the fork-tender bihorn, too engrossed in the food to speak. Elise pounded the table with her fist after a particularly large bite and let out a loud, satisfied grunt. “This is delicious! Where did you find bihorn this fresh? Was it Harren’s shop? I swear that man is always hiding his best stock whenever I go in there.”
“Lux brought it in this morning, fresh from the forest,” Marten answered through a mouthful of food.
“Oh, he’s a hunter, too?” she asked coyly, raising her eyebrows at Lia for a moment before turning to Hana. “That must mean you were the butcher in question.”
“Yes,” she answered with a wide smile. “It was nice to have a reason to use my knives again.”
“You know, I could find you a job in town if you’d like. Primes, you could open your own shop; I know you’ve got the skill, and I’ve got the capital.”
“I appreciate the offer, but I’m quite content with where I am now,” Hana answered. “Though I must admit, I wouldn’t mind the opportunity to practice now and then.”
“That can easily be arranged,” I cut in, “as long as I get a meal out of it.”
“Of course,” she laughed. After taking another bite of her dinner, Hana returned to her previous conversation. “Speaking of work, Ellie, how’s the business been? You mentioned something when you arrived about a taxing week.”
Elise groaned and shook her head, then grabbed her wine glass and drained the half-full vessel in one gulp. “Not so good,” she said eventually, wiping a few dark red droplets from the corner of her mouth. “I’ve lost five caravans in the past two weeks. Not just the goods, but the whole damn caravan; wagons, horses, men, everything.” She shook her head and gave a bitter laugh. “I know it’s bandit season, but they usually aren’t so thorough about it.”
“Bandit season?” Lia asked. “There’s a season for bandits?”
Elise nodded. “Winter for Kaldan is bandit season for Lybesa. All of the northern farms will be sending the bulk of their crops out to bolster Kaldan’s food storage, which means all the trade roads will be at their busiest. Naturally, that means people looking to acquire those goods by less-than-legal means will be at their busiest as well.” She traced her finger around the rim of her empty wine glass. “Without the Mountain Gate, everything has to go south. The Lybesian Midlands are...what’s the right word...not lawless, exactly, but certainly less enforced than the rest of the country. I would normally avoid the area altogether this time of year, but my options are limited.”
I averted my eyes down onto my empty dinner plate as my role in her hardships became apparent, but she moved on without pressing the point any further. “It’s only about two days of travel across the Midlands that’s really troublesome. You’re generally safe once you reach Oraille, so I’ve had my contacts send word whenever one of my caravans rolls into town. Since the start of the season two weeks ago, half of my crews have failed to arrive.” Her finger stopped on the edge of her glass, and she let out a heavy sigh. “I just hope my people are alright, somewhere out there.”
“We could look into it for you,” I offered, glad to find a way to ease my conscience. “Lia and I were planning to go down that direction on our trip to the capital anyway. It wouldn’t be any trouble.”
Elise raised a finger as if to scold me, then paused as her expression changed from one of consternation to slight amusement. “Were I talking to anybody else, this is where I would remind them that my caravans are always escorted by three armed guards, and that two civilians on holiday would only be putting themselves in danger by hunting down the missing wagons.” She laughed as she grabbed the wine bottle from the center of the table and poured herself another glass. “Given what I know about you two, none of that really applies in this situation. Even an organized company of bandits wouldn’t be an issue for you, would it?”
“Not even a little bit,” Lia remarked casually as she chewed on the last of her bihorn.
“In that case, I won’t pass up the opportunity to potentially save my men. If you manage to find them and send them home, there’ll be a hefty reward waiting for you when you return,” she stated, “plus a bonus should you stumble across the missing wagons and goods in the process.”
“We don’t need a reward, Elise. After everything you’ve—”
She held up a hand and cut me off. “That’s not how I do business. You’ll be doing both me and my men a service, and you’ll be rightly compensated, end of story. If you’re not interested in coin, I’m sure we can find another agreeable reward.”
“If you insist,” I shrugged, already updating my mental list of necessary supplies for our remaining renovations.
“I do.” She took another hearty sip of wine and sat back contentedly. “Now, enough about my business. How have your endeavors been lately, Marten? Is the area everything you hoped it would be?”
“I can’t complain,” he answered. “The local contracts you gave us have kept the wagon moving nonstop. Given this new information about the Midlands, I think we’ll be content to stay local for quite some time.”
“We went to Caelum’s forge yesterday!” Marin chirped, excited to find entry into the conversation. “We managed to get everything he wanted sold down to the southern market in one trip!”
“Oh, did you now?” Elise chuckled. “Out of all the leads I gave you, I’m surprised that one worked out. Caelum has always been a prickly old man, to put it nicely.”
“As a prickly old man myself, I get along with him just fine,” Marten joked. “He was very appreciative of our more personalized business offer. And our lower fees.”
“Get back to me when you try to use that business model with a few hundred employees,” Elise countered. “Until then, we can peacefully coexist in our own markets. Unless, of course, you’d just like to come work for me.”
The business conversation continued well into the evening until the leftovers were cold and the wine bottle was empty. We moved into the living room for our usual nighttime ritual of playing cards, splitting into three even teams. Marin and Elise both boasted of their superior skills when the game began, but the copious wine consumption from their side of the table at dinner proved to be too much of an obstacle for them to overcome; their team was quickly eliminated from the first round of the game, and both women began to doze off together on their low couch. 
Our game concluded half an hour later with a narrow victory for Marten and Hana. While I helped them quietly move the furniture back into place, Lia helped Elise extricate herself from beneath Marin; the girl had fallen asleep, tipped sideways against Elise, and was currently snoring softly with her head in Elise’s lap. When Lia attempted to rouse her, Marin pawed the helping hand away. “No, s’fine. I’ll...sleep here,” she mumbled, nestling her head closer to Elise’s stomach.
“Poor girl can’t handle her wine,” Elise remarked, watching her through heavily lidded eyes. “You can take her to bed; I’ll sleep here for the night.”
Lia nodded. “I’ll grab you a pillow and some blankets after I—”
“You don’t hafta sleep here,” Marin protested suddenly. “Just sleep with me!”
Elise’s lips curled into a slow smile. “Thank you, dear, but I think you’ll be more comfortable by yourself, in your own bed.”
She shook her head. “No, I’d be more comfy if you—”
Her counter offer was cut off as Lia scooped her out of Elise’s lap. “Time for bed, Marin,” she said as she turned and carried the inebriated girl away.
“Nooo,” Marin moaned helplessly as they rounded the corner, “nooo, take me back.” Her lamentations faded as I heard her bedroom door open and shut.
“She’s a sweet girl,” Elise said softly as we watched them go. “Marten did good finding her.”
“Yeah, I think they’ll work well together,” I agreed, moving to the nearby hall closet to grab an extra pillow and blankets. “You know, she admires you quite a bit.”
“That’s one word for it,” she grinned, accepting the sleeping accoutrements. “I’m sure her, erm, fixation, will move on soon enough.” She slumped over onto the couch and unfolded the blankets just enough to cover down to her knees. “I can’t say I mind too much, though. The way she looks at me, it’s...different, than the way most men do. It makes me feel young again.”
I smiled awkwardly, taken completely off guard by the sudden rush of personal information. “Do you need anything else? Another pillow, some water maybe?”
“No, I’m quite alright. Thank you, dear.” She let out a loud yawn before settling into her spot on the couch. “Now, if I’m to have any chance of meeting Bella at sunrise, I need to get to sleep.”
“I’ll leave you to it, then,” I nodded, grateful for the excuse to make my exit.
“Lux, wait,” she asked suddenly, grabbing unsuccessfully at my sleeve. “I need to thank you, properly.”
“Oh, it’s no trouble at all. No need to wait for Lia to get back for your blankets; she might be a while in there.”
“No, not that.”
I furrowed my brow for a moment, then snapped my fingers as the recognition came. “I can’t promise what we’ll find on the road, but I can say that we’ll get to the bottom of whatever—”
“No, no,” she laughed, “not that either. For Marly.”
My eyes squinted as I puzzled over what she could mean, then shrugged as I came up empty. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me, Ellie.”
“I was always so afraid that Marly would end up alone, living with her parents forever. Thank you for making sure that didn’t happen.”
“That’s not fair, Elise,” I said firmly. “Lia is a wonderful girl. Anybody would be lucky to have her. I just got lucky, is all.”
She smiled. “That’s just it, dear. Marly was far too good for the men back in Yoria, and she knew it. Given the choice, she would have stayed alone forever rather than settle for anything less than she deserved.” She took my hand and gave it a soft pat. “So thank you for making sure that didn’t happen.”
My cheeks burned as I looked away. “I, uh, I’m not sure what to say.”
“Say ‘you’re welcome, Elise.’”
“You’re welcome, Elise.”
“Good,” she said with satisfaction, slumping back down onto the couch. “Now, put out that lamp and let me sleep.”
Still flustered, I stood and did as I was told without question, turning out the lamp that hung in the corner of the room. The door to Marin’s room opened as I passed by, and Lia exited before closing the door behind her. “She’s about as settled as she can be in her state,” she quipped softly.
I chuckled as I was reminded of Lia’s similar experience during our stay at the Council Chambers. “I helped Elise get situated as well. I don’t imagine either of them will be pleased to wake up at sunrise.” I put out the final hallway lamp as we walked to our room and quickly prepared for bed ourselves.
“I’m not sure I’ll get any sleep tonight,” Lia remarked as we slid beneath the sheets.
“Well, you’d better try; we’ll be sleeping on the road again starting tomorrow,” I teased.
She groaned and took a moment to readjust herself into a more comfortable position. “At least we don’t have to watch our backs the whole time.” I turned out the lamp and put an arm around her waist. “Our first adventure on our own terms,” she sighed dreamily.
“The first of many,” I reminded her. She gave my hand a light squeeze of acknowledgement, and we both drifted off to sleep.
---
Hana roused us just before dawn. I was surprised to find both Marin and Elise awake as well, though the former looked much worse off than the latter; Elise was smiling and composed as she ate breakfast with Marten, while Marin leaned heavily against the kitchen wall, her hair particularly frizzy and disheveled. Lia moved to her side and quietly attempted to teach her how to lessen her nausea through meditation while I fetched our breakfast. After the light meal was finished, we all filed outside to find Bella and her carriage already waiting.
We said our quick and well-practiced goodbyes to Lia’s parents and Marin, then joined Elise in the back of her carriage. She had insisted we join her on her trip back into town, and we soon found out why; after producing a paper and quill from below her seat and folding down a large wooden desk across her lap, she wrote down a comprehensive list of every man and woman that had gone missing since her bandit troubles had started. I was impressed by how detailed each missing persons report was, down to skin, hair, and eye color, approximate height and weight, and any distinguishing features.
I stashed the reports in my pocket once we arrived at Three Barrels, parting ways after a final, sincere thank you from Elise. When Bella disappeared around the corner with the carriage, Lia and I were left alone at the entrance to the headquarters. We stood quietly for a moment, both staring off into the distance down the southern road. “We made it,” I said eventually, taking Lia’s hand.
“We made it,” she echoed.
“It’s time for me to keep my promise,” I proclaimed, taking a step forward. “It’s time to go on an adventure.”
***




12. FRIENDS
Our trip south began quite differently than I had expected. All of my time spent traveling in Kaldan had been on nearly empty roads through relatively undeveloped countryside, and I had started to forget that those experiences were abnormal. The southern road out of Mayaan was packed with foot traffic, passenger carriages, and produce carts, all bustling in both directions. The closeness of the crowd set me on edge, and I had to consistently remind myself that I wasn’t a wanted man in Lybesa.
While our promise of investigating Elise’s missing caravans waited somewhere ahead of us, Lia and I were both perfectly content to travel at a far more leisurely pace than our previous journeys. Lia found the crowd much more enjoyable than I did, and she did her best to make casual conversation with some of the passersby. Most people replied to her amicably, and although it all sounded the same to me, I could tell by Lia’s reaction that the responses were in Lybesian rather than Kaldanic, which put an end to any further dialogue.
It was late afternoon on our first day of traveling when she found a response she understood. We had finally caught up with a group of four people moving approximately the same speed as us after a few hours of walking behind them; their pace seemed slightly slowed by the lead man, who pushed a wheelchair that held an elderly woman in a heavy cloak. Lia greeted them warmly, and her face lit up when she understood their reply in kind. “You speak Kaldanic!” she exclaimed as we walked up beside them.
“Sounds like you do, too,” laughed the stranger pushing the wheelchair. He was a tall man, most likely my height when not hunched over the chair grips, with a shining bald head, deep brown skin, and a close-cropped black beard. “What brings a Kaldanic speaker out this way?” he asked with a friendly smile.
“Vacation!” Lia answered excitedly. “We’re on our way to visit the capital for a few days.”
The man chuckled and looked at the woman on his right, who bobbed her head forward to catch our eyes. “We’re on our way to Ellawyn ourselves, Primes willing,” she said cheerfully, circling around the group to walk next to Lia. She looked to be about our age, with copper skin, bouncy chestnut hair, and kind blue eyes. “You’re free to join us on the road, if you’d like the company; we’ve got a chartered wagon waiting for us in Leinna to take us through the Midlands, but we’re on foot until then.”
The cloaked figure in the wheelchair turned her head towards us. “We don’t need a couple of foreign strangers traveling with us! Especially not some road vagabonds like them!” the woman complained in a shrill, deliberate voice. I was able to see a face beneath the hood for a brief moment; she had pale, translucent skin that seemed to hang from her small frame, with sunken eyes and a long, crooked nose. She looked over Lia and me for a brief moment, then turned away with a huff of disgust.
“Gran, please!” cried the last member of their group. He looked to be the youngest of their party and walked with a slight limp as he hurried up to the side of the wheelchair. His dirty blonde hair hung down into his nervous, shifty eyes, and he constantly pushed it out of his face, to no avail. “You can’t talk to people like that, even if they can’t understand you!”
The youth looked up to us with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, she doesn’t speak Kaldanic. She was just asking if we knew each other,” he lied. “Which, as far as I can remember, we don’t. I’m Miles,” he said, moving to the back of the group and holding out a hand, “and this is my grandmother, Josephine.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Miles!” Lia chirped, shaking his hand. “And you as well, Josephine,” she added, giving the woman a respectful bow of her head. “My name is Marlia, but you can just call me Lia.” She gave my arm a hard tug and pulled me closer to the group insistently as I heard her voice inside my head. Introduce yourself. And be nice.
“Pardon my rudeness; speaking in groups has never been my forte,” I said with a small, forced smile. “My name is Lux. It’s nice to meet you all.”
“Lux, Lia,” repeated the young woman, briefly looking us over as she committed the names to memory. “I’m Evelyn, but you can call me Lyn, if you’d like. This is my husband Layne,” she said, placing her hand on the crook of her husband’s arm.
“Miles, Josephine, Lyn, Layne,” Lia said, nodding to each person in turn. “Got it! So, what brings the four of you out this way? Are you vacationing, too?”
Josephine snorted derisively, but Lyn ignored her. “Not quite. Miles is a good friend of ours and needs a place to stay while he visits the capital with his grandmother, so we came up to collect them. We have a house outside of the city where Layne sells his smithing wares, and traveling in large groups is safer this time of year.” She paused for a moment and tipped her face up towards the sun, inhaling deeply. “Plus, I can never say no to a week outdoors.”
My interest was suddenly piqued by her explanation. “Smithing wares? You’re a blacksmith?” I asked, quickly weaving my way through the group to stand beside Layne.
“Yup!” he answered brightly. “I don’t claim to be the best, but I’ve had steady work out of my own forge for a few years now.”
“What sort of work do you do?” I asked, completely abandoning my initial reservations about joining their group.
“Mostly industrial supply: nails, hinges, supports, that sort of stuff,” he said, grinning at my obvious enthusiasm. “Are you a blacksmith, too?”
“I was! Well, technically, I was an apprentice, but by the end of my tenure I was practically running half the shop,” I babbled. “We were mainly weaponsmiths, but we took on any work that came in if we had time.”
“Oh, to be a weaponsmith,” he sighed longingly. “That’s the dream of every kid who sees a man swing the hammer, isn’t it? Unfortunately for me, there isn’t much demand for weapons at the moment in Lybesa, so I’ve made do with what’s needed.” He chuckled after a short pause. “That’s probably a good thing, come to think of it.”
“That’s true,” I agreed, “though I have to admit, it really was the dream job. Forging weapons all day, then training with them in my downtime…” I trailed off, smiling as I thought back to my days at Ashedown’s forge.
“I’ve never had much reason to hold a sword, let alone train with one,” Layne admitted. “My dreams of becoming a knight died when a threat to the country decided it didn’t want to go to war with anyone. A damn shame.”
As we both laughed, I remembered for the first time since our conversation started that we weren’t walking alone, and I turned to find Lyn and Lia watching us with wide grins. “Please, don’t stop on our account,” Lyn giggled, holding up her hands. “I’m glad to see you’ve found a common interest.”
“I guess it’s been a while since I’ve found someone to talk to about smithing work,” I chuckled as my cheeks grew warm. I turned to Miles and gave him a small nod. “How about you, Miles? What do you do for work?”
“Me?” he asked timidly. “I’m an artist. A painter, specifically.”
“Oh, a painter!” Lia said delightedly. “What do you like to paint?”
“Portraits,” he answered quickly. “People commission me to paint their portrait, and I travel to wherever they are and, erm, paint them.”
“Is that why you’re heading to the capital? Are you going to paint some important nobles?”
“No. Well, yes, and no,” he said, shrugging. “I do have plans to do some portraits while I’m there, but it isn’t the reason for our trip. Gran has been in a great deal of pain lately due to her hip, and I’ve heard there’s a healer in the capital that specializes in—”
“Don’t talk to them about my problems!” shouted his grandmother, swatting at him with a frail hand. “You don’t even know these people! Stop telling them so much about us.” Each halting word she spoke carried an unusual amount of emphasis, as if it were physically difficult for her to speak them.
“Gran, you know it’s safer to travel in groups,” Miles responded quietly, leaning in close to her ear. “Besides, you can see how they’re dressed; if we get ambushed by bandits, don’t you want them with us?”
“They could be the bandits!” she shot back. “Do you make friends with every armored thug you meet?”
“Stop it, Gran!” he hissed. He straightened up from his hunched position and pushed the hair out of his eyes as he laughed nervously, no doubt concocting his next false translation. “Gran is wondering how long you’ll be traveling with us. We certainly appreciate the company, but the wagon waiting for us in Lienna only has room for the four of us, plus one guard.”
“We would never think to impose ourselves on you like that,” I said, waving away the notion. “Besides, we have some business in the Midlands that needs looking into before we make our way to the capital.”
“But we’ll walk with you to Lienna!” Lia added. “If you’ll have us, of course.”
“We’d love to have you walk with us. Not that we could stop you otherwise,” Lyn laughed, flashing a quick grin in Josephine's direction. “There are still plenty of miles of walking between us and that wagon.”
With her blessing, Lia and I continued to travel with their group for the remainder of the day, passing the time by sharing stories of our respective places of origin. Lyn, Miles, and Layne had all grown up together in a small town just outside of Ellawynn and had been an inseparable, adventurous trio of friends. The tall tales of their youth seemed a bit exaggerated to my ear, but they were enjoyable to listen to nonetheless; whether they were sneaking into the royal gardens or stowing away in an Elta’sahn Company caravan, they always seemed to escape from their endeavors without a scratch.
Layne had found a blacksmith willing to take him on as an apprentice in the small town of Olum on Kaldan’s southern coast, and he had moved away soon after his fifteenth birthday. Their stories grew less exciting from that point, with Layne focusing on his apprenticeship, Miles on his art, and Lyn on running her family’s inn. After six years apart, Layne returned to Lybesa, and he and Lyn were married within the month. Miles moved to the northern coast a few years later to help care for his grandmother, and the group had been broken up ever since, apart from their continued correspondence through letters.
Once their stories were finished, Lia provided a quick, less embellished version of her own upbringing. She mainly focused on her father’s trading business and the exciting trips it enabled her to take as a child. When she was finished, I followed up with my crafted backstory: Born in a small Doramese town, I moved from place to place too frequently to put down roots, staying in the north just long enough to apprentice at a blacksmith’s shop before I traveled to Kaldan in search of better work. Between the maps I had studied and multiple conversations with Marten, I was able to reference enough real locations to give the story reasonable substance.
Though I should have anticipated the question from the moment we began sharing stories, I was taken off guard when Layne asked how Lia and I had first met. Luckily, Lia came to my rescue before I finished my nervous chuckling; she told a lovely story of love at first sight, beginning the day I had tried to convince her father to trade my wares in the Yorian market. Our initial introductions had gone so well that we planned to meet again that night, and I arrived at our predetermined meeting place just in time to find her being accosted by a particularly unsavory town guard. After repelling the man and returning safely to her family, her father had become so distressed from the news that he decided to relocate his family to Lybesa. The plans took a month to finalize, during which time I stayed with the family as a guard and welcome guest.
The remainder of her story was an abbreviated version of the truth. We had made the trip across Kaldan just as winter arrived and passed through the Mountain Gate just before “some incident” seemingly closed it for the foreseeable future. Marten had made contact with an old business associate who helped him reestablish his trading business and build our new home, and our lives had returned to the perfectly normal routines we had before, with no thoughts of dangerous adventures, corrupt kings, or monsters.
Our topic of conversation shifted once again after Lia finished the story, and we continued talking without pause until just before dusk when we reached our destination for the day: a small roadside town with a prominent inn. We rented our separate rooms and took a moment to put our traveling gear away, then reconvened in the common room for dinner. The provided meal of stew was cold and bland, but the good company was more than enough to compensate, and we parted ways for the evening in high spirits.
When the door to our meager lodgings closed behind us, I shrugged off my cloak and sat down in the solitary chair against the wall with a contented sigh. “That was...nice.”
“Yeah, it was,” Lia agreed, sitting on the lumpy straw mattress across from me as she began to unbuckle her armor. “I’m glad I said hello to them on the road, aren’t you?”
“I am now,” I chuckled. “I can’t say I was at the time, though. I’m not used to meeting people like them. You know, good people.”
She shook her head as she slipped a bracer from her arm. “That’s what most people are like, Lux.”
“You’re probably right. It’s just—”
“I am right,” she corrected.
I gave her an exaggerated roll of my eyes. “You are entirely, perfectly right.” After removing my boots, I continued with my original thought. “That’s not something I’m used to. My track record so far in this life has been less than stellar.” I paused in my disrobing and gestured towards her with a large smirk. “Apart from a few shining exceptions, of course.”
“Of course,” she echoed, holding up her nose with theatrical pride. We finished undressing, then climbed into bed for the night. “I’m glad you like them,” she said as she curled up against my chest.
“I’m glad they liked us, too,” I said. “Well, most of them, anyway. Josephine wasn’t exactly thrilled to have us join their group.” I reached out to the bedside table and turned out the lamp, then settled in beneath the thin blankets.
“She wasn’t?” Lia asked, confused. “Miles said she...oh! Right!” She tapped excitedly against my bare chest as she looked up at me through the darkness. “What was she really saying?”
“Well, she definitely speaks Kaldanic. It sounds like she isn’t too fond of foreigners.” I nodded towards the two piles of armor at the foot of the bed. “Plus, given the way we were dressed, she thought we were some kind of thugs and was mad that Miles told us where they were going.”
She let out a hearty laugh. “We are sort of thuggish looking, aren’t we?” Her finger traced lazily along my collarbone as she continued. “You can’t really blame her, I guess. It seems like everyone is a bit on edge traveling right now. Plus, with her hip the way it is, it’s probably hard for her to…” she trailed off, her finger pausing on its trek across my chest. “Could you do something about her hip?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. It feels a bit weird to invade her privacy like that, but it would be for her benefit, right?” Lia gave me a firm nod of agreement, and I took a moment to center my breathing. “Let’s find out.”
A pulse of mana ran out into the hallway and through the surrounding rooms, scanning each chamber quickly until I found my target. Josephine was asleep in the room two doors down from ours, propped up on the mattress by various pillows and balled-up clothing, while Miles reclined restlessly in her wheelchair. The mana in her core was a pale yellow, so faint that I could hardly see it even against the black void of my view through Detection. As I carefully suffused my energy around her hip, her ailment became immediately apparent: multiple osteoporotic fractures running along the surface of her right hip and femur.
I absentmindedly spun the ring on my finger as I activated the healing rune along the inside of the band. The small cracks in her bones began to mend, and after a few seconds of channeling, the green glow dissipated. While I was happy to see the breaks had healed, I was ultimately disappointed in the results; her hip bone, though healed of all its readily apparent injuries, was still overly porous and brittle. I activated the rune a second time, but the healing energy failed to make any further changes.
My eyes fluttered open as I withdrew the extended mana. “Well,” I said, scrunching up my face, “I did what I could. There were a couple of small fractures I was able to heal, but...she’s just old. She’ll probably be a lot more comfortable for now, but it’s only a matter of time until the bones break again.”
“You still helped, though,” Lia encouraged. “I didn’t expect you to...I don’t know, cure her old age or something.”
“You’re right, as usual,” I said with a slight grin. “I guess I’m just disappointed that I found another limitation to our healing magic.”
“You can add whatever it is to the list when we get home. Might as well add ‘fix old age’ and ‘cure death’ while you’re at it,” she joked.
“That would certainly be a good one to figure out.” I gave her a quick hug, then shook my head and patted my cheeks. “Okay, no more moping. We’re on vacation, right?”
“Right. No moping allowed on vacation!” She tilted her head and kissed me, then resettled herself in her sleeping position. “I love you.”
“I love you,” I murmured, closing my eyes again. As I drifted off to sleep, I was surprised to find myself in relatively high spirits. The feeling of Lia held snugly in my arms combined with my excitement for another day of travel with Layne, Lyn, and Miles easily banished my earlier disappointment, and I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
---
The following day of travel passed us by in a flash. We grew comfortable with our new friends almost immediately and spent our time talking as if we had known each other for years. I fully indulged in my passion for blacksmithing, trading stories with Layne for hours on end, while Lia asked Miles and Lyn for more stories about the capital. Josephine seemed to be in a better mood as well, as she stopped voicing her displeasure at our company at every given opportunity, but I couldn’t determine whether it was due to the reduced pain in her hip or simply growing accustomed to our presence.
Even though I was focused on my own conversation, I was able to pick up some useful information from Lia’s conversations, as well. As Miles was a well-regarded artist, he was often in the company of diplomats, royalty, and wealthy merchants, many of whom had a tendency to speak in front of him about matters otherwise kept private from the general public. While he was always careful to hide the names of his sources, he talked about the information they revealed openly, often with a sly smile.
According to the latest news from the major seaport traders, the Elta’Sahn Company’s presence had all but disappeared from the southern ocean. Various tales reported massive gatherings of their ships, the location of which never seemed to align from report to report. The most notable landowners around the capital reported similar disappearances of the usual ground forces. Strangest of all, every intermediary for the Company had gone completely silent, without a clue as to where they had gone, how long they would be away, or if they would ever come back.
The reports from Kaldan were even more troubling. Although trade with the coastal cities was at an all-time high, strange stories of trouble in the north had begun to filter back across the shipping routes. The details varied wildly from source to source. Some said a massive crop failure had plagued the northern fields and forced the farmers to abandon their harvests; others reported that the weather had grown abnormally harsh, forcing smaller towns to leave their homes for the warmer refuge of Yoria. The most troubling stories were those that mirrored the information Val had relayed to me: terrifying, unknown monsters were running rampant across the northern countryside, wiping out entire villages in the night. Whatever flavor the story took, one thing always remained consistent: People were fleeing from northern Kaldan, and those that didn’t were disappearing.
While we engaged in our own separate conversations, Lia and I also kept a dialogue running through our mental connection. Along with the comfort her presence at the back of my mind provided me, our connection also served a functional purpose: a private place to share information without the need for hushed tones or fake backstories. We shared a silent moment of pride at our involvement in the Company’s disappearance from Lybesa and joked about the potential meetings led by Jeremiah “Quickblade” Eltann. When Miles mentioned the rumor of monsters in northern Kaldan, Lia was quick to assuage my anxieties, and despite the news, I was in good spirits by the end of the day.
When the sun set on our day of travel, we stopped in a small roadside settlement for the night. It was composed of a dozen buildings at most, which, aside from a small five-room inn and a general store, were entirely residential. According to Lyn, foot travel through the Midlands was uncommon during even the safest months of the year, so most major townships were spaced apart by roughly a day’s travel by wagon, not walking. She estimated that we would finish the first leg of our journey before noon on the following day with our arrival in Lienna, where our group would part ways; Lia and I would continue into the Midlands on foot, while the rest of the group would wait for their chartered wagon to arrive the next morning. With our plans set, we shared a quick meal in the cramped common space of the inn before retiring to our separate rooms for the night.
We left before the sun had broken the horizon the next morning. As soon as we were out of town, Layne gave the duty of pushing the wheelchair to Miles and pulled me aside.
“I’ve got a question for you, Lux,” he asked in a hushed tone, flashing a small smile.
I raised an eyebrow at him and scanned back over my shoulder at the rest of the group walking with us only a few feet away. “Uhm, sure. What’s on your mind, Layne?”
“Sorry for the sort of personal question, but I’ve been wondering this since we first met…” he trailed off, lowering his voice further as he checked to make sure we were out of earshot of the rest of the group. “When are you going to make your Union offering to Lia? You’re going to do it in Ellawynn, aren’t you?”
My eyes widened as I processed the question, and I immediately withdrew my extended mana and shut Lia out from my thoughts. “Why do you think that?” I whispered back.
“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? You two are clearly together, but Lyn says you aren’t married, according to her conversation with Lia yesterday,” he answered. “We thought that you might be taking the trip to the capital to do it there.” He paused as he watched my reaction, and his brow furrowed. “Unless, of course, that’s not your, uhm...you do follow Unity, right?”
“Yeah. Yes. Unity, yes,” I stammered. Caught off guard by the sudden inquiries, I thought back to my conversation with Hana and Marten on our initial ride into the country. Marriage proposals in the Unity religion, Hana had explained, were traditionally done through a Union offering. As opposed to the traditional engagement ring I was familiar with, a Union offering could be anything: jewelry, money, poetry, or even the completion of a special task. There were only a few defining features of an official Unity offering: demonstrate you truly know the person, how far you’d be willing to go for them, and your willingness to be joined for life. Unity, I had learned, had little tolerance for divorce.
“Oh, thank the Primes. That would have been an awkward mistake,” he said with a sigh of relief. “So, are you going to do it in Ellawynn? What’s your plan?”
“No, I haven’t, uhm, prepared anything, yet,” I answered. “I’ve thought about it, of course, but I don’t know exactly when—”
“You’ve got to go for it, man!” he cut me off, shaking my shoulder. “Trust me, you’re going to regret every single day until you do it.” His eyes briefly looked over my shoulder to where Lia and Lyn were walking, and his smile widened. “I knew that I was going to marry Lyn when we were just kids. I was starting to make plans for my offering, but I left for my apprenticeship before I figured things out. I kicked myself every day for six years while I was gone, and when I finally came home, I worked day and night until the offering was ready.”
“What did you do for your offering?” I asked, desperate to remove the focus from myself.
“Her brooch,” he said, nodding in her direction. I subtly turned my head until I could see Lyn out of the corner of my eye. For the first time since we had met, I noticed the shimmering gold pin that fastened her cloak: a gem-encrusted butterfly with wings made of handspun gold. “I wanted to prove that my blacksmithing skills would be enough to provide for us. That, and she loves butterflies.” He chuckled to himself. “It worked like a charm.”
“Wow,” I murmured, studying the finer details of the brooch through Detection. “That’s fantastic work, Layne.”
“Right?” he asked, puffing out his chest. “No more delays now, Lux. Tell me, honestly; are you going to make Lia a Union offering?”
I felt my cheeks flush, but I steadied my breathing and gave him a firm nod. “Yes, I am.”
“What do you need to do to make it happen?”
“I need…” I trailed off, rubbing my chin. “I guess all I really need is...a forge. And a few hours.”
Layne clapped his hands excitedly. “Come visit us when you’re in Ellawynn, then! You can use my forge, along with any materials you need. My gift to the two of you.”
“Really? You’re sure?” I asked, bewildered. “I guess I could come by.”
“No, promise you’ll come by,” he insisted, grabbing my hand and giving it a firm shake before I could respond.
“Alright,” I laughed, confirming the handshake. “I promise.”
“Good. Good!” He clapped my hand between both of his. “You’ll look back on this moment as the start of the best decision you ever made. I guarantee it.” He dropped my hand and nodded his head towards Lia and Lyn, who seemed to be holding an equally secretive conversation on the opposite side of our small party. “Looks like Lyn had the same idea I did.”
I reached out to Lia with a thin tendril of mana and found her consciousness blocked off. “Seems that way,” I agreed.
Layne took his place behind the wheelchair once again as we shifted back to the middle of the group. Lia’s eyes met mine as we walked closer, and she quickly turned her gaze elsewhere, blushing. Lyn laughed and led her a few steps further towards the side of the road, and they continued their conversation in private. Layne had started a loud, jovial conversation with Josephine, which provided them plenty of cover to speak in their hushed tones.
After another few minutes of walking, Lyn crossed in front of me with a satisfied smile on her face, joining Layne at the center of our group. Lia sidled up to me a moment later, keeping her eyes straight ahead. Talk about anything interesting? I asked her the moment her mental guard had fallen.
No. Nothing, uhm, specifically interesting. Just...lady things. You wouldn’t understand.
I couldn’t help but grin. Of course.
Her hand rushed out and grabbed mine, squeezing it far tighter than was comfortable. And what about you, with your secret conversation with Layne? You started it, you know!
Oh, we just talked about some blacksmithing things. It would’ve been too boring for you, I’m sure. I wiggled my hand out of her grip and wove my fingers back more gently between hers.
I’m sure, she echoed sarcastically. After a final moment of embarrassed standoffishness, she moved the remaining step closer to me, and we continued walking hand in hand.
Lia, how would you like to visit with Lyn and Layne before we leave the capital? I asked. Layne invited us to visit anytime we like. I figured we could stop in on our way out of the city.
Lyn said the same thing! Lia said excitedly. I think that’d be a great way to end the trip.
I gave her a wide smile. It’s settled, then. We walked on quietly together, both absorbed in our own thoughts. Layne had opened the floodgates that held back my dreams of marriage, and my mind was consumed with a half-dozen plans for my Union offering, potential ceremony locations, and our life beyond. The thoughts bounced around too fast for any one topic to develop until the buzz became overwhelming. Hey, Lia?
What’s up?
I love you. The single, unifying thought was enough to dispel the chaos from my mind and provide me with a unified point to focus on; the only thing that mattered was Lia.
She bumped her shoulder against mine. I love you too, Lux.
I let out a satisfied sigh as I looked down the road ahead of us, feeling renewed and eager for our trip to continue. We joined in conversation with Miles and Lyn, who had been discussing which Lybesian delicacy should be considered the quintessential dish to try in Ellawynn, and the remainder of our morning flew by. The hilly but otherwise clear countryside generally blocked our view forward past any given turn in the road, which caused a moment of surprise when we rounded a corner to find our destination of Lienna in full view only a few miles away.
The town was much larger than the ones we had passed through so far on our trip, rivaling Mayaan in both size and traffic. Lia and I followed along behind Layne as he led us along the side of a bustling street; as opposed to most cities I had seen, the traffic on Lienna’s roads was made almost entirely of horse-drawn carriages. The clattering of their wheels on the gray brick roads mixed with a dozen conversations from the foot traffic around us on the sidewalk to create a lively, if not slightly suffocating, atmosphere. I kept my head low as we worked our way into the center of the city, eventually stopping our trek in a large cobblestone courtyard.
A towering, four-story tall building made of bright red bricks stood to our left, lined with neat rows of white shuttered windows on each floor and ringed by a manicured wall of hedges. A long, one-story wooden building stretched along the remaining edges of the courtyard, faced with open bay doors that seemed to constantly intake and output passenger carriages. Multiple workers in vibrant overcoats directed the traffic in and out from the busy road behind us. Near the exit to the courtyard, a small booth plastered with informational posters was constantly swarmed by a crowd of travelers.
We quickly made our way across the overloaded plaza and regrouped at the front doors of the brick building. “Well,” I said, scanning over the group, “I suppose this is where we part ways.”
“No, not yet!” Lyn said, tugging on Lia’s shoulder. “At least have lunch with us before you go! They have a small restaurant here that’s quite good.”
I gave her an apologetic laugh. “I’m not sure we—”
“That sounds great!” Lia interrupted, quickly shifting sides to join the rest of their party.
Pursing my lips for a moment, I shook my head and sighed. “In that case, I suppose we will,” I chuckled.
“Perfect!” Lyn clapped. “I’ll make sure our accommodations are in order while the rest of you get a table.” She led us through the front doors into a posh lobby; the space was mostly filled by two large emberwood desks that each had their own queue of patrons, whose impatiently tapping feet were muffled by a thick, fluffy carpet that matched the interior brick walls. The opposite wall from the entrance had two large doors labeled with a range of room numbers, while a single glass door to our left revealed a small room lined with booths and tables.
Lyn took her place at the back of the nearest line and nodded us towards the glass door. “Make sure you order a basket of apple muffins; they’re the best in Lybesa!” Leaving her to her waiting, the rest of us made our way into the restaurant and took our seats around one of the few tables large enough for our six-person party. A young woman approached the table a few moments after we were settled and gave us a small bow.
“Good morning! What can I get for you today?” she asked with a wide smile. Her hand briefly pointed back to a slate board hanging beside the door to the kitchen. “We have three options today if you’re looking for a full meal, and plenty of assorted baked goods otherwise.” Her eyes landed on me as she waited expectantly.
I blinked at the slate board for a few moments, unable to read the words, then returned the server’s smile. “I’m certainly looking for a full meal. Surprise me; chef’s choice.” I felt a small tap on my elbow, and turned to find Lia watching me with her eyebrows raised. “She’ll have the same,” I added, nodding in her direction.
I caught an oddly severe glance from Josephine as I ordered, but the server simply nodded and proceeded to take the rest of the table’s orders. When she had returned to the kitchen, Layne grinned at me. “Lux, I didn’t know you spoke Lybesian,” he said, his eyes darting to the side to catch Josephine’s reaction.
“Oh?” I said innocently, momentarily grating my teeth in annoyance at my own abilities. “I suppose it never came up, did it?” I chuckled and scratched the back of my head as I raced to create a believable story. “The blacksmith I worked with in Doram was originally from Lybesa, and he tended to speak Lybesian around the shop when customers weren’t around. I’m sure I sound a bit rusty; it’s been years since I needed to say more than a few words at a time.”
“You sound quite fluent to me,” Josephine snapped. “You’ve been spying on me this whole trip, haven’t you? Both of you, I’m sure!”
“Gran, stop it!” Miles cut in. “It’s not his fault that you assumed he couldn’t understand you!” He turned back to Lia and me and gave us each a small bow of her head. “Sorry. Her hip has been bothering her lately, and it’s putting her on edge, is all,” he apologized, giving his grandmother a sidelong glare.
“It’s no trouble,” I smiled. “Josephine, I’m sorry that I invaded your privacy. It was not my intent.” I spoke with halting emphasis in an attempt to make the words sound like uncertain Lybesian. She grumbled and looked away in response, and I breathed a small sigh of relief.
“Any other secret talents you’d like to reveal?” Layne asked playfully. “You know, something fun like juggling, or mind reading.”
Looks like the chef is making us eggs, Lia giggled at the back of my mind.
“I’m actually quite good at juggling,” I laughed, “but I’ll have to get back to you on the mind reading. If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know when we stop in to visit on our way back from Ellawynn.”
“So you’re actually coming!” he said excitedly. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like, you know. You can even swing by my forge if you’re feeling nostalgic for your apprentice days.” His eyes twinkled mischievously as he looked back and forth between Lia and me.
“We’ll have to see what the day brings,” I answered, ignoring the slight rush of warmth to my cheeks. “Depending on how long we end up staying, we could even visit the capital together. We could certainly use a couple of local guides.”
“Oh, that would be so fun!” Lia cut in, leaning forward on her elbows. “I’m sure you all know plenty of great places to visit in Ellawynn that normal tourists would miss.”
Her innocent statement sent Layne into an impassioned diatribe about the state of tourism in southern Lybesa; his list of grievances with the nobles that ran the Solarium Gardens and the specific regulations for visiting the famous Unity Cathedral fueled him until our food arrived. Lyn returned a few minutes later, bearing two room keys and a confirmation slip for their chartered wagon. When she heard the topic of conversation, she apologized profusely and attempted to calm her husband’s excited ranting, much to our amusement.
Lia and I enjoyed a lunch of poached eggs in a thick cream sauce, served atop a hearty slab of fresh bread. Lyn’s claim about the apple muffins turned out to be entirely correct; the crumbly treats were still warm from the oven and well-seasoned with fresh apples, cinnamon, and cloves. We stuffed ourselves with the sweet dessert as we discussed our plans for the next few days. Despite Lyn and Layne’s worries, we held firm in our decision to travel through the Midlands on foot, promising as sincerely as we could that we would be safe. While we didn’t explicitly detail our plans for hunting down the bandits that had ransacked Elise’s wagons, the combination of our impressive weaponry and total confidence seemed to put their minds at ease, and we eventually moved past the topic.
When the basket of muffins was empty, we all gathered our things and returned to the courtyard for a final goodbye. “Don’t forget, we’re the second road on your right heading north from Ellawynn, and then your third left after that,” Layne reminded us.
“Got it,” I said, absorbing the information for the third time since we had arrived in Lienna. “I can’t say for certain when we’ll be there, but expect us in...a little over a week, maybe?”
“Well, whenever you arrive, you’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like,” Lyn offered.
“You’ve all been far too kind to us,” Lia answered. “Kind enough that I’m sure Lux is suspicious as to why.”
I laughed as I noticed her presence lingering in the back of my mind, correctly picking up on the continual feeling of confusion I felt every time Lyn or Layne continued to show their generosity. “She’s right,” I said. “I’m not sure what we’ve done to deserve your kindness, but I hope we get a chance to pay it back in the future.”
“Oh, nonsense,” Layne said, waving us off. “Given the season, we expected a long, quiet trip full of suspicious glances from a bunch of strangers. Lia’s greeting told us everything we needed to know about you two.”
“It didn’t hurt that you look like you can handle yourselves,” Miles added with a grin. “Traveling in groups is safer nowadays, especially if they’re armed and armored groups.”
Layne scratched his fingers through his beard. “I suppose that helped, too. But it was mostly the greeting, I promise!”
“If that’s the case, I’m glad I said hi!” Lia laughed. “It would have been a very boring trip so far if we hadn’t met you.” She stepped forward and gave Lyn a tight hug, then worked her way down the line, giving a quick hug to Layne and Miles before ending with a respectful nod to Josephine. I followed her example, with a firm handshake to each of the men and a light hug with Lyn.
“It was lovely to meet you both,” Miles said. “If we don’t cross paths again while you’re in the capital, you should come visit me in Almayn the next time you’re looking to take a trip. It’s only a few days west on foot from where you live in Mayaan. I’ll even paint your portrait, if you’d like!”
“Really?!” Lia asked, her eyes wide. “That would be amazing!”
“Of course!” Miles answered. “I don’t get to paint couples nearly as much as I’d like. It’d be my pleasure.” He grinned in Layne’s direction. “You can see an example of my work hanging over the mantle of Lyn and Layne’s dining room.”
“It’s true,” Lyn added. “He made it for us as a wedding gift. It’s a beautiful piece.”
“I look forward to seeing it,” I said, putting a hand on Lia’s shoulder. “However, that does mean we’ll have to start walking at some point.” I looked over the faces of our new friends and nodded. “Assuming everything goes as planned, we should see each other again soon.”
“I guess you’re right,” Lia sighed loudly. “I hope your trip goes well, everyone!”
“You too!” Lyn answered, her drawn brow betraying the worry hidden behind her cheery voice. “Primes watch over you.”
“See you soon!” Layne called out as Lia and I started across the courtyard. We both turned and waved our final goodbyes when we reached the road, then began our trip south along the main thoroughfare. Lia skipped ahead of me and pulled me along by my hand; despite the fact that she walked backwards through the crowd, she deftly wove her way between the pedestrians, staring at me the entire time with a wide grin.
“Can I...help you with something, Lia?” I asked, failing to fight off her infectious smile.
She hopped towards me and wrapped an arm around my waist as she tucked herself against my hip. “We made some new friends,” she said, still watching my face intently.
“We did,” I agreed. “Out of all of the possible encounters we could’ve had on the road, that was one I hadn’t prepared for.” My brow furrowed as I thought back over the past few days. “I still can’t figure out why they were being so nice to us. Do you think they—”
She reached up and jabbed a finger into my cheek. “No! No more suspicions.” Her finger shook my head back and forth as she emphasized her point. “They were nice to us because they’re nice people, and we’re nice people. Or, at least, I’m a nice person, which was enough.”
I gasped with mostly dramatized indignation. “Hey, I was nice! What did I do that wasn’t nice?!”
“I’m just teasing you,” she laughed, shoving me with her hip. “You were nice enough once you figured out Layne was a blacksmith.” We turned a corner onto a less-occupied street, and the rolling hills of the Midlands came into view ahead of us. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard you talk so much.”
“There are only two things that I’m really good at: blacksmithing and fighting. I’ve been fighting nonstop since I showed up in Yoria, but I haven’t had much of a chance to do any smithing.” I stared off into the distance, picturing the space I had marked out behind our house. “Once I get my forge set up, I’ll be able to keep the smithing talk at a more manageable level. Probably.”
“I guess that’s fair,” Lia conceded. “Still, I’m sure you’re excited to visit with them once our trip is over.”
“Yeah, I am,” I said, absentmindedly spinning my thumb around the golden band that encircled the pommel of my sword. “I, uh, hope you won’t be too bored when Layne and I work in his forge.”
“Oh, no, it’s okay,” she answered quickly, looking away. “Lyn had mentioned some...things that we could do. I think she knew Layne would want to show off his forge.”
“Perfect,” I sighed in relief. As the Midlands grew closer, I scanned out with Detection to ensure our path was safe. “You know, even though we haven’t made it to Ellawynn yet, I feel like we’ve been on an adventure already. A successful one, too.”
“I know what you mean.” She nodded her head towards the hills ahead of us. “I bet there’s another adventure out there, too.”
***




13. ADVENTURE
We unloaded our belongings and rolled out our sleeping mats as the sun began to dip below the horizon. Our afternoon of travel had been far more efficient than the time spent with our friends; not only were we able to move at a magic-enhanced speed, but the lack of traffic made our progress easier as well. Foot traffic had abruptly stopped when we left the buildings of Lienna behind, switching to a steady stream of wagons that passed us in both directions.
“I think we’re good to go,” I said as my mana returned to me. “We’re clear out to a couple miles in every direction, and the hills should keep any noise from traveling that far, regardless.”
Lia rolled her neck in a slow circle and stretched her arms out behind her back. “After sparring every day for a month, it’s been weird to take a few days off.” She drew her paired longswords and admired the blades in the orange pre-dusk sunlight. “You said no enhancements?”
“Right,” I nodded, drawing my sword in turn. “We’re well past the point of being able to go all-out in training matches. I’ve never healed anything more severe than a stab wound before, and I’d rather not try to reconstruct a fully shattered arm the night before we meet a bandit crew.”
“Yeah, and I’d feel bad if I hurt you that badly, too,” she smirked, twirling her swords casually at her sides.
“Oh, that’s very sweet of you,” I scoffed. I moved a few yards away to a comfortable starting position, then pointed my blade at her. “No enhancements means no magic shifting swords, either. Pick a form now and stick with it.”
“You’re no fun,” she pouted.
“Hey, if you want to rely on tricks to win all of your fights, be my guest,” I shot back. “But you know as well as I do that we’ve both fought people recently who were better fighters than we were. Do you want it to stay that way? Relying on enhancements and magic swords to keep you safe?”
“I get it, I get it,” she answered, shaking her head. “I’ve only been training for a few months, you know. I shouldn’t have to compare myself to the General until I’ve had years of practice.”
“That’s true. I trained almost every day for five years in Alderea before I had my first taste of real combat, and I still didn’t feel ready when the time came,” I said. “That’s the best part of practice, I think; no matter how long you work at it, there’s always room for improvement.”
“Is that your excuse for whenever I beat you during our sparring matches?” she laughed, dropping into a combat-ready stance.
“Why don’t you come and find out?” I taunted, waving her on. She dashed forward with a wicked laugh, and our blades sang out over the rolling hills as our fight started. Her bravado held some merit, as she had grown more consistently able to best me during our training matches in the past month, but the vast majority of her victories came from our sessions using combat enhancements. When her magical abilities were pushed to their limits, I found it difficult to keep up with her incredible speed in battle, and I often found myself on the punishing end of a blunted longsword. On the other hand, duels that relied solely on our physical prowess rarely ended with me gaining more than a single bruise.
As we clashed back and forth across the campsite, I couldn’t help but smile at Lia’s progress. I could see influences from all of the notable opponents she had faced throughout her months of training: the General’s adaptability, my own deliberate and measured strikes, Marin’s aggressiveness, and even an aspect of Val’s defensive tactics. They all coalesced to create a style truly unique to Lia, and beyond that, a style which seemed to change every time we fought. Depending on which strength she leaned into, I found myself facing a different foe every night we sparred, which always kept me on my toes.
After a half hour of constant clashes, I called off the fight with a raspy laugh. “Well,” I said, fetching a canteen from our supplies, “I’m definitely going to feel that in the morning.”
“Tired already?” she called out, joining me at our bedrolls. “I could keep going all night.” She snatched the canteen from me and took a long swig, spilling a few drops down the side of her chin as her arm trembled from exertion.
“Mhmm,” I chuckled, lowering myself into a cross-legged position. “You’ll have to find somebody else to practice with, then. My old bones need a rest.”
“Old bones,” she snickered, sitting down across from me. “You don’t have old bones. You just have an old brain.” I raised an eyebrow in her direction, then closed my eyes and took a deep, centering breath. She giggled softly before joining me in meditation. Our campsite glowed with pulsing blue and amber lights as the mana ebbed and flowed within our bodies, then finally shot out in all directions.
“Lux?” she asked after a few quiet minutes had passed. “Do you ever think about how weird this all is?”
“Weird how?”
“It’s like…” she started, pausing to find the right words. “Before I met you, magic was mostly a storybook sort of thing. There was always some level of it in the Unity Church, of course, but it was mostly just little things like glowing crystals that you can buy in curio shops. Apart from the King’s Primes, it was easy to forget magic really existed at all.” I felt a fresh wave of mana wash over me as Lia expanded the range of her Detection. “Now, though, after everything I’ve learned, it feels sort of…” she paused again, then sighed, defeated. “Weird.”
“I see what you mean,” I said. “Magic didn’t exist at all where I was born, but it was commonplace when I first learned about it in Alderea, at least in terms of combat enhancements. I’m not sure what people thought about magic in Hedaat, to be honest. I never asked.” I stopped momentarily, surprised by the gap in my knowledge. “But here, based on the rules from Unity, I see how our powers would seem strange. Impossible, even.”
“Yeah, exactly!” she exclaimed. “At this point, I’m not sure anybody would believe me if I told them what we could do. I wanted to talk to Lyn about it, but...I know I shouldn’t.”
“I know it’s a burden. If there had been another way to keep you safe, I would have avoided bringing up magic at all, just so you wouldn’t—”
“What? No! No way,” she interrupted me. “Knowing what I know now, I’d still choose this life in a heartbeat. Sure, it’s not fun to have to keep it a secret, and it comes with a lot of responsibility, but I’d never give this up.” She sighed again. “I don’t know. It’s a weird feeling to have to describe, I guess. Just…”
“Weird,” I finished for her.
She smiled. “Yeah. Weird.” I felt a swirl of warm, inviting energy around me. “At least we have each other. I’m not sure if I could handle this all on my own, like you did.”
“I would’ve gone crazy by now if I were still alone. Well, crazier than I already am, anyway,” I laughed. “And I certainly wouldn’t have learned as much as I have about magic without you. We’re in this together now.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she said, reaching out to pat my knee. A few moments passed in silence before she suddenly perked up in excitement. “Plus, we have Marin now, too! I bet she’ll help us discover stuff we never would have thought of.”
“Oh, I’m sure she will. She has an...interesting way of looking at things.” Our conversation faded to silence as we continued to survey the surrounding countryside. I was surprised to find the land entirely undeveloped as far as I could see in every direction; aside from the single, winding road through the hills, there was no sign that humanity existed at all in the Midlands. Given the crowded cities close by and the lack of empty land in Mayaan, I found the spacious green hills around us even more curious. Are the Midlands really that dangerous?
“Do you think we’ll find the bandits tomorrow?” Lia asked, her voice softer than before.
“Maybe,” I answered. “If I were a bandit, I would try to wait in a spot that most wagons pass at dusk, just before they stop for the night. Hiding spots aren’t really an issue on this road, given all the hills, so they can probably set up anywhere they want.” I waited for a response, then continued when she stayed quiet. “Are you nervous?”
“No!” she replied immediately, opening her eyes and withdrawing her extended mana. “Not for us, at least. I don’t think we’ll find any bandits strong enough to be dangerous for us, no matter how many there are.” Her eyes fell as she continued. “I’m worried about Elise’s traders, though. I don’t understand why they’re still missing.”
“That is strange,” I agreed. “It’s possible that they’re being held hostage in hopes of a larger ransom, but it would be difficult to hold that many people captive at once. Maybe they’re all grouped up together, hiding out in the Midlands while they plan a mission to steal all of the caravan supplies back.” I followed suit with Lia and ended my meditation, opening my eyes to find the campsite dark. “Whatever the case may be, we’ll find out together, and we’ll deal with it together.”
“I know we will,” she said as she fell back onto her sleeping mat. “That doesn’t stop me from worrying, though.”
“If you figure out a cure for worrying, make sure to let me know,” I laughed, shrugging out of my cloak. “I haven’t been able to figure it out for the past...however long it’s been.” I fluffed the cloak out in front of me as I lay down beside her, spreading the warm fabric over us like a blanket. Lia gladly accepted the offering and drew herself close to me.
“Okay, I will,” she nodded as she pressed her back against my chest. I felt her laugh quietly beside me before she whispered under her breath. “Old bones.” My hand raced along her side to the small patch of exposed undershirt between her armor pieces and clamped down, roughly tickling her hip. She jolted at the sudden touch and let out a surprised yelp, slapping at my hand as she laughed. “Hey! Stop that!” she cried, trying to fight her way out of my reach.
I gave up the assault after a few seconds and pulled her back into my arms. She turned her head and watched me through narrowed eyes, her hand resting firmly on my wrist to combat any further attempts. Satisfied, I smiled and closed my eyes as I found a comfortable sleeping position. “I love you.”
After a few moments of tense waiting, I felt her relax in my arms as she prepared for sleep along with me. “I love you, too.”
---
We broke camp at sunrise the next morning and began our first full day of travel through the Midlands. Similar to the day before, the only traffic we encountered on the road was trading caravans and passenger carriages, all of which sped up and gave us a wide berth when we came into sight on the road. The hard glares and white-knuckled grip of the drivers and guards we passed reinforced the idea of the danger of the Midlands, despite the fact that Lia and I hadn’t experienced anything out of the ordinary compared to our other road trips.
Our peaceful journey finally changed an hour before sunset. My Detection revealed a woman hidden in a bank of shrubs atop a particularly large hill a few miles away, well out of sight. She watched the road in our direction with a long spyglass, lying perfectly still below her leafy cover. Four men lounged at the base of the hill behind her, sitting around a large wooden chest and playing a lazy game of cards. Across the road, three other brigands sat behind an equally tall hill, all sharing a roasted rabbit. A final lookout lay atop the opposite hill, keeping watch over the southern road.
Once we had taken a full measure of the situation, Lia and I continued towards the impending trap. When we eventually made our way into view of the lookout, she froze for a few moments, sizing us up through the spyglass, then shimmied out from her hiding spot and slid down the hill to her companions. They had a brief conversation before the entire troupe sprang to life, running back and forth in preparation for our arrival. Most took their places behind hills at the roadside, positioned in such a way that we would be surrounded if stopped in the proper place, while the scouts returned to their lookout points and resumed their watch duties.
An electric anticipation buzzed throughout my entire body as we approached. Not only was my adrenaline beginning to circulate in preparation for a fight, but my curiosity as to the fate of Elise’s caravans was at an all-time high as each step brought us closer to our answers. I took a series of deep, even breaths as I prepared for the interaction and thought through my potential opening lines.
Three of the bandits stepped into view as we approached the predestined spot. Each wore a set of fine, fur-lined leather armor, all matching in make and adornment. The man at the front of their formation had a longsword belted at his hip, while the two men behind him each wore a bow and quiver on their backs. A strange, brown tar covered the same spot at the top right corner of each of their cuirasses; the repeated detail intrigued me, and I reached out with a quick pulse of mana to suffuse the substance.
It appeared to be a simple mixture of tree sap and dirt, but the insignia the substance covered turned out to be much more interesting: the three ringed sigil of the Elta’Sahn Company. They’re Company deserters! I thought delightedly. Not only was I filled with a sudden surge of pride at shaking the unshakable faith of Company men, but the new information completely recontextualized the nature of our encounter.
“Greetings!” the lead man called out. He had pale brown hair pulled up into a top knot, suntanned skin, and a wide smile that revealed three golden teeth. “It’s not often we meet people traveling on foot through the Midlands. What brings you out this way?”
I straightened my shoulders and put on my best false smile as a cool surge of confidence washed over me. “H—”
“Hi, boys!” Lia answered loudly, taking a step forward to position herself in front of me. “We’re going on vacation! How about you?”
It took every ounce of mental fortitude I could muster to stop myself from laughing. The answer seemed to take their leader by surprise as well, but he composed himself quickly and gave her an amiable chuckle. “I suppose you could say we’re vacationers ourselves! We’ve all had a recent change of employment, you see, and are taking some well-deserved time off before we start our next ventures.”
“Oh, how exciting! We’re going to see the capital, ourselves. I hear it’s lovely this time of year!” She looked between the three men with a wide smile. “Do you greet all of the travelers on this road? That’s awfully nice of you.”
“That’s right,” he replied. “Seeing as you’re new to the area, I’ll let you in on a little piece of helpful information; the Midlands are dangerous this time of year. My friends and I have been protecting this road for weeks now! We heard word that there were bandits in the area, so we figured we’d offer our protection to travelers.”
Lia covered her mouth as she gasped. “Bandits? That’s terrible!”
“Isn’t it just?” he agreed with a grin. His eyes scanned past her and looked me over, lingering momentarily on my sword. “And who might you be, stranger? A hired hand for this dangerous trip, perhaps?”
I leaned out from behind Lia’s head and gave him a friendly bow of my head. “I—”
“Oh, him?” she interrupted again. “Lux here is my traveling companion. He may look big and scary, but he’s a real softie at heart. It’s good to travel with a friend like that, don’t you think?” She suddenly clapped and perked up excitedly. “Speaking of friends, we’re actually looking for some friends of ours that traveled down this way. If you’ve been here for weeks, you probably saw them!” I bit my lip to stop the grin that threatened to spread across my face; it was clear that Lia had decided to take control of the interrogation, and she had no interest in relinquishing any of the responsibilities to me.
The brow of the lead man furrowed as the question caught him off guard, and he recovered with a less-than-genuine laugh. “Well, we see plenty of people come through this way, miss. I’m not sure we’d remember—”
“It’s actually quite a lot of friends, now that I think of it!” Lia continued over him. “They were all traveling in caravans owned by Three Barrels Trading Company! Have you seen anybody come through this way recently that works for Three Barrels? Primes, it must have been at least...six caravans by now!”
The bandit leader’s hand flew to the longsword on his hip, and his backup drew their bows. “I get the feeling you aren’t here on vacation plans, miss,” he said with a snide smile. “Who are you, really? Did the trading company send you?”
A sudden flash of movement picked up on the edge of my Detection, and I spotted a wagon heading our direction from the north carrying a familiar group of passengers. Lia, Lyn’s wagon is coming. We should move this conversation off of the road.
I’m working on it! she chided me playfully. “Gentlemen, as I said, we’re simply on our way to our vacation in the capital. We certainly aren’t here at the request of Three Barrels to find their missing workers. Just as you are concerned citizens keeping the roads safe, and not Elta’Sahn Company deserters looking to shake down innocent travelers.”
The two bowmen in the road glanced at each other with terror in their eyes at the mention of the Company, but it only seemed to anger their leader. “We gave your caravaneers a simple choice: pay the road tax, or die. Do you know what they did?” He turned to his compatriots with a dark grin as if looking for an answer to his rhetorical question, but scowled silently as he found them with nervous, wide-eyed expressions. “They thanked us for our kindness and unloaded their cargo on the spot. Wherever they went after that is none of our concern.”
“So, where did you take all of the goods?” she asked, still as cheery as when the conversation had started.
“The time for questions is over,” he said, tapping heavily on the pommel of his sword. “You should have—”
“That’s not really going to work for me, unfortunately,” Lia cut in. “I still have loads of questions.”
“Enough!” the man yelled, stomping his foot in childish frustration. “You’ve lost the chance for—”
He was interrupted again, but not by Lia. A whistle, poorly disguised as some sort of bird call, echoed down from the tall hill of the northern sentry. His eyes flicked up to the lookout’s location, then down the road behind us.
“Oh, someone must be coming!” Lia clapped excitedly. “Are you going to talk to them too, or will you just have the rest of your men do it?” She drew one of her swords and pointed it at the hill to our right, directly at the location of one of the hidden bandits. “I’m not sure that lady has been paying enough attention to our conversation to know what to do, and the two men waiting behind us seem just as confused.”
All three jaws of the men before us dropped as they stood bewildered at Lia’s seemingly prophetic knowledge. Their leader stammered incoherently for a moment, then turned to his companions. “Just shoot them and be done with this already!”
“Please,” Lia called out, her voice shifting to a sad, pleading tone, “don’t make us kill you. Just run away.”
The warning seemed to register with the younger of the two archers, and he lowered his bow cautiously. He looked to be much younger than us, no older than twenty, with sun bleached hair and a patchy, peach fuzz beard. His eyes bounced between his leader and Lia’s sword as he waited to see what happened next. The archer to the youth’s right had no such reservations; he nocked an arrow and drew it back to the overgrown gray hair sprouting from his ear, narrowing his dark eyes and furrowing his already wrinkled brow. There was a single moment of hesitation as he took aim before I heard the telltale snap of his bowstring.
Lia let out an audible sigh as the arrow shot towards her, then sidestepped at the last possible moment and snatched it out of the air. She twirled it around in her fingers and spun around on the spot, whipping the arrow back towards its owner faster than it had arrived. It cracked against the center of his forehead and embedded itself up to the fletchings in his skull, and the man fell dead to the ground before he could react. “I said, run away,” Lia repeated in a menacing whisper.
The young bowman did as he was told, throwing his weapon to the ground as he dove for the safety of a small ditch at the roadside with a pitiful yelp. Likewise, two of the bandits hidden in the surrounding hills turned at the sight of their murdered comrade and ran off into the countryside without ever touching their weapons. The remaining reinforcements rushed to the road to join their commander, who had drawn his sword and charged at Lia with a wavering battlecry.
I took a few steps back from Lia and watched the ensuing mess unfold. It was difficult for me to consider the encounter a true battle, as each of the bandits only managed to launch a single attack at Lia before being quickly dispatched. She caught each blow easily on the edge of one sword, then struck out with a quick stab from her second blade that always found its way to her opponent’s heart. They attacked her in single file as they arrived, all of them far too panicked or inexperienced to consider holding back and fighting as a single unit. As each bandit fell, Lia’s expression shifted from a grim sadness to one of puzzlement. The entire combat lasted only a few seconds and ended as Lia shoved the final bandit off of her sword to land on the ground beside his dead friends.
When the road had grown still again, she looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Why was that so easy?” she asked, scratching the back of her head. “They were all so slow, and clumsy, and...terrible!”
I gave her a firm pat on the shoulder as I walked by and began to drag the bodies off of the road. “It looks like our training was more effective than we thought.” With a small boost from my strength enhancement, I grabbed the nearest body under the armpits and tossed it to the roadside, which drew a terrified scream from the ditch where it landed. “Oh,” I said, looking up to find the eyes of the young archer peering at us. “Right.”
“Thank you for choosing not to fight,” Lia said, giving him a warm smile. “Do you think you could answer a few questions for me?” He tried to speak, but the only noise that came from his mouth was a hoarse squeak, so he vigorously nodded his head. She hopped down from the road beside him, causing him to visibly recoil. “Come with me,” she instructed gently, walking him away from the corpse of his recently deceased leader. I trust you can handle cleaning up the road?
I laughed at her voice in my head. As you command, I replied. I kept close track of them through my Detection as I worked on hiding the bodies out of view of the road, and my Heightened Senses enhancement flickered to life enough to hear any conversation they might have. Lia led the archer behind one of the nearby hills and sat with him quietly as he began to calm down, while I took the necessary time to remove any signs that the combat had taken place. I finished my task and joined Lia moments before the southbound wagon carrying our new friends drove past, blissfully unaware of the ambush that had awaited them just minutes before.
“So,” Lia continued once I arrived, sitting cross-legged in the grass, “was your leader telling the truth earlier?”
The young man blinked at her silently for a moment, then shook his head. “N-no. We are—or, uhm, were—bandits.”
Lia threw her head back and laughed. “That wasn’t exactly what I meant, but thank you for your honesty. I was referring to what he said about the Three Barrels caravans; did you really let them all go unharmed?”
“Yes,” he answered quickly. “Jakob thought that maybe, if we didn’t hurt people, or scare them too bad, or take all of their stuff, nobody would send any guards, or any, uhm…” he trailed off, looking between the two of us at a loss for words.
“So, you haven’t hurt anybody the entire time you’ve been out here?” she asked, tapping her fingers against her leg. “Not even a little?”
“No, I swear!” he shouted. “Nobody ever gave us trouble. I think, maybe, everyone was expecting us to be...meaner? And when we only, uhm, demanded a little bit of money, or just some of the supplies, people were relieved, and just gave them to us.”
Lia pursed her lips and sat quietly, chewing on the information. “Where did you take all of the stuff you stole?” I asked, filling the silence.
“Uh, there’s a safehouse, that the...uhm,” he stammered, lowering his voice to a whisper before continuing, “the Company used to use. It’s just a few miles off the road, that way.” He pointed off vaguely to the east, through the hill beside us. “You can see it from here, if you’re on the lookout hill.” His voice continued to grow more unsteady as he spoke, and tears began to form in the corners of his eyes. “There’s...there’s not much, uhm, there, right now, b-but you can…”
The sound of a quiet sob brought Lia out of her introspection, and she looked over the bandit with concern. “What’s wrong?” She punched my shoulder and narrowed her eyes at me. “What did you do?”
“Nothing!” I said, holding up my hands to intercept any further punches.
She paused as she read the truth on my face, then leaned closer to the crying youth. “What’s wrong...oh, I never got your name. I’m sorry.”
He shook his head and scooted away from her. “P-Patrick,” he managed to whimper as he wiped the tears from his face.
“Patrick,” she repeated quietly. “What’s wrong, Patrick?”
“It could be that most of his friends are—” My thought was cut short as I swatted away a second punch.
“Not. Helpful,” she muttered, poking at my chest. I held a hand over my mouth and raised my eyebrows expectantly, and she smiled. “Better.” She turned back to Patrick and folded her hands neatly in her lap. “Patrick, what can I—”
“Are you going to kill me?!” he shouted suddenly, his whole body trembling.
Lia recoiled. “What? No! Primes, no! Why would you...well, alright, I can understand why you would think that. But you didn’t try to hurt me, so I don’t have any reason to hurt you, right?” She reached out carefully and put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve been really helpful, Patrick. I don’t have any more questions for you, so whenever you’re feeling up to it, you can leave and go wherever you want.”
“You’re still young, Patrick. You’ve got a long life ahead of you,” I added. “If you go find yourself some real, honest work, you’ll get a chance to see it.” I stood up from my place in the grass and brushed off my cloak. “Just make sure you avoid the Company from now on, hmm?”
He slowly turned to look in my direction, his eyes glassy and uncomprehending. “I’m...uhm, I’m going to sit. Just sit here, for...a while, I think.”
“Okay,” Lia nodded. “Good luck, Patrick. Be safe.”
“You...too?” he said, staring straight ahead as we walked by him. We left him behind his small hill as we returned to the road and climbed to the spot where the southern lookout had been hidden. As Patrick had said, a black shingled roof appeared on the horizon, nearly invisible in the lengthening shadows of the evening.
“I guess that solves the mystery of where the supplies went,” Lia sighed. “Still no lead on the employees, though.”
“Hopefully, our lead is hidden somewhere in that safehouse,” I said, taking a step towards the building. “If we head there now, we’ll make it before dark. There might even be beds; those bandits had to be sleeping somewhere, right?” She nodded in agreement and followed behind me as we made our way across the hilly expanse.
I pushed out a wave of energy to scan our destination and our surroundings as we walked. “You know,” I started, grinning, “you did a great job back there. Controlling the conversation, fighting off all of the bandits, the interrogation, everything. I do have to admit, it was difficult not to laugh at the start; hearing you do my bit was definitely—” I hissed as a sudden pain sprouted in my temples, and I staggered to the side as I clutched my head.
“Lux?” Lia asked, placing a concerned hand on my arm. “Lux, what’s wrong?”
My head swam as I fought to piece together the source of the pain. There was a strange buzz around the image in my head which seemed to emanate from a point farther down the main road to the south. I sent a fresh scan towards the edge of my mental map and winced as the pain renewed itself. When the mana reached the edge of my current vision, it felt as though it were sucked away beyond the ill-defined border and out of my control. “I...don’t know. Something to the south.”
I saw a brief flash of amber light as Lia’s own mana raced out along mine, and the audible gasp beside me confirmed that she felt the same interference. “What is that?” she whispered. “Why is that happening?”
“I don’t know,” I repeated. As I continued to fight against the interference, details of the oddity began to reveal themselves. The mana I sent out had continued to spread in every direction that wasn’t blocked and soon completely encircled the field of darkness. The gap it left in my Detection was nearly two hundred yards wide, and it seemed to be moving in a straight line across the countryside; it stole my extended energy wherever it went, plunging new parts of my vision into darkness while revealing others where it had been moments before. “Whatever it is, it’s moving. Fast.”
“We should...investigate that, right?” she asked, wincing at the mental pain.
“Yes. Elise’s boxes can wait. Whatever that is, I don’t want it to get away before we can—” My breath hitched in my throat as a faint echo registered in my still heightened sense: the remnants of a blood-curdling scream in a familiar voice. “Lyn,” I managed to say before my mind emptied and my enhancements flared. Every cell in my body screamed to life as I rocketed away to the south, immediately pushing my body far beyond its normal limits for the first time in months.
Lia appeared at the corner of my vision a moment later, sprinting full-tilt alongside me. A tight band of energy wove between us as we approached the disturbance, and I felt my consciousness spilling over into hers as our minds connected. As opposed to the normal mental communication we had developed during our training, my messaging to her was wordless and instinctual, imparting multiple concepts simply by feeling them myself. Unknown danger. Civilians. Hold nothing back. A ping of acknowledgement echoed between us, and we drew our weapons in unison.
The countryside gradually flattened as we moved south, and as we rounded a final hill, the scene hidden from our Detection revealed itself all at once. The wagon that had passed us just minutes before was flipped on its side, with three of its four wheels completely shattered. The massacred bodies of the two horses that had drawn the carriage were spread across the road in multiple pieces, seemingly chopped in half, and the scene was painted in a bright red coat of blood. Nearly a dozen yards from the wreckage were the bodies of the driver and bodyguard who had ridden on the front bench, each with a gaping stab wound through their chests much larger than any traditional blade could make. As we sprinted towards the scene, the carriage groaned and began to tip in our direction.
We skidded to a stop a dozen yards away as the source of the disturbance began to emerge. A pair of long, bloody scythes appeared from the opposite side of the wagon, crunching against the wooden frame as they pulled against it. The gleaming blades were attached to thin, spindly limbs covered in a sickly orange chitin mottled with dark purple veins, which hauled the full mass of the creature into view atop the wagon. Its body appeared to be an unremarkable ovoid mass of chitin, six feet long and featureless beyond a small ridge that ran along the midline of its back. The hind legs of the creature looked almost wolf-like in nature, with two points of articulation and distended, clawed feet that tapped softly against the wooden door beneath it.
While the sight of the beast was truly grotesque to behold, the most unsettling aspect of it was the silence. It made nearly no noise as it moved, and it seemed to lack a mouth with which to make sounds that I instinctively associated with a living creature, breathing chief among them. Instead, the monster simply existed in its silence, its central body bobbing gently up and down between its long legs as it observed us with its eyeless, earless form. I felt a wave of horror flood over me through my link with Lia, and I fought it back with an emotionless, empty calm. Fear comes later.
A piercing shriek echoed out from the upturned cart, and the beast suddenly sprang to life. Its curled hind legs kicked off from the wagon, ripping the top third of the structure apart as it launched towards us with both scythes raised. Lia sprang backwards away from the strike, just in time for the massive blade to bury itself in the dirt where she had stood. I sidestepped and caught the attack against my sword to gain an initial estimation of our unknown foe’s strength. The blow pushed my braced feet back through the dirt as we struggled against each other, and I could immediately tell that the monster was far stronger than any natural creature.
When it became apparent that I wasn’t dead, the beast wrenched its bladed arm backwards. I felt a sudden yank on my sword as it was torn from my grip and thrown to the ground beneath the monster’s bulbous body. As I dodged a second swipe from its opposite arm, I noticed the source of my difficulties: five elongated serrations lined the tip of each scythe, perfectly positioned to catch and shred unsuspecting victims such as myself. My sword flashed back to my hand as I hopped away and confirmed the information with Lia. We regrouped shoulder to shoulder a few yards away from the beast, weapons held out at the ready again.
Split and flank. Joints are always weakest. The thought echoed through our mental link, though I had lost the sense of self to determine who had thought it. We split in unison, each dashing in opposite directions in tight arcs just outside of slashing range of the beast. It skittered in place like a spider, spinning to keep its blade-side facing in my direction. When Lia and I were in position, I lunged forward with a stab aimed at its center mass, while she dove in for a strike against one of its hind legs.
The monster knocked my attack off course with a sweep of its scythe, then planted its other bladed arm firmly in the ground between us. I heard a sickening series of snaps as it shifted its entire weight onto the limb, freeing both of its back legs to kick out at Lia with all ten of its razor-sharp claws. She slid beneath the swipe on her knees, rising back to her feet with an arcing slash a moment later. The attack just missed the nearest leg as the beast turned end over end in an unsettling flip, scuttling a few yards away from us to regain its composure. The maneuver left it upside down, with each of its limbs hideously contorted to continue holding its body upright.
It performed the flip to right itself once again, twisting around on a single scythe while its remaining limbs snapped back into their proper places. The motion was sickening enough on its own, but it revealed a detail of the monster’s body previously hidden from our eyes that made our blood run cold; two circular, fist-sized depressions were situated on the beast’s undercarriage, positioned just above a gaping mouth lined with rows of bloody teeth. Bile rose in the back of our throats, but an echoing thought kept us composed enough to continue fighting: Fear comes later. 
We sprinted out in the same formation a second time, encircling the monster with our blades ready. Catch it when it withdraws. Don’t stop until it’s dead. The monster turned its scythes in Lia’s direction as we charged, and we swapped our roles flawlessly on the fly; she caught its counterattack between her two blades while I slashed at its back legs, spinning out of the way of the kick we knew was coming. I was already advancing as it began its flip, and I hurled my sword over Lia’s shoulder to catch the beast dead center in its chitinous chest. The blade cracked through the hardened shell and buried itself to the hilt, the tip of the blade emerging in a splash of dark purple ichor on the other side.
Lia dashed ahead while the monster reeled, teetering back and forth on unsteady, twisted limbs. Her swords slashed in a whirlwind of onyx steel, severing both of the beast’s bladed forearms just above the joint where its natural armor was weakest. The momentum of her attacks launched her into a graceful flip over the creature’s body as it collapsed forward in a fountain of thick, purple blood. As she twirled through the air, her blades flashed and merged into a unified greatsword, which she plunged into the beast’s body with both hands as she landed behind it.
Stepping between the dismembered scythes that remained lodged in the ground before me, I took a firm grip on the handle of my bastard sword. We ripped our blades free with a synchronized flourish, sending a final, violent shake through the beast before it fell to the ground and lay motionless in the expanding pool of dark ichor. As soon as the beast was still, the oppressive force that had held our Detection at bay vanished, and we scanned the surrounding area with a burst of energy that nearly maxed our mental processing capabilities.
Though the scene around us was filled with death, two dim lights remained apart from our own within the upturned wagon. Lyn was curled up in a corner of the wreckage, weeping silently over Layne’s body in her lap. His chest was torn open in a single, deep cut that ran from his shoulder to his opposite hip. Across from her, Miles lay unmoving beneath a pile of broken wood and shattered glass, shielding his grandmother in his arms. A faint sparkle of dark blue energy in his core and the shallow rise and fall of his chest indicated he was alive, but Josephine’s body was devoid of light beneath him, a single break in her cervical vertebrae the only indication of trauma from the entire ordeal.
With the landscape around us finally revealed, it was easy to see where the beast had come from. A litany of pockmarks tracked back and forth from the road to a thicket of trees a few miles away, accompanied by multiple rows of long scrapes and wagon wheel tracks. All of the markings led to a large burrow hidden in the side of a hill beneath the shadow of the trees, which clearly served as the monster’s den. The shattered remains of over a dozen wagons lined the burrow, many of which were marked with the Three Barrels insignia. While the trade goods in the wagons remained relatively intact, the passengers did not; a scattering of human bones lined the floor of the space, all entirely cleaned of their flesh and emptied of their marrow.
Between the abhorrent fate of Elise’s men and the deaths of Layne and Josephine, the information our Detection relayed to us from the corpse of the monster at our feet took an extra moment to process. When our consciousness shifted to the beast’s remains, a horrible feeling of revulsion churned in our guts, and I found myself falling to my knees and vomiting as Lia’s visceral reaction bled over into my body as well. I fought back against the terror in our mental link as I stumbled to Lia’s side and held her braid away from her face as she continued to retch up bile.
Beneath the horrible mutations and thick layers of chitin, it was unmistakably clear that the monster had, at some point, been a human. The central body was actually much smaller than it had initially appeared, with massively thick layers of natural armor making up the majority of the bulk and protecting a leathery layer of skin underneath. A roughly humanoid torso sat at the center of the beast, housing a normal suite of organs in their usual places. The five serrated razors at the end of each scythe still held traces of knuckle bones, now barbed and ossified in place. Above everything, the skull was the most telling of the monster’s origins: apart from the distended jaw and slightly larger size, it was nearly unchanged from that of a normal person. The two strange indentations above its mouth were the vestigial remnants of the skull's eye sockets, long abandoned in favor of whatever form of perception the creature had used.
“Lia...look at me, Lia...please,” I panted, fighting back both of our panic responses at once. Her shoulders trembled beneath my hands as she swayed perilously back and forth.
“Lux,” she whispered, still staring at the ground. “Why is...how did…? Lux, I don’t understand…” I looped my hands under her arms and helped her up to a sitting position, then knelt in the dirt in front of her. Her eyes stared vacantly past my head to the bloodied, broken corpse behind us. “It’s...that thing, it’s—”
“Look at me, Lia,” I repeated, more firmly than before. Her head turned suddenly to meet my gaze as my voice snapped her out of her stupor. “Our fight isn’t over yet. Lyn still needs our help. Miles still needs our help. We can’t do that if we let our emotions take over.” As I spoke, I felt a fresh wave of terror and revulsion wash over us as the distorted form of the monster flashed in perfect detail behind my eyes. “Fear comes later. Right now, we have to act.” I struggled against the tide of emotions, pushing as much down into the deeper layers of my psyche and away from Lia’s consciousness as I could. “I can’t do this alone, Lia.”
There was a long moment of silence as she stared into my eyes, struggling to process the entirety of our situation. She began to take a series of deep breaths in through her nose, exhaling sharply through her mouth after a second of hesitation. The shaking in her shoulders gradually grew still, and her face relaxed until it had shed every sign of the fear that had gripped us. “You’re not alone,” she said eventually, giving me a weak smile. I’m here with you. Her voice in my head spoke more confidently than the one that reached my ears.
“I know,” I answered. I brushed my hand gently along her cheek, experiencing the gesture from both of our perspectives at once. I’m here with you, too. The strength of our shared connection was more apparent than ever as our adrenaline receded, and without the intense focus of battle driving us, I found it momentarily difficult to control my own body without also influencing Lia’s movements as I tried to stand. “I’m going to clean up out here,” I said while we stumbled to our feet. “Can you look after Lyn and Miles?”
She nodded, turning her gaze to the upturned wagon and the scene waiting inside. I gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder as I turned to go, but she grabbed my arm and stopped me in place. Her hand wrapped up to the back of my head as she pulled my head down towards hers, knocking our foreheads together. Her free hand twined its fingers between mine as she held my head tightly against hers. There were no words shared through our mental link, but I saw a quick series of memories flash in my head. Eating dinner with Elise. Walking with our new friends. Sparring together with Marin. My sleeping head in her lap. Our home in the woods.
I gave her a single word in reply. Forever. She gave my neck a final squeeze before she released me and slipped around my side, glancing at the beast behind us one final time. Her nose wrinkled, and she shook her head and looked away back towards the wagon. I moved to the front of the beast and gathered its dismembered scythes, jammed them into the armored midsection for safekeeping, then returned to its rear to grab its remaining legs and haul it off the road. As I began my jog, I noted with some discomfort that the beast was significantly heavier than it appeared to be, at least three times my own weight. The armored leg felt like plate armor through my gloves, apart from a slightly sticky substance that seemed to cover the entirety of the monster’s shell.
As I ran the body back towards its hollow, Lia climbed to the top of the overturned wagon and peered down into its ruined hold. A terrified scream echoed back at her as Lyn pulled herself further into the wreckage, concealing herself and her husband with a fallen curtain. “Lyn, it’s okay,” Lia called out softly, “it’s me. It’s Lia.” She slipped down from her perch into the wagon’s interior, her boots crunching over a thin layer of glass shards.
The curtain slipped a few inches, and Lyn peaked out over the edge, her kind blue eyes bloodshot and puffy. “Lia?” she asked, her voice cracking as she dropped her cloth shield. “Lia?”
“Yeah, it’s me,” she answered with a reassuring smile. “Are you hurt, Lyn?”
She blinked slowly, looking cautiously around the wagon. “I—I don’t know,” she started. “We were just...driving. And then, the horses screamed, and the...the wagon, it just flipped. Flipped over. And then, there were these…” Her eyes grew wide as she remembered the details of her own story, and her movements became more erratic as she continually scanned her surroundings. “These blades, they came right through the walls, and...and then…” She froze in place for a moment before letting out a pained wail. “They’re all dead! They’re DEAD! Miles, and Gran, and…” she pulled Layne’s body closer to her chest and screamed again, burying her face in his bloodied neck.
Lia knelt down beside the pile of debris that covered Miles and Josephine, pushing aside broken wood and seat cushions until his head and shoulders were clear. She placed a hand on the back of his neck and activated the Healing rune within her ring. A sparkling green light shimmered over his body as it worked to mend the cuts and scrapes on his exposed skin as well as the swelling in his head from the blow that had knocked him out. He gasped loudly as his consciousness returned to him and threw himself backwards, landing awkwardly in Lia’s waiting arms. His chest heaved as he fought to regain his situational awareness, only slowing when he caught sight of Lyn and Layne across from him. “Lyn,” he whispered, stunned.
The sound was lost beneath her mourning cries, but the sudden movement drew her attention. “Miles?” she sniffled, her lips trembling as they formed traces of a smile. “You’re not…” Her breath ran out, and she gasped silently for a moment. “Oh, Miles…”
Lia helped him to his feet, and he limped the few steps across to where Lyn had hidden herself. His shoulders began to shake, and he sank to his knees before her. “Lyn, I’m...sorry. I—I don’t...I’m...this is all because...it’s because I made you come get me...” he choked out as he began to sob.
“No, no,” Lyn replied, shaking her head, “no, that’s not true.” A fresh wave of tears rolled down her face as she reached out and brushed the dark blonde hair from his eyes. She pulled him forward into a tight hug, and the pair cried quietly in each other’s arms, Layne’s body still held up between them.
Their sadness welled up in Lia’s chest, and her vision grew hazy as she wiped tears from her eyes. I don’t know what to do, Lux.
You don’t have to do anything, I answered. We can’t fix this for them. They just need time now; a lot of it. The yawning abyss of the monster’s den waited in front of me, with a steep dirt slope leading down into a pitch-black cavern. I rolled my shoulders and hauled on the back leg of the dead beast as we descended into the blackness. My Detection revealed everything I needed to see: the space was nearly ten feet high at its tallest point and formed a circular room about twenty feet in diameter. The rough, uneven floor was littered with human bones, and the walls of the room were lined with the remnants of Elise's caravans, as well as smaller carts and wheelbarrows. Why would it collect this stuff?
I’m not sure. Lia’s voice startled me as I stood alone in the dark, surveying the scene.
Sorry, I was just...thinking aloud, I guess. I’m not used to whatever we’ve got going on here yet. I pursed my lips and rubbed my temples. It was disorienting to wade through our collective consciousness, but I refused to consider an attempt at decoupling our minds; whatever drawbacks the link held were massively outweighed by the sense of comfort we both shared by being together. I let out a frustrated sigh as I gave up on parsing the reason behind the ruined collection and moved on to a different line of thinking.
Whatever this thing was, it was alone; the den isn’t large enough for two of them. All of the tracks outside go from here to the road and back without detours, so it isn’t working with another one living somewhere else. But...I sent a powerful wave of mana throughout the cavern and suffused it into the walls and floor. Where did it come from? Why is it here? What...what is it?
Lux, you know what it is. Lia tugged on the memory I was actively repressing and pushed it to the forefront of our minds: Val’s face, unflinching against the cold steel of my sword on her neck as she spoke her warning. It’s one of the monsters Val told you about.
It was obvious that she was right, but it wasn’t a train of thought I wanted to pursue, so I instead busied myself with the task of cleaning the cave. I stacked the bones in a large pile opposite the caravans, then heaved the monster’s corpse on top of it. Whatever it was, wherever it came from, it’s dead now. That’s what matters. A rune glinted on my ring, and the pyre burst into brilliant crimson flames. I watched with grim delight as the creature’s chitin began to blister and crack against the heat, though the process was much slower than I would have liked. A surge of energy rushed out from my core and fed the flames, further brightening the dark cave with ominous red light.
I stood in place and watched the blaze consume the bones and beast alike. Though the act was deeply cathartic, my jaw continued to clench harder and harder as the monster’s remnants turned to ash. The thought that it had originated in Kaldan, more than likely due to Virram’s twisted influence, turned my stomach and set my heart racing. I sneered as the cave returned to darkness, leaving nothing but a hard, blackened spot where the pyre had been. Without looking back, I turned and left the burrow, emerging back into fresh air and a dimming, twilight sky.
Are you okay?
I’m fine.
Are you sure?
A new flame flickered to life in my gut as I felt suddenly ashamed of the emotional outburst. Yeah, I’m sure. My eyes peered down to my gloved hand, where the jagged, black scars hid somewhere underneath, reminding me of my failures. Sorry. I’m on my way back now. I sprinted back across the field, arriving at the wagon as Lia was helping Lyn out from the wreckage. Lia set her gently on the ground beside me before jumping back in to retrieve Miles. When Lyn recognized me, she immediately lunged forward and wrapped her arms around my chest, threatening to crush my ribs as she cried into my shoulder. Lia deposited Miles a few moments later. He gave me a long, empty stare, then nodded absentmindedly as he half-leaned, half-collapsed against the side of the wagon. 
What do I do with Layne and Josephine? The question echoed in my head, sparing our friends the thought of their lost loved ones’ bodies.
Lay them out on the opposite side of the wagon. I’ll make a sledge out of what's left of it so we can bring them with us.
Lia sprang into action as I remained in the road, quietly consoling Lyn. Where are we going now? What...what do we do? Lia asked as she extricated the bodies from the carriage and placed them reverently at the roadside.
We need to take them back to Lienna. We’ll find someone there who can help them, and someone who can...look after Layne and Josephine’s needs. I paused as I encountered a gap in my knowledge. Unity has some sort of funeral rights, I assume? A series of images flashed through my head, all fragments of Lia’s memories from various ceremonies she had witnessed throughout her life. Men in vibrantly colored robes spoke over interred bodies before crowds of mourners, with the rites always ending with either a funeral pyre or a burial procession.
We each finished our grim work in turn; Lia traded places with me when the bodies were ready, and I set to work dismantling the wagon. A few well-placed Shatter spells shaped the floor of the carriage into a solid base for the sledge, and the iron axles bent into passable runners. After carefully securing Layne and Josephine to the sledge, I draped a curtain over their bodies and retrieved one of the horse’s bridles, which I fashioned into a handle with which to drag the sled behind me.
I returned to the group when my work was finished. “Miles. Lyn,” I said, nodding to each of them. “We’re going to head back to Lienna now, okay? We’ll find someone there who can help you.”
Miles shook his head. “What if that...that thing comes back?” His eyes tracked wildly over the horizon as he scanned for the beast’s return.
“It’s dead, Miles. You don’t have to worry about it anymore.”
“What was it?” Lyn asked, sheltering herself closely behind Lia’s shoulder.
I shook my head. “We don’t know. Whatever it was, it’s dead now.”
“We can’t go back now. It’s too dark, and there are still bandits out there!” Miles continued to protest, his voice growing louder as he spoke.
“There aren’t any bandits between here and Lienna,” Lia reassured him. “We took care of them, too. We’ll be okay, I promise.”
“You can’t just tell us that everything is going to be okay!” he yelled suddenly, stomping his foot in the dirt. “Everything is NOT okay! WE are NOT okay!” Tears streamed down his cheeks from beneath his overhanging bangs.
I took another step closer to him, cautiously reaching out a hand. “I know, Miles. What happened to all of you was terrible, and I’m so sorry. Nobody should have to experience something like that, but especially not kind, caring people like you.” I motioned towards Lia and Lyn. “We can’t just stay here in the middle of the road forever, though. Lia and I will get you all back to Lienna before dawn, and you can choose what you do from there: stay in town, go home, even come back and stay with us.”
He swatted my hand away as he shifted towards me, his nostrils flaring. “How can you just stand there and act like everything is normal?! You can’t get us back to Lienna before dawn, and even if you could, it wouldn’t...that wouldn’t…” his fists balled at his sides as he sputtered, fighting to keep his speech coherent. “You don’t even care that they’re dead, do you?! You’re just standing there, acting like this is a normal day while half our family was just killed! You don’t even care!”
“Miles, stop it!” Lyn shouted. “They’re trying to help us!”
“No!” he seethed. “Gran was right about you. She said you were nothing but trouble, and that we should have left you at the roadside and gone on alone. But Layne vouched for you. He said you were his friend, and that you were a good person.” His face morphed into a hard sneer as he stared me down, and he took a braver stance as he jabbed at my chest. “He was wrong. You clearly weren’t his friend at all. You don’t give a shit about any of us, and you never did.”
My jaw clenched as I silently took the verbal battering. While he was clearly overcome with grief, I still knew that some part of him believed what he was saying, and a part of me believed it as well. From the moment our Detection had come back to us and the devastation within their cart had been revealed, I had felt nothing but cold detachment towards Layne’s death. A creeping sense of regret spread up through my chest as I realized I hadn’t spent a single moment in mourning for the man that had quickly become one of my closest friends.
The silence seemed to only anger Miles further. “SAY SOMETHING!” he screamed as he pulled his arm back and threw a clumsy punch in my direction. Although I had every opportunity to avoid the attack, I simply activated my Pain Reduction and Strength enhancements and let the blow land. His fist impacted against my jaw and found it entirely unyielding, creating three fractures across his hand as the punch bounced away, leaving me entirely unharmed. He roared in pain as he clutched his wounded hand, and he stared up at me with a new expression: fear. Lyn cried out and moved to run to his aid, but Lia gently held out her arm and blocked her path.
I leaned down to his ear with deliberate slowness and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “Lyn is going to need someone to help her through this,” I whispered. “That can be you, or it can be Lia and myself. We’re taking her back to Lienna tonight, and you’re welcome to join us.” My hand tightened around his shoulder. “Or, if you’d like, I can leave you and your grandmother here on the roadside. It’s your choice.”
He sucked in a rasping breath as his body tensed beneath my grip. His good hand balled into a fist, then relaxed in quick succession as the fight seemed to drain from his body all at once. “Fine,” he murmured, his shoulders slumping, “do what you want. I’ll come.”
“Good,” I nodded, giving him a reassuring pat on the arm. “Lia, can you look at his hand for me?” I was planning to carry him and the sledge, but given...all of that, I think I’ll carry Lyn instead.
Okay. Lia’s answer echoed in my head as we passed one another on the road. “Miles, can I see your hand, please?” He offered it out weakly as she approached, and she held it between hers, channeling a small burst of healing magic into his fractured bones. He rubbed his eyes with his free hand and furrowed his brow as he carefully flexed his mended fingers.
“Lux, I’m sorry,” Lyn apologized, bowing her head. “He didn’t mean that, I know he didn’t.”
“Please, Lyn, it’s fine,” I assured her. “You’ve both been through far too much today.” I slid out of my cloak and gently draped it over her shoulders. “We’ll be heading back to Lienna now.”
“I...don’t think I can walk that far,” she admitted. “Even on a good day.”
“That’s why you won’t be walking,” I said as I turned and patted myself on the back, kneeling down slightly. “We’ll be carrying you.” She bit her lip as she paused for a moment, but eventually she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my neck. I stood and shifted her weight into a comfortable position before turning to Lia expectantly.
She turned and mimicked my actions to Miles, patting her back and bending her knees. He looked between us with raised eyebrows. “No, I’m too heavy. I’ll walk.”
“Climb on, Miles. You won’t be able to keep up otherwise,” Lia answered curtly.
“I’ll be fine if—”
“Miles, please,” Lyn called out, “just do it.”
He blinked at her in surprise, then gave her a small nod and did as he was told. When he was situated on her back, I rounded the wagon and knelt beside the shrouded sledge, retrieving the reins. “Lyn,” I said softly, looking at her out of the corner of my eye, “hold on tight, okay?” I started forward when I felt her arms tighten across my chest, rapidly accelerating from a light jog into a magic-enhanced sprint.
“Primes,” Lyn gasped as we rushed forward. She buried her face in the side of my cloak’s hood to hide from the wind that whipped past us. I wasn’t happy with the idea of showing off such a blatant display of our abilities, but my discretion was far outweighed by my desire to get Lyn and Miles to a safer place.
Lia matched my speed, taking her spot a few steps ahead of me on the road as we raced through the dark. Taking advantage of our combined senses, we pushed our Detection out in two separate directions: She spread her mana out in all directions to hold a safe perimeter, while I reached out straight ahead of us, scanning the entirety of the road between us and Lienna. The space was entirely empty apart from the expected wildlife, and more importantly, absent of the caustic void the monster had created within our Detection.
Our sprint continued uninterrupted for hours, with the clear road providing optimal traveling conditions under the light of the moon. Miles and Lyn both dozed in and out of consciousness as we went, far too exhausted and in shock from the day’s events to be disturbed by the bumpy ride. We reached the outskirts of Lienna an hour before dawn and left the comfort of the road to find a more secluded waiting spot. Lia left Miles with me and dashed ahead into the waking city, intent on procuring a room for our two remaining friends and beginning to arrange Layne and Josephine’s funerals.
After a half hour of quiet waiting, Miles awkwardly sidled over to my lookout point at the edge of our impromptu camp. “Lux?” he asked tremulously. “Do you...have a moment?”
“Of course, Miles,” I answered, opening my eyes as I paused my meditations. “What do you need?”
“I need to, uhm…” he trailed off, nervously glancing over his shoulder to where Lyn slept, curled in a tight ball beneath my cloak. His voice was hoarse and low when he continued. “I need to apologize. For how I acted, before. Back at the wagon.”
“No, you don’t,” I said curtly. “Miles, you experienced a really traumatic event yesterday. You lost people that you loved, and you saw a lot of things that probably still don’t make sense. You had every right to be angry.”
“But not at you!” he replied. “You and Lia, you were just trying to help, and I just...said those awful things.”
“Really, it’s okay,” I emphasized. “We hardly know each other, after all. I’m just a random stranger who suddenly asked you to trust me with your lives, after everything you had seen and been through.” I looked over his shoulder to where his last remaining companion slept. “I know you were just trying to look out for Lyn.”
He spun to look at her again, then gave me a meek nod. “I just...I don’t know what we’re going to do now.”
“It’s going to take time,” I answered. “You’ll have a safe place to stay at the inn for as long as the two of you need, and the Church will take care of the rest of your affairs.”
His lips pursed. “I don’t have the money for that, though. Not with me, anyway; everything was paid for on our trip down, and I was going to be working in Ellawynn, and, of course, with bandits and the like, I didn’t want—”
I cut him off with a wave, then reached into the coin purse on my belt. “You don’t need to worry about any of that.” I fished out a fistful of golden Imperials and held my hand out to him expectantly. After a few moments of hesitation he held out an upturned palm, and I deposited the heap of coins. “Take as much time as you need, and don’t spare a single expense. For the two of you, and for Layne and your grandmother.”
“No, this is too much,” he muttered, stunned. “We could stay a month in Lienna and have a regal service with just...three of these.” He plucked three coins out of the pile in his palm and then offered the heap back to me. I crossed my arms and stared back at him, expressionless. “Then...five. We don’t need it, but we’ll take five,” he said, sifting two more coins from hand to hand.
“You’ll take the lot,” I countered. His eyes jumped from mine down to the fistful of coins and back again, then began to waver as he slowly accepted the money, sliding it into his pocket. “I wasn’t lying before; Lyn is going to need someone to help her through all of this. That money is for both of you.” I gave him a hard look through narrowed eyes. “Are you up to the task?”
“Yes,” he replied immediately, with a sudden strength he had lacked before. “I can do it.”
“Good.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry that this is all we can do for you, but Lia and I have other matters to attend to now. If you ever need anything from us, just get a message to Elise Tressel from Three Barrels. She’ll pass it on to us.”
He bobbed his head in reply for a moment, then stepped forward and wrapped his arms around my chest. “Thank you, Lux,” he whispered. “You’re a good friend.”
“That means a lot, Miles,” I said, putting an arm over his shoulder and patting him on the back. He stepped away a moment later and composed himself, smoothing out his clothing and wiping the water from his eyes.
We’re almost back, Lia’s voice said in the back of my mind. My vision flashed away, replaced instantly with the view from her eyes: she walked at the back of a procession of two horse-drawn carts, accompanied by a group of four women in gray, hooded robes.
Thank you, I answered, switching my sense back to my own body. “Miles, you can head out to the road now. Lia will be back soon with some women from the Church.” His eyebrows shot up for a brief moment, but he shook away the surprise and made his way out to the road from our camp. I moved to where Lyn was sleeping and knelt down beside her, shaking her gently by the shoulder.
She rose with a start, blinking up at me in confusion until the memories of our night of travel returned to her. Her normally puffy chestnut hair was momentarily deflated and stuck to the side of her face, and she took a moment to right herself. “Lux, is everything all right?” she asked, concerned.
“Yes, everything’s fine,” I answered. “Lia found the two of you a room and brought back some women from the Church to take care of Layne and Josephine.”
She smiled, but the pain was clear in her eyes. “That’s very kind of you,” she said, wrapping my cloak more tightly around her shoulders as she stood up. “I’m not sure what Miles and I would have done without you.”
“It’s...best not to think about it,” I answered, unsure of what to say. “I gave Miles some money for the two of you to use while you’re here in Lienna. You can stay as long as you need.”
“Thank you for that, as well,” she said with a small nod. “I hope you won’t hold what he said last night against him.”
“Of course not. We spoke this morning and worked things out.” I looked out towards the road, watching through Lia’s eyes as he met up with her party. “He’s a good guy.”
She smiled a more genuine smile. “Yes, he’s always been a very compassionate person. Emotional, to a fault sometimes, but it’s why we love him.”
“He’s going to need your help to get through this, Lyn.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “Somehow, we’ll come out of this stronger than before. Somehow.” Her eyes fell to the shrouded sledge beside us. “I don’t know what my life will look like without Layne.”
I felt a sudden, powerful flush of emotion through my chest. “I...lost my wife, a long time ago,” I said wistfully. “It’s an ache that never goes away. But it does change, over time; that pain reminds me to never take what I have for granted. I’d miss it now, if it was gone. It’s what I have left of her.”
She tilted her head to one side as she listened to my story, and her eyes began to glisten with fresh tears. “Thank you,” she said quietly, reaching out to take my hand. “I hope you’re right.”
I gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze as I returned her smile. “Me too.” The sound of conversation drifted through our camp as Miles and Lia began to discuss Layne and Josephine’s arrangements. “We should join them,” I said, motioning to the road with my head. Lyn agreed, dropping my hand as she made her way towards the rest of our party, and I followed after her with the sledge in tow. The robed women hurried into action when we appeared at the roadside, relieving me of the sledge to transfer the bodies into shrouded caskets that were then loaded into the back of their carts. They spent a moment discussing the timeline of their work with Lyn and Miles before turning to make their way back to Lienna.
When they had disappeared from sight, Miles gave Lia and me a respectful bow. “We should go as well. We need sleep, and food, and...some other things I’m sure I’m forgetting.”
“This is where we part ways, then,” I said. “I wish there was more we could do for you, but—”
“You’ve done more than enough already,” Lyn interrupted me. “We’ll be forever in your debt.”
I moved to argue, but Lia took a step forward and spoke first. “Even so, please don’t hesitate to ask us for anything. We’ll be there for you.”
“Of course,” Miles answered. “We’ll be in touch when things...settle down.”
Lia stepped forward and wrapped Lyn in a tight embrace, and the pair shared a brief series of whispers. Despite my best attempts to give them privacy, I couldn’t help but hear the exchange through Lia’s ears. “Remember what we talked about. Primes know we could do with a bit of good news,” Lyn said.
“I will,” Lia answered. “Write me some letters when you get the chance; Miles knows where to send them. I’ll send you some back if you tell me where you’re staying.”
“I will,” Lyn echoed. “There was so much more we needed to talk about.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” They shared a final moment of silence together, then broke apart. “Primes watch over you,” Lia intoned.
“And you, together,” Miles and Lyn answered in unison. Lyn slipped her arm around Miles’ waist, and the pair turned and began their trip back to the city. Lia and I moved to the roadside and sat down in the grass, watching them together through our shared Detection. We waited until they reached the inn before we withdrew the extended energy, and we both let out heavy sighs.
“So. What do we do now?” Lia asked. While the question sounded genuine, I could already feel that she knew the answer to the question.
“Lia...I know we just started our first real adventure together, but...we have to go back.”
“Yeah.” She lay back into the grass and stared up into the brightening morning sky. “I don’t know what to tell everyone back home.”
I fell back beside her with another sigh. “I know what you mean, but...that isn’t what I meant.” I pinched the bridge of my nose in annoyance as I finally accepted the truth. “We have to go back to Kaldan.”
***




14. PLANS
The heavy wooden door shattered beneath Jarut’s shoulder, and we slipped past him through the splinters, each clearing one side of the throne room’s entryway. The two guards in front of me jumped away from the shower of wood and metal with just enough time to scramble for their weapons and shout before my sword ended their protests. I spun to assist Kel, but I found her standing casually above the three corpses she had silently created, watching me. She tapped a dagger against her shoulder and mouthed the phrase I already knew was coming: “Too slow.”
The bloody violence of our procession towards the throne stood in stark contrast to our last visit, when we had been paraded as heroes before the most important nobles in Alderea to receive the King’s blessing. A three-year campaign of death, loss, and betrayal separated the two events. Every guard that fell before us on our advance towards the throne stood as a poignant reminder of where we had come from and what we had lost in order to return.
“ORLAN!” Jarut bellowed as he caved in the skull of an approaching Disciple with the blunt end of his battleaxe. “Come down here and face us yourself!”
King Orlan recoiled on his throne, and his disheveled gray hair and untamed beard began to tremble beneath his bejeweled crown. “Protect me, Disciples! Protect your King!”
I felt my blood boil as he cowered behind the sea of expressionless faces. A series of rainbow lights flashed along the length of my sword as my combat enhancements flared to life, and I dove headfirst into the crowd of Disciples. Kel and Jarut joined me a moment later, but their assistance was entirely unnecessary; none of the members of the mob before us were strong enough to deflect my blows or fast enough to escape my onslaught. The place within me where I once pitied the Disciples had long since been gutted and replaced with a growing fire of rage and disgust.
The guards that fell to our assault were clearly not trained soldiers; anybody who had so much as looked at a sword had been rounded up and sent to the warfront years ago, leaving the Alderean capital almost entirely undefended. The King’s retainer had stayed behind at his insistence, but their bodies were strewn across the front steps of the keep, having valiantly blocked our path as we arrived. Despite the matching royal armor and weaponry, the clumsy movements and lack of coordination of the King’s current defenders revealed them for what they truly were: civilians.
I broke through their ranks long before Jarut and Kel and leapt up the steps to Orlan’s throne in a single jump. “YOU,” I roared, pointing my sword into his blue and purple robes until the tip pressed against his sternum. I lunged forward and shoved him roughly against the throne by his shoulder. “How could you do this?” I shoved him again as my arm began to tremble, not waiting for a reply. “HOW?”
“Elden!” Jarut shouted, rushing up behind me. “That’s enough. Let him go.”
I looked up at him in bewilderment as every inch of my body screamed for me to run Orlan through with my sword. “You can’t...Jarut, he—”
“Elden,” he repeated, “listen to me. You aren’t thinking clearly. Let him go. ”
My nostrils flared at the admonishment, but I shoved Orlan one final time as I withdrew my sword and took my spot next to Kel. Jarut stepped forward to take my place, crossing his massive, plated arms and staring down at the cowering king with cold, narrowed eyes. 
“Please, spare me!” Orlan shouted, holding his arms up over his head to defend against some unseen attack. “I’ll give you anything you want, just spare me!”
“I want answers, Orlan,” Jarut snapped. “Tell me: Was the war always a lie? Did you plan all of this from the start?”
“No!” he cried. “No, I had no idea, I swear! It was Baasch! Baasch was working for Kalateth the whole time!” The old king squirmed backwards against the dark iron throne as he babbled, trying in vain to find a means of escape. “He started the war and tricked me into sending my troops away so he could take control of the capital himself!”
“And you just GAVE it to him?” I shouted over Jarut’s shoulder, unable to contain my anger. “I saw my friends DIE because of you, and you just—”
Jarut turned abruptly and blocked the king from my view. “ENOUGH, Elden,” he commanded. “You’ll stay quiet, or you’ll leave.” We locked eyes for a long moment before I turned my head away to stare at the floor, silent and seething. He turned back to Orlan and pointed an armored finger into the king’s chest. “You could have recalled the royal army. You could have called for aid from the north. But you gave the city over to him and didn’t say a word.” He let the statement linger for a moment, then leaned his face down level with the king’s. “Why?”
“If I hadn’t gone along with his plan, Baasch would have just killed me and done it anyway!” he replied frantically. “He told me it was the only way to save Alderea from evil! He said it was the only way to keep everyone safe!”
In a sudden flurry of movement, Jarut hauled Orlan out of his throne by the collar and carried him down to the base of the dais, where a thick pool of blood had formed around the dead Disciples. “THIS is keeping everyone safe?” he demanded, grabbing the nearest corpse and holding it before the king. He turned the slain man’s head to one side, revealing the long, tell-tale crimson scar of the Disciples that branched out from his ear and mottled the right side of his face. “No emotions? No desires? No free will? You consider that safe?”
“Yes, because they were alive!” he insisted. “Either everyone followed the Path of Kalateth, or they died. That was the choice Baasch gave me, and I chose the option that kept my people alive!”
“Everyone?” Kel said, silently appearing at Orlan’s side. She drew a dagger and traced it along his bearded cheek to his right ear. “If that’s the case, why haven’t you become a Disciple?”
“Baasch said Kalateth had greater plans for me than a mere Disciple,” he answered indignantly.
Kel snorted. “Jarut, I’m tired of this insipid old man. Can we kill him now?” I took a quick step forward and tightened the grip on my sword in anticipation.
“No,” Jarut answered calmly. “We aren’t going to kill him.”
Kel and I did a double take in unison. “Excuse me?” she asked, annoyed.
“Thank you!” Orlan sputtered, patting at the arm that still held him by the collar. “Thank you, Jarut!”
Jarut’s eyes narrowed as he stared intently into the king’s eyes. “Death is a kindness you don’t deserve.” Orlan fell silent at the harsh indictment. “You deserve to live the rest of your life knowing what you’ve done. And when we kill Baasch and remove Kalateth’s influence from Alderea, all of your subjects will know what you’ve done, too. History will remember you as Janus Orlan, the King who brought ruin to his country. You’ll live with that shame, and you’ll die with it. That’s what you deserve.”
Orlan fell limply to the ground as Jarut dropped him and turned away. The throne room fell silent for a long moment, until Kel kicked at Orlan’s foot. “Tell me: where’s Baasch now?”
The king who brought ruin to his country looked up at her, looking suddenly more frail and tired than he had moments ago. “He’s...in the undercroft.” Kel nodded and stepped away, but Orlan grasped out for her boot. “He’s too powerful to be stopped now. Kalateth has blessed him with gifts beyond any normal man.”
“I guess it’s lucky we aren’t normal men, then,” Kel quipped as she walked back to the chamber’s entrance. “You might get to live through tonight, Coward King, but Baasch doesn’t.” I followed along closely behind her, focusing all of my rage into the task ahead of us. “You ready, Luxblade?” she asked.
“I’m ready,” I agreed under my breath. “Baasch dies tonight. But before he dies, he’s going to suffer for—”
---
I awoke to a loud crash and an agonizing fire in my chest. Thrashing against the bedsheets above me, I struggled up to a sitting position as I sucked in air to appease my burning lungs, but the breath did little to assuage the pain. My thoughts were far too frantic and scattered for me to assess the source of my distress, but I could feel that something was missing that I dearly needed. I struggled to my feet and scanned the bedroom wildly. “Lia!” I shouted, clawing at my chest. “Lia, where are you?”
There was a series of thumps on the stairs beside the bedroom, and the door crashed open a moment later to reveal Lia, panting with a pained look on her face. As our eyes locked, the source of our issue finally revealed itself: the mental bond we had shared since our encounter with the monster had broken. She sprinted across the room and threw herself headlong into my chest, bowling me over back onto the bed. I felt an immediate dampening of my pain as her body pressed against mine, and I pulled against her desperately in an attempt to fill the void her presence had left behind.
Our mana coalesced in an effort to reform the lost connection, but the bond we created was only an echo of the one we had shared before. I could feel her consciousness against mine, but we remained two distinct, separate entities like we had hundreds of times before during our meditations. Even so, the presence of her energy was enough to calm my panicked mind. “Lia,” I gasped, “what happened?”
She remained quiet while her breath slowly returned to its baseline state. “I’m not sure,” she answered eventually, curling even tighter against my bare chest. “I was downstairs making us some breakfast, or, uhm,” she paused, looking out the window at a clearly setting sun, “dinner, I guess. I was making us some food, and you started to...remember.”
I ran my hand along her tightly braided hair and sighed. “You saw my dream.”
“That was a dream?” she asked, turning her head to peer up at me with one amber eye. “I could feel everything like I was actually there. Like I was you. I’ve never had a dream like that.”
“That’s just how I dream, I guess,” I shrugged. “Or, used to. It used to be a nightly occurrence, but I haven’t had a dream like that in a long time. At least since we built our house here.”
Lia thought over the statement quietly, then turned her head back onto its side, resting her ear over my heart. “That was Alderea, wasn’t it? And those people...Jarut and Kel?” I gave her a small nod. “You’ve told me about them before, once or twice, but it was strange to see them so clearly, and to...know them.”
I closed my eyes and watched the memory back again. “That was my last night in Alderea. The last night I saw Jarut. The night Kel died.”
Her hand slid up my chest to gently brush along my jaw. “There was so much anger in you then. When you left to find Baasch, it felt like—”
“I...don’t want to talk about that,” I interrupted her. “I don’t want you to think about me
like that.” For a brief moment, I felt a twinge of relief that our mental connection had broken. That darkness was with me, even back then. I didn’t know.
“Lux, I’m…” she trailed off before sighing softly. “Alright,” she agreed eventually, pulling herself up to kiss my cheek, “we don’t have to talk about it right now.”
“Thank you.” I kissed the top of her head, then slid to the edge of the bed and surveyed our room. The floor around our bed was scattered with various pieces of our armor, still lying where we had dropped them when we returned home. After Miles and Lyn had reached their room at the inn, we had sprinted the remaining distance between Lienna and Mayaan over the following few hours, staying well away from main roads and foot traffic to avoid making a scene with our abundantly enhanced speed. We reached Mayaan before noon and avoided both Elise’s office and Lia’s parents house, instead choosing to return directly to our home to sleep away the previous night's events.
“There is something we do need to talk about, though,” she continued, sitting cross-legged in the center of our bed.
I halted the search for my pants and turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “Oh?” The hard line of her jaw and brow sparked my anxiety as I waited for her response.
“You said we had to go back to Kaldan,” she said quietly. “Why?”
“Val warned us that there were monsters in Kaldan,” I answered. “I ignored her, and our friends paid the price. We have to go stop whatever is happening in Shadowmine.”
“No, we don’t,” Lia countered. “We have no way to prove that thing came from Kaldan. It could just as easily have come from somewhere here in Lybesa.”
I shook my head. “I don’t buy that. There’s no way it could be that
big of a coincidence.”
“That’s just it!” she exclaimed, leaning forward with sudden passion. “Everything that’s happened since I met you has been that big of a coincidence! The Strategist’s men looking exactly like the Thralls you fought before? Getting captured by Virram exactly when he needed someone to go to Attetsia? Primes, even the way we met was a coincidence! I just so happened to be sent to the cell opposite yours in the dungeon; a cell you were only in because you just so happened to talk to that one thief girl!”
Each of her points grew more emphatic than the last, and a pit opened in my stomach as I realized how upset she truly was. “That’s not coincidence. That’s the stuff that follows me around, no matter what life I’m in. I don’t know why, but that’s my fate.”
“I don’t think it is, Lux,” she said in a gentler tone, wringing her hands in front of her as she stood up. “I think you’re putting yourself in those situations because you feel guilty for what happened in Hedaat. You’re punishing yourself for what happened to Alda.” She offered out her hand as she took a step forward. “You don’t have to throw away the life you have now to make up for what happened before.”
I took a step back defensively. “I’m not… You’re wrong.” I shook my head as I tried to fight through the sudden rush of memories she had invoked. “Lia, I swear to you, there is nothing I want more in this life than to live it here with you, but—”
“Then do it!” She leapt across the room and took both of my hands in hers. “If you really want to stay here with me, then stay here with me.” Her eyes bounced back and forth as she watched my face intently.
My mouth opened to respond, but I couldn’t find a single word in my defense. All of my primal reactions fought for dominance in my mind simultaneously: run away, double down and fight, crumple up into a ball and cry, kiss her to prove my love. The mental fight was exhausting, but Lia gave me the time I needed to see it through to the end. “You’re right,” I said eventually, turning away to hide from her intense gaze. “I’m sorry. My head is just..soup, right now; I can’t think straight. There’s too much up there for me to figure out on my own.”
Her hand cupped my cheek as she turned my head back to face her, and she pulled me forward for a kiss. I felt her lips curl into a faint smile, and she tipped her face forward to rest her forehead against mine. “I’ve told you this before, and I’ll keep telling you until you finally listen: you’re not alone anymore. We can get through it together.”
I felt my stomach churn as flashes of my rampage in the Attetsian plaza came unbidden to the forefront of my mind. “I can’t put all of that on you, Lia. Not—”
“Stop it,” she insisted, poking my bare chest with her finger. “I’m not some weak little girl you have to protect anymore, okay? I can handle it. We can handle it. Together.”
“You’re right,” I murmured. I took a long, deep breath in through my nose, finding comfort in the faint mint aroma of her hair. “You’re right,” I repeated, taking a step away from her and patting myself lightly on my cheeks. I leaned back and forth on the balls of my feet as I breathed out the last of my anxieties. “I love you, Lia.”
“I love you, too,” she said, wrapping me in a tight hug.
I basked in her warmth for a moment, then gave her a soft pat on the back. “We can talk more about this later, but there are some other people we need to talk to first.” I returned to my forgotten task of getting dressed, finally finding my pants hidden beneath my breastplate. “You should tell Marin and your parents about what happened. Your father probably shouldn’t accept any jobs that take him more than a day’s travel out of Mayaan until we get a better handle on what’s going on out there.”
Lia nodded as she crossed the room and slipped out of her nightgown, searching through her wardrobe for a more appropriate outfit. “And while I do that, you’ll go into town to meet with Elise?”
“Right,” I answered with a grimace. “She needs to know what happened to her employees.”
“I can come with you, if you want,” she offered.
“No, it’s fine. I’m sure your parents want to see you, and I need to requisition some more building supplies from Elise anyways.” I sighed as I buttoned up one of the few casual shirts I owned. “I just don’t know how to break the news to her.”
“Aunt Ellie is tougher than she looks,” Lia reassured me. “It won’t be a pleasant meeting, obviously, but she can handle it.”
I crossed the room and slipped my arms around her waist. “Alright. I won't be long, hopefully.” She gave my hands a light squeeze of acknowledgement before I turned and made my way to the door. I lingered for a moment as my eyes fell on my strewn armor pieces, and I momentarily considered donning the full set before I left; I owned little in the way of clothing beside a few ill-fitting donations from Marten’s closet, and I often found myself feeling overly exposed when wearing anything other than the protective leathers. With a shake of my head, I pushed the feeling away and made my way to the front door, where I retrieved my cloak before beginning my trip into town.
Had I been on the way to meet anybody else, I would have been worried it was too late in the day to find them at work, but my past experiences with Elise told me she would be in her office well into the night. My brisk jog into Mayaan proper brought me to Three Barrels just after the sun had dipped below the horizon. I paused momentarily at the front door, took a deep breath, and pushed into the lobby.
The front desk attendant warned me that the late hour meant Elise was most likely too busy for an impromptu meeting, but I was quickly led to her office when my presence was announced. “You’re back early,” she greeted me as soon as we were alone in the office. The serious formality of her tone was off-putting in contrast to her usual playful, overly flirtatious demeanor, and she watched me with tight eyes as I sat down opposite her. “You have news for me, I assume?”
“Yes,” I answered gravely. “I’m afraid it’s not good news.”
She sighed. “I’ve held out hope these past two weeks that all of my people were miraculously alive and unharmed, but...I think I’ve known.” She steepled her fingers and leaned forward onto her desk. “Tell me what you found.”
“I don’t exactly know how to say this, Elise,” I started. “It’s a difficult—”
“Tell me what you found, Lux,” she repeated, her voice now low and intense.
I swallowed hard and gave her a small nod. “I believe all of your missing crew is dead. I found their scattered bones alongside the remains of your caravans. There was a...beast of some sort that had made its den a few miles off the road in the Midlands. It was hunting travelers for food.” I paused, letting out the breath I had unconsciously held in my chest. “The beast is dead now, too.”
“I’ve heard rumors of monsters roaming northern Kaldan lately,” she said quietly. “I assumed they weren’t true.”
“Unfortunately, it seems they are,” I answered. “It was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Armored like a monstrous crab, with bladed forearms and powerful hind legs.” The image of the beast’s skeleton made me shudder, and I pushed the thought away, keeping the information to myself. “I have no reason to believe there are any more of them around, but it is a possibility.”
“I see.” We sat in silence as she processed the information, her brow furrowed in deep concentration. “What did you do with the bones? Are they still there?”
“I burned them. It was the best I could do, given the circumstances.”
She nodded. “Thank you, Lux. While it was the outcome I dreaded most, just knowing puts my mind at ease, in some small way.” She cleared her throat and brushed her hand over a stack of papers at the edge of her desk. “I’d already written letters for the families, were my fears to be realized. I suppose I’ll have to send them out.”
“I wish there was more we could have done for you, Elise,” I lamented.
“Nonsense. You and Lia have saved a lot of lives with what you’ve done, I have no doubt,” she said, waving off my concern. “Now, we need to discuss your payment. Is there anything you need? Money? Supplies? Information?”
“There is something, actually. I’m building a forge, and I need materials: mortar, stone, and a supply of raw iron.” 
“Done,” she answered immediately. “I’ll have it delivered to Marten’s by tomorrow evening. I trust you can take it from there.”
“Yes, thank you.” As the silence returned to the room, I stood and glanced out the window behind her at the dark sky. “I should be getting back now.”
“Of course,” she nodded. “Thank you again, Lux. Give the Corells my love.”
“Of course,” I echoed. I turned to go, but a thought held me in place. “Actually, there’s one more thing.” She nodded for me to continue. “Lia and I met some friends on the road. They were attacked by the beast as well and lost some loved ones in the encounter. I promised them that, should they need to contact us, they could just get a letter to you and you would pass the message on to us.”
“I’ll inform my staff,” she assured me. 
“Thank you.” I made my way to the exit, turning back to her one more time. “Goodnight, Elise.”
“Goodnight, Lux,” she called out, giving me a small wave. As I left the room and closed the door behind me, I let out a long, hissing sigh. Elise had handled the news better than I had hoped, but despite her strong facade, I knew it hurt her more than she let on. My Detection scanned out through the building as I prepared to leave, and I caught a quick glimpse of her holding her head in her hands as she began to cry. I withdrew the mana from her office immediately and focused it specifically onto the road back home, feeling embarrassed to have witnessed the emotions she clearly wished to hide from me.
I met the edge of Lia’s Detection as I entered the forest, and I felt her perk up immediately. How did it go?
Better than I expected, given the news, I answered her. How about on your end?
Fine. My parents are just happy we’re safe, but Marin says she wants to see one of the monsters for herself.
I rolled my eyes for no one’s benefit but my own. She wouldn’t think that if she’d been there.
I tried to tell her that, but...you know how she is.
I do. The Corells’ house came into view ahead of me, and I slowed to a jog as I approached the front door. I knocked lightly on the door, then entered without waiting for a response, moving to the living room where my family was waiting.
“Lux!” Marten yelled as I came into view. “You’re still alive!”
Hana scowled as she prodded him in the ribs, but I laughed at the outburst. “I’m just as surprised as you are, Marten.”
“Tell me about it, Lux!” Marin begged, leaning forward excitedly. “Tell me about the monster!”
I resisted the urge to scowl at her. “Marin, this might just sound like adventuring tall tales to you, but it’s real. A lot of people died because of that thing; we’re not going to sit around telling stories about it.” The room fell uncomfortably silent, and I realized I may have been too harsh in my response. “Plus, you’ll learn more than enough about it when we start training again tomorrow.”
“Training?” Marin said, confused. “You just told me I was trained before you left!”
Lia and I shared a raucous laugh. “What, you thought you were just finished? For good?” I asked between laughs. “You’re never done training, Marin. Besides, you might be trained enough to deal with any regular thug, but that’s not the problem we’re dealing with anymore, is it?”
“We initially wanted to get you trained enough that you could help protect our family if Virram ever sent guards after us again,” Lia explained. “If the rumors are true, and that monster really did come from Kaldan, I think he might have some bigger problems. But, clearly, so do we.”
“Until they can put an end to those problems, we need to make sure we can keep everyone safe here. Which means a lot more training for you,” I added. I turned to Marten and gave him an apologetic smile. “I hope you don’t mind that we’ll be stealing your business partner away from you again.”
“Oh, I suppose that’s alright,” he answered, rubbing his chin. “I’ll have to dock her pay, of course…”
“What?!” Marin yelled, jumping to her feet. “You hardly pay me anything as it is!”
“When you consider your free room and board, you’ll see you get paid more than a fair wage!” he countered. “What do you think you need so much money for, all of a sudden?”
Hana shook her head as they continued to argue. “They do this all the time,” she said, her voice nearly drowned out from the shouting match. “I think it’s their way of showing affection for each other.”
Lia laughed. “As much as I’m sure we’d both love to stay and watch, we should be heading home now.” She turned and gave me a knowing smile. “We had a long day of traveling today.”
“Yeah, I’ll definitely sleep well tonight,” I agreed. Despite the fact that I had been resting all day, I was still exhausted all the same; the manner of our awakening coupled with my meeting with Elise had left me both mentally and physically worn out. “It’s nice to be home. We’ll have to have another dinner soon.”
“Anytime,” Hana smiled as we all stood up to say our goodbyes. “We still have plenty of bihorn from your last hunt.” She gave us each a quick hug as Marin and Marten continued to argue, having switched topics from payment to their division of labor.
Our movement caught Marin’s attention, and she immediately spun towards Lia with a beaming smile. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said cheerily, wrapping Lia in a tight hug. “You’ll be here tomorrow to pick me up for training, right?”
“Bright and early,” she answered, hugging her back. “You don’t get the mornings off anymore.”
“I’m ready!” she crowed, hopping backwards and pumping her fist. “Just you wait! I’m going to be beating you before you know it, Lux!” She stepped forward to hug me in turn, popping multiple joints in my back and shoulders.
“Oh, really?” I said, patting her on the back. “You seem awfully chipper for someone who was just complaining about more training.”
“I wasn’t complaining!” she exclaimed. “I was just...surprised! I want to get stronger like you two, and I know that means more training! I’m ready.”
“Okay then,” I nodded, stepping back in line with Lia. “Tomorrow morning it is.”
“Glad to see you both home safe,” Marten said to both of us. “Even if it means more work for me.”
“Oh, speaking of work, Marten—I’m having some more building materials delivered tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind, but I asked for them to be delivered here.”
“I’ll have to start charging you delivery and storage fees, at this rate!” he grinned.
“I suppose that’s fair,” I chuckled. I put an arm over Lia’s shoulders and looked over the group one final time. “Alright, time to head out. Goodnight, everyone.”
We were met with a chorus of goodbyes as we took our leave, stepping out into the cool night air and beginning our trip back through the forest. “So,” I said, pinching Lia’s shoulder lightly, “a long day of traveling, huh?”
She shrugged. “I thought it was an easier explanation than ‘we sprinted the entire journey back in a few hours, slept all afternoon, and fought through some weird magic issues we don’t really understand.’”
“That’s true,” I chuckled, pulling her tighter against me as we walked. “Do you have any new plans for Marin’s training?”
“I’m not sure,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “I think I want to do more strength training with her, without any enhancements. She should probably learn some basic magic that isn’t enhancements, too.”
“I think we could all use some practice on that front,” I agreed. “But if that’s the case, we’re going to need a place to train that isn’t our front yard. I don’t want to have to rebuild our house because I sneezed during Fire practice.”
She giggled. “We’ll have to finally make that sparring ring you wanted.”
“You know, that wouldn’t be a bad way to kill two birds with one stone: You could get some good strength training done by clearing all those trees up north, and it would be a great opportunity to teach Marin how to use Shatter,” I suggested.
“That’s exactly what we’ll do,” she said, clapping her hands together.
“And, while you two work on that, I can finally build my forge,” I added as a grin spread across my face. Lia giggled again, and I looked down to find her smirking at me. “What? What’s so funny?”
“You really want that forge, don’t you?”
“Well...yeah!” I answered, feeling defensive. “What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing’s wrong with that!” she laughed, patting me on the back. “You don’t get this excited about most things, is all. It’s cute.”
I let out an exasperated sigh and hung my head. “I’m not trying to be cute. It’s just...I’m good at being a blacksmith, and I haven’t had a chance to work at it for a long time. All I’ve been doing for so long is fighting. I’m good at that, too, but I don’t want to be good at just that. I can do more than just fight.” I paused for a moment, surprised by the honesty of my statement. “Besides, Layne got me all excited about working on some projects with him. I want to start some of those, even if he can’t be there with me.”
“I get it,” she said quietly. “What were you two planning on making?”
My free hand shifted up to rest on the pommel of my sword, and my thumb circled slowly around the band at its base. “Nothing in particular,” I lied. “I wanted to make a sword for him, seeing as he said he never had one. I’m sure he wanted my help on some of his projects, too.” I took a deep breath and sighed out through my nose. “I think I’ll still make that sword for him.”
Our house came into view ahead of us, and the thought of our awaiting bed pulled a yawn out of both of us. “I think that’s a great idea,” Lia said, wiping her eyes. “An idea for tomorrow, though. All that talking about being tired made me pretty tired.”
I yawned again. “That’s for sure. We’ve got some busy days ahead of us, too.”
Lia smiled as we entered the house and made our way to the bedroom. “I can’t wait.”
***




15. PEACE, AT LAST
I wiped the sweat from my brow and stepped back to admire my work. It had been an extremely productive start to the day; Elise had been more than true to her word, having the supplies delivered to the Corells’ house before Lia and I had woken up, which gave me ample time to ferry the materials back to our house while the morning sun was still low in the sky. Having already prepared the building site weeks prior, I was able to get right to work laying the foundation of my furnace.
Between my years of maintenance on Ashedown’s forge and my new magic abilities, I was able to finish the basin and air ducts of the furnace all before noon. The beginnings of a chimney were formed at the back of the structure, but the act of stacking the bricks would take an additional few hours, regardless of my enhanced speed. I grinned as I imagined showing my work to Amaya’s father; he would no doubt critique my use of magic “shortcuts” in the base work and grumble about a lack of respect for the process, while Amaya would reassure me he was more than impressed. Although we were separated by more than a century’s worth of memories, I could hear them perfectly in my head.
We’re coming back for lunch, Lia’s voice chimed between my ears, adding to the voices from my memories. Be forewarned; Marin is VERY cranky today.
Perfect timing, I chuckled in return. I’ll start getting things ready. I left my brick-stacking behind me as I made my way into the house and retrieved our sparse lunch supplies. While I sliced our last loaf of bread up for sandwiches, my mind wandered out through the forest along my extended mana, passing Marin and Lia on their return trip. 
The site of our future training arena sat a half dozen miles to the north, beyond the marked boundaries of any logging companies or parceled land. What was once a flat, densely packed corner of forest was now a sprawling field, littered with uprooted stumps, weeds, and broken branches. The center of the space was dominated by a massive pile of neatly trimmed logs, stacked six high and over a dozen across. After marking a few logs in my mind for use in my upcoming afternoon of work, I returned my attention to the task at hand, plating up the fresh greens and cured bihorn meat Hana had sent along with Marin earlier in the day.
I heard my companions coming long before they entered the house. “Lux!” Marin shouted as they entered the clearing. “Lux, where are you?”
“Inside, Marin,” I called out in answer.
She appeared through the door a moment later with her nose wrinkled and her mouth set in a frown. “Lux, I thought I was supposed to be training today!” she yelled, immediately flopping onto the couch in our living room.
I raised an eyebrow in her direction. “You...weren’t training?” I asked, suspicious. “What were you doing, then?”
“Moving trees!” she complained. “That’s all I’ve done all morning! Lia just knocked them down and then expected me to move them without any help. Moving trees is not a one-person job, Lux! Just look at my hands!” Her hands shot up into the air, suddenly appearing above the arm of the couch. The lighter skin of her palms was covered in a smattering of splinters, cuts and blisters, and she flexed her hands pitifully as I approached to examine them.
“Looks like you need to get a pair of gloves,” I laughed.
“Gloves aren’t the issue!” she shot back. “It’s the moving logs by myself that’s the issue!”
“Were they too heavy for you?”
She sat up and whirled on me, snorting in disgust. “Of course not.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“That’s what I wanted to know,” Lia chimed in as she entered the house.
“The problem is that I want to do more training, not haul stuff around!” she moaned. “I could’ve just stayed with Marten if I knew that’s what we’d be doing.”
“Marin, this is training. You’ve done plenty of combat training, but you still need to build up your strength,” Lia explained.
“I do not!” Marin countered, flexing both of her arms to show off her sculpted biceps. “And besides, why do I need to do strength training when I have the gauntlets? Those are plenty strong on their own.”
Lia shook her head. “You can’t just rely on tricks and magic gloves to keep you safe,” she chided. “What happens if you don’t have your special gauntlets, hmm?”
I turned away to hide my snickering and retreated to the kitchen to retrieve our lunch. “Alright, you two,” I said as I returned, offering a plate to each of them. “It’s time to eat. Marin, you should listen to Lia: she knows what she’s doing. Besides, with the level of combat training we’ll be starting on soon, we’re going to need that space cleared for our arena. It won’t be safe to train at the house anymore.”
Marin’s ears perked up. “Well, you could’ve just said that earlier!”
“I did say that earlier,” Lia replied, narrowing her eyes. 
“Hey, now,” I said more sternly, holding up my lunch with emphasis. “Sandwiches now, arguing later.” With a final pair of grumbles and shifty looks, Marin and Lia moved to the dining room, and we started in on our light lunch.
“Lux?” Marin asked between bites. “Why aren’t you helping us build the arena? I know it’s supposed to be my ‘training’ and all, but if we’re all going to use it, wouldn’t it be faster if you helped, too?”
“It’d be faster, sure, but then I wouldn’t be able to finish my forge,” I answered. “Judging by my progress so far, I’ll probably wrap up sometime tomorrow morning, and then I’ll be able to help you two put the finishing touches on your project.”
“But why do you even need a forge in the first place?”
“I don’t need one, per se, but it’ll certainly be handy. I’ll be able to make any metal tools or fixtures we need around the house, and more importantly, I’ll be able to maintain our weapons and armor by myself.” I stared wistfully through her head in the direction of my passion project. “Also, I just really want it. I haven’t been able to work at a forge since I was in Alderea, and I miss it.”
Marin stopped chewing mid-bite and looked me over with a raised eyebrow. “Where’s Alderea? I’ve never heard of it before.”
I nearly choked as I swallowed a mouthful of my lunch. That can’t be right. I’ve told her about that. My eyes scanned over to Lia, who sat quietly with an amused grin. I told her about all of that, right?
Her reply came with a devious laugh in the back of my head. Nope.
No, it definitely came up! I scanned back through my memories of the past month of training, searching for the conversation I knew was there. There’s no way it didn’t come up.
I promise you, it didn’t.
Marin waved her hand in front of my face. “Hello?” she asked expectantly. “Lux? Hello? You in there?”
“Sorry, Marin,” I answered, shaking my head. “Alderea isn’t a place you would know. It isn’t exactly...here. In this world.”
“In this world? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“So…” I trailed off, rubbing my temples. “I’m not from Doram like I said before. I actually wasn’t born in this world at all; I showed up outside the gates at Yoria a few months ago. I can’t really explain how, or why, because I don’t know myself, but that’s the truth. I just sort of…” I paused and snapped my fingers for emphasis. “Appear. This is the fourth world I’ve lived in.”
Marin set down the remains of her sandwich and slowly looked between me and Lia for a few moments, then threw back her head and laughed. “Alright, fine!” she said, waving me off. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
“What?” I asked, shaking my head. “That’s the truth, Marin! I swear.” I looked at Lia and motioned helplessly with my hands. “Tell her!”
“It’s true, Marin,” Lia agreed. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. You can ask my parents; they know, too.”
“Oh, suuure,” Marin replied, oozing sarcasm. She stood and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher in the kitchen, then returned to the table and laughed again. “He just appears,” she chuckled under her breath, snapping her fingers. “Okay. Sure.”
I sighed and leaned back in my chair, teetering it unsteadily on two legs. “You don’t have to believe me if you don’t want to, I guess. But it doesn’t change the fact that you still have a lot of trees to move—by yourself.” She rolled her eyes in my direction and aggressively finished the last bite of her lunch. “Unless, of course, you don’t think you have the strength to manage it. I guess I could put the forge on hold if you asked me nicely for—”
“Don’t you even start with that!” she snapped, wagging a finger in my face. “I’ll move more logs than you would have anyway, and it won’t even be hard.” Without waiting for a response, she spun and walked away into the living room, pausing at the far door. “C’mon, Lia! We’ve got some ‘training’ to do!” Clearly satisfied with herself, she walked out onto the deck and disappeared.
“I’m sure she probably believes you, at least a little bit,” Lia reassured me as she stood to follow her rambunctious student. “You’re pretty hard to explain otherwise.”
“Honestly, I should’ve expected that. Out of all of the possible responses to my story, hers is probably the most normal.” I stood alongside Lia and put a hand on her shoulder. “You and your parents are the weird ones here, being so accepting and all.”
“Guess you’re glad you met me then, huh?” she asked, grinning up at me.
I planted a kiss on her forehead. “I am, indeed.” I motioned to the door with a tip of my head. “You better get going before she decides to knock the whole forest down herself.”
Lia giggled and gave me a small nod, then dashed off through the living room, leaving me alone to clean up our dishes. I smiled after her, watching her progress through my Detection as she sprinted through the forest to catch up with Marin. The grin stayed on my face as I stacked up our plates and stashed away the remainder of our bread and meat. Everything I have now is because I met her, I thought to myself. I would have burned away into the void by now if I were by myself. Although my sword was stashed away with my armor, my hand moved to where it would sit on my hip through instinct, and I could feel the gold-banded pommel beneath my fingers. It’s time.
The remaining work on our construction projects progressed without interruption. My estimate for the completion of my forge proved to be spot-on; after a particularly efficient afternoon of bricklaying on the chimney, it only took a few hours the following day to construct the open-air stall around the furnace using the logs from our new supply. I built a workbench with the emberwood scraps, complete with a pegboard with multiple empty spaces for tools that I had yet to buy or craft. Marin and Lia returned soon after for lunch, and when we had finished, I joined them at the build site in the northern forest.
Even though I had seen the clearing grow throughout the work process via Detection, it was still an impressive sight to behold with my own eyes. What had once been a small grove surrounded by densely packed trees was now a massive field of upturned dirt with a towering stack of logs at one edge. Judging by the average height of the emberwood trees around the clearing’s edge, the space was at least a hundred yards across and nearly twice as long. While it was more than large enough to suit our needs, the ground was loose and uneven from the copious root systems that had been recently removed, which left it unsuited for any intense physical activity.
“Are you sure you don’t want any help?” Lia asked me as I took a meditative stance at the edge of the clearing. “You don’t have to do the entire thing in one go by yourself.”
“Thanks, Lia, but I’m fine. I can handle it.” In truth, I had my doubts about the task set before me; while the concept of leveling a foundation had been successfully proven when we built our house, the field was multiple orders of magnitude larger than anything I had attempted to suffuse with mana before. However, as Lia had said, there was no particular reason the entire arena had to be leveled at once apart from my own stubborn ambitions, and the lack of consequences for failing the task helped to bolster my confidence.
After a few minutes of quiet meditation, I reached out with a gentle wave of energy to cover the surface of the clearing before me. Once my mental mapping was complete, I pulled the energy back a half-dozen yards from the treeline into a stadium shape, then began to suffuse the dirt below it. Mana crashed out from my core like a burst dam to fill every cubic inch of space before me, and I felt a significant flagging of my energy reserves for the first time since our incident at the Mountain Gate. I continued to push the mana deeper into the earth, increasing my Combat Acceleration enhancement in tandem with the immense amount of information flowing into my brain.
I felt my lungs straining as I fought to maintain my concentration on the vast sea of mana before me. My advancing wall of energy halted when it reached nearly ten feet down; our initial plans, drawn up in my sketchbook back on our living room table, had called for twelve feet, but the immense pressure I felt in my head told me that I would pass out from exertion long before I reached the mark. Too focused to find the Shatter rune on my ring, I spoke the command with a final gasp.
My mind immediately went black as the mana activated and disappeared, and I blinked in and out of consciousness multiple times in quick succession. I felt a powerful tremor beneath my legs, followed by the thud of my head connecting with the ground as I fell backwards. There was a heavy taste of dirt and iron in my mouth as I cracked open my eyes, only to close and shade them with my hand a moment later as the afternoon light set off a splitting headache behind my eyes.
A soft hand brushed along my jawline, and I felt Lia’s comforting presence beside me. “You know, that would’ve been easier if you had let me help.”
“No, don’t worry, I’m fine,” I coughed, curling into a ball beside her. “Thanks for asking.” I sent an emergency wave of energy rushing out from my core, attempting to dampen the symptoms of the mana withdrawals that continued to grow throughout my body.
“I would be worried if we hadn’t both known this was going to happen,” she quipped, poking me gently in the temple. The playful gesture sent a spiral of pain through my head, and I weakly rolled away from the attack. “You’ll have to deal with your mana hangover on your own while Marin and I roll out the arena.”
“Mana withdrawals,” I corrected her.
She laughed. “Seems more like a hangover to me.” I felt her kiss me on the forehead and brush a stray strand of hair from my face. “Get some rest. Marin and I can handle the next part, but we’ll need you for—”
“Lux!” Marin’s excited shout rang out across the clearing, followed by the approaching thump of heavy feet. “That was incredible, Lux! The whole field just—”
“Marin, please,” I interrupted, waving in the direction of her voice, “my...head. I’ma jus...Is a bit…” I paused as my speech began to slur, and I added a second burst of mana to my recuperation efforts. “I need to rest for a bit. Lia knows what to do next.”
“Oh!” she squeaked, skidding to a halt a few feet away. “Sorry, Lux!” she whispered, still far too loud for my comfort. Lia led her away from my resting place in the dirt, leaving me in blissful silence. A minute later, I heard two heavy thumps from the pit in front of me, and while I didn’t dare open my eyes to confirm it, I knew from our planning that the process of packing down the arena floor had begun.
I half-meditated, half-dozed at the side of the pit for the following few hours as Lia and Marin steamrolled the arena floor with the largest of their downed emberwood trees. As I slowly fought past the aches and nausea of my mana withdrawals, I was able to spare a minute amount of energy to watch their progress through Detection. After the dirt had settled and been packed down by a few initial passes by the log rollers, the arena floor sat six feet below ground level, surrounded by a sheer wall of dirt and stone. While our original plans had estimated a near eight-foot perimeter wall, I was still pleased with the results: the sunken battlefield would help dampen the noise of our training as well as catch any errant spells or attacks that would otherwise endanger the surrounding forest.
Marin’s energy reserves depleted rapidly over the course of her arduous afternoon, despite earlier assertions to the contrary. Just as the sun began to disappear behind the trees, I stopped the pair as they passed by my resting place. “Marin, if you’d like to trade places, I think I can—”
“Please!” she shouted immediately, throwing her head back to let out a loud groan. “I don’t know how my arms haven’t fallen off at this point. They still might!” After a long stretch, she turned to look up at me and suddenly froze in place, scanning the edge of the arena. “I...uh, I don’t know how to get out.”
I slid to the edge of the pit and offered down an arm with a laugh. “I’ll help you out, just this once. You’ll have to find your own way out next time.”
She gladly accepted the offer and grabbed my hand with both of hers. Once she was safely raised from the arena and back on solid ground, she let out another, softer groan. “Thanks, Lux,” she said as she carefully lowered herself into a sitting position, then flopped backwards all at once, landing spread-eagle in the dirt.
“I thought you didn’t need strength training?” Lia yelled smugly from the pit.
“Stop,” Marin moaned. “I’m too tired to think of anything clever to say.”
I chuckled as I hopped down and took Marin’s spot beside Lia. My enhancements flared to life and pushed away the remaining haze over my brain while the two of us began to work. Without Marin’s depleted energy holding her back, Lia pushed ahead with renewed vigor, and the two of us raced back and forth across the field in a heated competition to cover the most ground. We finished our final pass around the arena as the sky faded from a vibrant orange to a light pink, and the forest had grown dark by the time we leapt out of the pit.
Marin was sound asleep in the same spot where she had collapsed earlier, snoring noisily in the otherwise quiet clearing. Lia managed to scoop her up without waking her, and we began our trip back home. So, what’s the plan now? Lia asked silently. Where do we go from here?
I was hoping to run through all the simple magic Marin hasn’t learned yet to see where her baseline is. Healing, Detection, Fire, that sort of stuff. I looked over at Marin’s sleeping face as we walked, still working through my plans. We need to do some combat training, too. I hope she never needs it, but she needs to learn how to fight those monsters.
How are we going to do that?
I shrugged. I’m sure I’ll figure something out.
Lia laughed, and the sudden noise roused Marin. “Oh...hi,” she said, looking up at Lia sleepily. “Are we done training now?”
“Just for today,” I answered. “Your real training starts tomorrow.”
“Real training?” she whined. “I don’t know if I can handle something more real than today.”
“You can handle it,” I reassured her.
“I could at least take one day off, right?” she insisted. “I’m going to have to sleep all day tomorrow to recover from today.”
“If you’re going to complain, I’m going to drop you in the middle of the forest and leave you there,” Lia teased, stopping to turn off of the main path.
Marin’s eyebrows shot up, and she quickly scrunched her eyes closed and pressed her head against Lia’s chest. “Nope. No complaints here. Just sleeping.” Lia and I shared a laugh as we made our way through the darkening forest. “Should I bring my weapons tomorrow?” Marin asked a second later, cracking one eye open to peer over at me.
“Yeah. Bring everything,” I answered.
“Even the gauntlets?”
“Especially the gauntlets,” I nodded. “It’s time to teach you how to use them.”
---
“You can’t do this!” Marin protested loudly, pointing an accusing finger at my chest. “You can’t keep tricking me like this!”
I rolled my eyes. “Marin, sit down,” I instructed, pointing to the dirt floor of the arena. “If you want to learn how to use magic, you’re going to learn it the way I want to teach you.” We stared at each other quietly for a long moment. “You don’t even have to learn what each of the runes mean right now.”
She squinted at me. “You’re not just saying that, right? This isn’t going to end up being some ‘training’ session where I end up writing each of those symbols a hundred times each?”
“No, but it can, if you’d rather do that than listen to me,” I shot back.
She stuck her tongue out at me as she plopped down into the dirt. “Alright. Teach me about your symbols.”
“They’re runes,” I corrected as I sat down across from her, placing my sword across my lap.
“Same thing,” she muttered, waving me off.
I raised an eyebrow at her, and she sarcastically clapped a hand over her mouth. “So, these are Alderean runes,” I repeated, tilting the inscribed face of my blade towards her. “Each one of them represents a specific word.” My finger ran down the length of the sword along the column of large runes, pausing as I named each one. “These ones are the enhancements you’ve already learned how to use: Agility, Windstep, Sharpening, Combat Acceleration, and so on.” I shifted my finger to the shorter column of small runes. “These, on the other hand, are sort of...concepts. Lesser, Greater, Channeled, Self, Sustained.”
Marin’s brow furrowed. “Why do you need those? What do they do?”
“We don’t need them much anymore,” I admitted. “The system of magic I learned in Alderea was very static. If you wanted to increase your agility a small amount, you would use Lesser Agility. If you were fighting for your life, you’d want to use Greater Agility to boost it as much as possible. It’s a pretty easy system to understand, and it’s how I was originally taught to use magic. Naturally, when I started to experiment with new types of magic, I thought the same rules had to apply.”
“But wait,” Marin interrupted, “I’ve never used those extra words, and I still use magic just fine, right? Why would you even need—”
“Marin, I promise I’m almost there,” I said, holding up a hand. She sat back with a sigh and nodded for me to continue. “The first time I attempted to make fire with magic, I just wrote the rune for fire on my sword and activated it. It worked, but it set my entire sword on fire, which also partially set my hand on fire.” I paused to let the image sink in, which seemed effective; she sat up straighter and pursed her lips as she watched me with unblinking attention. “At the time, I thought the only solution was to add a modifying rune: Blade. When I tried it again, the magic did exactly what I wanted it to do; it created fire only on the blade of my sword.
“However, you know that’s not the only way to do magic,” I continued, nodding to Lia. “When she taught you how to use enhancements, she just taught you the spells without any modifying words. When you needed to increase your abilities further, you just focused harder, and the spell did what you wanted. You don’t need those modifying words at all.”
“So…” she trailed off, tapping her pointer fingers together hesitantly, “why are you teaching me about them?”
“I’m teaching you about them because I need you to understand why it’s so important to focus when you’re using magic,” I answered. “If you don’t know exactly what you’re trying to do, or you’re distracted in the middle of a fight, you should never try to use magic you aren’t comfortable with. You could hurt yourself, or someone else.”
“Okay, I understand,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry that I kept interrupting you.”
“That’s okay. I know magic seems exciting, but it’s also dangerous. We just want you to be safe,” I smiled.
Marin hopped to her feet with a sudden burst of energy. “So, now that I know that, can I try to use fire magic?”
I rolled my eyes as I dismissed my sword and stood up next to her. “There’s one more thing I need to show you.” Her excited bouncing stopped as she watched me pull the silver needle from my bandolier and hold it out towards her. “Those modifying words might not be useful for our combat magic, but they can still do amazing things.” 
She plucked the needle from my outstretched hand and held it with cautious reverence. “I...don’t know what this is.”
“Look at the decoration on the metal,” I said, grinning. “Look closely.”
She closed one eye and held the implement up to the light for inspection. “What am I looking...wait…” she muttered, bringing the silver closer to her eye. “Are those...runes? Are those ALL runes?”
I nodded. “Hundreds of them. After a few decades of trial and error, I strung together enough runes to make it work without any concentration; you just stick it in one of these orbs, press the button, and it works automatically. If you have enough mana, anyways. It’s not nearly as efficient as using magic yourself, but it has its uses.”
Marin marveled over the needle, spinning it back and forth to inspect the tiny symbols carved along the stem. After a moment of quiet inspection, she handed it back to me. “So, now that you’ve taught me about that, can I learn how to use fire magic?” she asked again, leaning towards me with wide eyes. “Please? I promise I’ll be careful! Really careful!”
I let out a strange noise mixed somewhere between a groan and a laugh as I looked over to Lia. “What do you think?”
“I’m just surprised she sat through that whole explanation,” she grinned, watching Marin out of the corner of her eye.
“Hey!” Marin exclaimed. “That’s not nice! I pay attention to interesting things. Maybe I don’t pay as much attention to your lessons because they’re—”
“You know what, Lux? I’ve changed my mind,” Lia said with a huff. “I don’t think she’s ready.”
“You can’t do that!” Marin shouted. “She can’t do that, right, Lux?” She lunged towards me and tugged on my arm. “You’ll still teach me, right?”
After a comically overblown sigh, I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Get your sword.”
She threw her arms into the air as she leapt off the ground. “Thank you! Thank you, Lux!” When her celebration was finished, she hurried to the small blanket she had spread out to hold her gauntlets and both training swords, returning a moment later with the sword I had bought for Lia during our brief stay in Atsal. “Okay, I’m ready!” she chirped, twirling the blade excitedly at her hip.
“You have to promise to stay focused, Marin,” Lia said, her voice slow and calming. “You could get hurt if you—”
“I promise, I promise!” Marin waved her off. “Let’s go!”
I eyed her suspiciously for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. Start by tapping into your mana reserves. Let the energy flow up through your body, down your arm, and out through your fingers into the sword. Let it circulate through the metal like it was an extension of your body.” I pulled my own sword from the ether and followed along with my own instructions. “At the same time, picture a fire in your mind: Feel the heat, listen to it crackle, watch the colors dance. You need to understand exactly what you want to make for the mana to activate correctly.”
A crimson gleam ran across the sky-blue metal of my sword, and I held it out in front of me as bright flames danced along the blade, stopping at the crossguard. “The most important thing is to stay focused. You want to activate the mana in your blade, but not the grip. The first few times you do it, it’ll probably help to invoke ‘Fire, Blade’, just to make sure you—”
“Fire,” Marin murmured, watching the edge of her thin blade intently. A moment passed in stressful silence before the air began to shimmer around her weapon, and tiny orange flames flickered to life across the metal. She let out a relieved breath as the light danced in her wide eyes. “I did it,” she whispered. After a few seconds of admiring the flaming weapon, she pulled her arm back and flourished the blade, laughing in delight as the fire hissed against the passing air. “Lia, I did it!” she yelled, proudly turning to address her teacher. “I can even—”
The bright orange flames suddenly flared, rushing along the length of the sword to the handle as Marin attempted to spin the blade a second time. It fell from her hand and immediately extinguished itself as she yelped in pain and jumped away. I winced as a sympathetic ache stabbed at my own hand, remembering too well my first attempt at fire magic in the Yorian dungeon. Lia leapt forward immediately and reached out for Marin’s injured hand. “Let me see,” she said softly, patting her on the arm.
Marin fell forward against Lia’s shoulder and burst into tears against her chest. “I—I’m sorry,” she sobbed, twitching away as Lia’s fingers brushed over her injuries. “I thought I could—ow! I—I thought I could do...better than that.”
“It’s okay,” Lia cooed, rubbing Marin’s shoulders. These burns are pretty bad, she said silently in my head. Can you heal them?
We’re here to train, right? Seems like a perfect opportunity for you to practice your healing magic.
I don’t think now is the time; I’ve never actually done it before.
You healed Miles that night on the road.
No, WE healed Miles. I just used your memories to figure out how to do it. I’m not sure I could do it on my own. She continued to whisper comforting words into Marin’s ear as she looked up at me with concern.
Lia, after all the incredible things you’ve done, do you really think healing magic is the thing that’s going to stump you? I gave her an encouraging smile. Take a deep breath, focus, and do it.
She bit her lip as she looked over Marin’s burned hand again, then closed her eyes and hardened her face. A moment later, the telltale green light of healing magic sparkled across Marin’s scorched palm, and the blisters began to fade away. The relief was plain to see on her face, and after a few moments of channeling, the skin of her palm had returned to its normal pale bronze. “Oohhh,” she sighed, rubbing the newly healed skin, “that’s...wow. Thank you.”
“Of course,” Lia smiled, clearly satisfied with herself.
“Now you know the consequences,” I said, stepping towards them. “It’s not a feeling you’ll forget anytime soon. Trust me, I know.” I held my gloved hand out towards her and flexed my fingers. “It’ll help you focus in the future.”
“I’m gonna try it again,” she answered, her earlier tears immediately forgotten as she searched for her dropped sword. “I know I can do it.”
“Woah, there,” I chuckled, catching her by the shoulder. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but we have a lot more to do this morning than just fire magic. You’ll have plenty of time to practice later.”
“You’re going to teach me more magic?” she asked, perking up excitedly.
“Something like that. How much has Lia taught you about Detection?”
“Oh, I know all about that,” she replied confidently. Her eyes closed, and I felt a thin wave of energy wash over me. “I can tell you how many fingers you’re holding up behind your back. Go on, test me!”
“That’s certainly impressive, but it’s not exactly what I’m looking for.” I waited a few seconds as I watched her bright pink mana flow around the arena, creating a circle around her about ten feet in diameter. “How far away can you see? Can you see the edge of the arena, over there?”
She cracked open one eye to see where I was pointing. “What? No. That’s too far away.”
“Can you walk around while you’re using it?”
Her lips pursed. “I don’t know. I haven’t tried that before.”
“Can you use it while you’re fighting?”
“If I’ve never used it while I’m walking, what makes you think I could use it while I’m fighting?” she asked, clearly annoyed.
“Do you want to find out?” I grinned.
“If it’ll make you stop asking so many questions, yes, I do!” she yelled. She jogged over to her blanket and retrieved the heavy gauntlets, sliding each one on with reverence.
“Lia, can I borrow your sword?” I asked as Marin prepared herself. “This should only take a minute.”
She eyed me suspiciously. “Sure...I guess.” She drew the paired swords from her belt and effortlessly fused them together before holding out the greatsword in both hands. I placed a hand over the grip of the sword and channeled my mana through the blade, and after a moment’s meditation, pulled away a nearly exact copy of my bastard sword. I summoned my blade to my free hand and inspected the two side by side, then nodded happily.
“Alright, Marin, time to show me what you’ve got!” I crowed, flipping the weapons into a reverse grip. “Keep that Detection up for as long as you can.” I pressed the point of each sword into the ground in front of me and leaned forward into an awkward ready stance.
“What are you doing, Lux?” Marin laughed as she took her place opposite me. “You look ridiculous.” We stood in silence as she waited for an answer. When it was clear I didn’t plan to give one, she shrugged. “Fine, mess around if you want to. Just because I’m not great at Detection yet doesn’t mean you can just—”
I balled my legs up beneath me and sprang forward all at once, driving both swords down at her chest from above my head like two scythe-like appendages. The attack caught her entirely by surprise, and I pulled back on the blows at the last second to avoid doing her any serious harm. The blunted weapons caught her in the shoulders and knocked her backwards, and she skidded away with a hiss. “Ow!” she yelled as I hopped away. She growled under her breath and raised her fists to a ready position in front of her, then chanted out her basic suite of combat enhancements.
Her eyes bounced up and down rapidly as she examined my odd, hunched-over stance, scanning for either some shred of familiarity with the style or a clear opening in my guard. After a few moments of analysis, she dashed forward with a raised fist, spinning around me at the last possible moment to put as much distance as possible between her and my blades. As soon as she left my line of sight, I leaned heavily against my swords and kicked back at her with both feet, catching her off guard  a second time. My kicks landed center mass and sent her spinning backwards with a gasp, and I used the momentum to flip over my swords like a pole vaulter, righting myself midair to land facing her in my crouched, bestial stance.
“Dammit, Lux!” she coughed as she picked herself up out of the dirt. “I don’t understand what you’re—” 
Her complaint was cut short as I launched into an unrelenting series of quick cuts that pushed her on the back foot. My assault was a mixture of rising slashes, wide horizontal sweeps, and downward stabs, each coming from an alternating blade as I used the other to propel myself forward. Her dodges and parries became slower and more unsure with each strike, culminating in one final mistake: a weak attempt to redirect my rising slash allowed my sword to catch her in the armpit, and I followed up with a sweeping blow to her opposite flank. Despite my best efforts to pull my strikes, I could tell by the way she clutched her side that I had cracked at least one of her ribs.
I dropped my swords and immediately halted my advance as she staggered away from me. “Alright; no more,” I called out. “Lia, more healing practice for you.”
Marin glared at me the entire time Lia looked over her injuries, healing both the fractured rib and the multiple deep bruises forming across her chest. That was...disconcerting to watch, Lia told me quietly.
I can’t say it felt great, either, I replied, rolling the fresh ache out of my shoulders, but it’s necessary. Marin needs to experience...whatever that fighting style is, before it’s a life or death situation. Besides, our fight with that thing only lasted thirty seconds. I thought that maybe, if we trained like that for a bit, we could figure out more of the ways it could fight—and more importantly, ways to counter it.
I’m not fighting like that, she said flatly. 
You don’t have to. Primes willing, Val will clean up whatever mess Virram made at Shadowmine, and we’ll never have to see one of those things again. I could feel the discomfort at the thought of the monster on the edge of her aura. I know it’s not pleasant to think about what happened, but we need to be prepared to make sure it doesn’t happen again.
You’re right. I guess, she replied with a heavy sigh. She brushed a patch of dirt from Marin’s coat and gave her a nod. “You’re all fixed up again.”
“Thank you, Lia,” she answered. As soon as Lia had stepped away, Marin charged toward me. “What was that all about?” she yelled, startling me with her sudden wrath. “What was I supposed to do against that? How was that fair?”
I frowned. “Fair? What do you mean?”
“Neither of you have ever trained me to fight like that before!” she yelled back. “How was I supposed to know what to do?”
“Marin, there are thousands of fighting styles out there,” I answered calmly. “It’d be impossible to learn even the basics of all of them. You have to learn to be adaptable instead; learn the style while you’re fighting it, and find a way to win.”
She huffed. “You’re not going to win that easily again,” she barked, bouncing back and forth on her heels.
I shook my head. “Later. We’ve got more important things to worry about now.”
“What, there’s more?”
“Oh, no. I’m just hungry, is all. It’s time for lunch,” I laughed. “When we’re finished, you can come back here and train with Lia on anything you want. You’ve got plenty of options to choose from after this morning, right?”
“And what are you going to be working on?” she asked as the three of us began our trip back home. “No, wait, let me guess: You’re working on your forge, aren’t you?”
“Indeed I am,” I grinned. “It’s finally time to put it through its paces and see if I remember what I’m doing.”
“Boy, you’re really obsessed with that thing, aren’t you?” she laughed, punching my shoulder.
Lia interceded before I could respond. “Don’t be mean, Marin. Personally, I think it’s kind of cute.”
I turned to glare at her. “Yes, thank you, ladies,” I glowered, feeling the heat rising in my cheeks. They both laughed at my embarrassment, and we continued the rest of our trip in relative silence. Once we arrived at the house, we indulged in a lunch of stewed bihorn and leftover bread. The break was brief but largely fulfilling, and we soon found ourselves back on the deck under an early afternoon sun.
“Marin, you go on ahead of me to the practice ring; I need to talk to Lux about something,” Lia said as we stepped down into the grass. “I’ll just be a minute. Make sure you figure out what you want to work on before I get there.”
“I already told you, I want to work on fire magic again!” Marin called back over her shoulder as she bounced her way into the woods. “Don’t take too long!”
We both stood quietly in the yard until Marin disappeared from sight behind the trees. “So,” I asked, peering down at her, “you need to talk to me about something?”
“Yeah,” she nodded, looking straight ahead. “But not right now. I was thinking, maybe Marin and I could finish our training early, and we could talk tonight.”
My stomach flipped and wove itself into a tight bed of knots as adrenaline began to course through my veins. “Is something wrong, Lia?”
“What? No!” she answered, waving her hands back and forth quickly. “It’s just something I was thinking about. Or, something I’ve been thinking about. That I wanted to talk to you...about.” She pursed her lips tightly and scrunched up her face. “Sorry, it’s really nothing. I didn’t mean to make such a big deal about it. There’s nothing wrong, I promise.”
Despite her reassurances, I could feel the anxiety tingling in the tips of my fingers. “Uh, okay. That sounds fine.”
Silence crept into the clearing as we stood together, avoiding each other’s eyes. “So, what are you going to make in the forge today?” she asked nonchalantly.
“Oh. I’m not sure,” I chuckled, scratching the back of my head. “I’ll just be testing things, mostly. I’ve probably forgotten a lot of the things I learned back in Alderea; if I can even get my stamp right, I’ll consider it a success.”
“Your stamp?
“My blacksmith’s stamp,” I nodded. “It’s like your signature. A quality blacksmith stamps everything that comes out of their forge so people can identify their work.” I grabbed a stick from the lawn and began to sketch a circle in the dirt at our feet. “Ashedown made me practice his stamp a thousand times by hand before I was allowed to take on any of his real commissions,” I babbled, my mind caught somewhere between nostalgic and flustered. “He didn’t tell me until after the fact that he had a little engraved ring that he used to make his stamp; apparently, he hadn’t done it by hand for years.”
We both stared down at the picture I had drawn in the dust: three concentric circles, the smallest of which housed a drawing of a blacksmith’s hammer engraved with the letter A. “Huh. That’s...neat,” Lia said, fiddling with her hands behind her back. The oppressive silence returned all at once, and I shifted my weight awkwardly from one foot to the other. “I should probably go after Marin now,” she said eventually, taking a small step forward. “She might burn the forest down if I take too long.”
“Right,” I chuckled. “Well...good luck with that.”
“Thanks,” she nodded. “You too.” She made it three steps towards the forest before she paused, spun on her heels, and dashed back to plant a kiss on my cheek. “Thanks,” she said again, her face a dark shade of red. Before I had a chance to reply, she ran off into the woods, leaving me alone in the clearing. I stood and watched her go with my brow furrowed in confusion.
As the adrenaline began to filter out of my bloodstream, my anxiety was slowly replaced with excitement. With a clearer head, it was easy to see that Lia’s uncharacteristically awkward demeanor was due to nerves, not because she was upset. I thought back to my conversation on the road with Layne about my Union offering and the similarly secretive discussion Lia and Lyn had held beside us. Could that be it? The last words Lyn had whispered played out again in my ears: Primes know we could do with a bit of good news.
I walked to the forge with a dumb grin on my face and began the process of building a fire. My mind wandered as I stacked the wood autonomously, carrying out the process I had done a thousand times before. Maybe tonight’s the night. I summoned my sword and held it up to my eye, examining the golden band around the pommel. I’m ready. Fire sprang up from the furnace as I invoked the rune on my ring, and the emberwood began to crackle and char, filling the air with a pleasant, smoky aroma.
I sent a quick pulse of mana out around me to watch Lia and Marin train while I waited for the wood to burn down to coals. My Detection found the two in the center of our training field, sitting comfortably across from one another in meditation. Lia’s eyebrow twitched as Marin began to talk, and after a quick reprimand, the pair returned to their quiet introspection. I laughed as I watched the scenario unfold, impressed by both Lia’s resolve as a teacher and Marin’s persistent garrulousness.
Just before I pulled the energy back, a second set of mana signatures appeared on the opposite edge of my Detection. A familiar carriage marked with the Three Barrels insignia was rumbling down the winding forest path towards the Corells’ residence at a dangerously fast pace. Elise and Bella sat side by side at the back of the wagon with dour expressions, locked in a clearly serious conversation. While the scene alone was enough to alert me that something was wrong, Elise’s coat was the final detail that set off the alarm klaxons in my head; the usually flawless jacket was stained with two long streaks of blood and a messy handprint across her chest.
Leaving the furnace burning behind me, I sprinted inside to find my armor. Lia, come home and get your kit ready, I messaged her urgently. Something’s wrong.
***




16. NO MORE LIES
My mind raced to puzzle out the mystery of Elise’s arrival as I sprinted through the forest on an intercept course with her carriage. It was clear that neither she nor Bella were injured, indicating the bloodstains had come from a third party, but exactly who that party was eluded me. Marten and his wagon were both absent from the Corell homestead, leaving him as a potential answer, but his close relationship with Elise meant he would no doubt have been in the carriage with her no matter how injured he was. Whose blood is that? Why is she coming here?
An answer scratched at the back of my mind like a coil of thorns. Monsters. No matter who had been injured, the fact that she was coming to find us told me everything I needed to know, regardless of whether I wanted it to be true or not. I scowled as the conversation within the carriage unfolded silently before me through my Detection, hiding the confirmations I needed. While I was only a few minutes of sprinting away from finding my answers, the increased processing speed in my head from the Combat Acceleration enhancement would make it feel like an eternity.
Without pausing to consider the improbability of my action, I suffused an extra wave of mana forward into the carriage and attempted to diffuse the energy into the air. Since its discovery, the ability had never been used for anything aside from controlling small currents of air, but I was desperate to focus my mind on anything aside from the churning in my stomach. I fought against the unconscious barriers I held in place as I struggled to remember the feeling I had found in my initial breakthrough, but after a few moments of concentration, a tugging on my mana reserves told me I had succeeded.
The excess energy I had channeled into the carriage diffused through the air inside, slowly filling the gaps in my mental map with a bizarre, sourceless glow. Having never attempted the idea before, I simply shifted my focus to the inside of the carriage in the hopes that I could perceive sound through my Detection the same way I could see. To my surprise, I immediately heard Bella’s voice as if she were sitting directly beside me, although the effort it took to maintain the ability forced me to slow my frantic pace through the woods in order to avoid colliding headfirst with an emberwood.
“Ma’am, I still...be headed south, not...for your friends.” Bella’s voice cut in and out as my focus constantly adjusted. “The Ellawynn Guard...effective than two random…”
“There’s no time,” Elise answered, her nostrils flaring. “Another caravan...in our backyard. The Ellawynn...make it in time to stop...to Mayaan.”
Bella leaned forward and put a hand on Elise’s knee. “I’m sorry. Losing people...had to deal with before. I...whatever you need.”
I nearly tripped over my own feet as I watched Elise lean in and kiss Bella deeply. When the passionate exchange was over, Elise pulled her face back a few inches and leaned her forehead against Bella’s. “I know. This isn’t...are supposed to be.”
The sound of horse hooves pounding against dirt grew louder in my ears as the first flashes of the carriage appeared through the trees ahead of me, and I withdrew my extended mana to allow the couple a final moment of privacy before I arrived. I burst from the treeline a few feet from the carriage door and matched its pace, sprinting alongside as it continued to bounce down the uneven road. “Elise!” I shouted, much to the surprise of the driver and horses. A second later, the curtain pulled back to reveal Bella’s face behind the window, and the door swung open.
Elise watched me with her head slightly askew as I hopped into the moving carriage and sat down across from her. “Lux, you’re...early,” she said, confused.
“Right,” I nodded, uninterested in coy formalities. “What’s happened? What do you need?” The muted red of the blood against her beautiful blue overcoat was more unsettling in person than it had been through my Detection.
Her throat tightened as she swallowed hard, and her eyes flitted to Bella momentarily, where she found a reassuring nod. “I’ve been sending supply caravans east to the Mountain Gate to aid in the reconstruction efforts.” She paused for effect, but my mind was too singularly focused on what awaited us to register any guilt for the difficulties I had caused. “Things were running smoothly for the past week—until this morning. The caravan was ambushed on their way back to Mayaan, about ten miles east of here. Of my thirteen employees, only three survived.” Her eyes fell to the stains on her coat. “No, sorry. Two.”
“What ambushed your men, Elise?” I asked, though the answer already burned at the forefront of my mind.
“They said it was a group of...monstrous, spider-like creatures,” she murmured, closing her eyes against the thought.
The pit in my stomach split further apart as my blood ran cold. “A group of them?”
“Yes, at least five. Maybe more,” she answered solemnly.
Fuck. I swept a wave of mana around the surrounding forest and was relieved to find Lia in full battle gear, on pace to meet our carriage at her parents’ house with Marin close behind. “Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Lia and I will handle it. You two should stay with Hana and Marin while we’re gone.” My brain ticked through a quick checklist of priorities as I spoke. “Do you know where Marten is today?”
“South, thank the Primes,” Elise answered. “He stopped by my office this morning, said he’d be back at dusk.”
“Good.” I unlatched the door behind me and leapt out of the carriage as it began to slow down. Lia sprinted out from the forest a moment later and appeared at my side alone, having pulled a few seconds ahead of Marin on their dash. “Another of Elise’s caravans was attacked,” I told her, speaking quickly in a low, even voice. “Only a dozen miles east of here. The survivors described our monster from the Midlands; apparently, there are at least five of them.”
A brief flash of fear tingled across the back of my neck from Lia’s aura, but it was quickly dismissed and replaced with resolve. “When are we leaving?”
“Now. We can’t let those things reach Mayaan,” I answered. “Elise and Bella are going to stay here with your mother while we go—”
“Where are we going?” Marin cut in, having finally reached our huddle. 
“We aren’t going anywhere,” I said sternly. “You’re staying here while Lia and I go deal with this.”
“Wait, what? Why?” she asked, frowning. “I don’t even know what’s going on yet!”
“More of the monsters Lia and I fought showed up,” I said, tipping my head towards the carriage as Elise and Bella climbed out. “You’re going to stay here with them while Lia and I go hunt the monsters down.”
“No, I’m not!” she insisted, stomping her foot. “I’ve been training for over a month! You can’t just keep me here and—”
“This isn’t another training match, Marin!” I interrupted, my voice quickly approaching a shout. “You don’t get to fall down into the dirt and complain when one of those things beats you; you just die. You might be ready to deal with bandits and thugs, but you aren’t ready for this.”
She screwed up her face into a sneer as I accosted her. “How am I ever supposed to be ready if you never let me fight one, then? That doesn’t make any sense!”
“This isn’t a discussion, Marin.”
I turned to walk away and end the conversation, but Lia caught my arm. “I think she should come, Lux.”
My jaw nearly fell open as I turned back to her. “Why?”
“Well, she’s right; sort of right, anyways. If these...things are going to continue to be an issue, she’ll have to face them eventually. And if things keep getting worse, this might be the safest time to do it.” I could see the struggle plainly on Lia’s face as she spoke. “I’m not saying she should come and fight on the front lines with us, but she needs to see what we’re facing.”
“Oh, not you too!” Marin groaned. “I’m ready to fight! I have the gauntlets, and we’ve been—”
“MARIN!” I yelled, far too loudly; Marin physically recoiled from the shout, while Elise and Bella turned their heads in our direction and stared in interested silence. I put a hand to my head and rubbed my temples as my thoughts screamed at each other, attempting desperately to find the proper answer to my dilemma. “Listen. You can come with us, but you won’t be fighting. You’ll stay back at a safe distance and watch the battle. You’ll prioritize staying safe at all costs, you’ll only fight if your life is immediately threatened, and you’ll follow every order that either Lia or I give you. That, or you’ll stay here: your choice.”
After her previous outbursts, I was surprised to see her accept the information with relative calm. “I’ll come with you. I promise I won’t get in the way,” she answered.
The immediate reversal of her attitude puzzled me, but I quickly let the thought go and refocused on the task at hand. “Good. Let’s go.” I strode across the clearing to where Bella and Elise were waiting. “Thank you for coming to me with this, Elise. We’ll take care of it,” I said, motioning to Lia and Marin behind me. “Please wait here until we come back. I promise you’ll be safe.”
“I’m not worried about us,” she said, stepping forward to wrap me in her arms. “Primes watch over you,” she intoned. After a final squeeze, she moved on to my companions. “You too, Marly. And you, dear,” she said, giving each a hug in turn. Bella gave us a deep bow, remaining quiet as she stood behind Elise.
With our goodbyes out of the way, I turned and led our party down the dirt road, slowly increasing my pace until Marin began to struggle to keep up. I pushed my Detection out to its maximum limit, stretching over the forests and fields for miles in every direction. Although we had a specified direction to head in, I was unsure how much time had passed since the ambush took place, and I was determined to find the beasts no matter how far they had moved in the intervening hours.
We sprinted out of the forest and onto the main road in total silence, gradually slowing down as Marin’s breath grew strained. I kept a close eye on her mana reserves as we traveled to ensure she wasn’t entirely spent by the time our combat started. While it was clear that she was tired, she showed no signs of stopping and made no complaints. The hardened resolve on her face was familiar; I could see Val in her eyes, inscrutable and unfaltering as steel.
I planted my heels in the dirt and skidded to a sudden halt when the first sign of the monsters’ auras appeared at the edge of my Detection. “They’re close,” I murmured, tilting my head towards the forest in the direction of the presence. “We’ll go slowly from here.” Turning to Marin, I put a hand on her shoulder and gripped it tightly. “I promise that we’ll do everything we can to keep you safe, but I need you to be on your guard. If things go wrong and you’re forced to fight, don’t hold anything back.” My eyes fell to the massive gauntlets on her arms. “Do whatever you can to survive.”
“I will,” she said firmly, clenching her hands into fists.
“Now stay behind us,” I commanded as I turned back to the woods. As we made our way off the road, I sent a pulse of mana forward to completely encompass the static void in my head. Where the first monster we had faced had held a perfectly circular field around it, the field before us was slightly oblong in shape and seemed to undulate back and forth at various points around its edge. There’s definitely more than one in there. The thought sent a fresh wave of anxiety tingling through my already wired body, and I leaned against a nearby tree to compose myself.
A sudden wave of blissfully cool energy washed over me, scratching an itch at the back of my mind I hadn’t been able to pinpoint since we had returned from our canceled adventure. My head rushed as I incorporated an entirely separate set of sensory inputs: cool air against bare skin, hands gripped tightly around matched longswords, and a view of myself, standing frozen in the forest, through different eyes. My shoulders relaxed as we shared a mutual sigh of relief. Hi, we thought in unison, both smiling. I missed you. 
With my head feeling whole once again, I pushed forward with renewed confidence. The trees became more densely packed as we continued deeper into the forest; initially, tall grass and wildflowers had filled the ground between the sparse emberwoods, but they quickly subsided to mossy, root-covered dirt with hardly an arms’ breadth of space between the ancient tree trunks. Any light that managed to filter down through the thick cover above us was tinged red from the emberwood leaves, giving the forest a seemingly sourceless crimson glow.
I stopped our advance a dozen yards from the edge of the monsters’ auras. The forest was far too thick to catch sight of them, but my Enhanced Senses picked up on the sharp tap of their talons and scythes against stone as well as the unmistakable ripping, dripping, squelching noises of a beast consuming its prey. They’re eating. We’ll catch them unaware. Our thought was triumphant, pointedly ignoring the idea of what their meal might be.
“Marin,” I whispered, turning to face her, “we’re here. Once we enter their aura, they’ll know, so we have to move quickly. You won’t be able to extend your mana, either; just focus on your enhancements and listen for our orders. When you catch up to us, stay at least twenty feet back.”
“When I catch up?” she asked, wrinkling her brow. “You want me to wait here first?”
I shook my head in frustration. “What? No, I want you to do your absolute best to keep up.” It took me a moment to remember that Marin wasn’t tapped into the mental bond I held with Lia, so she couldn’t see the plan we were constructing while I spoke. “We’re going to outrun you, but you’ll know where we’re going.”
Her eyes hardened at the apparent challenge, accentuating the steely calm of her face. “Okay.”
Satisfied, I turned back towards our target, but my gaze caught on Lia’s eyes. I watched the golden, sparkling pools with fascination as they stared back at me, revealing my own hard, icy-gray eyes in turn. My hand raised to her chin and brushed along her cheek, and I nearly recoiled at the feeling of the leather across our shared skin. Whatever I wanted to say to her faded away into the swirling sea of our shared experiences and left me with a single thought.
Forever.
Without a word, we turned and charged ahead into the forest. The glowing map in our head fizzled away as we entered the suffocating aura. Each footfall rocketed us forward at impossible speeds, and we wove between the trees in an intricate dance of spins and leaps that carried us closer to our final destination. Marin followed along behind us, her footfalls heavy, awkward, and fading in volume as she immediately fell behind. Lia and I covered the hundred-yard dash in just under two seconds, and the scene we had been trying to predict finally revealed itself.
Four of the beasts were packed around a pile of mangled, bloody corpses within a tight circle of trees. The monsters stood with their legs and arms twisted at sickening angles, suspending their bulbous bodies just inches above the ground where they feasted on their kills with gaping, lipless mouths. Three more monsters were suspended ten feet above the corpse pile, their limbs stretched across the tiny clearing to anchor themselves with claw and scythe in opposite emberwoods. The hanging beasts bobbed wildly as they fought to lower themselves down far enough to bite into the closest body. Each of the monsters was entirely identical to its neighbors in shape and size, differing only in the pattern of violet veins that ran along their faded orange chitin.
We processed the entirety of the situation in a split second. Seven of them. No space to fight them all at once; trees will give them vertical movement and block our line of sight. Plans flashed behind our eyes as we split apart and circled their formation. Press the surprise. Drop the suspended ones and retreat. Find out how they move in close quarters.
Our initial attack caught the beasts before they had a chance to react to our intrusion. I kicked hard against an upturned stump and launched into the air, sailing up to the level of the highest hanging monster. Taking my sword in both hands, I plunged the blade straight through the center of the beast’s suspended torso, severing the spinal cord I knew was buried deep beneath the chitinous armor. It gave a single, violent shudder before it fell limp, hanging between the trees with its scythes and talons still embedded deep in the wood. I perched on the swinging body for a brief moment before I withdrew my sword and jumped backwards, dislodging the dead beast from the trees down onto its scrambling companions.
While I struck from the air, Lia attacked from the ground. Her swords whipped up in symmetrical arcs that severed the back legs of the lowest-hanging beast, causing it to swing forward and collapse onto the corpse pile as rotten purple blood gushed from its wounds. The onyx blades clashed above her head in a shower of golden sparks, instantly combining into a brutal greataxe. She hammered the weapon down with a fearsome roar and split the wounded beast through its midsection, spilling its putrid entrails over its stunned allies. The mountain of monsters writhed with flailing limbs and spurting blood as Lia reformed her longswords and dashed away, regrouping with me a dozen yards from the scene.
Marin crashed to a halt at her designated distance behind us and looked upon the scene with an expression of pure horror. Her wide eyes were locked on the foremost beast, which glistened beneath the sanguine light of the canopy as it finally began to right itself and move towards us. Its bladed arms scraped against mossy roots as it crawled out of the tangle and skittered forward. The speed with which it moved was unnerving and entirely unexpected; where the trees grew too close together for it to run normally, it reached its scythes up and clambered sideways along the emberwoods, vaulting from tree to tree in a terrifying display of acrobatics.
“Back!” I shouted, waving Marin away. “Back, now!” The three of us sprinted along the path we had followed into the forest as the monsters formed up and gave chase behind us. It was difficult to map the positions of the five remaining beasts without Detection, but our Enhanced Senses gave us accurate enough directions via the harsh clacking of talons and the fetid stench of blood. A second layer of dread set in as the sounds and smells spread apart into a wide semicircle, the edges of which raced ahead of us on either side. Pack tactics. Flanking.
Our deepened mental bond flared to life, and our voices spoke in matched echoes as we created our new plan of attack.
They’ll catch us if we match Marin’s speed, but—
—we can’t fight them all at once in here—
—especially not with her with us.
She can make us space to fight—
—if we give her time.
We’ll split their pack apart—
—and choose our battles until then.
We can do this.
“Marin, we need your help. Can you help us?” Lia asked as we ran. Marin’s eyes scanned the surrounding trees for signs of the pursuing creatures with a singular focus, leaving the question unanswered. “Marin,” Lia persisted, more sharply, “listen to me. We need you if we’re going to get out of this alive.” The command snapped the girl out of her fearful silence, and she gave Lia a small nod. “When I give the signal, we’re going to stop running, and you’re going to knock down as many trees as you can, as fast as you can.”
Marin’s mouth moved to respond, but no noise came out apart from a hoarse wheeze as she struggled to keep up her frantic retreat. “I—I can do it,” she repeated in a raspy voice, flexing her gauntleted fingers in anticipation.
As soon as I heard the confirmation, I cut hard to one side and sprinted away from Lia and Marin, doubling my speed on an intercept course with the beast that led the right flank. The tight arc it followed in an effort to get ahead of us left it separated from the rest of the pack, and I rushed ahead to press my one-on-one advantage. Just as we had hoped, the closest two beasts broke off from their advance and swarmed towards me; now separated from my group, I appeared just as isolated as my prey. You’re clear.
“Now, Marin!” A melodic knell sounded through the forest as Marin skidded to a stop and rang her fists together. She leaned back and held up an armored fist, then rocketed at the nearest tree with reckless abandon. I watched through Lia’s eyes as the tree trunk vaporized into a glorious hail of splinters and sawdust, sending leaves fluttering madly through the air as the top half of the emberwood rained down in massive, spiked chunks. Marin stood in awe of her destruction with her fist still outstretched, hovering where the tree had stood moments before.
“More!” Lia shouted, planting both her swords in the dirt beside her. “More, Marin!” Marin shook off her stupor and leapt sideways towards the next tree, striking it with a similarly devastating blow. Lia knelt and hefted up a ten-foot-long chunk of jagged wood from the wreckage on the ground. She tested its weight in her arms as she stood and turned to the approaching pair of monsters, then sent it screaming downfield in their direction. The missile grazed against chitin as the closest beast dropped haphazardly from the trees to the ground to avoid the attack, taking a moment to right itself before it continued its charge.
The rhythmic tremors of Marin’s rampage echoed in my chest like a wardrum and pushed me harder towards my own foe. It hung upside down in a towering emberwood, its taloned feet securely lodged in the bark as it waited motionless for my arrival. While the beast’s ovaline body was suspended ten feet above the ground, safely out of my normal reach, its bladed arms hung down nearly to the forest floor, gently swaying back and forth in anticipation. Hollow sockets watched me eyelessly below circular rows of dripping teeth as I burst into view and made a snap assessment of my position.
Six seconds until reinforcements arrive. I rushed ahead, ready to spring into the air and spear the beast through its chest, but the waiting scythes flashed up towards my gut before I left the ground. I caught the blows on the flat of my sword and was immediately thrown backwards from the immense force of the attack. A spike of pain shot through my back as I smashed into a nearby tree, and my Pain Reduction activated autonomously. Four seconds. My legs coiled up beneath me against the emberwood and launched me in for another clash, this time at a lower angle. I slid beneath the beast’s rising blades and impaled my sword into the tree trunk, activating the Shatter rune in my ring with a burst of mana.
The tree transformed into a rapidly expanding cloud of fine sawdust as it disintegrated entirely from root to leaf. With its perch suddenly destroyed, the beast clawed in vain at the air as it tumbled end over end. My sword flashed in a whipping arc over my head as I split the monster in half, rewarding me with an immediate shower of steaming viscera. The acrid slime covered my face and chest, but my body was already moving before I had a chance to react with disgust. One second.
A new pair of bladed arms hissed over my head as I rolled to the side just in time to avoid being decapitated. Time to leave. I took my feet and sprinted back toward Lia and Marin, stopping a dozen yards later to dodge another attack as the second beast raked at me with its talons from above. Our intricate dance continued as I made my way back to my companions; whenever one of my pursuers stopped to make an attack, the other would scuttle ahead along the trees with unnatural ease to position itself directly in my path.
I’ve got you. I felt a light breeze on my face as a spiked projectile whistled by, only a few inches from my left ear. It caught the closest beast square in the midsection and sent it reeling backwards as the wood exploded against its chitin. The remaining monster behind me fell back to regroup with its fallen companion, clearly having learned a lesson from the slaying of its ally. Now unharassed, I turned my attention toward the clearing Marin had created ahead. A beautiful pillar of golden sunlight spilled through the gap in the trees, banishing the otherworldly red glow around the thirty-yard-wide arena.
Marin continued to expand our haven on the opposite side of the clearing from Lia, well away from the advancing monsters. The pace of her destruction had drastically slowed as her energy reserves flagged, but she continued to carry out her orders dutifully. “Marin,” I called out as I sprinted into the clearing, “that’s enough.”
She jumped at the sound of my voice and whirled around to stare at me as if she were in a trance. “I...did it?” she asked, her arms falling to hang limply at her sides.
I put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her close, rotating my body to shield her from the advancing beasts. “You did it,” I answered, “but we aren’t done yet.” I pulled her along to the center of the clearing to stand beside Lia. My appearance had stopped the pair of creatures Lia had been holding at bay; they skittered side to side in the shade of the trees, awaiting their own reinforcements as we watched them silently.
They have the numbers advantage, but they can’t press us out in the open. They have the advantage in the woods, so we can’t flush them out. It’s a stalemate. The remaining two beasts appeared from the shadows, and all four immediately scuttled into the trees, obscuring themselves in the thick red foliage. We could burn them out, but a forest fire here would be nearly impossible to stop before—
Our thoughts were cut short as a tree at the edge of the clearing buckled violently, and four shadows blotted out the sunlight above us. “Move!” I shouted, tossing Marin by the shoulder to the edge of the clearing. Eight massive razors fell on us like artillery fire as the beasts dove blade-first into the earth. I redirected the closest scythe and sidestepped the next as Lia dodged away with a tight back handspring. The monsters fell in a perfectly planned pattern, separating Lia from Marin and me with a wall of teeth, blades, and armor.
Lia and I acted before our strategies were fully formed, playing them out in vivid detail through our mental link and making minute adjustments on the fly. Instep. Rising parry, slide up to cut joints—
Angle those up more; their scythes pull back harder than you’d expect.
Noted. Cut scythes, flip up, switch to greatsword, plunging stab, finish off the first one.
Javelin the first, bait the attack unarmed, resummon, clash, roll under, stab up through the mouth.
There’s no room for error in that.
I know.
We carried out the parallel attacks before the beasts could press their newly gained advantage. Lia dashed forward inside the closest monster’s guard and raised her twin swords above her head, parrying its scythes as they fell on her. The onyx metal skittered up at an angle along the inside of the bladed arms and caught at the weakly armored joints above her. As soon as they found purchase, she flicked the blades out in matching arcs and sent the scythes spinning to the ground. The beast reeled back in pain, but Lia followed, leaping up to plant both feet atop its armored carapace. She launched into the air before her platform stumbled to the ground, reformed her greatsword, and plunged the blade straight through the back of her second attacker. It punched through the beast’s back without resistance and burst out from its stomach, continuing down until it sank into the ground.
Both beasts beside me reared up and raised their forearms in preparation for a set of powerful falling stabs. I waited patiently until my closest foe was committed to the attack, then pulled my blade back over my shoulder and hurled it forward. It caught the beast squarely between its sunken eye sockets and sent it spinning backwards across the clearing. I twirled to my right and held up my empty hands in a blocking position, ready to catch the attack of the final beast when my sword reappeared at the last possible moment. The familiar leather grip returned to my hand with a flash, and I dipped down onto one knee and braced the blade with both hands, waiting for the final attack before I rolled in and finished the fight.
It was an attack that never came. I realized my error too late; from my stationary position on the ground, I watched as the monster leapt over my head, training its blades on a target somewhere behind me. “MARIN!” I screamed, sending a surge of mana through my body in a desperate attempt to correct my mistake. The terror echoed within me twice as Lia watched from her perch atop her dead foe, wrenching at the greatsword that still pinned its body to the earth. I turned just in time to catch a fine spray of purple blood on my face as the monster exploded behind me, its chitin shattered like porcelain.
When I wiped the blood from my eyes, I found Marin standing with her fist extended only a few feet away from my head, her face as hard and cold as steel. The massive dose of adrenaline pumping through my blood was at odds with the waves of shock and relief crashing over me and Lia, and it left me frozen in place, trembling uncontrollably. Forcing myself to move, I took a single step forward and pulled Marin tightly against my chest. “Thank you,” I choked out, on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry.”
She stood stiff against the embrace, her head slowly turning side to side to look out over my shoulder. “Is it...over?”
Lia finally removed her greatsword from the carcass beneath her feet with a sucking squelch as she jumped down to the ground. I felt a powerful sense of finality as she brought the blade down through the last living beast as it writhed in pain in the bloody dirt. With a ragged sigh, she split her blade into the usual matched pair, sheathed them at her hip, and sprinted towards us. “It’s over,” she affirmed, tilting her head against both of ours as she joined the group hug.
I closed my eyes and focused on the emotions that threatened to overwhelm me in an attempt to crystallize a perfect memory of the moment; the relief, love, and utter triumph of holding Lia and Marin in my arms after our harrowing encounter was a moment I longed never to forget no matter how many lives I lived. The feeling extended through our bond and resonated deeply within Lia’s core, and we basked in the sensation together quietly. 
“That’s all of them, right?” Marin asked, sagging forward in our arms as her adrenaline began to fade. “We’re safe now?”
“I think so,” I answered, nodding. Our battle had demonstrated that our bestial foes were heavily pack-focused, and while I was confident they would never split up beyond their obfuscating spheres of influence, I did my due diligence and sent out a pulse of Detection for the first time since the air cleared. In the instant the mana left my body, a burst of pain erupted in my chest, and I staggered back as I clawed against the all-too-familiar burning sensation.
Hello, Elden,
Amaya’s voice cooed in my head. It’s been too long.
Lia crumpled to the ground and began to convulse, shrieking as the deconstructing pain of the void ripped through her body for the first time. Marin gaped at us in shock, her head turning back and forth between the two of us wildly. “What’s wrong? Primes, Lia, what’s wrong?” she asked, falling to her knees and reaching out a trembling hand.
Please, stop, I begged as the void tore at my lungs and stole my breath. Leave her out of this.
I warned you this would happen,
the echoing voice said, ignoring my pleas.
I warned you, and you didn’t listen. You shouldn’t have lied to her.
I pulled on my consciousness as hard as I could in an effort to disentangle myself with Lia and spare her from the pain, but our bond was too deep for me to break. My ears filled with a deafening explosion of shattering glass, drowning out Lia’s desperate screams. You knew this was your lot in life, and you dragged her into it anyway. It’s time for you to face the consequences.
My right arm tingled as the void energy continued to build in my chest, and black smoke trickled out of the rim of my leather glove. “Lia,” I croaked, deaf to my own words, “I’ll...fix this. I promise.”
No more lies, Elden,
Amaya’s voice thundered, shifting from the usual cold detachment to focused anger. You’ve forced my hand here. Remember that. The shattering noise came again, so loud that it vibrated my brain inside my skull. A bright flash forced me to close my eyes, and when they opened again, the world was broken in two. A thin line ran through the air around the clearing, refracting the forest around us as if I were looking through a pane of broken glass. Smoke poured out from the ethereal wound, blocking the sunlight and plunging our clearing back into the ominous crimson glow of the emberwoods.
Another earsplitting crash echoed out from the crack, and it spread further through the air, its sparkling tendrils reaching out towards Marin and Lia. “Marin, watch out!” I shouted, taking a staggering step towards her. “Run!”
She looked up from Lia’s writhing body and scanned the clearing with a panicked expression. “What? From what?” she cried, her eyes blind to the cracks in the air only a few inches from her head as she scrambled backwards.
I’m going to kill you, I seethed at the presence in my head. I don’t care what you are, or where you are, I’m going to find you, and I swear on every—
NO. MORE. LIES.
The crack in reality above Lia shattered open with a gout of smoke and black flame. Marin stumbled away, holding her hands up against the sudden heat. A hissing black void hung in the air where the world had broken away, revealing the horrific expanse I had entered three times before. My body flooded with its deathly energy, and dark flames sprouted uncontrollably from my fingertips and licked across the sky-blue metal of my sword. I tried to take a step forward to help Lia, but the flames immediately advanced up to my chest as I moved; I instantly froze in place and redoubled my efforts on fighting off the dark presence that threatened to take control of my body.
A shadow flickered in the void, revealing itself a moment later as it clambered through the crack with impossibly sharp bladed arms. The beast paused as its central carapace appeared from the shadows, examining the new world around it, then immediately reared up and brought its scythes down towards its closest target. “NO!” I bellowed, fully embracing the darkness as I lunged forward to stop the monster’s attack. A swirl of black flame surrounded me as my blade shot out and impaled the beast through the side, immediately engulfing it in my conflagration. Its form shimmered beneath the black flame for a brief moment, then disappeared in a wafting cloud of black ash. The maw of the void beside me receded and snapped closed, and the refracting crack in the air vanished in a final plume of smoke.
I hardly noticed the stabbing in my chest through the rage clouding my mind and the flames rippling across my skin. I looked down to find the source of the new pain too late: blood gushed from a gaping wound in Lia’s chest, drilled down through her armor to puncture her heart and lung. My knees buckled and brought me to the ground beside her. “No. No, no, no,” I murmured, running a hand over her bloody leather armor and sending a rush of healing magic through my flaming fingers. “No, I’ll fix this. I promise.”
Her eyes stared up into the smoke-blotted sky, dancing back and forth in search of something she couldn’t see. Our connection was too saturated with pain for me to find her consciousness: everything was static, and noise, and death. The sparkling green energy returned to me as it finished its job, but I could tell immediately that it wasn’t enough. The blankness in her eyes remained, and she struggled to breathe as she coughed up the blood pooled in her once-punctured lung.
I pulled her up into my arms and cradled her body, turning her face up to look at mine. “No, Lia,” I shouted at her, confused and broken, “I fixed it. You can’t die now. You can’t! YOU CAN’T!” As the fury overwhelmed me, I felt my link to her mind fading, replaced with nothing but blinding pain and outrage. “NO! NO! I WON’T LET YOU DIE!” My voice echoed in a tortured chorus.
Lia didn’t seem to hear my protests, and her labored breathing slowly faded until she fell still in my arms and died.
***




17. THE END OF THINGS
I warned you.
I stared into her unfocused eyes, unwilling to accept the reality before me.
You brought her here. You filled her with death.
Deep within my core, I felt my last bastion of resistance break, and the darkness filled me to the brim.
It’s time for you to fulfill your purpose in this world.
A repeated sound echoed out at me from somewhere ahead, but I didn’t care enough to figure out what it was. I looked up momentarily from Lia’s eyes to find Marin standing a few feet away, red-faced and screaming. My brow furrowed as I tried to remember why she was here, but my mind repeated a single word among the darkness: DEATH.
“LUX!” Marin screamed again. “What do I do?! Lux? LUX!”
A sudden, massive rush of energy consumed my body, and my form disappeared behind a curtain of wicked black flames. “Run,” I answered her with a growl.
“Lux, we have to help Lia! We have to—”
“RUN!” I roared in a bestial voice that was not my own, flaring the intensity of the flames that surrounded me. Her face turned to one of pure terror, and she retreated into the red forest ahead of me without argument.
Drink deeply from the cup you filled. It overflows for you.
I don’t understand. Another potent surge of energy spread the flames along the mossy ground around us, consuming everything in its path and obscuring the entire clearing from view with smoke and black fire. What...what’s happening? 
Look, Elden. Look inside. It’s Lia’s final gift to you.
A primal force entered my head and directed my attention to the energy in Lia’s core. I looked on in awe as I found her vast ocean of amber energy still intact, though its lustrous glow was gone and the edges were tinged with the familiar black energy of the void.
No, that’s not right, I thought weakly. She isn’t like me. There isn’t any darkness in her.
Elden, you’re not looking closely enough,
Amaya explained patiently. Look. Watch. Understand.
My focus was pulled closer to the boundary where the light and darkness met. The border between the energies roiled and shifted as the void consumed her golden light and advanced inwards towards her core.
Stop, I pleaded. Stop, please. Don’t do that. Don’t taint her like that. I watched helplessly as the darkness advanced, uncaring. “Stop,” I cried out, “please. No more. I can’t...just leave her to me…I can’t.”
I’m not doing anything, Elden. This is what death truly means.
As she spoke, the word “death” thundered through my mind, echoing in the empty expanse Lia’s consciousness had left behind.
Death holds power, just like life; they’re two sides of the same coin. What you call “mana” is the power inherent to life. You should know that by now. Every living thing has it and has the aptitude to control it. But death…
The void energy continued to ravage the amber ocean of Lia’s mana, increasing in speed as it devoured its way in towards her deeper reserves. What did you think happened to the mana of the men you killed? A new kind of pain split my head as my memories were scoured, and I was forced to remember every man I had killed since arriving in Kaldan in vivid detail. You’ve known it all along, regardless of whether you’ve accepted it. Just as life turns to death, life energy turns to death energy. And you, Elden, have the power to control it. In a hundred trillion lifetimes, there’s never been anybody else like you.
A faint tendril of void energy ran from the edge of Lia’s mana reserves to my fingertips and fueled the dark flames that continued to spread outward from my body into the forest. Do you understand now? Do you see what you have to do?
I stared into Lia’s lifeless eyes, unable to turn away from the scene as it etched itself into my mind forever. Her face had drained to a sickly gray pallor, which only further accentuated the streaks of blood that dripped out from her nose and mouth. No.
Look at the source of energy you’ve created. All of your training, all of your meditation, all of the time you spent to ensure she would be ready for anything: it all led to this. Her mana is changing into the most potent source of power the world has ever seen, and when her death is complete, you’ll be here to take it from her. It’s Lia’s last gift to you.
When her death is...complete? 
Yes,
Amaya encouraged me, when her death is complete, you’ll have more energy than you could ever use. You just have to take it. Virram’s face suddenly appeared unbidden behind my eyes. Take it and use it to punish the people who have wronged you. Take it and fulfill your purpose in this world.
I consciously tugged at the deathly energy swirling ever thicker around the edges of Lia’s mana, and the flames that engulfed my body exploded upward into a pillar of scorching light. When her death is complete. I focused on the advancing edge of darkness that continued to push its way down into the deepest reaches of her dull amber energy. The black power twined up my arms and fueled my burning emptiness with an intoxicating sweetness that drew me further into its depths.
Yes, just like that, Elden. Drink deep. Take as much as you can bear to hold, and make the people who did this to you suffer.
In a forgotten corner of my mind, I felt my body screaming in pain as my skin blistered and cracked, barely held together by a steady stream of unconscious healing magic. Despite the raging flames that crackled around my body and blotted out the sky above, Lia’s body remained unaffected by the conflagration, perfectly parting the fire that should have leapt from my arms and engulfed her; the blinding light of the inferno drained the color from her flameless sanctuary, turning her skin to porcelain and her blood to black streaks across her armor and face. My eyes remained unflinchingly locked with hers as I took a final breath to steel my resolve. I’ll fix this, Lia. I promise.
An overwhelming rush of power crashed over me as I fully embraced the death energy corrupting Lia’s core. A thunderous roar reverberated in my chest as the dark presence within me reveled in the influx of power, but a tinge of concern colored Amaya’s voice as she spoke inside my mind again. Not so quickly, Elden. Your body can’t handle so much energy at once; it isn’t accustomed to the—
I retreated away from the voices to the last safe haven I held hidden deep inside my mind: the long-abandoned refuge I had created during my multiple trips through the void to hide in when the pain had threatened to erase my consciousness entirely. A sense of comforting warmth and silence washed over me as I escaped; the hungering darkness inside my chest, Amaya’s harsh voice, and the searing pain as my flesh burned and my blood boiled all faded into static. The only thing that remained were Lia’s eyes and the battle of energies within her.
I’m sorry I dragged you into all of this, I thought to her, stroking her cheek with a burning finger, but I think there’s a way I can fix it. The voice said your death wasn’t “complete” yet. Maybe that means you’re still in there somewhere, until all of your mana...changes. I fought against the rapidly encroaching tide of darkness within her as I spoke, absorbing the energy into myself where it continued to fuel my self-destructive fire. I can at least try to do that much, right?
I felt a brief moment of peace as I watched the battle rage, completely detached from my own body and mind. I’m not sure that I’ll be able to win this one, though. Maybe I’ll just burn up before it’s finished. I’ll disappear into a cloud of ash and blow away, just like all of those people I killed. The thought entertained me for a moment, and a small smile crossed my face. That would be nice. I’m so tired. I don’t want to keep going anymore. Not without you, and Amaya, and Alda. I can’t keep losing like that.
Amaya’s voice had changed to a choir composed of every voice I had ever heard, shrieking with a fury that matched the raging dark presence that hungered for death in every cell of my body. Their screams were whispers against my singular focus on Lia’s mana. I raced ahead of the wave of death to the center of her reserves and held my final bastion, prepared for the end. The world began to disappear into blinding light, and I held Lia’s body tighter against my chest.
I love you, Lia. I should have said it more while I had the chance. I should have said it every second of every day. I should have kept you safe. But here we are...at the end of things, I guess. It seemed as though the air around me had begun to vibrate, and I could feel my bones shaking inside my body. Death crashed against me from all sides, and I accepted it without reservations, doing everything in my power to keep it away from the final uncorrupted pool of amber mana I defended. I offered up every aspect of my being in defense of her light, and the darkness obliged me with insatiable cruelty. My body seemed to dissolve around me, and Lia’s eyes disappeared from view behind a blinding light. I’m sorry, Lia. I tried.
***
A gentle pattering in my ears woke me to a world of darkness. My eyes were open but unseeing, and I couldn’t feel my body, which induced a terrible sense of vertigo. As my head tumbled end over end through the void, a smell joined the noise around me and filled me with a sudden burst of nostalgia. Petrichor.
My remaining senses returned one by one as I waited in the rain: first was the sensation of water trickling down my face and neck, followed soon after by the familiar weight of Lia’s body in my arms. The acrid taste of smoke layered over iron-rich blood coated my tongue, and I coughed up a lungful of ash. My sight returned last, though what I found before my eyes was an empty landscape entirely unfamiliar to me. The world was barren as far as I could see in every direction, barely visible beneath the dark storm clouds overhead.
A bolt of lightning cracked across the sky and lit the world in a dazzling flash of light. The strange earth that spread out around me was perfectly flat and appeared to be made of reflective black glass, with flecks of gray and white peppered throughout. I ran a hand along its surface in wonder, marveling at its alien smoothness. What is this place?
My wits suddenly returned to me, and I looked down frantically at Lia’s face. Her eyes were closed against the falling rain, and her face looked as if she were simply resting peacefully, held tight against my chest. Did I...? With an abundance of caution, I looked into her core, terrified of the ocean of darkness I expected to find. Instead, I found almost nothing at all; the vast stores of mana she had once held were gone, save for a single droplet of pure, glittering amber energy. The death...it’s gone. I stopped it.
I raised a trembling hand to her face and rested my finger beneath her nose. An eternity passed in the second that I waited, but in a moment, I felt a gentle puff of warm air across my skin. “You’re alive,” I whispered breathlessly, unable to believe the words. “You’re alive. You’re actually—”
You never fail to entertain, Elden.
The hair on the back of my neck stood straight as Amaya’s voice echoed in my head, casual and condescending. Though I have to say, you’ve really outdone yourself this time. Bravo.
I clenched my jaw and held Lia closer to my chest, shielding her from the invisible threat. I don’t want your congratulations. This is all just some game to you, and I’m not playing anymore. Whatever help you think you’re giving me, I don’t want it, so just fuck off.
Oh, Elden,
she sighed,
if only you knew what—
Maybe you didn’t hear me. FUCK. OFF.
If that’s what you really want,
she answered sarcastically.
I’ll warn you, though: You’ll regret refusing my help soon enough.
There was a long pause as I sneered at the empty air. Until next time, love.
A growl rumbled out from my chest as the voice imitated Amaya’s speech, but true to its word, I felt the presence withdraw from my mind. Another bolt of lightning brought me back to my senses, and I scanned the strange landscape around us for a second time. “Where are we, Lia?” I wondered out loud. Taking care to find secure footing on the wet obsidian ground, I stood and looked out to the horizon. Though it had grown continually darker since I had awoken, I could make out dark trees at the edge of the glass expanse, miles away in every direction.
I sent an instinctual pulse of mana down my legs to fully survey the area, but the energy stopped suddenly at my feet and refused to spread. It was a different feeling than the choking aura of the beasts that painfully blocked any attempts at Detection; the mana simply recirculated back up to my core as if there were no ground for it to suffuse into. My brow furrowed as I attempted the simple technique again to the same results. “I guess we’ll just...start walking.”
I picked a direction at random and set off across the glass plains, holding Lia tightly against my chest. The rain increased from a gentle pattering to a heavy downpour that soaked through my cloak and into my underclothes, but I welcomed the storm; the cool water washed my hair and face, purging me of the ash and dried purple blood that coated my skin and armor. As the storm grew stronger, it continued to darken the reflective field around us to the point where even my enhanced vision struggled to catch sight of the forest ahead without aid from the increasingly frequent flashes of lightning.
The towering trees at the edge of the clearing were unmistakable as I arrived beneath their dense, red leaves. Emberwoods. I turned to look back over the path I had walked and pursed my lips. While I had already known the answer to my questions somewhere in my subconscious, it had been easy to suppress the ideas and focus on Lia’s revival instead. Standing at the border between the glass field and the emberwood forest forced me to face the ideas head on. We’re exactly where we were before. Whatever this black glass is, I made it. I burned the forest down...and made this. As I stared over the empty expanse, I noticed the rainwater consistently ran back towards the center of the space where I had awoken.
A chill ran down my neck as I pictured what the inferno I had created looked like from the outside. They would have seen it from Mayaan, maybe even Lienna. I hope nobody was on the road to the Mountain Gate; that would have… 
A memory pulled itself from the fog that obscured my recollection of the fire. Marin. My stomach dropped as I watched her run off into the forest in my mind. She was close by. If she wasn’t fast enough, she could’ve...I could’ve…
I doubled my pace towards the treeline and forced the emotions down. Get Lia out first. Everything can wait until then. The glassy fields came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the forest, and I realized that the expanse was actually an enormous crater; a three-foot high wall made entirely of glass stood before me, where my flames had somehow compacted the earth and everything on it down into the bowl-like depression I had just crossed. I blinked at the wall in awe for a moment, then shook my head. Everything else can wait.
I leapt out of the crater and landed in the soft grass of the forest. As soon as my feet impacted the dirt, pent-up mana rushed out in all directions, and a neon map blazed to life behind my eyes. The world spread out before me in vivid detail, but the crater behind me remained entirely blank; the hole in my Detection was perfectly defined, mapped up to the point where the forest floor met the black glass in crisp, jagged definition. I allowed myself a single second of curiosity while my mana continued to reach out in all directions. Whatever that material is, it completely blocks mana from passing over or through it. That could be useful. Or dangerous.
The moment of reflection passed when my Detection found a point of reference to orient myself in the world. The main road from Mayaan to the Mountain Gate ran parallel to my current position, two miles to the south. I turned my head back to the crater one final time, observing it from my place of elevation on the forest floor. Based on the rough dimensions I held in my head, the space was nearly four miles in diameter and sat only a few hundred yards from the road at its closest point. I looked back down to Lia, lying unconscious in my arms, and gave her a soft kiss on the forehead. It was worth it. Anything would have been worth it.
I dove into the forest at full speed and began my trip back to safety. While the journey would have been much easier on the main road, I chose to run through the gnarled roots of the emberwoods instead. A procession of carts and foot traffic lined the southern road, all heading towards an expanding crowd that gathered at the forest’s edge nearest the crater I had left behind. Even as night fell over the pitch-black forest, my Detection revealed the path forward, and I was more than happy to sacrifice speed in order to avoid the curious eyes of the townspeople.
The sound of rain on the trees overhead quickly faded away as I left the lingering storm behind, and the forest fell into silence, leaving me without distraction from my thoughts. What have I become? I scanned the woods around me with Detection for signs of Marin’s retreat, watched the crowd begin to pick through the forest towards the crater, and listened intently to Lia’s heartbeat, all in a futile effort to ignore the question in my head. We would have made it out of that encounter unscathed if it weren’t for me. My darkness infected her. It was my fault she…
I fought back a sudden wave of shame and sadness as the image of Lia’s unblinking eyes haunted me. I’m a ticking time bomb. I can’t just keep pretending life is normal if it means the people I love get hurt. The idea forced me to stop running and rest against a twisted emberwood. I can’t stay here anymore. I looked down at Lia’s peaceful face, and I immediately felt my frantic heartbeat begin to slow. I can’t live without her, either. After brooding over the conflicting thoughts for a long moment, I pushed off from the tree and continued my journey, moving forward with a slower, more unsteady gait.
The leading edge of my Detection found the path to the Corells’ home sooner than I expected. I let out an audible sigh of relief as my mana revealed Elise and Bella sitting on the front steps of the house, both of whom had an arm around Marin’s back. The trio gazed out into the darkness of the forest with tired, drawn faces. Hana and Marten waited inside, sitting hand-in-hand on the couch in their living room as they stared blankly at the opposite wall. I rushed ahead, finally breaking out onto the Corells’ driveway from what felt like a never-ending forest.
Marin spotted us first as we entered the flickering lamplight of the clearing. She leapt to her feet, startling both Elise and Bella, then dashed a few yards towards us before skidding to a sudden halt. While her face was hidden in shadow beneath her thick mane of hair, I could feel her emotion clearly through her aura: she was afraid of me. “Lux?” she asked, her voice uncharacteristically meek. “Is Lia… Is she…?” she mumbled, swallowing hard as the final word failed to come.
“She’s alive, Marin,” I answered softly. “Alive, but unconscious. She just needs rest now.” I believed the words as I spoke them, but a small voice in the back of my head whispered in doubt. Or, she’s in a coma, or paralyzed, or her mind’s been burned out by that dark presence.
“Thank the Primes,” she whispered as her whole body slumped, shedding its tension. I took a step towards the house, and Marin reflexively took a step backwards, her body instantly drawn taut again. I froze in place as we warily stared each other down until Elise and Bella reached us. Elise rushed past Marin and hugged me tightly with one arm, cradling the other beneath Lia’s head. Bella waited a few steps back with her hands clasped tightly in front of her.
“Primes bless you, Lux,” Elise said fervently, her hand grasping at the cloak behind my head. “We’ve been so worried. When Marin came back alone, we didn’t know what to think.” She pulled her head up from my chest and looked back to where Marin stood, watching us intently. “She wouldn’t say what happened when she returned, just that we needed to wait for you to come back.” Marin took another step back and turned her eyes to the ground. “It looked as if she’d seen death itself.”
She did. With both of my arms already occupied, I gave her a gracious nod. “I told her to run, and she ran. She did the right thing.” My stomach roiled as I watched Marin recoil at the sound of my voice. “Things were...too dangerous for her to stay.”
Elise took a step back and brushed a stray strand of hair from Lia’s face. “And Marly? She’s okay?”
“She just needs rest,” I repeated. “She’ll be okay.”
“Good.” Elise cleared her throat and stepped back to stand beside Bella. They remained a few feet apart, each clearly resisting the urge to drift closer together. “Thank you again, Lux. And you too, Marin. You’ve saved a lot of lives today.” Marin jumped at the mention of her name, mumbling a small acceptance of her praise. “You should get back inside. Hana and Marten will want to see you, too.”
“Of course,” I answered. As I moved to follow them inside, Marin gave us a wide berth, keeping her eyes lowered. I paused, waiting for her to look up at me. “Marin,” I called out when her face remained turned away. Her eyes snapped up as she took another step back, and she watched me with wide eyes. “I think Lia and I are going to stay here for a few days, until she’s recovered. If you’re feeling up to it, could you grab a few of her things from our house?” She blinked at me silently as if she hadn’t heard the question. “I can do it if you’re not—”
“No!” she interrupted suddenly. “I’ll do it.” Without waiting for a response, she turned and ran off into the dark forest. “Thank you,” I murmured after her, biting my lip. She’s terrified of me. The last image of her face before she ran away from my burning visage in the woods filled my view. She’s one of the only people alive who’s seen who I really am and lived. Of course she’s afraid; anybody would be. I frowned as I repositioned Lia to a more comfortable position in my arms. Even you.
Marten and Hana met us at the door. “She’s fine!” I called out to them before they had a chance to ask. “Unconscious, but fine!”
The reassurance did little to assuage their fears as their daughter’s unconscious form appeared before them. “Oh, dear,” Hana said softly, brushing Lia’s cheek, “what happened?”
Calling on my memories to assist me, I put on my best apologetic smile and attempted a nonchalant chuckle. “I’m afraid she’s learned a little too much from me; she overexerted herself out there and passed out. Lucky for her, she doesn’t have to sleep in a tree like I did, back when we first met. If you don’t mind, I’d like to let her rest here.”
Marten took a step forward and blocked the entrance to the house with his stocky shoulders. “You’re sure that’s all it is, Lux?” he asked suspiciously, looking over his daughter's limp body in my arms. “She just needs rest?”
“I’m sure,” I lied. “It might take a few days, but Lia will be up and just as energetic as ever. I promise.”
He stared me down for a long moment, then sighed and stepped aside as his concern trumped his frustration. “Alright. You know where the bedroom is.” I walked past him into the house, and the rest of the group followed close behind.
“Lux, please let me know if there’s anything we can do to help,” Elise said, putting a hand on my shoulder before I left the living room. “I can get anything you might need. If there’s something you need to help Marly recover faster, or a specific—”
“Elise, I appreciate the offer, and I’ll certainly let you know if anything comes up,” I said, shrugging out from beneath her grip, “but I promise you, Lia just needs sleep.” She gave me a small nod, and I took my leave of the roomful of inquisitive, doubting eyes. I made it to the end of the hallway before I stopped suddenly, turned on my heels, and returned to the living room. “Actually, Elise, I could use a quick word, if you don’t mind,” I said, tipping my head towards the bedroom.
She followed me to the room and closed the door behind us, waiting patiently as I wrapped Lia in the lush homemade quilt on our bed and fluffed her pillows. “I’m sure this goes without saying,” I started, my back to her as I continued to watch Lia sleep, “but I hope our involvement in today’s events will remain...confidential.”
“It will,” she said, her head bowing deeply. “Other than the families of the men I lost today, nobody will know there was even an incident.”
I flinched. “About that,” I said, turning to her. “There is some...aftermath from the battle. A rather large amount of it, in fact. I’m sure the entire town of Mayaan is already aware that something happened today.”
Elise hid her shock well, but not well enough to escape my notice. “I see,” she murmured after a moment’s pause. “I won’t mention your involvement, of course, but...what else can I do?”
“Gossip,” I replied. “People are going to be talking about what happened today, and I’d like to know what they’re saying: what they know about the monsters, what they’re saying about the incident, and what they think really happened.”
“And what did really happen?” she asked warily.
“We killed the monsters for you,” I answered flatly. The idea that we owed an explanation to anybody while Lia was still unconscious irked me, and I began to regret asking Elise in.
My harsh reply hung over the silence for a few tense seconds before she bowed her head again. “Of course.” She turned to leave but paused with her hand on the doorknob. “Bella and I will be leaving at first light tomorrow. I’ll send you a message as soon as I can.”
“Good.” 
Elise turned to scan the room with a final, sad look, then left and closed the door behind her. “Thank you,” I added as the door latched, leaving me to wonder if she had heard me. I fell into the chair at our bedside with an annoyed sigh and rubbed my face. My hand darted out to find Lia’s, and I wove my fingers tightly between hers as my anxiety flared. What am I doing, Lia?
I sent out a pulse of mana to distract myself from my thoughts. The forest around the Corell residence was quiet and dark apart from a single beacon of Marin’s pink energy bobbing its way towards us. She froze as she reached the edge of the clearing, shuddered, then shook her head and continued to the house. After exchanging a few words with Hana and Marten that were too muffled for me to hear, she crept down the hallway and waited at the bedroom door. Her hand raised as if to knock, but it trembled a few inches away from the wood, hanging there until she took a sudden step back from the door. She removed the pack from her back, set it carefully against the door, and retreated to her own bedroom.
And now there’s this, too, I thought bitterly. My fingers squeezed around Lia’s as I ground my teeth. I could really use your help right now, Lia. I watched her face with a vain hope that she would suddenly awaken to answer my call, but she remained peacefully asleep. I don’t know what to do about Marin. I’m not sure there’s anything I can do. She knows what I am. I shook my head and trudged to the door, cracking it open just wide enough to grab the backpack before shutting it again. It doesn’t matter. We can figure it out after you wake up.
I unpacked the clothes Marin had picked out, folding them neatly on the dresser in the corner of the room. Along with an array of nightgowns and sundresses, the bag had held three additional items: two extra hair clips for the end of Lia’s braid and the small leatherbound diary she had brought with her on all of our adventures. I eyed the book reverently, turning it over slowly in my hands. My thumb slipped in between two of the pages at random, and I nudged the book open to reveal neat rows of Kaldanic runes written in black ink. I couldn’t stop my eyes from reading the words at the top of the page.
Those men came back to the house today. We tried to ignore them, but they started to break Mother’s flower pots! Father went outside to talk with them and made us stay at the table. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could hear him shouting. He never shouts. Not like that. I don’t know what they could have said to make him—
I snapped the book closed and set it on the dresser. “Sorry,” I murmured to Lia’s reflection in the bureau’s mirror. Grabbing one of the loose nightgowns I had set out, I returned to the bedside and began to unbuckle the straps of her armor. Gingerly lifting each of her limbs, I removed her boots, greaves, gloves, and spaulders, stacking them in a pile on the floor beside us. My hand brushed along the surface of her cuirass as I moved to unfasten the final buckle, and I traced a finger along the brutal crack through its surface where the monstrous scythe had pierced her heart. It had been easy enough to hide from her parents within the folds of my cloak, but the unobscured sight turned my stomach and brought the memory of her death to the front of my mind.
Removing the chest piece only served to worsen my mental state. While the downpour had washed the blood from her face and armor, it had done nothing against the dark red stains that bloomed outward from the torn fabric of her undershirt. I averted my eyes from the stain as I sat her up in my arms and pulled the shirt up over her head, carefully threading her braid through the bloodied fabric. The bare skin of her back was warm through my glove as I laid her down and leaned over to stash her ruined undershirt out of sight with her broken armor beneath the bed.
I grabbed her nightgown and prepared to wrestle her unconscious form through the sleeves, but the cloth fell from my hand as my eyes caught sight of her bare skin. No. No, that’s not right. A ridge of thick scar tissue curled across her chest in a crescent shape, wrapping up from her armpit to her collarbone. Familiar black lines forked off from the main wound at jagged angles, reaching out in a fractal web to her sternum, shoulder, and the top of her left breast. I took the darkness out of her. This should have healed. I placed my palm over the main bundle of scar tissue and activated the Healing rune in my ring, but the energy rushed over her chest and dissipated to no effect.
Why? I fell back in my chair and closed my eyes, fervently scanning her body with Detection to find the hidden corruption. Why? The single drop of amber mana in her core had expanded to a small pool that shimmered brightly against the empty backdrop of my mind. I scanned over the scar repeatedly, looking for any seedling of darkness I had missed that could be uprooted. There’s nothing here. Nothing to take, nothing I can fix. It’s just scars.
My scars. I stared down at my gloved hand and felt a sympathetic twitch in my fingers. Those are my scars, not yours. You shouldn’t have to carry them. My hands balled into fists against my legs as I stared blankly at the floor. After everything we went through, it was me. I killed you; not Virram, not the General, not even those monsters. It was me. I killed you, and I cursed you.
It felt as though a heavy fog rolled over my mind, and I struggled to hold onto a single train of thought. Do you hear her voice now, too? Do you feel the hunger for death? Will you fall into the void now, like I do? Tears rolled down my face and pattered against the wooden floorboards at my feet. Are you in there now? Are you ever coming back? What do I do without you?
I scrunched up my face and wiped my cheeks. “Sorry,” I repeated miserably. “You need me right now, and I'm just sitting here being useless." I gathered the dropped nightgown from the floor and retook my place at the bedside. “I’ll be here to watch over you until you wake up. I promise.” After a few minutes of effort, I had Lia comfortably situated in a fresh set of clothes. A small line of the black scars on her chest peeked out from the corner of her nightgown, and I tugged the collar back into place to obscure the mark. With the scars hidden, it was almost possible to imagine she was simply sleeping, but my memories refused to let me fully believe the idea.
A soft knock on the door jumped me and pulled the attention of my Detection away from Lia’s core to the bedroom door, where Hana waited patiently for a response. “Come in.”
The door creaked open just enough for Hana’s face to peek in and scan the room. A relieved smile spread across her face, and she stepped into the room and leaned against the doorframe. “Thank you for making sure she’s comfortable, Lux. I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”
“It’s the least I could do,” I said, weakly returning her smile. “She did the same for me when we first met, right?”
“That’s right,” she answered. A loud round of Marten’s distinct laughter echoed through the house, and Hana nodded her head towards the hallway. “We’re sitting down for dinner now: bihorn stew. You should join us.”
I shook my head. “Thank you, but I think I’ll stay here with Lia. I wouldn’t want her to wake up alone.”
She pursed her lips. “Lux, you said she’ll be asleep for a few days, at least. Surely you have time to eat with us.”
“Even still,” I said, looking back to Lia. My mana rushed back to watch the golden energy that slowly expanded within her core, and I let out a small sigh of relief when I found it uncorrupted. “I appreciate the offer, Hana. If you could leave a bowl out for me, I’ll eat later.”
“I’ll leave it on the table for you,” she nodded graciously. “Please feel free to join us if you change your mind.” Her eyes lingered on her daughter behind me for a moment before she disappeared back into the hallway, closing the door behind her.
As soon as she was gone, I pulled my chair closer to the bed and took Lia’s hand in mine. “Don’t worry; I’m not going to leave you,” I whispered, leaning my head forward against our clasped hands. “Not until you’re back.” While I couldn’t find any signs of the darkness returning to finish what it had started, my mind refused to let me believe she was safe. Memories of her death, the raging black fire, and Amaya’s cruel voice played on repeat while I watched the black scars crawling across her chest. You won’t take her away from me. Not this time.
I lost track of the passing of time as I held my vigil. Occasional creaks in the hallway drew a fraction of my attention away, but only long enough to ensure the source of the noise wasn’t approaching our bedroom. Otherwise, I lived entirely within the neon world of my Detection, blocking out everything that wasn’t Lia. My body seemed to fade away as I ignored its calls for sleep and sustenance, choosing instead to let my mana sustain me subconsciously. At some point, I heard another knock at the bedroom door, but I ignored the noise.
“Lux?” Hana’s voice called out from behind me, suddenly inside the room. I scowled at the intrusion as I dropped Lia’s hand, then turned around with the best smile I could offer. “Would you like some lunch, Lux?”
“Lunch?” I asked, confused.
“Yes, lunch,” she answered softly. “Here.” I blinked at her, fighting to resolve the image before me as my eyes blurred from disuse. A plate appeared in my lap with a chunk of braised meat over a bed of greens. “You need to eat, Lux,” she said, pushing the plate towards me.
“I’m not hungry,” I muttered, staring at the plate disinterestedly. While the statement was true, and I felt no hunger pangs despite my refusal to eat, I knew she was right. “Thanks anyway.”
Hana set the plate down on the bedside table, then knelt down on the floor to meet my eyes. “Lia wouldn’t want you to waste away on her account. You know that, don’t you?”
“I think Lia would want to be awake right now,” I countered. “That’s what I know.”
“But she isn’t awake right now, and unless your fasting is going to wake her up sooner, there’s no reason for it.” Her voice took on a harsh quality I hadn’t heard from her before. “Lia made the decision to go with you; she’s always known the risks, and she’s always gone with you anyway. Starving yourself because you think this is your fault is foolish.”
You don’t know. The taste of bile crept up from the back of my throat. “After everything I’ve lived through, hunger isn’t going to be the thing that kills me, Hana, but your concern is noted.” I looked between her, the plate, and the door. “Is there anything else?”
Her nostrils flared. “No.” She stood and returned to the door, pausing before she left. “You aren’t the only person here who cares about Marlia, Lux. You’d do well to remember that.” The door clicked shut behind her as she left me to brood over the indictment.
My head fell as I turned back to the bed, and I rapped my knuckles against my head in a painful staccato rhythm. Why did I do that? I looked over to the lunch Hana had brought me and immediately felt sick at the thought of eating. I’m falling apart. It’s been less than a day, and I’m falling apart. I instinctively reached out to find comfort in Lia’s aura, but her consciousness was still hidden from me somewhere deep within her core as she recovered. The absence I found in place of her presence was a dagger in my chest. I need you. Please.
A sudden burst of desperation seized me, and I crossed the room to our bureau where I had left her diary. You’re in here. I brought the book back with me to my chair and lovingly ran my thumb across the blank leather cover. My eyes flicked up to Lia’s, and I watched her chest gently rise and fall as she slept. “Sorry,” I said under my breath as I flipped open the journal.
“Father tried to set me up with another man today. Again! Even when I told him after the last three that I’m NOT. INTERESTED. I don’t even remember his name this time. He kissed my hand and recited some awful poem for me when he came to the house. ‘You’re as lovely as the Prime of Light, radiant and pure like…’ I already forgot the rest. Just...yuck. But then, as soon as we were alone, he wouldn’t stop talking about my father! Questions about his business, and about where he travels to, and who he works with. I thought I was as lovely as the Prime of Light! Shouldn’t we be talking about that? I guess none of that really matters, though, because I told him he was stupid and kicked him out of the house. Father was mad, but I think Mother thought it was funny. Hopefully Father will get the message now and stop trying to find me a match. I don’t need to get married anyways; I’ll take over Father’s business and run it all by myself, just like Aunt Ellie.”
A genuine smile crossed my face as I set the journal on my knee. “Is that why you liked me, Lia? Because I wasn’t interested in Marten’s business?”
I laughed as I took her hand and squeezed it lightly. “I didn’t know you wanted to take over his business. I think you’d be great at it, apart from getting bored. There’s not a lot of sword fighting as a merchant.”
I reveled in the distraction that the idea provided, imagining the two of us as merchant traders on a cross-country adventure. “Maybe that’ll be us someday.”
The solace I found in the journal’s pages wore off as my intrusive thoughts returned. My meditations were continually interrupted by flashes of our fight in the forest and the words Amaya’s voice had spoken to me. I brought her here. I filled her with death. This was my fault. The thoughts quickly overwhelmed me, and I opened my eyes with a gasp to find that the sun had long since set. I opened up the diary to a new page with shaking hands and read on through the darkness.
“I don’t even know how to start this...so many things happened before we left for Attetsia. We were trading questions before bed, like we used to, and I asked about that thing he said to Valandra: ‘getting sent away again.’ He told me that if he finished what he was sent here to do, he’ll get sent to another world again. And then he said that he died. Whatever happened in that last world he was in, it must have been really terrible. I wanted to ask about it, but he started to have these...visions, I think. He was looking at things I couldn’t see, and talking to them. He touched my face and called me beautiful...I think he thought I was Amaya. I know it sounds terrible, but I wanted to just let him believe it. It felt nice.
“But that would’ve been awful. I was able to wake him up, and he cried and told me he was sorry. I don’t know how he made it so long like that, holding all of those memories inside. He told me the story about what happened in his last life, and how he died, and then he fell asleep. Things were better the next morning, and he even apologized to Valandra about being mean to her! I think talking about his past helped. But then...before we went inside for lunch, he hugged me and told me how important I am to him. I think I would’ve stood there forever, if he’d let me. I know that he’s still in love with Amaya, but no matter how many times I tell myself that, it won’t change how I feel. It’s hard, sometimes. Most of the time, actually. But he saved me, and now he needs help. I owe him that much, no matter how hard it is.”
I felt my heartbeat in my throat as I looked up from the diary. “I’m sorry, Lia,” I croaked for what must have been the hundredth time. “I didn’t know how much I was putting you through.” I wiped fresh mist away from my eyes. “You’ve been holding me together longer than I thought, haven’t you?” Without pausing to reflect on the thought, I turned the page and began reading the next entry.
“I don’t think I’ll ever forget the sight of Lux getting knocked into the dirt by Valandra. That fight was something else; they were so fast! And Valandra’s shield...wow. I can see why she’s the best fighter in the country. I didn’t understand how she could fight with just a shield, but I do now. And Lux lost! I know it isn’t exactly fair, fighting against the King’s Shield, and he did win one of the rounds, but still! I think he might have been holding back, but he still lost. I think it’s probably a good thing, though; he didn’t seem mad about it, so I think he’s getting along better with Val now.
“After their fight, Lux went to go hunting and said that I could spar with Val, too! It was so great. I’ve never practiced with anybody else aside from him, so it was fun to fight someone else, especially somebody as different as Val! She was definitely moving slower than her first fight, but she still beat me every time anyways. I hope I can train with her every day. Both of them. Even though we’re going to Attetsia under King Yorrell’s orders, this could still be fun. I just hope—”
The passage ended in a sharp spike of ink, and I felt heat rise in the back of my neck as I remembered the night it was written. The Strategist’s men, and...darkness, again. It’s always there. I watched the black flames ripple across my sword as I lived the memory a second time. She was scared of me. Even then, when I hadn’t been fully consumed by it, she was scared of me. A sad wave of acceptance washed over me. She’ll be like Marin soon: so terrified that she can’t stand to look at me. I can’t blame her. My eyes fell in shame, and I passively read the opposite page of the diary.
“It’s only been a few days, but so many things have changed. We got ambushed at camp while Lux was still gone, and one of the men managed to grab me before I could get my sword. I felt so stupid, getting caught off guard like that. No matter how hard I train, I always seem to end up in the way. And these men always seem to know it, because they come after me every time. Next time, things will be different. They have to be.
“In the end, it didn’t really matter; I’m sure Val could have taken care of things by herself, but Lux showed up a few seconds later. He had that look again. The same one from the night we escaped the dungeon. When the fire started, I knew I had to do something. I managed to calm him down enough to snap him out of whatever was happening, but...I’m scared. Whatever is happening to him, it has something to do with his past lives and all the terrible things that he went through. I’m scared he’s going to hurt himself if we keep going. I just want to fix it for him, but I don’t know how. If I could take the—”
“Why are you reading my diary?”
A sudden wave of comforting warmth washed over me, and I looked up from the book in my lap to find Lia’s amber eyes open, watching me with a mix of amusement and concern. “Lia?” I asked as I clambered to my feet, knocking the journal to the ground. “You’re…” My throat immediately closed and cut off whatever I would have said next, though I couldn’t find any words regardless.
“What’s wrong, Lux?” she asked, tilting her head to one side. “That diary was supposed to be private, so if you read something that upset you, it’s really your own—” Her thought was interrupted as I dove forward and embraced her. Every inch of my body shuddered with relief as I felt her aura surround me once again, and I held her fiercely against my chest. “Lux, what’s wrong?” she repeated, significantly more alarmed than before.
“You’re okay,” I whispered into her neck.
“Of course I’m okay,” she answered, scratching the back of my head lovingly. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”
I pulled my head back to look into her eyes, and my brow furrowed. “Don’t you remember what happened?”
She shrugged. “Mostly, I think. We found the monsters out in the woods and had a battle. It wasn’t an easy fight, but we won. Marin even killed one, in the end. That’s the last thing I remember.” She looked around the shadowy room, lit by faint predawn light. “Based on the fact that I’m back at my parents’ house in my nightgown, I assume I passed out from overexertion.”
She doesn’t remember. I lay beside her in bed, completely stunned by the implication of the idea. No memories of the darkness, or the voice, or...death. My mouth moved without sound as I struggled to figure out what to say. We could move on like nothing ever happened. She wouldn’t have to carry that burden. I took a deep breath, then shook my head. “No. That’s not what happened.” No more lies.
“What do you mean?” She sat up and pulled her knees up to her chest, resting her chin between them. “What happened?”
I slid back and crossed my legs, sitting opposite her on the bed. “After the battle was over, the darkness came. The same darkness that took me through the void. Because our minds were so closely linked from the fight, you felt it too. The pain was...too much for you.” I fought back a shudder as I heard her agonized shrieks echo in my head. “That’s probably why you don’t remember.” Her eyes widened, but she gave me a small nod to continue.
“There was a voice in the darkness. I don’t know who or what it is, but I know it’s the reason I’m here, and why I’m...the way I am. It opened up this sort of portal, or crack, I guess. The world just sort of broke, like glass, and, uhm…” I trailed off, frustrated with my complete lack of understanding of the situation. “It broke open a crack to the void. Where I go, between worlds. And when the crack opened, another one of those monsters came out.”
Lia gasped. “So...they’re coming from that void, then?”
I shook my head. “Maybe. I can’t say for sure they’re all coming from there, but I know this one did.”
“Did you kill it? The monster?” She jolted upright as a wave of panic crossed her face. “Is Marin okay? Did it—”
“Marin is fine,” I assured her. “The monster climbed out from the void and...well, it, uhm, stabbed you. Through the heart.”
She raised an eyebrow. “If it stabbed me through the heart, wouldn’t I be dead?” The long moment of silence in response seemed to give her the information she needed, and the amusement drained from her face. She raised a hand to her chest and ran her fingers across the fabric. They froze in the spot where I knew the scar sat, currently obscured by her nightgown. “Lux?” she asked, her voice barely audible in the silent room. “Did I die?”
I reached out and took her hand in both of mine, pulling it away from the black scar. “Yes,” I nodded, “you did. Lia, I’m so sorry. It was entirely my fault. If I hadn’t—”
“If I died,” she blurted, interrupting my apology, “how am I alive now?”
I shook my head. “I’m not sure I understand it myself,” I answered. “When you died, all of your mana started to change into this...darkness. It was like the mana itself was dying, and turning into a new kind of energy. I saw it happening, and thought that maybe, if I stopped the darkness from spreading to your core, you might survive somehow.” I tipped my head towards her chest. “It worked, but I couldn’t heal the scar it left behind. I tried everything, but it wouldn’t go away. I’m sorry.”
She bit her lip. “I don’t understand. How did you stop...whatever it was that happened to me? To my mana?”
I clenched my jaw down on the side of my tongue as I fought against the overwhelming urge to lie. “There was this voice from the void. I’ve heard it in my head before: that night in the Attetsian plaza, when we broke through the Mountain gate, even in my dreams. It told me that I could control the energy that came from your death. That my entire purpose in this world was to take that energy and…” I trailed off. “I don’t know. It just wanted more death.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked quietly, squeezing my hand. “You’ve been hearing this voice for that long, and you didn’t tell me about it? Why?”
I shook my head and looked away, ashamed. I can’t say it.
“Lux, please,” Lia begged, tugging on my hand. “Please talk to me.”
When I raised my head again, I found a dozen copies of her floating before my eyes, blurry and refracted through fresh tears. “I knew that if you found out what I really was, you’d leave me.”
She shook her head. “I would never leave—”
“You would, if you knew!” I interrupted. “Marin saw what I am, after you died. She saw the darkness, and now she can’t even stand to be in the same room as me.” Finally voicing one of the thoughts that had haunted me the most since meeting Lia was enough to break the last of my composure. “Just because you don’t remember doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. I killed you!”
“You saved me,” she answered, pulling me towards her. I fell into her chest and soaked the collar of her nightgown with tears as she rubbed the back of my neck.
“Lia, no, it was my fault,” I cried. “I can’t control it. If you stay with me, it could happen again, and I don’t know...I don’t know if I could bring you back again.”
“It’s not your fault,” she breathed into my ear. “You didn’t choose this, Lux. Someone, or something, forced this on you, and you’ve been dealing with it on your own for so long. I’m not going to leave you. Not now, not ever. I promised you, we’re in this together. Forever.”
My gut flipped back and forth between sharp bouts of nausea and a spreading, joyous warmth. “I need you, but...you can’t. You’ll get hurt again. I can’t fix those scars, Lia. You’ll just get more, the longer you stay with me.”
“I don’t care about scars.” She pushed me upright and pulled my hand up to her chest, holding it against the black marks. “Those scars on your hand came from the darkness too, right? Now we match.” She gave me a reassuring smile, but it quickly faded to worry. “What about you? Are you okay?”
I furrowed my brow, unable to follow her logic. “Me? I’m...fine. I didn’t get hurt.”
She sighed in relief. “Good. I was worried your scars might have gotten worse.”
“Oh.” I stared at my gloved hand for a moment. “I haven’t really checked that.”
“You...haven’t checked?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “You’ve been wearing your armor this whole time?” I gave her a small nod in reply. “How long has it been since, uhm, since I...since the fight?”
“I don’t know,” I shrugged weakly.
“You don’t know?” she echoed me again. She quickly scanned the room, her eyes settling on the uneaten food before returning to mine. “You haven’t been eating, have you? Or sleeping, if I had to guess.” I stared past her blankly, too emotionally drained to answer. “Lux, why would you do that?”
“I had to make sure you were okay,” I answered. “I wasn’t hungry, or tired.”
She rubbed her eyes and groaned. “Yes, you were.” Her hand moved to my knee and squeezed it, slightly harder than was comfortable. “You can’t keep punishing yourself like this. You’re not responsible for every bad thing that happens in the world. You know that, don’t you?”
I wanted to argue, but I knew she was right, and I lacked the energy to defend my choices. “I know, it’s just…” I started. “I lived for so long by myself that I thought it was the only way I could go on, but I can’t do it anymore. Not without you. When you died, I thought...I thought it would be easier if I just died, too.”
“No!” Lia shouted, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Don’t say that. Don’t think that.” She pulled herself up from beneath the sheets to sit on her knees directly in front of me. “I love you more than anything else in this world. But you told me that someday, you’re going to get sent away again. It makes me sad, and angry, and even keeps me up at night sometimes, but I know I’ll have to deal with it someday.” Tears began to pool in the corners of her eyes as she continued. “There’s no way I can do it if you keep saying things like that. I need to know you’ll be okay after you’re gone.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know if I will. I can’t keep losing over and over again, Lia. After Amaya and Alda, I can’t lose you, too. I can’t.” I tipped my head forward to rest it against hers. “It isn’t fair.”
“I know,” she whispered, holding the side of my face. “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure it doesn’t happen. Until then, we just have to make every second count, right?”
I stared into her amber eyes, eyes I thought I would never see open again. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she answered, pulling me in for a quick kiss.
Our closeness set off fireworks inside my head, and I momentarily forgot everything else but her lips. 
“Marry me.”
She pulled back a few inches and stared at me, mouth agape. “What did you say?”
Blood rushed to my face as I realized what I had said, but I was too overwhelmed by my love for her to care. “Marry me,” I repeated. “I had plans to make you a Union offering with Layne, but the monster attack changed that. I was going to make it in our forge, but Elise showed up and pulled us away again.” I cupped her cheek and watched her earnestly. “I can’t wait anymore. If every second counts, I want to spend them married to you.”
Her cheek turned a dark red beneath my hand. “Lux, I…” she paused and let out a soft giggle. “I was going to make you a Union offering, too. Lyn and I talked about it on our trip.”
I laughed along with her, the last of the tension in my body melting away. “So...is that a yes?”
She kissed me again, and I felt her lips smile against mine as she continued to laugh. “Yes,” she answered softly, “I’ll marry you.”
***




18. MADE WHOLE
Elise let out an excited squeal as she scooped Lia into her arms and spun her around the living room. “Oooh, congratulations, Marly!” Lia struggled against the vice-like grip for a moment, but quickly began to laugh and returned the hug. “I came as soon as I heard you were awake, but I wasn’t expecting more good news!” After a few more spins, she set Lia back down on the ground and turned her attention to me. “Congratulations are in order for you too, Lux.”
“Thank you,” I said graciously. “I waited too long, I think, but better late—” My response was cut off by a similar bear hug that popped both of my shoulders. “Oof,” I groaned involuntarily as the breath was knocked from my chest. While I had never seen any indication that Elise was weak, I hadn’t expected her to have the strength to lift my boots off the ground.
“I’m so happy for you two,” she beamed as she let me go and stepped back. “Have you decided when the ceremony will be?”
“As soon as possible,” Lia answered. “I think we’re both done with waiting.”
“Oh, wonderful!” Elise cried, clapping her hands. “I’ll take care of all the expenses. Whatever you want, you’ll have it.” I stepped forward immediately to argue, but she pointed a finger at my chest and stopped me in my tracks. “No, no arguments! I’m paying, and that’s final.”
I looked at Lia out of the corner of my eye and found her with a grin on her face. She gave me a small shrug, and I sighed. “That’s very generous, Elise. Thank you.”
“Generous, indeed!” Marten laughed from the couch across from us. “I owe you my thanks for that as well, Ellie! You’ll be saving me a fortune.”
Hana elbowed him in the ribs and rolled her eyes. “Which we would have been willing to pay,” she smiled to Lia and me, “and of course, we’ll still help in any way we can.”
Marten raised his hands defensively. “Of course, of course!”
Elise grinned. “If you’re truly looking to have the ceremony as soon as possible, I’ll get my people working on the preparations now. As long as Tabitha isn’t too consumed with her winter orders, I should be able to get you measured by tomorrow.” Without prompting, Bella pulled a small notepad from her back pocket and began to take notes while Elise continued. “Bella, I’ll leave food to you. I’ll visit the chapel on the way back to the office, and send for…” She trailed off suddenly, looking back and forth across the room. “Where’s Marin? I’ll need her help, as well.”
“She’s finishing an in-town delivery for me this afternoon,” Marten answered. “She’ll be back within the hour, I assume.”
I winced at the answer. While the statement was true, the context behind it was lacking. Since Lia’s awakening and my subsequent emergence from the bedroom, Marin had spent as much time out of the house as possible, volunteering to cover deliveries for Marten or buying any food or supplies Hana needed in town. Her relief at seeing Lia alive was apparent every time the two happened to cross paths within the house, but her discomfort at seeing me clearly outweighed the feeling. I had planned to talk with her about the incident, but the combination of her careful avoidance and the amount of sleep Lia and I needed to recover made the encounter impossible.
“I see. Maybe we’ll catch her on the way out,” Elise muttered, rubbing her chin. “If we do happen to miss her, send her to the office the next time she’s free. Until then, I think we have more than enough to keep us busy, right?” she asked, looking at Bella. Finding the nod she expected, she turned back to us with a wide smile and gave us each another hug. “Congratulations again, both of you. It has been an incredibly trying week for everyone; this news is exactly what I needed.”
“Thanks, Aunt Ellie,” Lia said, returning the embrace. “I love you.”
“Oh, I love you too, Marly,” she replied, giving her one final squeeze before she took her place next to Bella. “Alright, you two. Make sure you stay here for the next day or so; you’ll either be hearing from me or people who work for me. So much to do!” She turned and made her way to the door, continuing to dictate orders to Bella as they went.
When the door closed behind them, Lia let out a loud sigh. “I think she might be more excited about this than I am.” I peered down at her with a raised eyebrow, and she gave me a light nudge with her shoulder. “Not to say that I’m not excited, of course.”
I laughed. “I know what you mean. She’s definitely—”
The door burst back open again as Elise hurried back inside. “I almost forgot! These are for you, Lux,” she said, holding out two envelopes. I accepted the letters with a bow of my head, and Elise quickly ran back to the door. “Okay, talk soon!” she called out as she left.
“Now, who in the world would be writing you
letters, Lux?” Marten chuckled. “Does anybody aside from us even know who you are?”
“We have plenty of friends, Marten,” I answered sarcastically as I turned over the first envelope. A small blob of light blue wax held it closed, stamped with a small picture of an easel. “This one, for example, is from our friends Lyn and Miles in Almayn.”
“Oh!” Lia perked up and snatched the letter from my hand as I slid it from the envelope. “I didn’t expect to hear from them so soon!” She took the paper to the dining room table and sat down, leaning forward on her elbows excitedly as she scanned the note.
I watched her with a wry grin as I pulled up the second envelope. It was unmarked and unsealed, and the letter inside was written on a small, unfolded piece of paper in Elise’s familiar handwriting. “Lux, I thought it would be easier to write this down so you could read it in your own time. I looked into the rumors, and they’re...not great.” The grin vanished from my face as I entered the dining room and sat down across from Lia, continuing to read.
“The explanations vary from person to person, but everybody saw the same thing: a blinding pillar of black fire that pierced the clouds. Most people say it’s a sign that the Primes are displeased, and it’s one of the punishments they’ve inflicted upon us. They say the same about those beasts, too; news from Kaldan worsens every day, with vicious attacks from unknown monsters now a common occurrence throughout the country. The site of the fire is said to be cursed, so most people are avoiding it for now, but...they’re scared.”
“Lyn and Miles are okay!” Lia exclaimed as she finished the letter. “She’s going to live with him until spring, when the roads are safer to travel again. They gave us directions to get to their house and said we’re welcome to visit anytime!” She looked up from the note with a smile, but it faded as she saw my face. “What’s wrong?”
I rubbed my face to dismiss whatever look of worry she had seen. “Nothing,” I smiled, slipping the note into my pocket. “I’m glad to hear that Miles and Lyn are doing well. We’ll have to visit them before winter ends.”
A warm presence tingled at the back of my neck, and Lia’s voice spoke softly within my head. It’s about the monsters, isn’t it?
Yes, I answered. It’s not urgent. We’ll talk about it later, after things settle down. I promise. I reached out and took her hands, squeezing them gently. “Now, we’ve got plenty of work to do, right?” She gave me an enthusiastic nod, and we stood up from the table and prepared for the coming preparations.
Elise was true to her word, and the following days were filled with constant meetings about the upcoming ceremony. Lia and I were subject to multiple tasting menus, auditions from musical groups, and relentless questions about interior decorations. Tailors came and went in a whirlwind of measuring tapes and sketchbook pages. While tradition kept me from seeing any of the designs for Lia’s dress, I was always heartened to see her smiling and too bashful to meet my gaze after a fitting session. Elise never returned throughout the planning process, most likely as a way of dodging my complaints that she was doing far too much for us.
Marin continued to avoid me, always choosing to assist Lia in her personal preparations or accompany Marten into town to supervise the various contractors. Lia had attempted to assuage my concern, insisting that Marin just needed more time to process the incident on her own, but each day that passed without a noticeable improvement to her mood strengthened my worries. 
When I could no longer stand the silence, I caught her as she attempted to sneak into the kitchen and prepare a quick lunch. For a brief moment, her eyes darted around the room in search of an escape, but as I stood in the only exit to the room, she ended up meeting my gaze. “We...need to talk,” I said, motioning to the front door with my head. Her nostrils flared as she stared me down, but she gave me a nearly imperceptible nod in agreement. After she finished preparing her lunch, she followed me out onto the front lawn, where we sat across from one another in the grass.
A painful silence lingered between us as she ate her sandwich, staring straight into the ground at her feet. I took a deep breath to quell the unease in my gut and released my white-knuckled grip on my leg. “Marin.”
My voice startled her, and she immediately looked up from the remaining crust of her sandwich. “Yes?”
“Talk to me.”
She pursed her lips and stared at me with hard eyes. “About what?”
“Anything you want. Just...talk.”
She nibbled on the remnants of her lunch and pondered the statement. “Congratulations on your engagement,” she murmured eventually.
“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head. “Elise says everything is prepared for the ceremony tomorrow.”
“That’s good,” she answered. The silence returned as she finished her lunch, then folded her hands in her lap. “Can I go now?”
“What? No, Marin, I…” I trailed off, distraught. “I want to fix this. Tell me what I have to do, and I’ll do it.”
She shook her head. “No.”
“No what?”
“No!” she repeated, her voice suddenly a shout. “There’s nothing you can do!”
I felt her anger pierce my chest like a spear. “Why?”
“Because I remember,” she answered bitterly. “Whatever you did out there, it wasn’t magic, or combat enhancements, or any other name you want to give it. It was evil.” Her body shuddered as she stared me down. “I felt it in my chest. When that monster crawled out of the darkness, and when you told me to run. It was the same feeling: this burning rage and despair, all hollow and empty on the inside.” She looked down at her upturned hands and shook her head. “I watched Lia die, and I swear to the Primes, I felt like I died too. But none of that compares to what I felt when you looked at me and told me to run. I never want to feel like that again.”
I closed my eyes and accepted the pain her words inflicted on me. “I’m sorry, Marin. I promise I’ll never make you feel like that again. I swear it on my life.”
“I don’t want an apology, Lux, and I don’t want promises,” she responded. “I want things to be normal again. It’s all I want. But when I look at you, I feel that evil again, burrowing down into my soul. I can’t forget it.” Her eyes fell, and she let out a ragged breath. “You can’t just ‘sorry’ it away. It doesn’t matter if you never do it again; you already did it.”
I swallowed against the hard lump that threatened to close my throat. “I see.”
“Listen, Lux, I don’t want it to be this way,” she said as she climbed to her feet. “Maybe, someday, it won’t be.” She turned to go, looking back over her shoulder with a final, sad glance. “But for now...this is how it is.” Unable to respond, I gave her a small nod of acknowledgement, and she returned to the house, leaving me alone in the yard.
I wanted to feel sad, or angry, or even regretful, but I found myself feeling almost nothing at all. I did what I had to do to save Lia, and I’ll never regret it. But Marin’s right, too. Nobody should have to come that close to the void. I rubbed my eyes and let out a low growl, clearing the irritation from my throat.
How did it go? I hadn’t filled Lia in on my plan to talk to Marin, but she had clearly watched the exchange through her Detection.
You were right; she just needs time. I brushed myself off and made my way back to the house in Marin’s footsteps. More than I was hoping, it seems.
You tried, Lia answered kindly. I’m sure she appreciated the gesture.
I hope so. As I entered the front door, Marten immediately flagged me down to review a large binder of notes for the upcoming ceremony, and my mood returned to its harried baseline over the course of the afternoon. When Lia emerged from her final fitting session, I was whisked away for my third set of measurements, and by the time it was over, Hana had already served dinner. For a brief moment, it looked as though Marin planned to sit with us at the table, but she took her food and excused herself to speak with the tailors before they left. After a quiet meal, Hana and Marten excused themselves to turn in early for the night, leaving Lia and me to follow suit.
When we retired to the bedroom, I leaned against the closed door and watched as Lia began to prepare for bed. She sorted through an already sorted pile of clothes on the bureau, gave a satisfied nod to the stack, and retrieved her nightgown from the bedpost. She had already unfastened the ties at the front of her blouse and was in the process of tugging it over her head when she caught me staring, and she froze mid-action. “Can I help you with something?”
A smile spread across my face. “No, I’m just enjoying the view.”
She laughed as she pulled the blouse over her head, holding the inside-out garment across her chest in faux modesty. “It’s rather improper for a man to watch a woman change if she isn’t his wife, you know.”
“I’ll have to fix that, then; let’s get married,” I answered, finally pushing off from the door to begin my own nighttime routine. “How’s tomorrow sound?”
She sucked in her breath through her teeth. “Oh, I can’t do tomorrow. I’ll be busy at the chapel all day.”
“Damn. Guess it can’t be helped.” I sat in the bedside chair and slipped out of my boots, then began to unbutton my shirt. My fingers lingered on the top button as I stared down at my right arm with unease.
My hesitation must have been obvious, because Lia stepped forward and unfastened the last button. “Let me help you,” she said gently, pushing the shirt off of my shoulders. The fabric fell away to reveal a tangled web of black scars that ran all the way from my fingertips to my armpit. I turned my head away, but Lia caught me by the chin and held my gaze. “It’s alright,” she whispered.
“I know,” I grunted through clenched teeth. “I still don’t like to look at it, though.” I hadn’t noticed the spread of the scars until Lia had awoken and convinced me to change out of my armor. Where the black lines had once ended near my wrist, they now extended to my shoulder and were so dense around my hand that it was difficult to find any uncorrupted flesh amid the jagged scars. 
Lia pulled down the collar of her nightgown to reveal the edge of her matching scar. “Whenever I see these, I remember what you went through to save me. I know it doesn’t change where they came from, or what they are, but that’s what helps me.”
I pulled her in against my chest with my good arm. “That helps. Thanks.” I slipped into bed after shedding the rest of my clothes and shivered against the cold fabric. “So,” I started as Lia climbed into bed next to me, “how’re you feeling?”
“Anxious. Excited. Ready for it to all be over,” she answered. “It’s been fun to do all the planning, but I didn’t know how much work it was going to be!”
“I can’t imagine how Elise is coordinating all of it while also running her business day to day,” I laughed. “Assuming she hasn’t just put the company on hold for us.”
“While I wouldn’t put that past her, I think she probably enjoys the challenge,” she chuckled. She extended her hand to the middle of the bed and wiggled her fingers until I reached out and wove them with my own. “How about you? Any last-minute regrets? You still have time to get away, if you start running now.”
“Nah. You’d catch me anyway,” I answered. She raised an eyebrow as I paused for comedic effect. “No regrets,” I assured her with a smile. “I’m ready. I’ve been ready for a long time.”
“Good!” she said, rolling over and tucking herself against my chest. “And you’re right, by the way: I would catch you.”
I kissed the nape of her neck as I settled into the pillow. “That’s good to know.” Despite the excitement waiting for us in the morning, Lia was quick to fall asleep, and I followed her in the darkness soon after.
---
When I awoke the following morning, Lia was already gone. I smiled at the indentation she had left in her pillow as I rolled out of bed. Based on the itinerary for the day, I wouldn’t see her again until she was standing opposite me on the altar; the thought of her in a wedding dress entranced me, and I had to shake my head to dispel the image and focus on my task at hand. After changing into my wedding garb, most of my day would be spent waiting with Marten until the ceremony began.
I opened the bedroom door and spotted my new vestments hanging on a hook across from me concealed within a heavy garment bag labeled with my name. “Lux?” Marten called out from the living room when he heard the door open. His head poked out from around the corner a moment later, sporting his usual toothy grin. “So, you’re finally awake, then? I almost decided to pop in and wake you up myself.”
“Good morning, Marten,” I replied, grabbing the clothes off the hook. “Lia’s gone ahead into town, I assume?”
“All of the ladies left for the chapel hours ago,” he answered. “It’s just us here now.”
“I see,” I said, turning back to the bedroom. “I’ll get changed, and then we can—”
“Let me help you with that!” he called out, bustling down the hall after me. “These wedding clothes, you have to wear them a certain way, you see. All the fastenings can be a bit confusing, but I have some experience with them, as you can imagine.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. Based on his hurried speech and the way his hands fidgeted behind his back, it was clear he had an ulterior motive in mind apart from helping me fasten my dress clothes. “Sure, Marten,” I said, opening the door for him, “I appreciate it.” I followed him into the bedroom and laid my outfit on the bed, then began to change. As I had expected, Marten seemed entirely uninterested in helping me with the clothing as he paced back and forth on the opposite side of the room, staring mainly at the floor. I took the opportunity to quickly slip into my new undershirt, hiding all but the scars on my hand from his view.
The rest of my wedding attire was a beautifully tailored black doublet and trousers, complete with a dark blue cummerbund and ascot. As fine as the outfit looked, it was hard to draw my attention away from the cloak that accompanied it. Vibrant silks of every color came together to form a swirling marvel of craftsmanship, all of it bordered by lush white fur and fastened with a series of golden chains. I stared at it in awe as I finished dressing myself, fastening my own cummerbund and cufflinks as Marten continued to pace.
“You seem a bit nervous, Marten,” I chuckled as I slipped on my gloves. “Something on your mind?”
He spun around in alarm. “The clothes, yes! You look very...dashing, Lux.” He shifted forward and tugged on the edge of my collar and ascot, making minute adjustments far too small to make a difference to my overall appearance. “Sorry, I guess I’m a bit distracted. It’s a big day.”
“So I’ve been told.”
His laid-back demeanor partially returned as he shook his head and laughed. “Tell me, Lux: are you nervous? I know you like to keep up a certain image of yourself, but it’s just the two of us here. Tell me truly.”
I put a hand on his shoulder. “There’s nothing I want more in this world than to marry your daughter, Marten. No nerves, no anxiety—just excitement.”
“Hah! I should’ve expected as much,” he laughed, clapping me on the arm. “Truth be told, I felt the same on the day I married Hana, but it didn’t stop me from nearly passing out on the altar when the time came.” We both shared a laugh as I shrugged under the rainbow cloak, and he began to help me with the chain fastenings. “I could hardly say the words, my mouth was so dry. So make sure you drink some water before you go out.”
“I will,” I replied, having heard the advice from him a dozen times already.
“Do you remember what you’re supposed to say? We can go over it again if you need to.”
“Marten, I’ll be saying it in my sleep for the rest of my life if we run through it again,” I laughed. Half of the preparation work I had done with Marten was running through an outline of the Unity marriage ceremony: where we would stand, who would say what, and the Pledge of Unity I would have to recite with Lia. I had been comfortable with the procedure after the first session, but he had insisted on at least an hour of practice every day. “I appreciate the concern, but I’m ready.”
“Of course,” he nodded. He fastened one of the chains, then let out a long sigh. “I think I’m more nervous than you are. Nobody warned me about that.”
“I’m sure Hana feels the same way,” I assured him. “Besides, it’s not like much will change, right? We’ll still see you every day for dinner, and we’re only a few miles away otherwise.”
He tipped his head from side to side. “Yes, and no.” He fastened the final golden chain over my chest and tugged the cloak evenly to each side. “Marlia is my daughter. I’ve spent my entire life watching over her, doing everything I could to make sure she was happy and safe. I’ll continue to do that for as long as I live, which, Primes willing, is a while yet. But now…” he trailed off as he took a step back to observe me in full. “Now it’s your job. Officially. For the rest of your life.” The statement weighed on me as he paused. “Do you remember what you promised me the day you two left for Lybesa?”
I nodded. “I promised I would do everything I could to keep her safe and happy.” It was a promise I had meditated on consistently since Lia had agreed to marry me, and I felt oddly prepared for the question I knew was coming next.
“A lot has changed since you made that promise. Can you still keep it?”
“You’re right, Marten; a lot has changed since then. Lia has become one of the most skilled fighters I’ve ever met, and she wants to use that ability to help people. She’s happiest when she’s running towards danger now, and we both know there’s no way to stop her from doing what she wants.” I smiled at the thought, and Marten gave me a wry nod. “I would be lying if I promised she would always be safe. But I can promise you this: I’ll always do everything in my power to make her happy, and I’ll die before I see her come to harm.”
He watched me with hard eyes for a seemingly endless moment of silence. “Good,” he said eventually, giving me a wide grin. “Now, just make sure you tell her that, too. She’s the one you’ll be living with for the rest of your life, not me.” He laughed and elbowed me in the side, then nodded towards the door. “You’re as presentable as I can make you, I think. Let’s get you some breakfast and head into town.” He hurried past me and made his way into the hallway, quickly wiping his eyes once his face was hidden from my view.
I followed him to the dining room and found a plate already set out for me with an assortment of lightly frosted pastries. Marten poured me a glass of water as I took a seat and helped myself to a large asperberry pastry from the top of the pile. It was still warm as I took my first bite, and I closed my eyes to savor the rich, cinnamon-infused jam inside. “So,” Marten started from across the room, “with the wedding ceremony finally here, should Hana and I be expecting grandchildren soon?”
A shower of half-chewed pastry crumbs shot over the table as I choked on my breakfast. I banged a fist against the table as I expelled the last remnants of the pastry from my lungs, then took a hearty drink of water. “Come again?”
His eyes sparkled with mischief as he took a seat across from me and pawed at the pastry plate, grabbing the first one he could find. “Well, we were just thinking, with the ceremony being as rushed as it is, maybe that was the reason behind it.” He took a bite of his pastry and chewed it casually. “Should I assume that’s not the case?”
“No. I mean, yes, that’s not the case,” I sputtered.
“Ah, that’s too bad. Hana can’t stop talking about grandchildren nowadays, you see, so naturally, I’m curious.” Marten could see that I was flustered, and he doubled down on his sudden attack. “It’s not for lack of trying, I assume; just a matter of the timing not being quite right?”
My eyebrows shot up in surprise, and I cleared my throat to cover my audible gasp. “Uhm, kids aren’t, uh, something we’ve talked about. Yet. It’s, uh, it’s not a priority. Yet. Maybe ever. We… haven’t...talked about it yet.”
“Yes, you said that,” he grinned. He took another bite of his breakfast before using it as a pointer leveled in my direction. “Are you feeling alright, Lux? You’re sweating all of a sudden.”
I took another drink of water, draining the glass in a single gulp, and then stood up from the table and walked to the window. “Must be nerves. Guess I’m not as calm as I thought.”
“That must be it,” he agreed. He followed me to the window and clapped me hard on the back. “Some fresh air ought to do you good. We should be going soon, anyhow; you don’t want to be late to your own wedding, right?”
I nodded and followed along behind him silently, grinding my teeth at how easily he had flustered me. Luckily, the cloth covering of his wagon separated us as we took our respective places for the ride into Mayaan, and I had ample time to meditate in silence as we began the journey. My instinctual scan of the surrounding forest and countryside found nothing out of the ordinary, so I turned my attention to the city. Winding up and down the city streets within my mind, I checked in on all of the places I was familiar with to pass the time: Elise’s vacant estate, the Three Barrels headquarters, and the restaurant where Bella had served us.
One spot in particular remained a vacant hole within my mental map: the Unity chapel. My extended mana ran around the perimeter of the building, but I held it back from flooding inside and revealing its secrets. Instead, I withdrew the energy and relied solely upon my imagination to determine what waited behind the chapel walls. In the entire time I had known Lia, I had never seen her in anything more formal than a sundress, and I let my thoughts run wild as I tried to picture what she could look like in her wedding gown.
I felt a gentle breeze blow across my face, carrying with it the faint scent of raspberries. The aroma immediately called up a memory from deep within my subconscious, and I found myself suddenly transported to another place and time. I stood in the shadow of a familiar, solitary tree atop a grassy hill, overlooking a small white tent at its base. The sun had nearly set behind me, illuminating the scene with an otherworldly golden glow. I took a deep breath and pushed further into the memory, immersing myself entirely within the daydream.
“What do you think she’ll look like?” asked a soft, comforting voice to my left.
“I don’t know,” I answered, staring down at the tent, “but I can’t wait to find out.”
“Do you think it’ll be something like this?” the voice asked with a giggle. I turned and watched Amaya spin in a tight circle, sending the folds of her pristine white dress out into a beautiful, flowing fan.
I watched her with amusement for a moment, then shook my head. “No. I think it’ll be something different.”
Amaya sighed as she looped her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder, pushing both of the yellow rabbit ears atop her head into my face. “I think you’re right. Lia would wear something more...eye-catching.”
I laughed as the ears flopped away. “Yeah, you’re right. Based on the cloak I’m wearing, I bet it’ll have a bit more color, too.”
Amaya leaned back to admire the rainbow cloak cascading down my back. “That’s true. Maybe she’ll have a sash, like Hana had mentioned, or a—”
A bump in the road woke me from my daydreams, and I blinked away the fleeting remnants of the vision. I patted my gloved hand against my cheek to ensure I was truly awake. That was...something. The dreams of my past lives had been few and far between ever since we had arrived in Lybesa, and the sudden return had caught me off guard. That wasn’t a memory, though. It was a dream. A new dream. Although it had only been a few seconds, Amaya’s presence filled me with a warm resolve that tingled out into my fingertips. I hope you’re watching, Amaya. I hope you’re happy. Because I am.
The wagon ground to a halt, turned hard to the right, and stopped a second time a few moments later. “We’re here,” Marten called back from the driver’s bench. I followed the sound of his footsteps to the back flap of the wagon and climbed out behind him. He led me to the chapel’s side door, which opened into a small office space. The cloying scent of sacramental incense filled my nostrils and set my eyes watering, and I held my breath as we continued onwards into a narrow hallway on the opposite side of the room.
After a few more twists and turns that left me entirely lost in the maze-like passages of the chapel, we arrived at our final destination. The room was unadorned and nearly empty aside from a full-length mirror standing beside a tall wardrobe and a table with two wooden stools. Marten pulled out one of the seats and motioned for me to sit. “You wait here,” he said, returning to guide me by the shoulder to the table. “When the ceremony starts, someone will come to that door—” he gestured to a wooden door on the left side of the room, “—which leads directly to the altar.”
“Thanks,” I said with a slow nod. I folded my hands on the table in front of me and stared at them intently as my head swam. A low buzz had filtered into my thoughts when we entered the chapel, but I only started to truly notice it when the room fell silent and my thoughts began to wander. I wonder if Lia is in a room like this one. Waiting, just like me, a few dozen yards away. How many people are out there? It’s just Hana, Elise, Bella, Marten...no, Marten is here with me. It’s Hana, Bella, Marin...Elise, Marten...
A metallic thunk jarred the table and drew my attention. “Take this,” Marten chuckled, pressing a canteen into my hands. “I’m sure you’re thirsty.”
I smacked my mouth loudly and realized he was right. “Thanks,” I said again, lazily tugging at the cork.
“Do you want me to stay here with you until the ceremony starts?” The concern in his voice pulled me partway out of my stupor, and I looked up to find a wide, knowing smile spread across his face. “I don’t mind.”
“No, I’m fine,” I shook my head. “I’m sure you want to go see Lia before it starts, too, or find your seat with Hana.”
“Alright, then,” he said, patting me on the back. He gave me a final, lingering look, then made his way back to the door we had entered through.
“Marten, wait,” I called after him, lurching to my feet. I stuck my hand out towards him and noticed my fingers were trembling. “Thank you. For everything.”
He accepted the handshake with both hands, squeezing my fingers so tightly that it felt as though they might pop off in his calloused grip. “Of course,” he said softly. “Thank you, Lux.” He held me there for a long moment, then sniffed loudly and withdrew his hands. “I’d best be off to find my wife. I’m sure she’s worried we got lost at this point.”
I retook my seat as he left, and the fog over my mind immediately set in again. So now I just...wait, I guess, but for what? Is someone going to come get me? Or are they just going to knock? What if I don’t hear it? I turned to the wooden door across from me and narrowed my eyes, trying to force my fragmented attention on it to little effect. Who is even running the ceremony? Is there anybody here? Obviously Lia is here, and Marten. But who else?
A sluggish tendril of mana wound its way down my leg and crept across the wooden floor towards the chapel door. I won’t peek. I just need to see. As soon as the energy passed beneath the door, it encountered the amber glow of Lia’s mana. I withdrew in alarm, not having expected to find another presence nearby, but my brain pieced together the information soon after. When my mana returned to the door, Lia’s aura was gone, but I encountered it again a few feet further into the room.
Hi. Lia’s voice was unusually timid within my head, but it cut through the buzz and fog with ease.
Hi, I answered.
There was a long pause before she responded. Mother says it should be starting soon.
Marten said the same thing.
Another, shorter pause. I guess that means it’s starting soon.
Yeah, I agreed, I guess it does.
Are you nervous, Lux?
Not at all, I lied. You?
No, she replied, not at all.
That’s good. Music began to filter into the room through the door, and I felt my heart lurch into my throat. That means it’s starting soon, right?
I think so. I felt her presence begin to withdraw from the doorway, and her voice faded away with a soft laugh. I’ll see you soon.
A wide grin spread across my face as I sat alone in the small room. The distracting buzz had lifted from my mind during our brief conversation, replaced with a warm, tingling feeling of lightness throughout my entire body; I would have easily believed I was drunk if not for my overactive brain. How will I know when the ceremony starts? Is this really the band we chose? I don’t remember them having a flute player. Maybe Lia decided on—
A knock at the door immediately silenced my scattered thoughts and froze the breath in my lungs. Shakily, I took a final swig from Marten’s canteen before crossing to the door, cracking it just enough to peer out with one eye. An unfamiliar woman in the plain gray robes of a Unity priestess stood on the other side. “Lux?” she asked with a whisper. “It’s time.” I stared at her for a long moment before giving a delayed nod. She pushed the door open, and I followed her out into the main chapel.
It was a smaller room than I had expected; the altar I stood on was only twenty feet wide and half as deep, with just enough room for a single table covered in various sacramental objects and a tight line of stools behind it for the band. Below the altar, a dozen short benches lined each side of a plush red carpet that ran all the way to a set of double doors at the far end of the room. The entire chapel was built from rough-hewn emberwood, decorated with simple, monochromatic tapestries along the side walls. Our sole source of light came from a ten-foot-wide stained glass window centered above the altar. It was a pattern I had encountered multiple times in my travels with Lia: a small white circle surrounded by a ring of seven equally sized panes of colored glass. The window blazed with life under the early afternoon sun, painting the otherwise dull room with dancing rainbow patterns.
My question about who would be in attendance was succinctly answered as I scanned the room and found every bench but one empty. Marten had found his place on the outside edge of the closest bench on my left. Hana sat beside him, wearing a dress of pale gold handspun cotton. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight braid in the same style as Lia’s, highlighting the rounded gray ears atop her head that twitched in anticipation. Marin sat in the center of the bench in a similarly handspun cotton dress, patterned with thick purple and gold stripes. Elise and Bella filled out the rest of the seat, each dressed in their usual attire; to my surprise, Elise’s fashionable blue overcoat showed no signs of the bloodstains it had borne a week prior. As I looked over their faces, I found each of them staring back at me with comforting smiles; even Marin met my eyes and gave me an encouraging nod.
The only other people in the room were the chapel attendants: two priestesses, one at each side door, and a tall, elderly gentleman standing in front of the altar. The wizened old man had translucently pale skin, a bald head, and bushy gray eyebrows that shadowed his pale, milky eyes. He wore a floor-length red robe beneath a threadbare, rainbow-colored vest and held a small leather-bound tome in one hand. When I appeared from the side chamber, he extended a wrinkled hand and beckoned me forward. I swallowed hard and obeyed, taking the short journey step by careful step. When I arrived at his side, he gave me a long look up and down, followed by a small nod of approval.
I heard a faint click from the opposite side of the altar, and my head snapped to attention to watch the priestess push open the chamber door. My eyes found Lia standing in the doorway, and the rest of the chapel blinked out of existence around me as I stared in awe at the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. She was dressed in an off-shoulder gown with a white satin bodice and a high neckline. At her waist, the dress shifted from pure white into a prismatic array of beautifully dyed fabric, which seemed to blend and dance beneath the light of the stained glass window. It swirled down to the floor and trailed a few feet behind her as she slowly began to walk forward. Her face was obscured by a veil, but her hair swung down behind her in a braid adorned with white flowers.
I spent an eternity within my mind staring at every inch of her, burning every microscopic detail into my memory until I remembered each turn of fabric better than my own face. Beautiful. Gorgeous. Perfect. A breeze blew across my face as I watched her climb the hill to my place under the shady tree.
“Wow,” Amaya breathed, “she’s absolutely stunning.” I remained transfixed on Lia as she took another step forward, and I caught a flash of
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amber light as her eyes gleamed beneath the veil. “You’d better hold onto her, Elden. You’ll never find someone like her again.”
“I know,” I whispered, fighting back the tears of joy that threatened to blur my eyesight.
“Don’t forget the words,” she reminded me, tapping me lightly on the elbow.
“I won’t,” I answered.
Another eternity passed as Lia took another step. “Alright, Elden. It’s time to go.”
“No, not yet. I just want to look a little longer.”
“You have the rest of your life to look at her,” Amaya laughed. “As long as you treat her right, and keep her safe, and love her with everything you have.”
“Of course. Just like I loved you.” The tears rose again, this time bittersweet.
“And I you,” she replied. “Our time might be over, but your time with her is just beginning. I don’t want you to waste a single second of it thinking of me.”
I choked on a laugh. “Okay. I promise, I won’t.”
“Good.” I felt her lean in on my shoulder, and her voice lowered to a whisper directly against my ear. “Someday, when all your lives are done, you can come and find me. But not a second sooner.”
“I don’t know how long that will take.”
“I’ll wait,” she answered. “I’ll wait right here.”
I nodded. “Forever.”
Lia took her final step forward, and the chapel flickered back to life with perfect clarity. I reached out with shaking hands and raised the corners of her veil up over her head until I could see clearly into her eyes. “Hi,” I whispered sheepishly, my cheeks burning from the combination of my unceasing smile and the rush of hot blood. 
“Hi,” she replied in turn with a blush that rivaled mine.
The priest cleared his throat softly, and we both turned toward him. “Marlia. Lux,” he said to each of us in a high-pitched, whistling voice. “You have come before us today to engage in the Unification Ceremony. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” we answered in unison.
He looked past us to the single occupied bench on the chapel floor. “Welcomed guests. You have come before us today to witness the Unification Ceremony. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” they answered in chorus.
“Very good,” the priest said, bowing his head. “The two of you have chosen the Binding Rites. Is that correct?”
“Yes,” we answered again.
“Then let us begin.” He stashed his leather book somewhere in his voluminous sleeves and raised both hands. “Lux, your right hand. Marlia, your left.” We stepped forward and raised the appointed hands, locking our fingers together tightly. My hand trembled in Lia’s grip, but she beamed at me radiantly as we came together, calming the tremors. The old priest took our hands in both of his and raised them to chest level. “Ancient Primevals,” he began, his airy voice now full of passion and vigor, “we have assembled today to perform the Unification Ceremony. Please, hear the prayers of these two souls and bless their union.” He released our hands and stepped back to the altar, returning a moment later with a small wooden box. “You may begin.”
Lia and I locked eyes, and we began to speak in unison the words Marten had taught me. “Primevals above, we come before you as two souls and ask that we may be joined as one. As you once joined to create all life, we pray that you bless us with that same unification.” 
The priest opened the wooden box and withdrew a thin red ribbon as we spoke. “Bless us in Fire: That the flames of our souls are never quenched, and our united passion burns for all our life.” He wound the silk around our joined hands with quick movements, far more deftly than I would have believed possible for a man so old.
“Bless us in Ice: That we may persevere through the harsh colds of winter, and lend each other strength when times are hard. Bless us in Earth: That we may always have a place to call home, and shelter one another against the evils of the world. Bless us in Water: That we may never go without sustenance, and emerge from any storm stronger than before.” With each vow, the priest wrapped another silken ribbon around our hands, binding them more tightly together. I could feel the boundaries of my consciousness merging with Lia’s as we continued to speak, and our words grew more in sync with every line.
“Bless us in Wind: That our lives will always be filled with sounds of laughter and words of love. Bless us in Darkness: That we may never lose faith in one another, and always find our way to morning. Bless us in Light: That our days together are numerous and long beneath a merciful sun.” We paused and looked to the priest as he finished tying the golden ribbon around our hands, waiting for his benediction.
“Ancient Primevals, you have heard the prayers of these two souls!” he cried, raising his upturned hands above his head. “Bestow upon them your blessing, and let their souls become one for all their lives!”
“Ancient Primevals, bless us in Life: That the rest of our days may be spent together in one mind, one body, and one soul, until the day we return your blessings in death.” Our words echoed through the silent chapel as we stood together, bound hand to hand in marriage.
The priest removed the final, pure white ribbon from his box and laid it over our hands. “Marlia. Lux. You entered as two, but leave as one. From this day forth, you are bound as husband and wife. May the Primevals bless your lives.” He bowed his head and stepped away, the ceremony complete.
A loud cheer drew our attention to our bench of onlookers, who had all taken their feet in a standing ovation. Marten, Hana, and Elise all applauded, teary-eyed and smiling, while Marin continued to cheer noisily. I turned back to Lia and stared at her longingly, my entire body electrified with adrenaline and love. She giggled as she stared back at me, then lunged forward and kissed me. I wrapped my unbound arm around her and pulled her close, returning her passionate kiss to a louder round of cheers from the crowd.
I rested my forehead against hers as we broke apart, and a tear spilled down onto my cheek. “I love you,” I whispered, too choked up to manage anything louder.
“I love you, too,” she replied through fresh tears. “Forever.”
“Forever,” I nodded.
---
The rest of the day passed in a blur. We were whisked away to the restaurant where Bella worked and found our usual dining room had been converted to a banquet hall with live music, a long table covered in silver-cloched trays, and beautiful banners styled in the Unity church colors and patterns. Elise led us to a table at the head of the room where we were to sit, still bound hand-in-hand, as servers brought us the choicest portions of the night's meal. I was happy to see unfamiliar faces on our dining room attendants, leaving Bella free to enjoy the evening at Elise’s side.
The seven of us stuffed ourselves on an exquisite multi-course meal that lasted until long after the sun had set. We ate braised bihorn with spiced blue tubers, curried game bird over saffron rice, creamy shellfish soup, and a delightfully unique dish of crispy, hollow mushrooms, which our server happily explained were a delicacy only found in the northern emberwood forests of Lybesa. Wine flowed freely throughout the night, and our conversation grew louder and more joyful with each passing dish. After we finished our dessert of sponge cake with a raspberry reduction and vanilla mousse, Marten and Hana disappeared from the room, returning a moment later with a neatly wrapped gift box.
Working together to overcome our drunken, one-armed handicap, Lia and I opened the gift to reveal a small ivory box with a carving of the Unity sigil on the lid. While Lia became immediately teary-eyed at the sight of the object, Hana had to explain to me its significance: the box would store our ribbons from the Binding Ceremony, finally allowing us to disentangle our hands from one another. When our careful task was complete and the box was safely stored back in Marten’s wagon, the tables were cleared to make space for dancing.
I had never learned to dance over the course of any of my lives, but I was far too drunk on love and wine to care. The band shifted from soft background music to lively, upbeat dancing tunes, and Lia and I whirled around the room with reckless abandon, laughing all the while. When we were red-faced and panting at the end of the song, Marten split us apart to pair off with his daughter, and Hana snatched me away for a dance of our own. Although the room seemed to spin before my eyes, I continued to fully indulge in the revelry, pausing only to imbibe fresh wine delivered by our servers. Elise and I danced together next, drinking and twirling side to side as Lia danced with her mother. Marin gave me a respectful nod but made no move to partner with me, instead choosing to dance with Lia. Likewise, Bella refrained from dancing at all until the final song of the night when Elise led her by the hand to the floor, where the two shared a tender moment together.
It was well into the morning by the time we left the restaurant. Elise and Bella stayed behind to oversee the redecoration of the dining room, leaving the remaining five of us to pile into the back of a Three Barrels wagon to make the trip back to the Corells’. Lia’s parents, who had become my parents as well, fell asleep almost immediately, resting with their heads leaned together. Marin followed suit soon after, snoring loudly as her head tipped back against the cloth covering of the wagon. While I knew I was well and truly drunk, the lingering adrenaline from the day’s events kept me awake. Lia gently rested her head on my shoulder, likewise too wired to succumb to her exhaustion, and the two of us sat together peacefully as the wagon rattled its way across the moonlit countryside.
When the journey was complete, we helped to usher our sleep-deprived parents to their door and said a final, teary goodbye. The silence that fell over the forest clearing when their front door closed felt strange in my ears. I scratched the back of my head and looked down at Lia. “So…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say.
Lia nodded slowly as she stared off into the woods in the direction of our house. “So…” she echoed.
“I guess we just...go home now?” I asked, offering out my hand.
She shifted the ornamental ivory box from one hand to the other and accepted the gesture, winding her fingers between mine. She began to walk forward without a word, and I followed her towards the dark of the forest. I pulled her to a stop as we reached the treeline. “Hold on,” I said, stepping forward. With a quick flourish, I bent down and scooped her up into my arms in a bridal carry. She looked up at me with a surprised smile on her face as we settled into a comfortable position. “We wouldn’t want your dress to get dirty, right?” I laughed.
As I stepped into the forest, I channeled a healthy pulse of mana through my body to increase my strength and balance, ensuring I wouldn’t drop my precious cargo. Wind whipped over my flowing rainbow cloak as I leapt forward, lithely sprinting down our well-worn dirt path. Lia gasped in delight at the sudden movement and clung tighter to my neck. I felt her warmth begin to radiate through my chest, and I savored the sensation with a renewed sense of love. My wife, I thought with a smile as I watched her excited expression.
I came to a graceful stop as I burst into the clearing and set her lightly on her feet. “After you,” I said with an exaggerated bow. She gave me an equally deep bow in return, then ran off towards the house without warning. The skirt of her dress fluttered behind her as she ran, radiating a different range of beautiful colors under the silvery moon above. I chased her across the yard and hopped up into the house behind her. An unfamiliar scent lingered in my nose as I walked through the dining room, and I laughed as I came to the amusing realization that it was the scent of our own house: raw emberwood, rain, and a light note of mint, now foreign to me after so long away. 
Lia and I both sighed in relief as we kicked off our dress shoes. I loosened my ascot and unfastened the cloak from my neck while she waited patiently beside me. When I had folded the cloak on the dining table, she spun around and motioned to the middle of her back. “Could you untie me?” She pulled aside her braid as I approached, and I found a single knotted cord of fabric that ran back and forth across her back, holding the dress together tightly. I tugged on the low knot and heard a loud snap as the corset violently unstuck from her skin. She let out a loud groan of satisfaction as she slumped forward and rubbed her chest. “Ooooh, thank you. I didn’t realize until now how little I’ve been breathing today.”
We walked out to the living room, each of us massaging our respective sores. I paused in the entryway to roll out my shoulders and neck, which I had unconsciously tensed for the entire day. Lia walked ahead to the table in the center of our living room and set down our ribbon box. She ran her finger slowly across the lid, then turned and walked away to the back of the room. Without a word of explanation, she opened the door at the back wall and exited out onto the deck. Confused, I jogged across the room and left the house. 
I found her leaned comfortably against the railing, staring up at the large, luminous moon that sat just above the treeline. She cut an impressive figure in the moonlight, and I couldn’t help but smile as I walked up behind her. I leaned up against the railing at her side and stared at her face, waiting for her to speak. Eventually, she obliged. “It’s beautiful,” she said quietly.
“Yes, it is,” I answered, never taking my eyes off of her.
She chuckled softly at the compliment, then fell silent for a long time. Eventually, her eyes fell from the moon and stared off into the forest, and she let out a long sigh. “We have to go back to Kaldan.”
Her sudden change of demeanor caught me off guard. I wanted to protest the statement to lift her spirits, but we both knew she was right. “Yes,” I answered, staring into the forest alongside her.
“I think I’ve known it ever since I woke up after the fight, but it’s been easy to forget with all of…” she paused, motioning down to her dress, “...this. Maybe forget isn’t the right word; ignore is more accurate.” She leaned her chin forward against her hands. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you before. If we had left for Kaldan when you first suggested it, maybe—”
“No,” I cut her off. “You were right, back then. If we had gone to Kaldan like I wanted, we wouldn’t have been here to stop those beasts.” I shuffled nearer to her and put a hand on her arm. “And we wouldn’t be married.”
She smiled. “Okay. You’re right.” She stepped close to me and leaned her head against my shoulder. “Between Aunt Ellie’s letter and the attacks we’ve seen, it seems like things are getting worse everywhere, not just in Kaldan. I don’t think we can rely on Val to take care of it anymore.”
“It’s not exactly the honeymoon I was hoping for,” I said, shaking my head.
“That’s okay,” she chuckled. “I just want to be with you. Going on an adventure is an added bonus, if you ask me.”
I gave her hand a tight squeeze, and we stood together quietly in the cold night air. Her weight gradually grew heavier against my side, and her head began to bob. After a particularly forceful dip of her head, she let out a loud yawn. “I think it’s time for bed,” I laughed, bumping her with my hip.
She nodded sleepily but remained by the railing as I moved to go inside, anchoring my arm. “Lux,” she started, turning me back around. “Thank you...for asking me to marry you.”
Warmth blossomed in my chest, and I slipped my arms beneath hers and spun her around, kissing her deeply. “Thank you for marrying me,” I replied as I set her down.
“I’m gonna make it count,” she smiled, joining me as we made our way inside. “Every second we have, for the rest of our life.”
An expectant silence grew between us as we crossed the living room and ascended the stairs. Lia paused a few feet away from our bedroom door, nervously shuffling her feet as she stared intently at the doorknob. “Are you...tired, Lux?”
The exhaustion I had felt from our whirlwind day and night of drinking instantly vanished beneath the implication of her question. “No,” I answered immediately, “not even a little.” I took a single step forward and placed a hand on the doorknob. “You?”
I heard the soft rustling of fabric behind me and turned to find her struggling to slip out of her fitted dress. When it became apparent that the effort would require a second set of hands, she paused midway through her undressing and locked eyes with me. “No. Not at all.” Her cheeks flushed deep crimson as she shuffled towards me helplessly, exposed from the waist up.
My brain emptied of all thoughts beyond its most instinctual desires, and I rushed forward and pressed my lips against hers. I traced my thumb along the line of her jaw, down her neck, and across her collarbone while she pulled against the chains fastening my cloak. Her shoulders shuddered as my fingers danced across her bare skin. My cloak fell away a moment later, and she planted a hand in the center of my chest and shoved me backwards into the bedroom door, knocking our heads together.
I pulled away from our entanglement just long enough to unlatch the door and give her a lustful grin. “Let’s make it count.”
***




19. RETURN
“How does it fit? Too snug? Any pinching or scratching?” I stepped back and admired my work with a critical stare. “I know the epaulettes are a new addition; are they bothering you at all?”
Lia carefully rolled each of her shoulders, then shook her head. “No, I barely notice them.” She increased her range of motion with each test, eventually moving into a quick series of sword swings and acrobatic dodges. Apparently satisfied with her results, she sheathed her swords and brushed a small spec of dirt from her new armor. “I’ll miss the old cuirass, but this one is perfect. Thank you.” Her eyes scanned over the chestpiece, and a grin curled her lips. “Plus, it’s beautiful.”
I smiled. “There’s something to be said for your armor’s appearance. It might not add any physical benefits, but an imposing set of matched armor can give you an advantage on the morale side of things. I think the delay was well worth it.” With Lia’s original cuirass ruined after our encounter in the forest, I had taken it upon myself to replace it before we left for Kaldan, but the process was delayed multiple times. We spent the entirety of the first day after our wedding doing nothing at all; other than a few quick expeditions to the kitchen to find food, we remained snugly beneath the covers in bed, enjoying our first full day together as a married couple to its fullest extent.
I chose to delay the project another day in order for Elise to procure a green dye that matched the remaining pieces of Lia’s armor. When all of my materials were prepared, the work still progressed haltingly; I took frequent breaks to spend time with Lia, either sitting out on the deck or strolling through the woods. All in all, it had taken four days to finish what should have been a one-day project, but I was more than happy with the result. Her new cuirass was constructed from large, overlapping scales of dyed leather, each reinforced with thinly hammered sheets of steel. Similarly forged epaulettes covered her shoulders and upper chest, an addition I had felt was necessary after her injury.
Looking over her one final time, I sighed and nodded to myself. “Well, with that out of the way...I guess it’s finally time to leave,” I said, tossing my green-stained blacksmithing gloves onto my anvil. A wistful smile spread across my face as I stared past her at our house. “It was nice while it lasted.”
“It was,” she said, stepping forward, “but now we’ve got some work to do.” She nudged me with her elbow and grinned. “Besides, we’ll be back before you know it. Then you’ll have plenty of time to finish that Unity offering you were going to make for me. You’re not off the hook for that just because we’re already married, you know.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” I laughed, shrugging out of my apron. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten that you were going to make one for me, too.”
“Of course,” she giggled, joining me as we walked to the house. I changed from my smithing clothes into my armor, then spent the next few minutes hovering over our previously packed supplies for the journey to Kaldan, double- and triple-checking that all of the necessities were present. When it was clear I couldn’t delay any longer, I slung a pack over my shoulder, belted my sword to my hip, and donned my cloak. Lia waited patiently while I prepared, already dressed in her armor and confident in her packing.
“Alright,” I said with a slight groan as I exited the house behind her, “let’s go save Kaldan. Again.” She chuckled and took my hand, leading the way into the forest towards her parents’ house. We had said our goodbyes the previous night over dinner; while we avoided telling her parents the specifics of the danger we were heading towards, it felt wrong to lie about the nature of our trip, so we had settled on saying we had unspecified business in Kaldan that might keep us away for a few weeks. Hana and Marten were surprisingly accepting of the news and simply wished us safe travels and good luck with our work. Marin had agreed to check in on our house occasionally while we were gone, and in a later, private conversation, agreed to keep Elise, Marten, and Hana safe in the event that more monsters arrived in Mayaan.
When we arrived at the Corells’ house, I stayed at the edge of the clearing while Lia made her way to the front door. Marin appeared in the doorway before Lia had a chance to knock, and the two shared a quick embrace. They spoke for a few moments, gesturing out into the woods a few times before they both turned to stare in my direction. I immediately shrank beneath the weight of Marin’s eyes and looked away. Since our conversation the day before the wedding, I could hear the fear and disappointment in her voice echoing in my head whenever she looked at me, rekindling the shame that continually smoldered in my gut.
After another minute of conversation, the girls hugged again, and Marin returned to the house and closed the door. Lia skipped across the yard with a wide smile. “We’re all set,” she called out. My eyes lingered on the door behind her as I struggled to move past the rift I had created between Marin and me. The difficulty must have been written plainly on my face, because Lia placed a hand on my chest and patted it softly. “Time,” she reminded me.
“Right.” I closed my eyes and immersed myself in Lia’s aura, which I found ready to support me with an enveloping warmth. The feeling soothed the ragged edges of my psyche, and my eyes reopened a moment later filled with renewed determination. I clapped my hands together hard enough to sting my fingers through my leather gloves and looked out through the forest. “Let’s go.”
The beginning of our journey progressed quickly. After leaving the forest, we found the road leading towards the Mountain Gate entirely deserted, which allowed us to travel at enhanced speeds without drawing any undue attention. It was a strange feeling to reflect on how far we had come since our arrival in Lybesa only a few months prior; what felt like a casual jog in the moment was bordering on the top speed we could have sprinted back then, and my Detection scanned miles further in every direction with little effort. Although we were headed towards certain danger in Shadowmine, the prospect of meeting Virram’s forces again with our new skills excited me.
As we approached the site of our most recent battle, Lia skidded to a halt and held out her hand. “Something’s wrong,” she murmured, her brow deeply furrowed. “There’s a hole in my Detection, but it feels different. It’s not like the monsters from before.”
“It’s the black glass,” I answered.
“The what?”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Right.” After her recovery, she had asked sparing few questions about the events that transpired while she was unconscious, and I had avoided the topic entirely. “I’ll show you.” I led her off the road into the woods towards the void in our mental maps. It wasn’t long until the yawning crater appeared before us, glittering like black diamond beneath the afternoon sun.
Lia stared at the gleaming expanse with wide eyes. “What is it?”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “When I woke up, it was just...here. The fire must have created it somehow. Whatever it is, it completely blocks mana from passing over it.”
“That’s...strange.” She knelt down at the edge of the crater and tapped her finger against the glass. “I know this is probably an uncomfortable idea for you, but we should try to take some of this to study, right?”
“Yeah, you’re right.” I looked back towards the road behind us. “Everybody in Mayaan already knows it’s here. If this stuff is dangerous, we should find out sooner rather than later.” I crouched down beside her and gripped the protruding edge of glass at the rim of the crater. My initial instinct to simply invoke the Shatter rune to remove a small, measured section of glass predictably failed when my mana refused to move past the edge of my gloves, so I resorted to cracking off a chunk by force. The task took a surprising amount of effort, requiring me to flare my Strength enhancement before a jagged, fist-sized section broke off beneath my weight.
I turned the glass over in my hand and examined its strangely smooth faces. Despite its sinister origin, it was an oddly beautiful artifact that seemed to greedily drink in the sunlight around us. I wrinkled up my nose and hid it in a pouch on my belt, then looked back to Lia. “A mystery for after we’ve returned home.”
Lia gave me a reassuring smile, and we returned to the main road. The mountains that lined the Maw loomed over us to the east about an hour’s run away from our position, which meant we’d arrive in Kaldan just before sundown. According to Elise, both the Lybesian and Kaldanic sides of the border had reopened to foot traffic, but they remained closed to wagons due to the ongoing repair of the Mountain Gate. A small part of me had worried about meeting resistance on our initial crossing into Kaldan, but the feeling was quickly dismissed as the wall came into view through my Detection. Despite months of reconstruction efforts, the gate remained entirely dislodged and unusable, blocking all but the smallest footpath between its massive metal prongs.
We approached the Lybesian gate hand in hand, smiling to the attendants that watched the road. As opposed to the towering, military-style Mountain Gate, the checkpoint on the Lybesian side was a simple stone gatehouse manned by four guards, all dressed in matching red and white enameled plate armor and wielding long, double-bladed spears. The lone man watching the road from Mayaan pushed off from the wall he was leaning against as we approached. “Ho there, travelers,” he called out. “A bit late to be crossing into Kaldan, don’t you think?”
“Yes, that’s my fault,” Lia laughed, raising her hand. “We had planned to leave earlier, but I was late coming back from the Mayaan markets this morning.”
The guard planted the butt of his spear in the dirt beside him and leaned lazily against it. “You know what’s been going on across the bridge there, don’t you?” he asked, cocking his head to one side. Judging by the curious look of his brown eyes behind his half helm and the relaxed tone of his voice, he was more curious about our travel plans than concerned for our wellbeing.
“Well, I’ve heard some stories,” she replied, “but you know how people talk. If I believed every story I heard floating around town, I’d never leave the house!”
“I don’t know if I believe that,” he countered, grinning. “I haven’t seen anybody pass through here with armor as fine as yours for a long while now.” He leaned his head forward and squinted his eyes. “Where’d you get that, anyway? No smiths in Mayaan could make armor like that.”
“Oh, this old thing?” she chuckled, poking at her chest. “I’ve had this forever; I think it came from—” She cut off suddenly as we both winced in pain. A familiar burning sensation rippled at the edge of our Detection, far off across the bridge beyond the Mountain Gate. Two individual circles of darkness advanced on the wall, giving us just enough time to watch the men manning the battlements begin to panic before they disappeared within the disrupting auras. Lia and I immediately sprinted forward in unison, disappearing from our conversation with the guard before he had a chance to react.
I felt the barriers around my consciousness fade away, and Lia’s presence flooded in, filling the empty corners of my body and mind. While the sensation was nothing less than euphoric, fear blossomed in my chest as I remembered the end result of our last merging. Lia instantly quelled the feeling as she surrounded me with warmth. We’re stronger together, no matter what. Despite my trepidation, I pushed the dark memory away and refocused on the task at hand. Our senses sharpened beyond our individual limits as we fully embraced our deepened bond, and our minds emptied of any extraneous thoughts.
The enormous stone bridge spanning the length of the Maw passed us by in a flash. Any guards that would have spotted our approach had abandoned their posts to face the monstrous threat on the Kaldanic side of the wall, and we reached the Mountain Gate unharassed. Although we were entering a country in which we were wanted criminals, we spared no attention for the soldiers on the far side of the gate; the only foes that could pose us any harm were the scythed beasts that burned at the forefront of our linked consciousness.
We slipped through the footpath beneath the massive, ruined portcullis and found ourselves at the center of a chaotic battlefield. Knee-deep snow covered everything but a few maintained walkways that ran around the base of the wall, stained in multiple places with dark splotches of blood. The makeshift barriers which had once been used to repel our assault on the gate stood repurposed as a pair of stockades on either side of the main road. Each battered structure stood as the only defense between the groups of terrified soldiers and their monstrous assailants. Archers stood on multi-tiered wooden scaffolding above our heads and rained arrows down onto the skirmish. The world around us echoed with a cacophony of battlecries, clashing steel, and agonized screams as the two forces met.
All of the information combined into a distilled, crystalline image in our shared consciousness, and we executed a counterattack in perfect harmony. Lia charged ahead of me, leveraging her natural speed to pursue the more distant of the two beasts. She leapt into the air, drawing her swords as she soared over the snowbanks towards her target. The monster was engaged with a half-dozen soldiers, hunched back onto its hind legs as it slashed its bladed arms at the group with impunity. Lia’s jump placed her perfectly between the closest soldiers and the beast just in time to redirect the falling scythes. They skittered along her paired swords as she deflected them outwards, allowing her to step inside the monster’s guard. In a flash, her swords combined into a massive, double-bladed axe, which she hammered down onto the beast’s body with a devastating crunch. Its midsection burst open in a fountain of dark ichor which splattered against the shocked faces of the soldiers behind her.
While Lia carried out her attack, I dashed towards my own quarry. The closer of the two beasts had already slain most of the guards nearby and was closing on the remaining two that had turned to flee. It was bizarre to watch the scene from my accelerated viewpoint; while the monster skittering towards me appeared to move at a regular pace, the retreating men looked as though they were half-frozen in time, sluggishly pumping their arms to no avail. I saw the faintest hint of a reaction on their faces as I blazed by them, sprinting headlong towards the approaching beast. When I came within range, it predictably reared up on its haunches and readied its bloody scythes. A final burst of strength threw me forward into a slide along the ice, and I slipped beneath the falling blades, recalling my sword and cutting a quick arc to slice open the beast’s armored carapace. It managed to take a few staggering steps to turn and follow me before it toppled onto its side and quickly bled out.
As the beast died, my mana burst out in a fresh wave of Detection and found the surrounding fields empty of additional monsters. The information was comforting, but it wasn’t what gave me pause; I remained frozen in place with a deathgrip on my weapon as I waited for the dark presence to arrive again. After a painfully long second of hesitation, I breathed a sigh of relief when the world remained still, then joined Lia on the main road where she stood monitoring the remaining soldiers. Most of them stared in total awe from across the snowy fields, making no effort to hide their slack-jawed expressions of shock and confusion.
A trio of slightly more composed guards approached us with white-knuckled grips on their belted swords. They each wore fur-lined leather over chainmail and displayed the crescent moon of Yoria on their chests, but the gear was worn down and poorly maintained compared to what I had grown used to seeing on Virram’s men. “You’re...them, aren’t you?” the lead man asked in a thin, wavering voice.
I furrowed my brow at the strange question. “We’re who?”
The sound of my voice made him jump. “The ones from the attack on the throne,” he answered nervously. “The ones who...well, from the…” he trailed off, looking back at the ruined gate. He scanned the faces of his companions, looking for some sort of moral support, but they both stared unfalteringly into the dirt at our feet. He swallowed hard before he continued, his voice barely higher than a whisper. “The Umbral Flames.”
Anger flared in my chest at the name, but Lia calmed me through our mental link and responded before I could. “We saved you. That should tell you who we are,” she said calmly.
He nodded, seemingly heartened by her response. “We knew you were coming. Ever since we saw the fire—well, we didn’t see it, but Roberts saw it, and he got the rest of the Fourth up, and they saw it, and they told us about it when we came for night watch, saying that the fire was a sign that you would be back, and we needed to report it to King—” He clapped a hand over his mouth to interrupt his own babbling. “Sorry,” he whispered through his fingers.
“So, Virram already knows we’re coming?” I asked, annoyed. “I guess I don’t know what I expected; he would’ve heard about us coming through the Mountain Gate one way or another.” 
The guard took a sudden step back and began to visibly shake. “Are you going to...to kill us?”
I raised an eyebrow at him and his silent companions. “That depends: Are you going to try to kill us?”
“No!” shouted the head guard. With slow, deliberate movements, he unfastened his sword belt and threw it into the snow. He hesitated for a moment, then snapped his head to one side to stare at his allies. “Do it,” he whispered.
The man on his right leaned forward and cupped a hand over his mouth to whisper in the lead man’s ear. The gesture made little difference; the Enhanced Senses from my shared bond with Lia were powerful enough to let us hear the man’s heartbeat, and his whispers were like shouts aimed directly into my own ear. “If Roberts finds out we let the Umbral Flames through without trying to stop them, he’ll send us north to the—”
“Just do it,” the first man begged. The two trailing guards shared a pained look before relenting to his wishes, and we soon had the trio’s weapons at our feet. “We’ve been under strict orders to kill you two on sight ever since the Gate fell,” the lead guard admitted, speaking directly to Lia. “But we’ve all heard the stories. You killed the Strength and the Sword, forced the Shield to betray the King, killed Savitz, and dismantled the Third all by yourselves. What are we supposed to do against people like that?”
Val did what? Lia and I were both taken aback by the claim. Our collective memories of Val flashed before us in rapid succession, from our first meeting in the throne room to our last encounter in the Lybesian forest. She wouldn’t betray Virram. Not for us. She already made that choice.
The talkative guard glanced at the nearby carcass of the beast Lia had slain. “I’d be dead if you hadn’t shown up,” he said, looking cautiously in my direction. “All of us would be, eventually. This is the fourth attack this month, and there were two of them this time. We lose a half-dozen men every time one of those Primes-damned things shows up.” He looked between the two of us and straightened his posture. “You killed them without a second thought. If you’re here to hunt Serathids, I’m not going to stop you. Even if you aren’t, you might kill a few while you’re here, and that’s enough reason for me to let you go.”
We noted the peculiar name he gave the beasts, but our curiosity was directed elsewhere. “We’re here to stop them,” I answered. “Is it true they’re coming from Shadowmine?”
His face lit up at my reply. “Yes! They just keep coming out of the mine, and nobody knows why. King Yorrell sent multiple scouting parties to find the source, but they all disappeared when they got near the mine, so he pulled all of our forces back to the capital and locked down the city.” A momentary scowl darkened his face, but he quickly wiped it away. “We’re running out of support here at the Gate. Most places already have. The only safe cities in Kaldan are Atsal and Yoria at this point.”
The unsurprising news of Virram’s abandonment of his people further fueled the resentment I held in my core, now freshly stoked after months of relative peace. “What about the King’s Shield? What did you mean when you said we forced her to betray the King?” Lia asked, taking a small step forward to lean her shoulder against mine.
The guard’s lips pursed as he looked into the snow. “Oh, I said that?” he murmured. After a long pause, he sighed, and his breath steamed in the winter air. “It’s just...stories, and conflicting official reports, and I’m sure it isn’t true, so don’t take it the wrong way because I don’t actually believe—”
“Tell us,” she interrupted him, not impolitely.
He looked between the two of us again, swallowed hard, and then continued. “Official reports state that the King’s Shield betrayed King Yorrell during the assassination attempt and allowed the two of you to leave in order to save her own life. When she was tried for her treason, she fled the capital in disgrace, stealing the Prime’s Shield in the process.” He gave a small shake of his head. “She’s considered an enemy of Kaldan, equal to the two of you.”
“None of that is true,” I snapped. “She was willing to give up her own life to defend your fucking King. She didn’t betray him; he
betrayed her and this entire damned country.” My anger sent one of the soldiers running back towards the Gate, and the other two recoiled from the outburst.
Enough, Lux, Lia scolded me. These men are trying to help us. They aren’t Virram.
I clenched my jaw until I thought my teeth would shatter and closed my eyes, breathing out heavily through my nose. I know. I know, I repeated in my head, angry at both myself and the Kaldanic king. We’ve been here for three minutes, and I’m already—
“I believe you,” the head guard spoke up in a timid voice. “We’ve heard rumors that the Shield has been building an army to rout Shadowmine and stop the Serathids at their source. If I had to choose...I’d rather believe that.”
Regret for my outburst immediately turned my stomach as the man spoke. The feeling echoed through our shared consciousness, and I felt a flood of reassuring warmth surround me as Lia took control of the conversation. “What’s your name?” she asked the lead guard.
“Allen.”
“Allen,” she echoed gently, “thank you for your help.”
“My help?” he asked, confused. “You saved us.”
“And, despite your orders, you didn’t attack us. I’d say that makes us even.” She gave him a friendly smile. “Now, we should really be going. There’s a lot of ground to cover between here and Shadowmine.”
He blinked at us for a long moment in silence. “Right,” he said eventually. “Uhm...good luck.”
She bowed graciously. “Primes watch over you.”
“Oh, uhm, and you, together,” he replied, bowing his head in turn.
I lingered as Lia turned to go. Allen and I locked eyes, and he stiffened as I held his gaze. “Don’t die,” I said eventually, giving him a small nod before turning to follow along behind Lia.
“You...too?” he called out after me as we left. Through my Detection, I watched as he walked back to the wall with his remaining companion, passed through the gatehouse to a small barracks room, and immediately collapsed onto a cot, where he remained until he and the Mountain Gate disappeared from view. 
The sun had already begun to set by the time we left the wall, and we soon found ourselves walking under an overcast, moonless sky. Despite the snow, our path forward was easy to follow in the form of a well-plowed road that led east towards Atsal, where it would branch off to the north and south a few dozen miles away from the city.
Remaining in our merged consciousness as we traveled was a strange experience. Although it was the third time we had entered the unified state, we were still clueless as to what had initially caused the bonding of our minds in the Midlands or why it had continued to happen every time we were in danger since. When our combat enhancements were in full effect, we acted in perfect unison without hesitation, but we found ourselves feeling odd moments of confusion when the effects wore off. The shared sensation of our bodies caused us to stumble over our own feet, and seeing flashes of the other person’s vision was disorienting. Even though we could communicate solely through emotion and mental images, we often found ourselves speaking through sheer force of habit.
We continued to travel through the night after we passed the split in the road, walking along the northern path until we reached another fork that circled a long, narrow forest. Without any shelter in sight, we pushed into the trees until the towering ivory spires of Atsal were out of sight behind us, then stopped to assemble our makeshift camp. The tree cover had limited the depth of the snow within the forest, so it was easy enough to brush out a space to lay down our bedrolls and make a small fire.
Lia shivered as she warmed her hands over the flame and huddled closer to my side, mostly hidden beneath my voluminous cloak. “I guess I forgot it was winter,” she chuckled through chattering teeth. “Should’ve dressed warmer.”
“We’ll have to focus on figuring out how this cloak works when we get home,” I replied, holding her tightly. “Then you won’t be forced to share mine all the time.”
“Oh, I don’t mind,” she said, leaning her head against my shoulder. “As long as you don’t.” I shook my head in response, then leaned it against hers and closed my eyes, appreciating her physical closeness alongside our mental bond. It helped to ease a bit of the tightness in my chest that had been growing ever since arriving at the Mountain Gate, though the feeling never fully dissipated. 
“What’s wrong?” Lia asked, nudging me with her knee.
“Nothing,” I lied, nudging her back. “I’m fine. Just a bit tired.”
I’m in your head, her voice echoed between my ears. She tugged on my tightly-wound anxiety, then waited expectantly. What’s wrong?
I...don’t know. It was an uncomfortable admission to make, especially with her fully tapped into my emotions. I feel off, and I don’t know why. After how well everything was going in Lybesa, I’m slipping right back to the way I was before.
Let me help you.
I don’t want you to carry my burdens for me. I’ll be f—
She turned to me and took my right hand tightly in hers. “One mind, one body, and one soul,” she said quietly. The words immediately whisked me back to the chapel in Mayaan, and I felt the ribbons binding our hands once more. “Your burdens are mine, too, now.”
The memory brought a smile to my face, despite my concern. “Okay,” I said with a sigh. Looking inward, I focused on the uncomfortable knots in my gut. I had to physically resist the urge to flinch and push the feelings down as I had learned to do during my decades in Hedaat, and I quickly felt overwhelmed by the tide of anger and fear I found locked within my psyche. Lia, I can’t...I need to— I felt a small spike of mana activate as our combined thoughts accelerated, and the tightly packed core burst open in a rush of emotions and mental images.
Virram’s face, sneering at us from his massive throne. The Strategist’s confident smirk as he explained his plot with the King. The broken, empty look of Val’s eyes as she pleaded for her liege’s life. Marin shrieking in pain in my arms as blood poured out from around the crossbow bolt in her chest. Roiling hatred.
The inability to pull away from my mental bond with Lia, and the incapacitating emptiness it left in its wake when it finally ended. Burning, disassembling pain from the void between worlds, creeping out from my body into hers. Layne’s mangled body, bloody and lifeless. Empty, unseeing amber eyes that stared up into the sky as their life faded away. Overwhelming fear.
My delight as I tore through the soldiers in the Attetsian plaza. My sword held against my own throat as I cursed Val in the forest. Marin’s fear as she looked into my eyes and saw my darkness. Black, jagged scars that ran down from my fingers to Lia’s chest, corrupting her perfect, innocent flesh. Burning shame.
The sound of Amaya’s laugh. Alda’s cautious smiles. The warmth of Amaya’s skin against mine. Kel’s defiant grin as she threw me to the ground. Jaren’s gentle wisdom. The endless ringing of Rastor’s hammer in his forge. Jarut’s patient instructions. The large, shady tree atop a low hill, where I said my first vows. Amaya 's soft lips. Unending longing.
I teetered backwards as a violent shudder ran up my spine, and Lia and I both gasped violently as the influx of information surged through us. I lost track of my body for a brief moment, confused as to which inputs came from Lia’s body and which came from my own. “Are we...are you okay, Lia?” I asked, clutching at my chest. A strange feeling pulsed through me, but I couldn’t identify it as I reeled from the overwhelming burst of emotion.
“I’m okay,” she answered in a shaking voice. My stomach dropped as she turned her face up to look at me and revealed her tear-stained cheeks.
“Oh, no, Lia,” I said, holding a hand to her face, “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“No,” she said firmly, shaking me off, “really, I’m fine. It’s not me, it’s...you. I’m in your head, so all those emotions you had locked up in there are just...processing. Like they were mine.”
“I’m sorry, I—”
She put a finger up to my lips. Don’t apologize. Just...feel this. With me. Another pulse of energy echoed through me, and I began to puzzle out its source: Lia. As soon as the memories had resurfaced, part of my consciousness had recoiled in an attempt to hide from the pain, but Lia was pulling me back. 
I don’t know if I can.
We can do it. Together. With one final tug, she forced my dissociated mind back together and brought me face to face with my repressed pain.
You will never see Amaya again.
I felt an immediate leap in my heart rate as my chest battled to breathe.
Alda is dead, because of you.
Images flashed behind my eyes at a rapidly growing pace, and I gripped desperately at Lia’s arm to find an anchor against the maelstrom.
Your darkness will corrupt Lia, like it corrupted you.
I clawed at the side of my head to silence the thoughts, but the onslaught continued.
Virram brought you here. He needs to SUFFER.
“No,” I wheezed, fighting to stay conscious as every instinct in my core opposed me.
You will lose everything and everyone you love. Again, and again, and—
You won’t lose me. The statement didn’t come from Lia’s voice in my head, but a feeling that resonated through every inch of my body. I promise, you won’t lose me.
The assault on my senses slowly faded as she released our mental enhancements, and the world around me reappeared. Our fire had burned low and brought a chill to our tiny campsite, which nipped at my face despite my drawn hood. I slumped forward and was kept upright only by the grace of Lia’s supporting shoulder against my chest. “Are you alright?” she asked gently.
I gave her a weak nod, too mentally exhausted to manage speaking. “I know it was easy not to think about it while we were in Lybesa, but you still have so much pain locked away up here,” she said, tapping my forehead, “and being back in Kaldan is just making it worse. You can’t keep it all bottled up inside you anymore.”
The thought of doing anything aside from sleeping was too much for me to bear. “You’re right,” I groaned. “Of course you’re right.” I propped myself up into a more comfortable position and leaned my forehead against her shoulder. “I wish you weren’t.”
“I know,” she laughed softly, “but I’ll be here to help you, whenever you need it, forever. I promise.”
I closed my eyes as my physical and mental exhaustion overcame me. “I love you,” I murmured sleepily, and unconsciousness overtook me before I heard her reply.
---
I awoke the next morning still propped up against Lia’s shoulder feeling more refreshed than I had in months. Our deepened bond remained perfectly intact, allowing me to express to her my renewed resolve without the need for imprecise words. My feelings radiated through our shared consciousness as we ate a quick breakfast and packed up our camp: thankfulness, relief, and determination to finish the task set before us. When our morning routines were complete, we trekked back to the road and resumed our journey north.
The path ahead of us was less of a road and more of a depression in the otherwise deep and all-encompassing snow. While it was clear that the roads had been maintained at some point during the winter, recent snowfall had accumulated undisturbed with no sign of tracks from plow horses or foot traffic. Our journey was far more tiring than the day before as we pushed through the knee-deep snow, but we still made more progress than we ever could have by carriage or horseback. Lia’s general knowledge of Kaldan told us that we would find the town of Yenn on the far side of the forest, after which the road would branch off to the east and lead us directly to Shadowmine.
When the first buildings of Yenn came into view of our Detection, it became clear why traffic along the road had stopped. Most of the houses sat completely empty, carefully and neatly stripped of every valuable and scrap of food inside. Judging by the level of snow piled against the front doors of the houses and shops, the entire town had evacuated at roughly the same time. However, as our vision approached the town center, we found small ruts in the snow that led out from an abandoned general store out towards Yenn’s periphery.
The scene at the end of the ruts revealed the full story of the town’s abandonment. A separate set of monstrous, clawed tracks joined the footpaths on the way to a group of three isolated houses, all of which were missing the entirety of their front walls. Snowdrifts mingled with the wooden wreckage inside entryways and living rooms that were still otherwise furnished for daily life. Streaks of frozen blood painted the interior of the houses, marking where the stubborn stragglers had fallen, though their bodies were nowhere to be found. Beyond the houses, the beast’s tracks carried on alone to the north across the open, snowy countryside.
Lia and I broke off from our eastward journey without hesitation and followed the tracks north. A more focused sweep with Detection found the telltale aura of a single monster lingering in the fields a few miles away from Yenn. We slowed our pace as we entered the suffocating aura and began to sweep the area, but our search didn’t last long; the sound of crunching snow echoed clearly over the white expanse as the beast charged us, clearly ready to make a meal of the travelers that had entered its domain. We calmly drew our weapons and spread a few yards apart as we waited for our foe to reach us.
The monster exploded out from a nearby snowdrift with its scythes raised, aiming to skewer Lia through the chest. She leapt back and dodged the predictable blow with ease while I sprinted ahead and circled the beast. My sword was already in motion when the beast leaned forward onto its scythes and kicked out in my direction with both taloned feet, and I severed the incoming limbs at the knee joint. Without their support, the beast’s chitinous midsection collapsed into the snow, where Lia was already waiting to pin it to the ground with her fused greatsword. The monster struggled feebly against the onyx blade before falling still, and the field repressing our mana dissipated. Our newly expanded Detection found a roughly hewn crater in the center of the field that had served as the monster’s den, and the pile of bones within it solved the mystery of the missing villagers.
We returned to Yenn and followed the road that branched off to the east, having only spent a few minutes on our impromptu hunt. All signs of the path disappeared soon after we left town, and it was only by the grace of our Detection that we could continue along in the right direction. Apart from the absence of the road, our traveling conditions were beautiful, with clear blue skies and radiant sunshine that sparkled in the pristine snow while keeping us comfortably warm. The clear conditions also helped to illuminate the end goal of our journey: two gigantic snow-capped mountains standing side by side in the far distance. Somewhere in the shadows of the twin peaks laid the entrance to Shadowmine, and hopefully, a final end to the invading beasts.
Over the course of our day of travel, we encountered three more abandoned towns along the road. Whereas Yenn had seemingly been given plenty of time to evacuate, the towns closer to Shadowmine had not been as lucky; each painted a sadder picture than the last, with half-packed homes and scenes of bloody destruction in a majority of the structures. Alongside the ruined homesteads, we also found the monsters that had caused the ruination. They had all created nests only a few miles away from the towns, hidden amongst thickets of trees or natural rock outcroppings, most likely in an effort to monitor their hunting grounds for more prey. Each was handily dispatched with the same simple gambit, and our confidence against them increased along with our knowledge of their tactics.
We stopped to make camp an hour after sunset when the night air became too cold for Lia to comfortably continue traveling. Without any nearby structures to provide us with shelter, we created a campsite on the main road itself; I suffused the path ahead of us in a wide circle and invoked the Fire rune within my ring, creating an intense burst of crimson flame that instantly sublimated the snow and created a patch of warm, dry dirt. Lia quickly buried herself within the folds of my cloak, sending a shiver up my spine as her cold body pressed against mine.
“What do you think we’ll find tomorrow?” she asked, nodding her head towards the looming pair of mountains that blocked the sky ahead of us.
I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’d like to think it’s some sort of nest that we can destroy and put an end to this once and for all, but I get the feeling there’s more to it than that.” I stared off into the darkness, trying to gauge how far Shadowmine was from our camp. “Maybe I can get an idea of it from here. I’m sure most of the mine will be blocked by that damn static, but I might be able to get a rough count of how many we’ll be facing.”
Lia hummed in thought. “You’ll probably have to wait until we leave tomorrow for that. We’re still a good forty miles from the mountains at this point.”
“Oh?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you think that’s a problem?”
She let out a sharp laugh. “There’s no way you can reach that far.”
“You doubt my abilities?” I asked with mock offense.
“I do,” she grinned. “But please, by all means, prove me wrong.”
“Maybe I will,” I replied as I settled into a more comfortable meditative stance. My deep reserves of mana activated as I took a centering breath and began the ritual of circulating the energy through my body. After another moment of meditation, the energy streaked out across the ground like neon lightning, racing along the road we would travel at daybreak. I felt a sweet ache in my mind as the mana sped away, similar to the relief of stretching a well-worked muscle. The stream of energy was so narrow that it hardly relayed any information as it traveled, allowing me to push the mana farther without worrying about accelerating my mind to keep up. Lia watched with quiet amusement as mile after mile passed without any sign of the mana slowing down.
A strange series of indentations in the road suddenly flashed through my mind, and I halted my advance to expand a small Detection radius at the end of my extended mana. Wagon ruts. Footprints. Fire pits. The playful nature of my experiment faded away as I made a more concerted effort to study the area. There’s a lot of them. A map of neon lights continued to expand within my head as the seconds passed in total silence, revealing a mess of overlapping wagon tracks and dense patches of footprints. A LOT of them. 
The first foreign mana signal appeared at the edge of my Detection after another minute of slow expansion. The faint red light belonged to a young man dressed in chainmail and unadorned leather armor. He stood in the center of the road, staring straight ahead with his hand placed calmly on the hilt of a shortsword belted on his hip. More lights appeared as I pushed ahead, all similarly dim and undeveloped within the men and women who gathered on the road. None of their various outfits matched one another; some wore military-grade steel armor, while others stood completely unarmored, opting instead for heavy winter coats. The only unifying detail of the crowd was the direction they faced: straight forward, training their eyes on a shared target.
I felt sweat drip down my forehead as the strain of my Detection began to wear on me, but my curiosity pushed me onward. The crowd appeared to number easily in the hundreds, but I ignored as much information about them as possible in an effort to gain more ground in the direction of their attention. After a small gap of unoccupied dirt, a raised wooden platform stood before them, currently holding only a pair of flickering braziers. They’re waiting for someone. Somewhere within our shared consciousness, Lia and I already knew who it was, but neither of us acknowledged the answer.
I found a large cloth tent erected behind the platform at the edge of the plowed clearing. Two men stood watch at the door, each armored in the all-too-recognizable armor of Virram’s guard. As we watched, one of the men turned and pushed through the tent flap, and I struggled to push my mana ahead to follow him. He stopped at a waist-high table and said a few silent words to the tent’s owner, then turned and left. I waited, frozen in anticipation, until a familiar figure entered my Detection and sent a sickening rush through my stomach.
Val.
The King’s Shield was dressed in her usual scale armor, though it was significantly more battered and stained than when we had last seen it. The namesake shield strapped to her arm was as flawless as the first day I had laid eyes on it, but the mana stored within it was shockingly dim. Val stood at the tent flap, staring straight into the fabric with her hard, inscrutable eyes. She took a deep breath, then stepped forward and exited the tent.
“Damnit Val, don’t do it,” I cursed, struggling to my feet. Lia and I were already sprinting through the snow as we watched Val make her way towards the raised platform.
I felt a small pulse of reassurance through our mental link. We’ll make it in time.
I measured the distance to our destination over and over as we ran, hoping for a different conclusion with each repeated attempt. Val paused at the edge of the platform and looked out over the sea of faces watching her, then stepped up and raised her shield in a silencing gesture. No, I thought bitterly, we won’t.
***




20. PERSPECTIVE
I scratched at an odd prickling sensation at the base of my skull and took a deep breath. My strength is their strength. My resolve is their resolve. What I give to them now must carry them through the night to come. Do not falter. I looked over the faces of the men and women assembled before me and knew that many of them would never see the light of day again. On my orders, they will die. By what right do I send them to their deaths?
I took the final step onto the podium and raised my right arm above my head. Dancing lights flitted across the assembled onlookers as the sputtering braziers reflected off of my upraised shield. My symbol. My namesake. My authority. While the perfectly polished outer surface of the shield faced the crowd, I stared at the intricate system of gears and levers attached to my hand. My failure. My shame. The intrusive thoughts began to prickle at the edge of my mind, and I shook away the feeling as I lowered my arm. No. My strength is their strength now.
“Men and women of Kaldan,” I shouted, projecting my voice to the very back of the assembly with a practiced power. “I stand before you tonight in awe of your bravery. You have answered the call to action with strength, courage, and selfless conviction. You have assembled to stem the tide of darkness encroaching on our lands, though this was never your duty. Those who pledged to keep this country safe from all evils have forsaken their oaths. You have taken their places; not by obligation, but by choice. By witness of the Primes, I swear that each and every one of you is more honorable than any knight I have ever met.”
The crowd rippled as the armored men and women nodded their heads in agreement. “You know what awaits us within Shadowmine. You have seen them with your own eyes; many of you have lost friends, neighbors, and loved ones to the unholy beasts known as Serathids.” A low murmur rumbled through the crowd as the shared pain of Kaldan echoed in each of their chests. “But you also know this: Serathids can be killed. You have seen this with your own eyes as well.” Enthusiastic shouts of “Holy Shield!” and “Commander Sesaude!” called back at me. 
During the hard march north from Yoria, we had encountered a solitary Serathid only a day’s journey out from the capital. The majority of the volunteer army was made up of refugees from the northern towns of Kaldan, where the beasts had wandered unopposed for weeks. Fearing that any losses would permanently discourage the newly assembled force, I had faced it alone, taking only a minor wound to my left forearm for the effort. The boost in morale at seeing the Serathid fall was so powerful that we reached the mine an entire day ahead of schedule, despite the terrible traveling conditions on the unkempt roads.
I raised my shield above my head again, and the crowd gradually grew quiet once more. “I cannot say for certain what we will face within the mine. Only the dead hold those secrets. But, prepared or not, our objective remains the same: Eliminate the Serathid threat, or, if the enemy force proves too powerful, collapse Shadowmine permanently.” The contingency plan was not one I relished. The vast majority of Kaldan’s usable ores and gemstones came from the single network of mines beneath the twin mountains, so sealing it would devastate the country for years to come. I will pay any cost to save this country. I owe them that, at least.
“If we are to succeed tonight, I will need the help of each and every one of you. Men and women of Kaldan, can I put my faith in you to carry us through the night?” A loud chorus of shouts answered me. “Will you shield me, as I have shielded you?” Another round of cheers echoed through the night, louder and more synchronous than the first. “Will you enter history with me tonight as the bravest army ever assembled?” The passionate roar that filled my ears strengthened my resolve and convinced me, just for a moment, that our plan would succeed.
“Ready your gear. Collect your thoughts. Make your peace, and ask your blessings from the Primes.” I looked over the assembled faces one final time. “Join me at the entrance when you are ready, and we will cleanse this evil from the world once and for all.” I snapped to attention and banged my shield against the wooden platform beneath my feet. “Dismissed!”
The assembly burst into action as the men and women prepared for our imminent assault. Some formed teams to lift short segments of spiked barricades, which they carried towards the small, unassuming cave entrance at the base of the mountain beside us. Many dashed to various tents or supply crates to gather one final piece of equipment or to sharpen their weapons one final time. Others knelt down in the snow to offer silent prayers to the Primes and beg for protection.
You should not be here. I watched them from my place of elevation with a growing feeling of sadness in my heart. This is not your fight, and yet, you are here. Had I not been so blind, perhaps I could have prevented this entirely. I could have seen Virram’s scheming with his Council and put an end to it. And yet...I did not. My eyes turned from the camp before me towards the darkness to the west. Had I not been so blind, they would be here beside me. We could have finished this without spilling any more of Kaldan’s blood. Just the three of us.
A loud bang pulled me out of my introspection as two men carrying supply crates collided with one another. The time for regret has passed. Only action remains. I hopped down from the makeshift stage and followed the line of torches that led to the mine entrance. For the main thoroughfare of the most active mine in Kaldan, it was an unassuming thing: a roughhewn wooden frame that supported a tunnel only ten feet in diameter, with a parallel set of iron tracks leading into the darkness. Though it was no different from the darkness of the night around me, I felt a chill sense of foreboding emanating from the inky blackness of the mine.
I scratched again at the back of my neck as the bizarre prickling feeling continued to grow in strength. Do not let your nerves distract you, I thought to myself as I took in a measured breath. I will lead this army to success, or to failure. Their lives rest on my shoulders. Kaldan rests on my shoulders. The idea pressed down on me with a tangible weight, but at least it took my mind off the buzzing at the base of my skull. It ends tonight, one way or another.
“Commander,” a gruff voice called out from behind me. I turned to find an old man in mismatched plate and scale armor standing in a stiff salute. His thick white beard ballooned out from beneath a heavy half helm, covering the worn family crest on his cuirass. “Your support division is ready.”
“Thank you, Gerard,” I nodded, scanning past him to his assembled crew. A small group of soldiers stood around a hefty pile of supplies near the mine entrance. Spiked barricades, oil urns, and heavily reinforced lanterns made up a vast majority of the collected support materials, all packed on pallets and crates strung on improvised slings. “Gather the remainder of my captains and bring them here when they are ready.”
“No need!” a sprightly voice cried. “We are already here and ready to serve, Commander.” The voice belonged to a young man with a sharp, chiseled face, sparkling yellow eyes, and fiery orange hair that fell down past his shoulders. Bryce was no older than twenty, and despite never having participated in anything more than friendly sparring matches, his passion for combat was unmatched. His enthusiasm had brought him forward to volunteer as head of the vanguard for the Shadowmine operation, and although I had my misgivings, his charisma and ability to inspire other men were too invaluable to pass up. “Your vanguard is ready to receive orders.”
“Mining company ready to serve, ma’am, as is the defensive infantry,” said Rex, the former owner of a small mining outfit near the maw and the current leader of the mining division for our assault. He clapped a hand on the shoulder of a tall, spindly girl who stood beside him in heavily padded chainmail. His daughter, Challa, was a fresh-faced recruit to the city guard in Yoria, but she had abandoned her newly appointed post to join in our reclamation efforts.
“Ready to serve, ma’am,” she echoed her father, stamping her tower shield against the ground. A moment later, the noise repeated a dozen times over as her following of defensive infantrymen mimicked the gesture.
I eyed the full assembly one final time. We have come too far to turn back now. I strode towards the entrance of the mine, then turned sharply and raised my shield above my head. “Men and women of Kaldan, we stand upon the precipice of action. Once these fires are lit, there is no turning back. I ask you now, in sight of all the Primes: Will you stand with me tonight?” An impassioned chorus of cheers answered me. Satisfied, I motioned to Gerard at the front of the crowd, and he stepped forward with a flaming torch in each hand. He approached the cave entrance and lowered a torch to a large metal sconce set into the wall.
Brilliant flames leapt from the inset sconce and rushed along a channel in the cave wall, illuminating the darkness of the tunnel before us. He quickly crossed the entrance and lit the matching sconce on the opposite side to similar effect, then hurried back to his place in the formation. Adrenaline began to pump through my veins as I stared down the flickering mineshaft, watching the flames travel until they gradually disappeared into the distance. It has begun. The buzzing in my spine grew more intense, and I grit my teeth against the feeling. Nerves cannot stop us now.
I turned back to my army and banged my heavily gauntleted fist against my shield. “Tonight, we rid the world of this evil forever!” I shouted, raising my fist into the air. A hundred different battlecries rang out at once as I turned back to the mine entrance, keeping my hand above my head in preparation to send the army forward. I closed my eyes and took what I knew would be the final peaceful breath of my life.
In the moment before I threw my hand forward, the tingling at the base of my skull resolved into a crackling, disjointed voice inside my head. Don’t. Go. Inside. My blood ran cold as I stood locked in place, stunned into momentary inaction by the ominous warning. Dormant synapses flared to life within my brain as I desperately tried to link the voice to one I knew—one I was desperate to hear, but knew I never would again.
The moment passed, and I reopened my eyes, suddenly more set in my resolve than I had been seconds before. Tonight, I make amends. I gave the forward signal with a mighty bellow, then charged into mine headfirst. Hundreds of heavy footfalls echoed behind me as I ran, but they slowly fell away as I outpaced them in my all-out sprint. I tightened my grip on my shield as I ran and felt a comforting tingle in my arm; as in every battle before, the artifact seemed to sharpen my mind and prepare me for the combat ahead.
The first Serathid nearly caught me by surprise as it came into view around a particularly sharp corner, already aware of our presence and charging out to meet us. As I had hoped, the narrow entrance tunnel restricted the beast from its full range of movement, and it began our fight with a single horizontal swing of its bladed forearm. I caught the strike on the outer edge of my shield as I began to twirl, using the momentum of the attack to quickly spin around to face its exposed midsection. The twirl ended with a devastating blow against its chitinous body that sent it stumbling into the opposite wall. Before it could recover, I kicked off of the tunnel behind me and launched into a followup attack, landing the harsh edge of my shield directly on the cracked impact point of the first blow. Its shell snapped and collapsed, and I felt a satisfying, secondary crack as its spine broke. The beast fell to the ground without so much as a shudder, and I gave my shield a hard spin to clear the dark ichor from its edge.
My battle only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough time for Bryce and the rest of the vanguard to catch up with me. At the sight of the dead Serathid, they all let out a victorious yell, and I continued deeper into the mine with the three dozen soldiers close behind me. The echoing noise of our advance began to deepen in tone as the tunnel widened, and we quickly found ourselves at the site of our first main objective: Shadowmine’s Nexus, where countless tunnels and mining elevators all met in a single, cavernous space. A blazing channel circled around each side of the cave, but the ceiling and center of the massive space remained shrouded in murky darkness. Four Serathids scuttled towards us from the back of the room, nearly disappearing as they entered the half-dark center of the cavern.
“Vanguard, hold!” I shouted, banging my shield on the stone floor. I took note of the positions of each of my nearby soldiers through the nervous scuffing and scraping of their boots and armor, and I took small, shifting steps to better reposition myself around them for the incoming attack as I waited for my next signal. The sound of our reinforcements charging in behind us sent a wave of relief through my body, and I lunged forward with another warcry as the second phase of our reclamation began. “Charge!”
I led the vanguard forward to stop our foes with a head-on attack in hopes that our defensive line would have time to set up behind us. Breaking away from the main force, I dashed to the left where one of the Serathids had veered away from our assault in an attempt to catch us in a pincer. My abrupt change in course drew a second beast away from the pack, splitting their forces evenly between me and the entirety of the vanguard. Knowing I would be flanked by the reinforcing Serathid in mere moments, I sprinted harder towards my first target in an effort to capitalize on the solo engagement while I had the chance.
The beast reared up onto its hind legs and launched towards me with both scythes pointed directly at my head. I slid down onto one knee and planted my shield against the cave floor, then braced my shoulder against the metal as the attack landed. The full weight of the Serathid crashed into me, and I roared in exertion as I fought back against the assault. With a final burst of energy, I rose to my feet and threw the beast back into an off-balance teeter. My shield flew out along its geared tracks and whipped skyward in a brutal uppercut that caught the Serathid full in the face, knocking it onto its back.
The glittering shield continued in an arc over my head and came down just in time to catch a sideways cut from the flanking beast. Without proper time to brace myself against the attack, it threw me to the side, and I skidded along the stone in a low crouch. The separation gave the upended Serathid time to regain its footing, and the pair charged me in unison a moment later. A burst of adrenaline slowed the world around me as I prepared my counterattack. Glance parry the first with fourth switch, momentum transfer over the second, disable movement, re-engage first, repel, finish the second, finish the first.
Time jerked to double speed as the battle commenced. I feinted a dodge to my left as I slid right, baiting a downward stab from the left Serathid. The attack was well wide of my position, but I still reached out with my shield to catch the blow. As the bladed arm made contact, I depressed one of the levers in the intricate mechanical grip of my shield, and the force of the blow set the stained glass disc whirling around its midpoint. I launched into a sideways flip as the telltale swish of a blade through air hissed out from behind me. The second beast’s scythe grazed along the armor on my back as I passed over it and continued to careen towards the attacker. At the midpoint of my jump, I flipped another switch, and the shield immediately locked back into place; its sudden change of momentum yanked me forward, and I rolled onto the back of the second Serathid.
I took a knee on my unwilling mount and raised the shield over my head before bringing it down with both hands onto the beast’s left hind leg. The chitin and bone beneath shattered all at once, and the Serathid tilted dangerously to one side, dumping me into a controlled roll along the ground. I landed beneath the wounded beast’s companion and stared directly into the monster’s hideously distorted face. Thick strands of pale orange spittle dripped down onto my skin from the beast’s cavernous, circular mouth as it struggled to reposition itself to a more advantageous position. I pushed myself up on my shield and threw a punch with my heavy gauntlet, connecting directly between the beast’s empty eye sockets.
The blow knocked loose a hail of small chitinous shards that pelted my face as the monster reeled in pain. Its bladed arms rose and fell dangerously close to my head as it launched a volley of panicked attacks, seemingly unable to accurately locate me despite my immediate proximity. Failing in its repeated attempts to stab me, it suddenly lowered its central body and began to gnash its multiple rows of teeth as it grew closer. I repeated my earlier attack again and again, bashing the Serathid’s broken carapace with my fist until its foul, dark ichor coated my hand and splattered across my face. With a final, triumphant roar, I broke through the beast’s skull and embedded my fist in its brain.
It gave a single, violent spasm as I withdrew my arm, then collapsed. I rolled out from beneath it a second before its hulking weight crunched against the cavern floor, where it remained, unmoving. My body begged for respite, but I pushed myself to my feet and turned toward my remaining foe. A bladed arm was there to mee
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me, flying in a pointed stab directly towards my chest. I barely had time to raise my shield to catch the blow, and the attack violently jarred my shoulder, sending a sharp spike of pain all the way back to my spine. Gritting my teeth, I hopped onto the back of the dead Serathid and pushed onwards, circling left around my prey to force pressure onto its broken hind leg.
Despite its injury, the beast continued to launch a flurry of vicious strikes as it backpedaled. I parried each blow with increasing ferocity, quickly flicking an array of levers to rock my shield side to side in order to counter the monster’s fearsome range. After a particularly extended overhead strike, the beast stumbled and fell backwards onto its wounded leg, and I pressed my advantage in a flash. My shielded rocketed out to smash against its torso, then bounced back to add even more momentum to my unarmed punch. The pair of blows stunned the beast into inaction and gave me enough time to bring my shield down edge-first onto its back. It struggled feebly to regain its footing, and another downward strike ended its suffering permanently.
A gurgling scream cut short my desperately needed moment of rest before it began. In my intense focus, I had shut out everything apart from my immediate surroundings, and it took me a few seconds to catch up with the rest of the world. A fight between my vanguard and the remaining two Serathids had taken place parallel to my own, and as I sprinted across the cavern to assist, I saw it was nearly over: One of the beasts had been slain, and the other looked as though it would soon follow. The victory had come at a cost; five men lay dead on the stone floor, and another half-dozen limped away from the battle with vicious, bloody wounds.
Bryce held up his sword in triumph as he noticed my approach. “The Shield is with us!” he cried. “With me, men! We will not fail!” His orange hair burned in the flickering torchlight as he pushed to the front of the vanguard, leading a renewed charge at the remaining Serathid. The beast flailed as it bled from innumerable cuts, slashing in wide strikes in an effort to catch as many soldiers as possible. One of its bladed arms cut through a portly man garbed in chainmail and snagged on his spine; the momentary hesitation was all the front line needed to advance and pierce the beast’s shelled body with a half-dozen stabs, and it fell to the ground after a final, pitiful shudder.
A warhorn blasted out from the cave entrance as I regrouped with the vanguard. We may yet live to see the morning. “Fall back to the defensive line!” I shouted, waving the men back. While we were fighting, the defensive infantry had moved into position behind us, forming three equal ranks of soldiers positioned equidistant from the cave entrance. Large rows of spiked barricades stood behind them in a tight circle, with a final group of soldiers as a last wall of defense should the perimeter somehow be breached. I made my way to the front formation and addressed the woman holding the horn. “Challa.”
“Commander,” she nodded. “Everyone is in position. Mining is underway; Shadowmine’s construction lends well to a collapse, according to Father—er, Rex,” she reported, correcting herself. “We’re only a few minutes out from completion.”
“Good. Hold ranks here and continue to relay—”
“Commander!” Bryce cried from the formation on our right. “More of them, at the tunnels!” Challa and I snapped to attention and stared across the dark expanse of the mine. Where the various mineshafts all met at the far wall, three shadowy figures scuttled back and forth in the darkness. As we watched, their numbers swelled from three to four, then to six, then seven, and beyond. The Serathids hung back at the opposite side of the cavern, shifting in and out of sight in a teeming mass but making no immediate move to advance on our position.
“Stand your ground!” I bellowed to my gathered forces. “We will hold this entrance at all costs. We will not falter! We will not fail!” I banged the edge of my shield against the ground in a constant rhythm, and the cave soon echoed with hundreds of stomping spears, boots, and shields. Just a few minutes more and we will be rid of this Primes-damned scourge for good.
Challa shuffled closer to my place at the head of the formation. “Commander?” she asked, her voice nearly drowned out by the pounding beat. “What are they doing?”
“I...do not know,” I answered, shaking my head. “They appear to be waiting for something. Perhaps there are more of them down below.”
“Can we, uhm...can we hold off that many?”
“Yes,” I said firmly, “we can. We hold the advantage in our formation, and we will be prepared when they charge. When Rex signals the tunnels are ready, we will retreat immediately; we need not endanger more lives hunting these beasts through the tunnels.”
“Yes, Commander,” Challa replied, her relief clear upon her face. “We will not fail.”
I felt the corner of my mouth begin to curl into a smile. “When this is finished, Challa, I would have a word—” A sudden, thunderous crunch shook the stone beneath my feet. I whirled to my left to find the source of the impact, and my blood turned to ice in my veins. A Serathid stood directly in the center of our leftmost formation, violently bobbing up and down after its impact with the floor. A half-dozen soldiers laid at its feet, crushed down into sickening positions.
A faint whistle registered in my ears through the cries of panic around us. “ABOVE!” I screamed, grabbing Challa by the rim of her breastplate. I hurled her into the empty space ahead of us as I spun my shield into the air above my head, instinctually moving to block the attack I knew was coming. My eyes caught a glimpse of torchlight reflecting off of a deadly crescent blade above me as I reached my free arm up to brace against the incoming blow. Every joint in my body popped as the weight hit me, and a roar of pain escaped my lips as the inside of my shield smashed against my face and shoulders. The weight knocked me down to one knee, but I maintained enough control to dump the beast to the ground away from my soldiers behind me.
A flurry of motion surrounded me on both sides as I knelt, momentarily stunned. Soldiers swarmed around me and assaulted the beast I had deflected as it writhed on the ground in pain and shock. Instinct took sudden control of my body, and I threw myself up to my feet to reassess the situation. “Bryce!” I shouted, spinning towards our right flank. “Regroup the vanguard and circle to the outs—” My breath caught in my throat as my eyes met Bryce’s. He was suspended two feet above the ground by a glistening scythe through the center of his chest, his yellow eyes dim and lifeless as blood poured down his chest.
The entire world seemed to freeze as Bryce’s body slid from the blade and crumpled to the ground. Not like this. My stomach lurched as a fresh wave of adrenaline jolted through me, and I shook away the panic grasping at my mind. I scanned the cave with sharpened vision, finding another round of three Serathids skittering along the cavern ceiling towards us. The remaining six on the ground pressed forward at a more cautious pace, seemingly waiting to observe the outcome of their surprise attack.
When my attention turned to the remainder of my forces, it was clear that their resolve had broken. A small contingent of fighters had held together in each formation and taken their revenge upon our surprise assailants, but a majority of the soldiers had fled towards the relative safety of the exit tunnel. No. Not soldiers, I reminded myself. Civilians. They were not prepared for this. Yet, I brought them here, regardless. I dashed over the slain Serathid at my feet and pulled the small warhorn from Challa’s belt as she stumbled to her feet, then put it to my lips and let out three short blasts. “Retreat!” I shouted, pointing my shield to the cave entrance. “Fortify the barricades! Block the tunnel!”
The fighters around me were more than willing to flee from the advancing beasts. I grabbed Challa by the shoulder and ran back through the fortifications, weaving back and forth between the spiked barricades that surrounded the tunnel in three offset rows. The cave rang with clattering metal, heavy footfalls, and panicked gasps as my army retreated around me, forming up with their backs to the exit tunnel until we were packed shoulder to shoulder. “Spears up! Shields up!” I commanded the frightened group. “Keep your eyes on the ceiling!”
Following my own advice, I looked up and found the advancing beasts had stopped. They hung like bats up in the darkness, their taloned feet firmly lodged in the stone ceiling and their scythes swaying gently back and forth beneath them. Likewise, their ground forces lingered in the shadowy center of the room, slinking back and forth as they watched our desperate formation. They know. They know we cannot leave the entrance unprotected, and they will wait for reinforcements until they can crush us in a single charge. Movement at the back of the cavern confirmed my theory; another pair of Serathids emerged from a mining tunnel and clacked their way forward to join the rest of the eager pack.
We cannot wait; they will overwhelm us. We cannot retreat; they will slaughter us in the tunnels. We cannot charge; they will route our mining crews and surround us. Dread gripped my heart and tightened my chest, causing my breath to come harder and harder with each gasp. I failed them. I led them to their deaths in the name of my selfish quest for redemption. I failed Kaldan. I failed.
My hand clenched the grip of my shield until my knuckles popped. Lux. Lia. I failed you, too. Please forgive me. Regret grew like a gaping pit in my stomach as I watched the memories of my mission to Attetsia in my head, as I had every night since my betrayal. You would have fixed this. If not for me, you would have been here. You would have… A sudden memory sparked to life in my brain. No matter the cost. You sacrificed yourself to ensure we would succeed.
I straightened my posture and planted my shield in the ground at my feet, then bowed my head and closed my eyes. “O Prime of Light, divine above all,” I began, chanting the words with a well-practiced rhythm, “bless me with the strength to carry on through all trials and wounds, that I may protect the innocent and cleanse darkness from the world.” The patterned face of my shield shone with a brief burst of radiant white light, and I felt an electric pulse rush up my arms and down to my core. I can buy them enough time to collapse the mine. We will not fail, no matter the cost.
I turned to Challa with a renewed sense of purpose and placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “We will not fail,” I stated. “When you hear the signal, lead our forces back through the tunnel and collapse the mine. Until then, not a single Serathid breaks through our ranks. Can you promise me this?”
She blinked at me with a vacant stare. “Commander?” she asked.
“I am giving you command, Challa. You must keep our soldiers safe, and lead them to safety. Promise me that you will.”
“Commander!” she repeated, flustered. “I can’t! Why, when you’re...I can’t do—”
“We will not fail!” I shouted, both to her and the remainder of my army. “Say it, Challa. Promise me. No matter what happens, no matter the cost, we will not fail.”
“Why me, Commander? Why would you—”
“Say it!” I gripped her shoulder more tightly. “We will not fail!” Nearby soldiers took up the chant and filled the cavern with the echoing words.
She bit her lip as her face grew red, and she scrunched her eyes shut. “We will not fail!” she cried out, knocking loose the tears at the corner of her eyes as she shook her head back and forth. “We will not fail!”
“Thank you,” I said quietly, entirely drowned out by the surrounding chant. “Primes watch over you.” Finally satisfied, I turned back towards our gathering enemies and assessed my odds. A wide smile spread across my face as I put a hand on the barricade before me. Eight of them at the least, with more on the way. I vaulted the spiked reinforcement and dashed forward, leaving Challa and the rest of my forces behind. I do not need to win. I need only to survive long enough to allow the others to succeed.
I felt a massive weight lifting from my chest as I sprinted across the shadowy expanse towards my certain end. The din of the cavern faded away and left me in silence apart from my fluttering heartbeat and pounding feet. This is the night I repay my debts. This is how I regain my honor. My fingers wrapped excitedly around the levers on my shield’s grip as I approached my foes, all of which had turned their bladed arms in my direction. Should we fail here tonight, stories of our sacrifice will find them. They will come to finish what I could not. I know they will. The tightness in my chest released all at once in the form of a gleeful laugh as I raised my shield arm in preparation for my final battle. My death will ensure my victory.
Three Serathids lunged forward in unison as I reached their formation, all dropping their scythes in a simultaneous hail of bladed death. With a flick of my wrist, I rotated my shield onto its horizontal axis and rested it across my shoulders as I slid forward on both knees. The stabs glanced off the glowing stained glass and pulled me farther into the center beast’s reach, and I ended my slide only a few inches from its downturned face. I thrust myself back into a handstand and wrapped my legs around the joint just above its bladed forearm. Momentarily guarded from my surrounding foes by the beast’s own arm, I jammed my shield into the joint as I twisted my legs violently. The thinly armored limb shattered and detached under the dual assault, and the beast tipped forward, dumping me onto the ground.
I spun like a cat and landed in a low crouch beneath the Serathid’s midsection, having already prepared myself for the following moves in my gambit. In one swift motion, I snatched up the detached scythe in my free hand and lunged out to my left, darting from the cover of one bulbous carapace to the next. My brain took a single moment to admire the curved weapon in my offhand: impossibly light for such a large blade, and impossibly thin for the structural integrity I knew it held. In the next moment, the blade flashed out in front of me, cutting through both back ankles of the next monster with little resistance.
The surrounding beasts had grown wise to my strategy by the time I rolled out from beneath the flailing, footless Serathid, and I flipped backwards over the thrashing monster to avoid another pair of overhead stabs. Three more enemies awaited me as I landed; I caught two blows against my shield and barely deflected a third with my improvised greatsword. Without any sort of proper handle by which to hold the blade, I had gripped it near the tip at its thinnest point, and the serrated edge sliced at my palm through my heavy gauntlet. Rivulets of crimson blood forked along the blade as I lashed out at my closest foe and caught it full force in the face, leaving a glistening purple gash in the pale orange chitin.
Three ahead. Three circling. Two wounded at my back. Push in further, lead them away. Second switch, reverse, fourth lever, spin, slash, duck, fourth lever, strike, dodge, strike. The plans all screamed through my head at once as I performed a new batch of battle calculus in every changing instant. My shield rocketed ahead and slammed against the wounded Serathid, further fissuring the bloody gash in its armor. I pirouetted as the shield reversed course down its geared track, using my body’s angular momentum to rotate the aegis into place to block two more horizontal strikes. Parallel lines of heat flashed across my back as one of the flanking beasts raked me with its talons, but the pain of the cuts failed to register. Faster.
The Serathid’s raking kick knocked me sideways towards one of its swarming allies, and I narrowly dipped beneath a blade destined for my throat. Three ahead. Two left. Two right, one wounded. Slide forward, third switch, leap to—
A massive weight caught my shoulder and slammed me into the floor face-first. Swirling lights filled my vision as I scrambled away from the threat on pure instinct. Dropping from above. Though my eyes refused to completely clear, a momentary dimming of the firelight clued me in to the location of my nearest enemy. I rolled onto my back and brought my scythe up in a crescent slash that bisected the Serathid that stood above me. A wave of steaming viscera covered my face and further obscured my vision, and the beast’s corpse collapsed onto my chest. My impromptu sword bounced away as the breath was knocked from my lungs.
Primes preserve me now. Until my soldiers are safe. Give me strength to fight. Primes, give me strength. A burst of pain rushed up through my shield arm, burning its way through my shoulder and into my spine before it bolted down into my core like lightning. Energy crashed through every inch of my body in a sudden, overwhelming surge, and I knew my prayers had been answered. I rose to my feet and hurled the hulking Serathid corpse forward, knocking two beasts onto their backs with the unexpected projectile. Slamming my shield into the ground before me, I let out a defiant roar. “NOT YET!”
I took an ungainly step forward as my body struggled to calibrate to the pulsing energy in my limbs. My second step came with newfound confidence, and I scanned the ring of Serathids around me with a calm, collected eye. My third step shattered the stone beneath my feet and sent me hurtling towards the closest beast, my shield drawn back with more power than I had ever felt in my entire life. This is how they moved in the throne room. This is how Lia fought against me so easily. Her actions were blessed by the Primevals themselves.
The sudden dash placed me inside the nearest Serathid’s guard, and I bashed in its face with an earth-shattering uppercut. The beast sailed up into the shadows above us and landed thirty feet away with a hard crunch. Its companions immediately converged on me, but I was already spinning away to ready my next attack. I felt like a passenger within my own body as the fight continued; my actions appeared to be predetermined, with each parry, dodge, and strike prepared and launched before I could consciously follow the line of battle through cause and effect. The Primes themselves are acting through me. They may have me, for as long as I remain alive.
Contented to spectate my own fight, I let the battle play out before me. My shield snapped from side to side to parry a flurry of blows while I shifted and slid around the Serathids in a graceful dance. Blood coated a majority of my armor from my wounded hand, back, and face, but I felt no pain. Each successful strike propelled me faster towards my next target, and each grazing cut and jarring parry I received in turn further strengthened my resolve. Despite the dire circumstances and the inevitable end to come, I felt more alive than I had in months.
There are more of them now than when the fight began. My final stand had successfully drawn the beasts away from the exit tunnel, but it had also called up a large pack of reinforcements from farther down in the mine. Beyond the immediate seven Serathids surrounding me, another half-dozen approached from the winding, shadowy tunnels, with even more scuttling towards me along the ceiling. As I watched the oncoming wave of death, a dissonant chorus of horns blasted out from the entrance and echoed throughout the cavern. The mining signal. They have completed the preparations. I...succeeded.
I looked on in amazement as my forces rushed to evacuate back into the entrance tunnel. “Go!” I shouted with a beaming smile, parrying another pair of Serathids simultaneously. “Seal the tunnel! Go!” The smile stayed on my face as I returned my focus to my final battle. My foes seemed entirely uninterested in the echoing horns or the commotion at the cave entrance; every beast in the cavern had turned its attention towards me and swarmed in my direction. “Come and get me!” I laughed, rolling under a pair of horizontal blades. “Our fates are sealed together!” I felt the blessed energy fading from my limbs with every movement as my army retreated. My duty is complete. I have served my purpose.
The tide of the battle shifted in seconds; without the blessings of the Primevals, I was forced to act entirely in defense to avoid being immediately overwhelmed by the teeming swarm of Serathids. My shield whirled and clacked as I parried strike after strike, each movement just a bit slower than the last. I felt oddly at peace as the circle of beasts closed in on me. I have made my amends. Pain blossomed in my left shoulder, and my arm instantly fell to my side, limp and unfeeling. Despite my failings, I will die knowing my last action was truly just. My knees buckled as I blocked an overhead blow, and I fell to the floor beneath the weight of the attacking beast. Perhaps it can serve as my absolution.
The world froze around me as a deafening crack rang in my ears, and my right arm screamed in pain. After all this time, it has finally broken. I let my arm fall, and my shield landed across my lap, marred by a massive fissure across the stained glass face. A fitting end for the King’s Shield. I closed my eyes as a shadow covered my face, and my chest tensed in preparation for the inevitable falling scythes.
My ears registered the sound of blood splattering across the floor, but I felt no pain. Death is more kind than I imagined. As I waited for the agony to come, I heard the sound again to my right, this time paired with a light scuffing of leather against stone. Before I could open my eyes to find the source, it came again from my left, then right, then left again. A burst of hot ichor splashed across my face, and a tremor shook the floor beneath me. My eyes stung with a mix of human and beast blood as I wiped my face and attempted to scan my surroundings.
When my vision returned, I found myself face to face with a dead Serathid. The beasts were slain in a perfect circle around me, all shattered, limbless, and eviscerated. I stared at the corpses in uncomprehending awe. Impossible. My eyes followed the line of slain beasts farther into the cavern, and I caught a faint blur of movement in a shadowed tunnel that led into the mines.
The buzz at the base of my skull sparked to life, and I heard a familiar voice in my head. Get out of here before they seal you in, you damned fool.
“Lux!” I cried out, lunging to my feet. “Wait, please!” I stumbled across the cavern in pursuit of the fleeting shade. I felt a faint pop in my neck, and his presence at the back of my mind began to fade. “No!” My legs burned as I lunged into the darkness, and I quickly collapsed as my shins connected with a Serathid corpse. I bounced off of the tunnel floor, rolled to my knees, and immediately began my chase again. “Come back, pl—”
I tripped over a second slain Serathid and crashed into the ground face-first. Pain erupted throughout my body as my injuries from the previous battle flared up; my faded adrenaline and Primal blessings no longer protected me from the agony, and I clenched my jaw to keep from screaming. “Please,” I begged pitifully, reaching out into the darkness, “do not leave me here.”
A faint light appeared on the tunnel wall ahead, and I fought to stay conscious as it grew brighter. From around a bend in the passage, a vibrantly glowing blue sword appeared from the darkness, followed soon after by a matching pair of radiant golden blades. Pure joy filled my chest as I watched the glowing weapons approach. “Lux, Lia,” I choked out as tears filled my eyes. “You came.”
***




21. THE DARK BELOW
“You came.” Val’s voice wavered as she stared up at us from the floor, her face a bloody, broken mess.
“Of course we came,” I muttered. “These damn beasts are invading Lybesa; we can’t just sit around while Kaldan ruins our home. Again.”
Lux, Lia scolded me silently, you know she’s not our enemy here.
I gave an annoyed grunt in response. “Get up, Val.” Her body shook with exertion as she struggled to meet my demand, leaning heavily against her cracked shield to regain her footing. My Detection was still blocked by the swarm of monsters that filled the mine ahead of us, and my presence at the back of Val’s mind hadn’t given me an accurate idea of the extent of her injuries. Despite the resentment I held for her, I couldn’t help but be impressed that she was still conscious, let alone moving, based on my initial estimation of the wounds covering her body. “Come here.”
She shuffled towards us until she was only an arm’s length away, then attempted to straighten her posture, resulting in an immediate wince that knocked her forward another step. I steadied her by her shield and ran my thumb along the fissure in its face. Mana rushed down my arm and suffused the artifact, then continued on around her body to give me a full assessment of her injuries. You really used it all, huh? Where her shield was usually filled with a swirling reserve of rainbow mana, I found it entirely empty: a simple shield of metal and tempered glass, which, without its magical energy, had easily broken under the force of one of the monster’s scythes.
Her body was somehow in worse condition than the shield. Three parallel gashes ran across her back where a set of talons had raked dangerously close to her spine. A deep cut had completely severed the muscles in her left shoulder, and the bone, which had been torn from its socket, bore a deep, ponderous crack where the blade had caught. A majority of her ribs were cracked, and those that weren’t were clearly dislocated. Her nose was broken in two places and slanted heavily to one side, while the rest of her face was covered in various shallow cuts and bruises. Most of her armor was slick with blood, and the spots that weren’t were rapidly soaking through. She would have died of blood loss before she made it out of the cave.
I sighed as I invoked the Healing rune within my ring and set the energy to work repairing her various wounds. She gasped as the mana took effect and carefully rolled her once-ruined shoulder, then gently ran a finger along her nose. “By the Prime of Life itself,” she whispered. “No healer has ever been this skilled. How is it you can—”
“Val, it is really not the time for that,” I said, closing my eyes to watch my mana finish its job. With a final surge of effort, I left a small store of energy within her shield. The glass absorbed the mana hungrily, and I felt the unknown enchantments stored within it activate automatically. “Lia and I have work to do. You should leave.”
“No,” she stated emphatically, stepping forward. “We all need to leave; my army will collapse the tunnel soon. We will be trapped within Shadowmine if we do not hurry.”
I rolled my eyes. “First of all, no, we won’t,” I countered. “These monsters can burrow. If they don’t already have a half-dozen exit tunnels dug out of this place, they definitely will after the entrance is sealed.” I stared at her with an eyebrow raised. “Did you honestly think collapsing a single tunnel would permanently fix your problem?”
She stared at me with her usual, emotionless expression. “Yes, I did,” she answered honestly. “I was not informed that Serathids can tunnel through stone.”
“Well, that seems about the right level of informed for someone in Virram’s army,” I quipped. “Beyond that, we aren’t here to slightly inconvenience your monsters; we’re here to kill them, and to stop more from coming.” I pointed my sword back down the tunnel towards the entrance. “So, again: you should leave.”
“Val, you really should go,” Lia chimed in. “It’s too dangerous down here for you. Let us take care of it.”
“No,” Val repeated stubbornly. “I will help you.”
“What part of this don’t you understand? I don’t want you here,” I snapped. “You betrayed us, and I don’t trust you. It’s that simple. Now, leave, before you make me regret letting you live.”
“Lux, I am not—” A long, low rumble echoed through the tunnel and shook the ground beneath us. I stared past her, clenching my fist against the side of my leg as I silently fumed. 
“I believe they have sealed the tunnel.”
“Yes, I know that!” I shouted, resisting the urge to punch a hole through the stone beside us. “Fine! Come with us. Don’t get in the way, and don’t die. You already tried the guilt-ridden sacrifice once tonight, and it's far less effective the second time around.” I felt a small moment of satisfaction as she quickly looked away, her eyes wide. I turned to press on, holding my sword out in front of me to illuminate the path in the absence of my Detection.
Are you okay? Lia joined me as we retread our steps.
Knowing it was impossible to hide my emotions while she and I were so deeply linked, I sighed and answered honestly. I don’t have the time or the capacity to deal with Val right now. She’s so ashamed of what she did to us that she tried to give up her life here to make up for it. I rolled my head to loosen my overly tense shoulders. I don’t want her here because I don’t trust her, but also because I don’t want her to get hurt.
You don’t have to figure that out now. Lia walked more closely beside me, rubbing her shoulder against mine. There will be plenty of time after all of this is done.
What about you? Are you okay? I looked over my shoulder and found Val hurrying after us, still seemingly cautious of her recently healed limbs.
Yeah, I’m okay, Lia answered. Val just makes me...sad. I know that she’s a good person, clearly, but she still gave the order to have us killed. I just want to know why. 
The bloodied corpse of our most recent encounter appeared as we rounded a bend, and we hopped over the spreading purple ichor. I guess you’ll have to ask once we’re finished here. Lia gave me a small nod, and I regripped my sword as we entered unexplored territory. It wasn’t long until I heard the telltale clatter of claws against stone ahead of us, and two curved blades flashed in the darkness. Lia dashed ahead and dispatched the beast with ease, leaving Val behind to watch in continued awe. When the beast was dead, Lia cleared the majority of the blood from the glowing greatsword with a quick flourish before falling back to rejoin our group.
“The King’s Sword,” Val mused quietly, motioning to the large onyx blade.
“No,” I corrected sharply, “not the King’s Sword. Lia’s sword.”
“How is it you have become so skilled in manipulating it? It has been less than three months since you acquired the weapon, yet you appear to have full mastery of its abilities.” Val’s eyes fell to the dead monster as we continued past it. “You fight the Serathids as if they were no more dangerous than a common sellsword. How?”
Lia cocked her head to one side as she looked back at Val. “There isn’t much to the sword thing, really.” To prove her point, she split the greatsword back to her usual matched blades. “I guess it’s just...practice?”
“When you stop looking at the world through all of your mysticism, things are a lot easier to understand,” I said. For a moment, I contemplated explaining the concept of mana and how magic truly worked, but I quickly thought better of it and simply shook my head. “These things might be monstrous, but they’re also dumb. They’re suited for pack tactics and surprise attacks, so if you’re fighting them one-on-one, they only have a handful of tricks that they use over and over again.”
“You said the Serathids are invading Lybesa,” Val continued in her questioning. “Have they broken through the Mountain Gate?”
“Not yet, though with the sad force assigned there, it won’t be long,” I answered. “Regardless, these things clearly don’t need a bridge to cross the Maw. They’re still getting in.”
“I was unaware that they had spread beyond Kaldan,” she said quietly, her gaze falling to the ground.
“Another reason to thank your King,” I spat.
“He is not my King,” Val responded immediately, her voice low. “I no longer serve Virram Yorrell, both by his order and of my own volition.” We had known as much from our conversation at the Mountain Gate, but the statement was still strange to hear from Val herself. She bit her lip and shook her head before she continued. “Even so, I do not see how this invasion could be his doing, or what benefit it might bring him.”
“He already planned an invasion of his own country once,” I countered. “I don’t see why he wouldn’t do it again.”
Val gave a small nod and fell silent, and we continued to work our way through the mines. The restrictive size of the tunnels prevented our enemies from approaching stealthily or pressing a numbers advantage, and we effortlessly cleared any resistance we encountered. Without the ability to scout our path ahead with Detection, we were forced to choose a tunnel at random when the mineshafts split, and we doubled back on our own tracks three times over the course of our journey.
After what felt like hours of walking, we finally encountered a break in the monotony of the endless tunnels. A narrow passage broke through the tunnel wall ahead of us and wound its way down into the darkness. The rough-cut walls and steep, uneven floor were clear markers that the passage had been created by the monsters below us, and the loose debris piled by the entrance told us it was a recent construction. It was only wide enough for us to squeeze through single-file, and after a moment’s pause to prepare ourselves, I led the way into the crevice. I felt an uncomfortable sense of claustrophobia as we descended, pressed against the wall for support and guidance as the path awkwardly rose and fell beneath our feet.
As we sank farther and farther into the earth, the air in the passage shifted from cool and dry to a suffocating, humid vapor, heavy with the stench of death. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as our path began to flatten out, and a flickering orange light appeared on the cave wall ahead of us. Lia and I cut off the mana lighting our swords in unison, and the three of us slowed our pace and silently crept towards the light source. A sputtering torch was mounted on a clearly manmade wall around the final bend in the passage; as we drew closer, I could see a long brick hallway extending out in both directions lined with wall sconces, most of which had burned themselves out.
A wave of deathly void energy washed over me as I stepped out of our rough passageway onto the dusty brick floor. I let out a loud hiss of pain and whirled around, holding out my hand to block Lia’s entrance into the hall. “Stop,” I whispered, clutching at the burning sensation in my right arm. “Don’t come in here.”
Val’s head poked out from above Lia’s, and she looked back and forth down the hallway. “What is it, Lux?”
Lia’s eyes locked with mine as she stood frozen in the entranceway. We’re getting close, her voice echoed in my head.
Yes. The familiar tingling of void energy shot up to my elbow, where I was able to hold it at bay. Lia, you can’t come in here. I don’t want the—
I leapt forward in vain as Lia stepped down into the hallway. She winced as her hand moved instinctively to her chest and hovered directly above the disfiguring black scars. You aren’t facing this alone.
I cupped her cheek with my hand and sent a surge of mana through her body in a preemptive defense against the darkness. While I could feel the burning in her chest through our mental link, my mana found no trace of the void energy within her. I let out a heavy sigh and rested my forehead against hers. That was stupid. 
No. You thinking I would hide in that tunnel while you went on alone was stupid. 
I didn’t—
You did, she cut me off. She raised a hand to my face and brushed away a strand of hair, tapping on my temple. We’re in this together.
I can’t lose you again. I picked my head up and looked over her at Val, who stood a step above us in the rough passageway, watching the two of us intently. I motioned her into the hallway with a flick of my head and gave Lia’s shoulder a gentle squeeze before stepping away. If you feel the darkness surrounding you, promise me you’ll fight it. I’ll take it away, just...don’t let it in.
You don’t have to deal with it on your own, Lux, she insisted.
With this, I do. Promise me.
She hesitated momentarily, then gave me a small nod. I promise.
Resigned to the difficulty ahead, I turned and scanned the hallway in both directions. “I’m assuming you have no idea what this place is?” I asked Val.
“No,” she answered slowly, shaking her head. “I have never heard of a structure beneath Shadowmine. This is all so...” she trailed off, looking back and forth. “How could such a place exist?”
“More secrets,” I muttered. I attempted to send out a quick scan of Detection, but the mana pooled at the edges of my boots with the all-too-familiar sensation of the Serathids’ aura. “Well, no sense in waiting, I guess.” After squinting down both sides of the hall for a final moment and finding nothing out of the ordinary in either direction, I led our group to the right. The rancid smell in the air increased rapidly as we walked, becoming so pungent that I had to lessen my Enhanced Senses to keep from gagging. The hallway turned ninety degrees to the left, then ended a few dozen yards ahead with a heavy metal door that had been knocked from its hinges.
We found the source of the stench beyond the broken door: a long chamber constructed entirely of metal from floor to ceiling, completely filled with rotting Serathid corpses. Blood squelched beneath my boots as I stepped inside and peered around the piles of decaying beasts, looking for any signs of life. “What could have done this?” Val asked as she entered behind me, her voice buzzing as she pinched her nose closed.
“They did,” I answered, pointing my sword towards the nearest corpse. “They killed each other.” Half of the beast’s body was stripped down to the bone, its chitinous armor shattered away to reveal the skin and muscle within. The mortal blows that had slain the monsters were all obvious slash wounds, made only more apparent by the dark ichor staining most of the beasts’ bladed appendages. “They killed and ate each other.” The burning in my arm grew more painful as I walked further into the room, consciously absorbing the ambient death energy to keep it away from Lia.
“Vile creatures,” Val swore.
As I scanned the rest of the room, the entirety of the situation became more apparent. “They were locked in here by someone. They were starving, so they ate each other. Eventually, they broke out of that door and made the passage we found to reach the surface.” The metal walls, which had appeared to be some sort of patterned steel, were covered floor-to-ceiling in deep slash marks. “Something other than these beasts is down here, or at least, was down here. These things were intentionally imprisoned here.”
“Maybe this whole invasion was an accident,” Lia posited. “Whoever was down here clearly tried to stop these things from getting out. Not that it worked, but still...maybe it wasn’t one of Virram’s plans after all.”
“Or his plans just got out of hand. Or this is his plan.” Lia’s point was valid, but I refused to give Virram the benefit of the doubt. “Summoning these...creatures isn’t something you do entirely by accident. You have to be—”
“Noises. At the far door,” Val hissed, waving off our conversation. As we fell into silence, I noticed the sounds she had somehow picked up over my bitter complaining: taps and scrapes against the metal door opposite where we had entered. “More Serathids.”
I formed up with Lia and dashed across the room. The door was secured by two parallel steel bars that were controlled by a single wheel at the center. “This must lead further in,” I said, placing a hand on the wheel. “Ready?” Lia and Val nodded in unison, and I spun the wheel and threw open the door. Two bladed arms flew past me and caught on Val’s shield as the first monster lunged toward us. As it stood, preoccupied with its strike, Lia and I stabbed through its hanging body, and Val shoved its broken corpse back into the doorway.
“Close the door!” she shouted, striking out at the next Serathid that attempted to enter the room. As she repelled the intruder, I put my shoulder into the heavy bulwark door, latching it shut immediately after the beast was pushed through. I watched Val expectantly, waiting for an explanation as the walled-off beasts banged against the metal. “Two more at the door, but beyond, at the end of the hallway...scores of them. They did not react to our skirmish.”
“Well, they might react now,” I said in annoyance, motioning to the door as it shook under the full weight of the ravenous beasts. My eyes turned to Lia, and we set an instant plan into motion through our accelerated link. I spun the door open once again and allowed her to slip into the hallway, deftly rolling beneath the first beast to skewer the second with both longswords. Her sudden movement distracted the final Serathid and allowed me to catch it unaware with a plunging stab into its skull.
With the entrance momentarily unassailed, we took the opportunity to confirm Val’s assessment. Beyond the doorway, a wide hallway ran over a hundred feet back, ending in a chamber far too large to accurately gauge from our distance. I squinted at the movement and repowered my Enhanced Senses, marveling at how Val could have taken such an accurate estimate in such a brief amount of time. Serathids appeared and disappeared at the entrance to the chamber as they scuttled about with some unseen purpose, easily fifty strong, if not more. Also in accordance with Val’s report, they seemed to take no notice of us as we lingered in the doorway.
“That has to be what we’re looking for, right?” Lia whispered. “Or at least, closer to what we’re looking for.”
The sudden drop in my stomach echoed her sentiment. “We’re getting close. The source of the invasion is here—I can feel it.”
“We cannot hope to face that many Serathids at once,” Val protested.
“Yes, we can. If we hold this hallway three wide, they won’t be able to flank us, and the ceiling is too low for any of their acrobatic maneuvers,” I answered. “If things go south, we can retreat to this room; their numbers won’t mean anything when they’re forced to face us through the doorway.”
“You may be right,” she replied, biting her lip, “but...I am unsure if I can face that many at once. I do not possess the skills in combat that the two of you do.”
“Val, I watched your fight at the entrance. You do have the skills, you just need to use your—” I cut myself off with a cough before I could finish the thought. I won’t teach her our magic, I said to Lia, the betrayal I felt raw and irrepressible through our mental link.
We need her, Lux.
I know we do, but she’ll be fine without it.
But she would be better with it.
I wouldn’t even have time to explain it.
You don’t have to. Just give it to her yourself.
I paused as I considered the thought. I’ve never done that before.
Time to try. If it doesn’t work, we’ll just make sure to keep her safe during the fight.
I scowled at the idea, but I knew she was right. Fine. “Val, come here,” I said, waving her over. She followed the order obediently and stood at my side in the doorway. “We need you if we’re going to win this fight. I swear to you, Lia and I won’t let you die,” I promised her, placing a hand on the edge of her shield. “I still have more questions for you before I let that happen.” Mana surged into the shield and bolstered the reserve I had left previously, then continued on to suffuse her entire body. I walked through my list of combat enhancements, activating them in the fashion I had first learned in Alderea. Greater Strength. Greater Agility. Pain Reduction. Greater Windstep. Greater Combat Acceleration. Heighten Senses. Each rune along my sword flashed in turn as I activated the mana within her shield.
Val gasped as the energy took effect and tried to step away, but I held her firmly in place. Watching carefully, I was relieved to find my deposited mana draining as it fueled her enhancements without further attention needed from me. “There,” I said with a labored breath, cutting my connection with the extended energy. “Now you can fight like us.”
“Lux, what have you done? I...I do not understand,” she stammered, clenching her fist into a tight ball to test the new power.. 
“You don’t need to,” I countered, already turning to prepare myself for the assault. “You’ve fought like this before, but you believed it was some sort of holy blessing. If it makes you feel better, you can just pretend it’s that again.” Lia gave me a knowing smile as we readied ourselves, and I gave her a quick eye roll in return. “Now, you’ll hold the center of the hallway, while Lia and I hold the left and right, respectively. It’ll be easier for both of us to cover you if you’re between us.”
There was a long moment of silence behind us as Val processed the situation. “I will do it,” she said eventually, all uncertainty gone from her voice. “We will not fail.” Her olive eyes burned with overwhelming confidence, matching the look Marin had given me before every sparring match during our month of training.
“Alright then, let’s go.” I stepped through the doorway and immediately fell to one knee as a powerful wave of death energy punched me in the chest. Dark smoke began to seep out from my gloved hand as the force threatened to overwhelm me, and the color in my vision began to drain. Lia stumbled as a shock of sympathetic pain rushed through her arm, and she immediately dropped to the floor to aid me. “No,” I hissed through clenched teeth, “stay back.”
You can’t keep going on like this. You’ll burn yourself up.
Lia, I won’t let you get corrupted like me. It’ll kill you. It already has, once. As I struggled to maintain control of my body, I absorbed the remaining darkness that lingered around us into myself, groaning from the effort. I can do this.
“Lux, your hand,” Val whispered fearfully. “You are unwell.”
“I’m fine!” I snapped, clearly lying. I knew that she had seen the smoke once before in Attetsia, moments before my rampage in the courtyard, but I couldn’t find the focus to convincingly assuage her worries.
Lux, please. You won’t survive.
It’s the only way.
No, it isn’t. She reached out and held me by the chin, forcing me to look into her eyes. You can use it.
The icy grip of fear squeezed at the back of my neck as I desperately tried to hide the memories of my rampage from Lia. I can’t do that. I can’t let you see me like that. If I embrace the darkness, I could...I could hurt you.
You won’t.
You don’t know—
Lia leaned in and kissed me, and a burst of strength surged through our bond. You won’t. You never would.
It felt as though my chest were about to explode as Lia’s light pushed against the encroaching darkness. I knew that if we battled farther into the mine, the void energy would continue to increase and, eventually, find its way out of me one way or another—the annihilated Lybesian forest polished in smooth, black glass was all the proof I needed of that. Even still, I shuddered as my ecstatic dance of death through the Strategist’s soldiers played out behind my eyes. The rush of memories left me trembling as I accepted an unavoidable truth: if any of us were to survive the night, I would have to once again embrace the darkness.
Don’t let it take me, I begged Lia, gripping her arm. I can’t do this without you.
You will never be without me ever again. I’m with you forever. The powerful resolve I saw in her face was my sole strength as I rose to my feet.
Forever. I gave her a gentle nod, and she stood and moved behind me in line with Val. “Okay, new plan,” I panted as I took another step forward into a fresh wave of death. “Stay behind me and clean up anything that makes it past.”
“Lux, no,” Val insisted. “You cannot sacrifice yourself for us. Not again.” There was genuine pain in her voice as she lunged forward and put a hand on my shoulder. “We can find another—”
I threw her arm back at her and glared over my shoulder. “I said, stay behind me.”
Val’s eyes widened as she recoiled, and Lia pulled her back a step. “Val, I know we haven’t explained anything, but please, just listen. This is the only way we can…”
Lia’s voice cut out abruptly as I took another step forward. KILL THEM ALL, rumbled the presence in my head, blocking out the distraction of my allies behind me. My vision refocused on the movement at the end of the long hallway, where the scuttling Serathids were now outlined in vibrant red light. THEY WILL SUFFER IN RETRIBUTION.
The booming voice crashed over me like thunder, and I felt my body preparing for battle, already accepting its offer. I slowly lowered my barriers against the darkness throbbing in my arm and chest, and the burning energy immediately engulfed the rest of my body. Black flames burst from the surface of the manasteel blade in my hand and rippled up my arm to my shoulder. I felt myself take another step forward, unbidden, then another, and another, each coming faster than the last. My consciousness retreated to the safe haven hidden deep within my mind, and I let go of the last of my resistance. Yes. We’ll kill them all.
My surroundings blurred as I rocketed forward, running in a low hunch with the tip of my sword dragging along the stone floor beside me. The screeching steel echoed along the corridor ahead of me, and the teeming horde of beasts stilled and looked in my direction. “COME AND MEET YOUR END,” I roared in a distorted, booming chorus.
The Serathids accepted my challenge without delay. Dozens of the beasts spilled into the hallway, with countless more taking their places at the chamber entrance behind them. My low run shifted into a beastial sprint as I flung myself forward with both my hands and feet, desperate to meet them in battle. Just as we were about to collide, I brought my sword up in a spinning horizontal slash that sent a vicious wave of dark fire through the air. The energy snapped like a whip as it connected with the leading two beasts and exploded into a shower of black and white sparks that immediately engulfed the pair in flames.
A horrible screech filled the hallway as the burning Serathids fell backwards. A wicked smile crossed my face as I realized the piercing shriek was the first noise I had ever heard the monsters make. They can feel pain.
THEY WILL FEEL MORE. I leapt through the smokescreen I had created and attacked the next closest foe with a whirling skyward slash that sliced easily through its carapace. The wound instantly caught fire, and another scream echoed against the stone. My arm surged with an influx of new power as the beast was consumed by dark flames. MORE. Serathids approached on either side as the tide of beasts surged around me, and I brought my sword up to parry an incoming volley of strikes. Spinning in a tight circle, I caught each scythe with the tip of my bastard blade, shattering the bony weapons like glass.
A sharp pain raked across my chest as a taloned foot cut through my cuirass and into my flesh. Hungry black flames raced across my body and engulfed the monster’s limb before it could retreat; as it writhed in agony, the fresh wound in my chest wove closed, and my awareness of the injury instantly faded behind the consistent dissociating pain of the void. More, I thought in harmony with the dark presence driving my body.
Every step that brought me closer to the open chamber fueled me with a fresh wave of energy, and every kill further clouded my head with an overpowering, intoxicating pleasure. The dark flames fully enveloped me as I continued my rampage through the sea of monsters, bringing sickly-sweet death with every stroke of my sword. THE SOURCE IS AHEAD. THEIR ULTIMATE END. WE WILL CLAIM IT. The thought of an even greater ambrosia than what surrounded me set off a deep hunger in my stomach, and I rushed to claim my prize. Raising my sword above my head, I smashed the blade down onto the floor with both hands and sent a billowing wave of fire ahead of me that saturated the entire hall in flame. The air filled with fine black ash as the Serathids burned, corpses and living beasts alike, and my path forward was suddenly cleared.
The effort of my attack had drained a majority of the dark energy from my body, reducing the blaze around me to wisps of black smoke, but the ambient power lingering in the air quickly surged in to renew me as I sprinted into the chamber. The construction of the room changed abruptly at the entrance: the floor, walls and ceiling of the massive chamber were constructed of a seamless, white marble, not unlike the roads and buildings Lia and I had seen in Atsal. Old oil lamps hung from the walls at regular intervals, lighting the room with a flickering orange glow. There appeared to be three exits from the marble room: the large, open space through which I had entered, a roughly tunneled hole ten feet in diameter on the wall to my right, and an ornate door made of black metal on the opposite wall.
While the chamber was an impressive sight to behold, I only had eyes for the singular object stored within it. At the far wall, only a few feet from the black door, stood a waist-high marble podium holding a large glass box. Though I couldn’t make out the details of the object it held, the blinding crimson light it radiated told me it was the origin point of the dark energy feeding me, the final goal of our expedition.
CLAIM IT. I took a single step forward, and the room shook violently beneath my feet, knocking me to one knee. A deafening hum filled the chamber as the space above the display case began to vibrate, distorting like air over hot stone. There was an ear-splitting sound of glass shattering as the air itself ruptured, and a gout of dark flames burst from the crack in reality. I watched as the fissure split open and revealed the black void between worlds, just as it had once before in the Lybesian forest. The gaping wound grew wider and wider as the chamber trembled, expanding until it was nearly twenty feet across. Shadows danced back and forth beyond the veil as a new wave of Serathids began to pour through the gap, falling haphazardly to the marble floor below.
“Lux!” A familiar voice from behind me cut through the reverberating hum that rattled my bones. I spun, sword blazing, to find Lia and Val standing half a dozen yards away. Their faces and armor were painted with a fresh coat of Serathid ichor, and Lia was panting heavily from exertion with a hand over her chest. A strange sense of vertigo spun my head as I saw brief flashes of myself through her eyes: a dark, distorted figure, hidden beneath black smoke and shimmering air, too bright to stare at but too dark to see.
I’m...here, I thought through the furious haze in my mind. While I had lost my sense of self when I relinquished control to the dark presence, Lia had apparently refused to let our connection fade, despite the obvious toll it took on her. Lia, I’m...still here.
“Lux, I can see it,” she called out to me. “The darkness; I can see it. Where the Serathids are coming from.”
Through all the warring forces that clouded my psyche, the statement still managed to plant a seed of fear in my chest. You shouldn’t...see that...
“You have to stop them!” she cried, pointing her sword across the room. “Whatever is in that box, you have to destroy it!”
I turned my attention back towards the source of the rift and the massing force of beasts that crowded around it. The hunger flared in my stomach as I drank in the red light pouring from the display case. “I’ll kill...every last one of these—”
“No!” Lia interrupted my fiendish curse. I whirled on her in a sudden fury at the idea of being denied my quarries, but she held my gaze without flinching. “Leave the monsters, Lux. Get the box! You have to stop them!” While her lips stopped moving, I heard her voice continue in the safe bastion within my mind. I’m with you. You’re strong enough to do this. I love you.
I stared into her eyes, my body continuing to seethe with rage as her message registered in my mind. A flicker of movement caught the corner of my eye, and my attention snapped suddenly to Val. I caught a rare, unguarded expression as our eyes met: terror. Those are Marin’s eyes. Is that how you see me now, too?
CLAIM IT. The dark presence thundered back in full force as my mind began to wander. THE SOURCE. CLAIM IT. My body turned and lunged ahead before I could react, and I found myself sprinting headlong across the chamber towards the growing wave of Serathids and the pedestal behind them. While my sword rose above my head and burned with renewed energy, I reached out into the empty air with my other hand and closed my fingers around an unseen object.
No. My stomach lurched as the world blinked away into darkness, only to reappear a moment later from a different perspective. I won’t claim it. My empty hand rested on the edge of the glass display case, and I stared down into the box at the ultimate source of the Serathid invasion. A distorted, oblong skull made entirely of black glass stared back at me, radiating a wave of void energy more powerful than even my memories of the void itself. You don’t control me. I felt my connection with Lia growing stronger, even as the conflagration around my body intensified.
CLAIM IT. BECOME WHAT YOU ARE MEANT TO BE.
I am what I’m meant to be. I brought the point of my sword down onto the skull with both hands and shattered the artifact into dust. An ominous stillness fell over the room as the incessant hum ceased. The dozen Serathids that had fallen through the rift paused in their charge and turned as a high-pitched hiss rushed out from above my head. Black smoke poured from the wound in reality as it stitched itself shut, vanishing entirely within a few seconds. With the link to the void removed, the dark energy that had suffused the space dissipated, and I immediately took back full control of myself as the black flames covering my body sputtered out.
A pair of warcries echoed through the chamber as Val and Lia charged the remaining beasts that lingered between us. The battle was short-lived; by the time I was able to gather my senses and round the marble podium, the last Serathid had already fallen. After scanning the chamber to ensure we were finally alone, I dropped my sword and let out a ragged sigh of relief. The feeling was echoed through my bond with Lia, and I braced myself as I heard her light footsteps racing towards me from across the room. I caught her as she threw herself against my chest, squeezing her tightly as I fell back against the display case for support. 
“Are you alright?” I asked her. “I’m sorry if the pain bled through to you, and that you...had to see that.”
“No, I’m fine,” she answered, shaking her head. “I had no idea how much agony it caused you; I hope I was able to take some of it away.” I felt a quick pulse of golden mana circle my body. “How are you feeling? You look...okay.”
“I feel okay,” I admitted, rolling my shoulders. “I hate to say it, but I think I’m getting used to that, somewhat.” The thought put a frown on my face, but I buried it in her hair as I kissed the top of her head. “It’s over. That’s all that matters now.”
“Yes,” Val agreed. I looked up to find her standing a cautious six feet away, watching our quick reunion. “I am unsure what transpired, but I believe this may have permanently stopped the Serathid invasion. I am in your debt, yet again.”
I held her gaze for a long moment and was happy to find that she didn’t look away. All traces of the fear I had seen before were gone, replaced once again by the inscrutable steel mask. 
“I’m sure you have questions.”
“For another time,” she said, raising a hand. “We are still in unknown territory. We should continue to explore this facility and stay on guard for more Serathids. While we may have halted their ingress, many have already come through.”
A tight knot in my stomach released all at once as I realized my inevitable conversation with Val had been pushed further down the road. “Right. Thanks.” I gave Lia a final hug before breaking away from the embrace and turning towards the door behind the podium. “I’m guessing we’ll find more answers that way.”
An automatic pulse of mana ran down my legs, and I was surprised to find the energy unhindered as it spread onto the floor and raced away beneath the black door. Lia noticed the freedom from the beast’s aura along with me and joined in with her own scan, checking back in the direction we had come and out through the tunneled hole in the chamber wall. While our immediate surroundings were clear, various pockets of static indicated that multiple Serathids still lurked somewhere within the mines, though the aimlessness of their movements showed they were unaware of our presence.
My forward sweep of Detection revealed a series of smaller chambers furnished like a small home: a bathroom, kitchen, living space, bedroom, and office. Beyond those, a final, larger room held multiple rows of pedestal display cases similar to the one beside us, though the objects held within showed no signs of any latent energy, malicious or otherwise. A small counterweight elevator stood open and empty on the far wall, the shaft for which traveled straight up to ground level. It opened into a small chamber built into the side of one of the twin mountains that covered Shadowmine, with a well-concealed stone door leading out onto the opposite side of the mountain from which we had entered.
“We should be safe, for the time being,” I said, pointing towards the door. “Someone has been living here, though. Complete with their own museum room and personal entrance to the mine.” I looked at Val and raised an eyebrow.
Her jaw clenched slightly as she shook her head. “I am unaware of any operations taking place beneath Shadowmine other than mining.” Her answer came just as calmly as before, but it seemed to bother her more severely as we stood within the proof that such a place existed. “This construction is old military, from when Kaldan was first formed as a nation, but I have never heard or read of its existence.”
“That’s likely by design,” I muttered. Motioning to the door, I waited for Val to make the first move. “Well? Shall we find out what Virram wanted to keep hidden?” After a brief pause, she nodded and made for the door. Lia and I fell in behind her and followed into the living space, closing the door behind us. 
The construction of the room was the same seamless marble as the large chamber from which we entered, but where the latter had been entirely empty, our current surroundings were lavishly decorated with massive paintings, tapestries, and overstuffed bookshelves. Most of the iconography in the artwork was foreign to me, but the repeated symbol and color palette of the Unity Church was apparent in most of the pieces.
“This is so...weird,” Lia said under her breath as she ran a finger along a low table. “How is all of this space so perfect after everything that’s happened? You’d think the monsters would have come through here first.”
“If I had to guess, I’d say that whoever was living here knows a lot more about those things than we do,” I said, browsing the titles of a row of books on a nearby shelf. “They were clearly brought here with some sort of purpose. Anybody who could do that probably knew a way to survive down here with them, and that would definitely involve keeping them out of the living quarters.”
“We need to make a coordinated sweep of this entire structure,” Val said, interrupting our theorycrafting. “There must be an explanation down here somewhere.”
“Let’s start with the study,” I suggested, having already found a pile of handwritten notes and open journals through my Detection. “Through that door, over there.” Val accepted the information without question and proceeded through the indicated door with Lia and me close behind. The study was mostly barren compared to the entry; the marble walls were empty of decoration, and the bookshelves were filled only with simple leatherbound notebooks titled with seemingly random strings of letters and numbers. Two and a half cases were filled with these identical tomes, while another three stood empty beside them. A single desk sat against the left wall covered with maps, stray papers, a box of unmarked journals, and a large book bound in white leather.
“Look at these journals; they’re ancient!” Lia mused, gingerly pulling the first book from the top shelf. The leather binding audibly creaked as she opened the front cover. “The first journal of Ergram Lax, Yorian Circle Shadebinder,” she dictated. She cocked an eyebrow and looked up from the book. “Never heard of him.”
Val stiffened and turned to address Lia. “Did you say...Shadebinder?” she asked in an ominous whisper.
“Umm...yeah. Shadebinder,” Lia answered. She spun the book in her hands and offered it out to Val. “That’s what it says.”
Val recoiled from the book as if it were aflame. “Lia, put that down, immediately.” She took another step back and looked around the room again, suddenly seeing the space in a new light. “We should not be here.”
“Val, what’s going on?” I asked. Alarm bells blared in my head as I watched her fearful reaction, and my stomach twisted as my imagination began to fill in the gaps. “Who was Ergram Lax?”
She shook her head. “I do not know of Ergram Lax, but I know of Shadebinders. They were a group of occult sorcerers who performed perverted experiments on the dead—dangerous heretics who were purged from the Unity Cathedral long ago, in the time of legends. There have been no Shadebinders in Kaldan for generations.”
“According to…?” I trailed off, already fearing the answer.
“The King, and his Council, and the Yorian Cathedral,” she answered. “According to everything I have ever known.” Her eyes bounced wildly around the room. “Lux, if there has been a new order of Shadebinders established with Kaldan, we are in far more danger than I could have feared. They hold powers greater than anything a normal human can ever hope to achieve.”
“Hold on, Val,” I said, placing a firm hand on her shoulder. “This all sounds like superstition to me. Whatever happened down here, we stopped it. Whether it was a Shadebinder, or something else, it doesn’t matter. We stopped it, and after we find who caused this mess, we’ll stop them, too. Permanently.”
A tear streamed down her face as she turned to look at me. “Virram,” she whispered. “It is Virram. There is no other way.”
My jaw fell open as I stood, at a loss for words. “I, uhm...Val, I believe you, but...are you sure?”
“Yes,” she answered firmly. “If a power as great as the Shadebinders had come to his notice, Virram would have chased it without end.” Her head shook back and forth, knocking fresh tears loose from her olive eyes. “It would explain...many things. Meetings which even I was unallowed to attend. Resources allocated to unnecessary projects. Undisclosed travels with undisclosed diplomats, attended by only Councilor Gullen.” Her hand shot up and gripped my arm, squeezing it painfully tight with her heavy gauntlet. “Lux, I have allowed this to happen. I followed his orders without question. I very well could have—”
“No!” Lia yelled, hugging Val from the side. “Stop it, Val! This isn’t your fault. If Virram really caused all of this, it’s his fault, not yours! You didn’t do any of this. You’ve always done what you thought was just, because you’re a good person.” Val seemed stunned by the gesture, staring down at Lia in awe. With painstaking slowness, she reached her arms down and returned the embrace, resting her chin on Lia’s head as tears continued to flow.
“You’re here, Valandra,” I said quietly. “After everything Virram put you through, you’re still right here, saving the world from his plans. You’re not at fault for this; you’re the hero.”
She sniffed loudly and straightened her posture, lifting Lia a few inches off the ground in the process. “Thank you, Lia, Lux.” She dropped Lia and looked away, taking a moment to wipe her face. When she turned back, her expression had returned to its natural blank slate. “We need to search this room for every piece of evidence tying King Yorrell to the Shadebinders. I will not allow that man to sit on the Golden Throne a moment longer, should this prove true.”
“Now, that’s the spirit!” I grinned, clapping her on the back. “That’s an effort I can get behind. I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but I fucking hate that guy.” Val let out a brief, delicate laugh, then graced me with a familiar smile. “Alright, evidence. We may want to split up for this: the room beyond here is some sort of trophy hall, which, depending on the contents, could be exactly what we’re looking for. If you start looking in there, I’ll help Lia with the books in here.” She nodded and crossed the study, carefully opening the door to the next room and scanning the empty space before entering.
Lia grabbed my hand and twined her fingers between mine. That went well.
Sure. We just told her some evil cult is coming back to ruin her country and shattered her entire worldview at the same time. I let out a heavy sigh and stared up at the ceiling. Though, I guess it really did go well, all things considered.
She laughed. You did a good thing, helping her like that.
I wish that wasn’t always so hard to do. Giving her hand a light squeeze, I walked to the bookshelves and pulled a volume out at random. “I’ll start over here.” I thumbed the journal open and flicked through the pages, looking for any particularly eye-catching passages or illustrations. Most of the images spread throughout the book were simple sketches of the Unity crest, though each had a minor alteration from the one I had become familiar with over the course of my travels: some had an eighth colored wedge around the outside of the circle, while others had intricate patterns drawn on the center white circle or were missing the central disc entirely. “This one just looks like boring religious studies.”
“Oh, Lux, look at this!” Lia called out, hefting the ponderous white tome from the desk. “This is the personal journal of whoever was living here. The last entry was...only two weeks ago!” She paced slowly across the room as she read, revealing a multitude of colored ribbons that dangled from various points in the book. “Oh, let’s see. This one...wow.”
“What is it?” I asked, pulling another random journal from the shelf in front of me. Based on the name and entry number on the title page, I was able to puzzle out the labeling system that organized the series: a start date, the author’s initials, the number of journals that author had filled at the time of writing, a letter to indicate a multi-journal study, and a final number representing the journal’s place in the entire series. This collection has been consistently updated for centuries.
“More than one person has written in here,” she answered, tugging on one of the ribbons. “The first page is dated from over five hundred years ago!” She tabbed through the book, examining the entry dates of each section. “Okay, here’s the start of the most recent owner’s section.” She cleared her throat and began to narrate the passage, speaking loud enough for Val to hear in the next room.
“‘Today begins the most exciting adventure of my life. I, Horace Odwell, have been named the next Shadebinder of the Yorian Circle by none other than…’” she trailed off, her eyes quickly flicking up to mine with a flash of worry. “‘...The new king, Virram Yorrell himself. It is the greatest of honors to once again bring the wisdom of the Shadebinders into the service of the Golden Throne after being rebuffed so long. The young king is truly wise beyond his years.” The sound of Val’s boots against the marble halted abruptly in the adjacent room, but started again after a moment’s pause. “It may be weeks before I begin my own official studies in these hallowed halls; the sum knowledge of every Kaldanic Shadebinder is stored within the journals only a few feet from where I sit, and I will not rest until I have consumed every bit of it. Someday, perhaps, my successor will read my own writings with the same fervor.’”
I poked my head into the next room. “Val, what were you planning to do with the evidence of Virram’s involvement in all of this?”
“Bring it to the Unity Cathedral. Working with such heretics would be grounds enough for removal from the throne, but should we find direct evidence of his involvement with the Serathid plot, it would be enough to try him for grand treason.” Her hand ran across a small placard on the case next to her. “Lux, what do you make of this?”
Lia followed me into the trophy room as I moved to Val’s side. The case in question held a small bronze coin coated in green patina, its etchings too worn to make out. A familiar series of numbers and letters marked the metal nameplate on the side of the glass case. “I think this label corresponds to a journal on that set of shelves,” I said, pointing over my shoulder. “This must be a collection of artifacts important to their experiments.”
“A single coin, though? What importance could this have?” she mused. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked out over the sea of display cases. “None of these hold power similar to what caused the Serathid invasion, correct?”
I rescanned the room with a quick pulse of mana, then nodded. “Right. None of these things look particularly special to me.”
“Good.” Val continued to pace through the rows of glass cases, peering into each one as she passed by, and I moved in the opposite direction doing the same. The array of objects I passed was baffling: a rusted half-helm, a collection of pages covered in a foreign language, a broken segment of discolored bone, and a perfectly preserved apple. None of the artifacts looked out of the ordinary or seemed to relate in any way aside from their physical proximity within the trophy room.
“Guys, listen to this!” Lia called out from her spot halfway across the room, having meandered about the cases as she read. “‘King Yorrell has provided me with a most curious artifact: an ornate skull, expertly crafted from some sort of dyed glass. While it is beautiful to behold, I am more intrigued by what I sense within it. My fingers tingle as I handle it even now; could it truly be a conduit for Shade essence?’”
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Shade essence...the void between worlds. That means these Shadebinders are just...people like me? I swallowed hard against an uncomfortable lump in my throat. Lia paused in her dictation and looked at me in concern as she felt my discomfort, but I nodded for her to continue. Read it. We need to know.
“‘Further tests will be required to fully understand this gift. The King has been less than forthcoming in his explanation for where he acquired the piece, simply saying it was “found.” Truly a mystery, my young master.’” She looked up from the page. “This was written four months ago.”
“It is true, then,” Val said through clenched teeth. “Virram was the catalyst for this invasion. He was the cause of the innocent lives we lost.”
“There’s more in the next entry, from a month later,” Lia added. “‘King Yorrell has bestowed upon me another gift, though this time, it is no mere bauble or curious artifact. This gift came in the form of a simple message: “You shall soon find proof that a fresh acolyte walks among us.” Such an intriguing riddle! I had hardly spent the time to consider what my King could mean when the promised proof arrived at my doorstep, right alongside my usual supply of rations and testing materials. It was the cadaver of a Yorian city guard, apparently killed—’”
Lia cut herself off with a hand clamped over her mouth, but I had already read the words through her eyes. Read it.
Lux, Val doesn’t need to know—
Read it, Lia. I felt a headache form between my eyes as my hands balled into tight fists against my legs. I’m done with hiding things. 
Lia continued reading, her voice trembling. “‘It was the cadaver of a Yorian city guard, apparently killed by an escaping prisoner from the dungeons. The guard, once named Jack, had been killed by a single, self-inflicted cut across his throat. A rather boring affair under normal circumstances, but these are no normal circumstances. This man has Shadelines! Beautiful black marks, originating from the center of his chest. I have barely earned my own Shadelines after years of research and practice, yet some unknown prisoner was able to leave such marks from what appears to be a single point of contact! Incredible! King Yorrell has assured me that the man will be found and collected so that I may soon speak with him. I just pray that Master Gullen’s abilities have not grown weak with disuse before their meeting.’”
I stood stock-still as I fought down my rage. I wasn’t just a prisoner to be dealt with, I was some sort of experiment to them. Everything that’s happened to me, and to Lia, and Val, and everybody else...it’s been in the name of some project. It’s been Virram at every turn. Sacrificing life after life, just so...what? They could watch me? So they could see my power?
“Lux,” Val asked softly, “what do you know of this?” She turned and leaned her elbows on the display case behind me, watching me carefully.
“Nothing!” I snapped, hurt by the accusation I felt in the question. “I don’t know what the fuck any of this is talking about, with Shadebinders and essences.” I spun towards her and jabbed a finger in her direction. “This is all on the shoulders of your King! Your King, and you.”
“Lux, you know that’s not true!” Lia cried from across the room, jogging towards us. “Val had nothing to do with this, and you know it!”
“Do I? Every time I think I finally have this figured out, there’s another layer of shit hidden underneath!” I poked Val roughly in the chest. “So, was it all a lie? Is this where I find out you were leading me here to Shadowmine this whole time? That you’re in on this whole plot after all?”
“I swear to you, I have no knowledge of this place or of Virram’s plans,” she answered calmly. “I am not accusing you of anything, Lux. We have all been pawns in Virram’s game. But there are many things you have yet to tell me.”
“I’m not hiding anything!” I shouted in her face. “I only found out about this fucking cult when we found the journals, so how could I know anything about it?!”
She took a step back and held up her hands in a slow, calming motion. “I just want to understand. You knew how to stop the Serathids, and you control powers I have never seen. Is this somehow related to the Shade—”
“I DON’T KNOW!” I bellowed, slamming my fist on the display case between us. There was a sharp pain in my hand as the glass shattered, and I looked down to find rivulets of blood dripping from my fingers onto an old shortsword amidst the broken glass.
A wave of golden energy swarmed around me as Lia hugged me tightly from behind. “Lux, please! Don’t let your anger take control again. We’re safe here, there’s no danger!”
Her words fell on deaf ears. The entire world froze in place around me as I reached down to pluck the rusted blade from the cabinet. No. This is...no. No. I wiped a splatter of blood from the base of the sword and held it up to my eye. My blacksmith’s stamp. And Ashedown’s, too. The sigil I had practiced a thousand times adorned the metal just above the hilt, immediately adjacent to a similar symbol I had seen on the forge’s sign every day for five years. This is the first sword I ever forged. My body went completely numb as I stared at the impossible blade. This is from Alderea.
HE WILL PAY FOR WHAT HE’S DONE.
Lia yelped as the voice boomed through my head, instantly dissociating my mind from my body. No, I thought feebly. This can’t be right.
HE TOOK HER AWAY FROM YOU.
My vision faded to shades of gray as the thought consumed me. Alderea is still out there. Amaya is still waiting for me. Because of him. I felt my body being tugged in multiple directions, but the sensation was far away, as if it were happening to someone else.
WE WILL HAVE JUSTICE.
The dark presence consumed my mind, routing me from the hidden bastion in my head. My body screamed with emptiness as Lia’s presence was ripped away from me, but the sensation lasted only a single moment; the burning embrace of the void filled the empty part of me and made me whole again. I was flooded with an overwhelming wave of power, and I reached out willingly into the darkness. The room turned black as my stomach flipped, and I disappeared from the physical world.
TONIGHT, WE SHALL INFLICT OUR RETRIBUTION.
***




22. RETRIBUTION
The darkness whipped past me as I spun headlong through the void, every inch of my body ablaze with a familiar, disassembling pain. I paid it no mind. My consciousness held a single, immutable focus that guided me through the unending blackness.
VIRRAM YORRELL WILL SUFFER.
I felt a sudden softness beneath my outstretched hand, and I grasped it tightly to anchor myself against the storm. There was a final roar of the gale around me as I slipped out of the void, and then the assault on my senses was gone, replaced with the gentle sensations of the physical world: warm lamplight glowing in dark, plush carpet against my hand, and the sounds of gentle music, clattering silverware, and casual conversation somewhere nearby. I rose from my kneeling position and found myself standing in the center aisle of Virram’s throne room in the Yorian keep.
The room was lit only by the lanterns hanging on the stone columns that flanked the central aisle and a series of candelabras on a long dining table, which had been dragged before the dais that held the massive golden throne. Behind it, a dark canvas curtain flapped angrily as it blocked what was once a glorious stained-glass window, now a gaping hole exposed to the bitter winter night outside. The table seated a dozen noble guests, all dressed in fine silk dresses and doublets, and held an overflowing banquet of roasted meats, greens, and pastries. While I didn’t recognize most of the guests, my eyes were locked on the men at the head of the table; Virram Yorrell sat in a high-backed chair just beneath his throne, with his trusted advisor Gullen seated at his right.
“VIRRAM!” I boomed, my voice filling the hall with an echoing chorus.
The noise drew a series of startled yelps from the dinner guests as they turned to watch me approach through the shadowy hall. Virram’s face showed momentary concern, but a wide grin spread across his face as he recognized me. “Lux, my friend! I was wondering when you’d be back.” He looked at his dinner guests and waved them down. “Please, friends, continue with your dinner! Lux is an associate of mine; no need to worry.”
“What have you done,” I hissed, ignoring his pleasantries.
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to be more specific,” he chuckled. He rang a small bell set on the corner of the table, and a moment later, the door to the barracks room behind the dais burst open. A line of guardsmen filed into the room and formed up behind him as he continued. “If I had to guess, you’ve recently been to Shadowmine. Am I correct?”
I remained silent as I stalked forward. Small wisps of black smoke wafted out from the cracks in my armor and swirled around my head. Gullen jumped as I entered the lamplight of a nearby pillar, his face alight with excitement. “I was so sad to hear you had left Kaldan,” Virram continued, motioning for his councilor to be still. “You did quite a number on us when you left, did you know that? Finding craftsmen that understand the inner mechanisms you destroyed in the Mountain Gate has been a difficult task.”
He popped a strawberry into his mouth and chewed it greedily. “Also, the Third Company hasn’t been the same without their fearless leader, Commander Savitz. It was such a tragedy to hear of his loss, especially so soon after you killed his son.” The remark drew a round of horrified gasps from the dinner guests. “Yes, that’s right; Lux here is the very man who slew my Strength. The Umbral Flame himself! The young Savitz so valiantly defended me during your attempt on my life, and his father rallied the entire Third to bring you to justice.”
The words passed over me without impact, and Virram’s brow furrowed. “Come now, Lux, it’s no fun if you don’t play along.” He put a hand to his chin in exaggerated thought until his face once again lit with delight. “Oh, tell me! How is the Corell family adjusting to life in Lybesa? Marten, Hana, and Marlia, correct? My sources tell me that Mayaan has had their own encounter with Umbral Flame recently; I hope they’re alright.”
He stood from his chair and leaned both hands against the table, cocking his head to one side. “And your friend, Marin? Did she survive her...incident?” he asked, venom dripping from every word. “It was truly a shame she had to become involved in all of this, but you forced my hand. From the moment you returned from your little trip to Attetsia, I knew you had turned my Shield against me. Commander Savitz was more than happy to help put that traitorous bitch Valandra in line if it meant getting to you, and with her sister being so close to you, well...it was really your own fault, wouldn’t you say?”
My sword appeared in my hand and immediately burst into a glorious pyre of black flames, bathing the throne room in a sinister glow. The dinner guests let out a round of terrified screams as they stood and fled towards the back of the room. Virram hooted and banged his hands against the table, apparently unmoved by the display. “Yes, Lux! Finally! Do you have any idea how much I’ve gone through just for the chance to see the Umbral Flame with my own eyes?” The assembled guards behind him stepped forward and surrounded him in a protective phalanx, holding shield and spear out at the ready.
“Ever since you so thoroughly dispatched my man Jack in the dungeons, Gullen here has begged me for the chance to see you in your full glory,” the young king explained. “Likewise, my associate in Shadowmine has been very interested in meeting you. It’s a shame he’s away on...business.” At the mention of his name, Gullen pushed away from the table and began to make his way towards me. “I thought it a strange request, but they both insisted your power would be unlike anything the world had ever seen. Who am I to argue with the wisdom of my councilors?”
As he shuffled forward, Gullen rolled up the sleeves of his heavy robe, revealing a series of jagged black scars that ran along his pallid, wrinkled arms, spreading down from his shoulders and ending before his wrists. “I told my King it would be safer for us to talk only after you revealed your true form,” he said in a small, squeaking voice. He stopped at the edge of the table, still about twenty yards from my current place in the massive throne room, and extended his arms in my direction, palms forward. “You may have been blessed with power, but only wisdom will allow you to control it. Allow me to show you true mastery.”
He closed his eyes and strengthened his stance as he began to chant under his breath. “Primeval of Death, forgotten keeper of all, allow me the strength to bend this heretic to Your will, and teach him the true meaning of power!” The lamplight around us flickered, and I felt a gentle tug at the base of my spine, as if a small child had tapped me in an effort to gain my attention. I stopped my approach and watched with incredulous amusement as the old man trembled with exertion. A deep, hideous laugh escaped my mouth and filled the hall with thunder. INSIGNIFICANT. A NEOPHYTE AT MY ALTAR.
Gullen’s eyes snapped open, and a flash of panic lit across his face. “Primeval of Death, forgotten keeper of all, allow me—'' His repeated chant was interrupted by my hand closing around his throat as I lifted him off the ground, having crossed the space between us with a single, instantaneous dash.
“Your God is weak, Gullen. Your prayers have gone unanswered, but they do not fall on deaf ears; I will give you a taste of the power you crave.” I sent a single spark of black fire down my arm and into his chest. A roaring fire erupted from his mouth as the speck of void energy instantly overwhelmed him, and his body began to turn to ash. THIS IS TRUE MASTERY, WORM.
The swirling ash and smoke cleared to reveal Virram’s horrified face at the opposite end of the table. “Kill him!” he screamed at his surrounding guards, scrambling backwards in his chair. “Kill him, now!” 
The score of guardsmen around him burst into a flurry of panicked action as they swarmed ahead in an unorganized mess. I sneered at them through the curtain of flame that had enveloped my body and raised my sword in their direction. Twisting bolts of dark energy raced out from my feet along the ground, each suffusing one of the soldiers as they charged. In an instant, their shared warcry became a shared shriek of pain as their muscles constricted and locked them in place, creating a beautiful array of tortured, twitching statues.
“Kill him!” Virram commanded again. “Don’t just stand there you cowards, kill—” His command was cut short as he stifled a horrified scream. In unison, each of the guards’ heads spun backwards to face their King as I controlled their muscles like a dark puppeteer, and the chamber momentarily echoed with a sickening series of snaps. I released my control over their bodies a moment later, and the assembly fell to the ground in a tangled heap. Virram scanned the scene with uncomprehending terror, then looked up at me. “W-wait, I—”
I leapt over the length of the banquet table and kicked him square in the chest, shattering the back of his regal wooden seat as I sent him flying through the air. He crashed against the imposing golden throne and fell into the seat with a pitiful whine. I blinked forward through space, appearing on the dais with a reverberating boom before he could react to my assault. My sword disappeared in a flash, and I grabbed him around his slender neck with both hands, pinning him to the cushioned back of the throne. 
As I watched him struggle feebly against my iron grip, my stomach filled with an overpowering feeling of disgust. The young, handsome Virram Yorrell that had caused me so much pain was reduced to a snivelling, squirming mess of a man. His face, once so arrogant and self-assured, was streaked with tears and snot, and his skin had begun to darken from its usually healthy glow to a veiny, bloated purple. The eyes that had held so much contempt for me were now wild and full of fear as the life drained from his body. WORTHLESS SCUM.
I relaxed my grip just enough to allow him a single, rasping breath. “P-please!” he choked. “I’ll give you whatever you want, just don’t kill me! I don’t want to die!” Another pathetic wail escaped his lips as he kicked his legs aimlessly.
Carefully, I set him back against his golden throne, releasing my grip around his neck to cradle his face with both of my hands. “Death is a kindness you don’t deserve.”
A manic laugh momentarily overtook him. “Yes, you’re right! A-absolutely! I am the lowest of the low, but as long as you let me live, I’ll give you anything you want! Anything! I’ll be your faithful servant. You’ll never want for anything!” I saw the gears spinning behind his eyes as he bargained for his life.
His hope turned to despair as I laughed in his face. I leaned in close to his ear, singeing the messy brown hair that brushed along his cheek. “You misunderstand me, Virram Yorrell.” A wave of healing magic spread across him as I channeled the mana from my left hand, and I saw his body slump as it autonomously relaxed. “Death is a kindness you don’t deserve, but tonight, you shall earn the privilege.” As the healing continued, I sent a rush of void energy down my right arm and suffused it through his skin. An immediate web of black scars wrapped around his face and darkened his eyes, and gouts of smoke poured from the lines. “TONIGHT, YOU SHALL SUFFER.”
The hall echoed with Virram’s agonized shrieks as the death energy continued to wrap its way around his thin frame, covering every inch of his skin with jagged, smoking marks. My healing magic was the only thing that held his body together as it burst into a beautiful fountain of black flames. Convulsions shook his flickering form as the pain overwhelmed him, but I held him in my steady hands as the healing magic and void energy wove through him in a perfectly measured harmony. “BEG ME FOR MERCY.”
“MAKE IT STOP!” he screamed. “I BEG YOU, MERCY!”
“BEG ME FOR FORGIVENESS.” I increased the energy through both hands, and the flames grew brighter, bathing me in unholy light.
“LET ME DIE!” he wailed. “LET ME DIE!”
“BEG ME FOR ABSOLUTION.” The most intense catharsis of any of my lives rushed through me, and I sent the full might of my dueling energies into his body. Virram spasmed violently as his pleading cries devolved into shrieks and gurgles. I heard doors bang open at various points along the throne room, and a swarm of iron boots clanged across the stone floor towards me.
“YOU SHALL NOT HAVE IT!” Everything disappeared behind a bright flash of light as the void energy reached a crackling crescendo, sending flames spilling out in all directions. When the energy subsided, I saw the room in a new light; the cloth that had covered the broken stained-glass window was reduced to smoldering cinders, allowing moonlight to spill past the remaining glittering shards. Below it, the Golden Throne was a melted, misshapen pile of metal, still glowing cherry-red from the momentary blast furnace that had engulfed it. Seated at the center of the monument was a twisted humanoid figure made entirely of black glass; its face was upturned and contorted in agony, but the rest of its features had melted away and fused with the throne itself, leaving it a vague resemblance of the ruler it had once been. 
As I stared into the infinite blackness of Virram’s remains, I felt a deep thrum of satisfaction reverberate in my chest. YOU HAVE BECOME WHAT YOU WERE MEANT TO BE. WE WILL BRING JUSTICE TO THIS WORLD AND EVERY WORLD BEYOND IT. 
I turned to face the approaching army, but their charge had reversed into a headlong retreat at the sight of their king’s ruination. My brow furrowed as I watched them run; their mere presence in the throne room soiled what was an otherwise perfect victory. YOU WILL FACE JUSTICE.
Whipping lashes of darkness flew off of me and pursued the fleeing guards. A series of explosions rocked the hall as each one impacted its target and instantly incinerated them, blasting chunks of stone up from the floor where they had stood. I let out a roaring laugh as the chaos unfolded before me. WE WILL BRING RUIN TO KALDAN. WE WILL BRING JUSTICE. WE—
In a forgotten corner of my mind, I felt my consciousness surface from the void that had engulfed me. No. That’s not justice. I floundered in an endless ocean of darkness, thrust into a battle to keep the single remaining shred of my humanity intact against the rage driving my body. Slaughtering innocents isn’t justice. I didn’t know whether it was Virram’s death, my receding adrenaline, or some outside force that had allowed my consciousness to coalesce out of the void, but the answer didn’t matter; my sole focus was preventing the dark presence from swallowing me up again, regardless of how I had escaped its embrace.
THIS WORLD IS INSIGNIFICANT. OUR PURPOSE IS HIGHER. IF WE MUST REDUCE EVERY SOUL TO CINDERS, SO IT WILL BE.
No. I felt my fingers twitch as my fortitude grew. There are people I care about in this world. I won’t kill them. My body rumbled with an angry growl as I fought for control. Lia. Marten and Hana. Marin. Val. I’ll protect them.
YOU CANNOT PROTECT THEM FROM THIS. AS LONG AS WE ARE HERE, THIS WORLD WILL BURN.
With a desperate burst of resistance, I took charge of my arm and raised my hand, grasping at the air before me. Then I’ll leave. The throne room blurred as the dark energy stored in my core activated, and the world disappeared.
---
FOOLISH.
Every cell in my body burned as I listlessly floated through the void between worlds. Strangely, my head felt entirely empty of the dark presence that had possessed me, though I could still hear it thundering its displeasure at me from all sides.
YOU WILL REMAIN HERE UNTIL YOU ACCEPT YOUR FATE.
I guess I’ll be here forever, then. I’ll never hurt Lia again, even if it means I have to die to keep her safe.
YOU BELIEVE DEATH WILL SAVE YOU? I heard the vicious laughter that had once come from my own mouth echo in my ears. YOU TRULY UNDERSTAND NOTHING. A crackling spasm raced through my brain like lightning as a memory was forcefully pulled from its resting place and put on display behind my eyes. Amaya dozed in the shade of our favorite tree on the hill behind Ashedown’s forge with her golden, rabbit-like ears flopped down over her face.
Just as a smile began to form on my lips, the memory was ripped away in a searing burst of pain. I began to panic as I tried to retrace the neural pathways to the memory and came up with only hazy, dreamlike rememberings of the once-perfect scene. No. No, you can’t take those. Leave my— Another bolt of pain, and I found myself in Jaren’s study in Hedaat. My hand stroked gently through Alda’s hair as she slept with her head in my lap, both of us sitting on the floor in front of a crackling hearth. Jaren and I spoke quietly about the day’s successes and failures, making plans for our next round of testing.
My brain screamed in torment, and the memory vanished in a haze. Stop! You can’t—
BECOME WHAT YOU ARE MEANT TO BE.
The next forced memory flickered to life: I sat between Lia and Val at the Council Chambers, enjoying our freshly prepared dinner together in contented silence on the night before we reached Attetsia. The vision was ripped away in another burst of disorienting pain before I could beg for it to stay. Please. They’re all I have.
ACCEPT YOUR FATE.
I thrashed against the surrounding void and reached out with what little mana I had left, but I was entirely consumed by the suffocating space. Without my willing connection to the dark presence, I had no way of navigating the void to find my way back to the life I had made with Lia; I could find no indication of which was up, or if up even existed in the space between worlds. The only thing I knew for sure was the burning pain that filled my body would never end, and my memories would disappear one by one until I was an empty shell with no reason to resist the presence that tortured me.
The onslaught of memories continued, increasing in speed with each stolen moment. The first cup of tea Alda made for me the night Jaren rescued me from the snow. The first time I was able to knock the old knight Brusch into the dirt after so many years of practice behind Ashedown’s forge. My first kiss with Lia, lying in the southern fields of Kaldan the night before we reached Attetsia’s walls. Jarut’s stifled laugh as Kel teased me about my relentless stories of my life with Amaya. Stop it. As each memory burned away to mist, an indignant flame grew stronger in my stomach. Those aren’t yours to take.
Another flash of pain struck me more powerfully than before, and two memories played side by side before me. To my left, Amaya stood at the base of our shady tree, dressed in a simple white wedding dress. To my right, Lia was bound hand-in-hand with me in the Mayaan chapel, her brilliant rainbow dress glowing beneath the stained glass window above us. “NO!” I roared, pulling back on the memories with all my might. “NOT THOSE!”
A chill ran down my spine and spread out through my limbs, interrupting my pain and halting the playback of the memories. Hello, Elden. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I felt a mix of relief and fear as Amaya’s voice whispered in my ear. Looks like you’re in a bit of a...delicate situation.
I’m dying; is that delicate enough for you? The mimicking of Amaya’s voice still turned my stomach in disgust, and the casual nature of the greeting set me off balance.
Oh, you’re always so dramatic,
her voice said with an audible eye roll. You’re just a bit lost, is all. Stayed a bit too long in the dark, and now you can’t get out. What did you expect? You went a bit overboard with your little rampage, don’t you think?
That wasn’t me. That was—
We both know that isn’t true, Elden.
As much as I wanted to believe I had been an unwilling passenger in the brutal slaughter in the throne room, the memory was clear without the obscuring filter of the dark presence in my head: I had asked for its power, and I had enjoyed every second of killing Virram and his men.
It doesn’t matter. I gave up control to...whatever it is that lives in my head, and this time, nobody is here to bring me back. I conjured up an image of Lia’s face and cherished the memory while it still belonged to me.
That’s not true either, love, Amaya’s voice cooed. You have me.
Don’t pretend that you aren’t the reason I’m here. I might not understand any of this death energy shit, but I’m smart enough to know that it all leads back to whatever you are.
Her voice turned to a malicious, icy laugh in my ears, a noise the true Amaya would never have made. Elden, my absence is the reason you’re here. I warned you the last time we spoke that you’d regret refusing my help, and here we are. Without me to guide you along and temper your worst instincts, well...why don’t we ask Virram Yorrell how that turned out?
A momentary flash of Virram’s glassy, eyeless face appeared before me, and I recoiled from the image. No. You killed Lia; there’s no way I’ll ever trust anything you say.
The voice huffed indignantly. Oh, are you still hung up on that? She’s fine now. I knew you’d figure something out.
Fuck you.
Amaya’s voice giggled. Did you forget where you are? The cooling force within my body vanished, and I was immediately consumed by the full wrath of the void once again. I convulsed as the agony took hold, and the twin visions of my weddings immediately reappeared before me. Amaya’s face faded into the darkness, and the rest of the memory followed after it, dissipating in a fine mist. The edges of my memory of Lia began to waver as I looked on in horror.
BECOME WHAT YOU WERE MEANT—
“WAIT!” I screamed, grasping uselessly at the fading memory.
The foggy edges of the vision of Lia solidified as soon as the word escaped my lips. Interested in talking again, are we?
Give it back.
It’s awfully rude to make demands of someone trying to help you.
Give. It. Back. Although the burning pain of the void had once again been soothed, my chest still ached where the missing memory of my wedding to Amaya had lived. The sucking feeling left in its wake made me feel like a hollowed-out shell, devoid of all motivation other than becoming whole again.
I heard a long sigh as the voice moved from one ear to the other; it seemed so close that I could feel its breath on the back of my neck, but there was nothing around me beyond the neverending darkness. What makes you think I can bring it back? I’m not the one who took it from you.
If you can’t bring it back, leave me alone. Just let me die.
Oh, Elden. I’ve told you before; self-pity doesn’t look good on you. There was a long pause as the voice hummed, apparently deep in thought.
You’re no fun like this, though, so...I suppose I can help you out.
While I knew it was just as dangerous to put my faith in the false Amaya as it was to embrace the dark presence inside of me, it was the only chance I had at regaining what had been stolen. I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes as I made the decision I knew I would one day regret. Thank you.
Don’t mention it, love,
the voice giggled. Though, before we get started, I have one condition.
The immediate fulfillment of my worries made me wince. Name it.
I need you to apologize.
I furrowed my brow as I processed the unexpected request. Excuse me?
Perhaps you don’t remember, but you were quite rude during our last conversation. Such foul language.
I heard her tongue click in disapproval. You owe me an apology, and a promise that when we talk again in the future, you’ll maintain an appropriate level of civility.
I’m...sorry, I managed, swallowing my pride along with the bile I tasted at the back of my throat. I’ll be...nicer in the future.
A light, melodic laugh filled my head. That was a terrible apology, but I guess it’ll have to do for now.
A sudden rush of energy crackled down my spine like ice, and my stolen memories returned one by one. I saw Val’s smile as we watched Lia try her first beer, felt Alda’s silver hair between my fingers, and tasted the mint on Lia’s lips as her face hovered inches above mine, flushed and smiling. Each memory slotted into its appropriate place with a jolt of electricity when the neurons flared back to life.
As the final, precious memory of my wedding to Amaya returned to me, a second memory played out alongside it: blood dripped down onto the rusted shortsword from the Shadebinder’s collection, obscuring the familiar pair of blacksmith’s stamps engraved at the hilt. They found a way to bring this here, from Alderea. Our worlds are linked. I felt my heart flutter in my chest at the thought. I can find a way back to you.
Now then, I imagine you’ll also be wanting my help getting out of here. Unless you’ve suddenly decided you’d rather spend eternity in darkness,
Amaya’s voice laughed, amused by her own joke.
No, wait. My throat tightened as a wave of panic washed over me. I can’t go back. If I do, that...thing will take over again. I won’t put Lia and Val in danger like that. Even with the immediate threat of torture removed, hopelessness continued to fill me. I can’t go back anywhere, anymore.
Oh, you don’t have to worry about that, love,
the voice said dismissively.
That thing is back where it belongs, locked up nice and tight in the back of your head. It’ll stay there until you go searching for it again.
I won’t.
You will, she countered. You’ll always go back to it, eventually.
I processed the information quietly for a long time, until my curiosity got the better of me. What is it?
We don’t have the time for that kind of explanation, love. Let’s just say...you know more about the void than you think you do, but you only know it with certain parts of your mind. I waited expectantly for the explanation to continue, but the voice remained silent for a brief moment, then laughed. Satisfied?
No.
Good. My stomach lurched as I was flung through the darkness, tumbling end over end in a directionless freefall.
Now, it’s about time you went back, don’t you think? You shouldn’t keep your wife waiting. I heard a sudden, distressed inhale of breath as her voice paused. Oh, sorry. Your second wife. Your first wife...well, she’s used to waiting by now, isn’t she?
While I was just barely able to hold back the torrent of obscenities on the tip of my tongue, I couldn’t stop the enraged growl that thrummed in my chest.
Oh, this is going to be SO fun, Elden.
A sudden whirlwind raged in my ears, and the darkness around me turned to a swirling mess of blinding, colorful lights. Amaya’s voice continued on in my head, perfectly audible above the din. Go back and have your promised adventures with Lia. You still have lots of work to do before you’re finished there. 
A familiar shift in the storm told me the trip would be over soon, and I braced my body for the transition between realities. Don’t forget what you promised me: the next time I check in on you, I expect you to be on your best behavior.
I covered my eyes and ears with my arms as the storm grew too powerful to withstand, and I felt my consciousness momentarily slip away. When you’re finally done, we can talk about what comes next. I have all the time in the world to wait for you. If I have to...I’ll wait forever.
---
I appeared in what looked like an inverted version of the Shadebinder’s study, with the bookshelves firmly anchored to the white marble ceiling. My head connected with the floor before I had a chance to fully understand my situation, and I fell into a jumbled heap on top of myself.
Oops,
Amaya’s voice whispered in my ear before finally disappearing with a soft giggle. For what felt like the first time in years, I found myself entirely alone within my own head: all traces of the dark presence had vanished, as promised, and the chilling grip that accompanied the shifting voice faded from the base of my skull. I let out a contented sigh of relief and gingerly rubbed the top of my head.
Two pairs of footsteps rapidly approached from the adjacent room in response to my ungraceful return. Before I had a chance to right myself, Val and Lia appeared in the doorway. Lia let out a wordless cry of relief and dove forward, pinning me to the ground. Her fingers dug through my hair as she pulled me into a passionate kiss. Golden mana washed over me as I returned the kiss and embraced her, and I felt her powerful emotions pressing at the edge of my mind: fading despair and overwhelming joy.
“Lux,” Val said breathlessly. “You are back.”
I smiled against Lia’s lips, breaking the kiss. “I’m back,” I affirmed, nuzzling my nose against hers. She helped pull me up to a sitting position, and I was dismayed at the effort it took me to maintain the position; my body ached from head to toe, and my remaining mana was in dangerously short supply.
“What happened?” Lia asked, caressing my cheek. “Where did you go? I thought that, maybe, you were...gone. For good.”
My smile faded as I shook my head. “No.” I knew there was no point in lying, but the thought of telling the truth made me feel sick to my stomach. “I went to the throne room in Yoria,” I said, looking away. “I went to find Virram. He was there, holding some sort of banquet with a bunch of nobles.”
Lia waited patiently as I fell silent in my retelling, rubbing my knee with small, reassuring circles. Val knelt down beside her and dipped her head to meet my eyes. “What happened, Lux?”
I closed my eyes and shuddered as I saw the king’s fate repeated over and over in my mind. “I tortured him. I burned him alive, right on his throne.” My voice fell to a quavering whisper. “He’s dead. Him, and his councilor, Gullen.”
The room fell silent under the weight of my confession. I fought with all of my remaining strength to stop myself from being sick as the memory continued to torment me. A heavy, gauntleted hand grasped my shoulder, and I looked up to find Val staring at me intently. “Good,” she stated, forcing me to hold her gaze. “As long as Virram Yorrell lived, the country of Kaldan was in danger.”
“No,” I muttered, shaking my head. “If you had seen what I did, you wouldn’t say—”
“I would,” she interrupted. “I will not speak to your methods, for I do not understand them, nor do I know the full extent of your intentions. I do not know the exact fate that befell Virram tonight, but it does not matter; what you have done has benefitted every citizen that suffered beneath him. Without your intervention, Serathids would have overrun Kaldan, and Virram would have ruled over the remains. No matter what you believe, that is the truth.” 
“Val’s right, Lux: it’s done.” Lia added. She pulled me into another tight hug. “All I care about is you. You’re back, and you’re safe. That’s all that matters right now.” I felt a gentle probe of golden mana at the back of my mind. If you want to talk about what happened, I’ll be here for you whenever you’re ready. You’re not alone. Please, don’t forget that.
I nodded into her shoulder, too overwhelmed by the night’s events to process their assurances. My sole focus fell onto the amber aura that enveloped me and the comfort it provided. I felt my body begin to slowly relax as I accepted her comfort, and the visions that tormented me faded away until my mind was completely blank. “Thank you,” I said quietly. I looked past her to Val and gave her a small nod. “Both of you.”
With my self-torment quelled, the only feeling left within me was exhaustion, and I slumped back with a long yawn. “So,” I started, looking around the room, “how long was I gone?”
“Less than an hour, I believe,” Val answered. “Lia was insistent that, if we waited here, you would return to us. We have thoroughly investigated the Shadebinder’s chambers in your absence.”
“Oh. Good,” I said, awkwardly pushing myself to my feet with Lia’s assistance. “Did you find anything else that might be helpful?” Val and Lia shared a furtive glance, each waiting for the other to answer first. “What is it?”
“I continued to read the journal once we had finished our sweep of the surrounding rooms,” Val explained hesitantly. “It is...not good news. We can wait until you are—”
“Val, I’m fine,” I cut her off, only partially lying. “Tell me what you found out.”
“The artifact you destroyed here in Shadowmine was only one in a set of four. If the journal entries are to be believed, the current Shadebinder, Horace Odwell, has already delivered a second artifact to an undisclosed location in Doram as of six weeks ago.”
I rubbed my eyes and let out a tired sigh. “So the Serathid invasion isn’t over, after all.”
“Perhaps, perhaps not,” she replied. “According to his notes, the artifact was activated with ‘minimal complications.’ The only consequence of the activation was the appearance of a small bit of blood—no Serathids or other unknown creatures.”
“Maybe each of the artifacts does a different thing,” Lia suggested. “Or, maybe it being in a different place makes it do something different?” She shrugged her shoulders and motioned to the large tome on the desk behind us. “I don’t think they know any more about it than we do, based on the notes.”
“So it either does the same thing as the one here, or something different. At this point, I’m not sure which is worse.” I chuckled and shook my head. “Does the journal say anything about where Horace is now?”
“Only where he will be,” Val answered. “He has left in search of additional information on the sect of Shadebinders that existed at the founding of Kaldan. When he has found what he is looking for, he intends to enter the eastern forest to activate a third artifact there. The last is intended for Lybesa, though Odwell has delayed its activation until the Mountain Gate is more easily traversable.”
I walked to the rack of journals beside me as Val explained her findings. Scanning the ordered spines, I found the matching designation from the nameplate of the shattered display case in the adjacent room and plucked it from the shelf. I slipped the small journal into a pouch on my belt as I turned back to my companions. “Sounds like we have some traveling to do.” I rejoined the group and put my arm around Lia’s shoulders, resting my weight heavily on her back. “For now, I’d settle for getting out of this place and seeing the sky again.”
“Where will you go now?” Val asked. The question was innocuous enough, but I could feel a second, more pivotal question in the trepidation of her voice and the slight raise of her eyebrows: What about me?
“To bed,” I answered with a laugh. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but a lot happened tonight. I’m not making any more decisions until after I’ve had some sleep.”
“Of course,” she answered quickly. She collected the white leather journal and followed after us as we entered the trophy room, making our way towards the elevator on the far wall. I steered us through the rows of pedestals towards the shattered case where I had left the rusted shortsword. It remained exactly where I had dropped it, nestled in a bed of bloodstained glass shards.
“What is that, Lux?” Lia asked as I plucked the weapon from the broken display. “Is it another artifact?”
“No,” I murmured, turning the blade over in my hands. I rubbed the drying blood away from the metal near the crossguard and held it out to her, tapping my finger over the pair of engraved symbols.
Her eyes widened as she recognized the mark I had drawn for her in the dirt back in Lybesa. “Is that…?”
I nodded. “It’s from Alderea. A piece of my past.”
“How is it here?” She looked up into my eyes, her face shifting as she put together the final bits of information explaining my sudden rage and disappearance from before. “Lux, are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” I smiled back at her, nudging her back into motion towards the elevator. “I don’t know how it got here, but I’m going to find out.” She gave me a wary smile in return as we continued on our way, her shoulder still supporting the majority of my weight.
We reached the opposite wall and stepped cautiously into the hanging metal cage. The seamless marble floor stopped abruptly at the entrance to the elevator shaft, replaced with raw-cut stone that continued up and away into darkness. Val stepped into the elevator after us, causing the cage to sag beneath her imposing frame. She placed her hand on the lever that controlled the counterweight and looked between Lia and me. “Are you ready to leave?”
“Yeah,” Lia answered. “This place gives me the creeps.”
“Agreed,” I added. Val pulled the grated metal door shut and flipped the lever on the wall, and our cage immediately rattled to life as it began to ascend into the dark.
Lux? Lia’s voice echoed in my head.
Yes?
I know you told Val you needed to sleep on it, but...where are we going to go next? I could feel her unspoken worry at the edge of my mind as she continued. And...what about Val?
We’re going home, I answered. We need to take some time to rest, regroup, and come up with a real plan with all of this new information. My eyes turned to the back of Val’s head, watching her until the elevator shaft was pitch black. She can travel with us, for now. We still have some things to discuss with her before I figure out...anything else.
Okay. Her worry turned to relief at the answer, and she leaned her head against my shoulder. I’m glad you’re still here, Lux.
Me too, Lia, I smiled as warmth spread through my chest. I wouldn’t have made it here without you by my side.
I’ll always be there when you need me. Forever.
My fingers tightened around the old leather grip of the rusted shortsword as I gently kissed the top of her head. Forever.
A slight chill ran up my spine as I felt the darkness stir around me, and an icy presence flitted in the back of my mind. Forever.
***




Author’s Note
Well, here we are again! I’ve somehow made my way to the end of another book. As you all may have noticed, this one was a bit longer than the previous entries. Volume 3 ended up at over twice the word count of Volume 1! This wasn’t an entirely intentional choice; I knew where I wanted the story to go, and it ended up taking a bit longer to get there than I thought it would. In the end, I’m incredibly happy with the outcome of Volume 3, and I hope you all enjoyed it!
As always, work on the series continues to progress every day. Volume 4 is well underway already, and I’m doing my best to get it published in a timely manner! It seems that an eight month wait between books is an achievable goal based on my release schedule so far, so my personal goal is to release the next book before the end of 2021. This is in no way a promise, of course. As this is a hobby project for me, I can’t prioritize it above work and life events, so delays are inevitable. If you’re interested in keeping up to date on the project in the meantime, follow me on Twitter @RA_Adam_Ladner, or subscribe to the newsletter on my website at www.adamladner.com.
I’d be remiss to leave out a few special mentions here, so indulge me a moment as I say thank you to the people who made this book possible. As always, a big thank you to Maria for taking the time to edit the manuscript and take time to continually teach me the basics of writing. Thank you to Zack for making sure the physical editions of the book are formatted correctly, no matter how many new challenges I add along the way. And of course, thank you to Jodi for continuing to be my number one fan and supporting me in every aspect of life, on and off the page.
I also wanted to give special mention to Alice, the artist of the series! I’m overjoyed to bring interior artwork back to the books; I felt its absence more than anybody in Volume 2, and the extra pieces here in Volume 3 really elevate the work to another level. You can find the full color, full resolution versions of each piece of art hosted on my website (as soon as I find a place to put them that doesn’t spoil any plot points for new readers!). If you’re looking to find more of her work, you can check out her social media accounts @Seiorai. Expect to see a lot more art in the Restart Again universe from her in the future!
With the page quickly running out, I’ll leave you with a final request. If you’ve enjoyed the series up to this point, please go and leave a review of the books on Amazon! Apart from directly purchasing the books, it’s the best way to support me and get the book out there for even more people to enjoy. I read every review, so let me know what you thought!
Until next time, stay safe out there, and as always, thanks for reading!
~Adam
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