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    1. JUSTICE


  


  Val pulled open the metal door to the elevator when the rattling cage had finally reached its destination ten full minutes after the start of our ascension through the darkness. The three of us filed out into the chamber and took stock of our surroundings. It was a small room lined with pallets and unmarked supply crates, no doubt the leftovers from the last shipment of food and study materials for the Shadebinder that lived in the chambers below. The floor and back wall were made from smooth, polished stone, but the wall with the exit door was still jagged and rough, maintaining the appearance of the mountain it was carved from. The door itself was a marvel of craftsmanship; it appeared to be a continuation of the mountain face, but it had a series of levers and hidden hinges that allowed it to slide inward and swing open, then return to its original position without any indication it existed from the outside.


  I shuffled through the room under the light of a single lantern, valiantly burning after its comrades had long since sputtered out. Even with Lia’s shoulder supporting most of my weight, I found it increasingly difficult to walk without tripping over my own feet. My ordeal in the void between worlds coupled with the massive expenditure of mana in Virram’s throne room had left me exhausted, and I had already dozed off multiple times on our elevator ride to the surface. I slumped onto the nearest storage crate and let slip a loud groan of exertion. “I need to sleep,” I said, rubbing my face. “As much as I hate the idea of staying here a second longer than we need to, I won’t make it ten feet through that snow outside.”


  “That’s okay,” Lia assured me, rubbing my shoulder. “I think this room is pretty safe, all things considered. Besides, if anything does manage to find us, I’ll see it coming from a mile away. Nothing is going to get the jump on us in here.”


  “Thanks,” I nodded to her with a weak smile. “Val, you should probably get some sleep as well. You’ll need your energy to keep up with us when we leave.”


  “I appreciate your concern, Lux, but there is no need,” she answered. “I will not leave Lia to keep watch alone with the potential of danger nearby.”


  I sent a quick pulse of mana up through Lia’s arm to observe her remaining energy reserves, an effort which I found surprisingly taxing. An amber ocean of mana shone brilliantly in her core and set my mind at ease. “She’s more than capable of keeping watch, but...suit yourself.” Too tired to push the issue, I slid down from my perch on the storage crate and balled my cloak up beneath my head. I only need a few hours, for now, I thought to Lia. Wake me up when you’re ready to leave. Or if anything happens.


  Okay, she replied, giving me a warm smile. She moved to the opposite side of the chamber and sat down on a stack of pallets, motioning for Val to join her. As the pair found a comfortable position for their watch, I allowed my heavy eyelids to fall closed, and my exhaustion quickly overwhelmed me.


  ---


  Pain blossomed in my cheek and rippled across my face and neck, drawing an tortured shriek from my lips. I had never felt even a fraction of this agony in my entire life; it was a level of suffering I didn’t believe possible within a human body, yet it continued to work its way down my chest and into my arms and legs. It seemed as though every inch of my body was burning away in a great fire, but my flesh somehow remained intact, continuing to burn long after it should have disintegrated into ash.


  The source of my torment stood before me wreathed in a brilliant column of flames. I could make out a vague humanoid outline within the fire, but no human could exude such a powerful aura of pure rage. A sourceless voice filled my ears and shook me down to my soul.


  BEG ME FOR MERCY.


  Somehow, the impossible torture increased in intensity, and my mind went blank aside from the most primal of instincts: escape the pain by any means necessary. “MAKE IT STOP!” I screamed, hoping to appease the dark spirit. “I BEG YOU, MERCY!” My cries only seemed to anger the monster further, and the dark flames surrounding it grew brighter.


  BEG ME FOR FORGIVENESS.


  “LET ME DIE!” I wailed. “LET ME DIE!” I knew the pleas were useless, but it was my only hope for reprieve from the torment. The intent of the shimmering beast before me was clear: my suffering was the only thing it wanted, and I would continue to suffer until it was satisfied.


  BEG ME FOR ABSOLUTION.


  All of my senses blinked away as the pain overtook every aspect of my being. There was no longer a distinction between where my body ended and the world began; my entire existence was condensed to a single speck of agony. Whatever I had been before was long gone. If the pain somehow ended, I knew there would be nothing left of me to return to, and I would simply dissolve into the ether like the last wisps of an extinguished candle.


  YOU SHALL NOT—


  A golden light cut through the void and instantly banished the pain. I floated outside of space and time within its amber glow, basking in the relief it afforded me. Whatever dark spirit had damned me was replaced by a gentle, angelic voice. “You’re okay,” it whispered through the void. “You’re okay.”


  ---


  My eyes fluttered open to find Lia’s face smiling down at me. One of her hands scratched gently at the back of my head, while the other was firmly planted in the center of my chest, holding me in place. I could feel a cold line of sweat along my forehead as I blinked up at her and waited for my mind to catch up with what had happened. My heartbeat pounded in my chest, but I had no memory of what had caused the panicked state. “Hi,” I said eventually.


  “Hi,” she answered. “Are you okay?”


  “I think so,” I smiled, closing my eyes. “The head scratch feels particularly nice.”


  She giggled and continued the soothing gesture for a few moments in silence. “You were having a nightmare.”


  “I was?” I tried to think back and remember the dream, but whatever had tormented me remained a mystery, leaving me disconcerted and confused. “That’s...weird. I don’t remember what it was.”


  “Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” she asked, helping me up into a sitting position.


  “I guess so,” I shrugged. As I took my feet, I noticed Val staring at me with pursed lips and a drawn brow. “Good...morning?” I asked, looking around for a window that didn’t exist.


  “Are you well, Lux?” she asked me, tilting her head slightly to one side as she continued to stare me down.


  “I’m fine,” I answered reflexively before I had taken a full accounting of myself. My mana reserves had partially recovered during my rest; while they were nowhere near full, I felt confident I could face a day of travel without issue, even if we were to encounter a solitary Serathid or two on the road. Likewise, my head felt clear and collected apart from the fading aftereffects of my apparent nightmare, and my bodily aches had disappeared. “Actually, I feel pretty good, given the night we had. How long was I out?”


  “It is hard to say,” Val replied. “I would guess two hours, at most. It has not been long.”


  I rolled the tightness out of my shoulders and did a quick check to ensure all of my gear was still in its proper place. “Okay. I’d like to get out of here as soon as we can, but…” I trailed off, looking back at her unreadable expression. “Are you sure you don’t need to rest, Val? I’m sure it’s another hour or two until dawn; we’ve got time.”


  She shook her head. “No, I am prepared to leave, as well.”


  Looking back on my memories from our mission to Attetsia, I remembered that the oddity of her sleep schedule had puzzled me then, too; she had always seemed to be awake when I went to rouse her for a night watch, and she had never let out so much as a single yawn in our presence. 


  “Well…alright then,” I said with a shrug. I crossed the chamber to the well-disguised stone door and released the latches holding it closed, then yanked on the large crossbar across its center. The door slid back on silent, oiled tracks until it had fully dislodged itself from the wall, then swung open to reveal a dense thicket of snowy trees. Patches of deep purple clouds glowed in the treetops as traces of orange sunlight glowed just beyond the horizon and signaled the end of the twilight hour.


  Lia pushed through a knee-high snowdrift that had accumulated against the fake mountain face and led the way into the clearing. I exited the chamber last, allowing the door to swing shut behind me with a loud thud. Its weighted construction forced it back along the hidden tracks in the wall until it was flush with the mountainside, and I instantly lost track of where the door ended and the true stone began. I sent out a quick pulse of mana to make mental notes of the door’s intricate mechanisms, logging them away for further peacetime studies.


  With my mana momentarily extended, I noticed that the world around us sparkled with a subtle amber glow, and I realized that Lia had the entire area scanned with her Detection. My energy joined with hers a moment later, and a neon world sprang to life against the black backdrop of my mind. I pressed a tendril of mana at the back of her mind as the map continued to grow. Hey. Thanks for keeping watch for me. And for...bringing me back. And everything else, too. A pang of guilt flashed through me as I thought through the events of the previous night and found myself increasingly indebted to her.


  Don’t mention it, she replied. You’ll make it up to me by keeping watch tonight. She turned her head back in my direction and gave me a grin. By keeping watch all night.


  Can do. The connection to her consciousness was comforting, but it paled in comparison to the complete merging of our thoughts that had been ripped away when I fell into the void. After maintaining the perfect bond for the entirety of our trek across Kaldan, I found myself doubting my ability to accurately communicate my thoughts and feelings without it. My awkward, one-sided gratitude stewed in the back of my mind until a series of dim lights appeared on the advancing edge of my Detection.


  Val’s army. Lia’s thought named the crowd as I continued to assess the full scope of the scene. Hundreds of soldiers marched in a disorganized mass along the snow-covered southern road that led back towards Yoria. Many walked with an obvious limp and sported multiple field dressings, while others were carried on makeshift stretchers. I spotted Challa at the front of the assembly, her eyes scanning diligently back and forth across the barren fields around them. My memories of her were based entirely on Val’s thoughts and perceptions that I had watched during our mad dash to Shadowmine; by my own accounting, the girl seemed markedly smaller and more timid than she had through Val’s eyes.


  “Wait,” I called out from the back of our party. “Val, before we go any further, there’s something I need to know.”


  She turned and planted her shield in the snow, resting her free arm atop its rim as she watched me intently. “Of course.”


  I pointed out through the trees in the direction of her army. “Your forces from the operation last night are only an hour away in that direction. It looks like they’re marching back to Yoria.” I paused, watching her expression closely. “Are you still planning to take the information we found back to the capital? You know...considering what happened, and all.” I swallowed hard and reset my face as I avoided putting Virram’s fate into words.


  Her brow tightened as she considered the question in silence, clearly still undecided on the answer. Eventually, her face relaxed, and she shook her head. “I am...not,” she answered slowly. “News of the Shadebinders would only cause undue panic during an already difficult time for Kaldan’s government. I believe it would be better if they continued to believe I perished within Shadowmine.”


  While it was the answer I had hoped to hear, her last statement surprised me. “In that case, the rest of our conversation can wait for now. If you want to keep your survival under wraps, we should slow down a bit and stick to the trees until your army is out of sight.” Val nodded in agreement, and we began our march again. By the time we found our way to the collapsed entrance to Shadowmine, the retreating group of ragtag soldiers was obscured by multiple hills and snowdrifts.


  At Lia’s insistence, I reactivated the basic suite of combat enhancements for Val through the mana reserves in her shield, and the three of us began our day of cross-country travel in earnest. The trip was much easier on our return journey than it had been on our initial run; a deep channel remained in the unplowed roads where Lia and I had sprinted the night before, which allowed us to travel with little resistance. I kept my Detection up in a wide circle as we ran and was pleased to find the roads completely clear of Serathids. Apart from the few remaining bubbles of static in the marble chambers deep beneath the collapsed mine behind us, the countryside seemed to be rid of the threat for good.


  Although we couldn’t run quite as fast due to Val’s static enhancements, the beneficial road conditions allowed us to reach our initial campsite from the previous night before the sun had set. I sprinted off the path towards a thicket of trees to gather firewood for the night while Lia cleared additional snow away from the road to accommodate Val. We had a roaring bonfire built by the time the sky darkened, and we sat in a tight circle around its sheltering warmth. After a quick dinner of slightly stale trail rations, I shrugged out of my cloak and handed it to Lia as she prepared to sleep for the night.


  You’re going to talk to her tonight while I’m asleep, right? Lia asked as she rested her head in my lap.


  Yeah. I don’t think I can avoid it anymore.


  Good. She rubbed my knee as she curled up beneath the warming cloth of my cloak. Please be nice to her. I know it might be hard after what we’ve been through, but...she’s been through a lot, too. Don’t forget that.


  I’ll try, I sighed. Is there anything you want me to ask her?


  No, I already asked her everything I wanted to know.


  I looked down at her in surprise. Wait, what? When?


  Did you think we just sat in silence while you slept last night? She wiggled her eyebrows at me as she smirked at the idea.


  Well, no, I guess not. I stared back at her expectantly. What did you talk about?


  Oh, no, she laughed, rolling into a more comfortable position. You’re not getting out of this one. “Goodnight, Val!” she called out cheerily. “Make sure you get some sleep tonight too, okay?”


  “Thank you, Lia. I will,” she answered with a small smile. “Sleep well.”


  Lia rolled her head back to look up at me one final time. “Goodnight, Lux,” she said with a knowing grin. Just talk to her. Honestly. Tell her how you feel. I know it’s hard, but you’ll feel a lot better when it’s over. Trust me.


  I let out a dissatisfied grunt in response while she found a comfortable sleeping position. My fingers absentmindedly stroked through her hair as her head rested in my lap, and she hummed with pleasure at the soothing motion. Val and I sat in total silence as I stared into the fire and considered how to approach the impending conversation. No matter how I framed it, I felt my anger flare every time I remembered the moment she gave the order to have us killed. I wanted nothing more than to forget the experience entirely and return to the friendship we had built over the course of our mission to Attetsia, but even after feeling her contrition for myself as a passenger inside her head, I was unable to find forgiveness.


  Snow began to fall from the overcast night sky, and I shifted a few inches closer to the blazing fire for warmth. Without the moon and stars above us, the only marker of time passing was the gentle metronome of Lia’s breath as she slept against my legs. You know, you could have made this a lot easier on me if you’d just told me what you two talked about, I thought, pulling the edge of my cloak up to cover her exposed cheek. If you had just—


  “Lux?” Val’s voice pulled me from my brooding. “I have something I would like to discuss with you. If you do not mind.”


  “Uhm, sure, Val,” I started, pouring more of my focus into my absentminded fidgeting with my cloak. “What’s on your mind?”


  Her olive eyes shone darkly in the flickering light of the campfire, and I began to squirm beneath her unflinching gaze as she watched me like a stone gargoyle. “When we last spoke, I told you I was not seeking forgiveness. This is still true.” She spoke slowly and with emphasis, as if each word was physically difficult to form. “I do not deserve forgiveness for what I have done. From Lia, or from you. I do not expect what I say tonight will change that, but...I would like to offer you an explanation.”


  My throat tightened as I listened quietly, nodding for her to continue.


  “I have been called many things throughout my life: Commander, King’s Shield, Hero, Leader. These titles never sat well with me. Above all things, I considered myself a servant.” She stroked a finger along the crack in her shield, twisting her head to look at it thoughtfully. “My singular goal in life was to safeguard the people of Kaldan, and I did everything in my power to make that a reality. It was a life I had never questioned…” Her hand paused as she looked back up to me, and she began to tap her finger listlessly against the center of the shield’s wound. “Until I met you. Nobody had spoken to me with such disrespect upon our first meeting in...a decade, at least. Even those who met me as enemies on the battlefield spoke to me with reverence.”


  I shrank back as I remembered the unwarranted anger I had unleashed on her during our first day together. Clearing my throat with a cough, I moved to apologize, but she raised a hand before I could speak.


  “I do not mean this as an accusation—it is simply an observation. Likewise, I had never been given such an informal nickname before I met you.” She paused as the faint traces of a smile appeared at the edge of her lips. “Val,” she murmured. “It is a nice name.” The moment of happiness faded away as she continued. “Between the debriefing before our mission and the nature of our first meeting, I had expected our journey to Attetsia to be a tense, unfortunate affair, but I was wrong. I greatly enjoyed the time I spent with you and Lia.”


  She remained quiet for a long time, clenching and relaxing her jaw as she tried to continue speaking. “Our encounter with the Strategist changed things. If it had not been for the two of you, I would have perished at the hands of the General and Solette. It was a pitiful display—I had known the Strategist was a dangerous foe, and I let his words distract me all the same. There was too much truth in his assertions to deny them, and yet...I denied them.” She shook her head and gazed into the fire, her eyes staring through the dancing lights at some unseen point in the distance behind me.


  “I prayed that he was lying. I prayed every night on our return journey to Yoria, and yet, every night only brought further uncertainty. I was unwilling to accept Virram’s role in the Strategist’s plot, but I was not so blind as to miss the danger you and Lia were heading towards. I asked you to join me in Virram’s army not out of love for the King, but out of concern for your wellbeing.” The sudden passion that Val had spoken with the night before our return to the capital took on a new meaning as it played through my head.


  While her eyes had wandered across the campsite over the course of her speech, they suddenly locked with mine with an intensity so fierce that I couldn’t look away. “I swear to you that I did not reveal the nature of your magic to Virram. I lied to him, and to his councilors, in an effort to convince them that you were nothing more than a talented swordsman. I wanted them to allow you and Lia to leave, unharmed. I did not intend to betray you.”


  “Then why did you betray me?” The pain of the memories she had forced upon me overwhelmed my better judgment, and my voice broke as I finally spoke. “If you really wanted us to leave unharmed, why didn’t you help us? Why did you give the order to have us killed?”


  Her face twitched as she fought away the emotion behind her words. “I believed it was the only way to bring about justice.”


  “Bullshit,” I hissed. “You can’t say you wanted us to escape and pretend that order was justice.” The weight of Lia’s head in my lap was the only thing that kept me from screaming the words. “You said this was an explanation, but it just sounds like an excuse for what—”


  “No,” she interrupted, “you misunderstand me.” Tears splashed across her cheeks as she shook her head and held up a hand to cover her face. “I gave the order in hopes that you would kill me. That would have been justice.”


  It felt as though the air had been sucked out of the camp as her words punched through my chest. I sat in stunned silence as I struggled to find my voice, but she continued before I could find the right words. “Every ideal I had held true was betrayed at once. I had not fought for justice, but for Virram and his schemes. I had not served the people of Kaldan, but put them in danger with my actions. It would be a fitting irony to be killed by my singular, lawful order.”


  A chill ran down my spine as I saw the moment clearly in my mind. Val had made no move to stop me when I brought the onyx greatsword to her neck, but instead had simply closed her eyes and waited. What was once a mystery to me was revealed in the perfect clarity of hindsight: Acceptance was written plainly across her face, with the deeply tensioned lines of her furrowed brow finally relaxed. She had begged me for death, but I was too blinded by betrayal to see it.


  “I wanted to kill you,” I choked, unable to say anything but the truth. “You and Virram, both. It’s all I wanted.” She folded her hands in her lap and met my gaze with bloodshot eyes, clearly ready to accept whatever condemnation I had prepared. “Sometimes, I look back to that day and regret not killing that fucking wretch.” My free hand clenched into a fist at the thought of the dead king. “And when I think of you, I think of the betrayal, and the pain, and all of the rage...but there’s never regret.”


  “We are speaking honestly tonight, Lux,” she said quietly. “There is no need to lie.”


  “It’s the truth,” I countered. “I just...fuck, Val, I don’t know.” I sighed heavily and rubbed my eyes until I saw spots. “There’s no right answer here. I want to forgive you—I think part of me already has, honestly. I told you I’d kill you next time I saw you, but here we are sharing a campfire.” I stared at her through the flames and felt the burning weight in my chest I had come to associate with her face. “I can’t forget what you did, though. No matter your reasons, or how terrible Virram was, it still happened. I still feel that pain, no matter how hard I try to stop it, and I don’t know if it’ll ever go away.”


  We sat together in silence for a long time beneath the weight of our shared history. “A long time ago, a friend of mine told me that death was a kindness,” I said eventually, speaking down into the dirt. “I always thought it meant that life was a punishment, but now...I’m not so sure. Death is a kindness because it’s easy. Living might be harder, but it’s the only way you can make amends for what you’ve done.”


  Val nodded. “Your friend was wise.”


  “Yeah, I do my best to surround myself with people who are better than me,” I chuckled, absentmindedly stroking Lia’s cheek. “Turns out, it hasn’t been that hard.” Another unbidden sigh rattled out of my chest. “I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive you, but I don’t think that matters. It would be stupid for me to send you away because I can’t get over a grudge. With this Shadebinder stuff going on, I think Lia and I will need all the help we can get.”


  “That is more than I deserve,” she replied, bowing her head.


  “No, it isn’t. It doesn’t matter what I think of you, or what you think of you—you’re a good person. Not even I can deny that.” I did my best to give her a small smile. “I’m glad you’re still alive, Val.”


  She pursed her lips in a failed effort to hide the spark of joy that lit up her face. “For the first time in recent memory, I am, as well.” She took a moment to wipe her face and regain her usually steely demeanor, then addressed me again with an unfaltering voice. “The words may not carry much weight coming from me, but I swear to you, I will do everything in my power to aid you and Lia in your endeavors. I will support you, even if it means laying down my own life in the process.”


  “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but...thanks, Val.” I stared off into the darkness and took a deep breath of frigid air to center myself. “So, was there anything else you wanted to talk about?”


  “No, I believe that was more than sufficient,” she answered with a soft laugh.


  “Okay,” I nodded. “You should probably get some sleep. Lia’s orders, you know.”


  “Of course.” She inched closer to the fire and stretched out across the snow-covered ground with her back to me. Her greatshield rested in front of her, leaning up against her shoulder as it protected her from any dangers hidden in the snowy darkness around us. “Goodnight, Lux,” she called out over her shoulder.


  “Goodnight, Val,” I answered. I was entirely ready to fall asleep myself after the intensity of our conversation, but I pushed away the fatigue with a burst of mana as I settled in to keep watch for the night. Looking up into the sky, I watched my steaming breath dissipate into the dark as I took slow, measured breaths. It took an unusually long time to settle my mind enough to begin my meditations; each time my head began to empty, one of the raw emotions of our discussion would surface and set my mind back to buzzing. The usual culprits of betrayal and anger were chief among the distracting feelings, but they were joined with pity, sadness, and even relief.


  When I was finally able to calm my mind, I sent out a pulse of energy to map the surrounding countryside. My focus was immediately distracted as the Detection passed over Val. The crackling blue reserve of my own mana stored within her shield made for a disorienting experience; while the aura was distinctly my own, I had no connection to the energy or the information it would normally have provided to me. Lia and I had briefly studied the process of storing mana in other objects during our month of magic exploration, but we hadn’t pursued the idea further than its initial proof of concept. I left the reserve of mana undisturbed as I continued to expand my Detection, making a mental note to explore the practice more deeply in the future.


  I finally relaxed when I held watch over a circle five miles in diameter, all of which was still and lifeless. As I allowed my mind to drift, it quickly wound its way back to Val, who slept soundly across from me. I felt an immediate pang of guilt as I pieced through our earlier conversation; even without extending my mana, I had felt the overwhelming sense of helplessness that had plagued her. It was an emotion I was well familiar with after my decades of solitude in Hedaat, which had spread throughout every inch of my body until I had been completely consumed by it.


  I’m sorry I couldn’t forgive you. I want to, but I just...need more time. The words instantly struck a chord with another memory from before our return to Kaldan. Marin. My train of thought screeched to a halt as I considered the younger of the Sesaude sisters for the first time since reuniting with Val. I can’t do this to her. After what happened in the forest, if I tell her what I did to Virram...no amount of time will fix that. And if I come back with Val behind me…


  I considered the situation for hours, failing time and time again to devise a way to return home without somehow hurting Marin more than I already had. News of Virram’s death, and specifically, the manner of his death, would reach Mayaan quickly: Elise’s well-informed distribution network would bring the news to town, and the details would leave no doubt as to who the culprit of the gruesome murder was. Although it turned my stomach to imagine the conversation, I knew she had to hear the story from me, free from any exaggerated or omitted details that the townsfolk would include.


  Beyond my worry for our personal relationship, I was even more concerned with the inevitable reunion that would occur if Val returned home with us. Marin’s entire motivation for training was based on the growing distrust of her older sister, and the combination of her newfound combat abilities and her enchanted gauntlets made her a legitimate threat to Val’s well-being should their meeting go south. My fault. Again. I ground my teeth as I stewed over my failures. What did I think was going to happen? I essentially turned her into a weapon and pointed her at Val, but now I’m worried she might actually do what I trained her for. I guess I’m just lucky she wasn’t there when—


  I let out an audible groan as the feeling of failure burned hotter between my shoulder blades. I never even told her that Val came looking for us. Of course I didn’t—why would I do a single thing right by her? I got her shot, split her family apart, dragged her into a monster’s den, nearly burned her alive, and now I’m forcing her to confront her sister. A feeling of sad acceptance washed over me. She’ll never speak to me again, and I deserve it.


  A soothing warmth suddenly blossomed out from the base of my skull. What’s on your mind? Lia’s voice asked at the back of my mind.


  I cracked my eyes open to find her staring up at me with a sleepy smile. Faint pre-dawn light colored the sky behind the twin peaks over Shadowmine and informed me that my night watch was at its end. I’m worried about Marin, I admitted. I have to tell her about what I did to Virram, and I’ll have Val standing behind me when I do it, too.


  So, Val’s coming back with us? The sleep faded from her face as her smile grew. I assume your conversation with her went well, then?


  I haven’t officially asked her if she wants to come with us, but...yeah. I guess it did. I sighed. That’s not the point, though. What I’m doing to Marin isn’t fair. I feel like everything I do just makes her life harder.


  I know the two of you are in a weird place right now, but I don’t think you need to worry about how Marin will react. They’re sisters—no matter what happened between them, they’ll figure things out. She sat up and rolled the stiffness from her joints, eliciting multiple cracks from her shoulders and neck. Besides, you heard the way Marin talked about her sister while we trained. There’s no hatred there.


  The thought that Marin could forgive Val after the encounter with Savtiz wouldn’t register in my brain, but Lia’s point still stood: I could recall multiple instances of Marin speaking fondly of her older sister over our first month of training. I still feel bad.


  Well, you can feel bad all you like, but it doesn’t mean we’re telling Val to leave. She rocked forward onto her knees and stretched her arms above her head with a soft squeak. The subtle noise was enough to awaken Val, who quickly rolled to face us with her arm locked into position in her shield’s mechanical grip. She surveyed the situation with her brow furrowed until a look of recognition relaxed her face. 


  “Good morning, Val!” Lia chirped.


  “Good morning, Lia, Lux,” she replied. She stood and surveyed the surrounding countryside, staring hard through the twilight in every direction. “I greatly appreciate the opportunity to rest. It was a more comfortable night than I have experienced in months.”


  “It was?!” I asked, appalled. “Sleeping in full armor on a bed of frozen dirt was the best sleep you’ve had in months?”


  “Yes,” she answered flatly. “Since I began my mission to gather the militia, chances to sleep soundly have been few and far between.”


  I shook my head. “That’s...unfortunate,” I said eventually. “I bet sleeping in a real bed will be a somewhat religious experience for you, if that’s the case.”


  “I expect it will, though I do not foresee the chance occurring anytime soon. I do not imagine we will find any operating inns between here and Doram.” She tilted her head to one side and let out a wistful sigh.


  “Yeah, about that,” I said awkwardly. “We’re not actually going to Doram—at least, not right now. We’re going...home.” Val’s shoulders tensed as she watched me carefully from behind her impassive mask. “Before we go on any other dangerous missions, we need to take some time to regroup. We need to make a plan, do some research, and continue training.”


  “And rest,” Lia added, playfully poking my cheek as she robbed a strip of jerky from the pouch on my belt. “We need to rest, too.”


  “I guess so,” I relented, giving her a small grin. “So, with that being said, I’m, uhm...well, I know this is an uncomfortable situation, given our...shared history, but despite that, I think...no, we think, both Lia and I, we think—”


  “We want you to come with us,” Lia finished for me. “Regardless of what happened in the past, we need your help to finish whatever Virram and his Shadebinders started.”


  A warm, unrestrained smile spread across Val’s face. “If you are truly willing to allow me to accompany you, it would be my greatest honor.” She gave each of us a deep bow. “Thank you for the opportunity to make amends for what I have done.”


  I shrugged, feeling increasingly uncomfortable in the face of her gratitude. “Don’t think of it like that, Val. This isn’t a test to prove your loyalty or earn our forgiveness. I just want to...move on from all of that.”


  “I understand,” she nodded. “I would like that.”


  Lia gave me a reassuring pat on the back as she returned my cloak to me, and I smiled automatically as the warming enchantment of the fabric chased out the biting cold. “It’s settled, then. Back to Lybesa it is.” I scanned our surroundings and shook my head as we began to break down our simple camp and prepare for another day of travel. “I’m not going to miss this place. Kaldan is terrible this time of year.”


  ***


  



2. CATCH YOUR BREATH

Our return trip across northern Kaldan proved far less eventful than the initial journey towards Shadowmine. I was more comfortable empowering Val with our full suite of combat enhancements after allowing her to officially join our traveling party, and her greatly increased speed allowed us to make good time along the empty roads. We took a momentary detour an hour before sunset when the fog of a Serathid’s aura appeared at the edge of my Detection; it was overkill for the three of us to pursue the lone beast together, but we welcomed the excitement after a dull day of travel, and it fell without incident to our coordinated assault.
It wasn’t until after the brief combat was finished that I realized my consciousness hadn’t merged with Lia’s. I could still feel her presence comfortably at the back of my mind, but the boundary between the two of us remained distinctly intact. It was difficult for me to decide how I felt about the curious situation: On one hand, the empty half of my mind continued to long for the connection it had lost, but simultaneously, I was relieved to avoid the entanglement we still didn’t fully comprehend. My introspection was interrupted when Lia’s concern over our separation became clear through our commingled auras, and I looped my arm through hers and held her close as the three of us traveled back to the road.
We arrived in Yenn just after sundown. I led our party through the center of town, keeping well away from the ruined homes we had investigated on our first pass through the settlement. After a quick scan of the surrounding buildings, I picked out one of the still-intact homes and made my way to the front door. The latch opened without resistance, and I let out a small sigh of relief as we entered our free lodging for the night. It was a modestly sized one-story house left mostly empty after its owner’s evacuation, but it held two important features: a bed and a fireplace.
I retrieved an armful of chopped firewood from the covered porch at the back of the house and quickly set to building a fire in the living room. Crimson flames leapt from the logs as I imparted my mana into them and invoked the rune within my ring, but the color quickly changed to a more natural orange as my energy faded and allowed nature to take its course. While I tended to the fire, Lia found a pair of old iron oil lamps and hung them on opposite walls of the cozy living room, repelling whatever shadows the hearth’s light failed to reach. Val searched through the cabinets in the kitchen for a slightly more appetizing meal than the trail rations Lia and I had packed for the journey; though she was unsuccessful in finding food, she returned a minute later with a dusty bottle of dark liquid and a trio of small stone mugs.
“What treasure did you find out there?” I asked as I sat down on a plush couch across from the fireplace and fished through my pouch of preserved foods.
“It is the only thing that was neither spoiled nor frozen,” she replied, placing the set of mugs on a low table. Pulling the stopper from the bottle, she held the open end to her nose and sniffed. “I believe it is some form of spiced rum.” She poured a small amount into each of the mugs before she retired to an ancient rocking chair at the fireside, carefully leaning her shield against the hearth beside her. The wooden frame squealed in protest beneath the combined weight of her imposing form and heavy armor, but it managed to hold her as she began to gently rock back and forth.
“Oh, rum!” Lia clapped excitedly as she scooped up the remaining pair of mugs and sat down beside me on the couch. “I’ve never had rum before.” She sniffed the mug enthusiastically, and her eyes widened as the scent burned through her nose. “Woah, that’s...something.”
I laughed as I portioned out an extra set of rations for Val. “You’ll want to be careful with that stuff.” I momentarily considered saying more, but the memory of Lia’s overindulgence at the Council Chambers was enough to keep me quiet. I handed Val our dinner for the night: a piece of hard bread, a few strips of jerky, and a handful of dried fruits. “It’s not quite the quality of our trail rations for our mission to Attetsia, but it’s what we’ve got until we make it home.” I returned to the couch and took a sip from my own mug. “This ought to help make it more palatable, though.”
Lia looked between her small meal and her cup, then took a cautious taste of the spirit. Her nose wrinkled as she shook her head and stuck out her tongue. “Blech. No thanks,” she said with disgust, pouring the remaining contents of her cup into mine. “I’ll stick with water.” I snickered as I took another sip of the rum, which provoked a playful poke to the back of my head as Lia left the room, returning a moment later with her waterskin.
I put my arm around her shoulders and sank deeper into the couch, taking a long pause to appreciate the scene around me. The comfortable silence as we all ate our meager supper reminded me of the brief few days where I had counted Val as a real friend. My memories of our mission beneath Shadowmine were warped by the time-altering effects of adrenaline and my own combat enhancements, which left me feeling as if we had all been together again for weeks as opposed to days. Our battle in the throne room was a fight from years before, distant and forgotten.
Just as a smile began to form on my lips, a flash of betrayal burned through my stomach. I looked away from the King’s Shield and stared down into my mug as I struggled to push the feeling away. My knuckles turned white as I squeezed the cup, and I let out a long sigh before taking another sip. I just need more time.
“Lux? Are you well?” Val asked.
I realized my sigh was more audible than I had intended, and I looked up from my rum with a forced smile. “I was thinking about the dinner waiting for us back in Lybesa. It’s easy to take hot meals for granted when you’re eating them every day,” I chuckled, popping a handful of dried berries into my mouth. A small ping of concern echoed in the back of my mind as Lia pushed me further, clearly not fooled by my pleasantries. I’m fine, really. I’m just...wishing things were normal. She placed her hand on my knee and gave it a light squeeze, and a genuine smile slowly replaced my false one.
“I see,” Val responded. “It has been weeks since I ate a proper meal as well. Even this is a vast improvement over my usual fare.”
“Oh, wait until we make it home, Val!” Lia said excitedly. “My mother will make us all dinner! It’ll be so good.” She took a bite of her jerky, then suddenly perked up and clapped excitedly. “Or, we could go out to eat with Aunt Ellie! Those crispy little mushrooms Bella always brings us are amazing!”
My stomach growled at the thought of hot, fresh food. “Please, Lia, my stomach can’t take it,” I chuckled. “We still have to get home first, and there’s a rather large wall between here and there.”
She huffed and waved me off. “That’ll be fine! Allen will be happy to see us—he let us come through to stop the Serathids, remember?”
“There’s a good chance he won’t be the one to greet us this time around. Don’t forget—we are two of the most wanted fugitives in Kaldan.”
“As am I,” Val added. “I do not imagine the Mountain Gate holds the forces necessary to stop us from leaving Kaldan, but I do not relish the idea of harming those soldiers simply because they are following their orders.”
I was momentarily taken aback by her first statement; my mind refused to see her as anything other than the pure embodiment of Virram’s power and control, and I had forgotten that she was now an enemy of the state on par with Lia and me. “Val, I’m curious. How did you go from Commander of the Trinity Guard to wanted criminal? I know bits and pieces of the story, but I don’t see how it fits together.” I didn’t realize the emotional weight my question carried until I heard it in my own ears, and I immediately hurried to correct myself. “If you don’t mind talking about it, that is. Sorry.”
“Of course not,” she replied. She took another sip from her mug and straightened her relaxed posture. “After our return from Attetsia, I was ordered to intercept you at the Mountain Gate. I failed to do so—I arrived a day after your exit from the country to find our fortifications thoroughly destroyed. In the face of my failure, I received new orders via messenger. By Virram’s decree, I was to oversee the repair efforts and hold the wall until you returned.'' She tipped her head from side to side. “He was confident you would return. I am unsure why.”
My jaw clenched as I remembered my conversation with the late king in the throne room. “I guess he was right, in the end.”
“I suppose,” Val nodded. “I carried out my orders dutifully for five days. On the morning of the sixth day, the first Serathid arrived at the wall. It killed two dozen of my men before we were able to bring it down.” Her eyes took on a faraway quality as she no doubt watched the event unfold again in her mind. “I left for the capital to report my findings and request additional support for my men. When I arrived, I found Yoria heavily fortified and prepared for a siege. Virram knew of the threat and its origins in Shadowmine, but he had ordered the entirety of his forces in eastern Kaldan back to defend the capital, completely abandoning our most vulnerable citizens.”
Her face darkened as she continued. “When word of my arrival reached Virram, I was immediately arrested and brought before him in chains. He charged me with treason, both for abandoning my post and for intentionally aiding in your escape. When I begged him to allow me to lead an army to Shadowmine, he accused me of plotting to weaken his defenses and make an attempt on his life. I was stripped of my title of Commander of the Trinity Guard, branded a traitor to Kaldan, and sentenced to await execution in the dungeon.” A sudden, unexpected smile crossed her face. “After I escaped the throne room, I made my way—”
“Wait, hold on,” Lia cut in. “How did you escape? Weren’t you chained up without your shield?”
“That is correct,” Val answered with the slightest hint of smug satisfaction.
I let out a loud laugh. “Oh man, I can see the look on Virram’s stupid face so perfectly in my head. That guy really loved his public humiliations—you’d think he would’ve learned they didn’t usually work out for him.”
Val basked in the unspoken compliment for a moment before continuing. “After I escaped the throne room, I made my way north. I knew it was my duty to end the threat from Shadowmine, and it seemed an efficient way to kill two birds with one stone—I could evacuate citizens from danger while simultaneously recruiting volunteers for the militia. Many brave men and women joined with me as I traveled across Kaldan, and we saved countless lives in our efforts. I led the refugees to Atsal, leaving them in the care of my militia as I embarked on a final journey before our inevitable march back towards Shadowmine.”
As the missing pieces of her timeline slotted into place, I realized where her final journey had led her. “Val, I’m...sorry, about what I said that day in the forest.” I paused, unable to find anything else to say. I resorted to taking another deep gulp of my spiced rum for inspiration. “It was cruel. You didn’t deserve that.”
“I did,” she answered. “I knew how my arrival would look to you. Without information to indicate otherwise, I was an invader at Virram’s command. I knew my life would be in danger, and it was a risk I gladly took.” She looked between Lia and me quietly for a moment. “I knew that if I explained the situation, you would return to end the invasion. Whether I survived the conversation was irrelevant.”
Lia gracefully took over for me as I was overwhelmed by regret and shame. “How did you know how to find us, Val? There were so few people who knew who we were, or where we were. Did someone tell you?”
“No, I had no information of your whereabouts. I had allowed myself five days to search for you, and was fortunate that Lux found me on the second day,” she answered. “From what I had learned of the two of you on our travels, I predicted you would search for a safe place to live, well out of the way of any traffic or prying eyes. The emberwood forest in northern Lybesa seemed a natural place to start.” She gave a small shrug as she finished the rest of her rations. “It was not a perfect plan, but it produced results.”
“Wow,” Lia remarked. “That was some...surprisingly good luck.”
“Fate,” I murmured.
“Perhaps. How it happened matters little—I found you, and I believe it saved Kaldan. That is what matters.” She leaned back in the rocking chair and sipped on her rum. “I believe you know the rest of the story. After our encounter, I returned to Atsal and rallied my northern militia. We journeyed across central Kaldan to find any remaining civilians in need of assistance, escorted them to Yoria, and moved north to Shadowmine where you found us.”
“I’m just glad we made it in time,” Lia said with a relieved sigh. “That timing was too close for comfort.”
“Fate,” I spoke again, twisting the word end over end in my mind. “It shouldn’t have been that close, Val. I should have listened when you warned me. A lot of people died that didn’t have to because of that. Innocent people...friends of ours.”
“I am sorry to hear that,” she said solemnly. “What the two of you have done has undoubtedly saved the entire world. The deaths of innocent people are not on your head, but on Virram’s and his Shadebinders’. He killed them, but you are the ones who saved the rest.”
“You did too, Val!” Lia chimed in. “We wouldn’t have known where to go if you hadn’t found us, and we wouldn’t have made it through Shadowmine without you, either.”
“Yes, I suppose you are right,” she answered. She upended her mug as she finished the liquor inside and set it on the low table between us. I followed suit, having finished my double portion far too quickly. A yawn knocked me back into the padded couch, and I rubbed my face with my now-empty hand.
“This stuff doesn’t work like it used to,” I remarked, eyeing the bottle of rum suspiciously. “I was hoping to feel something other than sleepy.” In truth, I could feel the warm, dulling fuzz of the alcohol’s effects in my extremities, but the sensation was greatly diminished by a subconscious level of mana circulating throughout my body. “Guess it’s time for bed.”
“I will keep watch tonight,” Val offered immediately. “I am more than willing to repay you for allowing me to sleep without disturbance last night.”
I waved her off with a mild sense of annoyance. “We all need sleep tonight, Val. Tomorrow will probably be an...eventful day.” While I believed the statement was true, it was a convenient mask for my true intention: The idea of her keeping watch over us alone while we slept set off alarm bells in my head, and despite how stupid I knew the feeling was, I couldn’t shake it from my mind. “If you really insist, we can take shifts.”
Lia’s presence buzzed in the back of my mind, and she quickly read my intentions from my anxiety. “In that case, I’m sleeping first—I’m beat!” she laughed, jumping up from the couch and rushing towards the bedroom. She paused at the door and turned back to us. “Val, come and wake me at midnight. You can have the bed—Lux gets the couch.”
Based on the vibrant glow of her amber aura, I could tell she was nowhere near tired. Thank you, I said silently.
You’re welcome, she replied in turn. I know this has been hard for you—you’re doing a great job. She smiled back at us as she opened the door. “Goodnight!”
“Goodnight, Lia,” Val called back.
I gave Lia an appreciative nod before she entered the bedroom and closed the door behind her. The living room quickly fell silent apart from the soft crackle from the fireplace and the rhythmic squeak of Val’s chair as she rocked back and forth. I scooped up Lia’s waterskin from the table and drained it with a single gulp in anticipation of the hangover I would wake up with in the morning. The oppressive quiet began to weigh on me as I fiddled idly with the waterskin’s cork, and I consciously reduced the mana maintaining my sobriety. A soothing rush of warmth quickly filled my body, and a comfortable fuzz disrupted the intrusive anxiety plaguing my mind, allowing my thoughts to wander. “Hey, Val. Can I ask you something?”
“Of course, Lux.”
I smacked my lips, suddenly realizing how dry my mouth was. “Do you think Marin will forgive you for what happened?” I let the question sit as I stood and teetered my way to the kitchen where I had left my waterskin. I took a deep draught of the cool liquid and let out a refreshed sigh. “She seems like she might be the type that holds a grudge,” I remarked as I fell back onto the couch, brooding on my own relationship with the younger Sesaude.
“I believe she will. She is a very passionate woman—it has led her to love quickly and hurt deeply many times in the past. Our reunion will be...similarly intense, I imagine,” she mused. “It may take time to regain her trust, but I am willing to wait.”
“I hope you’re right,” I sighed, stretching out across the couch. “I’m doing some waiting of my own.”
The squeaking of Val’s chair stopped as she leaned her elbows on her knees. “Why is that?”
“There was an…” I trailed off, circling my hand in the air as I searched for the right word. “An incident. She lost her faith in me.”
“Is she safe?” Her voice was a thin, wavering sound beneath her obvious concern.
“What? Yeah, of course she’s safe. Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you.'' I let out an annoyed groan as I rubbed my face. “Some of those monsters showed up outside of town. The Serathids, I mean. It was...two weeks ago? Three? I don’t know—time’s been hard for me lately. Whenever it was, a group of them showed up just outside of Mayaan. They killed some traders, and we went out to take care of them. We’d only ever seen one of them before and didn’t really know the extent of what they could do. Marin was so excited about getting to fight them. I hated the idea, but I didn’t have time to argue, so I let her come along after she promised to stay out of the fight.”
Val nodded for me to continue, fully engrossed in my rambling. “There were more of them than we thought—seven or eight, if I remember right. They’re hardly a threat out in the open, or in a tight space like a mineshaft, but in the forest...they’re something else, Val. We were lucky to get out alive. But after the fighting was over, I, uhm...I lost control.” I stared up into the shadows of the low wooden ceiling above us, avoiding Val’s steeled gaze. “Marin saw what I really was. The fire, and the darkness. She saw it and immediately knew that I was dangerous. Beyond all the monsters we had killed, I was dangerous. Now she can’t even be in the same room as me.” Her look of terror appeared in my head for the thousandth time. “You saw it too, you know. Under Shadowmine.”
I finally turned to look her in the eye, but instead of the judgment I expected, I found a strangely soft look of compassion. “Yes,” she answered, “I did.” She rested her chin on her clasped hands and tilted her head slightly to one side. “You do not need to talk about it. I understand that it is difficult for you.”
“No, I do,” I countered. “I promised you I’d talk about it, so I’ll talk about it.” I gave her a halfhearted wave. “Go on, ask. I know you want to.”
“If you are sure,” she said, pausing graciously to allow me a chance to change my mind. When I remained silent, she gave me a resolved nod. “You truly do not know the nature of that power, do you?”
Having expected her to ask for specific details about the dark flames, the odd variation on the question caught me off guard and left me speechless, allowing Val time to continue. “When I inquired previously about your connection with the Shadebinders, I did not intend to upset you. It was my belief that you simply wished to hide the true nature of your abilities from me, as you did not trust me. However, it was clear to me at that moment you were telling the truth—you had no prior knowledge of the Shadebinders, nor of how that power could relate to them. Your anger towards me had not been fueled by hatred, but by fear.”
I stared at her in utter shock. “Yeah,” I whispered, bobbing my head almost imperceptibly up and down, “yeah, that’s right. There’s just...so much I don’t know. The only thing I know for sure is that it makes me too dangerous to ever use it again.”
Val left her place by the fire and walked towards me, kneeling down to my eye level at the head of the couch. “Marin is still a young woman. She has not yet been forced to learn the true hardships of battle, and, Primes willing, she never will. But I understand.” She placed her hand lightly on my shoulder. “I understand the willingness to do whatever is necessary to protect the ones you love, no matter the cost.”
Her physical proximity unsettled me; my sword had been pressed against our throats the last time we had been so close, and the rage from that day spilled over into my head and filled me with regret. “I don’t know if Marin will ever see it that way. She felt it for herself—she knows that I have that evil in me.”
“I do not believe any power is inherently evil, Lux,” she replied.
I shrugged off her hand as I pulled myself up into a sitting position. “You don’t have to lie for my sake, Val. I remember what you said about the Shadebinders, and whatever my power is, I know it’s related to theirs.”
“Yes. The Shadebinders were a group of truly evil people who wished to rule the world through darkness and death, but that does not mean that the power they studied must be used only for that goal.” She folded her hands neatly in her lap and continued to watch me intently. “The blessings of the Primes are dispassionate—they may be used for good or ill, but the power itself has no allegiance. It is the intention behind the power that matters, and your intentions are clear. I believe Marin will come to understand this in time.”
A tense knot of muscle in my shoulders released all at once as she absolved me of the worry I had harbored since our discovery of the Shadebinder’s chambers. “I, uhm...I hope you’re right.” I gave her an awkward pat on the arm. “Thanks, Val.”
She gave me a small smile in response, but remained kneeling on the floor beside me, staring unflinchingly into my eyes just a few feet away from hers. “I would like to ask you another question,” she said after a long silence.
My brow furrowed as I heard an unsure waver in her voice. “Sure.”
“It is a...personal question,” she continued. “You need not answer should you feel uncomfortable.”
Alarm klaxons blared to life in my head as I considered what her question could be. My comfortable buzz was instantly flushed away by a powerful surge of mana, replacing the alcoholic fog in my mind with an accelerated jolt of clear thought. Don’t assume things. It’s just Val. “Uh, alright. What’s the question?”
She stared down at her folded hands and took a breath. “Are you planning to make Lia a Unity offering?”
I let out a relieved laugh as my immediate concerns vanished, which brought a confused wrinkle to her forehead.
“I do not understand why this is funny.”
“Sorry, it’s not,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “To answer your question, yes, I do plan on making a Union offering to Lia, but seeing as we’re already married, it’s not the most pressing concern.”
The answer physically knocked her back. “You are already married? Truly?”
“Yeah. For just over a week now.” A giddy smile appeared on my face as I thought back to the ceremony. “It was a pretty quick process from start to finish. We only had to wait about—”
My recollection was interrupted when Val lurched forward and wrapped me in a tight hug, forcing the air from my lungs as she crushed me against her armored chest. “This is amazing news. Congratulations, Lux,” she said, resting her chin on my shoulder. “May the Primes bless your union for many years to come.”
After a long moment of shock, I cautiously raised my arms and returned the embrace. “Thank you,” I answered, still unsure what had caused her sudden burst of emotion.
She pulled back far enough to look into my eyes, leaving her hands on my shoulders. “If you do not mind my asking, what ceremony did you choose?” Her eyes sparkled with an excitement I had never seen from her before as she waited for an answer.
“I think it was called the Binding Rites? The one with the ribbons.”
“Oh, lovely,” she smiled. “I have always been fond of the Binding Rites. While it is a simple ceremony, I believe it is also the most beautiful. The symbolism of the spoken words paired with the physical joining of the hands is a touching moment.”
A grin began to curl the corner of my mouth as my embarrassment shifted to amusement. “You seem to have a thing for weddings, Val.”
“I was blessed with the ability to attend a variety of ceremonies in my time as the King’s Shield, and I took every possible opportunity to do so. They are beautiful moments, which are otherwise hard to come by,” she explained.
“So...what about you? After seeing all of the ceremonies in the capital, you must have your own dream wedding planned, right?” I knew it was a potentially sensitive topic, but my curiosity far outweighed my discretion in the moment.
“No. I have no interest in such things,” she answered casually. “However, if I had to choose, I would select the Binding Rites. The Blessing Rites does not pay proper homage to all eight Primevals, and the Offering Rites is far too long of a ceremony. I prefer the simple elegance of the Binding Rites.” Her eyes took on a faraway quality as she stared through me. “I am sorry I could not attend your ceremony.”
“It was a beautiful night. It would have been...nice to have you there.” Despite the hesitancy with which I had said it, the words rang true in my head. It would have been nice.
As silence grew between us, our closeness seemed to finally register with Val, and she stood up abruptly and returned to her seat by the fire. “Thank you for answering my questions. I continue to appreciate your honesty.”
“I think we’re well past the point of lying to each other by now,” I replied, settling back into my sprawled out position on the couch.
“Indeed. Please know this goes both ways—I am willing to answer any questions you may have for me.”
“Maybe I’ll take you up on that sometime,” I said as I stifled a yawn. “For now, I’m just going to focus on staying awake.”
“I can hold watch on my own if you would prefer to sleep,” she offered.
“Nah, it’s alright. I’ll do my part,” I said, closing my eyes. The mana that fueled my mental enhancements trickled back into my reserves as I prepared to extend my Detection, and I immediately felt the full effects of my double serving of rum. I burrowed deeper into the recesses of my voluminous cloak and firmly planted myself against the back of the couch to combat the room’s sudden spinning. After an extended moment of focus, I sent my mana out in a pulse that ended a few hundred yards away in every direction.
I chuckled to myself as the energy revealed Lia in the bedroom splayed out spread-eagle across the bed with her face buried in the pillows, sound asleep. Val’s form glowed a soft purple at the fireside, overshadowed by the electric blue light of my own energy stored within her shield at the mantle beside her. Though her face was a blank slate, her emotions were clear through the weak aura emanating from the mana reserves in her core: satisfaction, relief, and contentment. Outside the house, the small world within my Detection was still and lifeless.
This is...nice, I thought sleepily. This is nice.
---
“Can I open my eyes yet?” Amaya asked again.
“Not yet!” I answered, as I had each time she asked. “We’re almost there, just be patient!” I steered her through the grass by the shoulders as she held her hands over her eyes.
“I know exactly where we are, Elden,” she giggled.
“That’s not the point!” I laughed. Even with her eyes covered, she seemed to be the one leading me up the hill to the base of the giant tree behind her father’s forge. When our climb began to flatten out, I led her to the side of the tree where I had laid out a large blanket in the shade. “Alright, sit down here. But don’t open your eyes!”
She flexed her bare feet against the blanket below us and smiled, then sat down in her designated spot, keeping her eyes scrunched shut as she straightened her purple sundress. “Something smells good,” she said, nose wiggling.
I scratched at the base of one of her golden rabbit-like ears until she let out a satisfied hum, then moved to my spot across from her on the blanket. “Just a few more seconds,” I murmured, rearranging the decorations for the hundredth time. When I was finally pleased with the setup, I took a deep breath and pulled the small felt-lined box out of my pocket and set it on the ground behind me. “Okay. You can open your eyes.”
Two vibrant pools of violet sparkled in the early afternoon sunlight as Amaya’s eyes opened and scanned the ground between us. “Oh, a picnic!” she said, clapping her hands. “I would never have guessed!”
“Oh, you must think you’re so clever,” I laughed, rolling my eyes.
“From time to time,” she said with a grin. “It looks fantastic, love. Thank you.” She let out a soft sigh as she scooped up a bundle of flowers from the blanket between us. “You even found me some lilies.”
“Ethel had them growing just for me, as a special order,” I said with pride. “I’m glad you haven’t been in her shop lately, or else you might have tried to buy them for yourself.”
“I would have, for sure,” she giggled. Her nose began to twitch again, and she closed her eyes as she sniffed the air. A moment later, her eyes snapped open, and she tapped excitedly on the covered basket at the center of the blanket. “Is this what I think it is?”
I pulled the towel cover off of the basket, revealing a pile of glazed pastries and two amber glass bottles. “Orange cream scones, made fresh this morning,” I proclaimed, “and sour apple cider.” Amaya had already grabbed one of the bottles by the time I finished speaking, and I shook my head and laughed as she removed the stopper and took a deep gulp. “I still can’t believe you like that stuff so much.”
She let out a satisfied sigh as she wiped her chin, then helped herself to one of the pastries. “This is perfect,” she remarked as she nibbled on the cream-filled dessert. I helped myself to my own bottle and pastry, and we spent the next minute quietly enjoying the meal. The cold cider was overpoweringly sour, but it was a flavor I had come to enjoy after sharing my first bottle with Amaya soon after I had arrived in Alderea. “So,” she started as she grabbed another pastry, “what’s the occasion for all of this?”
My cheeks immediately flushed with heat at the question. “Does there have to be a reason?”
“Well, no, I guess not,” she said, tipping her head to the side. The slender ears atop her head flopped sideways as she examined me through narrowed eyes. “You do have a reason, though. I can tell.”
“Oh, is that so?” I asked defiantly. “What reason would that be, then?”
She watched me silently for a few seconds, then smiled as she took another bite of her dessert. “You’re going to ask me to marry you.”
My jaw dropped as she perfectly named my true intention for the picnic. “I...how did...but I…” I sputtered, unable to fully form any of the thoughts buzzing through my mind into words. Eventually, I hung my head in defeat. “How did you know?”
“Dad told me a week ago,” she laughed.
“He WHAT?” I yelled. “He promised he wouldn’t!”
“I guess he lied,” she shrugged, grinning. “He was so confused when you asked him for permission to marry me, he just wanted to make sure everything was okay between us.”
“That’s a, uhm, tradition, where I’m from,” I explained. “I didn’t think to ask how any of that works here.” My jaw clenched in frustration with the forgemaster, but Amaya’s smile was enough to keep me upbeat. “So, you’ve known for a whole week? And you didn’t say anything?”
“Well, I thought about telling you, but it was so fun to watch you work on all your secret plans,” she admitted. She carefully crawled her way across the blanket and sat down beside me, wrapping her arm around my waist. “This really was a lovely surprise.” She leaned her head onto my shoulder, purposely pushing her ears into my face.
“Thanks,” I chuckled, gently brushing her ears away so I could plant a kiss on the top of her head. “I was pretty proud of all of this.”
“As you should be.” We sat quietly side by side, enjoying the gentle afternoon breeze. “So,” she said eventually, “are you going to ask me?”
I laughed. “I guess I should, shouldn’t I?” I grabbed the box behind me and spun to face her directly. “There’s another tradition where I’m from. On the day of your wedding, you give each other golden rings, and you wear them every day. They’re a symbol that says you’re together.” I opened the small box to reveal a pair of unadorned gold bands, one larger than the other. “I don’t know what your customs are here, but I’ll do whatever it takes. I just wanted to prove to you that I’m yours, forever.”
She delicately plucked the rings from the box and held them up to the sunlight. “These are beautiful,” she whispered. “Did you make them?”
“Yeah,” I nodded. “It took me a lot of practice to get them right, but it was worth it.” I watched her marvel over the bands for a few seconds, then took the smaller of the two. “So...what do you say?” I shifted into a kneeling position and offered the ring out to her. “Amaya Ashedown, will you marry me?”
Her eyes flicked back and forth between my face and the gold band. “Of course I’ll marry you.” My heart soared in my chest as I slipped the ring onto her finger. She quickly followed suit with the remaining ring, and we soon sat hand in hand with matching adornments on our fingers. “I love you, Elden.”
“I love you, Amaya,” I replied, leaning in for a kiss. Her lips tasted like citrus and sour apple, which quickly brought a smile to my face. “We’ll have to plan a wedding now, I suppose. I might have to rely on you for most of that, seeing as I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“I suppose,” she echoed. “But we can do that later.” Her hand darted out for her mostly empty bottle of cider, and she leaned back against me as she took another drink. I smiled ear to ear as I wrapped my arms around her and perched my chin on her shoulder. My hands rested in her lap, slowly spinning the golden band around my finger. She let out a contented sign and put her free hand in mine. “Right now, I just want to enjoy the day with you. We have the rest of our lives together for everything else.”
***




3. THE KING’S REACH

A dull ache between my eyes woke me from my peaceful dreams. I let out a groan as I rubbed my face and pulled on my mana to counteract the effects of my hangover, waiting until my head was clear to open my eyes and survey the room. Lia sat in Val’s chair by the still-crackling fire, watching me with a smug grin. “Good morning,” she said as I sat up. “How did you sleep?”
“Long, apparently,” I replied, brushing my overgrown hair out of my eyes. “Did I really sleep all night?” Turning to the window, I found the world outside dim and gray with heavy snowflakes floating lazily past the glass.
“You did,” Val answered from the doorway to the kitchen. “You fell asleep soon after our conversation ended, and I did not think it necessary to wake you. I woke Lia at midnight, and she held watch until I awoke this morning.”
“Sorry about that,” I said as I stood and began to stretch. “I guess that rum was stronger than I thought.”
“I was about to wake you up myself,” Lia chided, joining Val in the doorway. “We still have a long way to go before we’re home.” She disappeared into the kitchen, returning a few moments later with her twin swords belted at her hips. 
My back finally yielded the satisfying pop I was hunting for, and I let out a relieved sigh. “Right. Back through the Mountain Gate, again.” I moved to the kitchen to retrieve my own weapon, then stood with my two traveling companions. Despite the potential danger waiting ahead of us, there was a lightness in my chest that seemed to permeate throughout my entire body, leaving me in an inordinately good mood. “Shall we?” I asked, motioning to the front door.
We filed out of the house into the cold and made our way back to the main road at the center of town. The overcast sky and falling snow severely limited our visibility, and the constant accumulation of snowflakes lowered the resolution of our Detection, but our path forward remained clear; though the tracks from our previous journey had long since vanished, the outline of the once-plowed road continued to lead us forward, and the narrow forest that bisected the southern road quickly appeared to guide us on our way. I was glad to find the world around us still and silent without a single trace of the Serathid’s monstrous influence on the miles-wide map within my head.
After a few hours of quiet, efficient travel, the forest to our right began to thin, and the vague outline of a mountain range appeared behind it. I knew that a similarly obscured Atsal was somewhere to the south based on my Detection, which placed us only a few hours from the Mountain Gate. Val slowed her pace when the road encircling the forest rejoined ours and motioned for us to stop. “Before we arrive at the Mountain Gate, I would like to discuss our plan.”
Confused, I looked out of the corner of my eye at Lia and found a similarly puzzled look on her face. “What plan is that?”
“Our plan to pass the Mountain Gate,” she repeated slowly. “I will disguise my appearance as to not be recognized, but I cannot do the same for the two of you. This storm will play to our benefit—there are multiple angles from which we can approach the wall unseen and slip through the wreckage of the gate. If we wait until nightfall, it may increase our chance of success, though it is a gamble as to whether the snowfall will lighten before then. If we are to—”
“Val, hold on,” I cut her off, holding up my hands against her enthusiasm. “To be honest with you, my plan was to just...walk through the gate.”
“That’s what we did on our way in,” Lia laughed.
I nodded. “You’re right about one thing, Val—they’ll know who Lia and I are, regardless of whether you’re disguised or not. The guards we met on our way into Kaldan knew who we were, but they were smart enough to know they didn’t have a chance of stopping us and just let us through.” I stared off into the snowstorm towards the hidden ruins of the Mountain Gate. “Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? Lia and I broke through when Virram had a whole army waiting for us, and we’re stronger now than we were then.”
Her brow furrowed as she considered the information. “I do not wish harm upon the soldiers stationed here. If you believe they will let us through, I will yield to your judgment.” She pulled her cracked shield from its mount on her back and planted it in the ground in front of her. “However, I would prefer to remain anonymous. It would be best if Kaldan believed I perished within Shadowmine.”
“If that’s what you want to do, go for it,” I answered. She knelt in the snow and cradled her shield across her lap as she prepared for her ritualistic magic. “Do you have some sort of alias for your disguise? They’re definitely going to ask who you are if you’re traveling with us.”
“You may call me Anise,” she answered without hesitation. 
“Anise,” Lia repeated. “That’s a pretty name.” Val nodded in response as she closed her eyes and began to take deep, steady breaths.
Lia, are you watching? I asked through our mental link.
Of course I’m watching! Her mana met with mine as we both turned our attention towards Val’s incantation. I want to know how to do this just as badly as you do!
“O Prime of Light, divine above all,” Val began in a rhythmic chant, “bestow upon me the power to create an illusory disguise so I may move on undetected.” The bright blue energy within her shield pulsed at her incantation and rushed up her arms, quickly suffusing her entire body. It outlined her armor and shield in perfect, razor-sharp detail, then pulsed again, leaving the aura dimmer than before. Similar to the first time I had watched her perform the ritual in Attetsia, the magic seemed to activate before I had a chance to fully observe the process, and my view of her through Detection was suddenly different from what I saw with my eyes.
Having always seen Val dressed in her full battle gear apart from a single night in the Council Chambers, I had to do a double take to recognize her through the illusion, even though none of her physical features had changed. She appeared to be wearing an ill-fitting chainmail hauberk with timeworn links, partially hidden beneath a faded blue and gold tabard. Her shield was similarly changed into an unadorned slab of rusted iron, but the fissures marring the true shield’s face remained in the illusion as well. With her incanting complete, she stood and brushed the snow from her knees, then examined her disguise. Seemingly satisfied with the illusion, she gave Lia and me a determined look, and we began our forward march once again.
With our destination only a few hours away, I sent out a narrow band of Detection to discover what awaited us at the Mountain Gate, leaving Lia to watch our immediate surroundings. A fuzzy band of light appeared in my head as the mana stretched out into the snowstorm, covering multiple miles in an instant. The rushing front of energy found the familiar ramparts of the wall a few seconds later, and I expanded my view in a wide circle centered on the collapsed gate. The scattered defenses beneath the wall were completely abandoned to the elements apart from the barricades closest to the freshly plowed main road; had it not been for the soldiers standing watch at the gatehouse, I would have easily believed the entire fortification had been deserted.
Four men stood on watch, huddled behind the main gatehouse wall to shelter themselves from the elements. A half-dozen more men with bows slung over their backs watched the road from various outcroppings and hastily-constructed scaffolds, all sitting with miserable expressions on their hooded faces. Poor bastards, I thought with grim amusement. Stuck out in the snow, waiting for...what, exactly? Either a horde of Serathids, or us. If Virram had really wanted to hold this place, he would have at least sent—
The train of thought derailed as a familiar anomaly appeared at the expanding edge of my Detection. A shining pool of rainbow light shone down from atop a stone balcony five stories above the ground, easily overshadowing the dozen mana signatures from the patrolling guards. The brilliant glow emanated from a bejeweled greatbow; it stood at least seven feet tall from end to end and was decorated with wickedly sharp crests of twisted metal on each side of a large center grip. A man in a voluminous cloak held the weapon casually as he leaned against one of the balcony’s merlons. He wore a set of beautiful hide armor lined with thick fur beneath his winter cloak, and a quiver packed with arrows of varying sizes rested on his back. One of the King’s Primes.
“Hey, Val,” I called out to her as we continued our run through the snow. “Do you know if Virram ever appointed any new members to the Trinity Guard?”
“Not to my knowledge,” she replied. “There are always prospective soldiers training with the King’s Primes not currently entrusted to a member of the Trinity Guard, but I had not approved any assignments before my dismissal.”
“Wait, you picked all the members of the Trinity Guard?” Lia asked.
“That is correct. Since being chosen as the commander of the Trinity Guard, I took it upon myself to test each of the potential recruits in order to determine whether they could properly wield the King’s Primes. None of the recent candidates passed their tests.”
Lia smirked. “I’m guessing that the test was a fight with you?”
“That is correct,” Val answered. Traces of a satisfied grin appeared at the corners of her mouth as Lia laughed. “Where did this curiosity come from, Lux?”
“Well, there’s a guy with a giant bow waiting for us at the wall, and it looks to me like it’s got the same magic as your shield,” I said casually.
Val skidded to a sudden halt, kicking up a heavy wave of snow as she skidded across the frozen ground. “Brekkan,” she cursed.
The anger that colored her normally even voice caught me by surprise. “Is he going to be a problem?”
“He will recognize me regardless of my attire,” she answered. “We have met face to face on more than one occasion. He was convinced that I held a personal grudge against him, and that his failure to gain a position on the Guard was unfair.”
“Well…” I started cautiously, “was it?”
She shook her head. “Brekkan’s skill with the King’s Reach is undeniable—he is a talented fighter, made only more fearsome by his bond with the blessed weapon. However, it was his temperament that made him unfit to ascend to the Trinity Guard. He is a vicious, wrathful man with little concern for anything apart from his own rise to power.”
I shrugged out of my cloak and tossed it to her. “If you really want to stay hidden, put your shield on your back and wear this. I’m sure everybody is going to recognize Lia and me no matter what, but that doesn’t mean they have to recognize you.” As soon as the fabric left my skin, the winter air snaked its way through the cracks in my armor and made my teeth chatter.
“I do not wish to put the two of you in further danger,” she replied, hesitantly holding the cloak out in front of her.
“Do you think Brekkan will be dangerous for us?” Lia asked. “Is he a better fighter than you?”
Val pursed her lips and quietly stared down at the black fabric draped over her arms. “No,” she answered eventually with a heavy sigh. Reluctantly, she affixed her shield to the mount on her back and threw the cloak over her shoulders. I heard a soft gasp as the warming fabric surrounded her, and she turned towards me with a puzzled look. “This is…”
“Comfortable,” I answered for her, avoiding further inquiry. “Let’s get moving before I freeze to death. We don’t want to keep Brekkan waiting, right?” She gave me an uncertain nod, and the three of us resumed our run with Val at the back of our formation now hidden under my hooded cloak. As we drew closer to the wall, I kept a close watch on the bowman who continued to stare unflinchingly into the snowstorm.
Lux, how’re you feeling? 
Is it bad that I’m actually a little excited? After our night in Shadowmine, the prospect of facing a single man in combat failed to inspire any fear in me, but the presence of another magical artifact from the late king’s collection left me thoroughly intrigued.
I heard a soft giggle in the back of my head. I’m glad you said that—I thought I would be anxious when you told us he was here, but I was really just curious. I’ve been wondering what his bow will do.
Me too! I felt a giddy rush of childlike excitement as I examined the bow through my Detection. Based on the other weapons we’ve seen so far, I’m guessing it can shoot arrows farther and faster than regular bows. That wouldn’t be very exciting, though.
Well, Val’s shield doesn’t really do anything exciting, either. It just doesn’t break. The warmth I felt from Lia’s presence in my head told me she was equally thrilled with the mystery. I’m hoping for something different, though. Maybe the arrows never miss, or they change direction in midair.
I’m not sure how that would work. If it did, though...that would open a lot of new doors for us in our magic studies. It would essentially be telekinesis, which would let you throw rocks and water at people like you wanted to. I smiled as I remembered our first days of studying in our living room, and the list of still unexplained magics waiting for us. We’re getting ahead of ourselves, though. Maybe they’ll just let us walk through the gate without any hassle.
I caught Lia out of the corner of my vision as she gave me an exaggerated eye roll. Yeah, right. That’s exactly how it always goes. She turned her head to steal a quick glance at Val. I just hope she’s alright. I’m sure this is hard for her.
She’ll be fine. We’ll make sure of it. We shared a determined look before our conversation faded back into comfortable silence. The shadowed outline of the Mountain Gate began to appear through calm patches in the snowstorm after a few minutes of running, and we drastically slowed our sprint down to a more natural walking speed. Despite having a dozen guards on patrol, we made it within twenty yards of the ruined gate before one of the sentries on the ground noticed us.
“Hey, you there! Stop and state your business,” the man yelled. He held a hand up to shield his eyes from the snow as he squinted across the empty space between us.
Maybe we’ll make it through without getting discovered after all. I waved to the man and took a step forward, then gave an exaggerated shiver. “Hello there, good sir!” I yelled back in a jovial tone. “We’re looking to pass through on our way back home. We were just here to visit Atsal, but the weather took a bit of a turn on us. We’re not dressed for this!” While I spoke, I kept a close eye on the King’s Reach through my Detection; at the sound of voices, he leaned his head out over the balcony’s edge and watched our conversation.
The gate guard harrumphed loudly as he shrugged his fur-lined cloak tighter against his shoulders. “State your names and have your papers ready. If you’ve got weapons, toss ‘em on the ground. You’ll get ‘em back when you’re on the other side.”
“Papers?” I muttered softly under my breath. “What papers?”
“All crossings must have notarized missives of intent,” Val whispered from her place behind us. “It is a newly enforced rule since your initial exit from the country.”
“Why didn’t you say anything about this before?!” I shot back, annoyed.
“Your plan did not involve deception of the guards. I did not think it a necessary detail.”
The gate guard put a hand on the grip of his sword and pulled it part-way from its sheath. “Hey! You hear me? Throw down your weapons and state your names!”
I pulled my sword from my hip and dropped it in the snow beside me. “Sorry! I didn’t hear you over the storm. My name is Miles, and this is Lyn,” I lied, motioning to Lia. At my cue, she removed her sword belt and tossed her weapons to the ground, and we both took a step forward.
“Hold it!” he shouted, pointing past us to Val. “Who’s your friend?”
“Right, of course! This is our fr—”
“I’m Anise! It’s nice to meet you!” A shockingly light and friendly voice called out from beneath Val’s hood. “I don’t have any weapons!” My eyes widened as I bit my lip and resisted the urge to laugh with every fiber of my being. Though her voice was pitched slightly lower, Val spoke with an unquestionably accurate imitation of Marin’s regular cadence and mannerisms.
I would have lost the battle against my own outburst if not for the ping of alarm in the back of my head. Brekkan is moving, Lia whispered. We watched together as he pulled a coil of rope from the wall behind him and deftly looped it around the foremost merlon, then jumped up into the crenel and raised his bow.
Looks like he wants to make an entrance, I remarked with amusement. He pulled a pair of arrows from the packed quiver on his back and nocked them on either side of the arrow rest before slowly aiming the greatbow in our direction. I felt the world grind to a halt around me as he pulled the string back to his cheek; a massive influx of amber energy rushed through my body in sync with my combat enhancements, strengthening their effects far beyond their normal limits.
A second view of the world suddenly sprung to life in my head as my mana found its proper place in Lia’s core, just as hers did in mine. We reveled in the merging of our consciousnesses while the unscratchable itch at the back of our minds finally faded away. Full conversations’ worth of information passed between us in an instant as our most primal thoughts commingled: longing for closeness finally fulfilled, excitement for the possible magical revelations to come, and preparedness for the imminent fight. I missed you, we thought in unison.
The inaudible snap of the drawn bowstring brought time back to its proper pace all at once. The twin arrows disappeared from our Detection as soon as they lost contact with the string, but the paths they would follow were already perfectly mapped out in our heads. I took a casual step forward out of the line of fire and gave the gate watchman another smile while Lia slid back and put a gentle hand on Val’s shoulder. As the arrows plummeted towards us, Brekkan strung his bow over his back and leapt from the ledge, his arms wrapped around the rope that hung securely from the balcony’s stone merlon.
Two arrows struck the ground where Lia and I had stood with a pair of dull thumps a moment later, nearly inaudible through the storm. Val’s eyes immediately scanned the sky for signs of the archer, just in time to watch him slide down the remaining length of rope and land in a low crouch that kicked up a cloud of snow. The sudden appearance of a man from the sky was enough to thoroughly startle all four of the gatekeepers, who each shouted in alarm and drew their weapons.
Brekkan whirled on the guards as he drew his bow and readied another arrow. “Cas, you fucking moron, don’t you know who that is?!” he shouted at the lead man. “Those are the fucking Umbral Flames!” He spun back towards us with the greatbow aimed directly towards Val’s face. “And of course, it makes sense they’d be traveling with—”
“Hey, Cas?” I shouted over the King’s Reach. My sword blinked into existence in my hand and immediately burst into a radiant crimson pyre, scorching red circles in the air as I flourished it from side to side. “Take your friends and go inside before I kill you.”
The four guards shrieked and dropped their weapons, sprinting back towards the entrance of the fortified gatehouse behind them to Brekkan’s clear dismay. “Get back here, you fucking cowards!” he shouted after them. “When I’m done killing these treasonous fucks, I’m mounting your heads on this Primes-damned wall!” His words did little to dissuade the fleeing men as they disappeared to safety, followed soon after by the various bowmen that dotted the wall’s elevated fortifications. I watched them retreat one by one through my Detection until the only remaining obstacle between us and Lybesa was the King’s Reach.
“Worthless fucks!” he cursed, turning the bow back on us. Brekkan was a young man no older than myself, with flawless gold-tinted skin and long black hair pulled back into a ponytail that hung down to his shoulder blades. The look of contempt on his face was accentuated by his aggressively angled eyebrows and jutting, clenched jaw, and his narrow brown eyes burned with contempt.
“You know, if you were smart, you’d turn and run, too,” I laughed.
“Shut your mouth, demon,” he spat. “You might scare those fucking roaches, but you don’t scare me. I don’t need help to put an arrow straight through that shit-eating grin of yours.”
“I’m not sure what I did to you to deserve such foul language, but—”
“I said, shut your mouth,” he hissed. “I’m done talking to you, scum. Fuck off and wait your turn—I’ll kill you when I’m ready.” He looked past me without another word, focusing on the hooded figure behind me. “Quit hiding behind your dungeon thugs and face me, bitch!”
Val was seemingly too slow to reply for his liking, and he loosed another arrow downrange. Lia smacked it out of the air with the flat of her sword and stepped out between them. “Our friend has nothing to do with you, so leave—”
“You’ll get your turn, whore!” he shouted over her, unphased by her inhuman reflexes. 
I tasted bile in the back of my throat and tightened my grip on my sword, but the sound of Lia’s laughter stopped me from lunging forward and ending our confrontation permanently. “I’ve been called worse by better men than you,” she quipped, drawing her second longsword. “You’re certainly confident in your skills for a man who failed to join the Trinity Guard.”
He snarled as the lines of his face hardened into an even deeper scowl. “You best watch your fucking tongue before I cut it out.” His hand reached back and drew a trio of arrows from his quiver, which he pointed menacingly towards Lia and Val. “I’m not going to repeat myself again—step forward and FACE ME!” Spittle flew from his mouth and froze in the winter air as he trembled with rage.
“Enough, Brekkan,” Val answered. She threw the hood back from her head and let the cloak fall to the ground, revealing the full, undisguised glory of her bloodied scale armor and broken stained-glass shield. “I am here.”
“Of course you’re here,” he spat. “Escorting your prison scum out of the country after they’ve done your dirty work. Tell me, Commander, what did they bribe you with that made you betray your whole Primes-damned country? Did they pay you off? Blackmail you? Or, did you just finally find a man you wanted to fuck after all these years?”
The provocations passed over her without effect. “I did not betray Kaldan. You have been told lies, Brekkan. Layers upon layers of lies, all leading back to the seat of Virram Yorrell.”
“Oh, so that’s it,” he said, motioning with his arrows for emphasis. “Were you the one who let them into the keep the night King Yorrell was murdered? Or did you just tell them what to do and turn your back?” He spat into the snow at his feet. “You were nothing before Virram gave you that fucking shield. I’m going to remind you of that.”
“You are outnumbered, Brekkan. Do not be a fool—leave us to our business and return to the capital.” Val drew her shield from the harness on her back and planted it in the snow in front of her. “You could not best me in combat before, and you cannot hope to do so now.”
He let out a bitter, barking laugh. “Did you honestly think those were fair fights, with all your fucking rules? No lethal force? No blessing deemed by your infinite wisdom to be too dangerous?” He spat in the snow again and took a battle-ready stance. “There are no rules here, Commander. The three of you won’t last a minute.”
“No,” Val called out before I could respond. “You will face me, and me alone.”
“I’m bringing all three of your bloody fucking heads back to Yoria with me, but if you want to fight me one at a time, be my guest. You’re just delaying the inevitable.”
I took a step towards Val and blocked her view of Brekkan. “Don’t be stupid, Val,” I growled. “I wanted to see what that bow could do, but it’s not worth putting yourself in danger. Just let me kill him and be done with it. We can figure out what his bow does on our own.”
“I will not be in danger,” she said slowly, her voice low and measured. “This is something I wish to do on my own. It is a personal matter.”
My jaw clenched in annoyance, and I looked at Lia for support. Let her do it, she suggested, much to my dismay. If it looks like things are getting dangerous, we’ll end it, but...I want to see her put this guy in his place.
“Fine,” I sighed. “But I’m not letting you die for a personal grudge. We’re stepping in if things go wrong.” Val nodded in agreement, and Lia and I retreated a dozen yards back along the main road, still holding our weapons at the ready. I don’t like this. I’d rather see what he can do in a fight against us, not her. My skin crawled as I stared at Brekkan, watching as he sank into a slight crouch. And I really hate this guy.
A saw a rush of images as Lia showed me all of the times I had provoked our enemies into an error, then mirrored my own feelings back at me. Don’t let him get under your skin—it’s what he wants. I replayed his insults towards her and Val through our shared connection, silently glowering in the face of Lia’s cool composure. It was clear he had succeeded in clouding my judgment, but tactic or not, I was determined to make him pay for his words.
Val matched her opponent's ready stance and held her shield out before her. “Brekkan, I am not—”
Whatever she had planned to say was lost behind a sudden, crackling hiss; Brekkan launched himself backwards and struck the tips of his arrows against the ruby inset in the grip of his bow, immediately setting the arrowheads aflame. The trio scorched the air as they screamed downfield towards Val, leaving a bright line of orange sparks behind them. Each of the arrows exploded into a giant ball of flames when they impacted her shield; the fire rippled angrily and spilled out in all directions in a brilliant nova, perfectly parted by the glittering bulwark.
Even as Val began to advance through the flames, Brekkan remained rooted in place, firing a non-stop barrage of arrows. It was an impressive display of dexterity; he drew two arrows at a time, tapped each one against a large sapphire below his grip, then fired them in Val’s direction, all in under a second. Lia and I watched with fascination as the bow flared to life with each arrow and suffused the ammunition with rainbow energy, but as opposed to his opening attack, the onslaught of arrows didn’t seem enhanced in any way. Each of the shots flew wide of their target as Val charged ahead, embedding themselves in the snow with a soft, rhythmic thump.
I honestly thought he’d be better than this, I thought with dismay. The fire was a bit unexpected, but his accuracy is terrible.
I know. I can’t even tell what all of those arrows are supposed to do when he keeps missing his shots, Lia replied. What’s he going to do when Val reaches him? He doesn’t seem particularly strong.
Her question was answered a moment later when Val drove her shield towards the bowman’s head. At the last possible moment, Brekkan dropped the arrows he had readied and spun the bow by its center grip with both hands, catching the edge of the incoming shield with the ornate blades along the bow’s arm. The momentum of the parry set Val’s shield whirling around its center axis that she leveraged into a tight spin, ending in a horizontal strike aimed at Brekkan’s side. He deflected the attack with the opposite blade of his greatbow and grimaced as the counter slid him backwards through the snow.
As the pair continued to trade blows, Val’s advantage in close combat became abundantly clear. Brekkan was continuously on the back foot throughout the skirmish; Val’s unstoppable drive only increased in ferocity as she pushed forward, which gave him less and less time to react between each incoming attack. The ruins of the Mountain Gate behind him grew closer with each countered strike and quickly limited his movement options. With a defiant roar, he brought the bottom blade of his bow up in a desperate uppercut that Val caught without issue, holding him in place with one arm. She braced her shoulder against the inside of the shield and prepared to throw him against the broken gate, but before she could make her charge, Brekkan pulled an arrow from his quiver, tapped it against a glittering topaz in the bow’s grip, and fired a point blank shot directly into the shield.
I recognized the enchantment on the arrow immediately, both from its similarity to the mana in the gauntlets of the King’s Strength and from its results. A terrible grating sound screeched across the snowy expanse as Val was violently repelled backwards. She managed to keep herself upright in a low crouch as she skidded across the ice and snow, digging her shield into the ground to halt her momentum. Brekkan immediately capitalized on the open space between them with a volley of arrows; the snowstorm around us flashed with streaks of orange and gold as flaming spears exploded against Val’s shield. 
That’s enough, Val, I thundered in her mind. I’m ending this.
“No!” she shouted, rolling forward onto her feet as she dodged another flaming arrow. “I can handle this!” Another hail of sapphire-infused arrows peppered the ground around her, all of which missed their mark as they had before. “He is growing tired. It will not be long now.” Running in a low crouch, Val dashed along the road towards Brekkan’s holdout in the broken gate. A wicked grin crossed his face as he drew another pair of arrows and tapped them against both the ruby and the topaz. The greatbow shone like a star through my Detection as he aimed the dual bolts at the ground beneath Val’s feet.
I heard a soft snap as the bow threw its payload, followed soon after by a deafening explosion. The spot where the arrows had impacted cracked and tore through the ground to leave a smoking crater in the middle of the road where Val had been standing. I took a panicked second to search for her as she disappeared from my Detection, spotting her a moment later where she tumbled haphazardly through the storm. Without time to completely avoid the explosion, she had leapt into the air and curled up behind her shield to hide from the blast. The act had undoubtedly saved her life, but not without cost: Her face was badly burned and bloody, and she screamed in pain as she crashed into the ground and tumbled end over end through the snow.
My mana rushed out to meet her as she fell, and I immediately suffused her body to begin the healing process. Apart from the obvious burns and cuts, her harsh landing had fractured three ribs and ruptured two discs in her back, and her head showed clear signs of a serious concussion. Though I was able to quickly lessen her pain and mend her minor wounds, I was consumed by an immense wave of regret. It shouldn’t have gone this far. It shouldn’t have happened at all. I turned my attention to Brekkan, and the regret vanished behind a curtain of anger. He let out a maniacal laugh as he drew a massive steel bolt from his quiver and methodically tapped it against each of the gems in his bow. We’ll end this for you. He won’t know what—
A strange scent entered my nose as the world around us began to change. The arrows that littered the ground around Val glowed with a sparkling blue light that matched the energy emanating from Brekkan’s greatbow as he took aim with wild eyes. My body began to move before my mind could piece together the information my subconscious screamed for me to understand. Ozone. Pooled memories of a hundred thunderstorms we had witnessed throughout our lives played all at once through my shared connection with Lia, imparting the knowledge on a primal level.
I sprinted into the road and vaulted the daisy-chained ring of arrows that sparkled and snapped with faint blue light. Val had managed to climb to her feet as the healing magic continued to mend her more serious injuries, and her head whipped back and forth as she tried to make sense of her surroundings. I dropped my shoulder and caught her in the stomach, flipping her onto my back as I continued to the opposite side of the road. My body began to crawl with a building static charge, and I leapt full force away from the impending attack. The force of my charge threw us a half dozen feet off the road into a plowed bank of waist-deep snow.
The world disappeared in a blinding flash of white light and an ear-splitting roar as a massive column of lightning struck the ground where Val had stood a moment before. My eyes failed as the light burned dark spots into my vision, but the world around us still shone crystal-clear in my head. Brilliant bands of rainbow light surged out from Brekkan’s greatbow into the ballista-sized bolt that he held at full draw; the mana crackled along the surface of the weapon in bright bolts of electricity that, while similar to the lightning strike beside us, were much weaker than the previous attack. The swirling reserves within the artifact drained at an incredibly fast pace as he stared us down with dark, unfeeling eyes.
“This is what true power looks like, you arrogant bitch!” he roared in triumph. “Not your titles, not your shield, not your fucking rules—raw power beyond anything you’ve ever seen!” Stray arcs of electricity snapped off in wild directions as he continued to channel power into his drawn arrow. “When I bring your heads back to Yoria, they’ll write songs in my fucking honor! Kaldan will never forget what a Primes-damned disgrace you were, Valandra. I’ll make sure of it.”
I felt Val shift beneath me as she desperately sucked in air, having been thoroughly winded by my tackle. “Lux,” she managed between gasps, pulling feebly on my shoulder, “I am sorry. I did not know—”
“It’s alright, Val,” I comforted her, never taking my eyes off of Brekkan. There was a momentary pang of pity at the back of my head as I watched his death approaching, entirely unbeknownst to him; the storm concealed what would have been an otherwise obvious cloud of disturbed snow that whipped through the air in the wake of Lia’s sprint along the path at the base of the wall. I could feel the energy surging through her body as she pushed her enhancements harder with every step, covering the distance of her wide flanking route faster than I could track with my eyes alone.
“Get up, you cowards!” Brekkan laughed, ruining any sympathy I had for him. “Get up and die! I want to see the look on your fucking faces when I—” His cruel tirade was interrupted by a sickening gurgle when Lia’s blade found its mark against his neck. The sword passed through his flesh with such incredible force and speed that it seemed as if she had missed her strike. His body remained upright and trembling as lightning continued to flash across his torso and kept his form rigid. He toppled backwards a moment later, sending a wave of crimson down over his chest when his severed head rolled from his neck and bounced away.
The energized steel bolt fired up into the sky as his body fell, illuminating the entirety of the wall in an eerie blue glow. A resounding clap of thunder rolled across the plains when the light faded, signaling a decisive end to the combat. I let out a sigh and slumped backwards in relief, bumping my head off of Val’s breastplate. Lia left Brekkan’s headless corpse at the gate and sprinted back to where Val and I lay tangled in the snow. “Do you...need some help?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.
“Right. Sorry,” I said, rocking back onto my knees. “Are you okay, Val?” I offered out my hand to help her up as I shook the snow out of my hair.
She remained on her back on the ground beside me, staring between Lia and me with hard eyes. “I believe I am, though once again, you have saved my life,” she answered, taking my hand. “It seems as if I have become a burden.”
“Val, no! I’m sorry we—” Lia and I said in perfect unison. We shared an awkward glance, after which I took a step back and motioned for her to continue.
“You aren’t a burden, Val,” she continued alone. “This was our fault. We shouldn’t have let you put yourself in danger like that when we could have avoided the fight altogether, but...we were being selfish. We wanted to see what Brekkan could do, and after our past few fights with Virram’s men, we didn’t think he could pose a threat.” Her head fell as we both felt the shame of our choices. “Our choices caused you to get hurt. You could’ve died, and it would’ve been our fault. I’m sorry, Val.”
Val stepped forward and hesitantly reached a hand out to Lia’s shoulder, slowly pulling her into a light hug. Resting her chin gently on the top of Lia’s head, she remained quiet as Lia returned the embrace. I momentarily lost track of myself within Lia’s emotions, and for the first time in months, I felt nothing but warmth and compassion for Val. I knew the emotions weren’t entirely mine, but I chose to experience them regardless, briefly free of my bitter memories.
While the pair shared their tender moment, I took the opportunity to examine our surroundings through my Detection. I was pleased to find that all of the soldiers had retreated to a single barracks room and barricaded all of the entrances with overturned cots and tables. Happy to have a small bit of good news to give, I retrieved my cloak from where Val had shed her disguise, then returned to my companions. “None of the soldiers here have seen you yet, Val,” I said, offering my cloak out to her. “You can still disappear.”
She accepted the offering and bowed her head. “Thank you, Lux.” Donning the cloak with a quick flourish, she disappeared within the deep, shadowed hood, then knelt in the snow to prepare her illusionary ritual. Although I had seen the technique performed twice before, I was still amazed to see my cloak shift from its flawless black fabric to a baggy, patchwork robe made from roughspun green fibers. Her shield and armor retook their rusted disguises soon after, and she rose as Anise once again.
We made our way to the unguarded ruins of the Mountain Gate, pausing when we reached Brekkan’s headless body. I unhooked the quiver from his back and retrieved the enormous bow from where it had fallen to the ground beside him. The silvered metal was still warm despite the surrounding snow, and I felt my fingers twitch momentarily as a final burst of static discharged into my hand. My stomach churned as I caught sight of his disembodied head staring sightlessly out into the storm behind us, his face frozen in a permanent sneer.
That could’ve been me. The remnants of my hatred for the man I had hardly known swirled through my head, mirroring the vitriolic words he had thrown at us. One wrong turn. I could’ve gone down the same road if I’d—
No. A wave of amber light washed over me and cleansed the thoughts from my mind. You never would’ve been like him.
I let out a deep sigh and looked away from the bloody scene below me. “Another piece for the collection,” I muttered under my breath.
“I think that might raise some questions at the Lybesian border,” Lia said, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Even if they don’t recognize it as one of the King’s Primes, it’s way too fancy for us to claim we’re common folk.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” I held the bow out to Val. “Could you disguise this as a regular longbow? The quiver is probably fine, but the bow is a bit gaudy.”
Her brow furrowed as she examined the artifact. “I am unsure. The Primes have only seen fit to answer my prayers when they are said over the King’s Shield. I have attempted to bless my armor alone on multiple occasions, but each attempt failed.”
“That’s...not really how it works,” I answered, repressing both my amusement and my annoyance. “Here. Just do what you normally do, but with the bow. Trust me.” I infused a quick reserve of mana into the greatbow, which Brekkan had completely drained with his final gambit, then pressed the weapon into Val’s hands.
She stared down at the weapon with uncertain eyes, but eventually took her usual reverent stance with the bow across her knees. When her chanting began, the mana stored within the metal immediately reacted to her touch and flowed up through her arms. The outline of the bow flickered as she spoke the words and changed with a flash of white light when her prayer was complete. The inlaid gems and twisted metal blades of the King’s Reach were replaced with a single, undecorated curve of polished wood which sported multiple scratches and stains, each indicating heavy use that had never occurred.
Val examined the results of her work with awe. “My bond is with the King’s Shield. I do not understand.”
“You will, soon,” I answered, taking the bow back and stringing it over my shoulders. “We should make it home in a few hours. Once we’re there, Lia and I will tell you whatever you want to know about magic and whatever else you’re curious about.”
“You’ll finally have a chance to rest,” Lia added. “No more Virram, or Serathids, or anything. Just rest.”
The concern drained away from Val’s face. “Thank you, both of you. I am very much looking forward to it.” With our most recognizable weapons disguised, we followed the well-worn path through the twisted remains of the Mountain Gate, leaving Brekkan’s body behind. The entire world seemed to change as we emerged on the opposite side of the wall; the blustering snowstorm of Kaldan quickly faded away to blue skies over Lybesa, with only an occasional flurry of snow blowing over the top of the wall behind us. A seemingly endless forest of red rippled in the wind across from us at the end of the giant stone bridge that spanned the Maw. From our perspective, it looked as though Kaldan’s harsh winter had yet to arrive for Lybesa, with no signs that it ever would.
***




4. STAY

After a quiet few minutes of crossing the Maw, I was relieved to find an unfamiliar set of soldiers keeping watch at the Lybesian gate. Having been unable to come up with any convincing cover story for how we had disappeared so fast at our previous crossing, I had worried we might find ourselves in another physical confrontation, but the anxiety appeared to have been for naught. Lia and I waved to the lone man watching the bridge as we approached. “Good afternoon!” I shouted across the empty space between us.
The guard stood up from the chair he had precariously leaned against the gatehouse and rolled his neck and shoulders. “Not many people coming across the border today,” he answered in a high, youthful voice.
“Probably the weather, if I had to guess,” I said, turning to look back at the heavy clouds that lingered above the mountains on the Kaldanic side of the Maw. “To be honest, we were planning to visit with our friend in Atsal for another few days before coming home, but it’s just so cold! We couldn’t take it anymore.”
“It’s easy to forget about winter, living in Lybesa,” he agreed. He tipped his head towards Val, momentarily flashing his kind brown eyes beneath his enameled white and red helmet. “I take it you’re the friend in question?”
“That’s me!” Val answered in her airy impression of Marin. “I offered to come back with them and visit Lybesa. Anything to get away from the snow for a few days!” She tugged on the collar of her cloak and giggled; the sound was so carefree and playful that I could hardly believe Val had made it, despite standing directly in front of her.
“Well, enjoy your stay in Lybesa,” the young man said with a smile, “and welcome home.”
“Thank you!” Lia replied with a sparkling smile. She waved as we stepped off of the stone bridge onto Lybesian soil. “Enjoy the rest of your day!”
We traveled a few hundred yards in silence before I let out the laugh I had been holding in. “Well, that was easy.”
“Yeah, that’s how it’s supposed to work,” Lia laughed along with me. “Getting ambushed at the border shouldn’t be your default.”
“Really?” I asked, rubbing my chin with a grin on my face. “That’s news to me.” I turned to Val and found her as dour and unreadable as always. “So, tell me about Anise,” I said, slowing my pace to walk alongside her. “I get the feeling you’ve done this a lot.”
“That is correct. My duties under Virram were not limited to military matters, as I have told you before. Along with my duties as ambassador to Attetsia, I was also sent on numerous espionage and information-gathering missions during my time as commander of the Trinity Guard.” While I normally would have found the idea of Val as a spy laughable due to her distinct mannerisms, her recent showings at the border checkpoints gave me pause. “As to the name, it is my mother’s. I found it beneficial to maintain a consistent persona for my covert identity, and I used details from my upbringing to create it.”
“That makes sense,” I said, grinning at the thought of her upbeat impression of Marin. “You used your mother’s name and your sister’s mannerisms. I’m sure it was easy to get into character that way.”
“I am unsure of what you are referring to,” she replied. “My sister’s mannerisms? I do not understand.”
I furrowed my brow and stared intently at her deadpan face. “The way you talked to the guards back there? It was an obvious impression of Marin. Which makes sense to put on, seeing as the way you talk is so recognizable.”
Her eyebrows pulled back with the faintest look of offense. “Is there...something wrong with the way that I speak?”
“What? No! Of course not!” I stammered, waving my hands back and forth. “I, uhm, what I meant was...what I meant was that, you just have a very, uhm, unique way of speaking, and...and you…”
I trailed off as a devious smirk appeared at the corner of her mouth. “It was a joke, Lux. I understand that I have a very formal way of speaking. It is simply how I feel most comfortable expressing my thoughts. You are correct that I imitate my sister’s voice when disguised.”
My cheeks burned as I screwed up my face and looked away. Lia let out a loud burst of laughter on the opposite side of Val, giving her an exaggerated round of applause. “Well done, Val!” she exclaimed, clapping her on the shoulder. Although I continued to stare directly into the dirt below us, I saw a vision of myself through Lia’s eyes as she wiggled her eyebrows at me behind Val’s back. “He needs someone to keep him humble every once in a while.”
“Hey!” I yelled, turning to glare at the pair. “I knew she was joking!” My face blazed hotter as the lie failed to convince any of us, and I looked back down at my feet with renewed purpose. The embarrassment quickly ran its course, ushered out by the comfort and enjoyment I felt from Lia, and I found myself chuckling along with her a few moments later.
“So, if you’ve been doing secret spy missions for that long, you must have visited some interesting places!” Lia said, continuing the conversation. “Do you have any good stories from your missions?”
Val tilted her head from side to side as she considered the question. “Most of my assignments were in various noble courts in Attetsia. Virram was extremely concerned that Kaldan’s alliance with the city-state was tenuous at best, so he used my ability to remain unrecognized to great effect there. However, I was twice assigned to a diplomatic retainer sent to Ellawynn, and once spent a month in the mountain cities of Doram. The missions were of little success in the end, but I found the locales beautiful, each in their own ways.”
Lia let out a longing sigh. “I’d love to see more of the world. Lux and I were going to take a vacation in Ellawynn a few weeks ago, but...something came up. We only made it to Lienna before we had to go home again.”
“Well, it won’t be a vacation, but we’ll be heading to Doram soon enough,” I chimed in. “Maybe we’ll get a chance to see those mountain cities.”
“I hope so,” Lia smiled. I felt my heart skip a beat as I stared at her radiant face, and my cheeks tingled from a more pleasant emotion.
As our conversation petered out, I reshaped my Detection from a protective circle to a directed beam heading towards Mayaan, and I was pleased to find our path empty of any foot traffic. Based on the position of the sun ahead of us, I knew it would be dark before we made it home unless we significantly increased our pace, but I continued to walk casually alongside Val and Lia; as much as I truly enjoyed the quiet company of my traveling companions, I knew I was simply postponing the inevitable. The sun had disappeared behind the horizon ahead of us when my mana finally reached our destination and illuminated what awaited us at the Corells’ house.
Marin sat cross-legged on the front lawn wearing an enchanted gauntlet on each hand. It seemed as if she had only recently taken the meditative stance based on the gentle ebb and flow of energy within her core. I breathed a sigh of relief as I recalled my mana from her spot in the grass, confident that she had yet to extend her own Detection field and notice my presence. Marten and Hana chatted happily over dinner in the dining room, having set out an extra helping of dinner in anticipation of Marin’s return. Apart from the rare presence of a vulroc sleeping only a dozen yards away from the clearing, it looked to be a perfectly average and peaceful night.
Well, at least we know she’s been meditating like I told her to, Lia remarked through our bond. I appreciated the attempted levity, but it did little to assuage my growing anxiety. Lux, you know they have to see each other again eventually.
I know, I replied. I’m just worried about her...and about Val. I don’t want either of them to get hurt.
They’re sisters. Marin might be emotional sometimes, but she wouldn’t hurt Val. Not badly, anyways.
You don’t know that. I rewatched all of the physical and emotional pain Marin had endured since our flight from Kaldan and saw it crystalized in her eyes as she thanked me for offering to train her. You saw how she felt—she wanted the power to defend us, and we gave it to her.
A separate set of memories played back at me from Lia’s perspective, each of them a moment where Marin had remembered her sister fondly during our training sessions. She still loves her. Marin will definitely be upset when she sees Val for the first time, but things will work out for the best. I promise.
The vow failed to calm my churning stomach, but it gave me the strength to steady my faltering footsteps and continue moving forward. The comfortable silence I had enjoyed over the course of our journey was suddenly a suffocating quiet that felt as if it would never end, despite the fact that I could see our first destination with my naked eye. Mayaan looked peaceful in the fading twilight as it appeared over the farmland to our left: Street lamps flickered with soft lights as the citizens finished their final errands for the day and returned to their homes before dark. On our right, the northern road that led into the forest was shadowed by dense emberwoods that gave the usually pleasant path an ominous, foreboding look.
The twisting path inevitably led us to the Corells’ private driveway, where I brought our party to a halt. “This is it,” I said with a sigh, pointing a hand down the narrow road. “Home is this way.”
Val patiently watched my face as I remained unmoving at the intersection. “You do not sound pleased,” she said eventually.
“Yeah, you could say that,” I answered. “Listen, Val, I...don’t really know how to say this…” I trailed off, playing out my most dreaded scenarios in quick succession in my head. “I think...you should wait here for a while. We need to go ahead and, uhm...warn Marin that you’re here.”
Her eyes widened at the suggestion. “Warn her?”
“It’s not that I think she’s in danger or anything. Honestly, it’s the opposite,” I explained, pursing my lips. “She has the King’s Strength, Val, and she knows how they work. She knows how to fight like us now. If she’s still as angry at you as she was before...you might be the one in danger here.”
“No,” she protested immediately, “that is not true. I will not fight my sister—I would rather die than see her come to harm.”
“Stop saying that!” I snapped. “Stop trying to throw your life away like it’s worthless! You know how powerful those gauntlets are, so if Marin attacks you, you’ll fight back. If you really want to keep her safe from harm, stop her from making a mistake she’ll regret for the rest of her life.” I held her intense gaze until she finally looked away and gave me a small nod.
“We’re going to tell her about everything that’s happened—how Virram was behind everything, and how you helped us stop the Serathid invasion,” Lia said in a much kinder voice than mine. “I think she’ll be happy to see you, but...it’s better to be careful, right?”
“Very well,” Val replied. It was clear she was upset by our plan, but she simply planted her shield in the ground in front of her and remained silent. After a final glance backwards, Lia and I left her to her vigil and made our way down the driveway. The walk through the dark forest was oddly discomforting without the sprawling neon map of extended mana in our heads, but in an effort to leave Marin undisturbed for as long as possible, we continued on without it.
Light from the dining room window appeared through the trees as we rounded the final bend in the road. Marin sat in the grass fifty yards ahead of us with her eyes closed, clearly deep in her nightly meditation. We entered the influence of her extended mana only a few feet farther down the road, which caught me off guard; the last time I had tested her on the ability, her Detection had only reached ten feet in any given direction, nowhere near the range it covered now. She fell backwards with a loud squeak of alarm and covered her eyes when our blinding auras appeared at the edge of her vision without warning.
“You’re back!” she shouted excitedly as she clambered to her feet, still reeling from the disorienting light. She dashed down the driveway towards us and lunged full force towards Lia’s chest, wrapping her in a tight embrace that nearly sent both of them tumbling into the dirt. “I missed you so much!” She picked Lia up and spun her in a wild circle. “It’s been so boring since you left!”
“We’ve only been gone for five days,” Lia laughed, struggling to keep her composure through Marin’s continued loving assault.
“Well, yeah, but it felt like weeks!” She dropped Lia suddenly and took a step back, flexing her arms. “I’ve been training every day, just like you said. I feel so strong now!” Her attention finally turned to me, and without warning, she lunged forward and hugged me as well. “I missed you too, Lux.”
I slowly put an arm around her shoulders and stared down at the top of her head in awe. “You...did?”
I felt my spine pop in multiple places as she squeezed me tighter. “Of course I did,” she said, her voice suddenly gentle and low. “So, I’m, uhm...I’m sorry. For how I was acting before. I know that you were just doing whatever you could to keep Lia safe, and to keep me safe, too.” She spoke quietly with her cheek pressed against my chest, staring off into the forest. “I have some stuff I want to ask about, but that’s not important right now. I’m just really glad everyone is okay.”
My eyes began to water as I was absolved of the guilt that had weighed on my conscience for weeks. “Of course. I’ll answer any questions you have for me,” I managed to say before my throat began to tighten. I rubbed her back and rested my chin on her head, and she let out a relieved sigh. Lia, I said through our link, staring at her desperately, I can’t...I can’t tell her about Val. I can’t—
It’s okay, she answered, taking a step towards us. “Marin?” she asked gently, placing a hand on her shoulder. “There’s actually something we need to talk about. Something important.”
Marin released her suffocating grip around my chest and stepped back, tilting her head to the side as she watched Lia interestedly. “What’s up?”
“It’s about your sister.”
Her entire body tensed at once, and I saw her hand clench into a fist against her leg. “What about her?”
“We found her in Shadowmine. She was trying to stop the monsters, just like we were.” Lia paused while we both watched Marin’s face, which had become a frighteningly unreadable mask, much like Val’s. “She helped us.”
“Is she alive?”
The question caught Lia off guard. “What? Yes, she’s alive. We wouldn’t know wh—”
“If she’s alive, where is she?” Marin interrupted sharply.
“Please, Marin, let me explain—”
Her eyes broke away from Lia’s and stared down the dark forest road behind us. “She’s here, isn’t she?”
I could feel the panic blossom in Lia’s chest as the outcome she had dreaded most began to take shape. “I need you to listen to me. I know it might be hard to see right now, but I promise, there were good reasons for—”
Marin lunged between the two of us and sprinted into the darkness, dodging both of our attempts to hold her back; her singular focus pushed her enhancements far beyond the normal levels I had come to expect from her during our training sessions. “Shit!” Lia cursed as we activated our mana and chased after her. I mapped the forest ahead of us with an instant pulse of Detection, and found that despite our speed advantage, Marin’s head start was enough for her to reach Val before we could catch her.
I sent a separate tendril of mana racing down the road to Val, where I immediately suffused her body with energy and activated my usual suite of enhancements. Val, she’s coming, I said in her head. Get ready.
To her credit, she was entirely unphased by the sudden surge of energy and booming mental voice; Val simply turned and leveled her shield at the empty road before her and waited for her sister to arrive. There was a moment of tense silence as we watched Marin streak across the neon map within our heads, burning brightly in a nova of fierce pink energy. A sudden, sickening screech echoed through the trees as the two met, and Val disappeared from the image a moment later as she was disconnected from the ground. Quick flashes of her mana appeared as she crashed through the brush on the opposite side of the road. She managed to land on her feet after impacting a sturdy emberwood, which gave her time to reorient herself and raise her shield again.
“LEAVE!” Marin screamed through a cascade of tears as she chased after her sister. Lia and I made it to the road just in time to watch her lunge into the trees opposite us and lash out with a series of wild haymakers. Val dodged each blow with unnatural ease, much to the detriment of the forest around them; each missed strike that connected with one of the surrounding trees instantly aerosolized the wood and shook the ground beneath our feet. With every attack that failed to land, Marin grew more frustrated and emotional, and the mana burning off of her continued to increase in intensity. “LEAVE US ALONE!”
“Marin, I do not want to fight you,” Val pleaded, backstepping out of range of another punch. “I just want to talk.”
“I don’t want to talk to you, traitor!” Marin yelled, jumping backwards to prepare herself for another assault. “You already made your choice, so leave us alone!”
The momentary pause in their battle was all it took for us to finally catch up. Lia clamped her hand over Marin’s shoulder and held her firmly in place. “Marin, enough! You need to—” I felt the utter shock from Lia’s perspective as Marin spun around and aimed a punch directly at her chest. My body reacted before my mind could catch up; I shouldered Lia out of the way as my sword appeared from the ether, and I braced it against my arm and readied myself for the explosive impact of the King’s Strength. 
The overwhelming force failed to materialize, and the gauntlet stopped harmlessly against the flat of my blade. Our eyes met for a fraction of a second, and I felt a blast of conflicting emotions as her aura flared back to life: love and hatred, relief and revulsion, joy and sadness, and, above everything else, fear of so many things. She was gone before I had a chance to speak, already raining down a flurry of blows on her older sister.
She’s in control. I watched with amazement as subtle flickers of her mana became obvious with my new knowledge; the punches that went wide burned with extra power that shattered nearby trees in a frightening display of fury, while those that flew close to Val’s head or glanced off of her shield dimmed in the instant before impact. Subconsciously, maybe, but...she’s in control.
Lia watched their fight with wide eyes, still stunned from Marin’s attack. I knew she wouldn’t hurt me. I knew that. She would never hurt me. But even still, there was a second...where I thought...Her words trailed off, but her unspoken thoughts finished the statement for her; for a single instant, she believed she made a fatal mistake by putting her trust in Marin.
I comforted her as best I could, sharing my own perspective of the attack in an effort to ease her guilt. I thought the same thing. While I disliked the idea, I had been prepared to stop Marin by force if it meant keeping Lia and Val safe, but I found myself content to watch the situation play out to its natural conclusion. I remained a few dozen yards away from the battle, ready to step in and end the fighting at a moment’s notice.
With my enhancements leveling the playing field for Val, her years of combat experience kept her easily out of the way of her younger sister’s attacks. Marin’s all-out emotional assault consistently left her overextended and open to counterattacks, but Val never pressed the advantage, choosing instead to disengage and attempt diplomacy at every possible opportunity. “Marin, please,” she repeated, “give me a chance to explain myself.”
“No!” Marin sprinted forward and threw an uppercut into the center of Val’s shield. The blow threw her backwards into a nearby emberwood, and she bounced off of the tree with a heavy crack, loosing a flurry of red leaves into the air above her. She clenched her jaw and retook her feet, facing her sister once again with undeterred strength.
“Enough of this,” Val shouted. With deliberate movements, she unbuckled the glittering shield from her arm and threw it to the ground beside her. “I will not fight you any longer. If you wish to kill me, be done with it—I will not stop you.”
I scowled and took a step forward as Val offered up her life in direct opposition to my earlier request. I reached out for my sword, but I stopped short when I noticed the feeling of her aura; instead of the despair and grief I had expected, she was filled with nothing but confidence and trust. It’s a gambit. She knows that Marin’s been holding back, too. Having just promised to keep her away from unnecessary harm, standing aside as she risked her life was the last thing I wanted to do, but the look in her eye was enough to tell me she knew she would survive.
Marin stood with trembling fists as the dueling emotions within her head waged war with one another. A fresh round of tears rolled down her face when she shook her head and let out a noise somewhere between a whimper and a growl. The noise continued to build in strength until she opened her mouth and unleashed a primal scream of anguish; she shook the gauntlets off of her arms and sprinted forward bare-handed, knocking Val backwards with a powerful blow from her shoulder. Marin leapt onto her sister as she fell and pinned her arms to the ground with her knees. Lines of blood appeared on the lighter skin of her palms between her clenched fingers, and she slammed the dripping fists into Val’s chest.
“WHY?!” she screamed, her face hovering only a few inches above her sister’s. Val’s exquisite scale armor remained entirely unaffected by the punches, but Marin’s hands were not as lucky; fractures and sprains gave way to fully broken bones as she repeated the attack over and over, painting the silvered metal with streaks of red. “WHY?!” With each gut-wrenching cry, the implication of her question seemed to change; the initial roar of furious condemnation gradually shifted to the desperate sadness Marin must have felt every moment since we fled from Yoria. “Why?” She collapsed onto her sister’s chest when the last of her energy left her, weeping so powerfully that her entire body shook from the force of the pained cries.
I felt a tear fall from my eye when Marin finally collapsed, but I found my cheek dry when I tried to wipe it away. Faint flashes of blurry vision intermingled with my own, and I turned to find Lia crying silently beside me. I put my arm gently around her shoulders and began to lead us forward to where Val had fallen. She’s going to be okay. They both are.
Lia nodded weakly and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. I know. I’m just...sad that it had to be like this.
As we approached the pair, I caught snippets of the words Val had been whispering in her sister’s ear. “I am sorry, Marin,” she said in a ragged, strained voice. “I let you down. I betrayed you. But I am here now to explain myself and make amends. No apology will ever be enough, but...I hope you will let me...remain in your life.” Tears pooled in her eyes as she rubbed her sister’s back in slow, soothing circles. “I love you, Marin. I have always loved you, and will always love you, no matter how you may feel about me.”
Marin slid her arms beneath Val’s chest and squeezed until the armor began to groan. “I...Valandra, I...I’m…” she attempted between sobs, unable to complete a thought.
Val shushed her softly and pushed herself up into a sitting position, cradling Marin in her arms. “I will do whatever it takes to heal the pain I have caused you,” she whispered, “even if it means leaving you here and never returning. If that is what you truly wish, I will do it if it makes you happy.”
After taking a few moments to compose herself, Marin leaned back just far enough to rest her forehead against Val’s. “No,” she choked out in a hoarse voice, “I...I want you to stay.” Another soft sob escaped her lips, and she collapsed forward in her sister’s arms again. “I want you to stay.”
***




5. LEAVE

Lia and I led the way through the blackness of the forest back to the Corells’ house. After taking a few minutes to recover, Marin had managed to pick herself up from the forest floor and retrieve her discarded gauntlets. Lia immediately embraced her and, after another minute of stubborn arguments between the two, convinced her that she should rest and meditate on the day’s events before making any further decisions. The exhausted Marin followed closely behind us on our walk down the driveway, with Val trailing a respectful distance behind her. 
We found Hana standing on the front steps when our procession emerged into the lamplight of the clearing. “Marlia, Lux, you’re back!” she called out happily. “Marten and I thought we heard something, and I was a bit worried to find Marin gone, but now I see it was just—” Her voice gave out when her eyes scanned past us and found Val at the edge of the lamplight. Her rounded fuzzy ears flattened against the top of her head as her eyes grew wide at the unexpected sight; Lia and I had been less than gentle in our retelling of the events in Virram’s throne room after our return from Attetsia, with Val’s betrayal as the centermost focus of the story.
“We’re glad to be home,” I answered calmly. “It’s only been a few days, but a lot happened while we were gone. Lia and I will tell you about it tomorrow, after we’ve had some rest.” With a small tilt of my head, I motioned back towards Val. “I’m sure you have some questions, but I promise, everything is fine.”
She pursed her lips and gave us a small nod. “Marin, dear, your dinner is getting cold. Come in and eat.” The warmth was entirely absent from her voice when she spoke again, replaced with carefully guarded concern. I turned and signaled for Val to stay at the edge of the clearing with a subtle wave of my hand, and she immediately stepped back into the darkness of the treeline. Lia and I led Marin up the front steps to the house where Hana was waiting to close the door behind us. She rushed to Marin’s side as soon as the door was shut and cupped her face in her hands. “Marin, are you alright?”
“I’m okay,” Marin replied in an uncharacteristically meek voice. “Just tired.”
“Of course you are," Hana said, pulling her into a quick hug. “Come with me to the dining room—I have your dinner all set out for you.” Her puffy tail twitched from side to side as she slid her arm around Marin’s shoulders and gingerly pushed her towards the kitchen.
“I’m not really hungry. Just tired,” she repeated. “Thanks, though. I, uhm...I appreciate it. Really.” She stopped in the kitchen doorway and hugged Hana again, more tightly than before. “I think I’m just going to go to bed for the night.”
Hana bit her lip and looked like she wanted to protest, but the moment passed in silence. “Let me know if you need anything, dear.”
Marin gave her a small smile before disappearing into the living room, slipping past Marten as he made his way into the entryway. “You’re back!” he smiled. “I wasn’t expecting to see you two for another week, at least.” He gave Lia a hug, then clapped me on the shoulder and grinned. “So, how was the trip? Did you take care of that ‘business’ you had to deal with? Maybe you’ll tell us about it when…” He trailed off when he noticed the subdued expressions on our faces. “What? What did I miss?”
Hana ignored her husband’s question and took a step closer to me, leaning her face uncomfortably close to mine. “Is Marin safe?” she asked in a low whisper. “Are we safe?”
Marten’s head spun as he turned to look for Marin behind him. “Why wouldn’t Marin be safe? What’s going on?”
“Valandra is here,” I answered, tilting my head towards the door. “And yes, she’s safe. We all are.”
At the mention of the King’s Shield, a wave of boyish excitement flashed over Marten’s face, but the expression was quickly replaced by one of concern. “She’s here? At the house?” He hurried to the nearest window in the living room and boldly stuck his head through the cloth curtains. “Why would you bring her here?”
Hana nodded in support of Marten’s question. “She could still be working with King Yorrell. How do you know we’re truly safe with her here?”
“Virram dismissed her from the Trinity Guard and branded her a traitor to Kaldan,” Lia answered, masking most of her resentment at the accusatory questions. “She’s been trying to save the country from those monsters ever since, just like we were. Val is on our side.”
“That could just be a cover story,” Marten said from the window. He closed the curtains and hurried back to our place in the entryway. “She could’ve just said that so you’d lead her back here. You don’t know that she isn’t still planning to turn us in to the King!”
“We do know that,” Lia argued. “You don’t know her like we do—she wouldn’t—”
“But how do you know that?” Marten interrupted her. “Unless the two of you are mind readers, you don’t know—”
“Virram Yorrell is dead,” I cut in. “That’s how we know. Nobody is looking for you anymore—you’re safer now than you have been in a long time.” I waited for further arguments, but the statement had knocked Marten and Hana into a stunned silence, so I continued. “Val is not a threat to anybody here—I swear it on my life. She’ll be staying at our house for the foreseeable future.”
“I trust you,” Hana said hesitantly, “but I hope you understand my trepidation. Marin is such a sensitive girl, and after what she went through, I’m still not sure this is the best thing for her.”
“Of course. She and Val already...talked things out, at least for the time being, and Marin agreed to let her stay.” I looked down at Lia out of the corner of my eye and took her hand in mine. “It’s been difficult for all of us. Myself, especially. But I really believe this is the best way for us to move forward.”
“When Marin wakes up tomorrow morning, send her over to our house,” Lia added. “We’ll give her a safe place to talk to Val, and when they’re done, we’ll all come back here and explain what happened while we were gone.”
Hana and Marten shared a quick conversation solely through facial expressions. “Alright,” Marten said reluctantly. “Not that you need our blessing, but you have it regardless. We’ll trust your judgment until we can make our own.”
I bowed my head. “Thank you, both of you. I know we put you through a lot more stress than we should, but I—”
The sound of a door opening from the living room gave me pause, and we turned to find Marin shuffling in our direction dressed in her nightgown. She quietly pushed through our group and made her way into the kitchen, returning a moment later with the dinner plate Hana had set out for her. “I guess I’m a little hungry,” she murmured sheepishly. Without waiting for a response, she hurried back to the living room and down the hall to her bedroom.
Her appearance finally seemed to put Hana at ease, and she gave us a small smile. “We’ll send her your way when she wakes up tomorrow,” she confirmed. She stepped forward and gave Lia and me a quick group hug. “I’m glad you two are back, safe and sound.”
“Honestly, we should really start expecting things like this whenever the two of you leave,” Marten chuckled while he gave Lia a hug. “You always manage to find some new sort of trouble.”
“A habit I’d like to break as soon as possible,” I laughed in turn. “For now, though, we should get going. We had a pretty eventful day ourselves.” We said our brief goodbyes, then stepped out into the crisp evening air. I waved Val over from her dark corner of the forest and motioned to the path into the woods. “Ready to go?”
Her attention was focused on something behind us, and I turned to catch a glimpse of both Hana and Marten’s faces disappearing from the living room window. “Yes, I am ready,” she answered when the disturbance was gone. We turned to go, but Val’s hand caught my shoulder before we could leave. “Wait,” she said suddenly, looking back towards the front door. “Is Marin...alright?”
“Yeah, she’s fine,” Lia answered with a smile. “She’s currently eating dinner in bed. My parents are going to send her our way tomorrow morning when she wakes up. We figured you two might want to talk some more before we do anything else.”
The hard lines on Val’s face dissolved into a gentle look of satisfaction. “I have prayed for the chance to speak with her again every night since our return from Attetsia. Thank you for allowing me that chance.”
“Don’t mention it,” I said, avoiding the uncomfortable feeling of her gratitude. “Let’s get going. It’s been a long day, and I’ve been missing our bed every day since we left.” Lia and I led the way into the forest with Val following close behind us. The trip usually took less than a minute at a casually enhanced jog, but there was a comforting nostalgia to the familiar trees around us that kept us to a leisurely pace. My contentment bled through my mental link with Lia, and a matching feeling echoed back at me. I took her hand in mine and instantly forgot about the emotional weight of our day.
Our house appeared through the trees sooner than I expected. I paused at the edge of the clearing and waved my hand forward when Val came up beside us. “Here we are. Home sweet home.”
“This is...beautiful,” Val said, awestruck. I could see the wonder in her eyes as she scanned the property, clearly wanting to explore, but she continued to stand with her usual military stiffness. “Did you build this yourselves?”
“Yep!” Lia answered proudly. “We watched the people that built my parents’ house, and then just copied that. With a few adjustments, of course.”
I started off towards the house and gave Val a wave. “You’ll get a better view of it from inside.” We made our way across the yard to the main door, and I was happy to find the house exactly how we had left it. I sent a quick pulse of mana out across the floorboards and lit the various oil lanterns that hung on the walls with a single activation of the Fire rune within my ring. “This way,” I said with a smug grin, leading Val down the hall to the living room.
“I am...impressed,” Val said softly, shaking her head. “I should have expected as much from the two of you, and yet, I am still surprised.” She took a moment to stare up at the high ceiling of the living room, then followed me up the stairs to the bedrooms.
“This’ll be yours, for as long as you’re here,” I said, opening the door directly across the hall from our bedroom. “It’s a bit sparse on the furnishing apart from the bed. I really only focused on filling the rooms we were using at the time.” As promised, the revealed bedroom was empty apart from a large bed against the far wall with a small nightstand on one side. “I’ll make a chest of drawers for your things tomorrow, but for now...make yourself at home.”
She raised an eyebrow at the last statement, but she quickly shook the curious expression away. “I am indebted to you once again. This is far more kindness than I deserve.”
“It’s a bed, Val,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Stop worrying so much about debts and just use it.”
“Very well,” she accepted, taking a step into the room. “Thank you, both of you. I imagine I will sleep well tonight.”
“Goodnight, Val!” Lia chimed in from behind me. “See you in the morning.”
“Goodnight, Lia,” she replied. She met my gaze and gave me a small nod, then closed the bedroom door. I heard the floorboards creak as she crossed the room, followed soon after by the groan of the bed frame when she finally sat down.
I let out a soft sigh and turned away from the door. Ready for bed? Lia asked me silently.
I just have to put some stuff away first—go on ahead, I’ll be right in. I squeezed her shoulder before jogging back down the stairs and heading to the basement door. Stale air greeted me when I descended into the dark space; apart from using it to store an extra set of tables and stools, the basement had been entirely ignored and undisturbed since the house was finished. I moved to the table set against the far wall and sorted through my personal effects. An ominous sense of dread crept up my spine as I lay the trio of objects out in front of me: the notebook I had taken from the Shadebinder’s quarters, the rusted Alderean blade from Ashedown’s forge, and the chunk of black glass from the site of the fire. While I knew the objects were free from any latent death energy, I couldn’t help but view the collection as inherently evil.
I left the artifacts behind with a final shiver and ascended the basement stairs. After snuffing the lanterns I had lit to impress Val, I made my way upstairs and entered the bedroom. Lia had already changed out of her armor and sat in bed cross-legged with her chin resting on her fists, staring intently at the door. I froze in place when I met her gaze and felt the full force of her emotional state: unease, doubt, and fear. “Lia, what’s wrong?” I asked, my gut churning as I experienced her feelings for myself.
She bit her lip and watched me silently for a long moment, tilting her head back and forth. “What are you going to do with those things?”
I looked side to side for the source of her discomfort. “What things?” The basement table holding my trio of dark objects flashed behind my eyes, and I felt a quick burst of relief as the source of her concern became apparent. “Right, those things. Sorry,” I apologized while I began the process of shedding my armor. “I’m not sure I’ll have time before we leave for Doram, but I’d like to study those notes and see what I can find out about the sword. I doubt whoever wrote that journal really knows anything about it, but there’s a chance, and I’m gonna take it.”
When my disrobing was complete, I moved towards the bed to slip beneath the covers and warm my bare skin, but Lia let out a gasp that stopped me in my tracks. “Lux…” she whispered, her eyes wide, “...your scars.”
The words sent a chill down my spine, and I had to force my head to tip down and examine the black marks. Where the jagged lines had once been contained to my right arm, they now spread out across my chest, snaking their way across my ribs to my sternum. The sight turned my stomach and raised the hairs on the back of my neck, but I quickly fought against the wave of panic. No. Whatever the cost, it was worth it. Lia’s safe. The Serathids are gone. It was worth it. I let out a shaking breath and looked back up at Lia. “I’m okay.”
“Are you sure?” She bit her lip and watched me climb into bed beside her. “Maybe...maybe studying that stuff in the basement isn’t the best idea.”
I took a moment to close my eyes and savor the soft sheets of our bed that I had missed over the course of our journey through Kaldan. “You don’t have to worry about me, Lia. There’s no chance of me losing control again. I’ll just be examining the notes and using mana to look at—”
“That’s not what I’m worried about,” she said in a low whisper. I opened my eyes to find her watching me with a guarded expression. “What are you going to do if you find what you’re looking for?”
My brow furrowed as I considered the question. “I’m...not sure what you mean. In a perfect world, the notes would detail exactly how they got the sword, which I could use to figure out a way to send something back. Preferably an entire person, but I’d settle for a piece of paper.”
She sucked in a sharp breath and pursed her lips when I finished speaking, and the lines of her face hardened. “Lia, what’s wrong?” I asked again, but she simply shook her head and looked away. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what you’re feeling—” The statement finally caused me to realize that her consciousness had pulled back from our deepened bond; while I could feel that the connection was still active, there was a concerted effort on her part to withhold her thoughts from me. I sat up and reached out for her hand. “Lia, I...I’m not sure if I—”
Her resistance broke all at once when my hand touched hers, and I was overcome by a staggering flood of emotions. Her fear and doubt still remained, but a burning layer of jealousy had grown and consumed her focus. Snippets of memories from our time together in Kaldan played on repeat in her head all at once: The casual way I told her I had been married in a previous life, my lovingly detailed stories of my time in Alderea, and the night I had lost myself in my memories and mistaken her for Amaya. She stared at me intensely, taking short, hard breaths to fight back the tears that threatened to pool in her eyes. “Are you going to leave me if you find a way back?”
“No!” I gasped. “Lia, you know I would never leave you! You know how much I love you—I know you do.” I took her hand in mine and held it to my forehead as I leaned forward. “I will never, ever leave you, and I’ll fight as hard as I can to stay here with you. I love you more than anything in this world.”
She stifled a soft sob. “Anything in this world,” she said, her voice cracking.
I cursed myself silently for the choice of words. “That’s not what I meant,” I pleaded. “Lia, I told you I would never lie to you, so please believe me—you are the most important person in my life. I would never leave you, no matter what happens. I want to be with you forever.” Her lips twitched into a brief smile, and she gave me a weak nod. “When I lived in Alderea, I loved Amaya, and we were married. But that life is over. You’re my life now. If I could find a way back to that world, I wouldn’t leave you to go live there. I just want to see her again, to make sure she’s alright, and...to tell her about you. I want to tell her how amazing you are, and how happy you make me every day we’re together.”
She leaned forward to rest her forehead against mine and sent an immediate rush of amber energy through my body. No words were shared through our deepened bond, but I felt the pure, radiating light of her love in every cell of my body. I closed my eyes and returned the feeling from my own perspective; the emotion was always buzzing just below the surface of my skin and easy to access at a moment’s notice. The passage of time around us faded from notice while we remained locked together in our shared mental world.
Lia was the first to break the deep silence. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t be upset, but it’s been eating at me ever since we left the mine. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head.”
“You don’t need to apologize for how you feel, Lia,” I reassured her. “I know it must have been hard to hold those feelings back for the past few days. Thanks for sharing them with me.” Although my eyes remained closed, I could see every perfect inch of her in my mind in vibrant amber detail, and I wiped a tear from her cheek. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she replied. “Forever.”
“Forever,” I echoed, pulling her into a comforting embrace.
Her arms locked behind my back, and she buried her face in my chest while she squeezed me tightly. When she eventually pulled away, she fell back onto her pillow and let out a ragged sigh. “I’m tired.”
“Me too,” I smiled, taking my place beside her. We settled in beneath the heavy quilt and found our usual comfortably entangled positions. I took a deep breath, savoring the faint smell of mint in her hair as I nestled in closer to her. “Goodnight, Lia.”
“Goodnight,” she murmured, gently patting my hand that was draped over her waist. The room grew quiet and still, but it took nearly an hour for Lia to fall asleep. I let out a soft sigh of relief when I felt the telltale slump of her shoulders and the change in rhythm of her breath. It was only after I had confirmed she was sleeping that I allowed myself to try and join her, and the exhaustion I held at bay quickly overtook me.
---
“Are you sure you don’t want Dad to help you with this?” Amaya asked, standing nervously at the doorway to the forge.
“For the millionth time, yes, I’m sure,” I laughed at her while I worked. “I want you.” I pumped the bellows in a steady rhythm until the light of the forge reached the perfect strength, then turned back towards my wife. “Come here, love.”
She took a cautious step into the shop and scanned the room. “I don’t want to ruin your gift, Elden. I know how much Dad went through to get it for you, and I’d never forgive myself if I—”
“Amaya, please,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “There’s no way you can ruin this. To be honest, I could really just do it by myself, but...I want you here.”
A wide smile spread across her face, and she approached the opposite side of my workbench, looking over the shop with new eyes. “Okay. I’m ready to help. What do you need?”
I pulled the cloth cover off of the workbench between us, revealing the gift Rastor had given me: a small pile of sky blue metal ingots. “Do you know what this is?”
“Manasteel,” she answered immediately. “The rarest metal in the world. Only the King’s smiths know how to make it.” She carefully reached down and picked up a bar from the top of the pile, giggling as she struggled with its weight. “People say that weapons made of manasteel are sharper and stronger than any other metal.”
I grinned at her assessment. “Do you know why people say that?”
“I get the feeling that you know what I’m going to say, even though it’s the wrong answer,” she said, raising an eyebrow.
“You’re too smart for me,” I sighed, picking up an ingot of the beautiful metal and turning it over in my hands. The blue bar was strikingly cold for the warm air around us and tingled against my fingertips, though whether it was from my anticipation or a unique quality of the metal itself, I couldn’t tell. “Humor me.”
She rounded the table and wrapped her arms around my waist. “If I had to guess, I would say it’s because manasteel is also the strongest metal in the world. That’s why it’s so rare—and so expensive.”
One of her golden, fuzzy ears flopped forward over my shoulder and tickled the side of my face. I set the manasteel ingot back on the table and hummed in satisfaction. “That would make the most sense, but it isn’t true. Manasteel isn’t any stronger than regular steel—if you don’t know how to use it properly, you’d never know the difference. An average smith would still make an average sword out of it.”
“I take it you aren’t the average smith in this scenario,” she giggled.
I spun around and planted a quick kiss on the top of her head. “Correct.”
“Where did you learn how to use it? I know Dad’s never done it before.”
“Brusch told me,” I grinned.
Amaya rolled her eyes and moved back to her side of the workbench, laughing as she went. “That man knows too many secrets for a vagabond.”
“You’re not wrong,” I shrugged, “but even so. He told me that the night before one of the King’s smiths makes a manasteel weapon, the knight meant to wield it prays over the metal. Manasteel is apparently the only metal that can hold the blessings of the Gods.”
She puffed derisively. “You didn’t believe that, did you?”
“Oh, Gods, no,” I laughed, “but I think I understand what he really meant.'' I held out my hands and motioned for hers. “Give me your hands.” She tipped her head to one side and watched me curiously with wide, violet eyes, but she eventually obliged my request. I lowered her hands onto the pile of manasteel bars, then placed mine atop hers and closed my eyes. “Pray with me.”
“Is this why you wanted my help?”
I nodded. “I wouldn’t know what to pray for—I already have everything I want.” I cracked open one of my eyes just in time to catch a smile crossing her face. “You could ask for it to keep us safe, or...I don’t know, for it to—”
“I pray that this metal will always bring you back to me,” she interrupted me, closing her eyes as well. “No matter where you go, or what you face, I pray that this metal keeps you safe until you can return.”
The hair on the back of my neck stood up as she spoke her prayers aloud, and my heart thrummed in my chest. I pulled my focus inward and took a series of deep breaths in the meditative style Brusch had taught me. The river of energy flowing through my core appeared in neon detail, and I redirected it up through my chest and down into my hands. To my surprise, the energy passed into the metal without resistance; it had taken me months to become comfortable transferring energy into my practice sword, yet the manasteel accepted it as if I had practiced with it for my entire life.
“This metal will make a sword that will always bring me back to you. As long as this blade is in my hands, nothing will stop me from coming home.” My head spun when I said the words, confirming what Brusch had told me was true. “It’ll be a symbol of our unbreakable bond. I’ll know that no matter where I go, you’ll always be waiting for me to come home. And when I’m gone, I’ll always have a piece of you with me.”
A heavy wave of exhaustion passed over me when I finished the prayer. I opened my eyes to find Amaya’s face flushed and her chest heaving, clearly feeling the same strain that I had. “Are you alright?” I asked, instantly concerned.
“I’m fine,” she answered breathlessly. “Better than fine, actually.” She pulled me closer over the table and kissed me, leaving the taste of raspberries on my lips when she leaned back again. “You’d better get to work on that sword. There are some good prayers in there.”
Butterflies took flight in my stomach at the sight of her beautiful, smiling face. “I will,” I answered. “Thank you, Amaya. I’m glad you were here for this.”
“Of course,” she nodded, turning to go. She made it to the door before looking back over her shoulder. “I love you, Elden.”
“I love you too,” I replied.
“Forever.”
I nodded as a brilliant warmth spread through my chest. “Forev—”
---
A burning emptiness in my chest woke me from my peaceful dreams. I threw myself forward with a gasp, already having realized the source of my pain. Lia sat at the edge of the bed cradled in her own arms, clearly suffering from the same affliction. “Lia,” I panted, reaching out for her with both my body and my mind, “I’m...here.” While my hand found purchase on her shoulder, my extended mana bounced off of a hard wall at the back of her mind where our consciousnesses usually commingled.
She sat statue-still beneath my hand, staring straight into the wall ahead of her. “You’re still in love with her,” she said in a smooth, emotionless voice.
“I’m...what?” My brain stumbled in my attempt to sort through the multiple facets of the situation: the disorienting absence of Lia’s presence, her walled-off emotions, the foggy recollection of my dreams, and my growing panic from her clear distress.
“Amaya.” She spoke the name with such articulated clarity that it cut into my core and cleared the fog from my mind. “You’re still in love with her.”
“Lia, that’s…” I trailed off, completely at a loss for words. I pulled my hand back from her shoulder and sat at the edge of the bed beside her. After weighing my limited options carefully, I settled on the most difficult route: the truth. “Of course I still love her. I didn’t have—”
“You love her differently,” she cut me off. “I saw your dream, and I know how you felt. It’s not the same as now. It’s not how you feel about me.”
A bolt of heat seared down the back of my spine as her words cut me. “That’s not fair, Lia. I don’t have control of my dreams.”
“But they’re not just dreams,” she countered, her voice rising in intensity. “Those are your memories. They’re not fantasies, they’re how you actually felt. How you feel.”
“How I felt about Amaya doesn’t change the fact that I love you.”
“Yes it does!” She pushed herself up from the bed and whirled around to face me, giving me a good look at her face for the first time; her eyebrows were raised into harsh lines over tightened eyes, and her nostrils flared as she spoke. “I heard what you said to her. You might love me now, but you’ll always love her. Your whole life here is just an inconvenience on your way back to her.”
“That’s a lie, and you know it!” I shouted, matching her intensity. I jumped to my feet and stared down at her, my whole body trembling from the sudden rush of adrenaline. “How could you even say that? You’ve felt what I feel—there’s not a single drop of indecision in my whole Primes-damned body! After everything we’ve been through together, you’re still trying to make it sound like I don’t want to be here?” I clenched my jaw and shook my head back and forth. “You’re either lying to try and hurt me, or you haven’t been paying attention.”
“What am I supposed to think?! We’re married, but you’re still standing here telling me you love another woman!”
“From my old life! It’s not like she lives down the road from us—I’m never going to see her again!” Saying the thought out loud nearly overwhelmed me with grief, but I pushed the feeling down and replaced it with the anger I felt burning in my face. “Is that what you want me to say? It doesn’t matter if I want to or not, I’ll never see Amaya again. And, again, I’m not trying to leave you here and go back to her, but you clearly don’t believe or care how I feel about that.”
Lia’s hands clenched into fists repeatedly against her legs. “I’ve given you every bit of love I have. My whole life is yours. If you still can’t understand how much this hurts, I don’t know what else to say.”
“Lia, you should know that I’m telling the truth when I say that I love you. I don’t know what you think you felt in my memories, but there’s no “different” kinds of love in me. I just love you, plain and simple.” I shook my head and looked away. “I can’t change how I felt in the past, or how I feel now. But whether you believe me or not is up to you.”
Her lip quivered as we stood across from each other silently. Just when the quiet had become too much for me to bear, she turned away and walked to the dresser behind her. “I need some air.”
I sighed. “Air would be good.”
“No,” she said, holding out a hand to stop me as I knelt down to pick up my pants. “I want to be alone for a while.” I sat down on the bed and watched as she changed from her nightgown into her day clothes, then walked to the bedroom door. She paused with her hand on the knob and turned to look at me, but the words on the tip of her tongue never came out. When the moment had passed, she left the bedroom and closed the door behind her.
I fell back onto the bed and held my face in my hands. My thoughts were spinning too fast to put together a single, coherent analysis of the fight, so I simply stayed where I had landed and sulked in silence. Whenever a wave of anger at Lia’s accusations rose to the forefront of my mind, her obvious sorrow appeared beside it, and my frustrations quickly turned to regrets. A vicious dichotomy emerged from the chaos; I had no intentions of apologizing for how I felt about Amaya, but I wanted nothing more than to show Lia I loved her with my whole being.
A knock at the bedroom door startled me, and it took me far too long to remember that Lia and I weren’t alone in the house. “Come in,” I called out from my place on the bed, flopping my head to one side to watch the door.
Val entered the room dressed in her full set of armor, minus her greatshield. “Lux, I—” A look of surprise crossed her face when she found me laying across the bed in my underwear, and she turned to stare back into the hallway. “I apologize. I will give you some privacy to—”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, Val. Just come in and say what you want to say,” I snapped. She quickly did as I asked and entered the room, closing the door behind her. I knew the command had been far too harsh, and I rubbed my eyes in annoyance as I stood up and crossed the room to my chest of drawers. “Sorry,” I said abashedly, “I didn’t mean to shout. What do you need?”
“I simply wished to ask if you were alright,” she answered. “It is not a pressing issue.”
“I guess you heard that, huh?” I muttered, slipping into a clean pair of pants. “Sorry if we woke you.”
“It is no trouble. I did not listen to the words, but...I did hear raised voices.” I found Val’s usual monotone delivery oddly comforting in the moment; there was no hint of judgment or curiosity in her voice, which made the statement easier to stomach.
“Yeah,” I said, leaning my elbows on the dresser. “We’ve never fought like that before. We’ve argued, sure, but it was never so...hard.”
“I am sorry,” Val replied, dipping her head slightly. “I did not mean to pry into personal matters.”
I slipped into a loose button-up shirt and waved off her concern. “It’s fine. We were…” I trailed off, considering my next words carefully. “Val, there’s something you should know about me. When I told you I was from Doram, I was lying. I’m actually from a different world entirely. A lot of them, actually—this is my fourth life.”
“I figured as much,” she said, nodding.
“You...did?” I asked, confused. Having expected a response similar to Marin’s, her easy acceptance of the fantastical concept caught me off guard. “How?”
“I have traveled to many places, Lux. Through all of my journeys, to Doram or otherwise, I have never met anyone like you. You are knowledgeable of many things, yet completely ignorant to even the most well-known local politics. Your fighting style, your mannerisms, your magical abilities...they are otherworldly. It was an easy assumption to make, despite having no idea how it was possible.” She paused and tilted her head to the side, looking past me at the far wall. “I...had not given it much thought beyond that.”
“I see.” Noting the obvious lie, I logged the information away and continued. “While I was lying when I said I was from Doram, I wasn’t lying about losing my family. I was married once before, back in another life, but...I got sent to another world. And Amaya didn’t.” No matter how many times I told the story, the pang of sadness I felt afterwards was always fresh and raw. “I never thought I’d love anybody again after her. Then I met Lia. I told her everything about my past—all of the good, and all of the bad. And she accepted me regardless.”
Val nodded for me to continue a moment before I lost myself in my memories. “When we were in the Shadebinder’s chambers below Shadowmine, I found something from my old life. That longsword from the display case was mine, once. I made it with my own hands, in Amaya’s father’s forge. I don’t know how, but someone found a way to connect our worlds.”
Her face softened when the ramifications of the new information became clear. “Lia believes that you will attempt to reclaim your old life.”
“I would never leave her, Val. I love her more than anything,” I said desperately. “I just wish she would believe me.”
“She knows. I am sure of it,” Val reassured me. “Lux, I have no personal experience in matters such as these. In my own life, I have known no relationships apart from familial bonds and oaths of service. However, even I can see the way she looks at you. The love you share would not be so easily broken.”
“You didn’t see the way she looked at me today. It was heartbreak, not love.”
“Both can be true at once,” she countered. “Jealousy is not a rational emotion. She can love you with her entire being while fearing that you may someday leave her. They are not opposing thoughts, they are parallel—one strengthens alongside the other, in spite of our best logic. Our emotions are not so easily controlled.”
I mused over the idea for a moment. “You give pretty good advice for someone who says they have no experience with relationships.”
“It is simply a matter of observation, nothing more,” she answered flatly. “I apologize if I have overstepped my bounds. It is not my business.”
“No, of course not!” I said immediately, waving away the idea. “I appreciate it. A lot. I didn’t mean to, uhm...unload all of that on you. Sorry.” A burning sensation gradually built in my ears when I thought over our conversation and realized exactly how much more I had said than I intended to. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather you not tell Lia about this.”
“It shall stay between us,” she promised with a bow of her head.
“Thanks, Val.” I leaned heavily on my dresser and looked around the room. The light that filtered in through the windows was still a soft mixture of gold and red, indicating that dawn had only just passed. “You know, Marin probably won’t be here until after lunch. Are you sure you don’t want to wear something more comfortable?” I asked, motioning to her heavy armor. “I promise you don’t need that out here.”
“I am not uncomfortable,” she answered. “I also have no other clothing. It has been months since I was last in my personal quarters.”
“Right. Sorry,” I apologized again. “I’m sure Lia wouldn’t mind if you wore some of her…” I trailed off, catching her gaze at an almost equal eye level to mine. “You can borrow some of my clothes for now, if you’d like. Marin and Lia have both been shopping for new clothes in town—I imagine either of them would be more than happy to take you there once we’re done for the day.”
Her brow furrowed, and she considered the question for what felt like an eternity. “I would enjoy the chance to wear something lighter for a change. Thank you,” she decided eventually.
I hurried around her to the door. “No problem. Wear whatever looks comfortable,” I said, exiting the room and closing the door behind me. My momentary distraction faded from my mind over the course of my trip from the upstairs hallway to the living room, and I found myself feeling sullen and tired by the time I arrived downstairs. I flopped face-first into the couch cushions and let out a long groan. Though my chest still ached from Lia’s absence, the overwhelming hopelessness I had felt only minutes prior was well diminished, for which I knew I had Val to thank.
My face remained buried in the plush cushions until a series of opening and closing doors caused me to roll over. With her armor removed and stored safely in the guest room, Val descended the stairs dressed in a dark blue button-up shirt and a pair of loose-fitting khaki pants. I was momentarily dismayed when I noticed her shoulders filled the shirt better than my own, but I pushed away the idea as quickly as it arrived. While my pride had allowed me to easily forget it, seeing her without her armor was an unmistakable reminder that Val was physically stronger than me. The remainder of the outfit was less amenable to her physique, with the shirt fitting tightly around her chest and the pants bunching up slightly around her bare feet.
“I hope that’s comfortable enough for now, until you can get some clothes of your own,” I said, pushing myself up to a sitting position. “If you’re hungry, there’s some food in the pantry. It’s just dried stuff and more trail rations, but it’s better than nothing. There’s a stream in the forest to the left of the front door, if you’re thirsty. It’s spring water, so you don’t have to boil it or anything.”
“Have you eaten, Lux?” she asked.
I turned and looked out through the long row of windows on the opposite wall. “Nah, I’m not hungry.”
She took another step closer and placed a hand on the back of the couch. “Our meals have been few and far between since we left Shadowmine. You should eat.”
“I’d rather just...do something. Take my mind off of things for a bit.” After another moment of staring out into the woods, I stood and tapped my hands anxiously on my legs. “I think I’ll make you that dresser now—you’ll need somewhere to put your new clothes, right?”
I watched the indecision play across her face as she considered the statement. “Yes, you are right. I will assist you in a moment, after I have eaten.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said over my shoulder on my way to the back door. “It’ll only take me a minute. Enjoy your breakfast—I’m sure you’re hungry.” I escaped onto the porch before she had a chance to protest and let out a long sigh when the door was closed behind me. My eyes scanned the treeline mournfully while I hoped for Lia to return, but I found the forest as still and peaceful as always. Disappointed, I made my way to the diminished pile of logs at the edge of the clearing and began my construction preparations.
Although my lingering concern for Lia never fully faded from my mind, the focus required to channel my mana into shape within the logs provided a comfortable distraction from my thoughts. The process of shaping and shattering wood had become an enjoyable task over my many days of practice, and I quickly fell into a productive rhythm as I moved along the length of the emberwood. I kept my extended mana limited to the clearing around our home while I worked; as much as I wanted to fill the entire forest and check on Lia, I couldn’t bring myself to refuse her request for privacy.
Val appeared around the corner of the house after my work had begun. She stood and watched quietly as I ran my hand along the log, invoked a precise series of cuts with the Shatter rune within my ring, and split the wood in half to reveal a half-dozen perfectly shaped planks of wood. I turned to address her after the dresser pieces were cleaned and stacked, but I only caught a brief flash of her auburn hair before she disappeared into the woods on her way to the stream. The remainder of my work continued uninterrupted for another half hour until I had a full pile of interlocking emberwood pieces that would eventually become Val’s dresser.
A warm tendril of amber energy wound its way up my body and pooled at the base of my neck as I carried an armful of bark and scrap wood towards the forge. Lux? Lia asked quietly. Can we talk?
Of course, I answered immediately. I unceremoniously abandoned the scrap wood in the middle of the yard and followed the glowing trail of her extended mana into the forest at a full sprint. The winding ribbon led me on a path I hadn’t physically traveled before, though I had seen it hundreds of times through my Detection. My run ended when I found Lia sitting on the moss-covered remains of an uprooted emberwood tree. Her legs swung lazily back and forth while she stared down at her folded hands in her lap. “Hi,” I called out tentatively.
“Hi,” she answered in a similar tone. Without looking up, she unfolded her hands and patted the spot on the log next to her. I dashed through the trees without hesitation and carefully took a seat in my appointed spot. The old wood squealed beneath our combined weight, but it held steady once it sunk further into the soft ground below us. A dozen things I needed to say all fought for prominence in my head, leaving me in anxious silence.
“I don’t like fighting with you,” she murmured. “It makes me feel...sick. And lonely.”
“It was hard to focus on anything else while you were gone,” I replied. “I missed you.” Although she had only been gone for just over an hour, I was surprised to find how powerfully the statement resonated with me.
“I’m sorry.” She lifted her hand from the log and placed it on top of mine, gently weaving our fingers together. “I just needed some time to think. My head was all messed up back there.”
“It’s alright.”
We sat quietly together on the log for a time, each of us staring straight out into the woods. “I know that you love me,” she said eventually. “It wasn’t fair of me to try and compare how you felt about her to how you feel about me.” The conspicuous absence of Amaya’s name spoke volumes about the true heart of our fight. “I know you love me, and that you aren’t going to leave me for her. I’ve felt it for myself.”
“I didn’t know how hard it’s been for you all this time,” I answered. Even after reading her journal, I hadn’t fully understood how powerfully my past was affecting her. “I should’ve taken a second to realize how unfair it was of me to talk about her for so long. That was careless of me.”
“I don’t want you to feel like you have to hide things to protect my feelings. I want to talk to you, and be there for you, no matter what. It’s just that…” she trailed off as her voice began to waver. After taking a deep breath, she gave herself a small nod and continued. “I loved to hear the stories about your past, and how you were happy with her. It hurt sometimes, but it was easy to push those feelings away. When you told me you loved me, and that you wanted to be happy with me, it meant a lot. It meant...everything.”
She put her free hand to her mouth and cleared her throat. “That changed after Shadowmine. I couldn’t just ignore the jealousy anymore. The possibility that you could go back to her...that you wouldn’t have to settle for me anymore…”
“Don’t say that,” I begged her as my vision blurred. “Please don’t say that, Lia. I am not settling for you. You are—”
“I know,” she cut me off, her voice breaking. “I know. Every time you look at me I know how much you love me, because I feel the same way about you. But even knowing that...it didn’t matter. It was this sneaky little feeling in the back of my head that told me I wasn’t her, and I could never be her for you. I could never be enough for you, and after what we found in Shadowmine, you finally had a chance to get her back. The thought that you loved someone out there that wasn’t me...it was too much.” She shook her head from side to side, and I felt tears splash over our entwined fingers. “I know that’s not fair, but it’s how I felt.”
“It doesn’t have to be fair. We don’t get to control our emotions, just what we do with them.” I slipped down from the log and stood in front of her, gently lifting her downturned face with a finger beneath her chin. “You’re my wife, Lia. I’ll never stop loving you for the rest of my life, and any lives to come. I did not settle for you—you are more than I could have ever hoped to find, and certainly more than I deserve. I am never, ever going to leave you. I promise.”
She threw herself forward into my arms and hugged me tightly, letting out a soft cry. “I love you too, Lux. With every little bit of me I have. Forever.” A shiver ran down my spine as my body was consumed by her pure, radiating love, and I returned the emotion in full force. “I can’t promise I won’t feel like this again. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help it.”
“It’s not wrong, Lia,” I comforted her, leaning my forehead against hers. “I can’t promise that I won’t dream of Amaya again, either. Sometimes, things will just be...hard. I think that’s okay.”
“We’ll get through it together,” she said into my chest.
“We’ll always get through it together,” I agreed, “no matter what.”
We stayed locked in each other’s arms for a blissful eternity, neither of us feeling the need to think about anything outside of our shared existence. It was clear after my morning of uncertain loneliness that I had taken Lia’s constant companionship for granted, and I knew it was a mistake I wouldn’t make again. “We should head back home before Marin shows up,” I said after a time. “I want to make sure her and Val are alright. And that Marin doesn’t try to kill her again.”
Lia chuckled softly and pulled away from my chest. “I think we’re past that by now, but you’re right. We should go.” She took my hand and began to walk back towards the house, but she quickly stopped when I failed to follow along behind her. “What’s wrong, Lux?” she asked cautiously. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m fine,” I smiled. “Just looking at you.” She blushed as I made my way to her side, and we started our way back through the forest. I’m never leaving you, Lia. I promise. No matter what I have to do, I’m not letting the void take me away again. This is my last life...and I’m spending it with you.
***




6. REVEALED

I stared across the porch at Marin with a furrowed brow. “Explain what happened again, but with details this time. Specific details.” Lia gave me a playful poke from her seat beside me, but I continued my unflinching staredown with the Sesaude sisters.
“I don’t really know what else you want me to say,” Marin said aloofly from her cross-legged position on the deck. “He just likes me.” She scratched behind the ears of a wild vulroc that slept with its head in her lap. The fox-like creature was a beautiful sight to behold; it was the size of a fully grown wolf, with a thick, dappled coat of bright orange and silvery-gray fur. The beast’s head entirely filled Marin’s lap, with the rest of its body sprawled out across the porch in the late afternoon sunlight. “Bale is a good boy. Aren’t you, buddy?”
One of the vulroc’s dark orange eyes opened at the sound of its name, and it let out a high-pitched whine while it lazily stretched its legs.
“So, you’re trying to tell me that he just randomly started following you one day without any effort on your part, and he’s already so comfortable with you that he’ll sleep in your lap?” I asked, making no effort to hide my disbelief. “All because he ‘likes you’?”
“What, is it so hard to believe something likes me?” she asked with mock offense, already grinning at her own joke.
“It’s getting harder by the minute,” I shot back with a similar smirk.
She screwed up her face and glared at me, then buried it in the bushy fur around the vulroc’s neck. “Don’t listen to him, Bale. He’s just grumpy because he doesn’t have any friends.”
Lia laughed softly behind me, and I turned to raise an amused eyebrow in her direction.
“I am telling the truth, though,” Marin continued eventually. “I was out doing my bedtime meditations three nights ago when he just walked right into the clearing. We stared at each other for a little while, and then he walked over and sat down beside me.”
Her explanation still sounded as if it were missing some crucial detail, but the evidence I had seen for myself supported her reasoning. The vulroc sitting across from me was the same beast I had seen sleeping in the treeline the night we returned to the Corells’ house, and when Marin had arrived to speak with Val earlier in the afternoon, it had loped along behind her through the woods of its own volition. Additionally, I had come to know the animals as skittish and extremely wary of humans, so to see one sleeping so peacefully in the presence of four people was the most substantial proof that it had somehow bonded with Marin.
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“So, you really didn’t do anything out of the ordinary?” Lia asked, sharing my skepticism. “Like, you didn’t try to talk to him through your Detection, or offer him a big plate of food?”
“Like I said,” Marin replied pointedly, “I was outside meditating. I was watching him through my Detection, but it’s not like I tried to call him over or anything—Bale did that on his own.” She gave him a scratch under the jaw, prompting him to nuzzle his face farther into her lap and reposition himself in a more comfortable spot. “And no, before you ask, I didn’t bribe him to come closer with food. But now that we’re friends, I’ve been giving him little treats every once in a while.” To prove her point, she reached into a drawstring pouch looped onto her belt and pulled out a small square of jerky. Bale’s eyes snapped open at the soft rustling sound, and he turned his head and gently took the treat from her fingers with his teeth.
“Marin has always been good with animals, even as a child,” Val said, watching her sister with a reserved smile. “She and our family dog were inseparable when we lived in the city.”
“Oh, I miss Barky,” Marin said wistfully. “He was a good dog.”
Lia stifled a giggle, drawing Val’s attention. “His name was Gray,” the older Sesaude corrected.
“His name was Barky,” Marin countered stubbornly. “He used to follow me around the city and bark at anybody who bothered me. Barky.”
While I listened to the conversation with a contented smile on my face, my attention drifted down to Bale. In an effort not to startle him, I reached out with a miniscule pulse of mana and observed him through my Detection. I found nothing out of the ordinary at first glance; his mana was a dim sparkle against the black backdrop of my mind, similar to any other wild animal. However, I felt a strangely familiar feeling when I focused my mana in an attempt to probe his consciousness. As opposed to the normal subconscious barrier of energy I encountered around other humans, my mind melded with his without resistance and instantly doubled my senses.
The world sprang to life in vivid color behind me when Bale lifted his head and stared in my direction. Through his eyes, the leaves of the emberwoods were alive with dozens of beautiful shades of red I had never seen before, all of which differed from each other by only the slightest change in hue or brightness. Strangely, the grass and moss that covered the forest floor appeared in varying shades of blue, all of which clashed with the usual greens I saw through my own eyes. Every subtle movement of the trees or grass registered with a sharp clarity that threatened to overwhelm my mind with information.
Although there was no continuous line of thought to follow, I could feel his primal emotions as clearly as when Lia and I shared a deepened bond in battle. Warmth. Comfort. Food. The urges instantly made my stomach growl and my spine shiver, and it took me a moment to separate my sensations from his. A smile spread across my face while I reached out to him with an offering: The warmth of my body and an image of the trail rations in my pocket. Without hesitation, Bale stood from his spot by Marin’s side, gave a long stretch, then crossed the porch and sat directly in front of me. I pushed a wave of satisfaction and gratitude through our connection and pulled a strip of jerky from my pocket, which he quickly snatched from my hand and devoured. When he was finished, he curled up at the front of my chair and rested his head on my feet with a contented sigh.
When I pulled myself away from our shared connection, I realized the conversation had fallen silent around me. “How did...you—but you...hey!” Marin stammered.
I leaned down and scratched Bale behind the ears, giving her an innocent smile. “What?”
“Don’t ‘what’ me!” she yelled, rocking forward onto her knees. “You were just sitting here saying how you didn’t believe me, and then you went and did...whatever you did! You obviously did something!” She crossed her arms and fell back into a heavy pout. “Why did you give me such a hard time if you already knew you could do that?”
“I didn’t know,” I answered honestly. “You gave me the idea, Marin. I think you might have some practice with this, even if you don’t know it yet.” I felt a ping of excitement at the back of my mind when Lia hopped up from her chair and sat on the deck beside me to scratch Bale’s neck. It’s just like the way we communicate, I told her. Try it—it’s...easier than I expected it would be. She gave me a nod and took a deep breath, and I saw them make a connection a moment later. The two locked eyes and stared intently at one another until Bale leaned forward and licked her face.
Lia let out a delighted laugh and hugged the vulroc around the neck. “Aren’t you a sweetie!?”
I heard Val chuckle softly, and I turned to find her watching us with raised eyebrows. “I did not know you could control animals.”
“I don’t think control is the right word,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not sure I could make Bale do something he didn’t want to do. It’s just communicating, I guess. Not talking, of course, but...I can sort of feel what he wants, and tell him what I want, too.” A mix of frustration and embarrassment began to burn behind my cheeks as I struggled to put the experience into words. “I don’t know,” I shrugged, “I’ve never tried it before. Honestly, I’m not sure why I never tried it before. It seems sort of obvious now.”
“The rate at which your abilities expand is remarkable,” she replied. “You have far exceeded my own talents, yet we were evenly matched only a few months ago. I do not believe I have the innate capacity to do what you do.”
“You do,” I assured her. “Once we teach you the basics, the only limit to what you can do is time. Unfortunately, we’re in relatively short supply of that lately.” The group fell oddly silent when I finished speaking. I looked between the faces of my companions and found them all staring at me intently. “What?” I asked, recoiling under the weight of their combined gaze.
“You intend to train me?” Val asked cautiously. “Truly?”
“What do you mean? Of course I do,” I answered. “No offense, Val, but if Doram turns out to be anything like Shadowmine, you’d be more of a liability than an asset with the way you fight right now.”
“Yes!” Marin jumped to her feet and pumped her fist in the air. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this forever!” She turned and lowered her face down to within a few inches of her sister’s.  “I hope you’re ready to be the one getting thrown into the dirt for a change, because I’m going to do it a lot.”
“I look forward to it,” Val smiled warmly.
“Well then, let’s go! I’ll take you to the practice ring right now!” Marin tugged on Val’s shoulder until she stood up, then dashed away across the porch and hopped down into the grass. Bale’s head perked up at the sudden noise and flurry of movement and quickly followed along behind his true master.
“Hold on there, Marin,” I called out after her. “We still have things to do today before you can start throwing people into the dirt. Marten and Hana are waiting for us to explain everything, and some of us want some dinner that isn’t jerky and old bread.” I motioned to Val with a tip of my head. “Plus, your sister is going to need some clothes that actually fit her before she can start training. Unless you want to try punching her in heavy armor, of course.”
We all watched the gears visibly whirring behind Marin’s eyes while she puzzled through our schedule. “Okay, fine. I am hungry, I guess,” she answered eventually. “We’ll go back home now, have a quick talk over an early dinner, then go into town and get some clothes, and then we can spar.” She paused and nodded to herself, confirming her own plans. “Elise took me to a great shop where I bought all my clothes, so I’ll take you there! The lady that runs it is really nice—she helped me pick out a bunch of stuff that all looked good together.”
“That sounds wonderful,” Val said. “Is Marin’s plan acceptable, Lux?”
“Hey, you don’t need my permission to buy clothes or fight with your sister. You’re not my prisoner,” I answered, shrinking back at the idea. “Just don’t tell anybody in town who you are. I don’t want that kind of attention coming back on the Corells.”
“Of course,” Val nodded. She descended the steps to meet up with an excitedly bouncing Marin, and the two took off into the trees with Bale close behind.
“Come on, you two!” Marin shouted back at us as they disappeared. “I’m hungry, let’s go!”
I laughed under my breath and offered a hand out to Lia. “We shouldn’t keep your parents waiting, right? I’m sure they’re still curious why Val is here with us.”
“Mhmm,” she agreed, pulling herself up to her feet. She looped her arm around my waist and walked with me into the forest. “I’m glad you were able to work things out with Val. I was a little worried you might never forgive her.”
The betrayal from the throne room immediately resurfaced in the forefront of my mind, but it was a different feeling than before; the once raw and festering wound was now scabbed over, its origin disconnected and unimportant. “Honestly, I sort of forgot about it. Which I guess means you’re right.” I found it hard to believe it was true after how powerfully the emotion had gripped me, even though the feeling was clear in my mind. “If it had been anybody else, I think it would be different, but...it’s Val. I can’t not believe her when she says she regrets what happened.”
“Well, she’s an honest person. I know you haven’t met a lot of those, but they do exist,” she teased, bumping me with her hip as we walked.
“I think it’s more than that,” I mused. “Beyond the fact that she’s a terrible liar, she doesn’t ever seem to have much to lie about. All of her motivations are logical and orderly—apart from wanting to protect her sister, emotion doesn’t really seem to play a part in her thought process. It’s a bit unsettling sometimes, but it’s admirable, too.”
She looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “Oh? What else do you admire about her?”
I took the opportunity to nudge her playfully in return. “It’s Val,” I repeated. “You already know that you’re stuck with me forever, but out of all the people in the world you could be jealous of, I think Val might be at the absolute bottom of the list.” I laughed softly to myself as I considered the idea. “She told me herself that she’s not interested in that sort of thing.”
Lia glared at me through narrowed eyes as I teased her, but her face soon shifted to a downturned look. “That sounds a little lonely.”
“I don’t think so,” I replied. “Now that Virram’s shadow isn’t looming over her anymore, she seems more than happy to be in a place where she and her sister can be safe. I mean, I’ve never seen her smile as much in the entire time we’ve known her as she has today. Maybe that’s all she wants.”
“Maybe,” she agreed with a shrug. “I hope so.”
“Well, she is an honest person,” I said, echoing her earlier point. “She’d probably just tell you if you asked.”
“Yeah, I’m not sure that’s gonna come up,” she chuckled. “Right now I’m just hoping that my parents aren’t too hard on her. They only know what we’ve said about her, and we haven’t been all that nice since our fight.”
“As soon as they see that Marin is happy to have her around, they’ll come around, too. I think the only thing Val has to worry about is Marten overwhelming her with questions about her time as the King’s Shield.” As much as the thought amused me, I increased our pace in an effort to catch up to the sisters before they arrived at the Corells’ without us. The sound of Marin’s lamentations over her missed lunch found us before we found them, and we met the pair just before the edge of the clearing. Bale slunk back into the forest when we broke the treeline, apparently not yet comfortable enough to set foot inside the house.
“We’re here!” Marin shouted when we filed in through the front door.
Marten’s face appeared from around the corner beside us a moment later sporting a surprised expression. “Well, you’re here earlier than we expected!” he grinned, looking us all over.
“All I’ve had to eat today is a couple slices of toast, and Lux and Lia don’t have any good food at their house,” Marin bellyached as she walked into the kitchen.
“Oh, dear. If only someone had been around this morning to remind you to pack a lunch,” Marten called after her, grinning ear to ear.
“Hey!” she shot back, popping up from behind the kitchen counter with a small block of cheese and a heel of bread. “I was busy! If you really cared so much, you could have done it for me!”
He let out a jovial laugh. “If I really—”
“Hello, everyone,” Hana cut in as she appeared from behind Marten. She placed her hands on his shoulders and looked over his head at the three of us still standing in the entryway. “I’m glad to see you all back, safe and sound.”
Lia stepped forward and pulled the pair into a group hug. “Hi,” she said into Marten’s shoulder. “I’m glad you guys are okay, too.”
“Oh, I hope you weren’t worrying about us while you were gone,” Hana replied, stroking her daughter's hair. “Between Marin and Bale, I think we always had someone watching the house to keep us safe.”
“You’re welcome!” Marin called out through a mouthful of bread when she rejoined our group. “That’s hard work, you know!” Marten guffawed loudly while Hana shook her head and grinned. They both turned and walked back into the living room, waving for us to follow.
“Marten, Hana. Thank you for allowing me to enter your home,” Val said as we followed along behind them. “I understand if you have doubts about my presence here.”
“I’ll admit, it was alarming to see you last night,” Hana replied, taking a seat on the couch next to Marten. “We only know you through the stories we heard when we lived in Tolamar, and through what our children have told us.”
Her reference to Marin and me as her children caught me off guard. I had never doubted that Marten and Hana cared about me, but I hadn’t fully considered the change in our relationship since my wedding with Lia. My chest filled with a light, tingling warmth at the thought of truly having a family of my own again. Marin appeared to feel the same way; the fuzzy, rounded ears on top of her head perked up at the statement, and she rushed over to the couch and squeezed herself into the small space between Hana and Marten, putting an arm around each of their shoulders. She nuzzled her head into the crook of Hana’s neck and smiled, clearly content with the world. Val, Lia and I followed her lead, finding our seats in the ring of chairs the Corells’ had prepared for us opposite their couch
“As I was saying,” Hana continued, resting her head among the curls of Marin’s bright red hair, “Lux and Lia told us you’re a friend, so we trust you. As long as Marin is comfortable with you being here, you’re welcome anytime.”
“It’s okay,” Marin said softly from her place on Hana’s chest. “We talked about it. I’m happy she’s here.”
“While all of that is true, it doesn’t mean we aren’t curious as to what happened between all of you,” Marten added slyly.
Hana frowned and shot him a dirty look, but Val spoke before she could chastise him. “Of course. I would appreciate the chance to explain myself.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Hana said, eyeing her husband carefully, “but we’re more than willing to listen.”
Val nodded and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “Months ago, when we returned from our mission to Attetsia, I gave Virram an honest report. I explained that, while Lux and Lia were capable fighters and vital to the success of our mission, it was my opinion that they should be allowed to leave with their promised payments and pardons. The King was not fond of this idea—during our final debriefing, he demanded that they join the royal army, and threatened all of your lives as punishment for refusal.”
There was no hint of hesitation as she continued. “I gave the order to have Lia and Lux killed. Having seen their skills for myself, I knew that my Trinity Guard was no match for the two of them and that they would escape. My life would be lost in the process, and justice would be served.” The room fell deathly quiet beneath the weight of her story. “By the grace of the Primes, they allowed me to keep my life. I have done my best to make amends ever since.”
The playful smirk vanished from Marten’s face as he listened to the tale. “I’m...sorry. I didn’t know. We assumed that the army was following us under your orders. I, uhm…” he trailed off, uncharacteristically subdued. “...sorry,” he finished.
“I understand. It is a logical assumption to make,” she replied calmly. “Virram sent me to the Mountain Gate in an effort to stop you from leaving the country. At the time, I was unaware that Commander Savitz had taken the Third Company to follow you. I did not learn the details of your flight until weeks later.” She took a measured breath and shifted her gaze to Marin. “I was branded a traitor to Kaldan after returning empty-handed. It was only then that I was told of your encounter in Tolamar and of Marin’s injuries. I was not told whether she survived.”
“Oh, no,” Hana gasped, knocking a pair of tears from her watering eyes. “That’s awful.”
“It was a difficult experience,” Val agreed. “Not only for me, but for Kaldan as well. Your escape from the country was well-timed. Serathids began to appear soon after your departure.”
“The monsters that attacked Aunt Ellie’s caravans,” Lia explained, seeing the confused expressions on her parent’s faces.
“It was a similar story throughout Kaldan. Virram had withdrawn the royal army to fortify Atsal and Yoria, leaving the rest of the country defenseless. Most of the towns north of the capital were already ravaged by the time I arrived to help.” Val paused in her retelling and looked out the window beside her. “The beasts originated somewhere within Shadowmine. Without assistance from the royal army, I knew any assault I would make alone was doomed to fail, so I attempted to rally a militia from the displaced survivors of the attacks.”
“That’s where we met up with Val,” Lia added. “Her army had just started its attack when we made it to Shadowmine.”
Marten’s eyes widened. “So the ‘business’ you had to attend to in Kaldan was running headfirst into a mineshaft full of monsters?” He gave an animated huff and shook his head. “Why am I surprised? I shouldn’t be surprised.”
“I was once again blessed by their arrival. Our assault would have failed if not for Lux and Lia’s help.” She looked over and gave us a grateful nod. “While my militia managed to collapse the entrance to the mine and prevent further Serathids from escaping, the three of us found the source of the invasion beneath the mountains and ended it.”
The room fell silent once again as she finished her story. “So,” Marten started cautiously, “what was the source? In all my time as a trader, I’ve never heard stories about monsters like the ones Ellie’s been dealing with, so I imagine they’re not...natural.”
“That is correct,” Val answered. “The Serathids were summoned here.”
“But why?” Hana asked, alarmed. “Why would someone do that? Who would do that?”
“Virram. Again,” Lia answered. “He planned the siege in Attetsia, and he was behind this, too. We still don’t know why he did it, but we know it was him.”
“Virram had allied himself with an extremely dangerous group of heretical priests. Using some form of dark power and a series of ancient relics, they were able to bring the Serathids here,” Val explained. “This was not a recent development—we found definitive proof that Virram had been working with this group for years.”
“Bastard,” Marten cursed under his breath. “I never had much reason to love the man, especially after he allowed Jack and his goons to run their racket all over Tolamar, but...I never would have believed he would do something like this.” Hana nodded in silent agreement as they stewed over the information. “You said he was dead. How? Was it his monsters?” The color suddenly drained from his face at his own statement. “Was the capital overrun?”
“I killed him,” I said flatly, finally breaking my silence. “Him, and his councilor, Gullen. Yoria and Tolamar are still safe. Probably safer now than they’ve been in a long time.” I looked down at my clasped hands to avoid their eyes and hoped that nobody would inquire further into the matter.
Luckily for me, Marten let out a long, relieved sigh and slumped back against the couch cushions. “So, if King Yorrell is dead, that means nobody should be hunting us anymore, right? We’re safe now?”
“Yes, and no,” I replied, tipping my head side to side. “In terms of our bounties, I don’t imagine anybody will be enforcing those anymore. I don’t recommend taking a trip over to Kaldan anytime soon, but we certainly don’t have the royal army looking for us at this point. In terms of our safety, though...I’m not sure.” My tongue clicked against my teeth as I considered how to explain our coming trip to Doram. “We stopped the monsters under Shadowmine. Apart from a scattered few that escaped, there shouldn’t be any more coming from there. Unfortunately, we found some notes from Virram’s allies that laid out a plan to perform the same ritual in Lybesa and the Eastern Forest, and as far as we can tell, they’ve already done so in Doram.”
“We don’t think there’s any more monsters, though,” Lia cut it, reassuring her parents. “We know they did something in Doram, but it doesn’t sound like they’re summoning more Serathids.”
“So when are we leaving?” Marin asked, bobbing up excitedly.
Lia gave her a quizzical look. “Uhm, I was thinking we’d at least have dinner here first, and then we could go into town for—”
“No, I mean for Doram!” she interrupted. “You obviously want to go check it out, so when are we leaving?”
I shot a quick glance towards Val and found her as surprised by the idea as I was. “We?” I asked.
“Yes, we!” she shouted, jumping to her feet. “You can’t keep leaving me behind when you go on adventures! It’s not fair!”
“Marin, this will be a very dangerous mission,” Val comforted her. “You would be safer here than—”
“No, YOU would be safer here!” she shot back. “I can fight just as well as you can now—even better, when Lux isn’t giving you his combat enhancements! There’s no reason that I should stay here and do nothing while the rest of you get to go out on dangerous missions.”
“One of the main reasons you started training with us was to keep my parents safe, right?” Lia asked gently. “Isn’t that a good reason?”
Marin screwed up her face and looked desperately between the Corells. “You think I should go, right? Please?”
“I think Marin’s right,” Marten said.
“You can’t—wait, what?” Marin asked, doing a double take. “You do?” She sat back down on the couch beside him and watched him anxiously. “Really?”
“I do,” he answered. “If you really think things could be dangerous in Doram, you should take Marin with you. She’ll do more good with you than she will here. We don't need protecting anymore, right? If the monsters are gone, and King Yorrell is gone, what’s left? Random forest thugs?” He waved away his own idea with a laugh. “We’re not entirely helpless here by ourselves, you know. Just ask Jack and his band of goons—I’m no slouch in a fight.”
I couldn’t stop a grin from crossing my face as I remembered the solid punch he had landed on my jaw the day we escaped Tolamar. “Oh, really? I don’t remember any stories of your time in the military.”
His eyes widened momentarily. “The army isn’t the only place someone can learn to fight,” he blustered.
Lia pounced on the sudden shift in his demeanor. “I’ve never seen you fight before,” she said suspiciously. “Tell me, father—where did you learn to fight?”
Marten looked to his wife for help, but Hana had busied herself with pulling a stray hair out of Marin’s face, making no effort to contain the amusement that was plain on her face. He chewed on his lip for a moment, then sighed. “I’ve perhaps failed to mention certain…stories from my youth,” he muttered.
“Oh, have you now?” Lia continued with her interrogation, leaning forward in her chair. “Care to tell us a few?”
He glared at her through narrowed eyes before proceeding. “I’m sure I’ve told you all the story of how I met Hana. Oh, except for you of course, Valandra. My apologies,” he said, stumbling over his words. “Well, while it’s true I frequented her father’s butchery in Myca, that’s not exactly where we...erm, where we met. Initially.” Our eyes collectively turned to Hana and found that her fuzzy gray ears had flattened along the top of her head as she continued to fuss needlessly over Marin’s hair, her cheeks now flushed with a light rosy glow.
“Now, I didn’t make frequent trips to Myca just for the butcher’s shop—it was good quality meat, to be sure, but you can find that just about anywhere. You see, as a young man, I was, uhm, I was a prominent member of a...oh, how should I say this…” he trailed off, fiddling with his hands in his lap. “...An exhibitionary pugilist society.”
A loud laugh escaped my lips before I managed to clamp a hand over my mouth. “You were in a fight club, Marten?”
“Don’t make it sound so unsophisticated, Lux!” he scolded me. “While not necessarily legal, it was one of Myca’s biggest attractions. Some of the greatest fistfighters in the country found themselves in that ring!”
Lia sat with her mouth agape, staring back and forth between her parents. “How have I never heard about this?!” she shouted. “And besides, what does any of that have to do with how you two met?” The statement hung over the room for a moment before her face grew pale. “Mother...you weren’t a part of this, too, were you?”
“Of course not!” Hana replied immediately. “Well...at least so far as to say, I didn’t take part in any of the fighting.” Lia blinked at her mother wordlessly, waiting for any sort of explanation that could fix her clearly shattered worldview. “You see, these fights were rather rough most of the time. I had been to watch a few matches, like most people in town, and I saw there was a desperate need for medical aid after many of the fights, so I...offered my services there.”
A toothy smile appeared on Marten’s beet-red face. “I was never the strongest fighter back then, but I had a knack for taking punches. Naturally, that led to meeting your mother after one of the fights.” He leaned forward and looked past Marin at his wife. “She was my biggest fan.”
Lia shoved her chair backwards and paced out of the room, only to return a moment later. “Is this some sort of prank?!” she asked, pointing a finger at her father.
“Marlia, dear, it’s the truth,” her mother answered, suppressing an embarrassed giggle.
Marin’s restraint finally gave way, and she threw her head back and cackled like a hyena. The noise echoed around the open living room and immediately infected Marten and me. Val joined in the chorus as well, albeit with a more refined, melodious laugh. Though it was quiet and restrained, the reaction was somehow more emotive than the raucous laughter of her sister, who continued to thunder over the rest of us. Lia stood behind my chair and stared at her parents with her hands on her hips, her brow raising and contracting in time with her flaring nostrils as she fought from emotion to emotion.
I reached out to her with both my hand and my mana and was happy to find her receptive to both. A clear feeling of levity permeated her jumbled thoughts, though the main feeling rippling through her aura was shock. Are you going to be alright? I asked, rubbing her hand with my thumb.
I, uhm...yeah. I think so, she answered as she pushed her chair back into place beside mine and sat down. She stared at the scene before her while her mind sorted the new information into place with excruciating slowness. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” she asked once Marin had quieted her barking laughter down to a low snicker.
“Darling, that’s a life we left behind a long time ago,” Marten comforted her. “It’s been, what, almost thirty years now?”
Hana nodded in agreement. “While it was an exciting adventure, it was also foolish. What sort of parents would we have been if we told you those stories as a child? It would’ve set a terrible example.”
“Your mother wouldn’t agree to marry me until I quit the guild,” Marten continued. “I used it as part of my Unity offering—I promised to never set foot in that arena again, and I haven’t been in a fight since. Not for sport, anyway.”
Lia nodded as she quietly mulled over the information. Marin, on the other hand, seemed more animated than ever. “You have to show me!”
“What do you mean, show you?” Marten asked.
“In a fight, obviously!”
His face went pale as he recoiled. “Primes, no! Marin, I would never hurt you!”
“Ha!” she laughed, hopping to her feet and flexing her arms. “Like you could, old man!”
I watched the verbal blow crash against his ego. “Easy, now,” he warned her, raising an eyebrow. “That confidence will get you into trouble someday. You might be learning some fancy tricks with Marlia, but experience trumps all of that.”
“Prove it, then!” she goaded him on. “Lux can make sure neither of us get hurt, so there’s no reason not to! Unless you’re scared, of course.”
All eyes turned to me at the statement, and I held up my hands defensively. “I can do it, but—”
“See?” Marin cut me off. “Let’s go!”
“I don’t think this is a very good idea,” Hana interjected.
Marten nodded vigorously. “I agree. You’re still inexperienced, you don’t have any gloves, and you—”
“Why would I need gloves?” Marin snorted.
The question appeared to push Marten past his tipping point. He stood up from the couch and left the room, muttering under his breath as he went. The sound of the basement door and a hurried set of footsteps echoed back at us down the hallway, repeated soon after when Marten made his way back to the living room. He tossed a pair of leather boxing gloves at Marin and wordlessly made his way outside. She pumped her fist in triumph and slipped the gloves on; the leather was well-weathered and stained with small spots of blood that told of a storied history in the pugilist arenas of Kaldan.
We all followed along behind Marin and made our way outside. “No enhancements,” I murmured into her ear, catching her by the shoulder before we left the house.
“Of course not,” she replied, grinning. While the rest of our group stopped at the base of the front steps, I continued on with Marin and took my place as field medic a few yards from where Marten had stopped. “Well, Marten? You ready?” she asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet.
“Don’t forget. This was your idea,” he replied in an oddly gruff voice. He postured up and held his gloved hands a few inches away from his face, then waved her on. “Let’s go.”
A devilish smile curled Marin’s lips as she sauntered towards him. She started the fight with a quick series of jabs which Marten deftly redirected with subtle rotations in his stance. Her brow furrowed as she attempted to catch him with a right hook to his ribs, only to be blocked in a similar fashion by his tightly tucked elbows. I noticed an amusing lack of precision in the next round of attempted punches; as Marin had only trained with Lia, Val, and myself, she had never faced an opponent that stood shorter than her, and the inexperience was clear in her style.
The flow of the fight changed in an instant. Marten feinted to the left with a quick jab, then caught her with a powerful blow to her ribs with his right hand. I heard the air forcibly exit her lungs when the punch connected. She immediately tucked her arms in against her side and attempted to slide back out of range, but Marten seemed to have anticipated the action; he stepped forward in time with her retreat and swung a devastating left hook at her head, targeting just above her lowered hands. The punch connected with her jaw with a dull smack and instantly turned her body to jelly.
I dashed forward and caught her the moment before she toppled helplessly into the dirt. Her eyes rolled wildly within their sockets, struggling to find their proper place while she flashed in and out of consciousness. Sparkles of green energy flitted across her skin as my mana activated and raced to heal her injuries. I mended a slight fracture in her jawbone and a badly bruised rib, then focused the energy on the effects of her concussion. She snapped back to clarity the moment my magic finished its work. 
“Lux? How did I…” she trailed off, looking around in confusion. Her short term memory appeared to return a moment later, and she threw herself forward out of my arms. “You!” she shouted, pointing at Marten.
“I warned you that this was a bad idea,” Marten started, taking a step back. “I didn’t want to—”
“You’ve been able to do that this whole time?” she asked, her voice landing somewhere between impressed and annoyed. “And you never told me? I’ve been training to fight since we got here—I could have used some of that skill a month ago!”
He cocked his head to one side and narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you sure you fixed her up right?”
“Of course he did!” she continued. “That’s not the issue here! You knocked me out with a single punch! That was amazing!” She took another bouncing step towards him, shifting excitedly from side to side. “You’ve gotta teach me how to do that! Lux doesn’t even know how to do it—he’s never knocked me out before!” I screwed up my face and glared at her when Marin turned to mockingly wag her eyebrows at me.
The bolstering of Marten’s pride finally seemed to put him at ease. “As I said, it takes years of experience to be a skilled boxer,” he answered, puffing out his broad chest. “If you really need someone to teach you, I might be able to give you a few pointers.” He paused suddenly and turned to face our onlookers. Both Lia and Val had amused looks on their faces, but Hana had paled to an unhealthy porcelain. “That is, of course, if it’s alright with you, darling.”
Hana raised her hand as if to protest the idea, but her mouth silently opened and closed multiple times without a response. Her shoulders sagged as she let out a defeated sigh. “If you really think it’s a good idea, and as long as Lux or Lia is here to make sure nobody gets hurt...I suppose it’s—”
“Thank you!” Marin shouted happily, dashing across the yard to hug her. “This’ll be so much fun!”
I heard another sigh from Hana when she returned the embrace. “I hope you’re right,” she answered, managing a weak smile. “Now, why don’t we go back inside and make some dinner? And I’d like to look you over, too, and make sure you aren’t hurt.” The pair turned and made their way back into the house, with Marin dodging out of the way of Hana’s attempts to inspect her jaw.
“You know, Lux, I’d be willing to give you some pointers, too,” Marten offered with a sly grin. “I have less reservations about hitting you than I do her.”
“I’m all set, thanks,” I answered, rolling my eyes. “I’ll learn it second-hand from Marin, I imagine.” Marten fell in behind me with a look of pure satisfaction on his face as we walked back across the lawn.
Lia stopped us before we climbed the steps. “That was, uhm...really impressive,” she told her father in a soft voice. “I didn’t know you could do that.”
“Oh, well, thank you, Marlia,” he replied, looping an arm around her waist to give her a tight hug. “I always knew it was a dangerous hobby back in the day, but I enjoyed it all the same. It’s nice to put the gloves back on, though it’s for a reason I never would have imagined.” There was a twinkle in his eye as the four of us entered the house and moved into the kitchen after Hana and Marin.
With the secret of the Corells’ past now revealed to us, we spent the afternoon listening to stories of Marten’s time in the pugilist’s guild in Myca. He told tales of his most notable fights and the tournaments he had won, which were often corrected by Hana who chimed in with additional details as she and Marin prepared dinner. Between the clearly exaggerated stories of Marten’s youth and the dinner of roasted bihorn over blue tuber mash, we were well entertained until the late afternoon sun disappeared behind the emberwoods.
When the food was gone and our plates were clean, I stood up from the table and put my hands on Lia’s shoulders. “Well, I hate to eat and run, but we’ve got some business in town before the shops close.”
“Of course,” Hana nodded as she began to gather our dishes. “We’re glad to have the two of you back. And to have you here as well, Valandra,” she added, giving her a warm smile.
“Thank you,” Val replied, bowing her head deeply. “This was a more delicious meal than I have eaten in months. I appreciate your hospitality, both of you.”
“Don’t mention it,” Marten waved her off as he stood to help his wife with the dishes. “Our door is open to you as long as you’re here. Stop by anytime!”
“Okay, let’s go!” Marin exclaimed impatiently, grabbing her sister by the arm and pulling her towards the door. “I’ll be back later!”
Hana waved goodbye to her energetic ward as the sisters disappeared out the front door, and Lia and I followed after them. “Have fun in town,” I said after planting a kiss on the top of her head.
“You’re not coming?” Lia asked.
“No. I’ve got some stuff to...look into, while you’re gone.”
Okay, her voice echoed in my head after a momentary pause. Be safe.
I will. I love you.
I love you, too. Lia left me by the front steps and crossed the yard to where Marin was preparing the wagon. “We’re not going on foot?”
“We’ll have too much stuff to carry on our way back to go on foot!” Marin answered excitedly. When her preparations were finished, she drove the wagon out of the barn and waited at the edge of the clearing for everyone to climb up beside her. “Hey!” she yelled at me when my absence became apparent. “You’re coming too, aren’t you? I thought you were paying for all of this!”
I removed the coin purse from my belt and tossed it to Lia. “There should be enough in there for whatever you need—don’t worry about the prices,” I explained, mostly addressing the statement to Val. “I’ve got some work to do back at the house while—”
“Good!” Marin interrupted me loudly. “We’ll be trying on a bunch of clothes, so you weren’t really invited anyways. Girls only!” She cackled wildly as she spurred the horse into action, and the wagon lurched forward along the driveway. Val gave me a silent bow of her head in thanks before she was whisked away into the forest, leaving me alone in the clearing.
I watched until the wagon disappeared around a turn in the driveway before I sprinted in the opposite direction back towards our house. Despite the strife it had caused earlier in the day, my curiosity toward the artifacts awaiting me in our basement was as powerful as it had ever been. My chance to find an answer to all of the dark mysteries that had plagued me throughout my lives was finally at hand. Given my tenuous peace with Marin and the pain my plans had caused Lia, I knew the work could only be done in moments of solitude, which threatened to be rare for me during the remainder of our time in Lybesa.
A heavy blanket of static anticipation danced across my skin when my destination appeared through the trees ahead of me. I rushed across the yard and entered the house, pausing only to grab a stool from the kitchen table before I made my way to the basement door. My hand froze on the doorknob as my heart raced in my chest, pounding in an erratic pattern of missed and double beats. “It’s time for answers,” I reassured myself aloud. The door creaked open and revealed a set of steps leading down into darkness. My mana raced ahead of me and found the single lantern hanging at the center of the room, and the space was filled with soft, flickering firelight by the time I arrived.
I sat down before the table at the far side of the room and stared at the assembled objects. My hand instinctively reached for the old shortsword first; although it had been decades since its creation, just touching the weapon was enough to recall the memory of the day I had forged it with perfect clarity. Each tiny imperfection that Rastor had criticized me for remained exactly where I remembered it, now slightly obscured behind a layer of weathering and rust. The uneven wrapping of the leather around the grip of the sword felt awkward under my now-practiced hand. If only you could see me now, Ashedown, I thought wistfully, running my thumb over his iconic stamp at the base of the blade.
After my nostalgia had run its course, I turned my attention to the chunk of black glass sitting beside the journal. It gleamed with a brutal elegance in the orange lamplight; I had failed to notice it before, but each of the sheer faces of the crystal was flawlessly smooth, including the edge which had broken away from the forest crater. I reached out to grab it, but my fingers stopped an inch from its black surface when a shudder suddenly ran down my spine. Clenching my jaw to steel my nerves, I took a deep, centering breath and grabbed the glass. The material felt strange against my ungloved hand; it was remarkably warm for the cool temperature of the basement, and it somehow seemed to crave my touch, drawing me in to examine it further.
Back so soon, love?
Amaya’s voice was like ice at the base of my skull, sending an instant chill through my entire body.
I bit down on my tongue to suppress my immediate, visceral anger at the imitation of Amaya, stewing in silence until I was able to compose a neutral response. I’m looking for answers.
I heard a squeal of delight between my ears. Oh, such a gentleman! I knew this would be fun.
The sound of her voice seemed to pass from one side of my head to the other as she continued to speak. What sort of answers? Anything I can help you with?
You didn’t seem to be the forthcoming type last time I asked you questions, I shot back, already annoyed again. I turned over the black glass in my hand and stared down into its impossibly dark depths. I’m looking for any answers—what this stuff is, how it’s actually made, what it does, how this sword got here, what the Shadebinders—
Elden, you know half of those things already,
she said dismissively. I know you like to pretend that all of this is some big mystery to make yourself feel better, but you don’t need to lie to me.
I’m not lying. Her easy confidence shook my faith in the statement I believed was true. Unless you’re planning to actually explain yourself for once, I don’t want to hear your riddles.
Oh, don’t be so mean, love. I like to think we have fun together,
she pouted. You should really be the one to figure this out on your own, but...I guess I’ll give you this one for free.
Tendrils of ice ran through my brain and pulled out the vivid memory of Lia’s death, but the scene played out from an unfamiliar perspective. I saw myself from above, cloaked in black flames and cradling Lia’s lifeless body in my arms. My point of view shifted as the fire continued to grow, expanding throughout the forest until I could see the entire conflagration in a singular, unmistakable vision. Detection. 
I just love the little names you give to things, Elden, Amaya’s voice laughed. You can call it Detection if you’d like, but I know you see the difference.
As uncomfortable as the thought made me, I knew it was true. My mind had been far too occupied at the time to notice, and I had avoided any examination of the memory since Lia had awoken, but my forced recollection of the day proved that the voice in my head was right: I had used death energy just as easily as I used mana, and I had known it all along. Why are you showing me this?
I heard an exaggerated sigh. You just asked me for answers. I showed you exactly what you needed, but somehow, you still don’t get it. You really need a lot of hand-holding, you know that?
I bristled at the comment, and the voice let out a mocking laugh in response.
Just look at it, Elden. Your answers are in there. I can’t give it all away—you’ve got to meet me halfway, at least.
I momentarily considered dropping the glass and abandoning the line of research entirely, but my burning curiosity sent me back into the memory. I need to know. Pushing my discomfort aside, I returned to the new perspective Amaya’s voice had revealed to me. The dark energy that had covered the forest told me a multitude of stories in an instant. Emberwoods toppled to the ground, brush burned away to scorched dirt, and hundreds of animals were reduced to ash, adding their own deathly energy to the expanding inferno. The diversity of the forest was quickly transformed into a homogenous molten mass that flowed like an insatiable wave towards the center of the crater where I cradled Lia’s corpse in my arms.
My answer appeared in the moment before the memory ended. The surge of darkness from Lia’s core rushed through my body and exploded out in a final, desperate burst. Void energy crackled like lightning along the superheated ground, instantly freezing the material into the pitch-black glass I now held in my hand. The wave of darkness bolted to the edge of the crater and dissipated in a final wall of flame that ringed the edge of the miles-wide depression where a forest had once stood. I watched my burning body slump forward a moment later, and the memory faded into mist.
My mind raced as the new information was processed and supplemented by age-old memories. This stuff...it’s just like manasteel, I marveled, remembering my dream from the night before. It’s manasteel made from dark energy. From death. Which would mean...it’s a conduit for death energy, too. A catalyst.
How practical, Amaya’s voice tittered. Maybe you won’t have to set yourself on fire next time you need a bit of...what are you calling it, again? Death energy? The voice suddenly wavered and shifted, changing in pitch and timbre while it spoke until it matched that of another woman from my past. Not a very creative nickname, hmm? What would the Knight of the Whispering Winds think? She always had a penchant for naming things. Did she come up with “mana,” too? It certainly beats calling it “life energy” all the time.
Stop it, I snapped. Hearing Kel’s voice again immediately brought me back to her final moments, and I watched the life drain from her eyes while I held her helplessly against my chest. This isn’t a game.
I never said it was, farm boy, Kel’s voice mocked. After a final laugh and another distortion, Amaya’s voice returned.
Still, though—you should call it something. Unless you’re planning on using the naming scheme of the Shadebinders. A bit heavy-handed for my tastes, but—
No. My eyes fell onto the journal before me. Gullen proved the Shadebinders are even more clueless than I am. They thought “Shade” was just another blessing from one of their Primevals. I flexed my scarred right hand, scowling at the black lines that had overwhelmed my entire arm. Whatever power they thought they had was nothing compared to the darkness in the void between worlds. That’s what it really is, no matter what name they want to give it. Death. Nothingness. Void.
Well...it’s a bit dour, but I suppose that makes sense coming from you, she teased. With that out of the way, is there anything else I can help you with? I’m always here to serve, as you know.
You didn’t—I cut off the instinctive dismissal and attempted to swallow my pride as best I could. No. Hopefully, the rest of the answers I’m looking for are in here. Having finished my investigation of the void glass, I set the chunk down and retrieved the leather journal.
Oh, of course. The book from the Shadebinders. The men that are even more clueless than you are. I ignored her amused laugh and cracked open the small notebook. The script was written in small, neatly inked rows, but in what appeared to be a more ancient form of the Kaldanic alphabet. Many of the words were strangely spelled, and I spotted a handful of symbols I had never encountered before.
Amaya sighed as I scrolled a finger across the front page in search of the numbers and letters from the display case placard in the Shadebinder’s collection. I think we both know you aren’t going to find what you’re looking for in there.
That doesn’t mean I’m not going to try. There’s a chance.
I’ll leave you to your reading, then. I felt a gentle brush of warm velvet across my cheek and the light pressure of a pair of hands on my shoulders as the chilling presence faded from my spine. Until next time, love.
I spun violently on the stool to find the source of the sensations, but the basement remained entirely empty and motionless behind me. My eyes darted between the various shadowed corners of the room in search of something I knew was impossible. After a long moment of staring in silence, I let out an exhausted sigh and returned my attention to the journal on my workbench. She’s not real, I reminded myself as I struggled to resume my reading. It’s a trick to get under my skin—it’s not her.
Despite my doubts, I felt my heart skip a beat when the familiar sequence of symbols finally appeared in the text. My breath froze in my chest as I straightened my posture and carefully reread the passage in full. “Shade transference to Catalyst 12 vis-a-vis translational changes resulted in successful recovery of foreign material, cataloged T12-1. Similar results were achieved in trials 12-2 through 12-7, though resultant catalyst fluxes produced artifacts on only two of six attempts. Recovered shortsword and coin cataloged as T12-3 and T12-6, respectively—no further study of artifacts required. Catalyst 12 has subsequently been fully depleted. Recommend further study of positional translations during flux on Catalyst 13.”
I stared blankly at the pages before me. It was just an accident. They were just making wild guesses. No matter how many times I reread the passage, I came to the same conclusion: The Alderean shortsword, and likely most of the artifacts in the Shadebinder’s collection, had been acquired by accident and were kept as mere curiosities. The entire journal seemed to be an account of various experiments on Shade catalysts undergoing fluxes which, after stripping away the academic language, simply meant blindly channeling void through voidglass and hoping for a reaction.
Why did I expect anything else? I dropped the journal carelessly onto the workbench and rubbed my face. As much as I had consciously avoided getting my hopes up for any specific information about the sword, I felt the full force of disappointment weighing down on my shoulders. Nobody’s going to figure this out for me.
I absentmindedly walked my fingers along the table until they found the newly-monikered voidglass. As much as the memory of its creation unsettled me, I knew the answer to all of my mysteries was hidden somewhere within the void. A spark of determination lit in my stomach and spread throughout my body as I thought back to the vow I had made myself earlier in the day. I’ll do it myself. After one final glance at the dark catalyst, I stood and strode across the basement, putting out the flickering lamp as I went by. For Lia...for Amaya. Whatever it takes. 
***




7. CRASH COURSE

“You’re gonna want to sit down for this,” Marin laughed, watching her sister with mischievous eyes.
I sat down cross-legged in the dirt and motioned to the spot in front of me. “She’s right, Val. Sit down.” Val did as she was asked, mimicking my pose a few feet away. “No,” I said, scooting through the dirt, “closer than that.” I continued inching forward until my knees bumped into hers. “There we go.”
She watched me with a blank expression, tipping her head slightly to one side. “If you do not mind, I would greatly appreciate a more in-depth explanation of this process before we continue.” Now dressed in a comfortably loose wine-colored tunic and dark gray slacks, both of which were tailored to fit her muscular frame, she fiddled idly with the bottom button of her shirt in anticipation of what the morning held for her.
“Right, of course,” I nodded. “As I said earlier, we need to start your training as soon as possible. I want to leave for Doram by the end of the week, which doesn’t leave us much time for lessons. Luckily, we only have to focus on the magic side of things for you—if anything, I imagine you’ll be training us on the combat side of things.” The idea of getting another chance to fight Val in a non-life-or-death situation sent a tingle of excitement down my spine, and I hurried through the rest of my explanation. “Plus, you aren’t starting from zero on the magic side of things, either, so that helps.”
“That is correct,” she nodded. “I learned a basic suite of spells in my time as Commander of the Trinity Guard. If you would like, I can demonstrate them for you, and you can—”
“No, that’s not exactly what I’m looking for,” I answered, but paused for a moment in consideration. “At least, not right now. I’ll definitely
take you up on that offer at some point, but we have more important things to do first—you’re learning our style of magic.” I pointed to the cracked shield that lay beside us on a large blanket alongside the rest of our weaponry. “Up until now, you’ve used magic by taking energy from your shield. You need to learn how to use the energy produced within your own body, instead.”
Her eyes fell to her clasped hands. “I do not feel any energy within myself.”
“And that’s the problem,” I answered quickly. “The energy is there, but you don’t know how to use it. I’m going to show you.” My own mana extended across our practice field in a quick pulse, illuminating all four of us in brilliant light against an otherwise black background within my head. While I was used to the distinct sensation of Lia’s and Marin’s auras, I had yet to grow accustomed to feeling Val’s mana against my own. The violet energy felt as though it were a viscous, liquid metal circulating in her core, the surface of which seemed to ripple with fleeting fractal patterns.
“This is true for all people, but it’s particularly relevant for fighters like us. If you’ve ever been in a life-or-death battle, your body has most likely activated its energy reserves automatically to keep you alive. Knowing you, it’s probably happened plenty of times. I’ve only known you for a few months and I’ve already seen it happen twice—during our battle with the General, and in your assault on Shadowmine.” I placed my hands palms-up on my knees. “That energy is called mana. Your body constantly generates it and stores it deep within your core, where it normally sits undisturbed, reserved for emergencies.”
“I believe I understand,” she said. “How do I tap into this mana energy?”
I grinned and gestured for her to come closer. “Give me your hands, and I’ll show you.”
She took a deep breath, then placed both of her hands palm-down in mine. I immediately felt a ping of concern at the back of my mind, but it hadn’t come from my physical connection with Val. I turned to my right and looked at where Marin and Lia sat only a few feet away, watching the process they had both already experienced for themselves. Lia quickly looked away, her cheeks flushing with a soft pink glow. Sorry, she apologized. It’s fine. I’m fine.
Are you sure? You can be the one to do it if you—
No, really, it’s fine, she interrupted. After a slight hesitation, she shared the emotions percolating at the edge of her aura: embarrassment tinged with jealousy. I didn’t feel like this when you activated Marin’s mana. I don’t know why it’s different...it just is. But I’m okay, I promise. She smiled and gave me a small nod of encouragement. Val looked between the two of us with an arched eyebrow, clearly noting the silent exchange, but she remained silent as she waited for my continued explanation.
“This process can be rather...intense,” I cautioned Val, returning my focus to her. “I’m going to remove the barriers that are holding back your mana, and when I do, all of your pent-up energy will rush out at once. It’ll feel amazing for a few seconds—and then entirely exhausting. I’m hoping that your past experience with using mana will help lessen that exhaustion, but there’s a chance you might pass out.” If any of my warnings had worried her, it failed to register on her face, but I continued with my reassurances regardless. “I know that probably all sounds a bit overwhelming, but I promise that you’re safe. All you have to do is relax and do your best not to resist the experience.”
Val closed her eyes and let out a long, even breath, and I watched her rigid posture soften into a more relaxed pose. Taking her cue, I closed my eyes as well and channeled a gentle front of mana into my fingertips. The reactive outer barrier of violet energy around Val’s hands was more defined than either Lia’s or Marin’s had been; it rippled and shifted in reaction to my mana as I probed its surface for weakness, reinforcing any spots I pressed against. Impressed with her defenses, I built up a quick spike of mana and punctured the barrier in a single push, sending the violet energy racing back in to defend her core.
Her hands immediately tightened around mine as my mana crackled up her arms like neon lightning. The dual fronts of energy met between her shoulder blades and plummeted down her spine, impacting the final barrier surrounding her core. As I had expected, the forces holding Val’s mana back were already diminished from the amount of times her body had called on the energy in desperate situations, and I broke through the barrier without resistance. The tightly bound mana stored inside burst out in all directions, mixing with my own to send an indigo flash of fractalized lightning up to her skull.
I felt the telltale doubling of my senses and opened my eyes in sync with Val. Her chest heaved while she struggled to maintain her composure against the rush of energy that vibrated through every cell in her body. I became intimately attuned to her physical and mental state as we stared through each other’s eyes; the euphoric rush of overcharged mana through her spine sent tingles across my skin, and my head swam from an overpowering whirlwind of emotions I hadn’t expected. Her thoughts fluttered from point to point with a chaotic quickness, never staying in one spot long enough for me to truly follow the logic. I caught flashes of our shared history among the storm, but each memory felt strangely foreign through Val’s perspective and emotional frame of reference.
I watched the mana pulse vibrantly throughout her body and was filled with a deep sense of satisfaction. Confident that her energy had been fully released, I began to withdraw my mana from her body, but found the process markedly more difficult than usual. There was a strange friction along the edges of my mana that felt as if Val was actively pulling against the retreat. I felt her hands trembling against mine, and the tips of her fingers gently tugged against my palms. A moment later, her tempestuous emotions coalesced into a single, unmistakable thought: a dreadful fear of being alone. The feeling resonated with my own experiences of losing my deepened connection with Lia, and I understood her sudden desperation.
It’s okay. Just relax. I gripped her hands tightly and withdrew the rest of my lingering mana in a single pull, severing our attunement. My head bobbed forward momentarily as I reeled from the loss of Val’s senses, but I recovered quickly. “How’re you feeling, Val?” I asked, gently setting her hands back in her own lap. “Are you alright?”
“I believe I am,” she said slowly, staring intently down at her hands as she flexed her fingers. “That was unlike anything I have ever experienced. It is...difficult to explain.”
“Yeah, it’s a bit weird,” I chuckled. “You don’t have to worry about explaining it, though—everybody here has gone through it.”
Marin leaned forward and watched her sister with hawklike interest, a small grin spreading across her face while she spoke. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright? Maybe a little sleepy, all of a sudden?”
“I am exhausted, but I believe the worst has passed,” Val answered. “Thank you for your concern, Marin.”
The mischievous look faded to an annoyed scowl as Marin turned on me. “What gives? Didn’t you do the thing?” she complained. Her eyes suddenly narrowed, and she jabbed an accusing finger out in my direction. “Did you do something different to me just so I’d pass out? That’s not funny, you know!”
“Easy, Marin,” I laughed at her. “I didn’t do anything differently. You passed out when I activated your mana because your body had no idea how to handle the energy, so you just burned through it all at once.” I turned and nodded to Val. “Your sister, on the other hand, has activated her mana multiple times before. Even if it was entirely subconscious, my guess is she figured out how to use it without passing out every time. That would sort of defeat the purpose, right?” I scanned the area again in an effort to validate my theory, and I was delighted to find evidence that I was right; while Val’s mana reserves were diminished, what remained was cautiously coiled up in her core, glowing far brighter than it had before.
“You know, Marin, it sounds to me like you were hoping your sister would fall face-first into the dirt,” Lia mused.
“That’s because I was!” Marin replied, clearly unashamed of the impulse. “It would’ve been funny!”
Val let out a soft laugh. “I am sorry to disappoint you, Marin.” Lia and I joined in the laughter, and after a moment of scowling, a smile came to Marin’s face as well. “What are the next steps from here?” Val asked as she stood up and brushed the dirt from her new clothes. “I understand that something has changed, but I am still unsure how to use this...mana.”
“Meditation is the next step. Before you can start using your mana, you have to know how to find it and how to channel it,” I answered. “Getting comfortable with directing the flow of energy around your body is your goal for today. We’ll focus on actually using the mana tomorrow. For now, Marin should be able to help you out with the meditation. I’ve got a few—”
“Me?!” Marin asked, aghast. “Out of the three of us, you think that I’m the best option to teach her that?”
“What? Do you think you can’t handle it?” Lia giggled.
“I didn’t say that!” Marin snapped. “Of course I can do it.” Without waiting for further instructions, she stood up and marched away from the three of us, waving over her shoulder. “C’mon, trainee! We’ve got work to do!”
Val lingered for a moment while her sister walked away. “Thank you,” she said, giving me a slight bow of her head before she took off after Marin.
Lia and I stood together and watched the pair cross the practice field. “Where do you think she’s taking her?” Lia asked me.
“No idea,” I shrugged. “It’s probably for the best, though. We’ll need some space for what we’re working on this morning.”
“What are we working on this morning?” She motioned to the blanket holding all of our collected weaponry. “We certainly have options.”
I knelt down and retrieved the greatbow which had once belonged to the King’s Reach. “I don’t really like bows all that much, but I think this one might have something to offer apart from shooting arrows.” Cradling the massive weapon in both hands, I held it up between us and examined the gems set into the metal around the grip. “It’s different from the other Primes.”
Lia reached out and ran a finger over the face of the large ruby, slowly tilting her head from side to side. “The bow doesn’t seem to be enchanted. Just the gems.” It was the same conclusion I had reached after our fight with Brekkan; while the greatbow held a large store of mana like the other weapons, its energy only seemed to be activated through an enchantment within the gemstones. “I guess that means none of the abilities Brekkan used are specific to the bow, right? He was just infusing his arrows with mana through the gems. Which means…”
Her eyes widened when her thought finished before her words, and she quickly knelt down and retrieved her paired onyx longswords. I could feel her anticipation at the edges of her aura as she locked eyes with me and grinned. Her theory clicked in my head a moment later, and I quickly covered the sapphire before she had a chance to continue with her plan. “Careful,” I warned her, turning the bow to hide the deep blue gem. “Let’s start with the one that doesn’t have a chance to immediately kill us if it goes wrong, hmm?” The memory of my self-inflicted burns from my tests in the Yorian dungeon forced itself to the forefront of my mind, and I impressed the worry onto Lia as an additional warning.
Her outstretched sword froze a few inches away from the ruby. “Good point,” she said with a nervous laugh, shifting the edge of her blade to the topaz. “Alright, I’m going to, uhm...activate the gem, I guess?” I sent an extra wave of mana out through my Detection and surrounded Lia’s body, preparing to counteract any unexpected effects from her experiment. My entire body tensed up as the tip of her sword tapped the topaz, but my worry quickly came to naught; the familiar force-enhancing magic from Marin’s gauntlets rushed out from the gem and suffused the length of her blade.
“Oh...oh, it’s definitely working!” she exclaimed excitedly, taking a step back and staring down at her longsword. “It doesn’t feel like I’m using any extra mana to keep it going, but there’s certainly something going on!” The blade cut through the air in graceful arcs as she flourished it with a practiced hand. “So...how should we test it?”
I carefully set the bow back among its brethren and retrieved my manasteel sword. “I’ve got an idea.”
“No, wait,” she started. “You were just saying this was dangerous, and now you want me to hit you with it?” Although she sounded concerned, the sly grin that crept across her face told me she wasn’t completely opposed to the idea.
“Well, I’ve blocked punches from Marin’s gauntlets before. I figured it was the best way to see how the two compare.” I held up my sword and braced my arm against the flat of the blade. “Just hit it right here,” I said, tapping the midpoint of my sword. “A solid, horizontal cut. Nothing fancy.”
“If you get hurt, don’t forget that this was your idea,” she smirked, pointing her charged sword at me.
I took a moment to solidify my stance, then waved her on. After a final moment of hesitation, she stepped forward and whipped the blade sideways, catching my sword exactly where I had it braced. An immediate and familiar jolt of pain reverberated up my arms and popped my shoulders as the blow threw me into the air. I tumbled end over end across the practice field and landed flat on my back, skidding another ten feet through the dirt until I finally came to a stop. “I think it worked,” I called out, activating my healing rune to soothe my aching joints.
“Are you sure?” Lia laughed, sprinting over to my crash site. “Maybe I should try it again, just in case.” She set her swords on the ground beside me and helped me up to my feet. “So, it definitely worked, but the enhancement faded away as soon as I hit you.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I replied, shaking the dirt out of my hair. “It’s supposed to enchant arrows, and you don’t usually use those more than once.”
“I was hoping for something a bit more permanent, but you’re probably right,” she sighed. “Maybe we’ll be able to figure out how to replicate the magic on our own from this one.”
“Maybe,” I agreed. “This gem might illuminate what we were missing when we tried to copy the power out of the gauntlets, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. Magically enchanted objects don’t seem to use the same rules for magic that we do.” I rolled my shoulders out and brushed the rest of the dirt off of my clothes. “But, even if that doesn’t work, there’s still plenty of stuff we could learn from this.”
Lia’s brow furrowed. “Like what? Unless you think you can figure out a way to make it last longer than one hit, I’m not sure what else it could do.”
“Well, did you try to change how powerful the effect was when you activated it? Did you try to activate it twice on the same weapon?” I held out my hand and counted my overflowing ideas on my fingers. “Do you know how long it lasts once you’ve activated it? Does it take a set amount of mana to activate every time, or does it change based on how much you put in? Did it—”
“Alright, I get the point,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m not sure if you noticed, but I got it to work on the first try. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”
I put an arm around her shoulders and began to walk back to our arsenal. “Of course. It was your idea to test it on your sword in the first place, too.” A smile crossed my face as I took a deep breath of cool morning air. “We’ll figure out all the secrets that bow has to offer us, regardless of how many times you have to throw me across the field.”
“You know, there’s probably a better way to test it than that,” she countered, slipping an arm around my waist.
“Nah. Now that I know what the first one felt like, it only makes sense for me to keep taking the hits to compare them. Although…” I trailed off when my eyes fell on Val’s shield. My mana shot off in a narrow beam across the practice field to where Marin had settled down with her sister to show her the proper meditation techniques. I encountered the fiery pink edge of Marin’s Detection a few dozen yards away from their chosen spot, holding an attentive vigil over her new student. Even though I knew her surroundings were clearly displayed within her head, Marin peeked through narrowed eyes at Val, watching as her pupil sat with statuesque stillness apart from the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest.
I carefully wound my mana up to the base of Val’s skull and impressed a message upon her. Can I use your shield? Her eyes snapped open at the sound of my voice within her head, and I saw her lips move as she spoke a quick sentence I couldn’t hear, reminding me that communicating through mana was something that only Lia and I had practiced. I can’t hear you, Val. Just nod yes or no. She quickly bobbed her head in an affirmative nod, much to the dismay of her teacher.
“Hey!” I heard Marin’s voice echo across the practice field a moment after I saw her yell through my Detection. “We’re busy! Leave us alone!”
“Sorry!” I yelled back, cupping my hands around my mouth. Lia arched an eyebrow at me, and I knelt down and retrieved the King’s Shield in answer. “This should make things a bit easier.” As I slid my arm through its straps, I couldn’t shake the feeling that using Val’s shield was somehow sacrilegious. The multiple levers that worked the intricate gear system on the inside face of the shield sat at my fingertips; I momentarily considered pausing our testing of the greatbow to attempt some of the more basic maneuvers I had seen Val use, but I quickly pushed the idea down with the rest of my burgeoning curiosities. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
The following few hours of experimentation were an enlightening look into the mechanics of the greatbow’s gems, although I found myself completely exhausted by the end of the trials. Constantly being launched through the air by Lia’s various tests of the force-enhancing topaz wore me down even with my healing and pain reduction magic, but the session provided us with enough insight to establish a clear set of rules for using the gem. Depending on the amount of mana used when it was activated, the efficacy of the enchantment could be increased to seemingly limitless levels, similar to the effects of Marin’s gauntlets. The gem also seemed to have a minimum requirement for activation energy, which it would automatically use when Lia chose not to focus on a specific amount.
Unfortunately, the limitations of the gem also fell in line with what I had expected. Neither of us were able to find a way to sustain the enhancement for more than a single hit regardless of how powerful the enhancement was or how many times it was applied to our weapons. Likewise, our attempts to replicate the effect on our own were fruitless, even after a frustrating fifteen minutes of intense focus. However, the study did yield an interesting caveat; unlike the gauntlets, it was possible to transfer the force-enhancing magic from the gem to a weapon without the two objects making direct contact. By touching the gem with her empty off-hand, Lia was able to activate its effects within her sword simply by channeling the mana between the two through her body. Frustratingly, the enhancement wouldn’t take effect directly on her body, despite her desire to punch and kick with superhuman force.
When my list of ideas for the topaz was finally exhausted, I sprawled out in the dirt and let out a long groan. “Well,” I sighed, unbuckling Val’s shield from my arm, “I think I’ve been beaten up enough for today.”
“Aww, I was just starting to have fun!” Lia complained, bumping me playfully with her boot as she sat down beside me.
“We can switch roles, if you want.”
She scratched her chin and looked up into the clear blue sky. “I think we’ve covered everything, actually.” I shifted my head into her lap as we both shared a quiet laugh. “Do you have a plan for testing the other two gems?” she asked, casually stroking a hand through my hair.
“Testing the topaz gave me some ideas for the ruby,” I answered. “I’m guessing they’ll function the same way, so we probably won’t need to run nearly as many tests this time around.” I reached out and tapped on the face of Val’s shield. “We’re done aiming at each other, though. I think targets will work just fine from here on out.”
“What about the sapphire?”
I pursed my lips and continued to deliberate over how to proceed with the third gem of the trio. “We should master the other two first,” I replied eventually. “Force enhancements aren’t inherently dangerous, and fire is at least similar to magic we already use, but...lightning isn’t something we can just play around with. One mistake there, and that’s it.” I snapped my fingers for emphasis. “We can assume the basics from the way Brekkan used it and from what we’ve learned about the other two. That’s enough for me, at least for now.”
“I get it,” Lia nodded. “I think we already have our hands full training Val before we leave for Doram, anyways—we can leave a few mysteries for when we come home.”
“Exactly,” I smiled, relieved. Squinting my eyes, I stared up into the cloudless sky to gauge the position of the sun. “What time do you think it is? Late enough for lunch?”
“Oh, I was hoping you’d say that,” she smiled. “Hey, you two!” she yelled to Marin and Val as we stood up. “It’s time to eat!”
“Finally!” Marin yelled back, jumping to her feet and immediately abandoning her student to run towards us. “I’m starving!”
I waited for Val to catch up with us before turning to leave. “So, how did the training go?”
“I guess she did alright,” Marin answered with a shrug, a small grin betraying her sarcasm. “Channeling mana is the easy part, though. We’re going to start working on Detection after lunch, and then she’ll see that this stuff can be tough!”
Val smiled. “It was a calming experience. I often meditated the night before a battle to ease my mind, but not with such a deep level of introspection. It is...strange, finding a power within me that I did not know existed for my entire life.”
I was pleased to find Val’s mana had already begun to recover in strength after its initial release earlier in the morning. “Most people never find it. Your particular lifestyle has been strengthening it in a sort of passive way, but now that you know it’s there, you can start training it directly. Strengthening your mana is just like training a muscle, the—”
“I already told her all that!” Marin cut me off. “What sort of teacher do you think I am?”
Lia laughed. “Well, what sort of teacher are you, Marin?”
“The good kind!” she crowed.
“I hope you’re right. Things are going to move pretty quickly this week,” I chuckled. “Lia can help you with the Detection training this afternoon and some basic enhancements tonight. We’ll do some combat training tomorrow morning without enhancements, and then enhanced combat the rest of the day. I’m hoping we can get you fully trained by the end of the week, Val. At least, in terms of knowledge—growing your mana reserves and the power of your enhancements isn’t really something you can rush. That just takes time.”
Val put her arm around her sister’s shoulders. “I am looking forward to the challenge. Marin has provided me with excellent guidance so far.”
“See?! Told you.”
Our laughter echoed throughout the forest as we made our way back towards the house. The lunch awaiting us was a basket of cured meats, fresh bread, and a variety of jellies which Hana had packed and sent along with Marin. There was an obvious spark of excitement between the four of us as we prepared our quick meal and ate out on the deck; Val had a permanent grin on her face in anticipation of the new world that had just been opened to her, while Marin was clearly eager to show her sister how powerful she had become. Lia and I shared a similar enthusiasm for our own studies after the morning’s successes, with both of us happy for the opportunity to resume our magic research during our brief respite between journeys.
After feeding the scraps of our lunch to Bale, we left him to his sunbathing on the porch and returned to the arena. Lia joined the Sesaude sisters in their Detection practice as I had asked and left me to carry out my next batch of tests on the King’s Reach. I sprinted across the practice arena to retrieve one of the many felled emberwoods in our lumber pile and shattered it into a half-dozen sections to serve as targets for my experiments. When I returned to our stash of weapons, I began to dictate my thoughts aloud as I worked in an effort to leave myself accurate notes for future study.
“Control test: Activation of the Alderean Fire rune,” I said, summoning my sword to my hand. The named symbol flashed and sent a wave of crimson flame across the surface of the blade. I set my sights on the first of the six log segments that sat a few dozen yards away, then flipped my sword into a sideways grip and hurled it like a javelin. The fire hissed as the blade soared through the air and impaled the first target; the improvised missile embedded itself halfway to the hilt in the dense emberwood and immediately set the target ablaze. Satisfied with the baseline test, I recalled my sword and knelt to retrieve the King’s Reach.
“Trial one: Activation of the ruby via the bow’s internal mana reserves to obtain baseline results.” Following my own dictation, I tapped the tip of my sword against the ruby and activated the enchantment within it, allowing the mana stored in the bow to fuel the magic without any additional input from my own energy reserves. Bright orange flames rippled out from the manasteel and consumed the entirety of the blade, snapping angrily against the cool afternoon air. While I had expected as much after watching Brekkan set his arrowheads alight without burning the entire arrow, I couldn’t help but breathe a heavy sigh of relief when the flames stopped spreading at the crossguard of my sword.
After my momentary pause to observe the initial effects of the ruby, I launched the sword downrange as I had during my control test. A glowing stream of orange sparks left a crackling trail behind the weapon as it raced towards the second emberwood target. When the blade connected, a towering gout of flames unfurled around the log section, licking out towards the targets on either side. The force of the explosion sent my main target tumbling backwards through a curtain of fire and smoke. I ran forward excitedly to compare the damage of my two tests and found my sword embedded in the chunk of charred wood a few feet from the scorch marks of the initial impact. The sword blinked out of existence and reappeared in my hand, and I poked at the first target I had hit. “Looks like the Fire rune burns a bit hotter, but lacks the...embellishments of the ruby.”
I hurried back to the greatbow and readied myself for the next test, giddy with enthusiasm at my success. “Trial two: Activation of the ruby via my personal energy reserves with the intent to increase potency.” Mana flowed down the length of my sword and pooled along the edge of the blade, circulating impatiently in the manasteel. When the sword made contact with the ruby, the mana was instantly absorbed into the gem, feeding the greedy enchantment laid upon it. Shimmering orange fire blossomed from the tip of my sword and consumed the blade, radiating so intensely that I had to shield my eyes from the light. Holding the blade away from my eyeline, I locked my attention on the third emberwood section and threw the flaming spear.
A shockwave punched through my chest before I could fully comprehend the scene before me. My ears rang as the field in front of me was entirely consumed in orange flames, bathing the entire forest around us in brilliant light. A burning hail of shrapnel pelted me as the explosion decimated my line of targets and kicked up a towering cloud of dirt and smoke. Blinking away the shock, I turned to check on my companions on the opposite end of the practice field and found the trio staring at the billowing flames with wide eyes and hanging jaws. “It, uhm...it works!” I shouted, waving at them with a sheepish grin.
“What did you DO?!” Marin yelled back. I saw both Lia and Val respond to her outburst in tones far too soft for me to hear from my distance, but Marin’s response remained crystal clear. “You aren’t even a little curious? Seriously?!” After another round of silent discussion, she pointed a finger in my direction. “You better show me how to do that when we’re done!” With that, she turned her back to me, and the clearing fell quiet once again.
That was impressive, Lia’s voice giggled in my head.
Yeah. I’m not sure there’s much more to test after that, I laughed. There’s just one quick thing I want to look into, and then I’ll join you guys for the rest of the afternoon.
A warm wave of acknowledgement washed over me before her consciousness pulled away. Feeling perfectly content with the day’s events, I took a deep breath and spent a moment reveling in the successes of our investigations. The scent of sawdust and burning wood filled my nostrils as I scanned the practice field for signs of my sword. Failing to find anything apart from the slight impression where my targets had once existed, I reached out and recalled the blade to my hand; it appeared as it always did, without a single scratch or sign of the explosion it had caused moments before.
I set the sword on the blanket at my feet and retrieved the King’s Reach. Mana flowed out through my hands and surrounded the relic, slowly suffusing the metal frame until I held a perfect map of every internal inch within my head. The intricate shaping and strengthening of the alloy core of the greatbow showed signs of craftsmanship leagues beyond my own skill, but I quickly blocked out the distracting details in favor of my singular study: the gem settings. Each of the perfectly circular gems were roughly the size of an apple and were arranged in an orderly line above the main grip, giving the wielder clear access to any of the three enchantments. While their faces were beautifully polished and maintained, their bodies were hollowed out and cut away to fit against the curve of the bow, leaving them thin and strangely curved.
The Strength rune flashed to life within my ring as I carefully pried at the metal around the sapphire with the tips of my fingers. I heard a low groan as the bow began to bend in an unintended direction and was rewarded a moment later when the gem popped out from its curved socket. I dropped the bow and fumbled with the gem, catching it in both hands just a few inches above the ground. Carefully turning the sapphire around in my hands, I held it up to the sun and mused over its odd shape. Not really convenient for mounting on any of our weapons...maybe a bracer?
I placed the sapphire on the blanket beside my sword and set to work prying the remaining two gems out from the King’s Reach, albeit more carefully than before. After a few minutes of work, I was left with a trio of curved gemstones and a much less impressive greatbow. A feeling of smug satisfaction filled me when I brushed my hand along the empty sockets and thought of Brekkan’s ugly confidence. “Thanks for the help,” I said under my breath, roughly tossing the bow to the ground.
With my plans for the day fully completed, I left our weapons behind to join the rest of my companions in meditation. It was a strange sensation to walk into an increasingly dense field of Detection auras as I approached the trio. Lia’s amber mana, which had surrounded me for the entirety of my afternoon research, was a feeling I come to expect and adore. Marin’s burning pink aura stopped a few dozen yards away from their place of meditation and quickly pulled away when I first entered it, drawing a mixed look of annoyance and surprise to her face. It wasn’t until I was within arm’s reach that I encountered Val’s increasingly familiar violet mana, which probed out in slow, careful circles only a few feet in diameter.
She let out a pained gasp and instinctively held a hand over her eyes when I arrived. The gesture registered as ineffectual in her mind a moment later, and her extended mana retreated to safety within her body. Her eyes flickered open as she took a moment to compose herself. “Lux,” she nodded, the distress completely hidden from her face. “I was unprepared for your arrival.”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I probably should’ve seen that coming.” In truth, I had forgotten how bright my mana appeared to Marin and Lia when they first experimented with Detection, and my reserves had only grown more powerful in the intervening months.
“You need not apologize. I experienced a similar sensation when I...saw Lia for the first time,” she said slowly, clearly still unsure of her new abilities. “My senses acclimated to her presence after a short time. I had assumed this would prepare me for your arrival, but it appears as though I was incorrect.”
I sat down in the space between Lia and Val and took a comfortable meditation stance. “Well, I hope you can, uhm, acclimate soon. As far as I know, there’s not much I can do to make the feeling any less intense for you.”
“I will be fine. Thank you for your concern.” Val closed her eyes and resettled herself, and I felt a tendril of her mana probing my boot a moment later, bobbing back and forth as the light became too intense.
“You know, we’re supposed to be meditating right now,” Marin quipped, peering at us with one eye cracked open. “Not talking. Med-i-tat-ing.”
“Marin’s been quite the strict instructor this afternoon,” Lia teased. “We’ve all been very focused.”
“Hey, I’m just doing what you did to me!” Marin shot back. “You’ve gotta follow the rules, too!”
“Marin has been very informative today,” Val added diplomatically, keeping her eyes closed. “It has been extremely helpful.”
“Whatever you’re doing, Marin, it’s clearly working,” I smiled. “Val is progressing a lot faster than I did when I first learned this.” Marin’s rounded ears perked up as she beamed at the compliment, and she quietly resettled herself to begin her meditations again.
“Yeah, who knows? At this rate, she might overtake her teacher,” Lia giggled softly, wearing a smirk identical to one I had seen on Marten’s face a dozen times before.
Marin turned and stared at Lia from beneath a heavily furrowed brow. “Uhm, no. I don’t think so.” A moment later, I felt a renewed pulse of pink energy wash over me as she redoubled her efforts in defiance of the obvious challenge.
We spent the rest of the afternoon in near-complete silence, broken only by my gentle suggestions to shift our focus from one aspect of Detection to the next. I challenged Val to change the shape of her extended mana from an even circle to a narrow band, testing both her range and control, then tasked her with focusing on a group of ants marching between us through the dirt until they left her range. Meanwhile, Lia and Marin quietly dueled each other in a series of escalating challenges that mirrored my lessons with Val; they fought to reach out the farthest, change the direction of their channeling the fastest, and focus on the highest number of objects at once. Lia always came out the clear victor, but the competition focused Marin on the task far more efficiently than simple, unguided meditation.
The sun had disappeared behind the ring of emberwood trees surrounding the arena by the time I called an end to our training session. We made our way through the forest on a direct course to the Corells’ house, albeit at a much slower pace than our journey home for lunch; despite her initial resilience, Val’s mana reserves had faded to faint wisps within her core, and although she never spoke up to indicate as much, her exhaustion was clear through her sluggish mannerisms and sunken posture. The casual pace of our walk only served to energize Marin, who pounced on her sister’s exhaustion with the enthusiasm of a puppy circling its gray-muzzled parent. Val handled the exuberance with the grace and patience of a saint, which kept the four of us in high spirits for the duration of the trip.
Hana and Marten had already eaten by the time we arrived, but they still chose to sit with us as we voraciously devoured the awaiting meal. Marten kept us entertained with a story of his morning meeting with Elise in which she once again attempted to buy him out of his company. His animated account of the back-and-forth negotiations drew constant rounds of laughter from our group, serving as the only interruption from our feast of bihorn stew and fresh bread. When the meal was over, we apologetically excused ourselves with the promise of visiting longer the following night. Marin wrapped her sister in a bear hug that lifted her off the ground, then sent us on our way, assuring us she would arrive at dawn for our next training session.
When Val, Lia, and I returned home, we bypassed the staircase leading upstairs and sat down in the living room. Although I felt the physical drain of the day’s work on my body, my mind was still wide awake. “So,” I started, slouching comfortably in the chair that sat across from the couch my companions shared, “what do you think, Val? How was your first real day of magic training?”
She considered the question for a long time in silence. “It was...different,” she answered eventually. “I find myself having strange experiences considerably more often than I ever have before. The world seemed a small and unchanging place before I met the two of you.”
“Hopefully that’s a...good thing?” Lia asked.
“Yes, of course. I did not mean to imply otherwise,” Val said. “My time as Commander of the Trinity guard now feels rather indistinct—a series of entirely unimportant conflicts with no purpose or direction. In comparison, my life since our initial meeting in the throne room has been a constant string of new sensations and ideas. For the first time in years, I feel as though I have purpose.” She gave both of us a nod. “Thank you for that.”
Lia slid across the couch cushions and leaned her head against Val’s shoulder. “I’m glad we met you, too,” she said, closing her eyes as she repositioned herself.
Val froze in place beneath the unexpected contact, her eyes wide. She carefully raised her arm and placed it gingerly across Lia’s shoulders, allowing her a more comfortable angle to rest her head, then leaned back against the couch and slowly allowed her tensed muscles to relax. “The concept of mana is still difficult to fully accept,” she said, clearly looking to continue our conversation to distract from her physical entanglement.
“I get that,” I agreed. “When you live under a certain set of beliefs for so long, it can be hard to accept something that contradicts them. No matter how many times I feel like I’ve got everything figured out, I always find something new to show me how little I really know. I think that’s the fun part, though—we’re still figuring out all of the rules for magic as we go, so nothing is really impossible anymore. It’s just something we haven’t discovered yet.”
“It is an appealing concept, to be sure,” Val said. “My training in the capital had reached stagnation. Few men could attempt to match me in combat, and I trained with those that could so often that the drills became routine.” She spun a lock of auburn hair aimlessly around her finger as she continued, a small smile creeping across her face. “My lessons in controlling mana today have shown me an entirely new line of possibilities. I feel as though it could take years to reach even a fraction of your competency. It is...exciting.”
“We’re right there with you,” Lia grinned. She gestured lazily to the corkboard that stood in the dim center of the living room. “We have a huge list of things we want to discover, and no matter how many things we figure out, it just keeps getting longer. I’m not sure it’s something that could ever really be finished.”
“And, as opposed to physical strength, it doesn’t seem like there’s an upper limit to how powerful you can get,” I added. “Your body can only be as strong as your muscles and bones, but as far as we can tell, your mana reserves can keep growing forever. If there is an upper limit, Lia and I certainly haven’t found it yet.”
“I had expected as much after seeing the difference in strength between Lia’s mana and your own,” Val replied. “If I had held any doubts about the truth of your origins, the sheer power of your mana would have dispelled them.”
“Yeah, I’ve got a bit of a headstart in that regard,” I chuckled awkwardly. “But, to be fair, most of my advancements with magic were made in this life. And Lia is the one that figured out how to cast spells without using an implement. If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be able to use my mana without my sword. It’s like I said before—living with beliefs for too long makes it hard to accept things that contradict them.”
“I bet you’ll figure out stuff we haven’t even thought of yet,” Lia said, nudging her head against Val’s shoulder. “Something only you could think of.”
“Perhaps,” Val smiled. “For the time being, I will settle for even the most basic level of competency.”
“Knowing mana exists is a majority of the battle,” I said. “As long as you understand the concept of mana and how to activate it, the rest is just time. We’re certainly not expecting you to match us by the time we leave. Honestly, Val, you’re already one of the best fighters in the world—add in the ability to enhance yourself with magic even the slightest bit and there’s no contest.”
Val quickly shifted her gaze away from mine and smiled into the top of Lia’s head. “Thank you,” she said quietly. After a moment, she leaned back and covered a small yawn. “I believe I should prepare myself for bed if I am to wake up to meet Marin tomorrow.”
“You had a busy day. I think you’ve earned the right to sleep in a little,” Lia laughed. She sat up long enough for Val to stand, then fell back into the newly vacated space and lay on her back. “Goodnight, Val.”
“Goodnight, Lia. Lux,” she said, nodding to each of us before she ascended the stairs and disappeared into the guest room.
I sat quietly in my chair until I heard the floorboards stop creaking. “You know,” I said in a hushed tone, “if I were the jealous type, I’d probably have something to say right about now.”
“Oh, stop,” she said dismissively, turning onto her side to face me. “I don’t have that sort of interest in Val, and you know it.”
“I know, I know,” I chuckled. “Neither do I.”
She opened her mouth as if to argue, but she stopped herself before the words came. “I know,” she said a moment later. “I’m not actually jealous of her. At least, not actively. Sometimes I just...I don’t know, I—”
“You don’t have to explain yourself, Lia,” I smiled. “It’s okay, really. I was just teasing you.”
Her face softened as she smiled as well, and she rolled onto her back and let out a long sigh. “There’s just something comforting about her, you know? I don’t know what it is, but even after everything that happened between us, she’s so easy to be around.”
“I think it’s just how honest she is,” I repeated my thought from the previous day. “You never have to worry about what she thinks of you—if something’s on her mind, she’ll just tell you. It takes a lot of pressure out of the relationship when it’s so easy.”
We fell into a comfortable silence, and I began to doze in and out of consciousness in my chair. “Lux?” Lia asked eventually, rousing me back to partial clarity.
“Hmm?”
“Did you find anything in the Shadebinder’s journal?”
The question immediately cleared the fog of sleep from my mind. “No,” I shook my head. “It’s like I figured, unfortunately. They had no idea what they found, or how they’d found it. It was just another curiosity in their collection, and my finding it was just another coincidence.”
“Oh,” she said softly. “I’m...sorry to hear that. I know how much it meant to you.”
“It’s alright,” I answered as I stood up and crossed the living room, kneeling down beside the couch. “I know this is all...weird. Thanks for being there for me.” I leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. “I won’t be mad if you’re a little relieved.”
She rolled over and put an arm over my shoulder, running her fingers through the hair on the back of my head. “I am a little relieved,” she admitted. “But I’m sad, too. I’d...like to meet her, someday.”
Warmth blossomed in my chest at the thought, and I scooped Lia up into a bridal carry. She let out a delighted squeal as I spun her in a quick circle. “Maybe you will, someday. For now, though, we’ve got a lot of work to focus on. Like sleeping.” I turned and made my way to the stairs, with Lia content to make the trip in my arms. When our bedroom door was shut behind us, I gave her a quick kiss before setting her down and preparing for bed.
“Do you think we’ll be ready to leave by the end of the week?” Lia asked as she slipped beneath the covers.
“I think we’re ready now,” I said, joining her in bed. “That doesn’t mean we’ll be able to get to everything I wanted to cover, though. There’s just so much to do—forge projects, magic research, getting Val up to speed, combat training…” I sighed and buried my face in my pillow, reordering my list of priorities for the hundredth time. “What I wouldn’t give for another month of uninterrupted training.”
“We’ll have plenty of time to train once we’re back,” she said, patting my shoulder. “Try not to worry about it too much, okay?”
“Okay,” I smiled, “I’ll try.” I reached out and took her hand. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she replied, curling up against my chest.
---
The remainder of our week passed by far faster than I had hoped. The following day was spent entirely on combat training. We split into dueling pairs in order to utilize our limited time as efficiently as possible, swapping partners every half-hour to ensure each matchup was covered. I was thrilled to find that my skills in unenhanced combat had increased since the last time Val and I had sparred; even though we spent the morning training without the use of magic, I was able to hold my own in our practice matches, coming away with as many wins as losses. Val was alive with the passion of battle, and I heard her yells and laughs echo loudly across the arena for the duration of her fights.
We shifted to enhanced combat after a quick break for lunch. I spent a brief moment teaching Val how to activate a basic suite of enhancements which, due to her prior experience with the abilities during our fight beneath Shadowmine, she picked up on incredibly quickly. Lia and I changed our approach for the afternoon duels; as it would have been a relatively simple task to outpace Marin and Val with our overpowering mana reserves, we matched our enhancements to the level of our opponents in an effort to keep the fights fair. Marin, however, held no such reservations. After an increasingly frustrating morning of losing her training bouts, she reveled in the ability to throw her sister into the dirt fight after fight, doing so with an ever-expanding bravado. Val took the losses in stride, seemingly heartened by the experience, and continued to throw herself forward with vigor in every fight.
We returned to the arena the following morning and split into pairs once again to practice manipulating mana. I worked with Val to help her refine her Detection through a variety of tasks: changing the shape and size of her extended mana, navigating with her eyes closed, and a simple sparring match while maintaining a small, constant aura. Although the extreme mental focus made her movements clumsy and slow, she never faltered or asked for a reprieve despite how clearly exhausted she became. Meanwhile, Lia and Marin worked to fill in gaps in their magical knowledge; Lia practiced activating the Fire rune within her ring, a task she had yet to attempt, while Marin tested her hand at using Shatter on various sections of an emberwood log. Both found quick success in their respective tasks, and the arena was filled with the scent of burning emberwood and fresh sawdust for the duration of their practice.
I called a halt to our training an hour before our usual lunchtime. “Thank you!” Marin groaned as she and Lia joined us. “I didn’t think breaking wood could be so tiring!”
“Don’t thank me yet. This isn’t a rest break,” I chuckled. “We’ve got some new spells to learn.”
Marin groaned and rolled her eyes. “This better not be another one of your rune lessons.”
I narrowed my eyes at the slight but let the moment pass. “This isn’t one of my lessons at all. It’s one of hers,” I said, nodding towards Val. “I think it’s finally time for us to learn the magic they teach to the Trinity Guard.”
“Of course,” Val replied. “I must admit, after what I have learned over the past few days, I may have little additional insight. Much of what I was taught in the Unity Cathedral appears to be functionally similar to your magic, though not nearly as effective. The Blessings of Protection and Strength appear to be little more than reduced sensitivity to pain and a small boost to physical prowess.”
“I’d figured as much,” I said. “I’m really just interested in that disguise trick you use. Anything beyond that would just be a bonus.”
“I am more than willing to demonstrate the ability for you,” she said, retrieving her shield. “However, I do not understand this magic within the new context of your mana lessons. I am unsure if it is possible to replicate the ability through other means.”
“Don’t worry about that, Val,” Lia chimed in. “It might be even easier for you now that you understand how mana works. And even if you can’t figure it out, I’m sure one of us will be able to help! Just do it the way you’ve always done it to start, and we can go from there.”
Val nodded and sat down with her shield across her lap, then began the ritualistic chant of the Trinity Guard’s magic. “O Prime of Light, divine above all, bestow upon me the power to create an illusory disguise so I may move undetected.” The mana I had stored within her shield flared to life under the watchful eye of my Detection, and her form shimmered and split into two distinct layers. Although the image in my head showed both the illusion and her real clothing simultaneously, my eyes only saw the disguise formed from the thin sheet of mana rippling across her body: What had once been a loose red tunic and gray slacks were now the fitted black silk shirt and pants Val had worn during our stay at the Council Chambers.
“Woah!” Marin exclaimed, her eyes wide. “That’s so cool!” She knelt down and poked at the new shirt as she circled her sister, observing her new outfit without regard for personal space. “How does it even work? It feels so different from the way it looks!”
“It is simply an illusion,” Val explained. “I cannot alter the true form of my attire—an illusion of armor would offer me no more protection than the clothing beneath it.”
Marin put a hand on Val’s shoulder and closed her eyes. A small pulse of pink mana rushed out around us and brought a deep furrow to Marin’s brow. “Oh, that...hurts my head,” she murmured, shifting her hand back and forth across the fabric on Val’s arm. “I don’t like that.”
“Well, it looks like it works,” I cut in, already impatient to get to my own testing. “Before we test anything else, there’s one thing I’d like you to try for me, if you don’t mind.”
A soft blue glow washed over the surface of Val’s pajamas as the mana dissipated and revealed the training clothes underneath. “What would you like me to do?” she asked.
“Now that you know magic isn’t a blessing given to you from the Primes, I think you should be able to activate the mana without reciting that entire prayer,” I said. “Try doing it by just saying ‘Disguise’. As long as you focus on the mana and remember how it feels to activate the magic, it’ll probably work the same way.”
She tipped her head side to side as she considered the challenge. “I will try,” she said eventually, closing her eyes. Her fingers traced along the intricate stained-glass pattern on the face of her shield, tapping out a rhythm known only to her. “Disguise,” she whispered, flattening her palms against the glass. The mana within the shield flashed and renewed the illusion in a brief sparkle of blue light. Val’s eyes fluttered open, and she held up an arm to appraise her handiwork. “I...did not expect that.”
“Okay, my turn!” Marin shouted, plopping herself down into the dirt beside her sister. “All I have to do is say the word, right?”
“It is not so simple,” Val said. “You must hold a clear image of the intended illusion in your mind. Choosing an outfit you are intimately familiar with will make the process more manageable—something similar to your current clothing, or something which you have worn many times in the past.”
“Got it,” Marin nodded, settling into a meditative stance.
“Marin, I don’t want you to be disappointed if you can’t figure it out on the first try,” Lia said in a slow, careful voice. “Everybody has different magic they’re bett—”
Marin shushed her with an exaggerated wag of her finger. “I’m focusing,” she whispered.
I put a hand on Lia’s arm as she scowled over the scene. Well, at least she’s enthusiastic, right? I asked at the back of her mind.
She’d better not expect me to be nice when she starts complaining that it didn’t work, she replied, taking my hand.
I squeezed her fingers in mine and continued to watch the situation with a grin. Failure is a great motivator. I’m sure she’ll be ev—
“Disguise,” Marin intoned under her breath. A wave of bright pink mana immediately burned across her body, obscuring her clothing just long enough to completely change its appearance. Her usual drab yellow jacket was gone, replaced with a familiar overcoat of fine cerulean fabric that extended down to her knees. She jumped up from her place in the dirt as soon as the mana dissipated and spun in a tight circle to inspect her new clothing. “Ooh, it looks so real!” she exclaimed, running a hand along the length of the illusory coat.
My jaw fell slack while I watched. Though I sensed the same shock from Lia beside me, she masked the feeling much better than I did. “You picked...Aunt Ellie’s coat?” she asked pointedly.
“What’s wrong with that?” Marin shouted. “It’s a nice coat! And I’ve seen her wear it tons of times, so I knew what it looked like!” The quiet that followed her defense seemed to antagonize her even further. “Hey, I got it to work! How about you stop making fun of me and do it yourself, hmm?”
“Fine, I will!” Lia shot back. Her furrowed brow lingered as she settled into a meditative stance on the ground beside me.
“Marin, that was quite impressive,” Val said, placing her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “It took me months of intense focus to maintain only a simple illusion when I first attempted this magic.”
Marin’s face lit up with a brilliant smile. “Really?” She stepped backwards into Val’s arms and nuzzled into the impromptu embrace. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel good about myself, right?” The illusion of Elise’s coat wavered and faded away as Marin’s focus shifted from the magic to her sister’s praises.
“It is the truth,” Val answered warmly. “You are very talented.”
“I’m focusing,” Lia cut in, opening one eye to stare intently at Marin.
“Right, right, sure,” Marin said, waving off the rebuke with a smirk. “Go ahead.”
I know we were joking about it before, but there’s no reason you have to get this on the first try, I said through my link with Lia. Just because Marin got it doesn’t mean th—
There was a small pop at the back of my mind as her consciousness disconnected from mine and disappeared behind a wall of concentrated amber mana. I let out a small sigh and continued to watch her through my Detection, monitoring the flow of her energy as she continued her meditations uninterrupted.
She froze in place after a few moments of silence and tensed her hands against her legs. “Disguise,” she whispered. Mana rushed out from her core and glittered across the surface of her body, but it dissipated just as quickly as it had arrived, leaving nothing behind but the usual appearance of her clothing. “Disguise,” she repeated immediately. Her energy activated again, though in a different fashion; amber mana slowly diffused into her clothing through her skin, momentarily charging the fabric with golden light before it faded away again, unchanged.
Lia’s jaw clenched as she resettled herself in her stance. “Disguise,” she hissed under her breath. A dazzling flash of amber light danced across her clothing in a perfect replica of Val’s demonstration and left behind a familiar appearance: her original set of leather armor in pristine condition, lacking the gaping hole of a Serathid’s blade in her cuirass.
A wave of nostalgia washed over me at the sight of her old gear and filled my head with memories of our first adventure to Atsal, but a spike of anxiety shattered the peace when visions of her death forced their way to the forefront. Thankfully, Lia’s separation from my mana kept the emotional rollercoaster confined in my isolated mind, and I let the thoughts pass with a long, even breath.
A smile crept across Lia’s face as her eyes opened to see the results of her magic, and she arched an eyebrow in Marin’s direction. “Happy?”
Marin shrugged. “Not bad for your third try.”
“Those are some pretty bold words coming from the person who took half an hour to figure out how to Shatter a chunk of wood,” Lia retorted.
“Oh, that’s how you want to play this?” Marin lunged forward out of Val’s arms and squared off against Lia. “I bet I can use Disguise better than you can. No, I know I can.”
“Prove it, then,” Lia said, waving her away. “Let’s see it!” Marin took off across the field towards the site of their earlier magic training, leaving the three of us behind.
I rolled my eyes at the boastful display and put a hand on Lia’s shoulder as she stood beside me. That was impressive, I murmured in her head, pleased to feel my connection with her restored. The magic, I mean. Not the arguing.
Thanks, she answered with a flood of satisfied pride. That felt...good. We both took a moment to watch Marin animatedly stomp her way across the arena. I guess I should go after her.
Make sure you don’t lose. You’ll never hear the end of it if you do, I cautioned her. She flashed me a confident grin before she ran off after her pupil. “Well,” I said, turning my attention to Val, “that was certainly...productive. We can cross the Trinity Guard’s magic off of the to-do list. That doesn’t leave much more for us to cover before we leave.”
She cocked her head to the side and studied me curiously. “Are you not going to attempt the magic yourself?”
I paused as the question caught me off guard. Between Val’s instruction and Marin and Lia’s immediate success with the magic, I had already marked the ability as a solved problem in the grand scope of my training plans. “That’s a good point,” I chuckled. “This is sort of a new feeling for me. I’ve never studied new magic with anyone aside from Lia, so I guess I forgot I have to actually learn it myself.” Mana tingled against my fingertips as I settled into a cross-legged position in the dirt and tapped into my energy reserves. “With this out of the way, we can do one more day of combat training, then take a day to prepare for the trip. I get the feeling this one will last a bit longer than our last journey to Kaldan.”
“Doram is dangerously cold this time of year,” Val said, watching me with hawkish interest. “We will need to take precautions to avoid frostbite on our way to Jor.”
“Jor?” I asked. “I assume that’s a city in Doram?”
She blinked at me for a few moments in quiet contemplation. “I apologize for the confusion. I take for granted my knowledge of the world and forget you are not familiar with it. Jor is one of three capital cities of Doram and the westmost member of the Joined Cities.” Another moment passed in awkward silence before she continued. “We can discuss our travel plans later. I will leave you to focus.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, folding my hands in my lap. “This’ll just take a second, and then we can talk about exactly where we’re going.” Mana flooded through my body as I focused on the image my illusory disguise would take. I’ve had my armor for over a century—pretty sure you can’t be more familiar with clothing than that. With every minute detail of the dyed leather and steel held firmly in my mind, I let out a deep breath and gave the command. “Disguise.”
An electric tingle of anxiety buzzed at the base of my skull when my mana failed to activate. I cleared my throat and rolled my neck in a slow circle to dispel my unease before repeating the command, but I found my attire once again unchanged. A slight pressure began to build against the inside of my skin as my mana impatiently waited to be activated. Why isn’t this working? I invoked the word again, but I hardly noticed its failure through my racing thoughts. Lia and I already figured out how to use Light magic. Disguise is just specifically ordered light that creates an illusion, so why isn’t it working? Am I not making the effect strong enough? Is it—
“During my training, I was taught that the easiest illusion to maintain is a small change to your current attire. A simple shift in the color of your shirt is proof of concept enough—more complex changes can come later.” Val’s voice held no hint of amusement at my failure, but that didn’t stop the blood from rushing to my cheeks and ears.
“Thanks for the tip,” I snapped, turning to glare at her, “but I don’t need training wheels. I just have to—” When my eyes found hers, I saw nothing but earnest concern on her face, and my annoyance quickly faded back to embarrassment. “Right. Color change.” I tipped my head down to stare at my current clothing: a red and black flannel shirt and tan work pants.
“Speaking your intentions is also an excellent way to focus your mind on your goal,” she added.
I fought off the automatic quip on the tip of my tongue, replacing it with a sigh. “I’m going to make my shirt turn entirely black,” I said in a monotone voice, closing my eyes once again. Holding the image of the shirt firmly in my head, I called on the memory of using our Light spell and focused the feeling towards my current efforts. “Disguise,” I repeated, pulling desperately on my mana reserves. The energy easily fought off my attempts to activate it and buzzed along the surface of my palms in brazen defiance of my wishes. My embarrassment deepened alongside my confusion as I sat silently in defeat.
Need some help? Lia’s voice sounded at the back of my mind, partially quieting the self-shaming voices that yelled in my head.
I shouldn’t need help. I’ve been doing this for more than a century. Marin figured it out on her first try, and I can’t even—
Lia shushed me and put a preemptive end to my spiraling thoughts. You don’t need to be the best at everything, Lux. It’s okay to fail sometimes. Just don’t insist on doing it alone. A wave of amber mana washed over me, and I reluctantly lowered my defenses and let it flow through my body. Let me help you.
Okay. Lia immediately impressed the memory of her successful activation of the spell upon me as her mana guided my own in small, precise currents. None of the movements felt familiar to anything I had experienced before, but I followed along with her gentle instructions until the spell was ready to be activated. “Disguise,” I murmured nervously. After a faint popping sensation, a blend of amber and blue energy rippled across my chest and relieved the pent-up weight of my mana. The outline of my shirt wavered and doubled under the watchful eye of my Detection, confirming that the spell had activated.
Val knelt down and placed a hand on my shoulder. “It worked, Lux,” she said, her voice tinged with excitement. “As expected, of course.”
I shook my head. “Barely.” I opened my eyes and stared past her to where Lia and Marin stood opposite each other, wearing matching bright orange suits. Thank you.
Anytime, she replied as her outfit changed to heavily padded winter clothes.
“Even so, it took me months to master even a simple change like the one you have performed,” Val continued. “It may appear second nature now, but my abilities only come from years of constant practice.”
“Well, it looks like we’ve all got something to work on during our trip, then,” I said with a laugh. “I certainly won’t be fooling anybody by slightly changing the color of my armor.”
She offered out her hand and helped me to my feet. “Lux,” she started hesitantly, “do you believe we are ready?”
“Ready?” I mused over the question for a moment. “I don’t know. I thought we were ready for our mission to Attetsia, and we barely survived. I nearly lost myself under Shadowmine. It seems like every time I think we’re ready for a mission, life throws something unexpected our way.” My gaze drifted to the treeline to our north which obscured our view of the endless mountains of Doram. “I don’t know if we’re ready for whatever is waiting for us, but I don’t really think that matters. The only thing I need to know is that we’ll all make it out alright in the end. All of us, together.”
Val’s eyes were locked on her sister, who continued to bicker with Lia about the rules of their competition. “I hope you are right.”
“Me, too.”
***




8. DARK TRUTH

“Come in!”
Elise was hidden behind a precarious stack of notebooks when we entered the room, with only a messily pinned shock of her dark blue hair visible above the piled ledgers. Bella sat to her right at a small workstation set up on an emptied bar cart. Her face and hands were streaked with multiple splotches of dark ink, illustrating both the volume and pace of her work. A collection of empty bottles and dirty plates at the corner of Elise’s desk confirmed what was already an easy assumption to make: The pair had worked well through the night and into the current day. Heavy curtains blocked out any natural light from the windows, leaving the room a shadowy space lit only by flickering candles.
After a few moments of quiet scribbling, Elise’s face appeared from behind the mountain of notebooks. “Lux, Marly! I didn’t expect to see you two for another week, at least!”
“Hi, Aunt Ellie,” Lia smiled. “We finished our...business in Kaldan a bit earlier than expected.”
“So I’ve heard,” she smirked. “I also see you’ve made a new friend.”
“Hi Ellie!” Marin cut in, bouncing her way up to the desk.
“Hello, dear,” she said, slipping out from behind her desk. She put a hand on Marin’s shoulder and nodded towards the last member of our group. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your sister?”
Marin’s eyes widened. “How did you know she was my sister?!”
“Please, Marin,” Elise chuckled. “Putting aside your clear resemblance for a moment, do you really think I wouldn’t recognize the King’s Shield?”
Val took a step forward at the mention and bowed her head. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Elise. I have heard nothing but good things about you.”
“And I, you,” Elise answered. “Between your work as the King’s Shield and the stories your sister has told me, I feel like I already know you quite well.” A small rustle at the back of the room turned her attention to Bella, who had continued to write notes during our pleasantries. “Oh, where are my manners? Valandra, this is Bella. She’s my assistant, my driver, my caterer...she does it all, really.”
I felt a brief rush of embarrassment when I remembered seeing Bella and Elise kiss through my Detection, but the moment passed as Val and Bella gave each other a silent nod of acknowledgement. “Now,” Elise said, clapping her hands, “how can I help you? As much as I wouldn’t mind the idea, I’m sure you aren’t here for a simple social visit.”
“That’s true,” I answered. “We’re actually hoping to get some information from you.”
She snorted. “Well, I’ve got plenty of that,” she said, gesturing to her desk. “I don’t imagine you’re looking for detailed information about my business dealings with the Ellawynn Infrastructure Coalition over the past decade, though.”
“Unfortunately, no,” I chuckled. “I’m curious as to whether you’ve heard anything from Doram that seems out of the ordinary over the past month or so.”
“Dear, hearing anything from Doram would be out of the ordinary,” she replied. “I’m afraid there isn’t much traffic between Lybesa and Doram this time of year. Anybody heading south for the winter has already been here for months, and what little trade I do up there is done in the summer. They’re a rather...self-sufficient people, shall we say. They don’t have much need for lumber or food from us, despite my best attempts to convince them otherwise.” She leaned against the corner of her desk and looked between the four of us. “Why do you ask?”
“We’re going to Doram!” Marin answered immediately. “There’s this group of people called the Sha—”
“Another business trip,” Lia interrupted her loudly. “Just taking care of some loose ends, is all.” She locked eyes with Marin and gave her a long, stern look, holding her attention until Marin finally sighed and rolled her eyes.
Elise watched the silent exchange with a smirk. “Of course. Business related to your recent trip to Kaldan, one could assume.” She sauntered back to her seat and wheeled it out from behind her stacked journals, resting her elbows on the corner of her desk as she watched us. “While I haven’t heard much from Doram, I’ve heard plenty from Kaldan. Some rather interesting rumors popped up while you two were gone.”
I put on my best smile and nodded my head, already sensing where the conversation was going. “I would imagine so. It’s been a rather eventful week for Kaldan, from what I’ve heard.”
“Eventful, indeed. I’ve spent the past few days preparing a proposal to renegotiate my shipping contracts with the capital. Trade with the Golden Throne since the young king took over was always...tricky, to say the least.” Her gaze drilled through me as she took a brief pause. “Given the current state of Kaldan, it’s safe to say that may change in the coming days. The death of Virram Yorrell stands to be the greatest opportunity my company has ever seen. Primes keep him.”
“Primes keep him,” Bella repeated in a religious monotone, her eyes never straying from her work.
“If that’s the case, we won’t take up any more of your time,” I said politely. “I’m sure you still have plenty of work to do.”
“Oh, you can take up my time whenever you’d like, dear,” she smiled. “I’m always happy to see you.”
Lia stepped up to the desk and wrapped Elise in a tight hug. “Sorry we can’t visit longer, Aunt Ellie,” she apologized. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be in Doram, but I promise we’ll have you over for dinner when we’re back. You can come see our house, too!”
“That sounds lovely, Marly,” she said, returning the hug. “Before you go, at least let me take you all out to eat. Have you had breakfast?”
I looked past her to the obscured windows. “About four hours ago.”
She blinked at me as the gears spun in her head. “Lunch, then. My treat.”
“I appreciate the offer, but we have a lot to do before we leave tomorrow. Maybe we c—”
“Oh, come on, Lux!” Marin whined. “It’s just lunch! We’ll still have time to get everything done after!”
While the idea of free food sounded enticing, a lunch with Elise always lasted three times the length of a usual meal and involved copious amounts of both food and alcohol. “We have an appointment to get our winter clothes at the tailor this afternoon, Marin,” I explained. “If you think you’ll be fine in Doram with just that jacket, I guess it’s alright for you to go to lunch without us.”
Her eyes widened, and she looked between Elise and me in distress. “No, I can’t miss that,” she said eventually, her shoulders slumping. “But, I could come back here after that and help you and Bella with your paperwork!”
“We could certainly use the help,” Elise laughed, “couldn’t we Bella?”
“There’s always work to do,” she answered dutifully. 
I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Fine. But don’t forget to pack your things tonight. If you’re late tomorrow morning, you aren’t coming.”
“Yay!” Marin pumped her fist in celebration and gave Elise a quick hug. “I’ll be back later, okay?”
“Okay, dear,” she smiled. Elise gave us a wave as we made our way to the door. “It was nice to see you all, and to meet you, Valandra.”
“It was nice to meet you as well, Elise,” Val answered. “I look forward to our next meeting.”
“Be safe out there. Between the winter weather and the Warp epidemic, Doram isn’t a very friendly place this time of year,” she called after us.
I froze in the doorway. “The Warp epidemic?” Memories of the Strategist’s men in Attetsia rushed to the forefront of my mind, and I struggled to fight away the images of their stained skin and glowing purple eyes.
Elise watched me curiously. “We don’t get much news from Doram, but that report’s been the same for years—they have a serious drug problem north of the mountains.”
“Oh, right. I’ve…heard that before, I think,” I nodded, hiding my sudden distress as best I could. “Thanks again, Elise.” There was a wild spark of interest in her eyes while she watched me close the door, but I left her unspoken question unanswered. Another time.
Leaving the office behind, I joined the rest of my companions in the lobby and followed them down the stairs and out onto the street. The fresh afternoon air cleared my head of my dark memories of Attetsia and raised my spirits enough to put a small smile on my face. “Alright everyone, this is where we part ways,” I said, planting a quick kiss on Lia’s forehead. “Have fun shopping.”
Lia put a hand on my waist and gave it a soft squeeze. “Any preference for your shirt color?”
“Blue if they have it, but I’m not picky.”
Marin stomped her foot in the dirt. “Wait a minute! You just said I couldn’t have lunch with Elise because we had to get clothes this afternoon, but you’re not coming with us? How is that fair?!”
“If you’d been paying attention this morning when I talked about our plans for the day, you’d already know that,” I answered.
“I was...feeding Bale his breakfast!” she shot back, making no effort to hide the lie. “It’s not my fault!”
I sighed. “I need to spend the afternoon working the forge. Your sister’s armor is in terrible shape, and I have a few projects to finish before we leave tomorrow.”
“You need not spend your time on my account,” Val protested, as she had whenever the idea came up. “I will be fine in my armor as it is.”
“Val, it has holes in it—giant, sword-sized holes. I’m not claiming to be a royal smith or anything, but I can at least patch it up and make it...you know, functional,” I laughed.
“If you insist,” she relented after a short pause. “While I have worn this armor for many years, I have never learned the processes necessary for its upkeep and repair.”
“I could teach you how to do it sometime, if you’re interested,” I offered. “Repairing armor and weapons is the easiest thing to learn when it comes to forge work. When I was training with Ashedown, he would give me the—”
“Primes, let’s go already!” Marin groaned. “I don’t need to hear another story about fixing old swords—I have stuff to do today!”
I glared at Marin as I pulled the coin purse from my belt and handed it to Lia. “Have fun today...and make sure Marin pays for her own clothes.” A wicked grin curled my lips as I turned and jogged away, leaving Marin to sputter and yell in a panic behind me. Don’t actually make her pay for herself, but let her think she has to, at least for a little while, I thought silently to Lia.
A soft giggle chimed in my head alongside a ping of acknowledgement, and the trio made their way farther into town towards the tailor’s shop. I continued my casual jog through Mayaan’s busy streets until the crowd thinned and the northern forest came into view beyond the rolling farmland. After a quick scan of Detection to ensure I was out of sight of any curious townsfolk, mana flooded through my muscles and sent me bounding towards the treeline at a breakneck pace. Each step came faster than the one before it as my anticipation pulled me ever closer to the forge.
While maintenance of our weapons and armor was my main goal for the day, a pair of secret projects was the source of the excitement that fueled my sprint. My strict timetable for our trip to Doram had required me to spend every free minute of my time training both physically and mentally in the arena with my companions, leaving my ideas and curiosities to grow unchecked at the back of my mind. Without a clear indication of how long our mission to the mountains would last, I knew any projects I left unfinished would be put on an indefinite hold, so I had specifically scheduled myself an afternoon alone to attend to the most enticing ideas.
I was bouncing on the balls of my feet in anticipation by the time our house appeared through the trees. Having already prepared most of the materials I needed earlier in the day, I dashed inside to grab the final elements for my projects: the three gemstones from the King’s Reach and the chunk of voidglass from the basement. The stones clinked together gently in my arms while I carried the precious cargo to my workbench in the backyard. When the artifacts were lined up before me and glinting in the early afternoon sun, I crossed my arms and pursed my lips. “Where to start…” I mused under my breath.
I know what I’d prefer to see, but don’t let that change your mind.
The sudden sound of Amaya’s voice in my head made me jump and sent a chill down my spine. “What do you want?” I asked aloud, momentarily forgetting the source of the voice.
What? Can’t a girl just spend time with her husband without an ulterior motive?
“You aren’t her,” I growled. “Stop pretending that you are.”
I heard her click her tongue disapprovingly. Remember our deal, Elden. You’re supposed to be civil with me now.
“I agreed to be civil, not to indulge you in your mind games.” I glowered into the treeline, staring at the invisible apparition speaking in my mind. “Civility goes both ways.”
There was a long pause before Amaya’s voice spoke again. You’re right. I’m sorry, Elden. Our relationship should be a two-way street. The apology blindsided me and left me standing with my mouth agape in the center of my workshop. What are you working on?
I waited a long moment in silence for a trap to reveal itself. When nothing seemed out of the ordinary, my body slowly began to relax, and I reached out for the voidglass crystal before me. “I think this stuff might have the same properties as manasteel. Well, not the same properties, I guess—more like the inverse properties. Still, if it works like manasteel, it could be useful to have some in the form of a sword or a knife. Just in case I...need it for something.”
I see.
Her chill presence swirled around inside my head, bringing on a strange sense of vertigo. What are you going to pray for?
“Pray?”
Isn’t that how you said manasteel works? The person meant to wield the weapon prays over the raw materials for an entire night before it’s forged?
“I’m not sure that’ll work with this stuff. Prayer seems...less fitting here.”
It couldn’t hurt.
I narrowed my eyes at the glittering black crystal. Memories of my prayers with Amaya flooded through my head despite my best efforts to keep them away from the imitative presence lurking in the corners of my mind. The idea lingered with me while I stoked the fires in the forge and pushed the crucible into place. It couldn’t hurt. I returned to my workbench and picked up the chunk of glass in both hands. “I, uhm...I’m not sure what to pray for.”
Don’t be coy with me, Elden. I’m in your head. My fight-or-flight reflex shot an infusion of adrenaline through my veins as a mix of painful memories floated into focus at once; visions of my rampage in the Attetsian courtyard, Lia’s death, my battle beneath Shadowmine, and Virram’s brutal execution all played out in unison, pulling on my deepest fears like loose threads in an overworn sweater. Pray. Now.
My breath hitched in my throat and came out as a crackling squeak. “I pray...that this glass forms a weapon to anchor me to this world. I pray that no matter how far I fall into the darkness, it will always bring me back.” A familiar heat burned its way down my scarred right arm and into the crystal cupped between my hands. “This glass will form a blade to control the void—a conduit to channel the darkness if I need to call upon it again.”
A dull thrum echoed in my chest when my prayer finished, and I felt the voidglass burning against my fingertips. “What did you do?” I asked, blinking hard against the flickering spots that threatened to encroach on my vision from all sides.
That all came from you, love,
Amaya cooed. You should give yourself more credit. You’re more talented than you know.
“No, I...how?” Even after feeling the unmistakable sensation of void energy flooding through my body, I failed to understand the mechanisms behind it. “What did you kill? Where did the void come from? How…?”
How, indeed, the voice laughed.
I’ll leave you to think about it on your own. My head began to clear as the ice receded from my veins. Don’t think about it for too long, though—you’ve got some good prayers in there. It’d be a shame to waste them. Amaya’s voice disappeared with a final, sweet giggle, leaving me alone at my workbench.
My thoughts slowly settled as the adrenaline filtered out of my bloodstream. Mana rushed down my legs and shot out into the forest in all directions to form a crisp neon map in my mind. As the voice had implied, nothing seemed out of the ordinary; I found the usual wildlife untouched by any signs of corruption, hunting and hiding and sleeping without any indication of danger. Simultaneously, the chunk of voidglass in my hands continued to prickle against my skin with a potent heat, although it showed no signs of having changed at all over the course of my prayer. 
Dread crept down my spine and raised the hair on the back of my neck. How did I channel the void like that? I pushed my Detection inward and inspected my own mana reserves, expecting to find a dark seedling in my core. The light I found radiating back at me was as pure and powerful as ever, without a hint of corruption lingering in even its deepest depths. Void is the energy of death...so what died?
An echo of Amaya’s voice replayed in the forefront of my mind. It’d be a shame to waste them. My fingers tightened around the dark crystal in my hands, and I turned to the forge with new resolve. Despite the mystery of the void’s source, my original plan remained unchanged: forge a blade with the voidglass. Waves of heat and the sweet scent of burning emberwood washed over me from the flickering, hungry mouth of the forge as I retrieved the cherry-red crucible and began my work.
The voidglass proved to be a uniquely challenging material to work with. I feared the project had failed before it started when the glass refused to melt in the crucible, but through a combination of stubborn perseverance and magic-enhanced flames, it was slowly reduced to a thick mass of molten darkness. The substance kept its pitch-black coloring throughout the entire process, which made it difficult to properly gauge my progress. After what felt like hours, a subtle shift in its viscosity told me it was finally ready for molding, and I withdrew the crucible from the oven and poured the molten voidglass into an awaiting cast. My blacksmithing instincts bristled at the idea of casting the blade as opposed to forging it, but I knew the glass would never hold up to my traditional hammer-and-anvil methods.
I sat in nervous silence while the superheated voidglass hissed against the mold. The dark substance completely blocked my mana from passing over it, just as it had when I first found myself in the voidglass crater, but by suffusing the entirety of the mold around it, I was able to hold an image of the cooling blade within my head in microscopic detail. Once the glass was entirely cool, I quickly gathered the materials to build the weapon’s grip and assembled it into its final form. When the work was complete, I set the finished blade on my workbench and observed my prize.
The new weapon was a foot long from pommel to tip, with an eight-inch edge that sloped to a gentle curve at its endpoint. Its blade was perfectly black, just as the raw material that created it had been, and it seemed to drink in the late afternoon sunlight around me as I rotated it from side to side. Despite the fact that I had yet to hone the blade, it was already razor-sharp, and even though I knew its sinister origins, it was impossible to deny the weapon’s elegance and beauty. Pride washed away any of the lingering unease in my chest as I slipped the blade into a pre-prepared sheath and set it aside for later admiration.
In contrast to the voidglass blade, the remainder of my work for the afternoon was straightforward and relaxing. I crafted a trio of leather bracers, each with a curved steel socket to hold one of the oddly-shaped gems from the King’s Reach. I sized the straps for the ruby and topaz bracers based on Lia and Val’s armor that sat in the house behind me, with plans to gift each of them one of the relics when they returned from their preparations in town. I knew Marin would complain about being left out, but I sized the last of the three bracers for myself; having left the sapphire untested due to its potentially deadly abilities, I was hesitant to give it away, especially to Marin.
When the bracers were finished, I stashed them on my workbench and retrieved Val’s armor from the guest room. The once pristine and prismatic scales were dull and lusterless beneath multiple layers of dried blood, both human and Serathid in origin. I spent nearly an hour cleaning the stains from the metal before I could make an accurate appraisal of the damages. Beyond the massive dents and holes from her final stand in Shadowmine, I found an ever-increasing list of chips, cracks, and missing scales, most likely accumulated during her months in exile from the Trinity Guard.
Luckily for Val, my specialty while working in Ashedown’s forge had been repairs, and I gleefully set to work fixing her armor. When I had first expressed interest in apprenticing in his forge, Rastor had assigned me only the most simple tasks: straightening horseshoes, filling small orders for nails and hinges, and forging simple household tools. My workload increased in tandem with my skills, with most of Rastor’s repairs being handed off to me while he was busy crafting weapons and armors for traveling knights. By the time I was given my first real contract to forge a sword, I could repair even the most complex armor while holding casual conversations with Amaya. Waves of nostalgia washed over me as I worked through the multitude of issues in Val’s armor, smiling to myself the entire time.
The light had all but faded from the clearing around me when I felt the comforting buzz of amber mana at the back of my mind. How was your day?
Productive, I answered with a satisfied sigh. Just finishing up with Val’s armor now. How about you?
Productive, she echoed. We found plenty of warm clothes before Marin got bored and left for Three Barrels. Plus, after we were done at the tailor’s, Val and I went to the market and picked up a bunch of preserves for the trip. I saw a quick flash of vision through her eyes as she inspected a cloth bag full of dried fruits, berry preserves, and jerkies. It was Val’s idea. We’ll definitely be eating better than on our trip to Kaldan.
Thank the Primes for that, I laughed. I sent out a quick pulse of Detection and found the pair walking down the driveway to the Corells’ house. I’ll see you soon.
I let our connection fade and hurried to finish filling the last set of scale patches. Without the time and resources to visually match my repairs with the original aesthetic of Val’s armor, the set was now a patchwork of pearlescent enameled scales and matte gray plates. I knew the repairs were perfectly functional, but I couldn’t shake the disappointment I felt over its appearance; what had once been a glittering masterwork of smithing skill now resembled a mottled snakeskin, with streaks of gray steel marring what was an otherwise beautiful display. “It could’ve looked a lot worse,” I muttered under my breath in a failed attempt to assuage my annoyance.
An odd feeling of static around my feet distracted me from my grumblings. My Detection immediately identified the culprit and brought an amused grin to my face; a small pool of violet mana surrounded my boots and crept up along my legs, leading back in a thin trail to where Val and Lia walked through the trees. A hard look of concentration furrowed Val’s brow as her mana continued to weave its way up my torso, pausing at regular intervals whenever she was distracted by a turn in the forest path. After what appeared to be an exhausting effort, the mana reached the base of my skull and pressed against the unconscious mana barrier around me.
Hey, Val, I said, allowing her mana through to contact mine. What’s up?
Hello, Lux. Her reply sounded muffled and far away, as if she were speaking to me through a pool of water. We have returned.
I can see that.
Lia has been teaching me to communicate through extended mana, she continued, her voice growing clearer with each forward step.
I’m impressed, I said. You seem to be picking up the skill pretty quickly. We haven’t taught Marin how to do it yet—I guess it never came up. We should probably do that on the way to Doram. I sent a brief pulse of sensory information through our link: the scent of the forge, the glow of the fire, and the heat of the air around me. Have you tried sharing anything other than words yet?
No, she replied. I watched her blink her eyes rapidly while my shared senses flowed through her. I will do so now.
Her mana flared across my body as she impressed an image on me: the view of our house through her eyes as she entered the clearing. I watched the image bob up and down while she continued to walk forward, but the view abruptly changed a moment later; the world spun as Val tripped over a rock in the path, and the forest floor rushed up to meet her. I heard the dull thud through my own ears when she hit the ground on the opposite side of the house, and the image faded to black. I did my best to suppress a bout of laughter while I rushed around the deck to check on her.
“I am okay,” she insisted as Lia helped her back up to her feet. “I simply became distracted while attempting to communicate with Lux. Clearly, I have much to learn.”
“You don’t have to push yourself so hard, Val,” Lia chided her softly. “Honestly, I think we’re over-prepared for the mission as it is. You can take your time when you practice stuff like this.”
I nodded in silent agreement while Val brushed the dirt from her clothes and retrieved the supplies she had dropped. “We’re definitely prepared now that we’ve got some real food,” I chuckled, nodding to the bulging cloth bag. “That’ll make the trip a bit more palatable. I can’t say I was looking forward to living on hardtack again.”
“I have always believed that good food is the greatest morale boost for deployed soldiers,” Val said as we made our way into the house. “It may not match the fresh supplies we were given for our mission to Attetsia, but we will be well provisioned for our journey north.”
Once we were inside, I helped the pair sort the food into four equal piles, then packed away my portion in a rucksack alongside my new insulated shirts and pants. I left the bag by the front door when my preparations were finished and jogged out to the forge to retrieve the fruits of my day’s labor. Looking over my workbench, I retrieved the new trio of bracers and stacked them on top of Val’s armor, but my hand stopped a few inches above the grip of the voidglass dagger. The thought of explaining what had happened during its creation made the hair stand up on the back of my neck, and after a few more seconds of contemplation, I left the dagger on the bench and returned to the house with the rest of my spoils.
“Come and get your gifts!” I called out jovially when I came in through the back door. Lia’s face appeared from our bedroom door a moment later sporting an excited smile, and she dashed down the stairs with a packed bag in tow.
“What did you make me?” she asked, bouncing lithely back and forth in anticipation.
I nodded to the stack of bracers. “The ruby one is for you, and the topaz is for Val,” I answered, setting the pile of armor on the living room table. “I can’t really say how useful they’ll end up being, but it’s better than just leaving the gems in the bow with the rest of our collection.” My eyes scanned across the various curios we had collected over the course of our adventures: Solette’s diamond orb, Brekkan’s greatbow, Virram’s crown, and the white silk pouch holding the Strategist’s modified Warp.
“I assume you’re keeping the sapphire for yourself?” she asked with a chuckle. “I’m surprised you even made a bracer for it at all, given how cautious you were about testing it.” After I failed to respond, she took a step closer and tapped me on the shoulder. “Lux? Are you okay?”
“What? Yeah, sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I was just...thinking about something.” My gaze never broke away from the silken pouch at the corner of the table as I continued. “Elise mentioned the Warp epidemic when we were leaving today. Based on what the Strategist told me, all of the Company’s Warp came from Doram, and Solette would modify it somehow.” My fist clenched reflexively as I watched Solette die again, choking on her own blood as my sword impaled her chest. “Maybe someone up there can explain what that stuff really is—and what she was doing to it. I just...need to be sure.”
Lia wrapped her arm around my waist. “Because of the Dominion, right?”
“Yeah,” I murmured. “It’s just too similar to ignore. Now that I have a chance to investigate, I want to take it.” I picked the bag up from the table and weighed it in my hand, feeling the wine-colored crystals shift behind the thin fabric. “I’ve been finding too many mysteries lately.”
“We’ll figure it out. We’ll figure all of it out,” she assured me, giving me a squeeze.
“What will we figure out?” Val’s voice pulled me out of my brooding as she descended the staircase to the living room.
“Oh, nothing important—just a couple of coincidences,” I said, putting on a fake smile while I stashed the bag of Warp in a pouch on my belt. “Come over here, Val. I’ve got something for you.”
She set her packed bag down at the base of the stairs and obliged my request. “This is impressive work,” she said, running a hand along the steel patchwork scattered across her pearlescent scale cuirass. “I...did not realize the extent of the damage. Thank you for repairing everything.”
“Don’t mention it,” I said, dodging her praise. “It’s not necessarily an attractive fix, but it’s a functional one for sure. That’s not what I was talking about, though.” I tapped on the leather bracer that sat with her gauntlets. “This is for you.”
Val picked up the bracer and turned it over in her hands, silently examining the gift. “This was taken from the King’s Reach,” she whispered, running a thumb across the face of the glittering topaz. Her gaze turned from the bracer to the now-emptied bow sitting on the table behind me, and her brow furrowed as she looked back and forth between the two artifacts.
“Indeed it was,” I answered with a grin. “I thought you might make better use of it than Brekkan did.”
“I have never been skilled in ranged combat, nor do I own a bow,” she said solemnly, extending the bracer back out to return it to me.
I shook my head and refused the armor. “You don’t need one. The gem seems to have the same enchantment as the King’s Strength, or at least, a similar one with a caveat or two. You can transfer the enchantment to any weapon you want—it doesn’t have to be an arrow. Lia and I can teach you how to use it during our trip.”
“I’ll be practicing with the ruby at the same time, so we can learn together!” Lia smiled. “Trust me, it’s not that hard. I was using it to throw Lux across the practice field in no time.”
“You say that like you enjoyed it,” I said, narrowing my eyes at her.
“Maybe I did,” she giggled.
Val accepted the gift as a small smile spread across her face. “Thank you. Again. I look forward to the day when I may begin to repay all of your kindnesses.”
Her continued praises brought a rush of heat to my face. “Stop worrying about that, Val. We’re not keeping a running tally of how much you owe us, and you don’t need to pay us back.” I looked between her and Lia, searching for a different line of conversation. “Are you hungry? We should try to have a nice meal before we leave tomorrow.”
“Oh, that’s right!” Lia exclaimed. “We stopped by my parents’ house on the way here and got some dinner! There’s stew waiting in the kitchen.”
“Perfect,” I said, clapping my hands. “Let’s eat.”
We moved to the kitchen and prepared our meal of stew, bread, and fresh spring water, chatting about the day’s events while we ate. Val, Lia, and Marin had all picked up matching fur-lined wool cloaks at the tailor’s shop, as well as a variety of thick shirts and underclothes to ward off the chill of Doram’s perpetual winter. According to Lia, Marin had been extremely well-behaved during the shopping trip, then had very politely begged to have her clothing purchased for her when the time came to pay the clerk. After Lia had obliged, Marin promptly left for Elise’s office with her new wardrobe in tow, promising to be back before we left the following morning.
When our meal was finished, we returned to the living room and continued chatting well into the evening. I shared a few choice details from my work at the forge, once again avoiding the topic of the voidglass and my conversation with the voice in my head; details of my work on Val’s armor led into stories of my time working at Ashedown’s forge, and I quickly found myself distracted by happy memories from my previous life.
“So I’m running back and forth from the client’s house, changing the order to his exact specifications every time, and every time it doesn’t work. Little did I know, Ashedown had made the right piece three days earlier. Apparently, the client had come in a few years earlier and done the same thing to him, so he already knew what was actually needed,” I laughed. “Three days! I must have remade the thing at least fifty times over the course of those three days.”
Lia’s thumb drew lazy circles in my palm as our fingers intertwined, and she looked up at me with a warm smile from her place beside me on the couch. “I think I’m starting to understand where you learned your teaching style,” she giggled.
“I met many instructors similar to your old master in my time training in the capital,” Val said. “It is not a style suited to everyone, but I found rote learning effective in my youth. I drilled on various techniques and combat forms for hours each day until I felt confident enough to best my instructors.”
“That’s certainly one way to do it,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I ever got to be as good as Rastor in the forge, and it took me years of practice before I was able to beat my fighting teacher for the first time.” My eyes wandered in the shadowy corners of the living room as I remembered my hundreds of sparring matches with Brusch. “When I first learned to fight, I w—”
A set of pounding footsteps on the deck outside interrupted my reminiscing, and I was barely able to extend a quick pulse of mana before the culprit revealed herself at the back door. Marin pushed her way into the living room, backing through the doorway with a multitude of totes slung over her shoulders and arms. “Hey, I’m here!” she shouted as she began to turn around. “Come and get—oh. Hi, everyone,” she said, stopping abruptly when she found us staring at her from across the room. “I thought you’d be asleep by now.”
“And you were just going to barge in and wake us up?” Lia asked, arching an eyebrow at her.
“Yeah! I’ve got food!” she answered with a grin. “Hana made us a whole bunch of stuff to take on our trip with us! There’s fresh stuff for us to eat for the next few days, and then a bunch of jams and dried fruits to snack on for the rest of the time we’re gone.”
Lia let out a low groan. “Val and I told her we didn’t need anything when we stopped in to say goodbye. We’re not even going to be on the road that long!” She nodded her head back to the trio of packed bags at the front door. “We bought plenty of rations in the market today after you left to go hang out with Aunt Ellie.”
“I wasn’t hanging out, I was helping her with business stuff!” Marin said defensively. “And besides, how was I supposed to know you were buying food? You didn’t tell me you were gonna do that!”
“It was very kind of Hana to prepare trail rations for us,” Val cut in diplomatically. “I am willing to carry the extra bag of supplies if it means enjoying freshly prepared food.”
“See? It’s perfect,” Marin said, puffing out her chest triumphantly. She jogged across the length of the house to set her bags beside ours, then returned to the living room and wedged herself onto the corner of the couch beside Lia. “So, what are we doing?”
I looked between Val and Lia with a furrowed brow. “Well, we weren’t really doing anything. Just talking.” I leaned forward to peer at her past the slightly annoyed expression on Lia’s face. “Are you...planning on staying?”
“Yeah, I’ll just stay with her tonight,” Marin answered casually, nodding to her sister. “I can’t be late if I’m already here, right?”
“I would be more than happy to let Marin stay with me in the guest room tonight,” Val agreed.
Lia and I shrugged in unison. “It’s fine with me,” Lia said, leaning back into the cushion behind her.
I joined her in the reclined position and rested my head on her shoulder. “So, Marin,” I asked, closing my eyes, “how was your day with Elise?”
The provocative nature of my question bounced off of Marin without effect. “Busy!” she exclaimed happily. “She’s trying to put together a pitch for whoever ends up taking the Golden Throne. If she can be business partners with Kaldan’s capital, Three Barrels will be bigger than ever!'' I heard her let out a sigh as she slumped onto the arm of the couch. “But there’s just so much paperwork to go through. Every transaction she’s made with Ellawynn since she first came to Lybesa is in those journals, and she wants to use all of it to show how reliable she can be and how much it would cost. I thought my eyes were going to fall out by the time I left!”
“Kaldan will need as much help as it can get to rebuild after what Virram has done,” Val said. “I hope the new rulers see that and do what is right for their citizens.”
“Me, too,” Marin agreed. A lull grew in the conversation as Marin and Val fell silent, and I began to doze off on Lia’s shoulder. I was nearly asleep by the time Marin spoke again. “So, what exactly did King Virram do?” she asked, much more quietly than before. “I know he was working with those Shadebinder people to make the monsters we fought, but I don’t really get why. Or how.”
My stomach churned at the sudden change in topic, but Lia began to explain before the disquieting task fell to me. “As far as we can tell, the Shadebinders didn’t mean to summon the Serathids. Virram gave them an artifact they didn’t understand, and things went out of control,” she explained. “We’re not sure what their plan is yet. The notes we found said the Shadebinders went to Doram and activated another artifact, so we’re going there to find more information and stop whatever it is they started.”
A suffocating tightness grew in my chest as Marin continued her questioning. “But...how did they do that? Was the artifact one of the King’s Primes?” Marin’s voice shrank to a shadow of her earlier boisterousness, clearly indicating the weight of the questions she struggled with.
Amber mana flowed through me in a reassuring rush as Lia tightened her hand around mine. “The Shadebinders pray to the Primeval of Death. That’s where they get their power from and how they brought the Serathids here.”
Marin’s breath hissed to a sharp halt. “Like Lux.”
“No,” Lia countered quickly, “not like Lux. We don’t need to talk ab—”
“Yes, we do,” I interrupted her. Although the motion threatened to make me sick to my stomach, I stood up from Lia’s comforting embrace and looked around the room. “I need to go get something from the forge, and then I’ll explain. Everything.”
Lux, are you okay? Lia’s voice chimed in my head while I turned to go. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.
I’m fine, I replied, unsure if the statement was true. This is important. I jogged to the back door and stepped out into the dark forest clearing, hurrying towards the forge before my sudden burst of resolve left me.
What are you going to tell them? Amaya’s voice whispered in my ear.
Whatever they want to know, I answered without hesitation. My fingers wrapped around the grip of the voidglass dagger and squeezed until my knuckles popped. No more lies. A satisfied hum echoed through my mind at the answer, and the icy presence disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.
When I returned to the house, three sets of wary eyes watched me drag an empty chair across the living room to the center of our group. I sat down with a hard sigh and stared at the floor in front of me, questioning whether I was about to make a terrible mistake. “Marin is right,” I started after a long, uninterrupted silence. “The Shadebinders use an energy that they call Shade, which they believe comes from the Primeval of Death. In actuality, the energy they use is just a corrupted form of mana that I’ve been calling ‘void,’ which is created when living things die. It seems that, in rare cases, people have the ability to control void in the same way that you all control mana. That’s who the Shadebinders are...and who I am.”
Marin let out a quiet gasp, and I turned to find the same fear in her eyes that I had seen the day Lia died. She immediately averted her gaze down to the floor.
“I still don’t know much about it, but the one thing I’m sure of is how dangerous it is. If you don’t have the ability to control it, void just burns you away until there’s nothing left. Even if you can control it, there’s still consequences to letting it inside you.” I stared down at the corrupted flesh of my right hand while I unfastened the buttons of my shirt.
Lia jolted forward from her seat on the couch. “Lux, you don’t have to—”
“It’s okay, Lia,” I said softly as I shrugged my shoulder out of my shirt. A shiver raced up my spine as my bare chest met the cool evening air. Scanning the faces of my companions, I found a different reaction from each of them: Val wore her inscrutable, emotionless mask and met my gaze with her usual resolve; Lia watched me with wide, sad eyes and a drawn brow; and Marin stared at the jagged black scars across my chest with a stunned, empty expression.
“As much as I’ve tried to avoid it, you’ve all seen what happens when I let the void take over. Using that power brings me nothing but pain, and rage, and loss. It’s difficult to stay...myself, when it happens—there’s something inside me that wants to let the void in, even though I’ve tried to repress it as much as I can.” I let out a dark chuckle and traced a finger along a winding scar from my shoulder to my sternum where the corruption ended. “You can see how well that’s gone for me so far. Every time I let the void into my body, these scars spread farther and farther.”
“Lux?” Marin’s voice cracked as she swallowed against the lump in her throat, her eyes bloodshot and glistening. “When Lia...when Lia got hurt, in the woods—” Her voice cut out momentarily as a sniffling gasp interrupted her. “Did she, uhm...did she…”
“I died,” Lia finished for her, putting a hand on her knee. For a brief moment, Val’s expressionless facade broke, and a look of shock flitted across her face as her eyes bounced back and forth between Lia and me. Marin let out a single whimper before she bit down on her bottom lip, and tears streamed down her face when she turned to look up at Lia.
“When someone dies, their mana changes into void. Normally it’s an instant process, but because Lia had so much mana...there was time,” I explained softly. “I didn’t understand it at the time—I still don’t, to be honest—but I knew that if I took the void out of her, there was a chance she would live. But to do that, I had to take it into myself, and...that’s what you saw out there, Marin.”
“I—I didn’t know,” Marin shook her head, knocking a fresh wave of tears from her eyes. “I was so scared...and I just felt—I felt my entire body screaming to run away, and…” A partially stifled sob interrupted her as she stood and began to stumble her way towards me. “Lux, all those things I said to you...I was so awful. I’m sor—”
I stood from my chair and caught Marin in the middle of the room, wrapping my arms tight around her shoulders. “You don’t have to apologize, Marin,” I said, gently running my hand down her back. The last of her strength left her all at once, and she buried her face in my chest and let out a long wail. “There’s nothing to apologize for—you were right,” I continued when she had calmed herself enough to hear me. “Void is dangerous. I had no idea what I was doing when I saved Lia. If a single thing had gone wrong, I could’ve killed you, myself...maybe even the entirety of Mayaan. It’s not a power I ever want to use again.”
“Lux,” Val started, standing from her seat, “if what you have said is true, you were able to stop death itself. I understand it can be dangerous, but such a power cannot simply be ignored.” She crossed the room and carefully extricated Marin from my arms, then led her back to the couch. Once her sister was settled back into her spot beside Lia, Val carefully sat down on the arm of the couch, leaving a comforting hand on Marin’s shoulder.
“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Lia added. “I know how hard it is on you to use it, but I thought that maybe...you could start training with it.” She stared straight into the floor with heavy creases wrinkling her face, and her voice took on a strengthening waver as she continued. “If you could get to be more comfortable with it, maybe you’d be able to s—”
“No,” I cut her off flatly. “This isn’t something I can just practice. Even putting aside how incredibly dangerous it is, we don’t have an infinite supply of void like we do mana. It comes from death—I’m not going to start killing people just for the chance to learn a new power, no matter what it is.”
While I had done my best to speak calmly, Lia still winced at the rebuke, and her face fell even further than it already had. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
The emotional weight of the conversation began to overtake me, and I sat back down in my chair with a sigh. “I didn’t bring this up to make you all feel bad—I just need you to understand what we’re up against. The Shadebinders have been studying this stuff for centuries. I know we haven’t run into any of them in person yet, but if we do, they’re going to be more deadly than anything we’ve faced before.” The memory of Gullen’s attempt to pacify me in the throne room played out before my eyes and brought a hard frown to my lips. “I’d never be able to forgive myself if something happened to one of you because of me and my problems.”
“Lux, the fate of the Shadebinders is not your burden to bear alone,” Val said. “You are not responsible for their actions, and despite your abilities, you are not one of them.”
“My presence here is what started this whole thing,” I muttered. “It is my responsibility. If I hadn’t shown up here, they wouldn’t—”
“They would,” she interrupted me. “The Shadebinders have existed in this world for centuries, and they will likely continue to do so long after we are gone. No matter your personal feelings, the problems of our world are not of your making. All of us are responsible for our own protection.” She made a fist and held it tightly against her chest. “I will follow you to Doram not out of debt or obligation, but because it is the right thing to do. No matter what power opposes us, I will go to protect those I love.” Her voice wavered at her final word, and she looked down at her sister, the hard lines of her face suddenly softening.
“I know I’m not the best fighter yet, but I’m tired of staying behind while everyone goes off to protect me,” Marin sniffled. “I’m going to protect you guys now. You, and Elise, and Hana and Marten. I’m not going to be scared anymore.” She wiped her eyes and put on a tough face, which was undercut by the streaks of tears down her cheeks and her quivering lower lip. “It doesn’t matter which Prime they pray to—we’re still gonna beat them.”
I felt a comforting amber buzz at the back of my head, and I turned to lock eyes with Lia. I’ve already told you. I’m with you forever. No matter what.
After all of my anxieties over keeping my darkness hidden from my companions, their unwavering loyalty brought a hard lump to my throat. “Thanks, everyone. That means a lot.” I looked away to rub my eyes and found that I was still sitting mostly bare-chested. “With all of that being said, this is what I want you to remember. If you see anybody with scars like these,” I paused, tapping on my collarbone for emphasis before redressing myself, “tell me about it immediately. Don’t try to face them alone—nobody else here should ever have to deal with void energy. I can do that much, at least.”
“Lux?” Marin leaned forward and rested her chin on her clasped hands. “I’ve got another question, if that’s okay.”
“Of course.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Why did you have to go grab that knife to explain everything?”
I looked down at the voidglass dagger in my fist. “Right,” I chuckled, finally relaxing my white-knuckled grip on the handle as I unsheathed the weapon. “I made this at the forge today. The blade is made out of a substance I call voidglass,” I said, holding up the dagger for Marin and the others to see. “It’s a weird material that seems to be a conduit for void, but it completely blocks mana. Try to look at it through Detection.”
While Lia had already discovered the strange property on our mission to Kaldan, Marin and Val both attempted the exercise at my request. A tendril of pink energy rushed up my legs and snaked down my arm to the blade, then pooled in the dagger’s grip as I had expected. Marin’s mouth opened in quiet surprise as she redoubled her efforts to suffuse the dark glass to no avail. A solid band of violet mana crept over my foot a moment later, and Val discovered the sensation for herself in turn. “Why is it like that?” Marin asked, a childlike wonder replacing her tears from moments before.
I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I would guess it has something to do with the relationship between mana and void, but I haven’t figured it out yet. For now, all I know is that this stuff can hold massive amounts of void energy, and it can be enchanted to use it in the same way our weapons use mana. The artifact that summoned the Serathids was made of voidglass, and I’m guessing the one up in Doram will be as well.” I returned the blade to its sheath and set it down on the floor beside my chair. “If you find anything like this while we’re up north, I need to know about it. It might be what we’re looking for, but even if it isn’t, it could still be dangerous.” Marin gave me an animated nod in response, but Val tipped her head from side to side in clear indecision. 
“What’s on your mind, Val?”
She pursed her lips and watched my face closely. “If Marin had not asked, would you have told us any of this?”
The question cut straight to the core of my anxiety, and I squirmed under her steely gaze. “No, probably not. This was a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing.”
“Why is that?”
“Val, I don’t even like to think about this stuff, let alone talk about it,” I answered glumly. “I know it’s stupid, but keeping all of this hidden from you guys let me feel more...human.”
“I...do not understand,” she said, shaking her head.
“You’ve all seen what happens when the void overtakes me, but you haven’t felt it. You haven’t been in my head. You don’t know what I’ve done—what I’ve wanted to do. It’s a darkness that I’ve been lucky to escape from so far, but it’s never a guarantee.” As sick and hollow as the memories of the void made me, there was a lightness in my chest from the catharsis of finally speaking about my fears. “I’ve lost time to it before. I still find new memories of it sometimes, in my dreams—things I’ve done while lost in the void that I’d rather have forgotten. It felt like hiding all of it from you was keeping you safe. From me.”
Lia and Val stood up from the couch in unison, each taking a moment to regard the other in surprise before Val stepped forward to where I sat. 
“I know that you would not hurt us, Lux. I saw the humanity in you beneath Shadowmine, despite the void.” She placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “You need not fear that.”
“Maybe you’re right. If you’d been with me in the throne room...maybe not.” I latched onto the fading feeling in my chest and let out a ragged breath. “Hopefully, we'll never have to find out.”
Lia stepped forward and cupped my cheek in one hand, then leaned down and kissed me so forcefully that it pushed me into the back of my chair out of Val’s reach. The sudden burst of passion cleared a momentary bastion amid my dark thoughts, and her mana filled the hollow spaces in my stomach. “I’ll never let it take you,” she said when our lips parted.
I reached up and placed my hand on hers. “Thank you,” I smiled. Peering out from behind her face, I gave Val and Marin a nod as well. “All of you.” I carefully stood up between the two women and put an arm around Lia’s shoulders. “I tried to run from the darkness that follows me once, and it took everything I had. I tried to fight it, and I lost all the same. I’d sort of resigned myself to the cycle, but maybe...with all of you here, maybe I can beat it.”
“If all of us are together, we can beat anything!” Marin shouted, jumping to her feet. “Shadebinders, monsters, uhm...voids? Whatever it is, we can beat it!”
A laugh escaped my lips before I had a chance to respond, and the dark cloud over my thoughts was finally dispelled. “Of course we can,” I answered with exaggerated bravado, “but not from here. We’ll have to get to Doram first, which I believe is at least a few day’s travel on foot.”
My mention of the impending trip was enough to make Marin yawn. “Travel straight into the cold, too,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I’m gonna go savor the last warm bed I’ll have for a while.”
“I think we’ll do the same,” Lia said, nudging me with her hip. Val fell in line behind her sister, and the four of us ascended the stairs together.
“Don’t forget, Marin,” I said when we reached the spot between our two bedrooms, “we’re leaving at first light tomorrow.”
She glared at me from behind Val’s shoulder and opened the guest room door. “Why are you reminding just me?! Lia’s just as likely to oversleep as I am! There’s no reason that—”
“We will be ready,” Val said as her sister continued to complain. “Goodnight Lux, Lia.” She ushered Marin into the bedroom and closed the door, slightly muffling the continued tirade.
As soon as the bedroom door closed behind us, I half-leaned, half-collapsed against the wall and let out a low groan. My impromptu confessional had left me emotionally exhausted, and it felt as if every movement I made was hampered by a thick pool of molasses. “Where did that come from?” I said under my breath. “I don’t know why I did that.”
Lia tapped me on the forehead before moving to her side of the bed. “Because it was good for you. I keep saying that you can’t keep all that stuff bottled up inside your head—maybe your subconscious realized I was right.” She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it onto the floor. “I’m glad you did it.”
“I am, too,” I sighed, unbuttoning my own shirt again. “Or, at least, I think I will be tomorrow. My head kind of feels like mush right now.” I shuffled to the bedside and finished stripping down to my boxers, then slipped under the covers. “Oh, that’s nice,” I whispered, savoring the cool bed sheets against my bare skin.
A moment later, Lia lay down beside me and ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier—about training with void. It was...selfish.” There was a forlorn look in her eye as she stared into my chest. “I know how awful it is for you to go through that. I shouldn’t have—”
“You want me to start training with it so that when the time comes, I can stop myself from getting sent away to another world.”
Her eyes widened and began to glisten in the flickering lamplight. “How did you know?”
“I’ve thought about it a lot, Lia. I know that every step I take carries me closer to that day, but I can’t let it stop me from living my life the way I want to. Which is here, with you.” I slid forward and kissed her gently on the tip of her nose. “When that day finally comes, I’m going to do everything in my power to stop it, but I’m going to do it on my terms. I won’t embrace that power willingly ever again.”
“I’ll be right beside you, every step of the way,” she said, nestling her head beneath my chin. “Whatever you decide, I’ll support you. We’re in this together.”
“Forever,” I agreed. I gave her a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “Now, we should get some rest. There’s no way I’m going to oversleep after giving Marin such a hard time about it.”
Lia giggled and rolled back onto her side of the bed. “We’d never hear the end of it.” She snuffed out the lamp on her nightstand and plunged the room into darkness. “Goodnight, Lux.”
“Goodnight,” I echoed. I sent my nightly pulse of Detection and, finding nothing in the mile-wide circle of trees around the house, allowed myself to relax.
Just as I was about to fall asleep, I heard a voice at the edge of my consciousness. I thought you were going to tell them everything, love.
Amaya’s voice set my mind into a sudden panic, and I withdrew my extended mana in an effort to isolate myself from Lia and the others. I did. I told them the truth about everything.
You didn’t tell them about me.
The statement brought a hard sneer to my face; it was entirely true, which only served to make me angrier. I’m trying to sleep. Leave me alone.
Are you...embarrassed of me, love?
I put an arm around Lia’s waist and pulled her tightly against my chest, focusing my mana as powerfully as I could to push the intrusive voice away. Leave. Me. Alone.
Amaya’s presence easily slipped between the cracks in my defenses and chilled the inner sanctuary of my mind. We’ll talk later, then.
The icy sensation began to slip away, filtering through my mana barrier without resistance. Sweet dreams, love.
Although I knew the voice had gone, I forced myself to stay awake for as long as I could, holding vigil over Lia’s sleeping form. The increasing frequency of the intrusions from Amaya’s voice unnerved me, and the fact that I was unable to resist it in the slightest only made the feeling worse. Eventually, my exhaustion won the battle against my anxiety, and I slipped into a fitful sleep.
---
The harsh night wind whipped along the city streets, biting at my face beneath the heavy hood of my cloak. Every crunching step along the frozen sidewalk sent a fresh jolt of agony up my spine; the pain had refused to lessen in the three days since Alda’s death, instead building from a lingering burn to a raging inferno that coursed through every inch of my body. My vision suddenly doubled and sent me reeling to one side, and I leaned heavily against the brick building to my right as I squeezed at my temples.
FIND HIM.
“Stop, please,” I gasped, squinting my eyes against the mental anguish. “I’m trying.” The dark presence receded slightly at my request, but I felt it lingering just behind my eyes, watching my every move. With my mind momentarily returned to me, I continued my trek down the snowy streets, turning a final corner to find my destination only a few blocks ahead: Hedaat’s capitol. The building cut a striking figure in the snow, silhouetted against the night sky in piercing artificial light. Each towering column cast a deep shadow against the sandstone facade behind it and gave the sprawling building a stark black-and-white striped appearance.
I shuffled toward the wrought-iron gate and was stopped by a wave from the single attendant. The man wore a heavy sand-colored trench coat that covered the entirety of his hulking six-and-a-half-foot frame, and the bottom half of his face was obscured by a blood-red scarf. Still, the guard’s imposing size and kind yellow eyes left no question as to who he was. “Evening, Lux,” he said in his usual rich baritone. “I...didn’t expect to see you tonight. Do you have an appointment in the capitol?”
“Ben,” I nodded, doing my best to hide the urgency in my voice. The man blocking my path was the single friend I had found among the throngs of guards that patrolled the capitol during my many years of mandatory visits. “I’m here to see Gorat.”
Ben’s eyebrows shot up at the name, and he looked warily from side to side. “Uhm...Councilman Gorat has rescinded your open invitation to his office.”
“Assemble the Council, then. Tell them I’ve reconsidered their offer.”
“Lux, I can’t do that,” he replied, shaking his head. “They’ve given all of us rather...specific orders on the topic.”
A bestial growl echoed unbidden through my chest. “Ben, open the gate. Please.” The all-consuming fire unexpectedly coalesced in my right hand and sent a spasm up my arm. “Quickly.”
“I can’t help you. I’m sorry, Lux,” he answered sadly. He scanned the gatehouse window beside him for a long moment, then took a quick step forward and lowered his head. “Listen, I don’t know what happened between you and Gorat, but it’s got the entire capitol on edge. I shouldn’t even be talking to you right now—our orders came down from King Arbeck himself.”
FIND. HIM.
I hissed through clenched teeth and staggered to one side as the voice thundered through my head. “Lux?” Ben asked, concerned. “Are you okay? Maybe you should—”
“Well, look who we have here!” Ben and I turned in unison as another voice floated towards us from the gatehouse. A wiry man in the same garb as Ben sauntered towards us with emphatic slowness. “It’s the Kennelmaster himself! What brings you down from your mountain tonight?”
I seethed in silence at the nickname. “He was just leaving,” Ben answered for me. “Lux was unaware of the new edicts, and he—”
“No,” I cut him off. The pain I had lived in for the past three days vanished in an instant, replaced a moment later by a surge of power more intense than any combat enhancement I had ever felt. “I’m here to see Gorat.”
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Councilman Gorat isn’t here. He’s currently on an important diplomatic mission to Bahruut, and he won’t be back for quite some time.” The thin man brushed his dark bangs out of his eyes and gave me a smile dripping with false courtesy. “You know, you aren’t suppos—”
“Well, Simon, if that’s the case, why don’t you go assemble the rest of the Council for me? I have business with all of them,” I said coolly. My senses began to sharpen while the new power continued to course through my veins, and the world around me snapped into an intense focus. Simon and Ben glowed with an ominous red light, highlighting every breath and movement they made in perfect detail while the capitol building behind them faded to shades of gray. The corner of Simon’s eye twitched, and his hand slid to the grip of the sword belted to his hip, which radiated an intense crimson glare.
“You seem to be a bit confused, Kennelmaster—you’re not in a position to be giving orders. Based on the new edicts, I could have you arrested just for showing your face within the city limits.” He tipped his head to one side and gave me a wide smile. “Did that mongrel Jaren forget to explain how things would work after he curled up and died?”
I lunged forward and jabbed a finger into his chest. “Watch your mouth,” I growled.
“Oh, the Kennelmaster is awfully protective of his pets, isn’t he, Ben?” Simon laughed cruelly, drawing his sword. Ben stayed silent and took a step back, his hand resting on the grip of his sheathed weapon. “Speaking of pets, how’s that little silver bitch of yours? With the mongrel gone, I guess that would make her your property now, right? If I were you, I’d have giv—”
Simon’s voice gave out when my fingers clamped around his throat and crushed his windpipe. His sword clattered to the ground as he scratched at my iron grip, and a terrible sucking sound escaped his gasping mouth. “Lux, stop!” Ben cried, grabbing me roughly by the shoulder. “Let him go, and you can leave! I promise! Just let him go!”
THEY ARE ALL GUILTY. THEY WILL MAKE FOR THE FIRST REPAYMENT TONIGHT.
Wisps of black smoke trickled out from between my suffocating fingers, and jagged black lines began to crawl along the surface of Simon’s flesh as I lifted him off of the ground. “You are the first repayment, but there will be more,” I intoned in a multitude of dissonant voices. The wiry man attempted to scream, but the vibrations ended at my crushing grip. A moment later, flames sprouted from my hand and consumed his writhing body, filling me with a beautiful burst of energy.
“Gods, Lux, what have you done?!” Ben shouted, drawing his sword.
I dropped Simon’s charred corpse and turned towards the ringing sound of metal against metal. Blazing crimson lights instantly illuminated my new foe: a rapid heartbeat and quickened breathing betrayed his fear, but he held a concealed dagger within his sleeve that could be drawn at any moment. The man’s size would only aid him in a prolonged encounter, so I resolved to end the fight before it started.
“You didn’t have to do that!” Ben continued, his sword arm trembling. “I know he’s always given you trouble, but you didn’t have to kill him, Lux!”
My head tipped slowly to one side as I considered the statement. Part of me knew that Ben truly meant me no harm, but that thought was quiet and easy to ignore. Instead, I delved into the dark energy roiling in my core and reveled in the booming voice within my head.
WE WILL HAVE JUSTICE.
My sword appeared from the ether in a dazzling flash of light, and the sky-blue manasteel was immediately engulfed in raging black flames. I whipped the blade in a crackling horizontal arc that caught Ben directly beneath the chin; there was no resistance as the weapon severed his head from his shoulders and left the collar of his trench coat smoldering with dark embers. The smoking fabric burst into a glorious pyre a moment later, and his still-standing headless body disappeared in a cloud of smoke and ash.
I turned my gaze down to where his head had landed and stared into his kind yellow eyes. There was no remorse within me for the man I had once considered my only remaining friend in the barren wastes of Hedaat. An intoxicating pride filled my chest where I had once felt agony and despair, blocking any thoughts apart from the pursuit of more sickly-sweet darkness. “Retribution,” I growled.
RETRIBUTION, the dark presence in my head agreed. Memories of my various meetings within the capitol flashed behind my eyes, and I stared up at the building with a ravenous hunger. THERE IS MORE AHEAD. CLAIM IT.
“More,” I agreed. I ripped through the wrought-iron gates as if they were nothing more than ornamental paper and stalked up the sandstone steps. Simon’s final words echoed through my head, adding further fuel to the inferno that had raged within me since Alda’s death at the hands of Gorat’s thugs. “Tonight, we will have retribution.”
***




9. WARM WELCOME

Our trip to Doram began much later than we had anticipated. After our relatively late night conversation, all four of us slept in well past dawn. The delay would have been even greater had it not been for Bale; his scratching at the back door woke Lia a few hours after sunrise, and her momentary panic at the late hour alerted the rest of us. We spent a few minutes doing a final pass of the house to ensure we hadn’t forgotten any essential items, all to the sound of Marin teasing us about missing our self-imposed deadline. When the scan was finished, we strapped on our packs and left the house, locking the doors behind us with an old set of padlocks courtesy of Marten.
We had to delay for a second time soon after leaving when Bale continued to follow us into the woods. Marin had attempted to convince us he should come along for the trip during our week of training, but without knowing how long we would be gone or what our living situation would be like, I had refused to relent no matter how many times she raised the issue. After a final failed attempt to change my mind, she knelt in the dirt and hugged him tightly, then commanded him to stay with Hana and Marten. Bale tipped his head to one side and stared into her eyes for a long time, then licked her face before skulking off into the trees towards the Corells’. Marin wiped tears from her eyes as she stood to resume our trek, and she sulked quietly for over an hour before finally deciding to speak again.
Apart from Marin’s sour attitude, our first day of travel was more idyllic than we could have ever hoped for. The morning air was just cool enough to accommodate our winter traveling clothes, and beams of brilliant sunlight pierced the dancing red canopy above us. We walked through the forest a half-mile away from the winding dirt road that meandered its way north towards the Doramese mountains, but the caution proved unnecessary; my Detection showed an empty road for the entirety of the day, which backed up Elise’s remark that winter travel to Doram was virtually unheard of. 
While we could have easily made the trip past the mountains in a single day with a small boost from our enhancements, we chose instead to enjoy the journey at a casual pace. We took a long break for lunch and relished our overabundance of supplies, dining mostly on the fresh food Hana had prepared for us the day before. When our meal was finished, we continued on our march, walking until the forest had fallen dark before we stopped to make our impromptu camp. Val roasted a round of spiced apples over the campfire, as she had on our first mission to Attetsia, and the four of us enjoyed an evening of warm food and relaxation at the fireside.
It was difficult to gauge our forward progress through the densely packed emberwood forest, but based on the maps we had studied before our trip, we would reach the base of the mountain range after another half-day’s travel. I confirmed our path for the next day during our group meditation before bed; both Val and Marin were content to watch our immediate surroundings through their Detection, but Lia and I reached out with a pair of dueling mana tendrils, racing each other as far north as we could go. Her amber light began to fade and flicker after ten miles of seemingly endless trees, leaving me to continue on alone for the additional three miles to the base of the closest mountain. She admitted a gracious defeat and withdrew her extended mana, then pressed her consciousness against mine and watched the expanding world through my eyes.
We all slept soundly through the night after our fulfilling day of travel and awoke at dawn the following morning. There was an electric feeling of anticipation between us as we broke down our camp; even though we were heading towards certain danger, it was difficult to feel anything but excitement. The energy hurried us on our way through the forest, and we found our first true signs of northward progress an hour before noon: snow. It was difficult to notice at first through the thick canopy of crimson leaves above us, but when the trees began to thin, tiny gusts of white powder swirled through the air and settled on the forest floor below.
Our scenery changed rapidly after the snow arrived. The underbrush beneath our feet vanished when the soft soil gave way to rocky ground, and the dense forest finally relented and allowed us a vision of our destination for the first time. A mountain so tall that its peak was obscured by a bank of gray clouds stood before us, spanning the bulk of the northern horizon and flanked in the far distance by equally massive stone peaks. With the trees dispersed, our trek along the base of the mountain towards the main road was a much more direct route than the circuitous path we had walked before, and we reached the pass at noon.
I paused at the mountain pass and scanned the area with a furrowed brow. “This is it?” I asked, gesturing to the simple rock signpost at the roadside. The stone stood six feet high without any adornment apart from two words written in a foreign language. “There’s no guards? No checkpoint?”
Marin walked up to the stone sign and ran her hand across the snow-crusted symbols. “This one says Doram,” she said, pointing to the top word, “and the other one is written in Doramese. I’m pretty sure it just says Doram again, but, uhm…my Doramese isn’t the greatest.”
“It says Doram as well, in Doramese,” Val agreed. She paced to the opposite side of the sign and brushed a heavier layer of snow away. “This side says Lybesa, in both languages. We have officially reached the border.”
“See? Told you!” Marin boasted.
“Based on Lybesa’s guardhouse at the Maw, I guess I expected...I don’t know, something more than a road sign,” I said.
Lia shrugged. “I guess they’re not worried about invaders from Doram like they are with Kaldan.”
Marin buzzed her lips as a shiver ran down her spine, and she nestled farther into her fur-lined hood. “They probably just let the weather keep people out on its own,” she snorted.
As if in response to her quip, a harsh gust of wind rushed down the mountain road and whipped at the edges of our cloaks. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re prepared, then,” I said, nodding towards the upcoming storm. Between the thickening clouds and the mountains’ shadows, the path ahead of us quickly faded into a dimly-lit swirl of angry snow. “Let’s go.”
As we continued into the mountains, I made an effort to keep our conversation alive to distract us from the worsening weather. “So, Val. You can read Doramese. Can you speak it, too?”
“Yes, fluently,” she answered. “I learned both aspects of the language before my diplomatic trip. It is an elegant and simple system of writing—I could teach it to you, if you are interested.”
“I might take you up on that, depending on how much time we have up here,” I said. “With you having been here before, are you worried about people recognizing you?”
She shook her head. “I do not believe anybody but the president and his advisors would recognize me on sight. I believe I could disguise myself and avoid detection altogether, but the few connections I have in the government here are too valuable to pass up, as much as I would prefer to avoid the public eye.”
My ears perked up at the seemingly innocuous detail of her explanation. “President? They have a president in Doram?”
“Yes. The Joined Cities hold an election once every ten years to appoint a new leader for Doram. Each of the three cities also hold a local election every five years to choose their representation on the president’s board of advisors.”
I furrowed my brow. “The Joined Cities?”
Marin let out an animated huff. “You don’t know what the Joined Cities are?” I rolled my eyes and stared at her expectantly as she continued to rant. “How could you not know that? It’s basically the first thing everybody learns about Doram, aside from the weather, and the mountains, and—” Her eyes widened when she finally realized her mistake. “Right. You’re not really...from here. Sorry.”
Lia giggled. “The Joined Cities are what people call the three major cities in Doram—Jor, Syndrai, and Marsta.”
“Right. Syndrai is the capital, Marsta is over in the east, and Jor is where we’re headed right now to start our investigation,” I listed, pulling up a mental picture of one of the detailed maps we had borrowed from Elise. “Why do they call them the joined cities, though?”
“Oh, I guess you wouldn’t see that on a map, would you?” Marin mused aloud. “Each of the cities are underground, and they’re joined by a big tunnel under the mountains!”
I stopped in the middle of the road and stared at her in disbelief. “The whole city is underground? Not just built into the side of a mountain or something?”
“They’re built under the mountains!” Lia said, pulling me along by the hand. “I’ve always wanted to see them—it sounds incredible, right?”
“That’s one word for it,” I said. I spent a moment trying to picture a city the size of Yoria positioned entirely within a stone cavern, but the scale threw me off before I could imagine even a single city district. “I’m definitely looking forward to seeing that now.”
“We are still three days from Jor on foot,” Val reminded me. “This mountain pass will lead us to Drost, where we will be staying tonight. Lodging towns are well-established along the road to Jor, since camping outdoors in Doram is not a possibility—we will find ourselves with a warm place to stay each night should we keep to our schedule.”
“Right,” I sighed, pulling my cloak tighter around my shoulders. “So, Drost—tell me about it. Typical border city? Tourist attractions, local delicacies on display, that sort of stuff?”
She shook her head. “It is simply a small mining outpost with little in the way of amenities for travelers. Many similar towns exist in the outer reaches of Doram—the farther from the Joined Cities you are, the harder life becomes. These settlements would not exist at all were it not for the rich veins of ore and gemstones within the mountains.”
“I guess we’ll have plenty of time to start our investigation,” I shrugged. “If it’s really as desolate as you say it is, anything out of the ordinary should stick out more than usual.”
“If we’re really gonna be renting rooms every night, I think we might’ve over-prepared for the trip,” Marin said, readjusting the large bag of supplies on her back. “This stuff is just going to end up slowing us all down!”
“It is better to be over-prepared than under-prepared,” Val countered.
I let the friendly argument fade to the back of my mind and shifted my focus to my mana reserves. Based on Val’s rough estimate of our remaining travel time, I knew it would be a simple task to reach ahead with my Detection and get an early look at Drost. A small grin curled the corner of my lips as the energy raced along the frozen roadway ahead of us. How much easier would our mission to Attetsia have been if I could’ve scanned the entire city from outside the walls? We’d have seen the Strategist and all his drugged-up soldiers from our room at the Council Chambers. My grin widened as I turned to look at Lia, remembering her night of drunken brawling. She caught me staring at her and returned my smile with a soft pink blush in her cheeks.
My extended mana found the first buildings of Drost’s outskirts a few moments later, and I began to expand a wider band of energy to reveal the entire town. What I found differed greatly from Val’s description: Block after block of identical stone buildings stretched out along the base of the mountains in both directions, all standing five stories tall without any ornamentation or distinguishing features. The interiors were much the same as the exteriors: Identical single-room living quarters made up every room on every floor, packed so tightly together that each building could easily hold over a hundred people. Small dots of colored light danced against the dark backdrop of my mind as the inhabitants of the apartments revealed themselves to my Detection; strangely, most of the people I found inside were asleep, despite it being just after midday.
After a seemingly endless stretch of apartments, the architecture abruptly shifted near the city’s interior. The sea of stone parted to reveal houses built from bricks and emberwood, all arranged more naturally along the city streets. Carved wooden signs hung from the rafters of various houses indicating their respective businesses: Taverns, blacksmiths, inns, general stores, and other amenities all lined the main thoroughfare, proudly displaying wares and products through giant frosted windows. Even in the heart of the city, stone structures identical to the outer apartments seemed to sprout up randomly from the ground between residential and commercial buildings, each constructed with the same perfectly seamless stone. Just like Atsal...and Shadowmine.
“Val?” I asked, withdrawing my mana and opening my eyes. “When’s the last time you were in Doram?”
“My mission was just over six years ago,” she answered. “Why do you ask?”
I shrugged. “I’m just wondering what’s changed since then.”
“I imagine very little,” Val said, shaking her head. “Doram’s winters breed a hearty people well-rooted in tradition. Many of the cities I toured had been standing for centuries, with families remaining in their ancestral homes for multiple generations.” Her confidence only served to further fuel my curiosity over the apparent explosion of Drost’s population, and I simply nodded in response.
It was difficult to gauge the passage of time through the ever-worsening snowstorm and the mountains’ shadows, but my constant pulses of Detection kept me apprised of our progress towards Drost. I quickened my pace as we approached the outskirts of the city, reaching a near jog by the time our destination was only a single turn of the mountain pass away. The towering stone buildings appeared one by one as the road curved, expanding in every direction as far as we could see through the stormy weather.
Val slid to a stop on the icy road. “Primes,” she intoned under her breath. “This is impossible.”
“Wooaah,” Marin said, staring at the rows of stone buildings before us. “There’s so many of them!” She bumped her sister roughly with her shoulder. “You said this place was tiny!”
“It...was,” Val answered. “None of these buildings existed when I was last here.” She scanned the scene again, her brow drawn in clear concern. “This cannot be sustainable—the Joined Cities could not possibly send the supplies necessary to feed this many people.”
“Aunt Ellie said they don’t get a lot of trade from Lybesa through here, either,” Lia said, tilting her head to one side. “I wonder how it got so big?”
I nodded towards the glowing lights farther down the main road. “I guess we’ll have to go find out,” I grinned. We all started down the main road except for Val, who continued to stare at the apartments. “You coming, Val?” She blinked at me a few times before shaking off her daze and silently falling in behind us.
A creeping sense of déjà vu nagged at the back of my mind as we walked past the identical rows of apartments. While I could see our destination ahead of us clearly in my mind, my eyes could only make out endless rows of stone edifices, which differed only in the amounts of ice and snow caked on their sheer corners. The lack of any foot traffic only added to my apprehension and gave me the distinct feeling that we were walking through a ghost town. After what felt like an eternity of empty streets and repeating buildings, a dozen flickering lamps appeared at the edge of the storm, and we entered the town proper a moment later.
Large brass lamp posts sprouted up from the ground and lined the streets of the city center where the apartments ended, casting a warm orange glow over the once-lifeless world. I caught sight of a half-dozen pedestrians walking to and from various buildings, all well-concealed under heavy cloaks and scarfs. The gentle lamplight and signs of life purged the last of the unease from my mind, and I led my companions down the roads I had already followed in my mind towards the inn. A painted sign depicting a pair of beds swung in the biting winds at the door to our destination, and I pushed my way inside.
A small string of bells chimed as we filed into the entryway and kicked the snow from our boots. As opposed to the open, bustling common rooms of the inns I had frequented since arriving in Kaldan, our current surroundings were little more than a hallway with a reception desk at the far end and a series of doors and passages on our left and right. The young woman behind the desk looked up from a small book in surprise at the sound of the bell. “Oh, hello!” she called out, giving us an animated wave. “How can I help you?”
I flashed her a cordial smile. “We’re looking to get a couple of rooms for the night.”
“Of course! Let me see what we have available!” She hauled out a large loosely-bound ledger overflowing with ribbons and stray papers and began to flip through the pages. Based on my scan of the building, the gesture was entirely for show: the receptionist’s sky-blue mana was the only light apart from ours that appeared through my Detection, leaving two dozen rooms completely empty. “One room will be...fourteen marks, or you could get two side-by-side for twenty,” she said, running her finger along an unseen line in her ledger.
I paused before we reached the counter. Val, is that reasonable? I asked her silently, cursing myself for once again forgetting the issue of currency exchange.
There was a short pause before I heard my response. Yes. Marks are roughly equivalent to Kaldanic coppers, but deviations occur at larger denominations. Doram uses a series of escalating silver plates which are embossed with—
Thanks. “Two would be fantastic,” I answered the clerk. “I hope you don’t mind if I pay with Kaldanic money—it didn’t even cross my mind that my coppers might not be good here.” My fingers fished through the coin purse on my belt and pulled out three silver coins. “I’m willing to pay extra for the inconvenience, of course.”
“Oh, you’re from Kaldan?” she asked, leaning excitedly over the reception desk. The sudden movement knocked the bangs of her bobbed light blonde hair into her dark brown eyes, and she pushed the hair aside to scan the four of us with renewed interest. “You’re a long way from home!”
“Indeed, we are,” I laughed, setting our payment on the desk between us. “Given the events of the past month or so, we thought it might be a good time to take a vacation.”
“What kind of events?” she asked with wide eyes.
The question caught me off guard. “Oh. I, uhm, I figured that news would’ve made its way up here by now.”
The girl shook her head and pursed her lips into a slight frown. “The only news I get is from people who stay with us, and that’s pretty rare this time of year. It could be worse, I guess—at least I get to sit and read all day. Mom and Dad always have to go back to the mine this time of year. Just for a few months, of course, but still, it’s—” She stopped herself abruptly as her eyes scanned down to the money on the desk. “Sorry! I’m rambling again. It gets a little lonely here by myself sometimes, and I end up talking the ear off of anybody who comes in. Just going on about what I’ve been doing, which isn’t much, and—”
Her cheeks reddened as she cut herself off a second time, and she snatched up the silver coins from the counter. “Two adjoining rooms,” she said softly to herself, spinning towards the cabinet behind her. She stashed the money in a small safe and returned a moment later with two sets of keys chained to wooden blocks. “Right this way,” she said, gesturing to the hallway at our left. A quick wince of pain crossed her face as she made her way towards the hall, the source of which revealed itself when she limped out from behind the reception desk: Her right foot was tightly bound in bloodstained cloth bandages.
“I’m sure we can find it on our own!” I said quickly, blocking her path to the hallway. “You shouldn’t be walking around on an injury like that if you don’t have to.”
She chewed her lip and stared at me for a brief moment, then let out a relieved sigh and fell back into her chair. “Thanks,” she groaned. “I guess the benefit of slow business is I don’t have to stand up all that often.”
“Right,” I chuckled. My extended mana rushed across the floor and carefully suffused her foot, revealing the injury beneath her bandages: a large puncture wound just above her big toe, deep enough to reveal a small speck of bone beneath the swollen flesh. “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened to your foot?”
Her cheeks immediately flushed red as she looked down at the injury. “I, er...I dropped a pickaxe on it,” she mumbled. “Dad was leaving for the mine, and he forgot the pickaxe in his room, so I tried to grab it and chase after him, but as soon as I got outside I slipped on the ice and...well, dropped it. On my foot.”
I successfully caught the grin that threatened to cross my face. “I’m sorry to hear that. It sounds painful.”
“Nah, it’s okay,” she said, waving off my concern. “I get to sit around all day, so I hardly notice it.” She leaned forward onto the desk and pointed into the hallway she had intended to lead us down. “Your rooms are the first two doors on the right, just down that hall.” With a gracious smile, she pushed the keys towards me and bowed her head. “Sorry for taking so much of your time—I’m sure you’re tired after your trip here.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. It was nice to meet you,” I smiled, offering out my hand. “I’m Lux, by the way.”
She took my hand and gave it a timid shake. “I’m Sylvie. It’s nice to meet you, too.” Looking past my shoulder, she gave a wide smile to the rest of my party. “I hope you all enjoy your stay in Drost!”
Val bowed her head as we prepared to go to our rooms. “Thank you. Primes bless your healing.”
“Oh, uhm, you too!” Sylvie called out after us. “No, wait, I meant thank you!” We left her at the desk where she continued to stumble over her words, quickly fading from earshot as we rounded the corner and found our rooms.
I unlocked the first door with its matching key and pushed into the room. Mana raced ahead of me and found a pair of oil lamps on the far wall, which sparked to life after a quick activation of the rune within my ring. The light revealed a small but cozy space: A single bed covered with multiple layers of thick quilts sat against the right wall with a table and trio of chairs opposite it. The floor beneath our boots was covered in a faded blue carpet that ran the length of the room, overlapping with a second, equally worn carpet beneath the bed.
Sliding my stuffed backpack from my shoulders, I crossed the room and sprawled out across the double bed, giving my joints a chance to decompress. “Mmm, that’s nice,” I groaned, sinking into the stack of quilts.
“So, what’s next?” Marin asked impatiently from the doorway.
I closed my eyes and pointed to my face. “You’re looking at it.”
“But it’s not even nighttime yet!” she protested. “Well, at least I don’t think it’s nighttime.” Her head spun as she scanned for a window that didn’t exist. “It’s hard to tell up here with all the clouds and snow. But it definitely isn’t time to sleep yet!”
A long sigh rattled out from my chest as I pushed myself up into a sitting position. “You can do whatever you want to, Marin. Just don’t leave town.” I shrugged out of my cloak and was surprised to find the air around me far stuffier than I had expected given the frozen climate outside. “We’re here to look for signs of the Shadebinders. Drost is small enough that I can do that from right here.” To emphasize my point, I flopped back onto the mattress. “After I take a nap.”
“We’re in a country we’ve never been to before, and the first thing you want to do is take a nap?!”
“Like I said, you can do whatever you want.”
“I will! I’m gonna go find somewhere that serves some hot food and get some actual information about this place!” She stomped out into the hallway and moved towards her own room, returning a moment later without her pack. Stopping in the doorway, she gave Val and Lia an animated wave. “C’mon, let’s go!”
“Oh, I’m staying here, too,” Lia said, sitting down beside me on the corner of the bed.
“Fine! Suit yourself. C’mon, Valandra!”
Val looked between us and her sister, then nodded. “Very well.” She left the room and stashed her supplies with Marin’s next door, then returned to the entryway. “We will return tonight to discuss any information we have found.”
“Have fun,” Lia grinned. Val closed the door as she and her sister left, leaving the two of us alone. 
“You know,” Lia started, shedding her pack and cloak, “you haven’t actually talked about how you’re planning to investigate now that we’re here.” She flopped down beside me on the mattress and wove her fingers into mine. “You can’t really blame Marin for being excited.”
“Oh, I know,” I answered. “It’s pretty hard to see this as anything other than a vacation right now.” I gave her hand a squeeze and sighed, letting the warm comforts of the inn wash over me. “Once we get closer to the capital, we’ll start going out to explore—investigating side streets, talking to people, that sort of thing. For now, though, I can’t imagine that we’ll find the Shadebinders hiding out in the first town we stopped in at the border. I’ll do a quick scan of the city just to be sure, but otherwise, I think today’s a good day to rest.”
“Good luck with that. Let me know if you need any help,” she said. After planting a quick kiss on my cheek, she rolled to the edge of the bed and grabbed her pack, sifting through its varied contents until she successfully retrieved a quill, ink bottle, and her journal. She moved to the table with her supplies in tow, and the soft scratching of quill against paper began to whisper in my ear.
Too comfortable to consider moving, I began my meditative breathing from my position at the edge of the bed, my legs swinging lazily over its edge. Currents of electric blue energy rippled through my body and pooled at the edges of my skin until I opened the floodgates and released the mana with a final, deep breath. My physical form disappeared within the rapidly expanding burst of neon light illuminating the world around me, and my mental enhancements flared to keep up with the sensory inputs.
I found the Sesaude sisters in a small restaurant across the street from our inn. They sat together on the same side of the table, with Val pointing to various spots on a small menu and explaining something I couldn’t hear. “Lia?” I asked, making the connection a moment later. “Was the receptionist speaking Doramese?”
“Yeah,” she answered absentmindedly as the scratching of her quill continued. “We are in Doram, after all.”
“Yeah,” I echoed. The expansion of the map in my head stopped as I pondered the problem that would only become more prevalent the longer we stayed in Doram. “Next time I’m talking to someone in Doramese, try listening to them through my senses instead of yours. Seeing as I understand them, maybe that means you will, too.”
The room fell silent for a moment. “That might work,” she said thoughtfully.
With my curiosity sated for the moment, I continued the radial expansion of my mana through the city, making sure to leave a small amount of focus on Marin and Val as I went. I quickly covered the entirety of the city center and found myself in the sea of repeating apartments that surrounded Drost’s heart on all sides. From my omnipresent perspective over the city, I began to notice patterns I hadn’t seen before: converging streets and footpaths through the snow that all funneled into a main path leading east towards the mountains.
The mine. I encountered the first signs of the structure a quarter-mile out from the farthest set of apartments, where a trio of iron rails ran around the edge of the city in a gentle arc. Following the tracks back towards their source, I found a cavernous entrance carved into the mountainside, easily over a hundred feet tall and wide. The passage narrowed as it descended into the earth in a perfectly carved tunnel, which became increasingly crowded by tracks, minecarts, and wooden scaffolds. I marveled over the architecture of the space while I continued to extend my mana through the mine; the walls and tunnels were cut at perfect right angles without a single scratch or blemish to suggest the tools that had created them.
A strange crowd of multicolored lights appeared at the end of one of the multiple branching passages along the main mineshaft. My body immediately flooded with adrenaline when a forgotten corner of my mind flared to life at the sight, and a single word echoed through my head: Thralls. The half-dozen men under my scrutiny were hard at work swinging picks and shoveling piles of rocks into minecarts. While none of them appeared out of the ordinary at a surface level, my focus was locked on the energy within them: As opposed to the usual pool of mana bound tightly in their cores, it coursed through every inch of their body, burning away at an alarming rate while they worked.
I forced myself to take a deep breath and fight away the instinctual panic. No. Not Thralls. When I felt my pulse return to its baseline, I sat up at the edge of the bed and cracked an eye open. “Lia,” I said, reaching out my hand towards her. “Come look at this.”
She continued to write in her journal for a moment, then set the quill down and regarded me with the faint traces of a smile. Taking my hand, she sat down on the bed beside me and closed her eyes. While the physical contact was entirely unnecessary for me to share my thoughts with her, the gesture helped me to maintain my mental focus. I guided her along the miles of my extended mana, rushing our consciousnesses along the trail of blue lightning until we reached the isolated mineshaft. “I think this is what the effects of Warp look like,” I told her. “The regular kind—not Solette’s stuff.”
Lia remained silent while we watched the men work, carefully observing the changes in their mana signatures. “They’re using their mana without knowing it,” she said eventually.
I nodded in agreement. “I think you’re right. After everything that happened in Attetsia, I didn’t really want to think about Warp any more than I had to. Seeing this, though...it’s pretty obvious what’s happening.”
“But isn’t that dangerous?” she asked. “Running out of mana definitely isn’t good for you, and if these people don’t know how to gauge how much energy they have, they’d just run themselves ragged every time they go to work.”
“In the beginning, sure,” I replied, “but I’d bet their bodies adapt to it pretty quickly.” Tendrils of mana branched off from my main focus and raced around the mine, revealing larger groups of workers further in. “Look, here,” I said, focusing in on a single man a few tunnels down. A bright orange light sparkled in his core and lazily overflowed into the rest of his body, where it casually diffused out through his skin and dissipated into the air around him. “This guy’s reserves are clearly more developed than a regular person’s, but his mana barriers are just...gone.”
I felt Lia’s distress clearly through our mental link. “If Warp works by breaking the unconscious barriers around someone’s mana, it would let them access the energy without focusing on it, but…” Her fingers squeezed mine as she shifted uncomfortably beside me. “If those barriers get broken for good, they’d never be able to refill their mana reserves—it’d just keep diffusing out of them, forever.”
My mana continued to fill the mine, revealing scores of men and women with similar auras. Of the hundreds of people I found in my scan, less than a dozen were free from the ill effects of Warp, while the remaining majority were either currently under the drug’s empowering influence or unknowingly suffering from its side effects. “It looks like Elise was right,” I murmured. “This is a bigger problem than I thought it would be.”
Lia let go of my hand, and her presence withdrew from mine. “What should we do?”
“I don’t know,” I answered with a sigh. After a final look through the mine, I began to withdraw my extended mana, darkening the vibrant neon map in my head until the world returned to the suffocating confines of my body’s senses. “Warp isn’t a monster we can kill, or a king we can dethrone—it goes a lot deeper than that. I’m not sure there’s much we can do about it.”
Her lips pursed at the statement, and she stared down at the floor. “I don’t like that.”
“I know you want to help,” I said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t forget, that’s already what we’re here for—helping to stop whatever it is the Shadebinders are doing. You can’t hold yourself responsible for everybody’s problems.”
She nudged me with her shoulder as her frown softened to a subtle grin. “You mean like you do?”
“Exactly! We can’t both do that, so just leave it to me, okay?”
“Fine,” she laughed. She nestled her head into the crook of my neck and rested her hand on my leg. “I love you.”
I turned my face down and kissed the top of her head, savoring the light scent of mint that tickled my nose. “I love you, too,” I replied. Her body pressed against mine under my sideways embrace and sent a wave of warmth down my spine. “You know,” I started, walking my free hand over to the top of her thigh, “I specifically booked us two rooms.”
“Oh? Did you?” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at me. “And why is that?”
My hand darted up across her chest to her shoulder, and I pulled her backwards onto the mattress beside me. “Well, I tho—”
A deep, reverberating chime echoed through the walls of the inn, interrupting my proposition. Dozens of shrill bells took up the call and quickly filled the room with an overwhelming clangor. Lia and I froze in place on the bed while blue and amber waves of mana rushed out over the city again, searching for the source of the alarm. Where Drost had been an empty world of frozen stone moments before, the streets were suddenly swarming with activity; men and women poured out of the monolithic apartments, all making their way towards the mine on the outskirts of town. A second wave of people moved in the opposite direction, dispersing throughout the city to refill the now-empty stone buildings.
“Shift change,” Lia murmured while we continued to watch the suddenly bustling city.
The center of town was instantly revitalized by the exiting workers who queued up at various restaurants and bars. My focus was once again drawn to their strange auras: Mana continued to burn through their bodies and evaporate into the surrounding air even as they sat down to enjoy casual conversation and hot food. Stranger still were the flares of energy on the outskirts of town, where miners approaching their shifts unstoppered small glass vials and inhaled the powdered contents within. An immediate surge of energy rushed out from their already unhindered mana reserves and filled their bodies with intense light.
An odd detail stuck out to me as we saw the action repeated hundreds of times over the course of our watch. “All of those vials are the same,” I said. “Hundreds—no, thousands of them, all exactly the same.”
“So...they’re all coming from the same place.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” I agreed.
We lay together quietly for a long while, chewing on the new information. “If the other mining towns go through thousands of vials of Warp a day like this one, how could anybody keep up a supply like that?” Lia wondered aloud.
“I don’t know,” I grunted, annoyed at the deepening mystery. We kept a silent vigil over the city until the streets were emptied, at which point we withdrew our extended mana and returned to the confines of our room at the inn once again. I stared up at the ceiling and sank back into the bed with a sigh. “Add it to the list of things I haven’t figured out yet, I guess.”
Lia laughed quietly beside me. “We’ve only been in Doram for a few hours. I’m sure we’ll figure things out when we make it to the Joined Cities.”
“You’re probably right, but that doesn’t make me feel any better right now.”
I felt a shift in the mattress beside me, and Lia was suddenly on top of me, resting her forearms on my chest with her legs straddling my own. “I’m sure we can do something about that,” she grinned, her face hovering only a few inches above mine. “What was it you were saying earlier? Something about two rooms?”
“Right, before we were so rudely interrupted,” I laughed, tipping my head up to kiss her. “As I was saying, I specifically rented two rooms so that we could—”
“Lux! We’re back, and we’ve got stuff to talk about!” Marin shouted from the hallway, followed by a loud pounding on the door. “Wake up!”
My lips pursed as I sucked in air through my nose in an effort to keep my cool. “Later,” Lia whispered, kissing me on the nose before she rolled off of me to go answer the door. I sat up at the edge of the bed and wiped the annoyance from my face while Val and Marin filed into the room.
“Well?” I asked. “What’s so important that you’re interrupting my nap?”
Marin waved me off and jumped onto the bed, immediately sprawling out to cover the majority of the mattress. “A bunch of stuff! We figured this whole place out while we were having dinner, and while you were here sleeping.”
I momentarily considered telling her everything I had discovered through my meditations, but chose to keep the information to myself until she had finished her report. “Let’s hear it, then,” I said, waving her on.
She looked at Val expectantly and reclined against the headboard. “Drost has expanded rapidly as the newest mining center in eastern Doram,” Val explained for her sister. “The bells you may have heard earlier marked the shift change throughout the entire city—the mine runs consistently through day and night, switching workers every twelve hours. Apartments are provided free of charge to any who have signed a contract with the Mining Guild.”
“Twelve hours?!” Lia gasped. “They work for twelve hours straight? In the mines?”
“That certainly explains why everyone is using Warp,” I added.
“Yes, the workers live difficult lives here in Drost,” Val nodded. “I inquired after the rapid expansion of the city since I was last here. It appears many cities in Doram have seen such growth in the past five years, though those farther from the Joined Cities have only experienced it recently. With mining demands rising, operations have been forced to move further away from the processing facilities in Syndrai and Marsta—the introduction of the rail carriage only recently allowed such expansion to truly flourish.”
I perked up my ears and spun to face Val. “Rail carriage?”
“It is a new system of transportation that was recently extended to Drost from the Joined Cities, according to our server at the restaurant across the street,” Val explained. “I do not know the specifics of its operation—just that it allows transport of both workers and raw materials to and from the capital quickly and safely. It is located at the northern edge of town.”
Anticipation tingled at the surface of my skin as I rushed to find the promised structure through my Detection. I followed my previously mapped route through Drost until I encountered the set of minecart tracks at the city’s outskirts, then followed them in the opposite direction from the mine. The tracks circled north around the city until they arrived at a dome-shaped stone building, where they each ran up a gently sloped ramp and passed through a heavily-curtained door to the interior of the building. A pair of massive iron rails were inlaid in the ground where the cart tracks converged; the currently-empty tracks ran across the length of the building to a twenty-foot-tall circular tunnel which continued on to the north, extending in a perfectly straight line as far as I could see in my momentary scan.
“Alright, new plan. We’re heading to the rail carriage station in the morning before we leave,” I said, clapping my hands together excitedly. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll be able to skip the walking part of our trip.”
“Oh, we also have to go back to the Hearthside before we leave, too!” Marin chimed in. “Our server said they make fresh sweet rolls every morning, so we’ve gotta stop and get some on our way out!”
I tipped my head back and forth in exaggerated deliberation. “Fine. We’ll get breakfast, then go to the train station.”
Marin raised an eyebrow at me. “The what?”
My brow furrowed while I replayed the conversation in my head. “The rail carriage building,” I corrected myself. “Sorry, I’m still a little groggy after being woken up in the middle of my nap.”
She rolled her eyes and nudged me with her foot. “Yeah, keep sleeping,” she scoffed. “I’ll just keep doing all the work while you stay here doing nothing.”
“Perfect!” I exclaimed, sliding myself back along the mattress to lie down beside her. “I knew we brought you along for something,” I said as I closed my eyes and nestled into the pillow.
I felt a hard shove against my shoulder as she stood up in a huff. “You’re starting to sound a lot like Marten,” she growled.
“Oh, don’t say that,” Lia groaned, hiding her face behind her hands. “Please.”
Marin cackled while she crossed the room to join her sister. “I’ll stop saying it when he stops making me do all the work around here.”
“Alright, alright,” I said, getting up from my relaxed position to shoo her from the room. “You did a good job today, Marin. Thank you for going out and investigating.”
“Was that so hard?” she asked, grinning. At my insistence, she made her way to the door with Val following close behind her. “I’ll let you get back to your nap—you clearly need the beauty sleep.”
“Oh, thank you,” I said, giving her an overly deep bow. When both Sesaude sisters were out in the hallway, I paused at the door to address them properly. “If Lia and I end up going out to find some hot food, I’ll come knock—if you’d like to come along, that is. My treat.”
“I don’t know, I might be napping,” Marin said, letting out a final triumphant laugh before disappearing into her room.
“Thank you,” Val said. “If we do not see you, have a pleasant evening.” She gave me a rare smile as she bowed her head, then moved to her door.
“Uh, you too,” I replied. I turned back to our room and closed the door behind me, then rested the back of my head against it while I took a moment to process the conversation. “A rail carriage, huh?” I mused.
Lia moved from the table to the edge of the bed and motioned for me to join her. “Why didn’t you tell Marin what you found through Detection?”
I shrugged. “I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm.”
“That’s a good idea,” she giggled. Her hands moved up across her chest to the top button of her shirt and unfastened it. “So, are you going to stand over there all night, or are you going to come join me over here?”
“Oh, right,” I grinned, pulling my shirt over my head in a single, fluid motion and tossing it to the floor. “Where were we?”
---
The cacophonous choir of the shift change bells woke us at dawn. Lia and I spent a few minutes collecting our scattered clothes from around the room, then joined Val and Marin who were already waiting in the hallway. We found Sylvie sitting behind the desk once again, clearly groggy after what I assumed was a night of sleeping at her post. I clacked the set of room keys down on the counter, jarring her out of her daydreams. “Thank you for the rooms, Sylvie. They were very comfortable.”
“Of course!” she replied, nodding vigorously. “Thank you for staying here!” She stood unsteadily on her injured foot and gave us a respectful bow. “Primes watch over you.”
A prickle at the back of my neck alerted me to Lia’s consciousness pressing up against mine. I can understand her! It sounds just like Kaldanic when I hear it through your ears.
I smiled as my theory was proven correct. “And you, together,” I replied, echoing the words I had heard dozens of times before. “I hope your foot gets better soon!”
“Oh, thanks, Lux! I’m sure it will!” she called out after us as we filed out of the lobby.
An immediate gust of icy wind reminded us of where we were as soon as we left the building. You know, you could do something about her foot if you wanted to, Lia reminded me, huddling closer to my side for warmth as we started down the block toward Marin’s breakfast.
I could, but I’m not sure we should draw too much attention to ourselves so early in our trip here. Going around performing “miracles” like that seems to be the kind of thing that would get us noticed. I extended my arm and enfolded Lia in the enchanted fabric of my cloak. I guess a little healing couldn’t hurt, though.
A tendril of mana slipped under the door to the inn and snaked its way across the lobby to Sylvie’s seat behind the reception desk. I carefully inspected the injury hidden beneath her bandages, making note of the depth of the wound and the angry, inflamed tissue around it. With a quick activation of the rune within my ring, the mana sparkled to life around her foot, immediately reducing the swelling and clearing the wound of its infection. I halted the healing energy before her skin began to knit itself back together, leaving a much smaller and cleaner injury behind. There, I told Lia with a satisfied smile. That should heal up on its own in a week or so.
Thanks, she replied, wrapping an arm around my waist.
We continued to weave our way through the heavy influx of workers on their way to the mine until Marin held out an arm. “Okay, you guys wait here! I’ll be right back!” Without waiting for an acknowledgement, she dashed out across the snowy street and disappeared into the building opposite us. My mana followed her out and illuminated the interior of the restaurant; she stood in the waiting area of a single, large room packed with tables, waving excitedly at a handsome young man in an apron behind the counter.
I shook my head and laughed as Marin watched the server with wide eyes and excitedly wringing hands. “Sweet rolls, huh?” I said aloud to nobody in particular.
“Yes,” Val answered, “our server last evening assured us they were the best in the city. Marin seemed quite intrigued.”
“I’m sure she did,” I chuckled. “It looks like she might be a while.” I turned to share the scene with Lia and found her standing with her eyes closed and her brow drawn in concentration.
“Lia, what’s wrong?”
She shushed me and took my hand. Listen, I heard her say at the back of my mind, followed by a rush of information from her own enhanced senses. She led me along her extended mana to a pair of men walking away from us on the sidewalk; both wore dark expressions and spoke quietly with their faces pointed towards the ground.
“...last week was bad enough, but eight more husks this week? Things are getting worse by the day.”
“What did you expect? The deeper we go, the harder the work gets. It’ll settle down in a few weeks once the rest of the weak ones husk themselves and leave the good spots for us.”
“I’ve been thinking—maybe we should work the upper levels for a while. Just until things calm down a bit.”
“I thought you were saving to get back to the Third Ring in Jor? You’ll never make enough working up top.”
“Maybe Drost is enough for now. Better to be alive and poor than rich and dead.”
“We’re going deeper. Today. You’ll have enough to get back by next month. Trust me, it’ll be fine.”
Lia withdrew her mana as the men rounded a corner, and the scene faded from view. She watched the swarm of workers around us with narrowed eyes as we continued to wait on the frigid street corner. What’s a husk, Lux?
I’m not sure, I answered. Nudging Val gently with my shoulder, I reached out to her with the silent question. Val, have you ever heard of a husk? I think it has something to do with Warp.
Val’s eyebrows shot up at the unexpected contact, but she replied in kind a moment later. Yes. It is the colloquial term for longterm Warp overdosing. Those suffering from the affliction enter a near-comatose state from which few ever recover. Most die three to five days after initially going unconscious.
Has anybody tried to find a cure yet? Lia’s response caught me off guard; having never communicated with multiple people simultaneously through my extended mana, the idea that Lia had heard Val’s reply in my head came as an intriguing surprise.
Attempts to remedy the affliction have been unsuccessful, Val replied. From my limited knowledge, only a rare few have awakened from the coma, and those spend the remainder of their lives in a severely weakened state.
I’m starting to think the Shadebinders aren’t the biggest threat in Doram, I thought with a frown.
“Hey! A little help over here!” Marin’s voice interrupted our mental conversation. She stood on the opposite side of the street holding a precarious pile of sweet rolls in her arms, taking small, careful steps through the snow.
“Marin, why did you buy so many?!” Lia laughed, making no move to help.
“Baird said they were cheaper if you bought a dozen,” she said through clenched teeth, her face drawn in concentration while she crossed the street, “and they looked really good!”
“How did you even afford those, Marin?” I asked, darting my hand down to confirm my coin purse was still affixed to my belt.
She huffed as she finally reached our side of the street. “I might not be rich like you are, Lux, but I have my own money. And, unlike you, I remembered to get some Doramese money from Ellie before we came!” Her tower of sweets wavered, and she took a moment to rebalance the stack. “Now, hurry up and take some before I drop them!”
We each helped ourselves to a pair of rolls, leaving Marin with her own half-dozen. “So, Baird said they were cheaper by the dozen, hmm?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at her. “I’m sure you bought them because it was such a good deal, and not because of his broad shoulders and str—”
“Hey, cut it out!” she interrupted, her eyes widening as she pursed her lips. “I can buy whatever I want from whoever I want, and I don’t need your comments about it!” She swung her pack off of her back onto the ground in front of her and spent a few seconds reorganizing its contents to accommodate her newly acquired sweets. “Let’s just go to the dumb rail carriage station and get out of here.”
I hid my grin by taking a bite of the sweet roll and was pleasantly surprised by its flavor; the pastry was flaky and warm, and the thin layer of icing had notes of fresh citrus, which intrigued me based on the surrounding climate. Although a half-dozen follow-ups to Marin’s embarrassment swarmed through my head, I chose to let the conversation fade away to silence while we enjoyed our breakfast on the trip to the rail station. The teeming crowd of workers faded quickly when the city center was behind us, and we found ourselves walking among abandoned streets of stone and ice once again.
As the shadow of the dome-shaped building appeared through the storm, I couldn't help but reach out with Detection and scan the structure again. Excitement prickled across my skin at the idea of finding a motorized carriage; while my time in Hedaat had been an overall miserable experience, I had come to miss the amenities of automated transport and electricity that had been commonplace in the frozen capital. My mana found the station much the same as it had been the night before: empty apart from the guards at the door and the parallel steel rails leading to the north.
“Do you think they’ll actually let us in?” Lia asked as we approached the main doors.
“I’m not sure,” I shrugged, squinting through the snow at the vague figures of the posted guards. “If there’s no carriage at the station, I don’t see why they wouldn’t, but if—”
A distant shriek echoed across the barren minecart tracks to our right and instantly silenced my thought. Rainbow lights shot out along the ground as we each sent our mana ahead to find the source of the disturbance. Four figures appeared at the edges of our Detection, three of whom chased the fourth towards us at a dead sprint. My enhancements flared to life when I recognized the young girl who continued to scream for help ahead of the trio of men who chased her. “Sylvie,” I gasped.
The fallen snow around me exploded into a swirling cloud when I launched myself forward, closing the hundred yards between me and the panicked Sylvie in a single second. Her eyes widened in relief when I appeared from the darkness, and she immediately ducked behind me, wrapping an arm tightly around my waist. Lia appeared at my side a second later, her hand resting calmly on the pommel of her sword. “Thank you!” Sylvie cried into the back of my cloak. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
Val and Marin arrived behind us at the same time our new foes came into view, and I took the opportunity to examine the men as we formed ranks against one another. Their attire and equipment marked them all as miners: Each wore heavy gloves, spiked boots, and helmets with small lamps attached to their brims. What little flesh I could see beneath their heavy layers bore pale scars and permanent soot stains earned from years of manual labor. Strangely, none of the men had any form of weapon on their person;  instead, they held loops of rope and tightly bundled nets. For all the time I spent scanning their features, only a single one stuck in my mind: Each man’s mana reserves burned with the distinct ferocity of Warp.
“Hand her over, boy,” the lead man barked, his long gray beard snapping with ice as he spoke.
“I don’t think I will,” I replied coolly.
“She’s not who you think she is!” one of his companions shouted in an anxious, cracking voice.
“I don’t care who she is—you can’t have her,” I growled.
The lead man scoffed. “Stop trying to be a hero, boy. The girl’s a Mimic—hand her over before you get yourself hurt.”
His statement made me pause. Mimic? I silently asked my party members.
I don’t know, Lia replied.
I have not heard the term before, Val answered.
“No idea,” Marin whispered, putting a hand to her temple.
I ground my teeth in frustration. “Fuck off. You can’t have her,” I shot back to the men.
The bearded man stepped forward angrily, but the anxious man pulled him back by his shoulder. “Please, believe us! We caught her trying to escape the mine at shift change—whoever you think she looks like, it isn’t her!”
“No! They’re lying!” Sylvie shouted, peering out from behind me. “I was just going to find my dad at the mine! I wasn’t sneaking anywhere!”
“Liar!” the third man yelled. “Abomination! You’re a blight on the Primes’ land!”
The group of men launched into a string of curses aimed at both Sylvie and myself, countered only by Sylvie’s despairing cries. My thoughts raced as I fought to reconcile all of the information into a course of action, but a splinter at the back of my mind told me I was missing something obvious. They don’t look like they’re lying. A Mimic? What does that mean? Does it even matter? They’re trying to take her...somewhere. Where? He said she looks like her, but it's not her. What does that mean? She looks the same—even her mana is the same color, and they can’t see that. How could—
Lux. Val’s voice cut through the din in my head. Her foot shows no sign of injury.
The single detail pulled the splinter from my mind, allowing my thoughts to link together and form the conclusion I knew was hidden among the chaos. A massive pulse of mana exploded out from my feet, illuminating all of Drost in a blue neon glow as my vision raced back to the inn. My heart sank as the scene revealed itself exactly as I thought it would: Sylvie sat behind the reception desk reading a book, her foot still bandaged and resting on a pillow hidden beneath her chair.
I turned slowly in place and put a hand on Sylvie’s shoulder, breaking out from her grip. “Sylvie,” I said in a low voice, “are you okay?”
“I think so,” she said through her sniffles, wiping a tear from her face. “I don’t know what those men are talking about, though!”
“Of course,” I nodded. Tipping my head side to side, I gave her a clear once-over. “Are you sure you’re okay? What about your foot? I’m surprised you were able to run after you hurt it last week.”
She blinked at me blank-faced for a moment. “Right, from when I dropped the pickaxe on it. Luckily, the pointy part didn’t hit me, so it just bruised my foot. It’s better now.” She peeked out from around me at the miners, who had grown quiet to listen to our conversation. “I don’t think I would’ve been able to outrun them if it was still injured.”
I looked between Val, Marin, and Lia, making eye contact with each in turn. Something’s wrong. Be ready for anything. When they had each given me an affirmative nod, my sword appeared in my hand in a brilliant flash, and I held its point against Sylvie’s chest just above her heart. She screamed in sudden terror and tried to slip out of my grasp, but my hand clenched down on her opposite shoulder with enhanced strength. “What’s my name, Sylvie?” I asked in a calm, even voice.
“Stop, please! Why are you doing this? You just saved me!” she cried, staring down at the point of my blade in terror. “I can’t remember!”
“What’s my name, Sylvie?” I repeated. “We stayed at your inn last night. You said my name this morning when we left. What is it?”
“I don’t remember, I swear! The inn’s really busy this time of year, so I see a lot of people! I’m sorry!” Her struggling suddenly stopped, and she burst into a fresh round of sobs. “Please, let me go!”
“No more lies!” I shouted, pressing the manasteel blade through her jacket to prick her flesh. “What’s my name?!”
“What are you doing, boy?!” the bearded man shouted, suddenly aghast. “She’s a Mimic!  You can’t just kill her! You’ll—”
“Primes protect us!” screamed the third man, spinning on his heel and sprinting headlong in the opposite direction. Both of his companions quickly followed suit, abandoning their gear in the snow as they retreated.
I felt the world slow around me as a flood of ice chilled my blood. Eyes open, love, Amaya whispered in my mind. You won’t want to miss this. The controlling presence turned my attention down to Sylvie’s chest, which had begun to glow with an ominous green light. Shadows danced behind her suddenly pallid, translucent skin, swirling faster with every second that passed. Despite the horror of the scene before me, it was the view through my Detection that truly gripped my chest with fear: A blossom of void energy sprouted in her core, feeding the emerald flames that rippled and burned beneath her skin.
“Get back!” I roared, spinning Sylvie by the shoulder to position myself between her and my companions. Lia dashed to the side and snaked an arm across Marin’s chest, pulling the girl up over her shoulder and sprinting away before Marin had a chance to react. Instead of following the pair, Val drew her shield and took a ready stance. “Val, get back!” I repeated. Her face hardened as she ignored my command and leapt to my side.
Heat washed over us as the mana in Sylvie’s core corrupted into void and fed the ravenous flames which had escaped the confines of her skin, illuminating the world around us in a sickly green glow. Her face, nearly hidden behind the emerald light, was twisted in an expression of pure ecstasy, removing the last wisps of doubt from my mind. A surge of mana instantly suffused my sword arm and forced my blade straight through the girl’s heart. Emerald flames erupted from the exit wound in her back and hissed against the bitter storm around us, filling the air with the smell of blood and smoke.
The light bursting from her chest darkened while the fire coursing through her body began to sputter from the hole in her back. Her taut muscles relaxed beneath my hand, and her wild eyes stared up into mine with a look of shock. My jaw hardened as I turned to Val. “Val, when I tell you to get back, you get back. You have NO idea what could’ve—”
My reprimand was interrupted when the creature reached up and grabbed the side of my face with a sudden, fearsome strength, wrenching it down to meet hers in a passionate kiss. The taste of iron and ash flooded my senses as her flaming tongue seared my skin and filled my mouth with blood. Val lunged forward and attempted to separate us, but she stumbled back a moment later when a fresh wave of emerald flame burst from the Mimic’s skin and scorched her hands.
I ripped at the blade impaling her heart, slicing down through her ribcage and out at her hip, but the grievous wound only seemed to strengthen her grip on my head. She pulled her face an inch away from mine and stared at me with dazzling green eyes. “Welcome to Doram,” she giggled, sending a spurt of boiling blood out of her mouth. The creeping wave of void in her chest burst through the remainder of her mana reserves in an instant, and the emerald light flashed with unbearable intensity.
Adrenaline and mana overpowered my brain, coalescing my thoughts to a single point. I have to save Val. I stared through the blinding light at the world that stood frozen in time before me. Val had extended her empty hand out to me in a final, vain effort to pull me away from whatever monster had stolen Sylvie’s appearance. The void energy contained within the girl’s chest had reached its final crescendo, powering the ball of emerald flame in her core so fiercely that I knew it would annihilate everything around us.
A faint glimmer of light to my immediate left caught the attention of my hyperactivated mind, and I reached my empty hand out to grab it. I felt the soft warmth of Val’s skin against mine as I traced my finger down her arm, aiming for her newly crafted bracer. A bolt of mana streaked out from my core the instant my finger contacted the inlaid topaz, and power rushed across my chest to infuse my sword, filling it with a brilliant blue light that rivaled the deathly glow in Sylvie’s core. I drew the blade back with excruciating slowness, experiencing every microsecond of the race against time as an eternity in my head. Mana burned away from my core at an alarming rate while I forced the pommel forward in a strike aimed at Sylvie’s stomach.
Time unceremoniously warped back to full speed when the manasteel grip of my sword found its target. A loud crack echoed down the empty street as her body bounced away like a ragdoll, leaving a vacuous, empty trail through the snowstorm as it went. Moments later, a massive shockwave echoed back at us from an eruption of emerald flames against the distant mountainside. The towering column of green fire roared thirty feet into the air before it was whisked away by the storm, quickly returning the world to its silent stillness as if nothing had happened.
I spat a glob of blackened blood into the snow while my healing magic rushed to mend the burns across my mouth and face. The ache between my eyes surged with every pounding heartbeat, and I sent a preemptive rush of mana through my body to lessen the effects of the withdrawals I knew were coming.
“Lux, are you alright?” Val asked. Her hand gently wrapped around my arm, which was still extended to clutch at the bracer on her wrist. “Are you—”
“What did I tell you, Val?” I snapped. I spun to face her and felt my stomach flip in a sickening display of acrobatics, forcing me to keep my hold on her arm for balance. “Why are you still standing here?”
“Lux, you were in danger. I will not aband—”
“You WILL abandon me when I TELL you to!” I yelled. “You have NO idea how much danger you were just in, do you? You could’ve died!”
“You could have died, as well,” she answered, her voice thin and tight.
“That doesn’t matter! If the vo—”
“It does matter!” Val roared, grabbing the collar of my shirt and jerking me forward to stare into her burning olive eyes. The force of her voice rattled my teeth as her steaming breath billowed against my face. “You cannot sacrifice your life for ours, yet expect us not to do the same for you!”
My mouth fell open, but the anger in my chest was gone, replaced by a stunned silence. Val held my gaze for what felt like an eternity, her knuckles trembling against my neck. Finally, my stinging lungs prompted me to suck in a breath, and the tension broke all at once: Val released me and turned away, and without the strength of her grip, I sank to my knees in the snow. My sword lay next to me, and I realized belatedly that it had fallen from my limp hands.
My vision flickered and washed me in a wave of vertigo, prompting me to hunch over even further. “There was void in her, Val—while she was alive,” I whispered. “It doesn’t matter how strong you are, or how thick your armor is, or how much you care about me—you could’ve died just from touching her.” 
At the edge of my blurring vision, I saw her imposing frame turn as she stared down at me in tense silence. 
“I just want to make sure...we all get out of this alive. I didn’t mean to—” My heart lurched as she reached toward me again, but instead of grabbing me, she offered out both hands to pull me back to my feet.
As I tipped my head to meet her eyes, I felt a sudden warmth on my left arm. My gaze focused enough to realize a fresh trickle of blood was streaming through the interwoven metal of Val’s gauntlets and dripping down onto me. “Dammit, Val,” I hissed, extending my much-needed mana to inspect her wounds. The energy bypassed the burns on her arms and dove straight into her core, searching first for any signs of corruption from Sylvie’s void.
Val’s eyes widened at the sudden closeness of my consciousness. “I am...fine,” she murmured, her voice cracking.
When I found her mana reserves sparkling with a pristine, violet light, I sighed and withdrew my energy. “You are not,” I grumbled, activating the healing rune within my ring. A burst of nausea overtook my stomach when my focus shifted to mending Val’s wounds, and I took an extra moment to haltingly soothe her burned flesh while keeping myself from vomiting. “There,” I said, my head lolling forward. “Now you’re fine.”
“Lux, are you sure you are well?” She knelt next to me and held my shoulders to keep me upright, all traces of her earlier frustration replaced with concern. “Lia has been calling you.”
“Huh?” I forced my head up and peered over her shoulder to find Lia, Marin, and three men I didn’t recognize approaching us. “Who are they?”
“I am unsure,” she answered, rising back to her feet and tugging me upward with her.
A comforting wave of amber mana passed through me, momentarily alleviating my aches. You look terrible, Lia’s voice echoed in my head. The playful tone of her comment failed to fully mask her concern, which spilled over into our commingled auras. She sprinted to my side and took my weight from Val, leaving her escort behind to hurry after her.
I’ll be fine. Just need...some rest. I gave a lazy nod of my head towards the trio of unfamiliar men. New friends?
Guards, from the station, she answered. They came to investigate the noise, but I held them back until...well, until that whole thing was over. Her eyes scanned my face, bouncing back and forth in search of some hidden sign. What was that, Lux? 
I think...that’s why we’re here. What we’re fighting. I took a deep breath and mustered my remaining strength, then turned my face up to meet the approaching guards. “Good morning, gentlemen,” I said with a forced smile. “How can we help you?”
The two guards we had spotted at the entrance to the carriage station stared at me silently from beneath their fur-lined hats, leaving the unfamiliar third man of their group to step forward. He was a young man with a brown bowl cut, a small pair of round glasses that rested on a long, hooked nose, and heavy cream-colored robes that draped down into the snow at his feet. A cerulean scarf hung loosely around his neck, which he tugged on absentmindedly as he appraised me with wide blue eyes. “Sir, that was an incredible feat of strength,” he said in a soft, honeyed voice. “If I may ask, how did you know the girl was a Mimic?”
“I can’t say I did, seeing as I’ve never heard of a Mimic before,” I answered with a weary shrug. “She was the receptionist at the inn we stayed at last night. We had just talked an hour ago, but she said she didn’t know who I was. Seemed a little suspicious.”
“A brilliant stroke of luck, or perhaps a blessing from the Primes,” he mused. “Whatever the case may be, I find myself deeply in your debt. All of you,” he said, bowing his head to the four of us. “My name is Kord—it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“You are a member of the Stoneshapers guild, correct?” Val asked. “Your attire is familiar to me.”
He gave her a wide smile. “That is correct, Miss Sesaude. Third Acolyte of the Stoneshapers, as of six months ago.”
I winced at the introduction. “So, you know Val?”
“Of course. Those in the service of the Stoneshapers make it their business to stay up to date on world affairs.” He paused for a moment, twirling the end of his scarf. “Well, I do. Not all of my colleagues share the same passion for service, unfortunately.”
“I see,” I murmured. I fought to clear the fog from my head and assess the rapidly entangling situation. “Is there something else we can help you with, Kord? We need to be leaving soon to keep to our traveling schedule.”
“If travel is your intent, why don’t you join me on the rail carriage? We’ll reach the Joined Cities by nightfall,” Kord offered, his twinkling smile turned back in my direction.
“Really?” Marin asked excitedly, perking up her rounded, fuzzy ears. “Can we, Lux?”
“I’m not sure we have a choice,” I said quietly. My eyes scanned between the guards at Kord’s back. “Is that an order, Stoneshaper?”
Kord’s eyebrows shot up in shock, and he shook his head and waved his hands back and forth. “No, not at all! Just the opposite!” He looked back to the guards behind him, and a look of recognition crossed his face. “I apologize for the misunderstanding—Doram’s current affairs must not be common knowledge to travelers such as yourselves.” The voluminous sleeves of his cloak billowed in the winter wind as he pointed back towards the mountain where the false Sylvie had met her explosive end. “Our country has been under siege by these Mimics for months. They seem to come out of nowhere, taking the form of an unassuming citizen, and attempt to assimilate themselves into society—they’re impossible to detect, save for finding them in the same room as the person they’re imitating.”
The smile returned to his face as he looked between the four of us. “And yet somehow, a group of foreigners without any knowledge of the situation not only detected a Mimic, but destroyed it without casualties or collateral damage.” He extended his hand out in my direction to shake. “I’d like to reward you for your service to Doram. It’s not an order, of course—I don’t have the authority to give one. However, I think we could find ourselves in a mutually beneficial arrangement. Money, transportation, a place to stay—you name it, the Stoneshapers will provide it. As long as you’re willing to answer a few questions for us, of course.”
I leaned my weight more heavily against Lia’s shoulder while I fought off an increasingly powerful wave of exhaustion. What do you think? I asked her silently.
Order or not, I get the feeling he’s not going to take no for an answer.
Agreed. “Alright, Kord. I’ll come with you.” I took his hand and gave it a single shake, then firmly squeezed it in my fingers. “Don’t misunderstand me, though—we’re not working for you. For now, we’re just taking a carriage ride together.”
“Of course!” he smiled, vigorously shaking my hand. “Why don’t you head back to the station now and take shelter from this miserable storm. The carriage should be ready to leave shortly.” A small notepad appeared from a hidden pocket in his sleeve, and he peered past us towards the site of our confrontation. “I need to take some notes on the incident for the Guild’s records. Go along without me—I’ll only be a few moments.” Without waiting for us to agree to his plan, Kord slipped past us and hurried to the spot in the street where our brief fight had melted a small circle in the snow, and he began to jot down notes with an astonished expression on his face.
Val moved in close to my side as we began our trip towards the station, following Kord’s guards through the storm. “I have not met that man before, but I had many encounters with the Stoneshaper’s guild during my time in Doram,” she said, her even voice betraying no signs of her earlier emotional outburst. “They hold themselves in high regard, but for good reason—Doram would not exist were it not for their skills. They work directly with the president to maintain the Joined Cities and oversee the entirety of Doram’s mining operations. I believe they will be powerful allies for our investigation should you choose to work with them.”
Lights from the fires at the station’s entrance appeared through the blustering snow ahead of us. “We’ll see,” I said gruffly, breathing hard from the simple walk through the snow. Loath as I was to share the details of our investigation with anybody outside of my companions, the idea of a forced march across the frozen tundra turned my stomach compared to a luxurious carriage ride. “I just need to...rest a bit. Clear my head. I’ll figure it out...after.”
The sudden return of Amaya’s overwhelming presence nearly knocked me unconscious.
An entertaining show as always, love,
she giggled.
“Not now,” I groaned, rubbing my temples.
Lia tightened her arm around my waist. “What’s wrong, Lux?”
My breath hitched in my throat when I realized I had spoken the thought aloud. “Headache’s getting worse,” I said, only half lying.
Oh, is now a bad time? Amaya asked mockingly. I guess I’ll leave you to your...whatever sad display this is. The malevolent presence began to fade away as we reached the station entrance, and I shivered against the warmth of the braziers flanking the door. I squeezed Lia’s shoulder and channeled a fresh wave of mana through my head in an attempt to keep Amaya’s voice away. The effort only seemed to amuse her, and I heard a final whisper in my ear before the presence vanished entirely. Welcome to Doram, love.
***





10. HIDDEN CITY

I awoke to the gentle feeling of Lia’s hand brushing through my hair. My head rested in her lap, with the rest of my body sprawled out on the carriage bench beside her. “Hey,” she whispered, brushing a lock of hair out of my eyes, “how’re you feeling?”
“Better,” I smiled up at her. Although my nausea and fatigue were gone, I chose to leave my head resting against her legs. “How long was I out?”
“Only a few hours.” She tapped a finger gently in the center of my forehead. “You know, you wouldn’t have to exert yourself like that if you let us help.”
“You’re right.” I sighed and closed my eyes, sending out a small pulse of mana to fill the carriage. There was void in her, Lia. I had to make sure it wasn’t going to...get out, somehow. I didn’t know what she could do, I told her silently, overly aware of the presence of Kord and the carriage guard sitting at the opposite end of the car.
I know, I know, she responded in turn. But now that we’ve seen what they can do, I’m not going to run away every time they show up—regardless of whether you tell me to or not.
I know, I echoed. They’re definitely dangerous, but it’s the kind of danger we can handle. I nuzzled my head against her stomach, then pushed myself up and sat down beside her on the bench. All eyes within the carriage instantly trained on me—save for Marin’s, which continued to stare out through the window.
Val was the first to react to the movement, straightening in her seat across from us. “Lux,” she said, a hesitant smile playing across her lips, “it is good to see you awake.”
“Well, I couldn’t just sleep through the whole trip, right?” I chuckled, scratching at the mussed hair on the back of my head. The attempt at levity was all I could think to say after Val’s impassioned outburst after the Mimic’s attack, and I was glad to find the gesture well-received; the tension held in the lines of her face melted away as her smile widened, and she sat back in a more relaxed position in her seat beside her sister.
“Ah, you’re awake!” Kord called out. “I had begun to grow worried, but your friends assured me you simply needed to rest to regain your strength.”
We didn’t tell him anything about our magic, Lia reassured me, catching my concern before it had fully developed. I said you were tired from the trip yesterday, and Val told him you were just exhausted after the fight.
Thanks. “I’m sorry to have worried you,” I replied, giving him a courteous smile. “It’s been a long few days.”
“Lux!” Marin said excitedly, waving vaguely around the carriage from her seat next to Val while she pressed her face against the glass. “Did you see this? Isn’t it amazing?!”
“Yes, Marin,” I drawled, “I saw it when we got in the carriage. Two hours ago.”
She turned away from the window and stared at me from beneath raised eyebrows. “Did you, though? Did you really?” I chuckled and shook my head, leaving her to go back to her staring. Her point was true enough; the first thing I had done upon entering the carriage was find the nearest bench to lie on, failing to inspect it any further than determining it was a safe place to sleep.
With the symptoms of my mana withdrawals gone, I was able to appreciate the impressive feats of engineering required to construct the transit system. We sat in a carriage similar in construction to the standard passenger trains of Hedaat, measuring ten feet wide and thirty feet long and lined with seats and benches along the outer walls. The framing and walkway of the car were built from a pale gray metal, leaving the entirety of the walls and ceiling to be filled with a perfectly transparent glass. Multiple glass panels in the floor revealed the car's submerged track system, which created the illusion that the carriage was floating just a few inches above the iron rail below us.
I spotted the source of the carriage’s power through the glass wall behind Kord: A pair of massive draft horses, each easily over eight feet tall at the withers, galloped ahead through the stone tunnel. Glass orbs lined the tunnel walls at regular intervals, each glowing with a consistent white light that illuminated the path ahead. Similar, smaller orbs were affixed to the walls within the carriage; my Detection found small reserves of multicolored mana in each one, all fueling enchantments similar to our Light spell. As the walls of the tunnel rushed past us, I stared in awe of the incredible work of craftsmanship that made our journey possible.
“Incredible, isn’t it?” Kord asked, smiling at my wondrous expression. “The rail carriage system is the greatest achievement of the Stoneshaper’s guild in the past hundred years. It hasn’t been without its challenges, of course, but our innovation has brought unprecedented growth to Doram in the four years since its initial construction. Drost is the latest in a long list of cities to experience its gifts.”
“Yes, it’s...quite something,” I nodded. While I couldn’t pinpoint the root cause, my immediate distrust of Kord had continued to color my perceptions of him since our first meeting. “You built all of this in four years?”
“It has been a piecemeal process, but yes—construction of the first rail carriage station began just over four years ago, in Syndrai,” he explained. “The system was originally designed to allow faster travel between the Joined Cities, but as the rails grew more efficient over time, the Stoneshapers realized it could be used to transport supplies to even the farthest cities in Doram’s borders. It has allowed us to greatly expand both the reach and efficiency of our mining operations.”
Lia popped her head out from behind me. “Did the Stoneshapers build all of those apartments we saw in Drost, too?”
“Indeed we did, Miss Lia,” he said, clearly pleased with himself. “We offer both lodging and rations to the employees of the various mining guilds, free of charge.”
“That’s an awfully generous offer,” I said, raising an eyebrow.
He bowed his head. “I believe that those with the means to help are obligated to do so. It’s why I worked so hard in my youth to become a member of the Stoneshaper’s guild—they share my philosophy. We work for the good of Doram because it’s the right thing to do.”
His sincerity caught me off guard. “That’s a...surprisingly refreshing take, Kord,” I told him honestly. “I hope it’s true.”
“Oh, it is! You’ll see for yourself once we reach Jor,” he assured me, leaning back against his seat.
“Right, about that—where are we going, exactly? We didn’t really get into details back in Drost,” I asked.
“Our carriage is currently bound for the central station in Jor, the westmost of the Joined Cities. We will arrive in the early evening, though we’ll need to wait until the following morning to complete our journey to Syndrai,” he explained. “Once in the capital, it’s only a quick walk to—”
“Woah, hold on,” I interrupted. “We were planning on staying in Jor for a while before we moved on. Certainly longer than one night.”
“Oh,” he said softly, his eyes falling. After a long pause, he nodded to himself and continued. “Of course. As I said, you’re free to do as you please.”
Lux, I believe this is an opportunity we should not ignore, Val’s voice sounded in my head. If what Kord has said is to be believed, the Stoneshapers have kept records of the Mimics’ appearances throughout Doram. That would be an invaluable resource for our investigation.
I pursed my lips and considered Val’s point. “How about this, Kord? You let us explore Jor for the day tomorrow, and we’ll come with you to Syndrai after that.”
Kord’s face lit up at the offer, his beaming smile instantly revived. “Yes, that would be perfect! I can arrange a place for all of you to stay—free of charge, of course. If you’d like, I can show you around the city as well! There are plenty of landmarks you won’t want to miss in Jor.”
“That won’t be necessary,” I chuckled. “The tour, I mean. We’ll gladly accept your lodgings, though.”
Do you think that’ll be enough time for us to look around, Lux? Lia asked.
No, but it’ll at least give us a chance to check for obvious signs of the Shadebinders. If we don’t find anything, we can just head back after we’re done investigating in Syndrai. I paused for a moment to reevaluate my opinion of Kord with a clear head. I’m not particularly looking forward to meeting the rest of his guild, but...he seems alright. A bit naive, though.
It sounds like he really wants to help people, Lia replied, resting her hand atop mine. That’s good enough for me.
I wove my fingers up into hers and let out a contented sigh. In that case, it’s good enough for me, too.
---
The remainder of our ride was filled with small bursts of casual conversation between long bouts of silence. We told Kord our fabricated backstory, explaining that we were simply vacationing away from the rumored danger in Kaldan and Lybesa. Despite his clear knowledge of Val’s position on Virram’s Trinity Guard, he never asked for details about the king’s death and her involvement in the recent turmoil or how she had come to be traveling with two seemingly random adventurers. His inquiries never strayed beyond innocuous personal questions: what we hoped to see in Doram, what we enjoyed in our downtime, or our favorite meals.
In contrast to his sparing questions for us, Kord was more than willing to speak about himself at great lengths. We learned that, as the newest recruit to the ranks of the Stoneshaper’s guild, he had been assigned the less-than-exciting task of monitoring the condition of the rail carriage stations and tracks for his first year of service. Apart from a few days between trips spent in his personal quarters, he had been constantly at work on the rails, inspecting the carriages, tracks, tunnels, lights, and various amenities of the stations. His carriage had arrived in Drost only moments before our encounter with the Mimic, the reporting of which he said took precedence over his otherwise menial duties.
After a particularly long stretch of quiet filled only by the soft whistle of our car running on its metal tracks, a bright orange light appeared at an opening in the tunnel ahead of us.  Seconds later, our carriage emerged from the seemingly endless tunnel onto an open track raised twenty feet above the city, and we all spun in our seats to look out through the glass walls and catch our first glorious view of the city of Jor. My brain had difficulty reconciling the incredible sight before me; our elevated position revealed Jor to be far larger than any place I had visited in Kaldan, and yet somehow, the entirety of the miles-wide city was encased by a massive dome of smooth stone, the ceiling of which stood at least a thousand feet high.
The city was built with familiar, seamless stones, giving the distinct impression that the entirety of Jor had been carved out from the inside of the mountain we were currently under. However, instead of the imposing rows of monoliths we had found in Drost, Jor’s architecture was beautiful and varied: towering skyscrapers, residential districts, and pavilions lined with pop-up stands all stood in harmony with one another. To my great surprise, I caught sight of a park on the far side of the city complete with rolling green hills and a large pond.
Although the mere existence of a sprawling city beneath the mountain was awe-inspiring in its own right, my focus was immediately stolen by the giant mechanism hanging from the center of the stone dome above us. An enormous glass orb was suspended in a glittering web of golden ribbons above Jor’s central district, glowing with a deep orange light so powerful that it hurt to look at it directly. Gem-encrusted rings spun in slow concentric circles around the glowing orb, casting thin bands of shadow across the buildings below it.
I stared at the impossible structure in stunned silence until it disappeared behind the roof of the carriage station. “Kord, what was that?” I asked in amazement while our carriage slowed to a stop.
He looked between our awestruck trio with a wide grin. “That was Jor’s celestial projector—a beautiful pinnacle of the Stoneshapers’ engineering from ages past. It refracts sunlight down from the mountain peak above us to illuminate the city, creating the illusion of a natural day-night cycle.” He paused as a playful smirk curled the corner of his mouth. “If you think that’s impressive, wait until you see it at night.”
“It is a beautiful display,” Val said, nodding. “A sight truly unique to Doram.”
“Indeed it is, Miss Sesaude,” Kord agreed. “Now, if you could all follow me, I’ll lead you to where we’ll be staying during our stop in Jor.”
We all stood and followed him to the carriage door. “Lux, wasn’t that amazing?!” Marin asked, tugging on my arm.
“It was,” I laughed, replaying the sight of the celestial projector on repeat in my head.
She hugged me tightly from the side, squeezing until my pinned arms both popped. “Thank you for letting me come,” she said, more quietly than before. “I never thought I’d get to see the Joined Cities in person.”
I looked down at her helplessly, completely immobilized in her bear hug. “Yeah, of course,” I answered, looking to Lia for help.
She chuckled softly before coming to my aid. “Alright, let’s go, Marin,” she said, tapping the girl’s arms until she released me, then putting her own arm around my waist.
“Oh, I can’t wait to see Syndrai next!” Marin exclaimed, bouncing ahead to walk with her sister and Kord. “I’ve heard the capitol building is amazing!”
“Thank you,” I said quietly as Marin continued to elaborate the list of places she wanted to visit. “I’m glad she’s enjoying herself. Honestly, apart from our morning excitement, I’ve been enjoying myself a lot more than I thought I would.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Lia said, squeezing my hip. “Maybe we can find some time to explore the city tomorrow—just the two of us.”
“I think that can be arranged,” I smiled.
As we followed Kord across the carriage station to a large descending staircase, I noticed a stark difference between the station in Drost and our current location. A long row of stables lined the far wall ahead of us, housing a dozen more of the massive horses which had brought us to Jor. A sizable increase in security was also apparent when I took a quick scan of the station: I counted over a dozen armed guards posted in pairs at different entrances to the building, as well as a group of three men on patrol around the perimeter. My fingers tapped nervously against my leg as we approached the men blocking the staircase, but they simply gave Kord a deep bow and moved out of our way, allowing us to pass by unharassed.
We followed our Stoneshaper guide down the winding stone staircase to ground level, two full stories below the elevated carriage station. I spotted our destination well before Kord alerted us to it: a three-story stone building across the street from us, with an impossibly intricate stone mural on its front face depicting a circle of robed men with large staves who appeared to be raising a statue out of the ground between them. “We’ll be staying at the Stoneshaper’s guildhall,” Kord said, pointing to the muraled building as we crossed the street. “As we’re always needed throughout the country, we’ve established a hall in every major city where we can stay whenever our duties call.”
Pushing through the double doors of the guildhall, we found ourselves in a lavishly decorated entryway full of plush carpets, colorful tapestries, and a massive marble desk blocking the majority of the hallway behind it. An elderly, balding man sat behind the desk, wearing a familiar cream-colored robe—although, unlike Kord’s, his bore several violet stripes along the length of its voluminous sleeves. At our appearance, the man looked up from his work and eyed us suspiciously. “Acolyte,” he wheezed, his voice airy and tired, “you’ve returned far too soon. You left us for Drost just this morning—need I remind you that—”
“Shaper Audun,” Kord interrupted, giving the elderly man a deep bow, “I have guests of great importance to the Guild, seeking shelter until the morning after next. They are here from Kaldan.” A slight hesitancy entered his speech while he spoke the final statement, giving me the impression he had shifted to speaking in Kaldanic for the benefit of my companions. 
Audun sucked on his teeth. “I was not notified of any guests arriving for the Guild today.”
“They were not expected guests. I’m bringing th—”
“If they were not expected, they are not welcome,” he cut in sharply. “As an acolyte, you do not possess the authority to—”
“They killed a Mimic,” he cut the old man off again, “on their own, without casualties. As per President Magnusson’s edict, I have offered them proper compensation for cooperation with the Guil—”
“Don’t cite edicts at me, acolyte,” Audun snapped. He pulled a pair of oversized glasses from a small case on the desk and slipped them on, magnifying his small, sunken eyes into probing brown discs that angrily scanned our faces. Lia and Marin quickly averted their eyes, choosing instead to stare intently at the flowing tapestries beside us, but Val and I held his gaze with steely confidence. After an eternity of awkward silence, he removed his glasses and disappeared beneath the desk, returning a moment later with a small basket. “Take your sanctions,” he said, nudging the box towards us carelessly.
Kord stepped forward and fished through the box, then returned to us with a handful of palm-sized silver pendants hung on thin leather straps and engraved with the same image as the mural outside. “As long as you’re wearing one of these, you’ll be allowed in and out of the guildhall, as well as given passage on the rail carriage.” He gave us a nervous smile as we each took one of the pendants. “Just make sure you don’t lose them. Please.”
I rubbed the silver disc between my thumb and forefinger, sending a small jolt of mana through the metal. When I found the pendant free from any enchantment or stored energy, I slipped the strap over my head and positioned the medallion at the front of my chest. “Thanks,” I nodded.
“Of course,” he replied, turning back to Audun. “Thank you for your assistance. I’ll make sure—”
“Those sanctions will be returned promptly after your business is concluded, acolyte,” Audun started directly to the four of us, clearly unconcerned with Kord’s assurances. “They will be returned to me, and not to another guildhall. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” Kord replied for us, bowing his head again. “Thank you.” With a small wave of his hand, he led us past the desk to a door at the far end of the room, letting out a long sigh when we were all safely on the other side. “I’m sorry for the hassle,” he said quietly.
“It doesn’t seem like he wants us here,” Lia said, glancing back at the closed door behind us.
“No, that’s not it!” Kord started immediately, then paused. “Well...not exactly it.
Audun, along with many of the more senior members of the Stoneshaper’s guild, are insistent on maintaining order and tradition. They dislike change that hasn’t been approved by those in charge, and are...less than welcoming to outsiders they aren’t familiar with. Please don’t take it personally.”
“I know the type,” I said, bristling at the thought of my experiences with Hedaat’s rulers. “No offense taken.”
The tension in Kord’s face and shoulders melted away, and his warm smile returned when he started forward again. “Thank you. I promise, most of your experiences with the Stoneshaper’s guild will not be so confrontational.” We followed him through a large foyer, ascending a set of stone stairs that wrapped around both sides of the room and led to matching long, dim hallways. I felt an eerie sense of isolation as our footsteps echoed loudly off of the seamless stone walls; for the entirety of our walk through the guildhall, we encountered only two other people, both of whom were dressed in matching cream-colored robes and gave silent nods to Kord when we passed by.
We found our destination at the end of a short hallway on the third story. “These will be your rooms for the duration of our stay in Jor,” he said, motioning to the end doors on either side of the hall. “As long as you have your sanctions, you’ll be allowed to come and go as you please. There is not much in the way of amenities in the guildhall, but Jor offers an incredible diversity of options for food and entertainment. Should you find yourselves in need of anything, just ask.” He walked down the hall to the next room and tapped on the door. “I’ll be right here.”
“Thank you, Kord,” Val said, bowing her head. “Your hospitality is greatly appreciated.”
“Yeah, thanks!” Marin chimed in. “The rail carriage was awesome!”
“It’s my pleasure!” he replied, his voice warm and bubbly. “We’re all in your debt for your actions this morning. I’ll do anything I can to make your stay more enjoyable!”
Lia and I both returned his smile, and we all retired to our separate rooms. In comparison to the bright decorations and carpets of the main halls, our room was a drab, depressing space. A single, small window on the wall opposite us looked out over the rail carriage station, filling the room with a dim orange glow. Our furnishings were limited to a double bed against the left wall dressed with cream-colored sheets, a nightstand with a small, unlit oil lamp, and a large stone desk beside the window stocked with blank parchments and ink.
“How comfy,” I joked, raising my eyebrows at Lia.
She rolled her eyes and slipped out of her backpack and cloak, setting them against the wall next to the door before dashing across the room to dive onto the bed. “Oof. This is not soft,” she grunted, poking at the mattress while she rolled over. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that Stoneshapers prefer firm beds.”
I joined her on the bed and, despite the warning, was still surprised at its incredible firmness. “It could be worse,” I said, reclining back against the headboard. “We could be walking through the snow somewhere between Drost and Jor.”
“That’s true,” she said, nestling her head against my chest. We both took a moment to let out a long sigh and enjoy the still silence around us. “What’re you planning to do now that we’re here?”
“I’d like to give the city an initial once-over through Detection before we go to sleep, and then spend the day tomorrow actually walking the streets and talking to people. We won’t have time to be thorough, but we can at least get the lay of the land before we leave for Syndrai.” I glanced across the room at the rapidly fading evening light. “Seeing as it’s already so late, I don’t think we’ll have time to do any exploring tonight, so...maybe we can just enjoy ourselves. Kord said we wouldn’t want to miss the celestial projector at night, and I’d like to try some authentic Doramese food.”
Lia hummed excitedly at the mention of dinner. “That sounds nice,” she said. “Let’s see what Val and Marin want to do.”
“Oh, I guess so,” I answered with an exaggerated sigh. She flicked my nose as punishment while I sent a thin tendril of mana across the hallway to our companions’ room. The energy found Marin prodding at her stony mattress with a disgruntled expression on her face. Val sat across from her at the desk with the faintest hint of amusement softening her features. Would you two like to go get dinner with us? I asked the pair in unison.
Marin nearly toppled backwards as she snapped her head up to find the source of my voice, then said something aloud that I couldn’t hear. Val’s voice filled in for her a moment later. Marin says that she would prefer we talk in person. She does not enjoy the sensation of voices speaking in her mind. Marin spun to face her sister and pointed at her in annoyance, continuing to complain aloud.
Right. We were supposed to work on that during the trip here, I chuckled, remembering my original plans. Well, no time like the present, right? What do you think, Marin? Do you want to go to dinner?
She scowled and sat down on the side of the bed, her eyes scrunching shut in a look of deep concentration. Her voice crackled into my head a moment later, distant and full of static. Fine. 
I think we should bring Kord with us, too, Lia added. He’s been really nice to us so far. Plus, he’ll probably know the best place to get food!
I waited a few seconds for any objections, then clapped my hands and stood up from the bed. Alright, let’s go. 
The four of us met up outside Kord’s room, and I rapped my knuckles against the stone door. “Hey, Kord,” I said when he appeared in the doorway, “we’re going out to find some dinner. Do you want to come with us?”
He blinked up at me quietly for a moment before his face lit up with delight. “It would be my pleasure,” he answered, bowing deeply. I heard the soft clinking of glass and a rustle of papers from his multitude of sleeve pockets as he dashed back into his room to retrieve his round-framed glasses. “I know the perfect place,” he said excitedly, closing his door. “Follow me.”
Kord led us back out onto the street and into the city’s heart. As we traveled deeper into Jor’s center, I was shocked by the incredibly dense foot traffic that filled the streets around us; after our time in the vacant streets of Drost, it was jarring to be suddenly packed shoulder-to-shoulder with complete strangers. The close contact led me to a second, puzzling observation: Despite the knowledge that the Joined Cities were well-known as the greatest mining centers in the world, the people around me were dressed in brightly colored silks and elegant evening dresses, without a single hint of the dirt and wear that had been commonplace in Drost’s citizens.
People-watching held my attention until we arrived at our destination: an unmarked one-story building nestled tightly between two towering marble highrises. When we entered the door, I was immediately assaulted by an intense wave of pungent, sour air that brought tears to my eyes. The building appeared to be one large room divided down the middle by a long counter, with a maze of small round tables on one side and a bustling kitchen on the other. Our only light source in the dim space was a sparse collection of candle chandeliers, which hung low enough to force Val and me to constantly bob and weave around them as we made our way to an empty table in the corner. A server immediately approached and fawned over Kord, insisting that our party be treated to the restaurant’s best tasting menu.
The meal that followed was one of the strangest of any of my lives. Our first course revealed the source of the overpowering aroma in the room: a salad composed of spicy pickled greens and preserved sausage in a thin broth. While the odor was nearly unbearable, the sour flavor was perfectly balanced by the salt and spices throughout the dish, and I was surprised by how much I enjoyed it. The plate was quickly whisked away and replaced with another, this one holding an intricately woven nest of julienned root vegetables, capers, and a dark balsamic drizzle. Dish after dish came and went, ranging from paper-thin slices of raw bihorn to baskets of warm, fresh bread, each filling me a few bites closer to bursting. A seemingly plain bar of chocolate paired with a light wine arrived as our final course, and although I felt I would regret eating yet another dish, my curiosity forced me to sample the dessert. The chocolate was so spicy that I immediately reached for the wine to soothe my tongue, the flavor of which blended perfectly with the heat and flooded me with memories of the simultaneously hot and soothing twinpeppers Lia and I had found in the Atsal markets.
Over the course of the meal, I felt the atmosphere shifting within our small group. After savoring the first plate, Val devoured each of the following courses with increasing vigor, displaying a level of excitement I had seldom seen from her. Marin, on the other hand, poked at the unfamiliar food with suspicious eyes, outright refusing to sample the raw bihorn. Lia teased her as she would a sister while holding conversation with Kord and me, each of us swapping various stories from our pasts. With each passing dish, Kord’s expression changed from the wide, formal smile we had come to know to a more natural grin that wrinkled the corners of his eyes when he laughed. By the time we stood up from the table and made for the door, we spoke like old friends catching up after years apart.
I had lost track of time during our meal, so I was surprised to find the street dim and nearly empty of traffic when we left the restaurant. A faint blue glow filled the mountain cavern, shining down from the celestial projector which hung somewhere behind the marble buildings beside us. Mana-fueled street lamps stood watch at regular intervals along the road and illuminated our path home. Kord led the way back towards the guildhall, but he stopped at the first street corner we reached and stared off into the distance. I waited quietly for him to continue on, but he remained frozen in place with a wide smile on his face. My brow furrowed as I stared at him, suddenly concerned that our blissful peace was about to be broken, but a slight nudge from Lia turned my attention to its proper place.
“Primes alive,” Marin gasped, staggering backwards as she stared up into the sky.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Kord whispered. “It never grows old, no matter how many times I see it.”
A shining globe of pure white light hung in the center of the cavern, as if Doram had managed to capture the moon itself and imprison it within the gilded arms of the celestial projector. The light that radiated out from the top of the orb caught in the innumerable gems embedded in the mechanism’s supports and covered the entirety of the chamber ceiling in shimmering prismatic colors. Beams of moonlight reached out for miles in every direction, caressing the city with a gentle glow.
“Incredible,” Lia murmured as she reached out blindly for my hand, never looking away from the heavenly scene. Her wide amber eyes sparkled in the crystalline light, condensing the image down to a perfect, stunning reflection.
I clasped her hand tightly and continued to watch the lights in her eyes. “Perfect,” I agreed.
We remained on the street corner for some time, staring up at the projector in complete awe. When we had finally absorbed the sight, Kord led us the rest of the way back to the guildhall and left us to our business. “Enjoy your day tomorrow,” he said when we reached our rooms. “Let me know if you require any assistance—I’d be more than happy to help. If not, we can meet right here the morning after next to begin our trip to Syndrai.”
“Thanks, Kord,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “This was a pretty fantastic night.”
“Oh, of course!” he exclaimed, bobbing his head up and down as his cheeks flushed. “That’s always been my favorite restaurant in Jor. I try to stop there every time I’m in town. I’m glad you enjoyed it!”
After a quick round of goodnights, we all retreated to our separate rooms once again. There was a lightness in my chest that buoyed me across to the bed, and I fell onto it with a smile, ignoring the overly firm bounce of the mattress. “That was nice,” I said, stretching out the day’s aches from my body.
“I know! I sort of forgot that we aren’t just here for a vacation,” Lia laughed, sitting on the opposite edge of the bed to pull off her boots. “Just for a second.”
I scrunched up my face and rubbed my eyes. “I did, too,” I admitted, suddenly remembering all of my plans that didn’t involve food and sightseeing. After a particularly dramatic groan, I sat up and slipped out of my boots and cloak. “I’ll do my due diligence. If I have to.” I grinned when I heard Lia’s giggle, then took a meditative stance and began my measured breathing.
The brilliant map that began to form in my head stood in stark contrast to my initial scan of Drost. As opposed to the perfectly identical apartments that had housed Drost’s miners, Jor’s apartments each had their own individual flairs, from unique room layouts to lush furnishings and decorations. With each city block my mana covered, I found new details that continued to shape my understanding of Doram’s society. Every clue pointed to a realization that should have already been obvious to me: Jor was home only to the most high-class citizens of Doram. There were no hints of mining equipment to be found, no empty apartment blocks indicating a shift change, and most interestingly, no signs of Warp usage among Jor’s inhabitants.
I felt a dull ache spread out from the center of my forehead as the information my Detection showed me continued to compound. Tens of thousands of individual mana signatures floated throughout the densely packed city, each pulling a fraction of my concentration away to process their constantly shifting locations. I let a measured breath out through my nose and relaxed my mental focus, allowing the detailed visions in my head to shift out of focus and lessen the strain. Even so, I reached the limit of my abilities before the mountainous cavern walls appeared, and I begrudgingly gave up the pursuit and withdrew my mana.
“Lia?” I asked, rubbing my temples as my consciousness complained at being confined to my own body. “All of the Joined Cities are mining cities, right?”
“Mhmm,” she nodded from her place at the writing desk. “It’s the whole reason the cities even exist. The first miners in Doram found a bunch of natural tunnels under the mountains, and they based the original three cities of Doram around them. The Joined Cities are still the biggest mining cities in the world.”
“Then why aren’t there any miners living here?”
Her quill scratched to a sudden halt, and she turned around to give me a quizzical look. A thin layer of amber mana rushed through the room and spilled out into the city as she attempted to verify my claim. I took advantage of the pause in our conversation to change out of my gear and slip underneath the bed sheets. Lia’s brow furrowed when the city’s massive population began to bog down her mental processing, and she opened her eyes with a soft gasp a few moments later. “You’re right,” she said, blinking her eyes rapidly.
“What do you think that means?” I asked.
She tipped her head from side to side. “I don’t know,” she said eventually, turning back to resume writing in her diary. “Maybe all of the miners live somewhere else. I’m guessing the mines aren’t sitting under the center of the city, so they could just live right next to wherever the entrances are.”
“That’s a good point,” I nodded. “I’ll ask Kord tomorrow morning before we leave.” I sat quietly for a while and listened to her quill flick back and forth across the page. “What’re you writing over there?”
Her head turned just enough for her to stare at me through one narrowed eye. “Nothing that you need to be worried about,” she said with a wry grin. She continued on to write one final line, took a moment to blow the ink dry on the page, and snapped the diary shut. After stashing it safely in her pack, she made her way to the bed and settled into the spot next to me. “So, what’s the plan for tomorrow?”
“Well, I was originally thinking we could just wander around the city looking for anything out of the ordinary,” I said, snuffing out the lamp at the bedside, “but now I’m curious about the mines. I think we should try to find wherever the workers are living, then go from there.” I reached out through the dark of our stone chamber and tapped Lia on the forehead. “What do you think we should do? I’m not the only person who can make plans here, you know.”
“I think you’re right,” she answered, burrowing her way under the covers to snuggle her back up against my chest. “The mines are our only real lead on the Shadebinders right now—it’s pretty obvious that they’re linked to the Mimics showing up, and the one we found in Drost came out of the mines. Maybe there’s a connection there.”
“True,” I agreed. “There could be a connection between the Mimics and Warp, too, and that’s also linked to the mines.” I kissed the top of her head and did my best to sink into the uncomfortably solid mattress. “I guess we’ll find out in the morning.”
She nodded in agreement, and we both fell silent and settled in to sleep. Just as I began to drift off, I felt her tap gently on my arm draped over her waist. “Lux?”
“Hmm?”
“Tonight was nice, wasn’t it?”
“It was.”
“I’d like to do it again sometime.” After a short pause, she added, “Just the two of us.”
“I’d like that,” I answered. I took a deep breath and stroked my hand along the length of Lia’s flowing braid, drawing comfort from the soothing ritual. “When we’re done with our investigation, we can do whatever you want.”
“Promise?”
I tightened my arm around her and pulled her close to my chest. “I promise.”
---
“The mines?” Kord asked, wiping the last traces of sleep from his eyes. “Why would you want to go to the mines?”
“Doram is the mining capital of the world, right? Why wouldn’t we want to go see them?” I said. “Unless there’s...some sort of reason we shouldn’t?”
“No, of course not! I was just surprised, is all,” he answered quickly. “As I said before, you’re free to do as you please.” He straightened his robes and ran a hand through his bedraggled hair. “There are a multitude of mining operations around the city of Jor. You can find the most prominent companies in the First Ring, but there are newer outfits all the way back to the Third Ring.” When he saw the clear confusion on my face, he continued his explanation. “As the mining operations have grown in size over the years, so too has the need for housing. The city of Jor can only grow so large, so the Stoneshaper’s guild created a solution—housing has been built into the walls of the mountain around the outside of the city in concentric rings, with new sections being added as necessary. You can find access to these rings at any of the city’s exits.”
I turned to my assembled companions and nodded, confirming our destination for the day. “I see. Thanks, Kord,” I said. “We’ll see you later.”
“Oh, uhm, please be careful!” he called out while we made to leave. “The mining rings can be...less than welcoming to outsiders.”
I gave a small wave of acknowledgement over my shoulder as we continued down the hallway. “Interesting,” I mused under my breath. “Val, what do you know about the mining rings?”
“I did not see them personally on my visit to the Joined Cities,” she answered. “To my knowledge, each city had only a single ring to support their mining operations when I was last here. The rapid expansion of Doram’s mining operations is...somewhat unbelievable, given how few years have passed.”
Her assessment of the situation mirrored my own thoughts. When we had successfully made our way past the disapproving glare of Audun at the front desk and exited onto the street, I scanned our surroundings to determine the quickest path to the outer wall. “Well then,” I said, pointing towards the eastern side of the city, “I guess we’ll have to go see it for ourselves.”
Over the course of our walk out of Jor, I noticed a steady shift in the architecture of the surrounding buildings. The twisting marble highrises that had flanked our restaurant from the night before seemed a distant memory in comparison to the utilitarian structures of unadorned gray stone in the city’s outer reaches. Market squares once decorated with colored tiles and unique stone stalls were now little more than impromptu wooden tables selling only the most essential meats and vegetables. Similarly, the high-class fashion of the pedestrians that had swarmed around us only hours before was nowhere to be seen in the thinned crowd of civilians who wore heavy, well-worn winter jackets and scarves.
The main thoroughfare we followed out of the city led us straight to a large tunnel through the mountain wall. I felt a small tinge of sadness as we entered the shadowy arch and turned to look back at the brilliant yellow light of the celestial projector one final time. Based on Val’s local knowledge, the cobbled road led straight through the mountains to Syndrai, though the trip would take multiple days on foot. Carts bustled by in both directions, bouncing noisily down the center of the tunnel while we walked among the workers on either side. The upbeat energy and excited chatter of Jor’s downtown was entirely absent in the torchlit tunnel; an oppressive weight seemed to press down on us from all sides, and it was abundantly clear from the tired faces in the crowd that most of the people around us suffered from the long-term effects of Warp usage.
After another few minutes of walking, we finally stumbled across our entrance to the First Ring. There was no signage or fanfare welcoming us to our destination; instead, a narrow road lined with minecart tracks intersected with the tunnel, passing through a ten-foot tall stone arch on either side that led into the ring itself. An immediate sense of claustrophobia set in on me when we passed through the arch on our left and entered the mining district. The familiar smooth stone apartments of Drost encroached on the road from both sides, standing so tightly packed that they appeared to be one never-ending building that followed the curve of the road out of sight. The apartments sat so close to the edge of the road that their entrances led directly onto the outermost minecart track without any safe space for pedestrians. The few streetlamps that weren’t entirely extinguished glowed faintly through dirty, yellowed glass, barely bright enough to illuminate the disrepair of the buildings around us.
“This is...awful,” Lia whispered.
I heard a sharp click from my jaw as I unconsciously began to grate my teeth. “Now I get it,” I growled. “Of course the mines aren’t within Jor’s city limits. Out of sight, out of mind.” Details that had stuck out as odd over the course of our trip through Doram began to fall into place, toppling the worldview I had been fed through our carefully curated experiences.
Marin’s dark expression matched my own as we continued down the tracks. “This isn’t fair. People shouldn’t have to live in a place like this,” she said, scowling at the cracked stone facades around us. “And why is it so damn cold out here?!”
“It seems as though the heating was not extended to the mining rings,” Val mused.
I looked at her curiously. “Heating?”
“Each of the Joined Cities has a system of pipes running beneath its streets which carries large amounts of hot water. It helps maintain a comfortable temperature within the city, despite the weather outside,” she explained. “It appears as though these pipes were built only beneath the city proper.”
While the enchantment on my cloak had prevented me from noticing the seemingly drastic shift in temperature, I cursed myself all the same for failing to register the functional difference in apparel between the two locations. “Right. Of course they were,” I groaned.
We continued our tour in silence for quite some time, each of us processing the new influx of information in our own way. I reached out with a careful pulse of mana as we walked along the gently curving street and found a scene similar to that of Drost’s apartments. Many of the cramped stone rooms were completely empty, and those that weren’t were filled by sleeping bodies with weak, dispersed mana signatures. Disheartened by our immediate surroundings, I sent my mana racing ahead along the roads, momentarily ignoring the apartments in an effort to find one of the promised mine entrances.
“Lux,” Val said suddenly, holding out a hand. “Look at this.” She crossed the road to a small bulletin board that stood beneath one of the rare working streetlights. “These papers reference the Mimics.”
I quickly dashed to her side and stared at the unorganized mess of posters nailed to the wooden post. Although the words were foreign to me, the contrasting colors, bold font, and powerful imagery of the papers left no question as to their purpose: propaganda. “What do they say?”
“They are imploring the workers to report their colleagues for any odd behavior. There are rewards posted for information leading to the capture of Mimics…” she trailed off, squinting at the signs. “Mimics, and those they resemble. Both people are required to be captured and taken in for questioning.” She traced her finger between the various posters, pausing to silently read each one. “Anyone suspected of being a Mimic is specifically prohibited from being harmed in any way. They are to be captured alive and uninjured.”
“Given the alternative, I guess that’s for the best,” I sighed.
“How could anybody even take one of them alive?” Lia wondered aloud. “Having seen what they can do, that seems...weird. Why would they ever let themselves get captured?”
“We will have to determine their ultimate goal before we can understand their actions,” Val answered. “However, if I were to make a guess, it would be an act of self-preservation. If they have a goal they mean to carry out, they cannot do it if they have immolated themselves.”
“Val’s right,” I said. “We need to figure out why they’re here as soon as we can.” I left the bulletin board behind and moved back into the street. “Let’s go find one of the mines. We might get some answers there.”
We had just left the light of the streetlamp when a piercing shriek echoed down the silent stone corridor. An immediate wave of rainbow energy washed over me as all four of us simultaneously reached out to find the origin of the scream. A flurry of movement in an apartment a few dozen yards down the road caught my attention: The source of the disturbance appeared to be a woman who had collapsed onto her knees and buried her face in her arms. I immediately loosed a barrage of mental commands to my companions as I lunged forward. Val, stay at the stairs and watch the street. Marin, watch the hallway. Lia’s with me.
Lia was tight on my heels as I leapt up the building’s front steps and burst through the front door into the main hall. A second scream met me at the apartment door, much louder and more pained than the first. Through my Detection, I saw a second figure enter the room and run to the woman’s side: a young girl, no older than five, who fell to the floor and tugged on the suffering woman’s sleeve. “Mama! What’s wrong, Mama?” I heard her cry through the door.
Her pleas whisked away the last remnants of my hesitation. My hand struggled at the stone door’s handle for a moment when I found the mechanism locked, but a quick burst of mana and an invocation of the Shatter rune within my ring turned its inner mechanisms to dust. Lia and I slipped into the room on full alert, scanning our surroundings to fill in the details left out of our Detection. The moment we passed through the door, the woman threw herself backwards with another shriek and crashed through a small wooden table, her back arching in pain when she hit the floor. “Mama!” the young girl sobbed, chasing after her. She looked over the woman in a panic, then stared up at us with fearful eyes. “Please, help my Mama!”
I gave the girl a small nod and darted past her, sliding onto my knees beside the suffering woman. My mana suffused her body and immediately set to work searching for the cause of her pain, but apart from the fact that she continued to writhe in agony on the floor beside me, I failed to find anything wrong with her either internally or externally. A second burst of energy raced over her as I activated the Pain Reduction rune within my ring, and I reached out a comforting hand. “Miss, what’s wrong?” I asked, gently placing my hand over hers.
She immediately recoiled from my touch and let out another shriek, and I was momentarily stunned to realize the Pain Reduction hadn’t done its job. I redoubled the mana fueling the magic and began to dissect every scrap of information I had, desperately searching for the source of her agony. Woman. Late thirties. Pale skin. Snow white hair with black lowlights. Demihuman: black spiral goat horns. Above average mana reserves: silver, smooth, circulating—
My Pain Reduction began to take effect, still more slowly than I had hoped, but enough to allow a single word to surface in her mind. “BRIGHT!” she screamed, writhing away from me across the floor. She continued to bury her face in her arms, crushing them down over her already shut eyes.
My stomach dropped when I finally realized the source of her pain. It’s us. Beneath the overlapping layers of blue, amber, pink and violet, a fifth layer of mana glittered a nearly imperceptible silver along the floor. “Out!” I shouted, jumping back to my feet. Lia spun on her heel and sprinted after me as I dashed out into the hallway and collected Marin. “Get away!”
“Wha—” Marin attempted to ask when we appeared in the hall, only to be interrupted by a less-than-gentle shove towards the exit. “Ow! Lux, what? What’s happening?”
The pained shrieks behind us hurried me forward without answer. Val heard the commotion in the hall and turned to find us running towards her at a full sprint; she dodged out of the way and fell in line behind us silently, sparing only a single glance back to the apartment in an attempt to discern the source of our sudden retreat.
My focus remained fully engrossed in the mysterious silver mana that continued out from the building into the street. A barrage of questions flooded through my mind while I continued to run, all coming and going unaddressed as I searched for a way to bring the suffering woman a reprieve. My extended mana found the solution just a dozen yards ahead of us: a more noticeable sparkle of silver mana, curved in an arc across the minecart tracks where the woman’s reach ended. With a final burst of energy to my enhancements, I sped across the threshold, followed momentarily by my companions.
I turned sharply and stared back at the apartment building in silent anticipation, and I was relieved to hear that the woman’s cries had ceased. “Lux!” Marin snapped, roughly poking my shoulder. “What was that all about?! Why didn’t you help her?”
I sat down in the middle of the road and stared at the silver border that glowed only a few feet away from us. “I did,” I said quietly. “She’s not in pain anymore.”
“Well, why did we have to run away like that, then?” she continued, clearly unsatisfied.
“Because us being there was why she was in pain in the first place.” I centered my focus on the foreign silver mana and forced the mental image through to the rest of my companions. “Somehow, the woman in that apartment knows how to use Detection, and our mana was blinding her.” I looked over the shocked faces around me. “You all know how painful it was seeing my mana for the first time. Imagine that, but four times worse, and with no explanation as to why it was happening.”
The world within my head immediately dimmed as the trio withdrew their extended mana, leaving only the faint silver sparkle a few feet ahead of us. “But...how?” Lia asked. “Do you think someone else figured out how to do magic like we do?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. If she could control her mana like us, she would’ve just withdrawn it to escape the pain.” I took a deep breath and channeled the thinnest possible tendril of mana out along the road ahead of us, breaching the silver barrier on my way back to the apartment. “This is something different.” After a moment of staring off into space in quiet contemplation, I nodded to myself. “I’m going to ask her.”
A narrow band of light shone in my mind as I retraced my steps back through the apartment hallway and past the broken stone door. I found the woman still on the floor, sitting with her back against the wall and the young girl cradled in her arms. Her eyes were already trained on the ribbon of electric blue energy by the time I reached her, and she shuddered as it crept up across the surface of her body, causing her to curl the small child defensively against her chest. Hi, I said in a gentle voice. Are you alright?
Surprisingly, the woman’s shoulders relaxed at the sound of my voice inside her mind. She nodded her head and spoke a single word aloud. Relieved, I carefully increased the flow of mana into the apartment and allowed it to diffuse out into the air, slowly filling the entirety of the living room with a translucent blue glow. I’m sorry to have caused you so much pain, I continued. All of that suffering was my fault. If I had just—
“Don’t blame yourself,” the woman answered, speaking to the empty air. “You couldn’t have known about my condition before you arrived. Besides, I know you were trying to help me—I felt it.” Her voice was soft and sweet, with the comforting lilt of a mother speaking to her child.
“Mama?” the young girl asked, looking up with wide, teary eyes. “Who are you talking to?”
“I think we’ve made some new friends, sweetie,” she answered, stroking the girl’s hair.
I sat in complete shock at her response. After the overwhelming mental anguish we had caused her only minutes earlier, I had expected her to be either furious or fearful of my presence. Your...condition? I asked. Is that how you saw us?
“Yes,” she answered with a small smile. There was a brief moment of silence before she laughed quietly to herself. “I can tell you have questions. Don’t be shy—you can ask them.”
Are you sure? My brain began to prioritize my still-increasing list of queries before I had fully accepted her gracious offer. I’d completely understand if you wanted us to just leave you in peace.
She stood up from the floor and began to tidy up the small apartment, righting the furniture that had been overturned in her throes of pain. “I’ve spent my entire life believing I was an anomaly. A mistake on the part of the Primes,” she said, pulling chairs from around the room into a small circle. “And now, for the first time...I know that I’m not alone.” She sat down in one of the chairs and motioned for the young girl to sit beside her, leaving four empty chairs in the middle of her living room. “I don’t intend to ignore this clear blessing from the Primes. Please, come in. I’d like to speak with you all—face to face.”
***




11. SEEING CLEARLY

Val took a cautious step over the glittering line of silver, then paused to look back at me. I watched anxiously for our new friend’s reaction to Val’s appearance, but it appeared that, for the moment, my Pain Reduction had succeeded in its goal. I gave Val a nod, then turned to her sister. “Alright, Marin, you’re next.”
After a long, apprehensive stare, Marin inched her way across the border, wincing as she passed into the silver sphere of influence. The pair made for the apartment and left Lia and me alone in the middle of the empty street. “How’re you feeling, Lux?” Lia asked.
“Well, apart from the fact that we just tortured a random woman, I’d say I’m feeling...cautiously optimistic,” I said, rubbing my face. “Out of all the things I expected to find out here, this was not one of them.”
Her finger traced along the dark pommel of one of her paired onyx longswords. “Do you think she’s related to the Shadebinders, somehow?”
I chewed on the thought as I watched Val and Marin enter the apartment through my Detection. “It would be easy to assume that anything out of the ordinary is their fault, but...this seems different.” Val bowed deeply before entering the room and taking the chair next to our host, while Marin remained in the doorway, staring into the room with wide eyes. “I guess we’ll have to go find out,” I said, motioning her forward.
Lia gave me a reassuring smile, then stepped forward into the shimmering silver mana. I saw the woman flinch at Lia’s appearance, but an increase of mana to my already overpowered Pain Reduction seemed to quickly soothe her. My heart began to pound as I stepped forward and stared at the lustrous border. I’m coming in now, I told the woman. She gave me a small nod of acknowledgement, and I entered the reach of her extended mana.
Her hand immediately shot up to her temple as she squinted in discomfort, and I froze in place. If this is too painful for you, I can wait outs—
“No,” she interrupted me. “There’s no pain. Just a strange sort of...pressure.” She continued to rub the side of her head while she motioned to the empty chairs. “Please, come in,” she said, speaking to both me and Marin, who continued to linger at the door. I hurried forward to catch up with Lia, and we entered the apartment together a moment later. Marin and Val both watched me with unflinching, intense eyes as we walked in, immediately setting me on edge.
“Are you my Mama’s new friends?” the young girl asked, her dangling feet swinging back and forth over the edge of her chair.
I gave her a warm smile. “Yes, that’s right,” I said. “Your mom invited us in to t—”
My voice gave out when I looked up to the girl’s mother and took a more accurate appraisal of her appearance than I had in my earlier panicked state. She was an extremely thin woman with skin so pale it was nearly translucent. Silver hair fell down just past her shoulders, colored in seemingly random places with streaks of jet black. Her soft eyes were a pale, milky pink which, coupled with the way they stared straight through me, told me she was blind. The horns that sprouted from her forehead were jet black spirals that twisted straight up into the air above her head. Both she and the young girl beside her were dressed in handmade gray robes of thick wool and heavy red scarves.
Through all of her unique features, my eyes remained locked on a single, small detail: the unmistakable jagged scars that ran out from the base of her horns, weaving down across her skin towards her eyes. Void. Alarms began to blare in my head as I cautiously took my seat across from her, keeping her in my line of sight the entire time. Although my Detection failed to find any void within her, our encounter with Sylvie’s Mimic was enough to tell me that fact could change at a moment’s notice.
“What’s wrong?” the woman asked, clearly sensing my discomfort.
My hands clenched into fists against my legs while I stared at her familiar black scars. “Your horns, and your scars. Tell me about them,” I demanded, completely ignoring formalities.
“Of course. I apologize—many people find them to be disconcerting,” she said, bowing her head. “I’ve had them my entire life. As I’ve been told, there were complications to my birth—my mother died during delivery, and when she did, the markings appeared on my head. The horns began to grow a few days afterwards.”
I struggled to reconcile her story with what little I had learned about void. While I had assumed her scars were the result of either a chance encounter with a Shadebinder or her direct involvement with them, something about her story immediately rang true to me; the scars hidden on Lia’s chest were enough to prove it was possible to be marked by the deathly energy by accident. If her mother died while giving birth, there’s a chance that death energy could have been passed on. Maybe she was born with a sensitivity to it, and the death—
“So, you aren’t a demihuman?” Lia asked, filling the silence I had left. “Your horns are from...something else?”
“That’s right,” she smiled. “There have been plenty of people who have tried to explain it to me. Most agree that I was cursed by the Primes, though their reasoning varies. A punishment for the sins of my parents, an indictment of our society as a whole—I have heard many things.”
“That is an awful thing to say to someone,” Val said. “I am sorry.”
“I like Mama’s horns,” the young girl said, bobbing her head back and forth to the beat of some unheard melody. “They look cool.”
“Thank you, sweetie,” the woman laughed. “Truth be told, it’s not something that comes up all that often. Now that I’ve lived a regular, mundane life for the past thirty-nine years, it seems that the novelty of my condition has worn itself out.”
I felt a sharp jab between my ribs and turned to find Lia glaring at me. Stop being rude and introduce yourself, she chided me. It doesn’t matter if she has scars or not—she’s being kind.
The reprimand was enough to prompt me to put aside my anxiety. “I’m sorry for asking such a rude question—and for the way that I asked it. We've had some...less than pleasant encounters since we arrived in Doram, but that’s no excuse to be impolite.” I stood up and crossed the room, offering her my hand. “My name is Lux. It’s nice to meet you.”
She turned her face up to mine and smiled. Although her eyes stared past mine without truly seeing them, she easily found my hand with hers. “Hello, Lux. My name is Tyr, and this is my daughter, Siv.”
“I’m Siv!” the young girl said, giving me a toothy smile. The family resemblance between the two was impossible to miss; Siv had silver hair like her mother’s, though without any of the dark lowlights. Her eyes were a vibrant crimson, and while her skin lacked the deathly-white pallor of her mother’s, it was still remarkably pale.
“It’s nice to meet you, Siv,” I replied, grinning at her infectious smile. “This is my wife, Lia, and our friends, Val and Marin.” A quick tingle of excitement shot down my spine from introducing Lia as my wife for the first time, widening my smile.
“Hello, Tyr and Siv,” Val said, standing to make a proper introduction. “It is very nice t—”
“You’re tall for a lady!” Siv interrupted her, staring up at her with wide eyes.
Tyr giggled softly, then tapped her daughter on the shoulder. “That’s not very polite, Siv.”
“Oh. Okay,” she shrugged, returning to her silent bobbing.
“I do not mind. I have been called many things, and tall is not the worst of them,” Val said. “It is a pleasure to meet you both. Thank you for inviting us into your home.”
“The pleasure is all mine,” she replied.
“Sorry that it had to be under such...uncomfortable circumstances,” Lia chimed in, leaning forward to shake Tyr’s hand. “I hope you’re alright.”
“Please, don’t worry yourself over it,” she said, shaking Lia’s hand. “As I told your husband, you did nothing wrong.”
Lia’s cheeks flushed as she leaned back in her chair, and her hand darted out and squeezed mine. Our conversation faded while we all waited for Marin to introduce herself, but she remained silent in her chair, staring down into the floor with a strained expression. “It’s nice to meet you as well, Marin,” Tyr offered. “I love the curls of your hair—it’s a very beautiful styling.”
The comment snapped Marin out of her stupor, and she looked up in a complete panic. “I think you’re very beautiful, too!” I saw the regret flash across her face as soon as the words left her mouth. “Your hair! I meant, your hair is very beautiful! Not to say that you aren’t beautiful, too, but, I mean, that’s not what I was trying to say, is all.” She quickly scanned our faces before returning her gaze to the floor and slumping back into her chair.
“I understand what you were trying to say,” Tyr giggled. “Thank you, Marin.”
Having already seen Marin’s amusing brand of infatuation in Lybesa, I decided to spare her from her continued embarrassment. “So, Tyr. I’m sure you have some questions for us about...well, about a lot of stuff, probably. I’ll do my best to explain things as best I can—I think we owe you that much—but there are some things I won’t be able to tell you.”
The slim, sharp line of Tyr’s jaw tightened, and her kind eyes hardened as she gave me a curt nod. “Of course.” She stared down at her hands in silence for a long while, collecting what was no doubt a lifetime of thoughts. “There are things about my condition that I have shared only with my family,” she said eventually. “Things that would be too difficult to explain to others, or that would be too hard to believe. I once spoke about it at great lengths with my husband, but he...is in the graces of the Primes now.” Her sorrow impacted me like a punch to the gut, but she continued to speak through her sadness. “The only person who truly knows me now is Siv.”
Her daughter perked up at the sound of her name. “Mama can see the colors inside you,” she explained happily. “She can see if you’re sad, or happy, or mad. She can even see through walls!” Without warning, she hopped up from her chair and ran to the back corner of the room, disappearing through a small door. “How many is this, Mama?” she yelled from around the corner.
Tyr chuckled softly. “Four, sweetie.”
A small hand with four fingers held up appeared from behind the wall. “See? Told you.”
“Thank you, Siv,” Tyr smiled when her daughter returned to her chair. “I’ve been able to see like this for as long as I can remember. It’s the one reason I’ve always known my condition isn’t a curse. If the Primes had truly wished to curse me, they wouldn’t have given me such a miraculous blessing.” She paused to let out a long sigh. “Even so, a gift like this can be a lonely thing. I’ve seen tens of thousands of people in my life, and never have I found another person like myself. Until today.” Her unseeing eyes scanned across our faces as she smiled. “I saw myself in you—all of you. Please, if you can, tell me what this is. Tell me...what I am.”
“Tyr, you aren’t cursed,” Lia said in a thin, tight voice. “No matter what anybody has told you, you aren’t a mistake, or a curse, or a punishment. You’re a woman trying her best with the circumstances she was given. The things you can do are amazing, but they aren’t you—you’re you.”
Tyr raised a hand to her chest. “Thank you, Lia. That was...very kind.”
Lux, I know you said we shouldn’t tell anybody about how mana works, but I think Tyr deserves to know, Lia begged me silently. You can tell she's a good person. I know you can. It would make her life so much better if—
“The color that you see inside of people is called mana,” I started, giving Lia’s hand a gentle squeeze of acknowledgement. “It’s a sort of...life energy, I guess you could call it. Everyone seems to have their own, unique type of mana, but most people never even know it’s there. Once you do, though…” I trailed off, struggling to find the proper words to illustrate my thoughts. “You can use it to do incredible things.”
“Mana,” Tyr mused, looking down at her hands. “I had come to believe I had the ability to see other people’s souls.”
I considered the idea for a moment. “I can’t say that’s wrong, really. Almost everything I know about this stuff is self-taught, so I have no real reason to believe it couldn’t be our souls. Mana was just the name I made for it.”
“How is it that I gained the ability to see this...mana?” she asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
“Well, that’s a good question—I can tell you how you see it, but not exactly why,” I answered. “The ‘how’ is relatively simple. The mana generated within your body is constantly reaching out into the world around you. As long as you maintain a connection to that energy, you’re able to see everything it touches, including the mana inside of other people.” I leaned forward and rested my chin on my hand. “Tell me, Tyr—have you ever jumped or tripped and noticed that the world disappeared? Just for a moment, until you landed back on the ground?”
Her eyebrows immediately shot up, and she nodded vigorously. “Yes,” she whispered in awe. “Yes, I’ve noticed that.”
“If you lose contact with the ground, you lose contact with that extended mana and the vision it gives you,” I explained. “I’m sure you’ve found a bunch of seemingly strange quirks of your ability over the years. Hopefully, the concept of mana can help explain some of them for you. I’ll definitely answer any questions in that regard.”
Large, shimmering tears formed in the corners of her eyes and streaked down her porcelain face. “I’d like that.”
“Oh, Tyr, I’m sorry,” I apologized immediately. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m not all that great with words, so if I said something that offen—”
“No. It’s quite the opposite, actually,” she interrupted me. “It’s...difficult to put my feelings into words.” She took a moment to dab her eyes with the cuffs of her robe and calm her breathing. “The isolation that comes with a condition like mine is all-consuming. There are no answers, no relief, and nobody that can share in your experiences. Just a struggle that promises to follow you for the rest of your life, alone and unrelenting.” A small smile broke through the sadness on her face. “And then suddenly, you have answers. Answers you’ve been desperate to hear your entire life, given so simply and freely that you’re allowed to feel hope for the first time in years.”
Memories from hundreds of sleepless nights spent contemplating my own existence resonated in her explanation, filling me with an intense feeling of kinship for the woman I had only just met. “I know exactly what you mean,” I replied, fighting against the lump in my throat to keep my voice from cracking.
A loud sniffle from across the room interrupted our conversation, and we all turned to find Marin with puffy red eyes and tearstains on her cheeks. “Stop it! Don’t look at me,” she yelled, pulling her knees up to her chin and burying her face in her arms. “I’m fine! Keep talking.”
Her continued sniffling shattered the emotional tension that had gripped the room, and I let out a relieved chuckle as Val reached out to comfort her sister. “We’re all leaving town tomorrow morning, but until then, I’m willing to answer any questions you have,” I offered.
“In that case, why don’t you all stay for lunch?” Tyr asked, lithely weaving her way through the ring of chairs on her way to the cabinets on the opposite side of the room.
“Oh, we couldn’t put you out like that, Tyr,” Lia said. “We can just eat after we leave.”
“Please, it’s no trouble!” she insisted. “I don’t have much, but you’re free to enjoy wha—” Her body tensed suddenly, and she raised her hands up clasp her temples. “Siv, sweetie, could you...could you help Mama to the couch, please?”
Siv bolted to her mother’s side, knocking her chair over in the process. “Is it one of your headaches, Mama?” she asked, reaching out her tiny hands to pull on her mother’s robe.
“Yes, that’s—that’s right, sweetie,” Tyr answered, flinching in pain.
My stomach dropped as Siv led her mother past us to a small sofa against the living room wall. I had continued to channel my Pain Reduction enhancements over the course of our conversation, using far more mana than I knew was necessary to ensure Tyr’s comfort in the presence of our overwhelming auras. “Tyr, are you in pain? What’s wrong?” I asked, following along behind her.
“I’ll...be fine...in just a moment,” she panted, falling back onto the couch with Siv’s help. “I get...migraines, sometimes. They only...last a minute or so. I’ll be—” Her jaw clenched as another wave of pain washed over her. “I’ll...be fine.”
This shouldn’t be possible. I stood in useless silence as Tyr continued to tremble in pain while I burned through increasingly ludicrous amounts of energy in an attempt to relieve her. “I don’t understand,” I said under my breath. “I don’t understand.” I turned to my companions and looked at them helplessly. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Mama will be okay,” Siv said, her grip tightening on her mother’s robes. “She has headaches sometimes, but she’s always okay.” The young girl’s face was surprisingly resolute, putting my internal panic to shame. “You’re okay, Mama. You’re okay.” Marin joined Siv on the floor, kneeling at Tyr’s side in silent support.
“Can she be healed, Lux?” Val asked, appearing over my right shoulder.
“Healed?” I echoed. A separate strand of my mana wove around her body and activated in a shimmer of green light, disappearing as quickly as it had arrived without effect. “No, it’s not working,” I muttered. “Nothing’s working. I don’t understand—”
“Lux,” Lia said, giving my arm an insistent tug. “Look. Her horns.”
My heart leapt into my throat when I caught sight of the onyx spirals. “No...she can’t be.”
“Lux, I do not see anything,” Val whispered, her eyes bouncing back and forth in search of what had paled my face along with Lia’s. “What is wrong?”
“Void,” I cursed. Faint bursts of the deathly energy pulsed out from Tyr’s horns, ebbing and flowing in time with the bouts of pain that continued to contort her face. The jagged black scars originating from her horns began to lengthen and grow in number as the waves of void quickened. Each one came more powerfully than the last, beating like a frenzied heart in its final, desperate moments.
My thoughts oscillated in time with the void, swinging wildly between anxiety, terror, disgust, and resolve. Mimic. Kill her. Shadebinder. Run. She’s like me. She’ll kill the others. She has the answers I need. Help her. Kill her. My hand raised seemingly of its own accord, reaching out towards her horns as I struggled to tame the raging storm in my head. Do something. Anything. Just do it. Tyr’s fingers scraped across her forehead, leaving angry red lines in their wake as she struggled to fight against the void’s overpowering crescendo.
A wave of dark energy rushed over me a moment before my hand reached her. Void spilled out from her horns and suffused the entire apartment in a single instant, enveloping every inch of my body in a suffocating blackness. I let out a choking gasp and tried to jump away, but Tyr’s hand darted out and pulled me closer with an unexpected strength.
“You really are like me,” she whispered in my ear, her chin resting on my hunched shoulder. “The darkness lives inside you, too.” Her hand loosened around mine and traced its way up my arm, following the well-hidden weave of black scars across my shoulder to my sternum. “It marked Lia, too, but...it’s not the same as you and me. I can see it on her, but it doesn’t live in her soul.”
I stood frozen in place, my free hand already curled around the well-worn leather grip that waited in the ether. “How?” I breathed in disbelief. “How do you know that?”
She pulled away from the impromptu half-embrace just enough to meet my gaze, her strangely placid face mere inches away from mine. Deep rivers of black energy throbbed down across her forehead into her eyes, staining her cloudy pink irises with veinlike cracks of darkness which seemed to radiate an ethereal light. “I can see it,” she replied. “It’s inside us, alongside our souls—our mana. In you, and me, and—”
A wave of panic suddenly disrupted her calm. “Outside, across the road. Four men. They look...wrong.” Her head whipped to the side and stared directly into the stone wall behind the couch. “Their souls are hollow. Tainted with death.”
“Mimics,” I murmured, my eyes growing wide. I scanned out to the road and found the targets of Tyr’s attention. Four men in mining gear leaned against the building across from us, all watching the front entrance attentively. Despite her warning, I failed to find anything extraordinary about them: Two of the miners showed clear signs of Warp usage in their dispersed mana signatures, but none of the men held any traces of void within them. “You’re sure, Tyr?”
“I’m sure,” she replied. When she turned her face back towards mine, it was immediately clear that the void which had built up inside her had already begun to subside; the corruption had faded from her eyes, and the pulsating black scars on her forehead were receding back towards her horns. I felt her grip on my shoulder weaken as she slumped back onto the couch. “I—I don’t know why they’d be here,” she said, her eyes fluttering weakly.
“Are you okay now, Mama?” Siv asked, crawling up onto the couch beside her mother. “Is the headache gone?”
“Yes, sweetie,” she answered, “it’s all better now.” She held Siv close to her chest and stroked her hair, never breaking eye contact with me.
The genuine fear on her face was enough to convince me to act. “We’ll take care of it,” I assured her. “Just stay here. I’ll be back soon—with more questions.” I moved towards the door, flanked immediately by Val and Lia.
Twin fronts of mana rushed past me as the pair confirmed the information Tyr had given us. “How can she tell they’re Mimics?” Lia asked. “They look normal to me.”
I bit my lip. “I don’t know,” I answered uncomfortably. “I can’t see any void in them, but Tyr says it’s there. We can’t run out there and kill what could be four innocent civilians, but if they are Mimics, we can’t just ignore them, either.” My jaw cracked as I ground my teeth and considered our options. “Alright,” I groaned a moment later, having come up empty, “let’s go.”
“What about me?” Marin asked from her place beside the couch. “What should I do?”
“Stay here and keep them safe,” I said, nodding to Tyr and Siv. “Don’t let anybody into the apartment. Do whatever you have to do.”
She hopped to her feet and banged her knuckles together, filling the room with a resonant metallic hum. “I will.”
Our potential foes appeared as soon as we stepped into the hallway: four shadowy silhouettes lurking in the dim lamplight across the street from our building, staring directly at us as we approached. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end under the intensity of their hidden eyes. If these really are Mimics, what can we do? The memory of the explosion Sylvie’s Mimic had caused played out before my eyes, now overlaid onto the surrounding apartment buildings. Killing them will do more damage than leaving them alive. How can we—
A rush of golden mana flooded through my brain, doubling my senses and interrupting my intrusive thoughts. I saw myself through a different set of eyes and turned to meet my own gaze. I missed you, Lia and I thought in unison. Our perfect coalescence momentarily filled me with regret for how long we had been apart. The surge of energy filled me with the confidence I had been attempting to fake and buoyed me out to face the dark figures that awaited us.
“You look a bit lost,” I called out to the group of miners. “Can I help you with something?”
“You’re the one who’s lost,” the tallest of the four men shot back, pushing off from the building they all leaned against. “City folk shouldn’t be wandering the Rings.”
“Do you need directions to the city?” Lia asked pleasantly. She pointed to the stone archway in the distance where we had entered. “Just head back through that arch and take a right, and you should—”
“We heard the screaming,” a second voice cut in. “What did you do?”
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I replied, waving my hand dismissively. “A woman in this building accidentally cut her hand while cooking, but she’s fine now. We helped get her all bandaged up.”
“Maybe we should go check on her, just in case,” the first man said, taking another step forward.
My sword appeared in a flash, and I pointed the blade at the man’s neck. “I don’t think so,” I said, my voice sharp and icy. “Unless you’re willing to die for that curiosity, turn around and walk back to your mines.”
Lux, is such confrontation wise? Val’s voice asked in my head. We do not know if these men are truly Mimics. We have only Tyr’s word.
We’re about to find out, I answered. My deepened bond with Lia accelerated our thoughts to a level greater than the sum of their parts, allowing us ample time to plan for our inevitable fight. Mimics allow themselves to be captured, but not killed. They’ll reveal their true natures given the right encouragement. We still don’t know if they have any other tactics apart from self-immolating, though, so stay alert.
“Tough talk from the man standing outnumbered,” barked the lead man as he pulled a small hand pick from a loop on his belt. “Run along back to your city, and stay out of our way.” His companions followed suit with their leader, drawing various weapons improvised from mining equipment.
I let out a sigh and shrugged my shoulders. “Suit yourself.” A quick snap of my wrist flipped my sword into a reverse grip, and I hurled it across the narrow street at the farthest miner. The blade whistled through the air in a direct line to the man’s heart, but I recalled the weapon in the instant it made contact with his chest, leaving nothing but a small incision in his heavy woolen jacket.
The shadows surrounding us were abruptly dispelled by an intense emerald light that shone out through my target’s skin. Ripples of void emanated out from his core and flooded his extremities, tearing through his pale orange mana with a voracious appetite. He raised a hand to his chest and stared down at where the manasteel blade should have been, slowly coming to grips with the fact that he was still alive and unharmed. His look of shock spread to his companions, but it quickly faded behind the blinding green glare of their own void flames.
“Fine,” said all four men in unison, “we’ll take her after you’re dead, then.”
A chill ran down my spine as the men formed ranks, slinking forward like perfectly matched marionettes. Keep them away from Tyr’s apartment, but don’t kill them, Lia and I thought to Val. The three of us jumped back to block the building’s door and took up ready positions with our weapons in hand. Flashes of half-formed plans came and went through our shared consciousness as we thought through the hundreds of possible combat variants that might unfold.
Where do we kill them?
Up?
Our entwined mana built an instant map of the surrounding area. The apartments reach the ceiling. An explosion would take out the top two floors, at least.
The mine is too far away to throw them in. Too many workers on the upper levels, too.
Down?
Inspiration struck us like lightning, and a plan unfolded wordlessly in our heads. Lia flourished her matched onyx blades and stepped in front of me. I’ll coordinate with Val. You do the rest.
I gave her a ping of acknowledgement and took another step backwards, allowing Val to take my place. “They will not reach you,” she said, readying her shield. “We will—”
The sharp screech of metal against metal cut her off when the lead miner lunged forward with superhuman speed and raked his pick across the surface of her shield. Lia darted ahead to catch the man in his side, but two of his companions jumped to his rescue and caught her blades against their makeshift clubs. Enhancements, Lia cursed, dodging backwards to avoid a stab from the final miner. Like ours. Dread chilled my gut as I confirmed the assessment through Lia’s eyes. While dark currents of void still continued to ravage the mana within the Mimics, small bursts of energy powered their movements with an unmistakable mana-fueled glow. Adrenaline buried the revelation in the back of my mind for later reflection and pushed me forward with malicious intent, but Lia’s presence in my head stopped me in my tracks. No—I can handle them. Our plan still works. 
Her confidence flowed through me and steadied my hands as I raised my sword above my head, then brought it down into the stone at my feet, burying the point of the weapon more than a foot into the ground. Mana exploded out through the blade and rushed into the street, suffusing the stone below the battle in a perfect circle. I analyzed each minute variation in the ground’s composition while the mana reached deeper into the earth with every passing second. It took every ounce of willpower within me to maintain concentration on my task and not join the fray ahead of me, but the view through Lia’s eyes was enough to show me the battle was still progressing in our favor without my interference.
Val bashed her attacker in the face with the lip of her shield and shoved him backwards into the cart tracks, tangling his feet beneath him and knocking him to the ground. With her foe momentarily immobilized, she spun to the side and lashed out at the trio of men attempting to surround Lia; her shield rocketed along its geared track and caught the closest man in the shoulder, immediately knocking his arm limp with a sickening snap. He turned with a roar and brandished his mining hammer over his head, but he was thrown back by a gauntleted punch to the face as Val advanced on him.
Lia’s engagement with the remaining two Mimics seemed less like a battle and more like an intricate dance as she jumped and twirled around their attacks. Even with their enhanced speed and strength, neither man came close to landing a blow; every attempted strike was easily dodged and repaid with a deep cut on his arms, legs, or chest. Noxious green smoke poured from the wounds while the men continued their unsuccessful assault, dimming the emerald light that radiated out through their skin.
A bestial roar echoed down the street as Val’s first opponent jumped to his feet and tossed his pick to the ground. “ENOUGH!” he bellowed, extending his palm out toward Lia. The ominous flames roiling beneath his skin rippled down his arm and coalesced in the center of his hand. Gouts of green fire crackled through the air in a swirling column aimed directly at Lia’s chest. The glittering bulwark of Val’s shield caught the inferno and parted the flames to either side, leaving a small pocket of safety behind it for her and Lia to hide in. I felt the raging heat of the continued assault on Lia’s skin as she pressed herself against the safety of Val’s armor. With my companions momentarily contained, the remaining Mimics regrouped beside their fiery comrade and turned their attention towards me.
Now. I gave the mental command in sync with a final surge of my extended mana. The Shatter rune on the face of my sword flashed, and four pained shrieks filled the air. Our foes toppled to the ground in a hail of blood, smoke, and splintered bones from their instantly massacred legs. Lia sprinted out from the sanctuary of Val’s shield and executed the men in quick succession, catching them through the chest with the tips of her blades as they fell. When the last Mimic slid from the length of her onyx sword, she spun on her heels and raced back to Val, where she lowered her shoulder and tackled her to the ground beside me.
The rune on my sword flashed again and sent a violent tremor through the earth. A yawning pit opened in the street beneath our slain foes, consuming their still-glowing bodies in a puff of dust. Another quake came more powerfully than the first as the pit widened and deepened, burying the Mimics in another layer of stone. I continued to activate portions of my preplaced mana in quick succession, shattering ten-foot sections of stone one after another until the pit stretched across the entirety of the street and descended down into total darkness. When the whole of my extended mana was spent, I pulled my sword from the strip of remaining road at my feet and fell back against the doorway to Tyr’s building.
Whatever mana withdrawals I would have normally experienced from the massive expenditure were immediately alleviated by a fresh influx of Lia’s amber energy. A lazy smile spread across my face, and I tipped my head back against the wall and closed my eyes. Feelings of thankfulness, relief, and pride flooded through our shared connection from both sides, and I reveled in the pure exchange for as long as I could.
Val and Lia finished disentangling themselves and joined me against the building, carefully skirting around the edge of the cavernous hole. A distant explosion echoed up from the darkness alongside a burst of emerald light, and the pit belched up a final cloud of smoke and dust. Lia and I sent a commingled burst of mana down the walls of the shaft to the rubble below, and after a few moments of searching, confirmed that the Mimics were destroyed. I let out a long sigh and pushed off from the wall. “Well...that’s done.”
I began to make my way inside, but Val caught my arm. “Lux,” she started, “how is it that those Mimics were able to use man—”
“Not now,” I said quietly, shrugging away from her hand. I don’t know, I continued silently, but we shouldn’t discuss it out here. We don’t know who’s listening. 
She turned to find what Lia and I had already seen through our Detection: The once-empty street was now lined with curious faces who had all come to see the source of the earth-shaking disturbance. We quickly made our way back into the apartment building to avoid the prying eyes, but we found ourselves pushing through a half-dozen miners on their way out to investigate. They gave us suspicious glances while we passed by, but nobody stopped to question us.
Marin met us at the apartment’s entrance and ushered us inside, then barricaded the door shut behind us with a heavy chair. I caught sight of Siv peeking out through the bedroom door when we entered, and she bounced out into the living room a moment later with her mother in tow. “Your friends are back, Mama!” she chirped.
“Thank you, sweetie,” Tyr said, patting her on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go get a snack from the pantry?”
“Yay!” Siv yelled. “I’m gonna have crackers!” She grabbed Marin’s hand and yanked her towards the kitchen. “You can have some too, Mari!”
Tyr watched them go with a small smile, then turned back to us. It looked as if she wanted to speak, but she suddenly pursed her lips and arched an eyebrow at us, her pale eyes bouncing back and forth between Lia and me. “You are...one soul,” she murmured, putting a hand to her mouth. “How beautiful.”
“Yes, we can—” Lia and I said in unison. Our eyes widened in surprise, and Lia gave a sheepish nod and took a half-step back, motioning for me to continue.
“We can combine our mana in dangerous situations, although the exact mechanisms behind it are…difficult to describe,” I explained, choosing my words carefully to avoid revealing that we had no idea how it worked. “You’re looking a lot better, Tyr. How do you feel?” In the short time we had been outside, her appearance had returned to normal, although the black scars across her forehead seemed noticeably longer than before.
“Oh, I’m quite alright,” she answered, bowing her head. “I’m sorry to have worried you all. I’ve had those headaches for as long as I can remember. They’re infrequent, thank the Primes, but they are rather intense. They happen two, maybe three times a year. I’ve always attributed them to my...condition,” she said, touching a hand to one of the spiraled horns on her head.
I bit my lip in anticipation of my next question. “During those headaches, have you ever seen anybody else like us?” I tugged down on the cuff of my leather glove to reveal the back of my hand, so overgrown with scars that the entirety of my flesh appeared jet-black apart from a rare few pockets of pale skin.
“No,” she shook her head. “Those men, out in the street—I’ve never seen anything like that before.” A shudder ran up her spine, and she shook her head vigorously side to side. “I hope I never see anything like it again.”
My brow furrowed at her overwhelming disgust. “What was it you saw in them, exactly? I haven’t been able to see any difference between normal people and Mimics. Well, at least, not until it’s too late to matter.”
“It’s difficult to describe,” she answered, wringing her hands. “It was as if their souls were fake, somehow...almost hollow—a facade of humanity, but inside, nothing but rot. Darkness.” She shuddered again, and her eyes fell. “I’m sorry if that’s not helpful.”
I put on my best comforting smile and pushed away the uncertainty that continued to grow in the back of my mind. “You don’t have to worry about that, Tyr. We can talk about it more later, after you and Siv are safe.”
She cocked her head to one side. “Safe?” She took a step towards the kitchen where Siv sat sprawled on the floor with Marin eating from a small paper bag of crackers. “Those men, those Mimics...you killed them, right? Are there more?”
Lia stepped forward and took one of Tyr’s hands in hers. “We don’t know why, but it sounded like those Mimics were here for you, Tyr. They’re dead now, but if they know where you live, it’s only a matter of time until more show up. Plus,” she said, nodding to the barricaded door of the apartment, “Lux broke your door when we first got here. It wouldn’t be safe to stay here, Mimics or not.”
I wrinkled my nose at the minor slight. “We’re taking the rail carriage to Syndrai tomorrow morning to talk to the Stoneshapers about their Mimic problem. I’d like you to come with us.”
Tyr’s brow pinched together as she looked away. “I could never afford a trip like that, and I certainly couldn’t ask you to provide for us,” she said quietly. “I wouldn’t feel right accepting such generosity. You all just met me, and I’ve already put you through so much tod—”
“Tyr, please,” I cut her off. “If the cost is what you’re worried about, worry no more—it’ll be entirely on the Stoneshapers’ coin.” A sly grin crossed my face as I thought ahead to our coming conversation with Kord. “The Stoneshapers are very eager to talk with us about our experiences in Doram. Accommodating you and Siv will be a small price to pay for our help.”
“Plus, we still have so much to talk about!” Lia encouraged her. “I wouldn’t want to lose the chance to get to know the two of you.”
“The keep in Syndrai is, without question, the most secure place in Doram,” Val added. “Furthermore, if you accompany us to the capital, we will do everything in our power to ensure no harm comes to you or your daughter.”
Tears pooled in the corners of Tyr’s eyes, and she looked between the three of us with a growing smile. “You all are so kind,” she said, her voice shaking. “Thank you.” She took a quick breath and looked up towards the ceiling, wiping her eyes with the cuffs of her gray robe, then walked to where Marin and Siv sat on the kitchen floor. “Siv, sweetie, would you like to go on a trip?”
“A trip!” Siv exclaimed, showering cracker crumbs onto the floor. “A trip, a trip! Where are we going, Mama? Are we going into the city? Can we get berries again?” Without waiting for a response, she turned excitedly to Marin and grabbed her shoulders. “Mari, Mama’s gonna buy us berries in the city!”
Marin laughed as she stood up from the floor and mussed Siv’s hair. “She didn’t say that, Siv. You just made it up.”
“Oh, right,” she answered, quickly turning back to her mother. “Where are we going, Mama?”
“We’re going to Syndrai.”
Siv’s brow furrowed. “Do they have berries in Syndrai?”
“Yes, sweetie, I’m sure they do.”
“Berries!” Siv shouted, running around the room with tiny stomping footsteps. “Let’s go, let’s go!”
Tyr looked back to us with an apologetic smile. “I’ll get our things packed. It’ll only take a minute.” She walked to the bedroom door and waved to her daughter. “Come here, sweetie. We need to pack your things.” Siv made a wide, careening turn and zoomed into the room past her mother, and the pair disappeared from sight.
Marin rejoined us a moment later, nervously chewing on her lip. “Are they...coming with us to Syndrai?”
“Yeah. The Mimics implied that they were here for her, not us, so I want to make sure they’re both safe. Well, mainly that, but I also want to find out how Tyr was able to see those Mimics before I was.” I explained. “Why? Is that a problem?”
“What? No!” she answered immediately, giving an animated wave to the contrary. “It’s the opposite—I’m glad they’re coming! I was worried too, you know!” She screwed up her face when she caught sight of the grin that had begun to grow on my face, and she turned away in a huff. “Don’t even say it!”
I hid my amused laughter as best I could while we waited for Tyr and Siv to return. They rejoined us a few minutes later, both carrying small leather rucksacks on their backs and wearing heavier, fur-lined cloaks. Siv wandered aimlessly between us as her mother puttered around the house retrieving additional items and trinkets. “Let’s gooo!” Siv yelled, leaning her head into Marin’s stomach.
Tyr finished her final pass and joined us at the door. “Are you ready to head out?” I asked her. “I don’t know exactly how long we’ll be gone, but as I said before, the Stoneshapers should be able to provide anything we need along the way.”
She gave the space a final once-over. “Yes,” she said firmly. “I’m ready.”
---
Our walk back to the guild hall was blissfully uneventful. After slipping out between the crowd that had gathered around the broken road, we faded into the throngs of foot traffic on the main road and left the scene behind us. Siv quickly began to complain that her feet hurt from the walk and demanded that Marin carry her on her shoulders, which Marin happily obliged. The pair wove in between the members of our traveling party in a raucous, bobbing display that kept Siv well-occupied for the duration of our trip.
We had only just rounded the final corner on our journey back when I caught sight of our young Stoneshaper ward bursting through the doors of the guildhall. The ends of his cream-colored robe flapped wildly behind him as he rushed headlong down the road in our direction. His usual calm demeanor was nowhere to be found, replaced instead with wide eyes under a furrowed brow and pursed, narrowed lips. Lia and I watched him curiously until he was within earshot. “Kord!” I shouted, waving at him through the traffic around us.
His concern quickly turned to confusion when he looked over at me with uncomprehending eyes, but a look of relief washed over him when recognition finally came. “Lux!” he shouted, barreling through the crowd on a straight shot towards us. “Thank the Primes you’re all safe!” He pulled me into the alcove of a nearby building and leaned heavily against the wall in an attempt to catch his breath. “I heard there was...an incident...in the Rings,” he panted.
“And naturally, you assumed we had something to do with it?” I asked with an amused smirk.
“Well...yes,” he answered. “It seemed too large a coincidence...that a Mimic would be sighted in the Rings...the same morning you went to investigate.”
“Word certainly travels fast around here,” Lia interjected.
“Seems so,” I agreed. “You heard mostly right, Kord. There was an incident in the rings this morning, but it was four Mimics, not one. We took care of them, but there was a bit of collateral damage. All structural, though—nobody else was hurt.”
“Four?” he asked, staring in slack-jawed awe. “There were four Mimics? In the same place? And you...dealt with them?”
“That’s right,” I replied.
“And the Ring is still standing?”
“Correct. As I said, it does have a bit of a hole in it now, though.”
He looked from person to person in disbelief, his mouth moving soundlessly as he struggled to believe our story. He paused when his eyes met Marin’s and discovered the small child she carried on her shoulders, and he took a moment to compose himself. “My apologies,” he said, turning to address both Siv and her mother. “I don’t believe we’ve met before.”
“Kord, this is Siv and her mother, Tyr,” I introduced the pair. “They were—”
“I’m Siv!” the young girl said, leaning precariously over the front of Marin’s head to wave at Kord.
“It’s rude to interrupt, sweetie,” Tyr chimed in softly. She bent in a small bow. “It’s an honor to meet you, Shaper Kord.”
“Tyr and her daughter were the targets of the Mimic attack out in the First Ring,” I explained. “I promised them they could come with us while we continued our investigation. That won’t be an issue, will it?”
“No, of course not!” He gave a quick smile to Tyr and Siv. “My name is Kord, Third Acolyte of the Stoneshaper’s Guild. Please accept my deepest apologies for the incident you experienced today. I will do everything within my power to ensure that you receive the full protection of the Stoneshapers while we continue to investigate this threat.”
“You honor me,” Tyr said, bowing more deeply than before.
I clapped my hands emphatically. “Alright, perfect! With that out of the way, how about we head back to the guildhall? Today’s been a bit tiring, if you could believe it.”
“Of course. I’ll have Audun issue sanctions for your new companions and assign them a room for the evening.” Kord looked back at me and let out a soft sigh, a small smile growing on his face. “You know, when I was initially given my assignment, I believed it’d be a boring year. How little I knew.”
“I tend to have that effect on people,” I chuckled. “Sorry we messed up your plans.”
“Oh, no, it’s quite the opposite,” he said as we began to make our way to the guildhall. “My year of inspections is mainly a test to prove my dedication to the Stoneshapers. While maintenance duty is certainly important, it isn’t the most fulfilling job. With all of you here, though, I feel like I might actually be able to make a meaningful difference for Doram.”
“Well, in that case, I’m glad we messed up your plans!” I shared a laugh with Kord while we continued on down the road, eventually falling in behind him as we entered the guildhall. Audun sat behind the desk in the exact same position as the day before, leaving me to wonder momentarily if he was, in fact, shaped entirely from stone.
“Good afternoon, Shaper Audun,” Kord started as we approached the desk. “I pray you are d—”
“What do you need, acolyte?” he replied dismissively, leaving his eyes firmly locked on his books.
“I need another pair of sanctions for my guests. They’re joining us on our way to Syndrai.”
The answer was enough to earn Audun’s attention, and his eyebrows raised in surprise when he saw Tyr and Siv. “Ah, Miss Avarta,” he said in a much softer tone, “it’s nice to see you again.”
“You as well, Shaper Audun,” she answered, giving him a warm smile.
“Hi Mr. Audun!” Siv cut in with a loud, hissing whisper.
“Hello, Siv,” he whispered in reply, his grin revealing a mouthful of gold teeth. “So, the two of you are accompanying our acolyte to the capital?”
“Yes. We’re helping our new friends with their investigation,” Tyr replied.
Kord twirled back to stare at Tyr in shock, then turned back to Audun and blinked at him in confused silence for a long moment. “You two...know each other already?”
“Miss Avarta contracts with us as a translator,” Audun explained with a patronizing wheeze. “You would have already known this if you’d read the ledgers I tasked you with on your previous visit.”
Blood rushed to Kord’s cheeks as he stared into the floor at his feet. “Of course. My apologies.”
After a final scrutinizing look at the acolyte, Audun ducked beneath his desk and retrieved a pair of familiar silver pendants along with a bound stack of yellowed papers. “Do you know how long you’ll be in Syndrai?”
“No,” Tyr shook her head. “We may be gone a while.”
“I see. We’ll settle the matter of your compensation when you return, then,” he said, pushing away the notebook.
“Oh, no, this isn’t a work matter, Shaper Audun,” she corrected him quickly. “We’re simply accompanying our fr—”
“Do you believe your talents will be of use to the Guild while you are in the capital?” he asked, cutting her off.
“They...I...I—I’m not sure exactly...” she mumbled, wringing her hands.
“They will be,” Val answered for her. “I have no doubt.”
Audun’s gaze shifted to Val, and it was difficult to discern whether he was about to berate her or thank her. “I expected as much,” he said eventually. “We’ll assume your regular rate, minus lodging expenses. I’ll expect the usual report when you return.”
“Of course. You’re too kind, Shaper Audun,” Tyr murmured, her porcelain cheeks gaining the faintest bit of color.
“I am exactly as kind as I need to be,” he retorted dryly. He slid the silver medallion across the desk towards her, then leaned forward to address Siv, who still sat on Marin’s shoulders. “Do you remember what to do with this?” he asked as he handed her the second medallion.
“Don’t lose it!” she whispered, her voice echoing around the lavish entryway. Her tiny hands gripped the silver tightly against her chest, and her crimson eyes sparkled with intense focus.
“Hey, now we match, Siv!” Marin exclaimed excitedly, holding up her own sanction.
The small girl gasped. “You’re right, Mari!” she marveled aloud. “Now I can ride in the rail carries, too!”
Audun flashed her a glittering grin before turning his attention back to Kord, his face settling into a creased grimace with remarkable quickness. “See to it that Miss Avarta and her daughter return home without incident.”
“I will, sir,” he said, bowing deeply. “I’ll protect them with my life, if necessary.”
The old man sucked noisily on his teeth. “Mhmm,” he grunted eventually, looking down at his ledgers and waving us onward. We quickly followed his suggestion and made our way up the stairs into the building proper.
I waited until we were out of sight and earshot of the front desk before striking up conversation. “So, Tyr—I didn’t know you were a Stoneshaper.”
“Oh, no! Nothing of the sort!” she shook her head vigorously. “I occasionally work for them as a translator whenever foreign diplomats visit Jor. That’s all.”
“I’m sorry that I failed to recognize you, Miss Avarta. I’m still relatively new to the Stoneshapers, and I’ve spent most of my time in the capital,” Kord said. “If you don’t mind me asking, how is it you came to contract for the Guild?”
“My husband was a prominent member of Jor’s Mining Guild. I would often accompany him on his day trips into the city, when he had meetings here in the Stoneshaper’s guildhall.” A forlorn smile spread across her face as she continued. “Years ago, I happened to strike up a conversation with a Lybesian noble in the entryway. Shaper Audun overheard us speaking and asked if I could assist him in an upcoming meeting, which happened to be the same meeting my husband was attending. I’ve been contracting here ever since.”
“I see. Will your husband be joining us on our trip to Syndrai as well, then?” he asked with a pleasant smile.
Tyr’s brow contracted in a flash of pain, but her expression softened a moment later. “No. Unfortunately, he passed away in a mining accident earlier this year.”
“Oh. I’m...sorry to hear that,” he replied in a low, regretful voice.
“That’s alright,” she comforted him. “It’s certainly been a difficult year, but we will persevere. Brandt would not have wanted Siv and me to miss out on life for mourning him.”
Siv perked up at the mention of her name and cut through what was quickly growing into an uncomfortable silence. “Mama!” she whispered loudly. “Mama, where are we going?”
“We’re going to find a bedroom for the night, sweetie,” Tyr answered. “Do you remember the last time we stayed here?”
She considered the question seriously until a bolt of inspiration struck her. “Yeah! I got to stay up and watch the stars!” Excitement played across her face, but quickly disappeared behind a furrowed brow. “The bed was too hard.”
Lia and I both shared a laugh at the accurate assessment. “Siv,” I asked, sidling closer to whisper in her ear, “why are you whispering?”
“We have to be quiet when Mama’s at work!” she whispered back, clearly loud enough for everyone to hear.
“I’m not here to work today, sweetie. You don’t have to whisper,” her mother laughed.
“Oh. Good! It’s hard to whisper that much!” Siv said in relief, her normal speaking voice sounding much quieter than her hissing whispers.
We continued to follow Kord through the guildhall until we reached the same isolated hallway we had stayed in the night before. “Tyr, you and your daughter can stay here,” he said, motioning to the room next to Val and Marin’s. “We’ll be leaving at first light tomorrow, but if there’s anything I can do for you in the interim, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
“That’s very kind of you,” she replied. “I’m sure we’ll be fine for the rest of the afternoon, though.” Kord bowed in response and returned to his room, leaving our group alone in the hall.
“Hey, why don’t you guys go put your stuff in your room, and then we can head out into the city to find some food?” Marin suggested, playfully jostling Siv around on her shoulders. “There’s this awesome place we w—”
“Marin, I think it might be safer if we just stay in the guildhall for the night,” I cut in regretfully. “We have plenty of food left from Hana’s rations.”
I caught the beginnings of an annoyed glare in my direction, but the expression never fully formed. “Yeah, that’s probably for the best,” Marin admitted with a heavy sigh. She reached up over her head and grabbed Siv under the armpits, spinning her in a small circle before setting her on the ground. “You should go put away your things,” she instructed the small girl, tousling her silver hair. “I’ll come over to visit soon, okay?”
“But I wanted to go get berries!” Siv pouted.
“Now that I think about it, I think Marin might have a jar of berry preserves packed up in her room,” I offered, wiggling my eyebrows at Siv.
Marin’s face lit up at the suggestion. “I do!” She knelt down to match Siv’s eye level. “If you go wait with your mom and be good, I’ll bring you some special berries in a little bit. Okay?”
Siv gasped in delight and sprinted away, crashing directly into Tyr’s leg and knocking her back a step. “Mari got me berries!” she squealed.
“That was very nice of her, wasn’t it?” Tyr prompted, stroking her daughter’s hair. “What are you supposed to say when someone does something nice for you?”
“Oh!” Siv turned around and careened back into Marin, violently hugging her around the arm. “Thank you Mari!” She shook Marin side to side with the full force of her tiny strength, then dropped her arm and ran to her own room. “Come over soon, okay?” After an affirmative nod from Marin, she heaved open the stone door and disappeared behind it.
“I should go with her,” Tyr chuckled. “Thank you all for everything you’ve done for us today—I’m truly in your debt.” She took a step forward and placed a gentle hand on Marin’s arm. “And thank you, Marin, for taking such good care of Siv. It’s clear you two already have a special bond.”
Despite the dark color of Marin’s skin, I saw a clear blush come to her cheeks. “Of course! I’m—I mean, we’re all just happy you’re okay! Both of you.” She turned away and stared at the door to their room. “Siv is a great kid. You’re clearly a fantastic mother.”
Tyr blushed far more noticeably in turn. “How kind of you,” she said, looking away as well. “I’m, uhm...I’m looking forward to trying your berry preserves, as well—I believe Siv inherited my sweet tooth.”
“My mother made them for us before we left for Doram,” Lia chimed in. “Trust me, they’re very good.”
“Excellent,” she smiled. After giving Marin’s arm a final squeeze, she moved to the door of her room. “Will you be joining us later as well?” she asked, looking sightlessly between the rest of us.
“For sure,” I answered. “I’d like to rest up a bit first, but we’ll come over later.”
“I will join Marin when she is ready,” Val said.
“Perfect,” Tyr nodded. “Until then.”
Marin watched the stone door open and close again, leaving her gaze to linger for a long moment after Tyr had disappeared from view. She let out a soft sigh before shaking her head vigorously and moving to the door to her own room. “I’m going to go get ready. I’ll see you guys later.” Val followed along behind her sister into their room, leaving Lia and me alone in the hallway.
“I think they’re cute—Marin with Tyr and Siv,” Lia laughed quietly while we made our way to our own room. “It’s nice to see her happy like that. With someone like Tyr.”
“You mean someone who isn’t your Aunt Ellie,” I teased, closing the door behind us. She narrowed her eyes at me, but her smile undermined her annoyed stare. I crossed the room and fell face-first onto the solid mattress, failing to remove any of my gear.
“So, today was...quite the day,” Lia said as she joined me on the bed. “We made it a whole two minutes into the First Ring before getting sidetracked.”
I let out a low grunt in acknowledgement and struggled to flip myself onto my back. “I didn’t think it was possible, but we found even more questions without a single answer.” I rubbed my eyes in annoyance until I saw spots. “I’m starting to think this entire country was created for the sole purpose of messing with me.”
“A little vain, don’t you think?” Lia laughed, poking my cheek. She traced her finger down my arm and intertwined her hand with mine. “Tell me what you’re worried about.”
“Everything.”
“A bit more specific than that, please.”
I let out another groan as I sat up beside her. “Where are the Mimics coming from? How did they learn to use mana like we do? How are they related to the Shadebinders? Why are they targeting Tyr? How are—”
“Lux, I think all of those are just the same question,” she interrupted me. “I know it’s frustrating now, but we will find the Shadebinders eventually. Once we do, we’ll be able to answer all of those questions.”
“I feel like I should be able to figure it out now, though,” I fought back. “They’re attacking us in the streets, Lia. The void is right in front of me, and I still don’t understand anything about it.” My stomach churned at the mention of the word. “When we were in Tyr’s apartment, there was a moment...it was just for a second, but I...I really thought I was…” I trailed off, unable to finish the thought aloud, but the memory was clear through our deepened bond: my hand searching for the grip of my sword as I stared into Tyr’s void-streaked eyes, moments away from putting an end to our potential threat.
Lia stroked my cheek with her thumb. “I know how hard it is for you after everything you’ve been through, but you don’t have to be afraid. Regardless of whether Tyr can use void or not, you know that she’s not going to hurt us, and neither are you. Yo—”
“You don’t know that.” I bit my lip and stared into her eyes, struggling in vain to hide the memories of my last sojourn into the darkness. “Tyr might not be dangerous, but I am.”
Our words fell away as the conversation shifted fully into our mental link. Point and counterpoint flashed back and forth in rapid succession, each of us processing the same pool of shared memories from opposite sides. My mind failed to find anything apart from the moments I wished to forget the most: Lia’s death, Virram’s murder, and the horrible, insatiable presence that lurked somewhere within me. Each thought fought its way to prominence only to be repelled by an equally powerful memory offered up by Lia: our wedding ceremony in the Mayaan chapel, a family meal with Elise, and our days of leisure in the secluded forest clearing of our home.
The back-and-forth continued at a pace far faster than our minds could have tracked alone. Each of my repressed anxieties from our battles in the First Ring reared their heads, clearly empowered by my desire to hide them away. What seemed like hours of constant mental stress passed us by in mere seconds. When the introspection became too cumbersome to bear, I let out a loud gasp and fell back onto the pillows, my chest heaving from the exertion. “That’s...enough…” I panted.
Lia’s breath appeared more measured than mine, but the beads of sweat on her brow told me she had felt the strain, as well. “For now, maybe,” she nodded, carefully laying down beside me, “but I’ll be here the next time you need me.”
I closed my eyes to hide from the sudden rush of shame, but I felt it burning in the tips of my ears. “You shouldn’t need to go through that for me all the time,” I mumbled. “You do so much for me, and all I give you in return is more problems.”
“That’s not true,” she cooed, cupping my face. “A million years of support wouldn’t be enough to repay you for the amazing life I have because of you.”
The lump in my throat bulged painfully as I swallowed against it. “Thank you,” I said, tipping my head into her chest.
“You should take a nap. I bet you’ll feel a lot better when you wake up,” she suggested. “We’ll go visit with Tyr and Siv afterwards and have a nice dinner.”
“That sounds...nice,” I sighed, letting my exhaustion take hold of me.
Lia’s hand ran through my hair and scratched my scalp while I began to doze off. “I know the past few days have been tough, but we’re almost there,” she whispered. “We’ll get to the capital tomorrow and finally find some answers.”
A lazy smile spread across my face as I fell asleep. “Yeah...I hope so.”
***




12. CARRIAGE RIDE

“Hurry up, Mari! Let’s go, let’s go!” Siv’s excited cries echoed over the heads of the bustling foot traffic that filled the rail carriage station. She poked up above the crowd from her place on Marin’s shoulders, which had quickly become her expected seat during prolonged trips. Marin’s thick shock of cherry-red hair provided a perfect set of grips for Siv’s tiny hands that she used as reins in an attempt to steer, much to her mount’s chagrin.
“Ow, Siv!” Marin winced, swatting playfully up at the small girl. “Not so hard, alright?” Despite her protests, she increased her pace and sped to the front of our group, carefully pushing her way through the crowd alongside Kord.
“I can see the rail carries, Mama!” Siv shouted, waving back at us. “Hurry, before it leaves!”
“Coming, sweetie!” Tyr called back. In reality, we had arrived at the carriage station just after the celestial projector had swung its massive gilded arms into position to refocus the morning sun, which told us the carriages wouldn’t be leaving for at least another half hour. Nevertheless, we all increased our walking speed in order to keep up with Marin’s loping strides.
With Marin and Kord leading the way, the rest of us walked in a tight formation a few paces behind them. Lia, Val, and I all stuck particularly close to Tyr, keeping her safely tucked between us. The majority of our conversation from the previous night had been on simple, lighthearted topics, but the few investigative questions we had asked had been almost entirely unfruitful: Tyr had never had any previous encounters with Mimics to her knowledge, and she had no idea why they would be seeking her out. With the mystery still unanswered, I did my best to keep her well-protected on all sides while we passed through the early morning crowds.
The foot traffic thinned dramatically when we approached the head of the rail carriage; most of the people around us were funneled towards the back two cars, leaving the space around the front two cars mostly empty. Kord led our procession to an attendant standing beside the open double doors of the second carriage car. Before our guide had a chance to speak, the attendant gave him a deep bow. “Good morning, Stoneshaper,” the man said, his dark brown hair obscuring the majority of his face. “Please take any seat you’d like.”
“Thank you,” Kord replied, mimicking the man’s bow. “These six are with me.”
“Of course, Stoneshaper,” the man said, gesturing for us to enter the car. He gave each of us a brief glance as we passed, his eyes tracking across the silver sanctions hanging around our necks.
As opposed to the open, unfurnished carriage that had carried us from Drost to Jor, our current carriage was clearly set up for passenger transport. Snug booths lined both sides of the car, with cushioned bench seats of dark mahogany-colored wood that ran three deep on either side of a long, thin table. Chest-high dividers separated each booth, creating roughly twenty private areas in all. Each booth was framed by pale metal adorned with intricate scrollwork depicting a repeating gemstone pattern I had come to recognize as Doram’s sigil. Plush purple carpets lined the floor beneath each set of tables and benches, but the middle aisle was left open to reveal the tempered glass below and, by extension, the thick metal track that carried the carriage.
Marin set Siv down on the ground beside us to avoid knocking her head against the relatively low ceiling that ran only a few inches above me. The small girl set off running as soon as her feet hit the floor, dashing down the aisle towards a random booth near the back of the carriage. Marin chased after her with her hands stretched out like snapping claws, drawing a round of delighted squeals from Siv. I scanned the faces of the passengers who had boarded the carriage before us as we walked along the length of the car; the few booths that were already filled returned my casual glances with suspicious eyes, but when Kord’s flowing cream-colored robes came into view, they bowed their heads in deference and looked away.
The seven of us piled into Siv’s chosen booth, with Marin, Tyr, and Val on one side and Lia, Kord, and me on the other. Siv squeezed onto the bench between her mother and Marin, but she quickly grew bored of the seat, instead choosing to spin herself sideways to lay her head in Marin’s lap and stretch her feet over her mother to tap against Val’s legs; from my perspective across the booth from them, a tiny, disembodied voice spoke passionately about the different types of berries we might find in Syndrai, accompanied by an occasional emphatic hand gesture that popped up over the edge of the table.
I spent the remaining time before our departure scanning through the other cars with my Detection. The head of the carriage was a simple driving bench that you would find on any horse-drawn wagon, with only a single modification: Thick wooden posts sat on both sides of the driver’s bench, each supporting a large metal orb with a glass plate at the front which shone bright light out ahead of us. A woman in a heavy winter cloak sat on the front bench holding the reins, which were attached to four of the massive white draft horses I had seen in Drost. She tapped her foot to some unheard melody as she stared back into the station and waited for our preordained departure time.
The rest of the carriages were evenly divided into two distinct types. It was immediately apparent that our car and the one ahead of us were the upper-class section of the carriage. Where our accommodations were spacious and comfortable, the trailing two cars were anything but; they held rows of bare metal chairs that lined each side of the aisle five deep and ran the entire length of each car. To my surprise, almost every seat in both of the back cars was filled by a man or woman clearly dressed in mining gear. Despite the heavy foot traffic in the station, I had assumed based on the twenty or so other passengers in our car that the rail carriages weren’t commonly used for transport between the Joined Cities, but the hundreds of workers seated behind us told me otherwise.
The loud blare of an airhorn pulled me back to my own body just in time to brace myself against the carriage lurching beneath us. Our sudden movement roused Siv from her sprawled-out position, and she pressed her face against the glass wall of the carriage. “We’re going!” she crowed, bouncing up and down on Marin’s lap. The stone walls of the station faded away and revealed the city of Jor rushing by below our elevated tracks. “Bye, city!” Siv waved, watching the passing buildings until our carriage entered a tunnel in the mountain wall surrounding the city.
“We’re on our way,” Kord agreed, smiling. “The trip from Jor to Syndrai takes about six hours total. Our carriage will stop halfway through at a small rest station where we can get out and stretch our legs, but it’s a straight shot otherwise. We should arrive at the capital station by mid-afternoon.”
“Six hours, huh?” I thought aloud. A sudden, reflexive yawn took hold of me as I thought ahead to the hours of empty silence that awaited us.
Don’t even think about it, Lia scolded me.
I arched an eyebrow and looked at her out of the corner of my eye. Think about what?
Her presence easily sifted through my thoughts and tugged on my unspoken desire to sleep through the trip. You keep forgetting I’m in your head.
Oh, I would never, I answered her playfully. “Kord?” I asked. “Would you mind if I asked you a few questions? To pass the time?”
“Not at all! I’m an open book,” he said with a pleasant smile.
“This might be a bit of a stupid question, but why exactly is your order called the Stoneshapers? I’ve got my own assumptions, but I figured I should probably just find out straight from the source.”
“Not a stupid question in the slightest!” he assured me. “The Stoneshapers are an ancient order capable of tracing our influence back through over two thousand years of history. As you may have guessed, our name derives from our unique ability to shape stone through our close connection with the Primeval of Earth. Those blessed within our order can cut and mold stone without resistance, but perhaps more importantly, they can strengthen and mend stone, as well.”
“That’s why all of the buildings here look like they’re carved out of one big piece of stone—it’s because they are,” I said. “Well, more or less, anyways.”
“Exactly right,” Kord nodded. “Any spare stone taken away during the shaping process can be perfectly rejoined to a later project. It has essentially eliminated the raw material costs of Doram’s construction projects—apart from specialty materials like sandstone and marble, of course.”
“Marble…” Lia mused. “Kord, are there any Stoneshapers in Kaldan? Or, maybe, were there? The city of Atsal is built out of seamless marble, just like all the buildings here.”
“You’re correct with ‘were.’ While we have precious few written accounts of the world from that time, we do know that the first Stoneshapers originated in Kaldan,” he explained. “Doram is relatively young in a worldly sense—both Kaldan and Lybesa have existed for much longer than we have. As far as we know, the original sect of Stoneshapers migrated north from the other countries to form their own settlement beneath the mountains, which had been far too inhospitable to settle beforehand. Our country wouldn’t exist without the Guild, which is one of the many reasons why it’s held in such high regard in our society.”
“Are you aware of any other major structures in Kaldan which were built by the Stoneshapers?” Val asked. Her face remained as neutral as ever, but the slight shift in her posture and tension across her shoulders told me her mind had immediately followed the same path as mine.
“Yes, actually! I’m sure you’re all familiar with the Mountain Gate and the bridge which connects it to Lybesa. Both structures were constructed by the ancient Stoneshapers.”
“What about Shadowmine?” I asked, continuing Val’s line of questioning. “You know, those two mountains just north of Yoria? Any Stoneshaper buildings up there?”
Kord leaned his head past Lia to stare at me quizzically. “Uhm...no, I don’t think so,” he said after a few moments of thought. “Well, nothing that I know of, anyways. As I said before, we have little in the way of historical records, but there are scholars in the capital that surely know more that I do. I could introduce you to one, if you’d like.”
“I would appreciate that,” Val said, giving him a small nod.
“Of course,” he replied. “Out of curiosity, why do you ask, Lux? Is there something about Shadowmine that makes you think of the Stoneshapers?”
“Well, yeah—it’s a giant mine underneath a mountain. That sort of seems like your thing,” I lied with an easy laugh.
“That’s actually a common misconception,” he corrected me. “The Stoneshapers have little to do with the physical mining operations—those are run by the various Mining Guilds. While we do work closely with their planning departments to ensure the mines never compromise our infrastructure, we are otherwise left out of their day-to-day minutia.”
“Wait, why?” Marin asked. “Mining would be super easy for a Stoneshaper, right? Do you guys not have enough people or something?”
“Yes, and no. The Stoneshapers have nearly a thousand members spread across the country, but only a precious few have both the innate ability and the connection to the Primeval of Earth needed to physically shape stone. There are less than a hundred practicing Shapers within our ranks. A large majority of our order fulfill other roles—city planning, architectural knowledge, mathematics, and the like,” he explained. “For example, Shaper Audun lacks the innate ability to channel the Prime’s blessing, but has successfully maintained the Jor guildhall for decades.”
“Oh, how very noble of you all to allow him to work with you, despite his lack of innate ability,” I quipped. “What about you? Do you have this special blessing from the Primes?”
Although his face was slightly downcast after my sardonic comment, I saw his chest puff out with pride when he began to speak. “I do. When my initiation as an acolyte is finished, I’ll be granted robes with the colors of a full Shaper.”
“Tell me, then—how is it that you’ve determined who has this ‘innate ability’ and who doesn’t?” I continued, allowing my annoyance to sharpen the edges of my voice. “Do you just wait for someone to perform a divine miracle? Or is it another blessed power of the Stoneshapers to see somebody’s innate worth?”
Easy, Lux, Lia warned me in my mind. Kord’s not the one who made the rules.
“I’m afraid I can’t fully answer that,” he answered, bowing his head. “Anybody who believes they can be of use to the Guild may apply for membership and be tested to the fullest extent of their abilities. Part of that test is a ritual to test one's connection with the Primeval of Earth, but I’m not allowed to speak about it any further.” An awkward silence fell over the table as I crossed my arms over my chest and slumped back against the bench. “If you’d like, I could introduce you to one of the proctors. Perhaps they could answer your questions better than I can.”
I let out an annoyed grumble in response. Why is it the same everywhere we go? I complained silently to Lia. People get the tiniest taste of power and think it gives them some god-given right to treat people like shit. They could build mansions big enough to house the entire world, but instead, they just built a pedestal underneath themselves to get a better vantage point to spit on the unblessed masses.
Lia gave my knee a soft squeeze. I know. It’s hard to hear about how great the Stoneshapers are when we’ve seen how Tyr and Siv had to live. But...what do you want to do about it?
Nothing. I took a deep breath and uncrossed my arms. We’re not here to fix their politics, we’re here to stop the Shadebinders. If we wanted to, we could walk right into the capital and take the place over. Nobody would be able to stop us. We could take over, change all their rules...honestly, given a few hours with one of the ‘blessed’ Stoneshapers, we could learn how their magic works and do more in a day than they could in a lifetime. But what then? We just live here forever? My focus turned to the rhythmically passing lights set into the tunnel wall beyond the carriage window as I grumpily thought through the idea. I don’t know how to govern a country. No matter how powerful we are, there are some things powers like ours can’t change. As much as I’d like to, we can’t help everybody, everywhere, all the time.
But we are helping them, she replied. We’re going to stop the Mimics and whatever it is the Shadebinders are trying to do with them.
True. That doesn’t make me feel any better about the Stoneshapers being assholes, though.
A grin played at the corner of her lips. That’s something you’ll have to deal with on your own.
“I’m bored,” Siv’s disembodied voice said from somewhere beneath the table. “Mari, can we go for a walk?”
Marin looked down into her lap with a confused expression. “Uhm, there’s...not a lot of room to walk around, Siv.”
“You can walk between cars if you’d like,” Kord offered. “I recommend staying in the luxury cars, though—there isn’t much space to walk around in the passenger cars.”
Siv’s head popped up excitedly. “Oh, can we go see the horses?! I wanna see the horses!”
“Alright, sweetie,” Tyr said, patting her daughter on the head. “We can go see the horses.”
The small girl bumped her head into Marin’s chest. “I want Mari to take me!”
Marin laughed. “You know I can’t carry you on my shoulders in here, right? You’d hit your head!.”
A look of annoyance crossed Siv’s face, and she pouted quietly as she considered the information. “I still want to go with you.”
“That’s fine with me,” Marin smiled. “Oh, uhm, that’s only if it’s okay with you, Tyr,” she followed up immediately, tripping over her words.
“Of course. Have fun,” she smiled. “I’ll want to hear all about the horses when you come back, okay, sweetie?” She and Val stood up to allow the pair to file out of the booth. Siv grabbed Marin’s hand as soon as they were free and marched her dutifully towards the door at the opposite end of the carriage. Tyr remained standing as she watched them go, smiling to herself. “It seems like they’ve really taken to each other. Marin has been wonderful at keeping Siv happy and entertained,” she said, returning to her seat. “We’re both very lucky to have met you all.”
“Marin has always been a child at heart, and this has finally given her an opportunity to express herself. I believe the two of them are kindred spirits,” Val commented, tilting her head out into the aisle to watch the two disappear into the next car. “I have no doubt Marin is enjoying herself every bit as much as Siv.”
“I think it’s cute,” Lia laughed.
Yes, it’s quite a lovely display, don’t you think? A soft, familiar voice whispered in my ear, immediately bringing the beginnings of a smile to my face. My chest tightened when my brain processed the voice’s source a moment later and registered the chill creeping down my spine. It’s a shame they’ll be caught in the crossfire.
Lia perked up in alarm when my quickened heartbeat pounded across our mental link. Lux, what’s wrong? she asked, scanning our immediate surroundings for the source of my anxiety.
A wave of shame washed over me as I waited helplessly for Amaya’s voice to respond to the question for me and finally reveal the true nature of my demons. Instead, I felt a soft puff of warm air on my neck and heard a soothing whisper in my ear. Don’t worry, love. She can’t hear our little conversations. I like to keep them...intimate.
The icy presence wove itself through my head like a coiling snake, somehow managing to entirely avoid detection from my shared consciousness with Lia.
A cool flood of adrenaline-fueled focus rushed through me and sharpened my focus. Danger, I warned Lia. I don’t know how, but we’re in danger.
Oh, very good, Amaya prodded me. I’m a little offended you’ll be taking all the credit after I’m the one saving you from their trap.
I clenched my jaw and fought away the urge to give in to the voice’s clear taunts. What crossfire? What trap?
She clicked her tongue disapprovingly. You still can’t see them? Even after that lovely horned pet of yours was kind enough to show you how? I get the feeling you aren’t even trying, Elden.
It’s Mimics, then. A fresh wave of Detection surged out around me and covered each of the connected carriages. Who is it? I asked, scanning the face of each miner in the packed passenger cars as I rose to my feet. Which one of them do I h—
It’s all of them, love, Amaya answered in a calm, level voice.
I managed a single, staggering step forward before I froze in place. You’re lying.
“Lux? What is the matter?” Val asked curiously.
You know I’m not, Amaya countered. But, to be honest, I’m just as surprised as you are about it. It seems a bit excessive, right? A cute, melodious giggle flitted from one ear to the other.
I guess you’re making them nervous.
Lia leaned over the table and spoke in a hushed voice. “Something isn’t right,” she told the rest of our party. “We might be in danger.”
I’ll detach the car. It leaves them alive, but they shouldn’t do any damage if they were just here for us.
“Danger?” Tyr asked, her entire body tensing. “What about Siv and Marin? Are they in danger, too?”
You aren’t listening, love, Amaya chided. My attention was suddenly guided to the front car, where an elderly couple carefully stood up from their bench seats and shuffled their way towards the far wall where Marin and Siv stood admiring the horses. A nearly imperceptible spark of void flickered to life within them as they walked and rippled through their mana reserves, corrupting the dim life energy as it went. I said ALL of them.
I heard a sharp hiss behind me from Tyr, and I whirled around to address my companions while battle plans formed in my head. “Val, Lia, protect these two. I’ll go get Marin and Siv.” I barked out a second round of commands in time with the first via my Detection. Marin, you’re in danger. Be ready.
“Protect us from what?” Kord asked, his kind features paling to a queasy shade of yellow.
“Mimics,” I spat, turning to go.
“Lux, wait,” Val said, catching me by the shoulder. “Who are they? Which of the passe—”
I brushed her hand away and gave her a hard look, doing my best to hide the fear I felt festering deep within my gut. “All of them.” I held her gaze as the news registered; if she felt the same fear that I did, her impassive mask did well to hide it. “Stay alive, Val,” I said sharply. “That’s an order.”
I turned and left the group behind without waiting for a reply. A chorus of voices carried after me: Kord’s increasingly fearful questions, Val’s words of courage and resolve, and Tyr’s pleas to keep her daughter safe. The words washed over me like water, leaving nothing in their wake as the carriage returned to its fragile silence. My only remaining thought beyond the adrenaline-fueled tactics of battle was a single word, echoed in unison between two commingled auras of blue and amber mana deep within my core: Forever.
The carriage burst into chaos in the instant my sword flashed to life in my hand. What had once been a scattered collection of peaceful passengers now stood as a single unit in the aisle, blocking my path forward to the leading car with the strangest assortment of combatants I had ever seen. Men and women dressed in upscale attire stood before me wielding daggers, brass knuckles, or nothing at all; the only similarity between each of the Mimics was the growing emerald light that shone out through their translucent skin, casting wild shadows across the glass-paneled carriage while they made their approach.
Battle lines rose and fell inside my head like chess moves, each one probing further and further into the future to find the quickest route through to Marin. Through my Detection, I was able to see her in a position similar to mine; she stood with her fists raised in a defensive stance, blocking the entrance to the last booth on the right where Siv sat hidden beneath a table. Seventeen Mimics lurked just ahead of me, with another fifteen closing in on Marin’s position in the leading carriage.
My brow furrowed as I took my first step forward. Despite my advance, I still had yet to devise an effective strategy that would allow me to reach Marin before she was overwhelmed. No killing without removing the body. No longer than…twenty seconds to reach Marin. Get through unharmed. Outnumbered. Close quarters. Each of the conditions stacked upon the last, cutting my options away by the hundreds. I raised my sword and charged ahead with a fearsome bellow, still unsure of how to break through their ranks. Whatever I have to do. I have to keep them safe, no matter the—
I found my solution in the form of a simple oversight in my requirements, just moments before I closed the distance between myself and the leading Mimic. I don’t have to get through unharmed. Just alive enough to save them. Battle plans I had previously discounted burst back to life inside my head, now organized by the severity of injuries sustained versus the total time spent fighting. A smile spread across my face as I plotted my brutal path through the crowd. I can make it.
A young man in a blue and yellow vest lunged towards me wielding a pair of hooked knives. I skidded to the right on my heel and felt the blade cut through the air inches away from the tip of my nose. The missed attack left the man overextended, and I brought the full weight of my bastard sword up into his chest in a goring stab. A burst of steaming blood flooded down over my gloved hand as I jammed my blade out through his back. Twin bolts of mana raced out and suffused the walls on either side of me, and a flash from the bloody Shatter rune on the face of my sword filled the carriage with the deafening screech of breaking glass. With the barriers now gone, I raised the Mimic up on the length of my blade and hurled him and my sword out into the tunnel, pinning him to the passing walls with a sickening crunch where he was quickly whisked away.
Now unarmed, I lowered my shoulder and bull-rushed my next foe. The force of my charge knocked the man off his feet and sent us both tumbling into the next pair of Mimics behind him. I landed on top of our four-person pileup and rolled as hard as I could to one side in an attempt to dodge a trio of incoming strikes from above me; the first two stabs missed me and sliced into the Mimic atop the flailing pile, cutting through his ear and bicep, but a third attack found its mark in the form of an enhanced punch to my shoulder. I howled in pain and threw myself into the nearest booth for cover, crashing through the wooden table. Rolling onto my knees, I snapped my dislocated shoulder back into place with a pained growl, then stood just in time to meet the woman who had injured me. Her second punch flew over my head as I ducked and locked my hand around her balled fist. Using her momentum against her, I sprang back up and levered her over my shoulder, tossing her out through the shattered glass wall behind me.
A sudden wave of emerald flames crackled towards me from the aisle, and I launched myself over the booth wall mere moments before the fire consumed the remnants of the wooden table. My mental map of the carriage disappeared and left me momentarily disoriented as I sailed over the seats completely disconnected from my extended mana. After clearing the first booth, I curled into a ball to dampen the impact of my crash landing in the second, but a Mimic I hadn’t seen hidden behind the backrest stood up and intercepted me. A powerful blow from a set of brass knuckles crunched into my chest and knocked the wind out of me, cracking my sternum and multiple ribs. Healing and Pain Reduction enhancements rushed autonomously to my injuries as I smashed into the ground and gasped for air.
Without a moment to catch my breath, I lashed out with my foot and hooked my attacker behind the leg. A solid yank brought the man down to one knee, and I caught his falling face with a brutal uppercut. I heard a loud squelch as his skull collapsed behind the force of my fist and exploded back into his brain. Still holding him by the face, I stood and catapulted him across the aisle, catching a second Mimic who had similarly attempted to hide in the opposite booth. The force of my impromptu projectile sent both foes out into the darkness of the passing tunnel.
With my path momentarily cleared, I dashed out into the aisle and sprinted towards the carriage door. Although I knew I had left behind the majority of my foes, my inexorable link to Lia showed me the scene clearly through her eyes: My chaotic path through the crowd had left a perfect opening for her to advance, and her assault had drawn the full attention of the remaining Mimics. Save Marin. We’ll be fine. She drew one of her onyx longswords and ran a hand along its length, instantly morphing the blade into an even smaller pair of curved daggers short enough to wield effectively in close-quarters combat.
In comparison to my crude charge into the Mimics, Lia’s attack was balletic in its rhythm and grace. Each flick of her knife was perfectly placed; her swings were calculated with precise amounts of deadly force and angled just enough to propel her in the direction of her next attack. Every elegant kill was promptly followed by a sweeping kick or shove that sent the radiant emerald corpse into the darkness of the tunnel to immolate somewhere behind us. The shimmering light reflecting from the edges of her bloodied daggers resonated powerfully with my memories of Kel’s fighting style, bolstering my confidence in her abilities.
Where Lia found herself advantaged by the tight quarters, Val was anything but. Four Mimics had been seated by the back exit of our carriage and had made an attempt to pincer our booth in a simultaneous attack. Val’s imposing form filled the entirety of the aisle as she stood against their assault, deftly deflecting gouts of green flame and improvised weapon attacks. However, her flashy combat style and whirling momentum transfers were impossible within the close confines of the rail carriage, forcing her to remain entirely on the defensive. No matter how adeptly she countered the Mimics’ barrages, each clash pushed her back another step towards the booth where Kord and Tyr hid.
“Lia!” Val yelled, ramming her shoulder into the back of her shield to hold back the combined weight of three Mimics. “I need you!”
Lia spun in place and grabbed a metal bench frame on either side of the aisle, then launched herself along the length of the carriage with incredible speed. An intense band of amber mana rushed out ahead of her and burrowed into Val’s consciousness, and a burst of mental images flew across their new connection, entirely bypassing the need for inefficient words. Val gave the horde a final shove before kicking the bottom lip of her shield, flipping it up over her hunched shoulder in a position parallel to the floor. Lia slid through the newly opened space on one knee and caught the first Mimic with a rising cut that split it from hip to shoulder. She immediately ducked to the left, narrowly avoiding Val’s shield as it screamed down its geared tracks. The topaz inlaid in Val’s bracer flared to life when the shield struck the bisected Mimic; the force of the blow sent it and its three companions rocketing through the tempered glass wall at the back of the carriage, where they promptly bounced off the face of the trailing passenger car and disappeared into the darkness behind us.
While Lia and Val’s battle raged behind me, I dashed through the carriage doors into the lead car. Marin’s solo defense against the Mimics had been far more difficult than our battles; her cornered position against the back wall of the carriage left her no choice but to stand and fight in place in order to defend Siv. Her entire body was awash with blood, though I couldn’t tell how much of it belonged to her. Large gashes on her scalp and forehead painted her dark skin with crimson lines, but the bloody, shattered walls across from her told me she had at least partially thinned the Mimics’ ranks.
“Lux!” she cried out in relief as she heard me enter. “Help Siv, please!”
“I’m coming!” I shouted back, recalling my sword and starting my sprint across the carriage. At the sound of my approach, a trio of women at the back of the pack turned around and raised their empty hands in my direction, each drawing the emerald lights within their bodies to a focused point on their palms. I dove into the nearest booth as pillars of fire roared over my head, pinning me in place. The continual torrent of flame scalded my face and neck while I crouched behind the cover of the bench wall. “Just hold on, Marin!”
Although I was pinned behind a wall of fire, I saw her battle unfolding in real time within my head. The Mimics attacked her in pairs, darting out from the crowd at odd angles to slip past her deadly fists and stab at her chest. Just as she managed to dodge a strike, two more daggers appeared at the corners of her vision, leaving fresh cuts across her face and shoulders no matter how quickly she reacted.
“Lux, you have to save Siv!” she shouted between desperate punches. “She’s here! No matter what happens to me, sh—” Her cry morphed into a scream of pain as one of the Mimics managed to slide into her guard and plant his dagger firmly in her shoulder. Her left arm immediately fell limp from the injury, but she caught her attacker around the back of the head with her remaining arm while he tried to escape. She slammed her skull into his with a resounding crack, then again, and again, roaring in bloody agony until his entire body went limp and fell into an unconscious heap at her feet.
Go. Now. No time. Pain is temporary. Heal through it. Save them. My body screamed in protest as my Pain Reduction and Healing enhancements flared into overdrive, preparing me for the imminent agony of the twisting emerald flames. Go. GO. I tensed my entire body and coiled my muscles up like springs, but I froze in the final instant before I began my charge. Through my Detection, I saw the Mimics’ charge play out in agonizing slow motion: Two men armed with brass knuckles charged at Marin’s weakened left side, forcing her to turn to engage them and fail to notice a third man dashing forward with a knife.
My body acted without the supervision of my mind, resorting to the only resource I had left to save Marin. A crackling bolt of mana surged along the length of the carriage, broke through the passive mana barriers of all three of her attackers, and suffused the entirety of each of their spines. I had just enough time to feel a primal rush of dread before the rune on my sword activated and reduced their bones to dust. Their bodies each gave a single twitch as their eyes rolled into the backs of their heads, and they crumpled to the ground in a tangled heap, instantly devoid of the roiling green flames in their cores. The void that had been circulating within them found my extended mana and raced backwards along the glowing path, greedily devouring the energy as it went. 
In the final moment before the void reached me, I heard a soft, sad voice in my ear.
I’m sorry, love. This is going to hurt.
The world around me disappeared behind a veil of darkness as a familiar agony coursed through my body. I felt my skin crack and burn away, only to be replaced moments later by my desperate subconscious healing. If I still existed somewhere within the world, I failed to perceive it; all of my senses were entirely consumed by the pain of the void, wiping away any thoughts apart from my immediate suffering. A sudden thunder filled my head and reverberated through my writhing form, shaking me to my core.
WE ARE ONE.
An insistent tug pulled me through the void at the sound of the booming voice. While my torments continued to strengthen, they also seemed to grow strangely distant; whatever safe space my mind had retreated to was somehow disconnected from my physical form, although I was still remotely aware of every stabbing pain it felt. My senses began to return one by one, but the information was fed to me as if I were a detached third party, viewing the events of someone else’s life. Smell: smoke, blood, and burning flesh. Sound: screeching metal, crackling flames, agonized screams, and the terrified cries of a small child. Touch: an ever-present but comforting heat and the cool grip of a sword in my hand. Sight: rippling emerald lights that parted around my advance, leading me closer to my enemies. My speech returned last, but the voice I heard echoing out from my mouth was not my own.
“Suffer.” I walked through the columns of fire blasted at me by the trio of Mimics ahead, amused at how cool their burning attacks felt against my flame-veiled form. My manasteel blade, now pale gray and cloaked in black fire, hissed through the air and impaled my closest foe through the heart. Her fiery assault gave out the instant my sword pierced her flesh; another infusion of void flooded through our manasteel connection and crashed into my core, further feeding the rippling flames obscuring my body. “MORE,” I bellowed in a dissonant chorus. Without hesitation, I forced my blade out through the side of the slain Mimic’s chest and lopped off the head of her nearest companion.
The final member of the Mimic trio froze in place and stared up at me with a strange mixture of reverence and awe. I reached out with my free hand and cupped her face, stroking a lock of dark brown hair out of her pale blue eyes with my thumb. “Hollow shells, imitating something greater,” I growled, forcefully turning her head from side to side. There was no resistance to the forced movement; the Mimic simply stood and waited as I observed her face, her wide eyes tracking mine with hawk-like interest. “We will give you what you seek—a true master.” A pulse of darkness rushed down my arm and surged through the young woman’s face. Tendrils of void cracked her pale skin and filled her eyes and mouth with black flame, choking out her tortured scream in the brief moment she survived before turning to ash.
My attack drew the attention of the remaining half-dozen Mimics, who all turned away from Marin’s bloody holdout to throw themselves in my direction. A deep pang of hunger rumbled in my stomach when I saw the void swirling just beneath their skin. Even from my place as a dissociated passenger within my own body, I couldn’t help but echo the thought of the dark presence that drove me forward.
YOUR DEATHS ARE MINE.
I had already killed the leading Mimic before I could react to my own lightning-fast movements. My body moved with bestial ferocity, lunging and striking so powerfully that my sword cleaved straight through the metal-framed booths that had restricted my movements just moments before. Each killing blow sapped the energy from my fallen foes and powered my next attack, sending me into a deadly spiral of biting steel and crackling flames. Despite their combat enhancements, the Mimics appeared sluggish and weak, unable to offer a meaningful defense or counterattack in response to my rampage.
The assault was finished in a matter of seconds. When my blade finally fell still, the only remaining sign of the slain Mimics was a thin layer of ash and blood that coated the floor and walls around me. A piercing chill fell over my burning body as I stared ahead through the smoke and swirling cinders at the head of the carriage. Marin. Spatters of bright red blood painted the cracked glass wall where she had made her final stand against the ambush. I watched her heaving shoulders bob up and down from the force of her ragged breathing, interrupted only by sudden spasms of pain from the knife still lodged in her shoulder. She leaned heavily against the booth she had fought so hard to protect and watched me with unblinking, wary eyes.
We stood across from one another in a tense moment of silence underscored by the crackling of my ravenous black flames. The fear that had once lived in Marin’s eyes at the sight of my corrupted form was nowhere to be seen; instead, her hard brow and readied gauntlet showed her unbreakable resolve as she continued to stand at the entrance to Siv’s booth, waiting for my next move.
Although I knew the pain it would bring me, I reached out from the secluded sanctum in my head and fought for control of my body. The disassembling agony of the void immediately returned in full force, and I roared in pain from its renewed presence, sending angry lashes of black fire out in random directions. I won’t let you have her, I vowed to the dark presence within me. You can’t have any of them. My body began to tremble as I fought against the controlling force that attempted to drive me towards Marin. The battle raged with an agonizing slowness, but after what seemed an eternity of struggle, I managed to release my grip on my sword. The blade clattered to the glass beneath me, where it instantly snuffed out and regained its pale blue color.
THIS WORLD WILL BURN.
The thought thundered through my mind and body, reverberating inside my bones. THEY WILL BURN, TOO.
No, they won’t. Not because of me. A sudden influx of brilliant energy surged through me and tipped the scales of battle in my favor. I turned in place and began to stalk back to the second carriage, leaving Marin and Siv behind me. As I moved, a static buzz crackled to life at the back of my mind and grew more insistent with every step, but I couldn’t spare a single ounce of concentration to identify it.
WE ARE OWED RETRIBUTION. YOU WILL NOT DENY US.
There are hundreds of Mimics in the back cars. Take your retribution there. To my surprise, the offer seemed to placate the presence, and the force fighting my forward progress abated. I pushed through the adjoining carriage doors and scanned the second car with fresh eyes, having completely lost my connection to the world outside of my field of view when the void had consumed me. My vision was immediately drawn to the solitary figure standing in the center of the aisle, only a few feet away from me. Lia.
The static buzz in my head finally resolved itself into a crackling sentence. I missed you, Lia’s voice said, cutting through the haze that clouded my mind. She was slumped against the nearest booth with a hand pressed tightly against her chest; her pursed lips and drawn expression illustrated her pain, but I saw no obvious signs of injury or blood. It wasn’t until I saw the faint wisps of black smoke curling out from beneath her breastplate that I realized her ailment.
No. I took a step forward and reached out to her, but I froze halfway through the motion when I caught sight of my own hand. Black flames still rippled across the entirety of my body, hissing angrily whenever I moved too quickly. “You’re in pain,” I said, my wavering voice lost in the dark chorus. “Because of me.”
“No, I’m...fine,” she answered, looking up with a pained smile.
“You don’t have to—”
“I’m with you...forever,” she panted. “No matter what.” I felt another rush of energy flood through my body, filling me with amber light. A fresh wisp of smoke puffed out from the gaps in her armor as she continued to aid in my fight against the void. “You can...come back now. It’s over.”
A whirlwind of emotions swirled through my already tempestuous mind, fighting back against the dark storm. The sight of her suffering in tandem with her overwhelming love was enough to strengthen my resolve into a singular plan of action. I turned my focus inward to the dueling energies in my core; roiling waves of black void spun in wild circles around my carefully defended reserve of electric blue mana, which burned off at a startling rate while my body subconsciously healed my wounds and dulled my pain as best it could. Taking a final, centering breath, I reached for the dark energy in an attempt to rein in its unchecked rampage.
I froze in shock when the void instantly reacted to my commands. The wild tendrils of darkness that raced across the surface of my skin slowed into a more controlled circulation, and although the energy felt strangely thick in comparison to the airy ease with which I channeled mana, it seemed to behave in an otherwise identical fashion. I stared down at my outstretched hand and drew the void back towards my core, and the flames licking across my gloved fingers began to sputter and die.
Yes, love, that’s it! Amaya’s voice cut through my racing thoughts and rang crystal clear in the deep recesses of my mind. The darkness doesn’t have to control you—you have the power to control it. I heard an excited tremor in her voice as she spoke, and the chill touch of her presence was focused entirely on the receding flame on my hand.
All you have to do is take it. Don’t let it control you anymore.
Between the warm glow of Lia’s consciousness entwined with mine, the cold grip of Amaya’s presence at the base of my skull, and the momentarily suppressed rage of the darkness deep within me, I felt bizarrely small inside my own mind. My world was completely saturated by voices, desires, and powers not my own, leaving my consciousness fighting to reconnect with my own body. I spent the whole of my concentration on pulling the void away from my right arm; after a few moments of focus, the flaming veil surrounding me had pulled away enough to reveal the entirety of my hand.
I reached out and stroked the line of Lia’s jaw with my thumb. “Are you...okay?” I asked, my own voice piercing through the echoing choir.
A wide smile spread across her face as she heard the familiar timbre of my voice. “I am now,” she nodded.
“What about the others?”
“They’re safe,” she answered. “Kord and Tyr are still hiding in our booth. We don’t know why, but the Mimics in the passenger cars are just...waiting there. Val is going to detach the carriage and—”
NO. The dark presence surged back to the forefront of my mind and wrenched control of my channeled void away from me. WE. ARE. OWED. I managed to shove Lia away moments before the black flames exploded back down my arm, once again consuming me in flickering shadows. WE WILL HAVE RETRIBUTION. WE WILL NOT BE DENIED.
Control it, Elden! You can control the void—don’t let it control you! Amaya commanded me, the soft edges of her voice filed away to a cruel steel.
Lia fell back into the nearest booth and clutched at her chest. “We’re safe, Lux,” she pleaded through gritted teeth. “You don’t...have to do this.”
I pressed my hands against my temples in an attempt to physically hold my mind together. Each presence fought for dominance inside my head, lashing out with tendrils of mana and void that stretched my consciousness thinner with every passing second. I was vaguely aware of the sound of my own screams, but I couldn’t feel myself screaming; the void had returned in full force and suffused through every inch of my body, dampening my senses until the world was washed away behind my agony and rage. Whatever wars waged for control of my mind no longer concerned me—my sole desire was an escape from the chaos.
RELINQUISH CONTROL AND FIND YOUR PEACE.
The dark presence’s demand roared in every fiber of my being, and I greedily accepted its offer in a desperate attempt to find relief. My consciousness was immediately shunted away from control of my body and relegated to a dim corner of my mind. I found a strange peace in the darkness; while I knew it had been the wrong decision to give in to the void, the utter bliss I felt in the quiet loneliness of my own mind was a catharsis far too sweet to regret.
I sat in complicit silence while I watched my body act outside of my control. Now free of my internal conflict, I stalked along the length of the carriage with menacing intent, leaving Lia where she had fallen to suffer over her smoking scars. Two pairs of eyes watched me as I approached our old booth; Kord’s face was slack with awe at the sight of the black inferno surrounding me, but I found nothing but sadness in Tyr’s unseeing gaze. She raised a trembling hand out towards me while I passed by, but I left the gesture unanswered in my march towards my rightful reward.
I found Val knelt in the center of the aisle a few yards from the end of the carriage with her shield held out in both hands. Her head was bowed in deep concentration, and I heard faint whispers fall from her lips. She perked up her head at the sound of my approach and turned to find the source of the noise, then leapt to her feet and brandished her shield between us. There was a long moment of silence as she stared me down with narrowed eyes, thoughts no doubt whirling around behind her steely, blank expression. “Lux,” she said eventually. “You do not need—”
“MOVE,” I demanded of her with a thunderous boom.
“No,” she replied. “I will not let you pass.”
“WE WILL NOT BE DENIED,” I roared. “THEIR DEATHS BELONG TO US.”
Despite my monstrous form, Val remained resolute in her defense of the carriage door. “Lux, I know that you are not in control. I will not let you harm yourself,” she said, banging her shield against the floor and crouching into a combat stance. “Even if it means a battle, I will not—”
I lunged forward with a bestial growl and gripped the top edge of her shield with both hands, interrupting her impassioned speech. A look of terror shattered the calm on her face in the moment before I spun in place and threw her across the carriage; her body smashed through the bench seats on the left side of the train, destroying two full booths before she crashed to a violent halt beneath a heaping pile of shattered wood and metal. “WE ARE OWED.”
With my path clear, I walked to the head of the car and peered through the glass door into the passenger carriage. A seemingly endless sea of faces stared back at me from the other side, all wearing the same blank expression. I heard a ravenous growl reverberate in my chest while I stared at the unmoving crowd. “Masterless chattel,” I intoned, reaching for the door. “We will give you what you seek.”
An anguished cry in a familiar voice froze my hand on the latch. “Lux!” Lia cried out from behind me. I turned to find her hunched in the center of the carriage, leaning heavily on her onyx blades for support. “Please...come back to me.”
A tiny spark of amber energy appeared in the darkness surrounding my dissociated mind and buried itself inside me, and for a brief moment, I remembered who I was. I held onto the energy with the whole of my remaining strength and anchored myself around it, trying as hard as I could to return to her through the dark around me. Even as my body turned away and opened the door, I could still feel her presence alongside mine. Please, I begged her, don’t let me go.
YOU ARE ALREADY GONE.
Lashes of dark energy raced out in all directions and suffused a vertical cross-section of the carriage around me. The void flared to life in a flash of scorching light and filled the air with an ear-splitting screech. Glass and metal alike shattered into splinters as the dark energy ripped the carriage apart. I felt the floor beneath my feet lurch violently when the bisected car separated; the section containing my companions continued off into the darkness of the tunnel, leaving me and the carriage packed full of Mimics behind to grind to a halt. “They will not interfere.” I heard the words spoken aloud through my own mouth: A message meant for me, sent from the dark presence that held complete control over my body.
I pushed through what remained of the adjoining door and stood before the silent crowd. An eerie stillness permeated the carriage; apart from their unblinking eyes that followed my every move, the gathering of Mimics stood statue-still in their rapt attention. Strangely, the swirling emerald light beneath their skin had faded to little more than subtle shadows, but I saw the energy clearly through my void-enhanced eyes. I raised a flame-sheathed hand and pointed at the nearest passenger, a young woman with dark brown skin and short, curly black hair. “Approach,” I instructed, twisting my finger to beckon her forward.
The woman immediately stepped forward and stood before me at attention. A thrum of pleasure echoed through my chest as I observed the obedient Mimic, circling her to inspect her from every angle. “You obey,” I growled at her.
“I obey,” she answered in an emotionless monotone.
My hand moved to my belt and unsheathed my voidglass dagger. The blade burst into brilliant black and white flames as soon as it left its scabbard, drinking deeply from the pools of void within me. I held the dagger out before me point-first and pressed the tip against the woman’s chest, easily piercing through her heavy winter jacket and into her flesh. Jagged lines of void raced out along her skin as the corruption spread through her body. Throughout the process, she managed to remain entirely impassive, despite the pain the void should’ve caused her. “Your death—give it to us,” I commanded.
Her empty hands darted up to mine and wrapped tightly around the dagger’s grip, then drove the blade straight through her own chest without hesitation. A soft gasp escaped her lips when the dagger pierced her heart, and a gout of black fire burst from her ribcage. The energy flowing through her body instantly corrupted into a powerful torrent of void that surged through my voidglass weapon and crashed into my core. When the energy exchange was finished, I was left holding the dagger alone, standing before a flitting cloud of ash and smoke. A dissonant, cruel laughter echoed through the carriage, and for the first time in all my lives, I felt an emotion from the dark presence other than rage: excitement.
THIS WORLD WILL BURN.
An inescapable fear permeated the small sanctum where my consciousness resided. I’m...never getting out of here, am I? Based on the rush of death energy I had absorbed from the single Mimic, I knew that harvesting the deaths of the entire carriage would be far more void than I had ever experienced at once. I’m sorry, Lia, I thought, focusing on the single thread of amber energy that was still somehow linked to me through the darkness. I tried. I really did. But I wasn’t strong enough.
There were no words from Lia’s consciousness, but I felt a distinct surge of emotion swirl around me from our unbreakable connection. Faith. Love. Determination. Courage. Her guiding golden light managed to hold me together as void continued to puppeteer my body.
“My lost lambs,” I boomed over the crowd, spreading my arms wide. “Rejoice, for you are found. We will give you the glorious purpose you desire.” Void flooded down my legs and washed over the floor of the carriage, sapping the light from the car’s lanterns as the roiling darkness spread. A perfect recreation of the space appeared in my mind from the void Detection, and with it came a projection of each of the passengers in the carriage with me. They looked bizarrely alien through the lens of void Detection; the space within them where I knew their mana should reside was hollow and dark, replaced instead by a web of ominous, branching tendrils. The webs pulsed with a deep crimson light that made them appear almost vascular as they wound up and around the Mimics’ bodies.
That’s...void. Latent void. A memory of our earlier encounter with the Mimics in the First Ring materialized at the forefront of my mind, and the realization came to me in an instant. That’s how Tyr knew those miners were Mimics—it's the “rot” she saw inside them.
“Your deaths will serve as the catalyst for our retribution,” I continued in my grandstanding. “There is no more noble purpose to serve. For that, you shall forever have our deepest gratitude.” The pool of void that covered the floor of the carriage deepened as the death energy flooded out from my core, suffusing each of the hundreds of Mimics with darkness until I was nearly emptied of it.
I can’t let it kill them. The thought consumed my entire consciousness while I watched the Mimics begin to dim through my unholy Detection, each one connected to me through the extended void. No...I can’t let myself kill them. The desires of the dark presence guiding my movements were all too clear as they thundered through every cell in my body.
THIS WORLD WILL BURN.
A flood of memories from my life with Lia flashed before my eyes. Val and Marin. Hana and Marten. Lyn and Miles. Tyr, Siv, and Kord. I pressed my consciousness against the amber strand of mana within me and steeled my resolve. I won’t let you burn.
Curls of black smoke rose from the roiling void as the Mimics began to relinquish their death energy to me. “YES!” I bellowed, feeling the surge of power through my extended void. “WITH THIS, WE WILL FINALLY HAVE OUR—”
I lashed out from the dark corner of my mind and fought for control of my body in a final, desperate stand. The crippling pain of the void returned in the instant I left the safety of my dissociated bastion, but I welcomed the suffering. An aggravated growl rumbled in my chest as the dark presence wrestled against me for dominance. Although it was able to stop me from withdrawing my extended void and ending its dark ritual, I felt an uncomfortably familiar sense of mastery over the black essence that connected me to the horde of Mimics. WE ARE ONE, the presence boomed at me in a deafening chorus. EMBRACE OUR POWER.
I sent out a single command along the intricate web of void before me, fully recognizing that it would be my last. “Immolate,” I intoned in my own, solitary voice. The shadowed carriage immediately blazed to life in a blinding flash of green light. Billowing flames sprang up from the blackness covering the floor, and the assembled crowd began to glow a sickly, swirling green through their skin.
NO! Blind rage flared through me as the voice fought to undo my command, but to no avail; I could feel the heat of the emerald inferno growing even through the veil of black flames that obscured my body. WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?! As the blaze continued to grow, I felt another emotion flood through me from the dark presence that brought a satisfied grin to my face: fear.
This world won’t burn, I thought triumphantly, but we will.
A wordless howl of anger filled my head as my extended void continued to immolate, rushing back along the floor towards me with ravenous, lapping green flames. In the final moments before the energy reached its explosive crescendo, I looked inward to the golden mana that had never abandoned me through the darkness. Sorry, Lia, I thought forlornly. I lov—
An ear-splitting crash rocked the carriage violently to one side, but the entire world went black before the raging wall of emerald fire consumed me. The tiny thread of amber mana within me blinked out of existence, and my consciousness instantly ceased.
---
An aggressive shiver ran down my spine and brought me back to consciousness. I found myself lying on my back in a deep snow drift, half-buried under nearly a foot of fresh, heavy powder. Wiping my face with a gloved hand, I sat up and squinted at my surroundings through a heavy curtain of wind and falling snow. A dark sky shadowed the mountainous land around me for as far as the storm allowed me to see. I attempted to send out a scanning pulse of mana to supplement my vision, but the energy stopped at the surface of my skin and refused to suffuse the ground beneath me.
WE WERE OWED. The dark presence returned as I carefully stood up in the snow drift. Despite its abundant rage, there was no deafening thunder to the choir of voices that berated me; I felt its origins deep within the back of my mind, nearly faded from existence. THOSE DEATHS BELONGED TO US.
“We aren’t owed anything,” I snapped aloud. “I don’t care who or what you think you are—I won’t let you hurt them.” A nagging sense of dread tugged at the back of my mind, but I pushed it down and continued my tirade. “You don’t control me, and I don’t need you.”
WE ARE ALIVE BY MY ACTION ALONE.
“I’d rather be dead than alive under your control,” I spat. Scuffing at the ground with my boots, I found the source of the interference in my mana: A reflective sheet of black glass glinted up at me from beneath the white drift, running off in all directions. Another few seconds of brushing away the fresh snow revealed a voidglass crater ten feet in diameter that clearly demarcated my sudden arrival on the mountainside. I scowled at the impression in the stone and stepped off of the tainted pedestal into a knee-deep bank of snow.
WE ARE ONE. ACCEPT YOUR PLACE AND—
“Enough!” I shouted, crushing the weakened spirit with a sudden surge of mana. Whatever lingering void remained to power the dark presence immediately evaporated, and I felt a true, empty silence inside my mind. I stood against the chill mountain wind and savored the quiet with a prolonged series of meditative breaths. My mana flowed out from my core in lazy, circling waves, taking account of my physical condition for the first time since the battle. Although my mana reserves were significantly reduced, they were nowhere near empty, and I found myself in otherwise perfect health. I guess I really AM getting better at that.
Oh, that’s an understatement, love,
Amaya giggled in my ear.
I threw my head back and let out a loud groan, sending a column of steaming breath up into the winter air. “I can’t even have a minute alone with my thoughts?” I complained.
The statement was met with a reproachful huff. That’s a pretty ungrateful way to greet someone who just saved your life, Elden. And where would Marin and her little friend be without my warning, hmm?
Unable to deny the point, I grunted in response and turned my attention to my stormy surroundings. “Where am I? Did I...die?”
Don’t be silly, love. Despite your little suicidal stunt back there, you’re a bit harder to kill than that. Or, at least, your “friend” is. She laughed at her own joke, pausing just long enough to let me seethe at her irreverence. As for the where of things, you’re somewhere in the Doramese mountains. If I had to guess, I’d say maybe...four and a half miles straight up from the rail carriage tunnels?
“Yeah, that sounds like quite the ‘guess’,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
You sound like you don’t even want my help.
“And what help would that be, exactly?!” I snapped. “The kind of help that kills Lia? The kind of help that throws me back into the void? Or is it the mocking riddles and snide comments about how I ‘still don’t understand my true power,’ despite the fact that nobody can tell me what the FUCK that even means?!” I spun in place and kicked at a large outcropping of rocks beside me; an instant series of enhancements carried my boot straight through the stone and sent a hail of shrapnel across the mountainside along with a reverberating crack.
The playful sarcasm of Amaya’s voice was entirely absent when she answered, leaving her tone cold and venomous. Are you done?
I sneered out into the empty space before me, grinding my teeth until my jaw ached. “Yeah, I’m done,” I spat, sitting down on what remained of the rocks next to me to stew in my anger.
There was a long pause before she spoke again, her voice gentle and soft. I know it’s been hard for you, Elden, but this is the way it has to be. You’ll find the answers you’re looking for exactly when you need to—no sooner, no later, whether I want to help you or not. Until then, though, I’ll make you a promise—if you truly find yourself in need of aid, all you need to do is ask, and I’ll be there.
A chill ran down my spine from the loving sincerity of her words. Even though I knew it wasn’t truly Amaya speaking to me, hearing the words through her voice was enough to trigger a certain level of implicit belief in my mind. I felt my elevated heart rate begin to slow, and I let out a ragged sigh as I leaned back on my hands. “That doesn’t really answer any of my questions, but...thanks, I guess.”
Now there’s the Elden I’m used to,
she giggled. I sat in the endless storm for a long time, hyper-aware of Amaya’s icy presence lingering at the base of my neck. What are you going to do now? she asked eventually.
I turned the question over in my head. “The same thing I was going to do before, I guess. Nothing’s really changed—we still need to find the Shadebinders. They’re obviously the source of the Mimics, so if we can find them, we can stop both threats at once.”
Just like that.
“Just like that,” I echoed. “If Kord was right, the Stoneshapers should have records of each reported Mimic encounter. Hopefully, we can find the information we need to lead us right to the source from there, but if not, we’ll go back to walking the streets.”
Well then, you best get back to it, love,
she laughed. If you’re right, there’s still plenty of work ahead of you.
I stood up to leave with a newfound sense of resolve, but I stopped in place just as quickly and looked around at the snowy mountainside in sudden apprehension.
Is there a problem? she asked, her voice laced with sarcasm.
I bit down on the edges of my tongue as I tried to think of another way around my current dilemma, but I came up empty. “I need you to send me back,” I relented.
Why not just do it yourself?
“I don’t know how,” I grumbled. “I’ve...never been the one in control when it’s happened before. Plus, I don’t even have any void left to try it myself.”
Oh, to be so wrong about so many things, Amaya teased, immediately falling back into her cryptic speech. I’ll give you a pass this time as you’ve had quite a busy morning, but you should really be more observant.
My attention was immediately guided down to the voidglass dagger sheathed on my belt. A swirling current of dark energy flared to life from within the blade as soon as my hand touched the leather grip. I pulled away from the weapon as quickly as I could, leaving the void behind. We both know you have the ability to control it now. Go on, give it a try—what’s the worst that could happen?
I gave my head a vigorous shake. “No. I’m not letting that thing back out again.”
Well, best not let the void inside you then, she chirped.
Just use what you need and leave the rest in your special knife there. It’ll be our little secret—no need to involve that thing. She laughed derisively as she mimicked my inflection. You know, if you just took a little time to learn, you’d be a lot stronger than him.
The casual statement struck me like a blow to the chest. “Him?”
Ooops. Amaya let out a soft giggle that shifted from ear to ear, tracing a warm puff of breath across the back of my neck as it went. I think I said too much.
“No, you haven’t said enough!” I exclaimed, chasing the only lead I had with sudden desperation. “Who is he? Why is he in my head?”
I’ll send you back to your little gang, but this is the last time I’m doing it for you, understand? she said, ignoring my pleas. And don’t worry—I’ll leave the void in your knife in case you get curious.
“Wait! I—” My cry was cut off when the ground disappeared from beneath my feet and sent me tumbling headfirst into a pitch-black abyss. I fought to gain my bearings in the spinning void, but before I had a chance to right myself, the world had already reappeared around me. The wind was immediately knocked from my lungs as I collided with the smooth stone floor of the rail carriage tunnel, and the momentum of my tumultuous fall sent me skidding into a nearby wall.
Darn, I did it again, Amaya tittered, waiting until after I had righted myself and brushed the dirt from my leather armor to let her icy presence fade from my mind.
I sent out a quick pulse of Detection to determine my place in the world, but the action proved to be wholly unnecessary; Lia’s mana had already found me, suffusing up through my legs and filling me with a radiant amber warmth. You’re back, her voice echoed in my head, so charged with emotion that it nearly broke. 
Of course I am, I replied with a flimsy chuckle. I just needed a minute to clear my head.
Flashes of her mad dash through the dark stone tunnel pressed against my consciousness and brought a sudden ache to my chest. The longing triggered a realization I had been too busy to notice: My dark passage onto the mountainside had severed my deepened bond with Lia, and the reunion of our mana brought the pain of our parting to the forefront of my mind. I took a careful few steps in her direction, keeping my hand on the tunnel wall as I tested my balance, then quickly increased my pace to an all-out sprint when I managed to remain upright.
We met with a violent crash in the center of the tunnel, embracing one another without any effort to slow down. Whatever pain the impact caused me was well worth the relief I felt from her closeness. I hugged her tightly against my chest and buried my face in her hair, letting her essence wash over me.
After a long moment of savoring our silent reunion, Lia pulled away from my embrace and held my face between her hands, staring up at me with tear-soaked eyes. “Are you okay?” she whispered, stroking my cheek with her thumb.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I nodded. “What about you?” I traced a finger down to her cuirass and tapped on the spot over her scar. “I know that I...hurt you. You didn’t ha—”
“I’m okay,” she cut me off. “I wasn’t about to let you go, no matter what that meant.”
I squinted my eyes shut and swallowed against my tightening throat. “Thank you,” I managed to say in a crackling voice.
“Thank you,” she echoed. “I know it was hard, but what you did kept everybody safe.”
“Everybody,” I murmured. “They’re all okay? Marin, and Siv, and...Val?” The memory of her violent flight through the carriage booths flashed before my eyes, and I recoiled at the vision.
“They’re all okay,” she assured me with a soft smile. “I helped Marin heal her injuries, and Val made sure Tyr and Kord were safe. Siv was a little rattled, but she’s okay now.” She motioned back down the tunnel with a nod of her head. “The carriage driver was pretty shaken up, too—I guess she was the only person apart from us who wasn’t a Mimic.”
I let out a heavy sigh of relief. “I just...I don’t get it. How could there have been that many Mimics?” I reached up and took Lia’s hands in mine, then shook my head. “How did they know we’d be here? Why are they coming after us?”
“They know we’re here to stop them,” she answered. “I think they’re getting scared.”
I tugged on her hands to pull her in for a kiss. The warmth of her lips against mine lit a fire in my chest that filled me with resolve. “They’d better be scared,” I said, resting my forehead against hers, “because we’re coming for them.”
“That’s right,” she replied, pulling me back in for another kiss. “Together.”
Despite the powerful urge to remain entwined with her forever in the shadowy tunnel, I managed to pull myself away long enough to look in the direction from which she had arrived. “We should head back to the others.”
Lia let out a quiet groan of protest, but she eventually obliged and moved to my side, holding one of my hands tightly in hers as we began our walk back. I sent out a searching wave of Detection as we went, both to ensure there were no additional threats lurking in the dark patches of the tunnel and to see my allies alive and well through my own eyes. However, before the station came into view, I found a disturbance in the opposite direction: The tunnel ended abruptly in a completely impassable pile of collapsed stone and twisted metal. As my mana ran through the pile of debris, I found the traces of what had once been the passenger carriages; shattered glass, bloodstains, and charred splinters of wood were all that remained of the obedient sea of Mimics.
My thoughts turned to the hazy memories from my rampage under the dark presence’s control. Why did they listen to me? I felt goosebumps prickle on my arms and neck as I watched myself inspect the willing Mimics through strangely foreign eyes. Why were they willing to kill themselves for me? Or, not for me, but...for him. Amaya’s apparent slip-up plagued my mind with troubling questions. Is there really someone else’s mind inside of me? Why? How did—
I stopped the train of thought short when my Detection found a familiar figure standing in the center of the tunnel ahead of us. A beautiful disc of blue and violet mana bobbed up and down in space as its wielder sprinted forward to meet us with echoing metallic footfalls. Val appeared from the shadows a moment later and ground to a halt a few yards in front of us. “Lux,” she said, a warm smile spreading across her face, “you are back. I had begun to worry that—”
I lunged forward and interrupted her greeting with a tight hug, cracking my chin against the cold, silvered steel of her pauldron. Her shoulders immediately stiffened at the unexpected contact, but she quickly softened and returned the embrace. “You’re okay,” I said with a relieved sigh. “Lia told me you were alright, but after I…” I trailed off, thankful that neither Lia nor Val could see the shamed expression on my face. “I’m sorry.”
“I suffered a small fracture in my neck, a broken collarbone, a dislocated shoulder, and three broken ribs on my left side,” she listed nonchalantly. “I have been through much worse.”
A sharp laugh caught me by surprise, and I pulled away from our embrace with a grin. “Yeah, I guess you have,” I chuckled, clapping her on the shoulder. “Even so, I am sorry. I should’ve been strong enough to stop myself before it even happened.”
“And had I had the strength to stop you, you would not have been in such great danger,” she retorted.
“That’s not—”
Lia grabbed my arm and pulled me tight against her side. “You can argue over who should’ve been stronger later,” she interrupted us with a roll of her eyes. Her free hand reached up to my face and pulled me down for another kiss. “You’re here, and we’re all still alive. That’s all that matters,” she said when our lips parted, her amber eyes staring intently into mine.
I let out a breath and nodded, pushing away the dark memories for later reflection. “You’re right.” She gave me a gentle nudge with her shoulder, and we started forward again with Val falling in line beside me.
“When we felt the explosion, we all feared the worst, but Lia was confident you had survived and would return,” Val explained as we walked. “I am sure the others will be pleased to see she was correct, as I was.”
I knew you didn’t die, because I felt it when you...left, Lia told me silently. I knew you’d come back.
I’ll always come back, I promised her, squeezing her fingers between mine.
We continued the rest of our walk back to the carriage in comfortable silence. I heard our companions long before they came into view: Echoing bouts of delighted laughter washed over us as we approached, interspersed with cries of, “Mama, come see the horses!” and “They’re so pretty!” A soft glow of lamplight from around a bend in the tunnel signaled our imminent arrival, and we rounded the corner to find the small rest station Kord had spoken of earlier. What looked to be a small park was set into a cave at the side of the tracks, with a line of benches surrounding a small, gurgling fountain and rows of tall, luminous lamps. Kord sat on the lip of the fountain beside the woman who had been driving our carriage, while Marin, Tyr, and Siv stood at the front of the carriage beside the workhorses.
A casual pulse of fiery pink mana washed over us, and Marin’s head spun in our direction. She dashed across the rest area with Siv still sitting atop her shoulders, causing the young girl to squeal in delight and bury herself in Marin’s thick curly hair to keep her balance. The pair skidded to a teetering stop a few feet in front of me, and Marin regained her balance by wrapping me in a quick hug. “I got to pet the horses!” Siv announced excitedly, her tiny hands patting the top of my head as if I were another workhorse.
“Ooh, that’s exciting!” Lia encouraged her. “They’re really soft, aren’t they?”
“Yeah! And warm!” Siv shimmied around on her steed’s shoulders until Marin was forced to set her on the ground. Without missing a beat, the small girl jumped forward and took Lia by the hand. “C’mon, you can pet them, too!”
While Lia was whisked away at Siv’s demand, Marin stepped forward and regarded me with a measured look, her face suddenly showing the usual impassive mask of her older sister. Based on our last interaction, I was surprised at how healthy she looked; the blood and cuts were gone from her face, and she wore a fresh set of leisure clothes free of any damage. The only indication she had seen battle came from the dried blood that coated the majority of the black metal gauntlets that covered her hands and forearms.
After a long silence, she raised a hand to my shoulder and pulled me into another quick one-armed hug. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “We wouldn’t have made it through that without you.”
“O—oh,” I stammered, returning the embrace. Having expected a greeting similar to the one I received after our fight in the Lybesian woods, the loving gratitude of our reunion caught me entirely off guard. “I’m glad you’re okay. Both of you.” Tipping my head to look over her shoulder, I watched Siv and Lia running back towards the horses. “Siv seems pretty upbeat about things. Did she see what happened? Did she see...me?”
Marin pulled away and shook her head, then turned to watch the pair go alongside me. “I told her to close her eyes and hide under the table. She didn’t open them again until she was back with her mother.” She let out a long sigh and scanned around the rest area. “Kord showed me to a bathroom so I could get changed and clean myself up. My clothes were pretty much ruined, so he threw them away for me and promised that I’d be more than compensated for them once we reach the capital.” To my surprise, she let out a soft chuckle under her breath. “I’m not sure why he thought I’d be concerned about replacing my clothes after everything that happened, but I definitely took him up on it.”
I laughed along with her. “Well, I’m glad you were able to get a new wardrobe out of it.” I nudged her with my elbow as we began to make our way after Lia and Siv. “You know, you’re the real reason Siv made it out of this okay. You stood and fought a clearly losing battle to keep her safe, regardless of what it cost you—you should be really proud of that. I know I am.”
Her eyes widened at the compliment. “I—I know that!” she blustered, looking away. “You don’t need to give me compliments to make me feel good about myself!”
“I know,” I said, smiling at her clear embarrassment, “but I wanted to.”
“Well...fine,” she grumbled, giving up the point with a huff.
Her initial outburst drew the attention of Kord who, after finally noticing my return, leaped up from his place beside our driver and hurried towards us. Our group reconvened at the head of the carriage, where Siv now sat on Lia’s shoulders petting one of the towering white work horses. The beast shook its head and let out a noisy grunt, drawing another delighted squeal from Siv. “Look, Mari!” she called out when we arrived. “He likes me!”
Marin dashed forward and stole Siv away from Lia, giving her a quick twirl through the air before setting the small girl back on her own shoulders. Tyr and I laughed at the animated display and watched the pair with growing smiles. Although we both had our eyes locked on the playful antics unfolding before us, I felt her attention trained on me through her faint silver aura. I expected to find a certain level of fear or revulsion within her after what she and Kord had seen during the battle in the carriage, but the only emotions I found in her extended mana were gratitude and relief. The unexpected acceptance of my dark powers released a tightness in my chest I hadn’t realized was there and sent a ripple of warmth through my body.
Kord, however, appeared quite disturbed as he stood silently beside me, his usually kind face creased with unease. “I’m glad to see you made it through the battle unharmed, Kord,” I said.
He looked up and blinked at me with a momentarily vacant expression. “Yes, your companions very bravely defended us during the ambush,” he answered eventually. “I’m happy to see you’ve returned to us, Lux. I would have been more worried, but your wife assured us you would come back in time.” He paused as a distant look entered his eyes. “I’m glad to see she was right.”
I cocked my head to one side and watched his face closely. “Is there something on your mind, Kord?”
He took in a quick breath as if to protest the idea, but he let it out in a heavy sigh after a moment’s pause. “I’m worried, Lux,” he admitted quietly. “Had you not discovered the Mimics before we reached the capital, the damage from their attack could have been catastrophic. We can replace carriages and repair collapsed tunnels, but the lives we would have lost in Syndrai…” he trailed off, shaking his head. “I’ve never seen such a coordinated effort from them before, and certainly never this many in one place. I just...don’t know what’s going on.”
I let out a relieved sigh as I realized his consternation had come from the Mimics’ attack and not my dark assault. “That’s why we’re here, Kord,” I reassured him with a tight grip on his shoulder. “We’re going to find out where they’re coming from and stop them, before they have a chance to hurt anyone else.”
A small smile curled the corner of his mouth. “I’m glad to hear you say that, Lux. Even before today, we owed you and your companions so much for your actions, but now—well, I’m not sure we could ever repay you.”
“A place to stay and repair our gear, some good food and drink, and access to all of your guild’s information on the Mimics will be more than enough,” I answered, returning his grin.
“Oh, assuredly so! We’ll do much more than that, I promise you,” he answered, giving me a deep bow. He glanced back to the rest area where our driver was sprawled out on one of the benches. “In spite of all of the obvious damage, our carriage is still fully operational—what’s left of it, anyways. Now that you’re back, we can resume our journey whenever you’re ready.”
“In that case,” I started, turning back to my companions, “I think it’s about time we get to the capital, don’t you think?”
“It is time to find what the Mimics have been so desperate to keep us away from,” Val said, nodding in agreement. “We will show them they have not succeeded.”
Tyr stepped forward and plucked Siv off of Marin’s shoulders. “Okay sweetie, it’s time to go for another ride in the carriage,” she said, lovingly brushing a lock of silver hair from the girl’s eyes.
Siv stared down at her feet and scuffed her shoes along the ground. “I wanna stay with the horses,” she said in a quiet, dejected voice. “I don’t wanna go on the carriage again.”
“But we have the carriage all to ourselves now, Siv!” Marin exclaimed, bouncing excitedly on the balls of her feet. “Plus, if we ride the carriage again, we’ll be able to go buy those berries you like!”
Siv’s eyes widened at the offer. “You promise? We’re really gonna get them?”
Marin flashed me a quick glance, and I took my cue to kneel down to Siv’s level. “It’s the first thing we’ll do when we get to the capital,” I told her, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. “I promise.”
“Okay! Let’s go!” she yelled, suddenly tugging on her mother’s hand. Kord hurried off to fetch the carriage driver while Marin and Val followed the pair to our car, leaving Lia and me alone at the head of the carriage.
“How’re you feeling?” she asked, taking my hand.
“Ready for all of this to be over,” I answered honestly. I tipped my head down and tapped on my forehead. “I’ve got a lot of stuff up here to unpack, and no time to do it.”
“We can take a break if you need to,” she comforted me. “Anytime you need to stop, we’ll stop.” She hopped up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek.
“Thanks,” I said, rubbing my shoulder against hers, “but we’ve got a mission to finish.”
“We might not find where the Mimics are coming from in the capital,” she cautioned.
“No, not that,” I grinned, nodding towards the carriage. “We have to get Siv some berries.”
***




13. MEETING

A loud, wet smacking sound hovered close behind my ear while we walked between a line of market stalls. “How are they, Siv?” I asked, arching an eyebrow back in her direction.
“The best!” she exclaimed, taking another bite of the dark purple orb she cradled above her mother’s head. I had been delighted to discover that the berries Siv had been craving were asperfruits, the delicate cream-filled berries I had instantly acquired a taste for after my first meal with the Corells. To my surprise, we had found the large berries alongside an entire row of stalls selling fresh fruits and vegetables at the center of Syndrai’s market district. Kord explained that the produce was imported fresh each morning from Marsta, the eastmost of the three Joined Cities, but I continued to struggle imagining an underground garden large enough to supply an entire city.
“We’ll be heading right at the next intersection,” Kord informed me from his place in the center of our tight formation. “It’ll be a straight shot to the capitol building from there.” I gave him a curt nod and led the way through the dense foot traffic that surrounded us. We walked in a tight formation that shielded Kord, Tyr, and Siv from contact with the sea of potential Mimics swarming around us, each of us ready to draw our weapons at a moment’s notice. 
Luckily, the need never arose. We made it to the intersection without incident and turned the corner to reveal our final destination off in the far distance: a towering sandstone keep built directly into the cave wall, stretching so far in either direction that its full majesty was blocked by the surrounding buildings. Cream-colored banners emblazoned with black diamonds hung from the dozens of towers that sprouted out of the fortress’s center. The absolute immensity of the structure put the Kaldanic capital of Yoria to shame, and it served as my guiding landmark as we made our way across the city.
The gigantic sandstone castle had been the first thing to catch our eye when our ruined rail carriage emerged from the cave wall, but despite its awe-inspiring architectural prowess, I had found myself slightly disappointed by the city as a whole. What I had hoped would be a staple of the underground cities, the celestial projectors, turned out to be a feat of engineering exclusive to Jor; instead, a large, unadorned glass orb hung over Syndrai where I had expected to find a weave of gilded arms, covered simply by a dull metal shutter which allowed measured amounts of sunlight into the cavern to demarcate the time of day. Otherwise, the capital appeared almost identical to Jor in its construction and layout, with similar seamless stone structures filling the majority of the cave.
As Kord had predicted, word of our arrival spread quickly. Although our detour to the market had taken less than ten minutes in total, we found the main road to the keep lined with increasingly dense pockets of interested onlookers keen on catching sight of the strange group of foreigners who had arrived in the screeching, half-destroyed rail carriage. I found their scrutiny uncomfortable, but their huddled throngs at the roadside kept our path clear, so I simply tightened my grip on the pommel of my sword and continued forward.
A pair of guards met us at the capitol’s imposing main entrance, a twenty-foot-tall iron portcullis set deep within the thick sandstone wall that encircled the fortress. I felt a brief flash of déjà vu when I stared up at the structure, but my Detection quickly dispelled the uncertain feeling and replaced it with a specific memory from my time in Kaldan. Images of the gate’s internal mechanisms perfectly matched my memory of the once-impressive Mountain Gate, which now sat ruined beneath a thick blanket of snow and shattered stone. I grinned at the realization that without aid from the Stoneshapers who had clearly built the structure, Kaldan’s reconstruction of the Mountain Gate would never truly succeed.
“Hold there,” the nearest guard instructed us. She pulled a notepad out from an interior pocket of her cream-colored trench coat and flipped through the pages. “You were expected nearly an hour ago, Acolyte,” she said in an unenthused voice.
Kord stepped forward and gave her a quick bow. “Our rail carriage was badly damaged during a coordinated assault by the Mimics. I am very blessed to have escaped the attack with my life, but our carriage was not so lucky—the damage made it difficult for us to keep our appointment, for which I am extremely apologetic.”
“Mhmm,” she grumbled, her eyes briefly scanning up to the gathering crowd of curious onlookers. “I can’t guarantee your appointment still stands—as an Acolyte, I assume you’re aware of the gravity your meeting request carried.”
“Of course,” he nodded, staring at the ground. “I take full responsibility for our tardiness.”
I felt a quick pang of regret as Kord took the full brunt of the chastisement by himself; it was my violent shattering of the carriage and subsequent disappearance that had caused the majority of our delay.
“You may proceed to the castle,” the second guard said, sounding somehow even less enthused than his partner. He raised his hand and lazily flicked his fingers upward in a signal to the gatehouse, and the ground shook as the portcullis began to rise in response. 
“Thank you,” Kord nodded to each of the guards before leading us under the massive iron spikes of the main gate. The world we found behind the towering sandstone walls looked to be a city in its own right; the main drag was lined with shops displaying fine clothes and curios through large bay windows, with rows of spacious residential buildings extending out behind them. Restaurants, chapels, and various guildhalls all came and went while we continued on towards the main castle, which stood so tall against the cave wall that staring up at it induced a sense of vertigo.
“So, Kord,” I started, tapping our guide on the shoulder as we crossed a large tiled courtyard in front of the castle proper. “What’s all of the ‘gravity’ surrounding our meeting? Is getting a meeting with the Stoneshapers really that big of a deal?”
“Well, no, not exactly,” he said with a nervous laugh. “While it can be difficult to schedule a meeting with the Guildmaster, it’s certainly not impossible. However, I also requested that we meet wi—”
“Acolyte!” The shrill cry echoed across the courtyard as a woman in the voluminous robes of the Stoneshapers rushed down the steps leading to the castle’s main entrance. Multiple colored stripes ran up the arms of her robes and coalesced beneath a similarly multicolored scarf around her neck, which half-obscured the furious expression on her face.
“Uh-oh,” Kord whispered under his breath as the woman approached. “Listen, if I don’t get a chance to speak to you again before the meeting, please know that it has been my absolute pleasure to work alongsi—”
He was cut off yet again by the approaching woman. “Kord!” she hissed. “You’re late!” She scurried up to us and stood with her hands on her hips, staring up at Kord with venomous intent. While her sharp voice and acidic expression gave her an intimidating aura, it was undercut by her short stature and soft features; she stood no more than five feet tall and was forced to crane her neck back to glare menacingly into Kord’s eyes. Her orange hair was trimmed short in a pixie cut that perfectly accentuated her deeply freckled face and vibrant green eyes.
“I’m sorry, Shaper Nora,” Kord answered her with an apologetic smile. “There was an attack on our rail carriage, and we—”
“I don’t care if the entire Primes-damned mountain fell down on you!” she interrupted with a sharp whisper. “This is not an appointment you can afford to be late for! The amount of strings I had to pull for your meeting—”
“Excuse me,” I cut in. “Nora, was it? Kord is telling the truth. We got here as fast as we could, given the circumstances.”
When she turned to address me, the fiery anger she had directed towards Kord was gone, replaced instantly by a cherubic smile and dimpled cheeks. “Of course, Lux. If you and your party are ready, I’d be more than happy to take you to your meeting.”
The conversational whiplash left me in a confused silence. “Kord won’t be taking us?” Lia stepped up to continue our exchange.
“Acolyte Kord is overdue for his debriefing at the Records Hall,” she said, turning a false smile in his direction. “Based on the information he has sent us thus far, we are extremely eager to hear the full extent of his findings.”
I shook off my momentary stupor to protest. “We don’t mind waiting,” I said with my own forced smile, doing my best to hide my creeping unease over our sudden change of plans. “Kord’s been with us since we first arrived in Doram—I’d like him to be there with us, wherever it is we’re going.”
Nora’s face twitched as she attempted to dredge up another pleasantry, but Kord saved her the trouble. “You can go without me,” he said kindly. “Any assurances I’ve made you will be honored, and we can meet up after you’re done. If you’d like to, that is.”
“Oh, of course, of course!” Nora agreed earnestly. “I’ll make sure you’re all well looked after!”
I felt Lia’s hand on the small of my back, and her voice appeared inside my head. Breathe.
The simple command made me realize I had been holding my breath, and I let it out in a short sigh. “Okay. We’ll come find you when we’re done, Kord,” I said with a defeated shrug. “Nora, lead the way.” 
She clapped her hands excitedly and spun in place, leading the way across the tiled courtyard with the ragged hem of her robes trailing on the ground behind her as she went. Kord gave us a final wave before heading in the opposite direction, quickly disappearing from sight into one of the guildhalls at the edge of the courtyard.
Nora filled our trip through the castle with constant chatter, describing various works of art, feats of architecture, and tidbits of history in bubbly, upbeat detail. Had I not been so wary of her obvious false enthusiasm, I might have actually enjoyed the tour; the murals were perhaps the most impressive artistic achievements I had ever witnessed, depicting important events from Doram’s history in massive two-story panels of embossed stone, inlaid gemstones, and delicate gold and silver filigree. Similarly, the soaring vaulted ceilings and impossibly intricate stone molding gave the keep a spectacular sense of scale, which only continued to grow as we filed up countless flights of stairs on our way to our meeting.
Ignoring what I assumed was Nora’s well-practiced speech, I chose to explore the castle on my own terms through my Detection. While our Stoneshaper guide had specifically led us on a circuitous path to see the most impressive parts of the capitol building, I found the less flashy sections of the castle just as interesting. It appeared as if every imaginable amenity had been packed into the seemingly infinite sprawl of hallways that surrounded us; I found a row of three kitchens devoted solely to baking specific types of desserts, two full-length archery ranges with multiple lanes, and a packed concert hall with a live orchestra, all of which only made up a small fraction of the rooms around us.
Over the course of our trip, I was surprised at how often I forgot Siv was with us due to her near-complete silence. She sat atop her mother’s shoulders with her hands wrapped firmly around the tips of Tyr’s spiraling black horns, staring in quiet awe at the passing attractions. Occasionally, she leaned down and whispered a loud question in her mother’s ear, which was kindly answered at a more reasonable volume. Lia and Val seemed equally pleased by our guided tour as they nodded along happily and asked follow-up questions about the various artwork we passed. The only person who seemed to share my healthy skepticism was Marin, whose face had continually darkened into harsh creases since we entered the castle.
Something on your mind? I asked her silently.
She jumped in place at the sound of my voice inside her head, and she whipped around to give me a dirty look. No. Why would you think that?
Your face, I replied, motioning at her scowl with a subtle tip of my chin.
Her hands immediately rose to wipe her face, obscuring it from view until she lowered them again to reveal a blank expression. Better now?
Oh, loads better.
I felt her glowering presence at the back of my mind for a moment, but the annoyance quickly faded away to reveal her anxiety. I just don’t trust these people, she confessed. The Stoneshapers, I mean. Apart from Kord, they all seem kinda...fake, I guess—it’s like they don’t care about us at all, but they want us to THINK they do for some reason. I don’t get it.
They’re bureaucrats. That’s what they do, I answered, my past encounters with royalty coloring the words more powerfully than I had intended. If they need something from us, they’ll smile and give us anything we ask for, as long as it doesn’t inconvenience them too much. When they’re done with us, though—that’s when you need to be careful.
Marin’s gaze fell to Tyr and Siv, staring unabashedly at the pair as we continued to walk through the endless sandstone halls. As long as they’re safe.
If you’re with them, they’ll be safe no matter where we go.
The warm pink glow of Marin’s mana immediately disappeared as she turned her gaze down to the floor and began to fiddle with her hands. She snuck a glance in my direction after a few moments of stewing in her embarrassment, then glared when she realized I was still watching her. I gave her a final, self-satisfied grin before turning my attention back to our tour.
After what felt like our hundredth set of stairs, we finally reached our destination. The staircase deposited us into a wide hall with only a single door at the far wall, which stood guarded by a half-dozen soldiers in ornamental military outfits. Floor-to-ceiling murals composed the entirety of the corridor’s walls, depicting one continuous scene that chronicled Doram’s history from its founding to the current day. Remarkably accurate reliefs portrayed each of the three Joined Cities; I found the celestial projector of Jor, the towering castle of Syndrai, and a verdant green forest surrounding what I could only assume was the third city of Marsta.
“...and that brings us to today!” Nora finished with a clap of her hands. She spun around and gave us all a deep bow. “I hope you enjoyed our quick tour of the castle! There’s so much more to see, of course, but you have a meeting to attend!” At that, she raised her hand and snapped her fingers, sending the assembled guards into a flurry of movement. The stone doors swung open on silent hinges as the soldiers parted, allowing Nora to lead us into the room.
I stared in awe at the sight awaiting us within: The back wall of the wide rectangular room was made entirely of glass, allowing us to see the whole of the capital from our elevated position at the top of the castle. An imposing desk of polished marble was situated at the center of the window with a large swiveling chair behind it, which currently sat empty. A pile of enormous plush cushions took up most of the space in the middle of the room, the six-foot-wide oblong pillows conjuring up a distant memory of beanbag chairs in my mind. In contrast with the rest of the castle, the room was otherwise plainly furnished: A thick purple carpet covered the floor, but the sandstone walls were empty apart from randomly scattered bookshelves and a single painting of a gray-haired man in a pristine white suit.
“Oh, dear,” Nora murmured, the false smile immediately fading from her face. “Uhm...sir?” she called out delicately, scanning the room in a slow sweep. “Are you in here, sir?”
Her discomfort automatically entertained me. “Was there supposed to be someone here?” I asked.
“No, of course not!” she replied, regaining a small portion of her pleasant aura. “As Kord was late to deliver you, I’m sure they’ve both moved on to other matters.” The sound of her own excuse seemed to bolster her resolve, and she gave us another wide smile. “Please, make yourselves comfortable here! I’m sure I’ll be able to find them and convince them to see you.” Without waiting for us to respond, she rushed by us and hurried back down the hall to the stairs, leaving the guards to close the stone doors behind her.
We all stared at the doors in silence for a few moments. “What was that about?!” Marin finally asked with an exasperated groan.
“It appears we missed our meeting,” Val stated.
“Well, yeah, obviously,” Marin muttered, rolling her eyes. “But why did she just close us in here? Is this some sort of trap?” She took a step backwards and placed herself squarely between Tyr and the door.
Tyr reached up and tapped Marin on the shoulder, then whispered something in her ear. Marin’s eyes widened, and she motioned for the rest of us to come closer. “Tyr says someone’s in here with us,” she breathed.
A blanket of rainbow mana spread across the room as we all rushed to verify the claim. Amidst the pile of giant pillows in the center of the room, a placid blue-green light twinkled dimly against the dark backdrop of my Detection. A young man dressed in a slim-fit suit was hidden among the bean bags, and, judging by the drool on his chin and the soft rise and fall of his chest, he was fast asleep. The sudden tension that had charged the air around us dispersed as we all let out a sigh of relief. I stepped silently across the thick carpet to the edge of the pile and flipped the top cushion away with the tip of my boot.
Somehow, the movement failed to wake the sleeping man. With his cover removed, I was able to assess him through my own eyes: His suit was a crisp white, contrasting nicely with his jet-black undercut that spilled down over his eyes. His dark olive skin was smooth and flawless, which gave him an even more youthful look than my Detection had originally revealed. A soft snore began to fill the room as he continued to doze inside his pillowy fortress.
When the man was fully revealed, Val let out a soft gasp and hurried towards me. Her armor thudded heavily along the stone floor and jingled as she moved, drowning out her attempted whisper. However, the sound of her approach was enough to wake the young man, who let out a loud yawn and blinked up at me from his upside-down vantage point. “Oh, hey,” he said, stifling another yawn. “Are you, uhm...are you guys here for the meeting?” He rolled his neck and stretched with languid, cat-like movements, clearly unphased by our arrival.
“Yeah, that’s us,” I nodded. “Are you here for the meeting?”
“Well, I was,” he said, rolling haphazardly onto the floor, “but nobody showed up. Halvy left to go do something else while we waited, so I decided to take a little nap.” He shot up to his feet with a quick hop and stretched his arms. “Man, these things are super comfy! Especially if you squish yourself in a little pillow sandwich like that—it’s like a weighted blanket, but better.”
The man’s carefree charisma oozed from every fiber of his being, lifting my mood for the first time since we had arrived at the castle. “So, what do you do here?” I asked. “You’re not dressed like one of the Stoneshapers.”
“Lux, this is President Magnusson,” Val cut in, no doubt repeating her earlier whispered message.
“Yeah, that’s me!” he said cheerfully, flashing a brilliant white smile. “You can just call me Magnus if you want.”
I stared at him in stunned disbelief. “You’re the President of Doram?”
“Yup!” He straightened the collar of his jacket and held his chin prominently in the air, striking a dramatic pose. “Magnus Magnusson, President of Doram, Leader of the Joined Cities, all that stuff.”
I heard Lia laugh softly as she took her place at my side. “That’s an interesting name, President Magnus Magnusson,” she remarked.
“Yeah, that’s for sure!” he agreed with a chuckle. “I’m named after my dad, and he’s named after his dad, all the way back to...well, basically forever. If I ever have a kid, I think I’ll name him Magnus, too.”
“It is a pleasure to see you again, President Magnusson,” Val said, giving him a polite bow. “You are looking well.”
He narrowed his eyes and leaned towards her. “You look...familiar,” he mused, rubbing his chin with comically overblown movements until a flash of inspiration crossed his face. “Oh! You’re the shield lady from Kaldan! It’s a...V-something, right? Varia? Valona?”
“Valandra,” she corrected him.
“That’s it! Man, it’s been a while, huh? Like, five years or something?”
“That is correct,” she answered. “You were not President when I last visited.”
“Oh, that’s right!” he said. “Yeah, Dad died a while back, so I’ve been President for...I dunno, three years now? A little less, maybe.”
“Wait, what? Hold on!” Marin yelled, pushing her way to the front of our group. “If you took over after your dad died, doesn’t that just make you a king?”
“Nah, it’s not like that,” he said, waving away her concern. “The President has to declare a successor, just in case they die while they’re in power. There’s an election every ten years to decide who the next President will be.” He paused and stared up at the ceiling, scratching his head in contemplation. “Though, nobody ever runs apart from my family, so...I guess I am sort of like a king, huh?”
I heard Marin huff in annoyance, but she chose to let the line of conversation die. “So,” Magnus continued, looking over our assembled party, “I know Valana here, but I don’t think I’ve met the rest of you!”
The mispronunciation hung awkwardly in the air until Lia spoke up. “I’m Lia, and this is my husband, Lux,” she said, gripping my arm. “It’s an honor to meet you—your country is the most amazing place I’ve ever been.”
Magnus stepped forward and shook both of our hands firmly. “Aw, thanks, Lia! It is pretty great, isn’t it?” After our introductions were finished, he turned and looked at Marin expectantly.
“My name’s Marin. I’m Valandra’s sister,” she said with emphasis.
“I didn’t know you had a sister!” he exclaimed to Val, failing to acknowledge the correction. “It’s nice to meet you, Marin!” She gave his outstretched hand a single, rigid shake, then stepped back into line and chewed on her lip.
Tyr carefully lowered Siv to the ground before stepping forward. “My name is Tyr Avarta, and this is my daughter, Siv,” she said, giving him a deep bow. “Your father was a great man, President Magnusson—his early passing was a great tragedy. You’ve done an excellent job in his stead.”
The compliment knocked him back a step. “Oh, wow. That’s really nice of you, Tyr. Honestly, I’ve just been super lucky that Dad’s councilors are still around—they handle all the small stuff on their own, and they help me make the really important decisions.” He gave Tyr a soft smile and brushed a thick curl of black hair out of his face. “I guess that means you’re from Doram then, right?”
“We live in Jor! In the First Ring!” Siv chimed in, bouncing up and down excitedly. “I’m Siv!”
Magnus crouched down with his hands on his knees. “Cool, Siv! I’ve never been to the Rings before, but I always thought they sounded neat!” My eyebrows shot up at the innocuous comment, but I managed to regain my composure before he stood back up to address us. “Alright! Now that we’ve all met, I guess we can have our meeting!” He slipped back to his pile of cushions and began to toss them in various directions, forming a vague semicircle.
“Shouldn’t we wait for Nora to come back?” I asked, motioning to the door. “I think she was going to find somebody.”
“Nora was here?” he asked, giving the room a quick once-over. “I’m guessing she went to go find Halvy. We can get started without him, though! I am the President, after all,” he laughed to himself. With a strangely practiced grace, he allowed himself to topple backwards onto one of the pillows and bounced up into a seated position. “C’mon, they’re super comfortable!”
We all paused to share a quick glance with one another, each of us holding a different expression: curious, amused, annoyed, wary, and blank. Magnus took advantage of the hesitation and crawled towards us on his hands and knees across the carpet. “Hey, Siv,” he whispered loudly, halting his crawl in front of her. “Do you want to do something fun?”
Her bright red eyes widened in excitement. “Yes!” she exclaimed, pumping her fists and stomping her foot in a powerful display of sincerity.
“Then up we go!” he yelled, lunging forward in a sudden burst of speed. He gripped her under the armpits, twirled her up into the air, then tossed her across the room. Marin let out a yelp of concern as Siv spun through the air, but the excited shriek the small girl let out when she landed dead-center on the farthest beanbag quickly dispelled any concern. She bounced once against its overstuffed upholstery, then rolled down onto the floor and sprinted back to us.
“Again!” she shouted, dancing with her arms held insistently above her head. “Again! Again!”
Marin snatched her up before Magnus could make another move. “C’mon, you,” she said, hefting Siv over her shoulders like a sack of grain. It sounded as though the young girl was about to complain, but she was interrupted when Marin heaved her up towards the ceiling and allowed her to fall back down into the cushion with another cry of delight. 
The rest of us followed Marin’s lead and filled the remaining beanbags. Magnus climbed back onto his pillow last, wearing a satisfied grin. “Now, then,” he said, reclining to a comfortable position, “what do you need from me?”
I laughed at the clearly earnest question. “Honestly, Magnus, I’m not really sure. I didn’t even know you’d be here—we thought we were meeting with the head of the Stoneshaper’s Guild.”
“That’s crazy! I didn’t know I’d be here, either!” he laughed along with me. “Halvy told me about the meeting at breakfast this morning. Didn’t really say who I was meeting or what it was about, though.”
“Well, we’re the ‘who’ part of it,” Lia smiled. “As for the ‘what’ part of it, we wanted to talk about the Mimics.”
For the first time in our short meeting with him, Magnus’s face darkened. “Oh, yeah,” he said, his voice low and gravely, “those things. I’ve been talking with Halvaar about them a lot lately. I told him I’d sign off on any expense related to figuring out what they are and how to stop them, but so far, he hasn’t found anything.” 
“That is why we are here, President Magnusson,” Val said. “Our goals align—we also wish to discover the source of the Mimics and to stop them before they bring more harm to Doram and the rest of the world.”
“For real?” he asked, looking over all of us in disbelief. “Did King Virram send you? You know, before he...uhm, before—”
“No,” I cut him off. “Val isn’t an emissary for Kaldan anymore—none of us are. We just want to help.”
He let out a relieved sigh. “Man, that’s some really great news. I issued a bunch of new edicts to try and keep everyone safe, but it’s been...tough, to say the least.” He rubbed his face to hide his worried expression, pulling his hands away to reveal a renewed smile a moment later. “So, what can I do to help you help me? What do you need? What do you want?”
“Kord told us we could have access to the Stoneshapers’ records on the Mimic appearances,” I explained. “I think that’d be a great place to start. Hopefully, we’ll find something in there that can point us in the right direction, but otherwise, we’ll just need time. A place to stay and some food to eat while we’re here would be greatly appreciated.”
Magnus nodded for me to continue, but when he finally realized I had finished my list of demands, his jaw dropped. “Primes, that’s it?! Of course you can have that! I’ll sign off on it right now!” he exclaimed. “You can stay here in the castle for as long as you need to—the ambassador suites have a whole bunch of bedrooms that nobody ever uses, so you can just live there! As for the records, I’ll get someone to take you down there right now. If there’s anything in there that could help you guys, you’re welcome t—”
The double doors to the chamber burst open behind us as Nora dashed into the room. Her face was remarkably flushed and covered with sweat, and her chest heaved beneath her thick robes. “Apologies...for the wait,” she said, resting her hands on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. “I’ve brought...Guildmaster Halvaar with me, but...I believe that President Magnus is busy w—” Her eyes widened to the size of dinner plates when she looked up and found Magnus sitting beside us. “P-p-president Magnus! You’re here!” she sputtered.
“Hi Nora!” he waved cheerily, either oblivious or indifferent to her clear distress. Leaning to the side, he addressed the large man who had followed her into the room. “Hi Halvy! I started the meeting without you. Hope you don’t mind.”
“I see that,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice. “I pray you won’t mind bringing me up to speed.”
“Nah, we just got started! Come sit down!” Magnus said, waving him over.
“Nora, you may go,” Halvaar told her, pointing to the door with a gloved hand. “Thank you for fetching me. You’ve done well.”
“Oh, of course, Guildmaster!” she said, tripping over herself to give him a respectful bow. “Anything I can do to be of service!” She kept her eyes locked on him as she backed out of the room, waiting an awkward moment for another command before she pulled the stone doors shut and left us alone.
I took a silent accounting of the Guildmaster as he made his way to the stone desk at the window. The man bore a striking resemblance to Amaya’s father Rastor, who had trained me as a smith in my early days in Alderea; he stood nearly seven feet tall, with broad shoulders and a corded, muscular neck. The salt-and-pepper hair atop his head had begun to fade to a widow’s peak, but was easily compensated for by his impossibly bushy eyebrows, bulging sideburns, and a mustache so long that each side was individually braided alongside his flowing beard. The hooded robe that covered his massive frame was made from the same cream-colored fabric I had come to associate with the Stoneshapers, but where most members had a simple stripe of color along their arms, Halvaar’s robe was patterned head to toe with woven bands of each of the seven colors of the Unity Church.
“Nora told me you weren’t here when our guests arrived,” he said, easing himself into the wooden chair behind the desk as he addressed the young President. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, where did you go?” 
“Nowhere—I was just taking a nap on my very comfortable cushions,” Magnus answered with a wiggle of his brow. Judging by the tone of his voice and the impassive response from Halvaar, it was just the latest of the President’s attempts to convince the Guildmaster to join him on the beanbag chairs. “My new friends here found me and woke me up. We introduced ourselves and had a nice little chat.”
“I see,” he said, his deep voice snapping like loose gravel. “So, you’re the ones my acolyte insisted I meet.”
“Yes, sir,” Lia spoke up. “My name—”
“I know who you are,” he spoke over her.
“Oh, perfect,” I cut in, immediately on edge after his rude interruption. “That means we can skip the introductions and get right to the part where you give us our food, lodging, reward money, and any information you have on the Mimic invasion.”
Halvaar leaned heavily against the stone desk, veiling us all in the dark shadow of his imposing form. “Your brash words may have provoked lesser men in the past, but you will find yourself sorely disappointed expecting such a reaction from me,” he rumbled. “As Guildmaster of the Stoneshapers and ward of this country, it is my duty to act in the best interest of Doram. Tell me, Lux—would a wise man welcome the Umbral Flames into his home as honored guests?”
“Oh, what’s an Umbral Flame?” Magnus asked, tilting his head from side to side like an excited puppy.
I clenched my jaw and met the giant’s stony gaze, ignoring the President’s question. “I wouldn’t dare to assume what a wise man might do,” I spat, “but a shrewd man would know not to cross them.”
As we glowered at each other in silence, I renewed my inspection of the Guildmaster through a different lens: determining whether or not the man posed a threat. My mana raced out and suffused Halvaar’s form, revealing an instant plethora of information. While he was no doubt formidable in a fight based solely on his musculature and size, there were no weapons concealed in his robe. However, I found a trinket in his right sleeve pocket that gave me pause: a thin metal bracelet studded with cherry-sized gems that glowed with a fierce orange light. The energy stored within the gems matched the mana churning in his core, which glittered like a fire opal held up to the midday sun. His mana reserves were dim in comparison to mine and my companions’, but it was abundantly clear that Halvaar had somehow found mastery over the energy within him and had developed it to a level I had yet to see in someone I hadn’t personally trained.
“If my acolyte’s reports are correct,” he said suddenly, abandoning our staring contest, “both myself and President Magnusson owe you each a great debt of gratitude. In spite of the fact that your actions directly broke multiple Doramese laws, those same actions saved the lives of countless citizens.”
Val inhaled and moved to speak, but Halvaar continued before she could interject. “Bearing that in mind, I cannot grant you direct access to the Stoneshaper Archives. The knowledge contained within it is not allowed to leave the guild, regardless of your service to the country.”
“Oh, come on, Halvy!” Magnus groaned, throwing his hands up in the air. “You said they helped us! We could at least let them in to read a few reports, right?”
The Guildmaster’s statuesque head turned to stare at the President, who quickly fell into a pacified silence. “In accordance with our guild statutes, I will have the appropriate records collected and brought to your chambers.” He paused for a moment, his gaze still focused on Magnus from somewhere beneath his bushy brow. “You have offered them the ambassador suites already, I assume?”
“Uhm...yeah,” he said with a sheepish grin.
He nodded, then turned his attention back to us. “It will take time to collect the records you’re asking for. They will be delivered to the ambassador suites by week’s end. The information is not to leave this castle—physically or verbally.” His hand disappeared into his sleeve and returned a moment later with a miniature notebook and quill. “You’ll be assigned a Stoneshaper guide for the duration of your stay in the castle. Nora will ensure that your needs are met, and—”
“Kord,” I interrupted him. “It should be Kord. He’s the one that brought us here, so he should be the one to stay with us.”
“Kord has not yet proven himself as a Stoneshaper,” Halvaar retorted.
“That’s the point,” I quipped. “He still seems to care about people more than his position.”
“Hey, now, that’s not very nice!” Magnus exclaimed. “Halvy’s been helping to keep Doram running since before I was born! He’s a good guy! Just a bit...stony, is all.” A smug grin crept across his face as he turned and wiggled his eyebrows again at his chief Stoneshaper.
Halvaar sat in silence for a long while before scratching a line across his notebook. “Kord will be assigned as your guide. Should you find yourself limited in your access to additional resources due to his fledgling status in the guild, reflect upon this conversation before making any complaints.” He snapped his small notebook shut to emphasize his point and stashed it back in its hidden pocket. “Now, as promised by your acolyte, we have agreed to grant any reasonable accommodations as repayment for your service to Doram. If you have any such requests, make them now.”
I was too busy stewing over Halvaar’s rebuke to list any of my demands, but my companions took up the call. “Repayment sounds nice,” Marin said with a sly grin. “How much do you think saving the capital city of Doram is worth? That sounds to me like—”
“A monetary reward befitting your actions will be delivered to the ambassador suite,” he replied, cutting off Marin’s pointed remarks.
“Oh. Good,” she said, clearly not having expected her tactic to work. “I need new clothes, too. Kord told me I could see one of your tailors to replace the ones I lost in our last fight.”
“You should go see my guy! He’s the best!” Magnus exclaimed, tugging on the lapels of his fitted suit. “Uhm...Halvy, what’s his name again? My suit guy?”
“I will arrange an appointment with President Magnusson’s tailor,” Halvaar said, gently inclining his head in his ward’s direction. 
Marin leaned back in her cushion chair with a satisfied smile, eyeing the president’s clothes with renewed interest. 
“Is that all?”
“No,” I said, having finally recovered from my petty annoyance. “I’m interested to hear what you know about the Shadebinders.”
The Guildmaster carefully set his elbows down on the stone desk, wove his massive hands together, and rested his chin atop his fingers, moving with deliberate, agonizing slowness. “Why?”
“Does it matter?” I questioned in return. “Are you planning to change the answer depending on what I’m looking for?”
I saw the impressive length of his mustache twitch as he let out a sharp sigh. “It’s clear that you believe
you know something that we don’t. Please, Lux—enlighten us.”
My temper flared at the clear provocation, but a rush of amber mana filled my body before I could respond. Easy, Lux, Lia cautioned me silently. He’s trying to help us.
No, he’s trying to hide something, I shot back. He knows something.
The brief pause gave Val the chance to speak. “Guildmaster Halvaar. We have found evidence that a sect of the Shadebinders is still operating in Kaldan. Under the direct orders of King Yorrell, they activated an artifact which allowed an otherworldly enemy force to invade the country. We believe this same group has infiltrated Doram with similar goals—according to their journals, they activated a second artifact in a secret location within the country, coinciding with the appearance of the Mimics.”
“That’s crazy! I’ve never even heard of a Shadebinder before,” Magnus said with a nervous laugh. “That’s crazy, right, Halvy?” The Guildmaster’s silence spoke volumes as he sat statue-still in contemplation, ignoring the President’s questioning. “Uhm...Halvy? Do you...do you think that’s true?”
A soft breath finally broke Halvaar’s silence, and he gave Val a slow nod. “We will take your report into consideration.”
My growing agitation bubbled over into outrage all at once. “You’ll consider it?” I sputtered, nearly falling out of my seat in disbelief. “After all of your talk about doing everything possible to stop the Mimics, someone comes into your office and tells you the exact source of the invasion, and all you have to say is that you’ll consider it?!” I let out a mocking laugh and folded my arms over my chest. “It sounds to me like you don’t have any intention of considering it, Halvy.”
Halvaar calmly sat back in his chair and listened to my tirade with a stony, impassive facade. “Are there any other requests before our meeting is adjourned?” he asked, entirely disregarding my verbal assault.
The taste of iron filled my mouth as I bit down on my tongue, but another voice entered the conversation before I could form my next venomous retort. “Guildmaster Halvaar, sir? I...uhm, I have a request,” Tyr spoke in a wavering, timid voice. I turned to find her face parallel to the floor in a deep, unfaltering bow.
“You need not bow to me, Tyr,” he said softly. The gravel in his voice melted away in an instant, leaving behind a pure, dulcet bass that warmed the cool stone room around us. “Make your request.”
“Thank you, sir,” she replied, somehow bowing even lower before returning to a more comfortable seated position. “Earlier this year, there was an accident in Marsta. A new mining development collapsed just outside of the Second Ring, and...well, I certainly don’t expect you would remember the specifics, but I was hoping you could—”
“Brandt Avarta,” he murmured, nodding his head. “I apologize that I didn’t make the connection sooner. Your husband was a good man and an excellent worker—his name was always spoken with respect by my associates in the Mining Guilds.”
Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes as she listened to the praise. “Thank you, sir. I know he would have been overjoyed to hear that.”
“As Stoneshapers, we take great pride in our architectural knowledge and the precision with which we leverage that knowledge. Though Doram’s mining projects are under the supervision of the Mining Guilds, I take ultimate responsibility for their operation,” Halvaar explained. “I ordered a full investigation into the exact nature of the collapse—if you’d like, I can have the report delivered to your chambers alongside the other files.”
“That would—I’m...I—” Tyr choked. When her words failed, she dipped her head and gave the Guildmaster another bow. “Thank you,” she managed to say in a thin, breaking voice. Wordlessly, Marin shifted from her shared seat with Siv and sat down beside Tyr, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. Tyr immediately leaned into the gesture, sliding in to rest her head in the dense curls of Marin’s hair. Even as her brow raised in shock, Marin moved with uncharacteristic grace, sliding her arm across to Tyr’s opposite shoulder to hold her in a gentle sidelong embrace.
“Shaper Nora will show you to your new accommodations,” Halvaar spoke over the thick silence. “Should you find anything of value in your review of our records, have your acolyte contact me at once.” He stood and made to leave, but he paused when he passed our half-circle of cushions. “President Mangusson, if you’d please accompany me to my quarters,” he said, motioning to the door. “We have another meeting to attend.”
“Oh, okay!” he said, hopping to his feet. “It was nice to meet you guys! I’ll stop into your suite later this week and see how you’re settling in!” He left us with a final glowing smile before falling in line behind the towering Guildmaster. I watched the pair go with a tightly clenched fist against my leg; although my stoked temper had failed to subside, my anger felt remarkably petty compared to the emotional gravity of Tyr’s request, so I swallowed my pride and allowed Halvaar to leave with the final word.
The stone doors opened to reveal Nora standing exactly where she had been minutes earlier. “Oh, President Magnusson, Guildmaster Halvaar,” she said in alarm, giving each man a respectful nod. “I pray your meeting went well?”
“Nora, please show our guests to the ambassador suites,” Halvaar instructed the diminutive woman. “They will be staying there indefinitely.”
“Of course, Guildmaster!” she replied. “I would be more than willing to offer my services as their personal liaison for the duration of their stay, if you’d like. I’ll make sure they’re well taken ca—”
“Kord will serve as their attendant,” he cut her off.
“Right, sir,” she said, instantly deflated. “Primes watch over you.” She moved to the side of the hall to let the men pass and let out a small sigh when they disappeared down the stairs at the end of the hallway. Once they were gone, she bounced to the entrance of the room and clapped her hands, the false smile quickly reappearing on her face. “Alright, everyone! I’ll be leading you to your new accommodations. Follow me!”
We all filed out of the president’s office and began our second trek through the castle. Nora remained silent over the course of our quick journey; we had only descended two flights of stairs and walked the length of a single hallway when she stopped us before a large marble door. “Here we are!” she announced, pointing to a large bronze plaque set into the sandstone wall above the entrance. “The ambassador suites. These are some of our most prestigious guest rooms—I’m sure you’ll find them to your liking!”
She threw open the door and led us into a large foyer lit by a massive crystal chandelier, each gem of which shone with white, sourceless light. The entryway opened into a spacious living chamber furnished with couches, desks, and long meeting tables built to accommodate at least two dozen people. Enormous fireplaces were set into the sandstone walls on either side of us with beautifully bricked chimneys that ran up over twenty feet to the towering ceiling; though the hearths were currently unlit, the room had a pleasant warmth to it, and the scent of burned emberwood filled the air with a nostalgic richness. A hallway expanded to our immediate left and right, each side lined with half a dozen identical doors. Though another pair of glowing chandeliers hung above us, the room was lit by a line of ten-foot-tall windows on the opposite wall, each of which revealed a breathtaking view of the capital city far below us.
As we all began to wander the open living space, Nora remained in the foyer smiling after us. “I hope you’ll enjoy the suite. If you need anything over the course of your stay, please don’t hesitate to ask me directly. I’d be more than happy to serve you!”
“Actually, there is something you could do for me,” I said as I fell back onto a couch cushioned with dark purple silk.
“Of course! Anything you need!”
“Could you tell Kord where to find us when he’s done with his debriefing?” I asked, fighting away the beginnings of a cruel smile.
Nora’s lips pursed. “I’ll go find him now,” she responded with the faintest of bows before turning to leave. The marble door closed behind her with an aggressive crack that echoed through our cavernous living quarters, and I let out a dark chuckle as I settled back into my seat.
“Mama, is this really our house?” Siv asked, staring in awe at the crystals dangling above her.
“That’s right, sweetie,” Tyr said, tousling her daughter’s hair. “Would you like to go find our bedroom?”
“Bed!” Siv took off in a random direction, sprinting as fast as her tiny legs could carry her while she continued her excited chanting. “Bed! Bed!” Tyr laughed at the display as she made for one of the hallways, waiting at the entrance for Siv to join her before opening one of the bedroom doors. “That bed is HUGE!” I heard Siv yell as she disappeared into the bedroom.
I sent out a quick pulse of Detection to scan the rest of our accommodations. Four bedrooms ran along the length of each hallway, filled by a pair of king size mattresses, large stone closets, and an elegant chaise lounge. The end of both halls led to enormous tiled bathrooms which held marble pools so large that our entire party could fit in one without touching each other. “Looks like you won’t have to share a bed with your sister anymore, Marin,” I remarked.
“About time!” she called back. She hurried down the hall after Tyr and opened the next door, inspecting the space with a long whistle. “I think I could get used to this,” she grinned as she popped back out of the room.
A pair of hands appeared on my shoulders as Lia leaned down on me from behind the couch. “I think it might be time to change out of this armor,” she said, rolling her neck in a slow circle. “If we’re really going to be here for a few days, I’m gonna relax.” Her hands wrapped loosely under my armpits and tugged me upwards, and she tilted her head back towards the hall across from where our companions had chosen their rooms.
I stood up from the couch and followed her to the first room, shedding my cloak as we passed through the doorway. The sight of the giant mattress directed my attention to the nagging aches in my joints, and I kicked off my boots on my way towards the promised relief. A plush, cloudlike surface rushed up to meet me as I fell face-first onto the bed with a muffled thud.
Lia closed the door behind us and began the process of unbuckling her armor. Each piece fell to the floor with an accompanying sigh of relief that tempted me to follow her lead, but the idea of being unarmored after our morning ambush made my skin crawl. I remained face-down in my dark, fluffy sanctuary until I felt a gentle tap at the base of my skull. “What’s wrong, Lux?” Lia asked.
“Tired,” I mumbled into the sheets.
“No, not that,” she persisted, tapping my neck again. A gentle curl of amber mana wove through me and tugged at the tightly-wound ball of anxiety and frustration in my stomach.
I recoiled from the touch and attempted to veil my emotions. “I’m fine.”
Lia’s hand ran up through my hair and scratched the back of my scalp. “Lux, please talk to me.”
The urge to lash out at her in anger surged to the front of my mind, but it faded away just as quickly as it had arrived. I pushed up from the bed with a heavy sigh and attempted to think of a way to explain what I was feeling. “I’m just…” I started, immediately trailing off when I caught sight of her. She had removed her armor and stripped down to her underwear, revealing that the black scar on her chest had begun to creep over her collarbones and down towards her stomach. “No,” I cursed, darting a hand out to her shoulder. A bolt of blue lightning sped down to her core in search of any traces of lingering corruption, but it found nothing apart from her brilliant amber reserves.
“Lux, I’m fine,” she said, putting her hand over mine. “I’m worried about you.”
“It’s not fine,” I shook my head. “I hurt you. This can’t keep happening—I can’t lose you again.”
“You won’t,” she comforted me, cupping my cheek with her free hand. “We’ll get through this together. I’m n—”
“Enough, Lia!” I shouted. I slid back across the bed out of her reach and stared her down, my repressed emotions suddenly raw and powerful. “This is why I’m upset—no matter what I do, I can’t stop this shit from happening. All I want to do is keep you safe from the darkness, and no matter what, you end up scarred by it. The Stoneshapers would rather jockey for position with their stupid politics than actually listen to our advice and stop the Mimics.” My hands balled into fists against my legs as the impotent rage flowed through me. “No matter what I do, it’s all happening anyways. I can’t stop it.”
She chewed her lip in silence as she waited for me to finish, watching me with sad, narrowed eyes. “Do you think it’s any easier for me?” she asked in a quiet voice. “Seeing you consumed by the void, burning yourself away to nothing? How can you expect me to just stand there and watch you do that on your own?”
“That’s different,” I argued. “My body can handle it.”
She yanked away the strap of her bra and craned her neck to the side, prominently displaying the jagged marks that had crept out to the top of her shoulder and the bottom of her left breast. “So can mine,” she said stubbornly. “I’ll gladly take a hundred more of these if it means keeping you with me.”
“No. Stop. Just...stop,” I pleaded. My heart lurched into an arrhythmic beat behind my ribs and set my head spinning. “Please. Don’t say that.” A sudden tightness gripped my chest, and I felt as though I was breathing through a straw. “I don’t want that for you. Death, and pain, and darkness...please.”
Lia reached out and took both my hands in hers. “Hey. Look at me,” she said sternly, tugging insistently on my arms until I obeyed. The deep, golden reflecting pools of her eyes pierced the panic that had consumed my focus and anchored me to reality. “I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not letting you go, either. I know you’re scared—after everything you’ve gone through, it’d be impossible not to be. But you can’t let that control our lives, Lux.”
“I’m…trying,” I said weakly, struggling to regain control of my breathing.
“We’re safe here. You can relax.” She ran a hand across my chest and unfastened one of the buckles on my chestpiece. “I know you don’t trust him, but I think Halvaar is trying to help us.”
I felt my brow furrow at the mention of the Guildmaster’s name, and I fought against the urge to dismiss the notion entirely. “He knows more than he’s telling us,” I said eventually. “If he really wanted to save Doram, he’d just help us outright, but instead, we’re waiting around and wasting time.”
“You heard what he called us—he knows who we really are. Or, at least, what Virram said about us,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the mention of the former king. “The fact that he’s heard those stories and still let us into the capital, let alone into a meeting with the President, is enough to make me believe he wants to help us.”
Lia continued to loosen my armor as I mulled over the idea. “Maybe,” I relented after my leather cuirass had fallen away. “Maybe not.”
She raised a single eyebrow at my stubbornness but ultimately let the topic fade. “You should get changed into something more comfortable. I bet you’ll feel better once we all hang out and relax for a while.”
While her intervention had done well to fight off the symptoms of my panic attack, the fear that had triggered it remained firmly entrenched in my gut. “I think I’d rather take a nap,” I said, turning away from the scars I had left on her chest. “My head’s too messed up for anything else right now.”
I caught a flash of disappointment in her eyes, but she flashed me a warm smile all the same. “Okay.” She stood up from her spot beside me and moved to her pack, pawing through various layers of clothes as she chose an outfit. By the time I had stripped off my remaining armor and stacked it neatly beside the bed, she was dressed in a bright green tunic and a pair of loose gray slacks. She stood before me at the edge of the bed and leaned down to plant a kiss on my forehead. “I love you, Lux.”
I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her tightly against me, burying my face in her chest. My head buzzed as my conflicting emotions waged war with one another: the burning desire to keep her safe, my helpless love for her, and the terror of losing her to the void. “I love you, too,” I answered.
She gave my shoulder a quick squeeze before heading to the door, where she paused to flash a final, parting smile. I waited until the door clicked shut behind her before I fell back onto the bed with a low groan. Why? I whined to myself. Why can’t we just be happy? Why do I have to make life so hard for her?
I let the self-pity wash over me as I stared up at the perfectly smooth sandstone ceiling. The cool blankets against my bare skin sent a chill down my spine, so I wormed my way up to the headboard and slipped beneath the plush sheets. I have to do better. For her. The thought pestered me incessantly as I attempted to fall asleep. I have to keep her safe. I knew what the implications of the idea meant, but a deep-seated fear stopped me from thinking the words into reality. I have to. There’s no other way to—
I’m going down to the market square with Tyr and Siv, Lia’s voice echoed in my head. Do you want to come? Maybe some fresh air will make you feel better. I heard an excited shout from the main living space through the stone walls. Oh, I guess Marin is coming, too.
I’ll stay here, I answered. Thanks, though.
There was a short delay before she responded. Alright. Get some sleep.
I’ll try. Stay safe.
We will.
I closed my eyes and let myself sink into the downy mattress in an attempt to keep my promise. Minutes came and went as I stared into the backs of my eyelids, but despite the silence of the stone room, my mind refused to shut down. Intrusive thoughts rumbled through my subconscious whenever I dared to drift off. I have to do better. I have to keep her safe. There’s no other way. I grabbed out for the empty pillow next to me and angrily held it over my face in an effort to block out the light from the curtained window. She deserves better. You have to be better. She d—
A muffled knock at the door pulled me out of my spiraling. “Lux?” Val’s voice floated across the room. “May I enter?”
I tossed the pillow off of my face and sat up against the headboard, pulling the blanket up to cover my scarred right side. “Sure.”
The door swung open on silent hinges to admit Val, who had changed from her heavy pearlescent scale armor into a casual crimson button-up shirt and black pants. She hovered near the center of the room, awkwardly inspecting our furnishings in far more detail than was necessary. “Are you well, Lux?”
“What makes you ask?” I said, wilfully ignoring the day’s earlier events.
“You were uncharacteristically hostile during our meeting with President Magnusson and Guildmaster Halvaar,” she answered. “I was present during your meetings with Virram and the Strategist—your aggressive mannerisms always seemed to be in service of some specific goal in those cases. I did not sense such a purpose today.”
“Was I that obvious?”
“Yes,” she said bluntly. “Is something troubling you?”
I let out an annoyed breath. “Oh, gee, Val, I don’t know. I can’t think of anything that could’ve happened today that’d be weighing on me.” My words sounded far harsher to my ears than I had intended, and I winced at the clear slight. “Sorry. That’s...not what I meant.”
“I apologize if I interrupted your rest,” she said, my sarcasm leaving her entirely unphased. “I know what you went through today during our confrontation on the rail carriage. If you would like me to leave, please say—”
“No, that’s not it,” I interrupted her. “It’s just...I’m, uhm…” I trailed off, furrowing my brow at her as she continued to stand hesitantly in the center of the room. “Could you just sit down, Val? You’re making me nervous.”
Her eyebrows twitched upwards at the request, but she quickly sat down at the corner of the bed farthest from me. “My apologies. Please, continue.”
I took a deep breath and weighed my words carefully. “I haven’t been able to get my head on straight since the attack this morning. After everything that happened, everything I did...I can’t just run from it anymore. I can’t pretend it isn’t happening. I hurt Lia. I hurt you.”
“My injuries were relatively minor,” she said. “You need not feel guilty on m—”
“That’s not the point, dammit!” I snapped, immediately flooded by a wave of self-loathing. “‘You didn’t hurt me that badly’ isn’t an excuse anymore! You could’ve died, Val—you could just as easily have broken your neck or cut your throat when I threw you across that carriage. You were lucky. This time.” I put a hand to my temple and rubbed at the growing ache in my head. “I’ve tried so hard to stop it, but I’m not strong enough. It’s only a matter of time until…” I trailed off, leaving the evil unspoken.
“I will do whatever I can to aid you, Lux,” she said solemnly. “You have saved my life more times than I deserve. If I can share your burden, I will gladly take it from you.”
I leaned forward with a sudden intensity, dropping the bed sheets that covered my right side. “No,” I growled. “I’ve already cursed Lia with this. I refuse to do that to you, too.”
Val’s eyes widened at the sight of my chest. “Your scars have grown.”
Though I had purposely avoided inspecting the progress of the scars, her statement didn’t surprise me. I looked down at myself with a grimace and found that the jagged black marks had snaked down to the bottom of my ribs, crossed over my sternum, and spread up over my collarbone. “I don’t care anymore. I’d let it take every inch of me if it meant I kept it contained, but...now it’s spreading to Lia. She’s taking the void into herself to try and save me, and it’s...it’s…” I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat. “It’s going to kill her, Val, and it’ll be my fault.”
“Lia is the most powerful woman I have ever met. How do you know she cannot use the void like you do?”
“Because Am—” I cut myself off before I finished the thought. Because Amaya told me I was the only one who could. “Because I saw her die once already, and I’m not willing to risk that again.” I looked down at my mismatched hands and scowled; my left was pale from a continual lack of sunlight due to my gloves, while my right was a jet black so perfectly dark that the lines of my palm had completely disappeared. The scarred hand tightened into a fist as I came face to face with the truth I had fought so hard to ignore. “This is my burden to bear, and I’m going to bear it alone. If this is what it takes to keep everyone safe, and to keep Lia alive, then I’ll...I’ll…”
“You will learn how to control it,” she finished for me.
Hearing the words aloud finally cemented the idea in reality, and I was immediately overcome by a rush of powerful melancholy. “I never wanted any of this,” I murmured, staring down at the floor. “All I wanted was to live my life with the people I loved. The magic, the fighting, these Primes-damned powers—I did it all to protect them, and now...the fighting’s all I’m good for.” I turned my eyes up to Val and found her refracted through a veil of mist. “Did I want too much, Val? Is this my fault?”
I heard the soft swish of fabric against fabric, and Val was suddenly at my side. “That is not true, Lux,” she said firmly, grabbing my scarred hand between her own. Her skin was remarkably smooth for a seasoned warrior, and her slender fingers blazed with an intense heat against my clammy skin. “You are worth so much more than your sword. Just as you wished to live your life with those you loved, we wish to live our lives with you.” A dark crimson blush warmed her copper cheeks, but her intense olive eyes stared unflinchingly into mine. “You may bear the darkness alone, but we will be by your side to support you. I will—we will not allow you to be taken from us.”
I placed my unblemished hand atop hers and gave them a gentle squeeze. “Thank you,” I managed to croak through my hoarse throat. “I...needed to hear that.”
“I will repeat the words as many times as is necessary,” she said, giving me a rare, unrestrained smile. I felt her fingers twitch beneath mine as her head slowly tipped to one side. “Lux, you ar—”
“Hello?” A familiar, honeyed voice called out from the main chamber of the suite. “Lux? Lia?”
Val threw herself backwards with a force so powerful she nearly slammed into the opposite wall, but she landed in a graceful crouch near the foot of the bed and spun towards the source of the noise. “Lux, I would prefer if you kept this conversation between us,” she spoke in a low voice as she straightened a stray lock of auburn hair, keeping her eyes firmly locked on the bedroom door.
“Sure, Val,” I answered. The request was one I had planned to make of her myself; while I knew I would have to reveal my intent to delve into training with void eventually, I wanted to keep the idea and its accompanying concerns hidden from Lia and the others for as long as possible.
She left me with one last embarrassed smile before dashing to the door, pausing just before she reached the entryway to slow down and compose herself. “Hello, Kord,” she said as she exited the room, closing the door behind her. “It is good to see you.”
I fell back against the headboard as an airy lightness began to fill my chest. The thought of seeking out the darkness was as terrifying as it had ever been, but Val’s unwavering pledge of support had given me the exact solace I needed to finally accept the idea. I slid out of bed and began to fish through my pack for a set of clothes to make myself presentable for our Stoneshaper acolyte. When I had finished buttoning the hand-me-down shirt I had received from Marten, I moved to the standing mirror in the corner of the room and appraised myself. I was happy to see that the hard lines of my face had softened slightly, and I nodded to my reflection. “For her.”
***




14. ANSWERS

The following few days passed by in a wonderful blur of rest and relaxation. After Kord had finished his copious thanks for requesting him as our Stoneshaper representative, he informed us that the information we had requisitioned from the archives would be prepared and delivered in three days’ time and that we were free to come and go from the capital district as we pleased. I was quick to rule out any trips that took us beyond the walls of the keep; though I was reluctant to admit it, the combined headquarters of both the Doramese government and the Stoneshaper’s Guild felt much safer than the streets of the Joined Cities, and I was more than happy to avoid any further encounters with Mimics until we had finished our research.
Kord proved to be an excellent guide during our wait. As he explained during our first night together in the common space, he had grown up in the capital city of Syndrai and spent the entirety of his training to be a Stoneshaper within the walls of the castle. As such, he knew every nook and cranny of the keep, and he was able to treat us to some of the most luxurious amenities. In the first morning of our stay, we were able to watch a performance by a professional orchestra, eat a lavishly catered breakfast, get hour-long massages in a fully-furnished spa, and visit a small stable near the outer wall, where Siv was able to ride around the ring on a small pony. She enjoyed the experience so much that the remainder of our stay was filled with unabating whines to take her back, which each of us relented to in measured shifts.
It was just after we had returned from eating lunch on the third day of our stay when a knock at the door signaled the arrival of our documents. I opened the door to find Nora flanked by a fleet of men and women in unadorned cream-colored robes, each of whom toted multiple boxes bulging with multicolored folders. They all wordlessly filed into the room and covered the available tablespace in our sitting area before resorting to stacking the remaining boxes on the floor. Nora watched them work with the satisfied smile of a sadistic prison warden, silently overseeing the process until the acolytes had finished and retreated from the room.
“Well, there you have it!” she said, happily clapping her hands together. “All of the files in the Guild’s archives pertaining to the Mimics! I know it might seem a bit much at the moment,” she said with a sweeping gesture over the mountains of boxes, “but should you find yourself overwhelmed by the organizational system, I’d be more than willing to he—”
“I’m sure Kord will take care of us,” I said with a forced smile.
“I certainly hope so,” she replied, shooting a barely-concealed glare in his direction.
I walked her out through the foyer and latched the door shut behind her, then returned to our newly amassed information. “Well...shit,” I chuckled, staring over the mess. “I didn’t think there’d be this much information to go through.” I walked to the nearest box and flipped open the lid to run a finger along the tops of the sorted papers. “The Mimics have only been around for a couple of months, right?”
“That’s correct,” Kord nodded. “I imagine the majority of these files will contain little in the way of helpful information. The Stoneshapers are very thorough with their record-keeping—you’ll certainly find the written report of any confirmed encounter with a Mimic, but along with it, you’ll find any follow-up reports taken from witnesses, the citizenship and employment history of the person in question, and any interrogation notes post-capture.” He tilted his head from side to side as he scanned the sea of documents. “I’m sure there were some things we could have excluded from the request, but we’re not really sure what it is we’re looking for, right? I’d hate to miss out on a potential lead just to save a few hours of sorting through files.”
“No, you’re right,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “It’s just...a lot.”
“Guess we should get started then, right?” Lia asked, hopping over to the nearest box. “How are these organized, Kord? Are the...uhm, are the colors of the…” she trailed off as she scanned one of the folders. I saw her lips purse, and her face fell to the floor in disappointment. “These are in Doramese.”
I slapped my forehead with my palm. “Right.”
“I take it that neither of you can read Doramese?” Kord asked with a polite smile.
“Yeah,” I nodded. “Looks like Lia and I will be on sorting duty. Kord, how are these organized right now?”
“Alphabetically. Each box should have a set of letters on the outside indicating its contents. From there, the various colors on the folders divide it further into incident reports, personal history, and so on.”
“Okay. First things first, then—let’s get this mess sorted chronologically,” I started. My mind whirred to life with mana-fueled enthusiasm as I prepared for a different kind of battle. “If we’re trying to figure out where these things came from, we should look for where they first showed up.” The idea spiderwebbed out through my mind and inspired a half-dozen more. “Kord, we’re going to need some maps—a detailed one for each of the Joined Cities and one of Doram as a whole.”
A fire blazed behind his eyes as he bobbed his head excitedly. “I’ll be right back!” he shouted, dashing out into the foyer faster than I had ever seen him move. It was clear that after all our travels with him, we had finally entered Kord’s domain, and he was eager to prove it.
“As for the rest of you,” I said, turning back to my remaining companions. “Marin, you can read Doramese, right?”
“Better than you can!” she replied with a haughty laugh. “Elise taught me how back before all this craziness started.”
The slight bounced off of me to little effect as I moved on. “Alright then. Everybody, grab a box. Read the incident report for each Mimic and make note of anything out of the ordinary. Once you’ve got that, hand the folder off to Lia or me and tell us where it happened, where they were from, what day it was, and their name.” I spun to face Lia and pointed off down the hallway towards our bedroom. “We’ll have to get a bit creative to find space for everything, but we’ll—”
“Got it!” she nodded vigorously. She dashed to one of the writing desks at the far end of the room and returned a few seconds later with a stack of blank papers, which she began to lay out in evenly spaced columns along the length of the hall. When she was finished, she walked the length of her paper trail with a quill and ink, marking the head of each column with sequential dates.
“What can I do?” Siv asked, the top of her head popping up from behind the couch her mother sat on. “I wanna help, too!”
I craned my neck to the side to catch a glimpse of her face. “Can you read, Siv?”
“I know my letters! Mama taught me,” she proclaimed, standing proudly with her hands on her hips.
“Why don’t you help me, sweetie?” Tyr offered. She patted the spot next to her on the couch and grabbed a folder from the nearest box. “This one can be yours.”
“Yay!” the small girl yelled, climbing up over the back of the couch and tumbling head-first onto the cushion. She took the folder in both hands and set it in her lap, then opened to the first page and began to trace her finger along the text, silently mouthing the letters as she went. Tyr gave me a reassuring smile as she put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder and grabbed a folder for herself.
I looked over my assembled crew with pride, but a tickle of guilt nagged at the back of my mind. “I wish there was more I could do to help you guys,” I said glumly.
“You have done more than enough already,” Val said, looking up from her chosen files. “I imagine you and Lia will both be busy once Kord returns—let us handle this for now.”
While I knew she was right, it didn’t help to decrease the speed of my anxious thumb twiddling. Luckily, Kord returned only a few minutes later and proved Val’s prediction correct; once I had affixed the maps to whatever wall space I could find, Lia and I were immediately inundated by file-ferrying duty. Once a file had been perused, it was taken to one of the sorted spots on the hallway floor and organized by month, week, and day. Afterwards, we marked two large X’s on our city maps in different colored inks: one for where the person had lived, and the other where the incident had taken place.
It was difficult to keep track of time while we worked. My focus was almost entirely dedicated to keeping up with Kord’s incredible efficiency; not only was he extremely quick to scan through the assembled documents and find the pertinent information to relay to us, but he also managed to write his own set of notes in tandem with his reading. Likewise, Tyr nearly matched his pace with her own files while simultaneously reading over Siv’s shoulder, praising her for how well she was doing at regular intervals.
My sorting efforts with Lia began to pay off as the false sun set over Syndrai. Trends appeared from the scattered data points dotting our maps; as we had expected, the vast majority of the Mimics had taken the form of miners living in the Rings, with incident reports overlapping one another in the various mines surrounding the Joined Cities. A steadily growing number of marks appeared in the newly erected tenements of Drost, and a rare few appeared in the city centers of Jor and Marsta.
The date-sorted information turned out to be far more surprising. When viewed on a weekly basis, it appeared as if the number of Mimic encounters had steadily increased since their initial discovery, but the day-by-day information told a vastly different story; multiple days would go by without a single report, followed by a sudden spike of over a dozen in one day, and then a return to days void of any incidents. When the pattern repeated itself for over a month’s time, our conclusion seemed clear: Every encounter with the Mimics, regardless of whether it led to a fight, surrender, or capture, had been carefully orchestrated.
We worked straight through the day with an urgency far greater than the situation demanded of us. Even though it was abundantly clear that we would have access to the files and our accommodations for as long as was necessary, we continued to push ourselves well into the night in search of our answers. Siv managed to stay remarkably well-behaved throughout the ordeal; Marin took her on a walk when the small girl’s groans of boredom had grown too loud to ignore late into the afternoon, and Tyr took her to eat a proper dinner while the rest of us snacked on rations over our work. It wasn’t until she asked Tyr to tuck her into bed that we all realized our day of work was finally over.
I collapsed into an armchair next to Marin and let out a loud yawn. An exhaustion I hadn’t noticed behind my constant mental enhancements came over me all at once, and I felt my body melt against the plush cushions beneath me. “That was...more work than I expected,” I said in between yawns.
“Cut that—” Marin began to admonish me, but my yawn infected her before she could finish her sentence. She swung out in my general direction with a lazy fist, catching me gently in the shoulder. “I guess I’m kinda tired, too, now that I think about it.”
A faint green sparkle ran across my fingertips as I mended the dozens of papercuts I had accrued during our day of work, then sent out a half-dozen tendrils of mana to do the same for my companions. Lia meandered over and plopped down into my lap with a sleepy grin, wrapping her arms around my neck and burying her face in the crook of my arm. “We did pretty good today,” she mumbled into my neck.
“Yes, it was quite the endeavor,” Kord agreed. “I haven’t had to work that hard for that long since my preparation for the Stoneshapers’ examinations.” He pushed the small glasses up the length of his nose and scanned the room. “We’ve nearly finished, though! Or, at least, finished the resorting. There’s only five boxes left, and we’ll have those done early tomorrow morning. That’s when the real research begins.” 
I looked over the remaining untouched file boxes that sat among a mountain of emptied, upturned crates. “Four, I think,” I corrected him, pointing to a smaller box that sat atop the others. A quick pulse of mana confirmed that the unmarked storage crate held only a single file folder. “That one...isn’t for us.”
“The files pertaining to Tyr’s husband,” Val clarified. “She requested any information concerning the mine collapse he was involved in.”
“I see,” Kord said softly.
Eager to not see our first real day of progress end on a dour note, I pushed away my exhaustion and changed the topic of our conversation. “So, did any of you find anything interesting in the case reports today? A weird location, missing details, or maybe a full confession on why it’s happening and who’s behind it?”
Marin snorted. “I read about a guy who lost an arm working in the mines. When he finally got out of the hospital, he found another copy of himself living in his apartment—but that guy had both arms!” Her head fell back as she half-laughed, half-yawned at the story.
“I found a similar account,” Val added. “A woman was bedridden for two weeks due to an injury sustained in the mines beneath Jor. When she returned to her post, she found that a Mimic had returned to work in her stead six days prior.”
“Now that you mention it, both of the cases from Marsta’s city center also occurred after an extended stay in the hospital,” Kord said, rubbing his chin in concern. “That’s a troubling coincidence.”
I chewed on my lip as I listened to the stories. “Do you think the Mimics could be spreading through the hospitals?” I asked nobody in particular.
“Unlikely,” Kord answered with a shake of his head. “Based on your tracking, nearly all of the Mimics have attempted to take the place of someone who works in the mines, and...well, uhm…” he trailed off, watching me out of the corner of his eye.
“What is it, Kord?” I asked, my interest fully piqued. Making sure to keep Lia as undisturbed as I could, I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes at him.
The young acolyte’s face paled under my scrutiny, but he didn’t look away. “Citizens that live in the Rings tend to avoid visiting the hospitals of the Joined Cities unless an ailment is truly life threatening...because they can’t afford the treatment.” He bit the corner of his lip and looked away. “Injuries and illnesses are generally treated by prayer, home remedies, or self-appointed healers.”
I managed to catch my rising anger before it spread to my face. We can’t start losing out on information because I’m too much of an asshole to hear it. “That’s good to know,” I said after a long, measured breath. “Thank you.” The room itself seemed to sigh as the tension dissipated. “I suppose that rules out the hospital theory, but the injuries might still be a good lead.”
“Mmhm,” Marin agreed with a mumble. “Sylvie had a Mimic, and she had just hurt herself, too. She doesn’t work in the mines or live in the Rings, though.” Her brow furrowed against the thought as she struggled to fight off her sleepy stupor. “But her family works in the mines. Maybe that counts. I don’t know.”
“Once we get everything sorted tomorrow, we’ll have to start keeping track of how many people were injured before they found their doppelgangers,” I said, staring down the hallway at the line of files that extended into the shadows. “Maybe we’ll find a more specific pattern in there somewhere. If there’s anyth—”
Lia bolted upright in my lap and stared down at me with raised eyebrows and wide eyes. “Lux,” she whispered, “do you remember what the book we found under Shadowmine said?”
“I—what?” I stammered, unsettled by her sudden intensity.
“The artifact that the Shadebinders brought to Doram,” she continued. “They said the only consequence of activating it was ‘the appearance of a small bit of blood.’ It’s not the injuries, it’s…”
“It’s the blood,” I finished for her.
“That would explain the overabundance of Mimics in the Rings,” Val said. She leaned forward and stared down at her hands, slowly flexing her fingers. “Such intense manual labor invariably leads to injuries—even a small cut or torn blister could draw blood, and such a minor injury would not be noted with concern. If that is all it takes to create a Mimic… ”
A chill ran down my spine as I turned to Marin, who had perked up at the sudden shift in our conversation. “Lux?” she asked, her voice small and shaking. “Am I going to be okay?” The memory of her brutal holdout on the rail carriage played out before my eyes, reminding me in vivid detail of the rivers of blood that had coated her face and clothing.
“You’re going to be fine,” I assured her, completely unsure of the veracity of the statement. “All of this is just guesses right now, but if we’re right, there’s a chance there could be a Mimic of you out there somewhere. Until we learn more, it might be safer for everyone if you don’t go out alone—just to make sure nobody tries to take your place.” 
I expected the request to be met with immediate resistance, but Marin simply nodded. “I won’t,” she said solemnly, her face taking on the hardness of her sister’s.
“Lux, are you sure about this?” Kord asked. “If you’re right, it would be the biggest breakthrough so far in finding the source of the Mimics. I’ll have to report this to Gui—”
“No, not yet,” I cut him off. “We’re not sure.” And I don’t want Halvaar to know what we know, either. The thought burned at the base of my skull as I thought ahead to our next move. “For now, we’ll keep the theory in mind during our research. If it turns out to be true...we’ll discuss talking to Halvaar then. We’ve still got a few days of reading before that happens, though.”
A soft click rattled out from the hallway, and we all turned to find Tyr returning from the bedroom. “Sorry for leaving before our work was finished,” she whispered with a quick bob of her head. “It’s not often Siv asks to go to bed, so I thought I should take advantage of the opportunity.”
“No, it’s no trouble!” Marin immediately assured her with a friendly smile, motioning to the spot on the couch beside her. “I think we would’ve worked right through the night if Siv hadn’t pointed out how late it was.”
Tyr accepted Marin’s invitation and sat down beside her, giving our diminished pile of crates a quick once-over. “It looks like we’re nearly done,” she remarked. “Did any of you find anything interesting today?” The room fell silent as we all waited on one another to explain our new theory, which brought a concerned wrinkle to Tyr’s brow. “What’s wrong?”
“We think the Mimics might be spreading by accessing their victims’ blood,” I explained. “A lot of the reports specifically mentioned recent injuries, and given that basically all of them worked in the mines, it’s safe to assume that they’d all hurt themselves at least once over the past few months.” I chewed on my lip for a moment, considering the best way to explain the revelation. “It could just be a coincidence, but given some...other information we found in the past, it seems to be the best explanation so far. We’re going to try and keep it in mind during our research tomorrow to see if it holds up.”
“I see,” Tyr answered with a pensive stare across the room. “I had planned to point out that I noticed a similar trend in the files Siv and I reviewed, so I’m glad to hear that you agree. Blood, though...how would that work? Do you think the Mimics are stealing it? Or do they—” She cut herself off abruptly as her gaze turned to Marin, and her milky eyes grew wide. “Marin, you...you were injured on the rail carriage,” she whispered, reaching out to hold her shoulder. “Are you feeling alright?”
There was a brief moment of silence where it appeared Marin’s brain had short circuited, but she quickly overcorrected to an animated outburst. “Of course! Of course I’m fine!” she laughed nervously. “I—I’m better than fine, actually! All healed up!” Despite all of her awkward squirming, she made a clear effort not to move out from beneath Tyr’s hand. “If they’re right, which they might not be, then there’s a tiny chance that there could be a, uhm, a Mimic, somewhere, that looks...exactly like me.”
Tyr slid closer to Marin and put her other hand on Marin’s knee. “What do we do now?” she asked, looking back to Lia and me.
“Nothing’s really changed,” Lia said slowly. “Just to be cautious, we asked Marin to stick with the group for now, but otherwise, our plan’s the same—keep researching. We might disprove the idea entirely first thing tomorrow morning, so it’s best if we don’t worry about it too much right now.”
“See? Lia says it’s alright,” Marin said, savoring the opportunity to give Tyr’s hand a comforting pat.
The worried grimace on Tyr’s face began to fade, but it failed to disappear altogether. “If you start to feel ill, tell us immediately, okay?”
“Of course, of course!” Marin replied as her giddy smile widened. “The only thing I’m feeling right now is tired.”
Lia let out a loud yawn in response and leaned heavily against my shoulder. “Me too. After everything we’ve done, I didn’t think paperwork would be the thing that would tire me out so fast.”
“Don’t let it deceive you—research is quite a labor-intensive task. It’s just a labor of the mind, not the body,” Kord grinned. “I’m sure we’ll all be acclimated to it by the time we’re finished.”
“I hope you’re right,” I chuckled. “For now, we should probably try to get some sleep. This’ll all be here in the morning.” I looped my arms underneath Lia’s legs and stood up from our shared seat, holding her tightly against my chest.
She clutched the back of my neck and nestled into my shoulder for safety. “Looks like I’m off to bed, too,” she laughed. “Goodnight, everyone.”
The group followed my lead and stood up from their respective seats, answering Lia with a chorus of goodnights as they made their way towards the opposite hallway. I paused beside the beginning of our massive line of files at the hallway entrance and stared down at the first folder. Squinting through the dim light, I read the name scrawled in my own sloppy handwriting on the cover of the file. “Eryk Nygaard,” I mused aloud, “the first Mimic. Where did they find you?”
I heard a soft gasp from across the room and turned to find that Tyr had paused at the entrance to the opposite hall. “I knew Eryk,” she said. “He was a member of my husband’s mining crew—one of the few who survived the collapse.”
An alarm bell chimed in the back of my mind as I scanned the next column of files. “Do you know Kirk Alfson, or...Tyra Erling?”
Her eyes widened as she stifled another gasp. “Tyra, yes. She was—she was the one to break the news of Brandt’s passing to me.”
My stomach flipped in a nauseating feat of acrobatics, and I set Lia down before I dropped her. “Kord,” I said, motioning for him to approach, “read this.” I snatched Eryk’s folder from the floor and handed it to the acolyte as he hurried over at my command. “Find his work history and go through the most recent entries.”
Kord did as he was told, quickly flipping through various colored tabs until he settled on a specific page of the hefty document. His eyes bounced back and forth as he read over the first page, then a second, and back to the first. “There are plenty of references to working on Brandt’s crew, but...no mention of a collapse.”
“Tyr, you said the collapse was only a few months ago, right?” I asked.
“That’s right,” she nodded. “Almost three months, now.”
“Just a few weeks before Eryk’s Mimic showed up,” Lia said.
I crossed the room and put a gentle hand on Tyr’s trembling shoulder, then pointed to the small file crate on the opposite side of the room. “I think you should read that file now, Tyr.”
Her head bobbed absentmindedly up and down in reply, but she failed to make any move for the folder. “I’ll go with you,” Marin said softly, slipping an arm over Tyr’s shoulders. She led her to a desk at the far wall, then hurried to retrieve the single folder stored within the crate. “Whenever you’re ready,” Marin encouraged her, standing a few steps away to give her privacy.
Tyr took a deep breath as she looked down at the closed file folder. I saw her shoulders tense almost immediately, and the sound of rustling pages followed soon after as she opened the file and shifted through the pages. “I...I don’t understand,” she said with a furrowed brow, turning back to look at us helplessly.
Marin leaned in over her shoulder to scan the document. “There’s only two lines,” she gasped. “Marsta mining branch, designation West-One-North-Five, collapsed due to abundant leyline deposits. Seven members of mining crew Two-Three-Two-Six were killed—four members survived with heavy injuries.” She fell silent and flicked through the rest of the report. “All of the other pages are blank.” She picked up the folder and turned to Kord. “How is this possible?”
“It isn’t,” he said immediately, shaking his head. “Collapses are regarded as one of the most serious incidents among the Stoneshapers—a full report, complete with multiple reviews, would have been filed immediately after the accident.”
“It would seem that someone did not want us to acquire that information,” Val said. “Or, more likely, they did not want anybody to acquire that information.”
My head began to spin as the hidden pieces of our investigation began to fall into place. “Kord, what are leylines?”
“Leylines are deposits of a crystalline mineral found in the deepest mines in Doram. They’re often referred to as Doram’s Veins, as they’re commonly found in continuous seams that run for miles beneath the earth,” he explained, still shaking his head in disbelief. “While the crystal is considered by some people to be aesthetically pleasing, it’s of little functional value. It’s also among the few natural materials that Stoneshapers can’t shape. Mines are typically diverted when large deposits are encountered.”
“A mine that never should have been approved, doesn’t appear in any official records, killed seven people in its collapse, and turned the survivors into Mimics,” I listed, nodding my head more intently with each word. “That’s where we have to go. That’s where we’ll find our answers.”
“But there’s nothing there—there couldn’t be,” Kord insisted. “I could pull the mining records for the area to be sure, but—”
“To what end, Kord?” I cut him off. “So they can lie to us again? You’ve seen it for yourself—the records are wrong. Everything about this place was scrubbed out. We have to go see it with our own eyes.”
He swallowed hard in the face of my bullheaded plans. “I’m not sure I can get authorization to take you there.”
“That’s why you’ll be staying here with Tyr and Siv. The rest of us don’t need authorization.” I met the eyes of my other companions and was relieved to find them looking back at me with the same determination I felt burning in my gut. “If I’m right, that place is going to be dangerous, and I’m not leading you three into any more danger.”
“Lux, I don’t understand,” Tyr called out in a voice thick with grief. “Are you saying that Brandt...that his death wasn’t an accident?”
I bit down on my tongue as I raced to find the most delicate phrasing for my answer. “I don’t want to believe that, but there’s a chance it could be true.” I crossed the room and knelt down in front of her chair, meeting her sightless eyes with my own. “Tyr, I promise that we’re going to find out what really happened down there. If there really is more to this than they told you, we’re going to find it. You’ll have your justice.”
She stared at me quietly for a long time, her whole body trembling as she processed the overwhelming revelations. “Okay,” she whispered at last. “Thank you.”
“Lux, we have to report this,” Kord pleaded. “You don’t have to storm in there on your own—I’m confident that Guildmaster H—”
“Enough, Kord!” I whirled on him in anger. “Do you really not get this yet?” I snatched the empty report off the desk beside us and stormed across the room to where he stood. “Your guild is complicit in this. Somebody is keeping this stuff out of all the records—what do you think they’re gonna do when you go report what we found? Blow up another rail carriage to stop us from investigating?” I dropped the file on the ground at his feet. “Stay. Here. Keep Tyr and Siv safe, and don’t tell anybody where we went.”
He stared down at the fluttering papers between us. “They’ll ask about you. They’ll come looking.”
“Lie, then. Tell them we’re out investigating a lead in the city,” I said dismissively. “Better yet, tell them you don’t know. Tell them I threatened you to stay quiet and never told you where we were going.”
“I won’t stop you from going to investigate,” he stated, looking back up at me with a hard frown, “but I can’t lie about this, either. They’d throw me out of the Guild, Lux.”
“I could actually threaten you if you think it would help,” Lia offered with an apologetic smile.
Kord fell silent and ran a hand through his hair in frustration. I took his momentary pause to fight off my annoyance at his resistance to my plan.
“You told me you joined the Stoneshapers because you wanted to help the people of Doram. Is that still true?” I asked him, gentler than before.
“Yes,” he answered immediately.
I put a hand on his shoulder. “If that’s the case, do whatever you think is right in order to make that happen.” After a brief pause, I took a step back and turned to address my companions. “Let’s get some sleep. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”
Val and Marin both obeyed the call and made their way towards their rooms, with Marin leading Tyr gently by the arm. Lia followed me along the line of ordered files on the floor to our bedroom, where I paused to shoot Kord a parting glance. He remained standing where we had left him by the foyer, engaged in a clearly troubling mental debate over the course of action he should take. “Goodnight, Kord,” I called out to him, closing the bedroom door behind us before he had a chance to respond.
Lia’s hands appeared on my shoulders and pressed into the muscle knots she knew would be there. “How’re you feeling?” she asked, drawing slow, painful circles above my shoulder blades with her thumbs.
“Focused,” I answered. “I finally know what we’re supposed to do.” The coiling uncertainty that had constricted my chest finally loosened, and I took what felt like my first deep breath in days. “What about you?” I asked, reaching up to place my hands on hers.
“Worried. Excited. Relieved. Scared. The usual,” she chuckled, pulling her hands away to begin undressing. “I feel like it’s the night before a battle, but we don’t even know if there’s anything down there. We might just find a pile of rocks, and I don’t really feel like that’s something to be nervous about.”
“No, I know what you mean,” I said, slipping out of my shirt. “I don’t know why, but I can just...feel it. I know there’s something there—there has to be.”
A warm finger traced down the bare length of my spine. “Whatever we find down there, we’re going to face it together. Right?”
Though the statement was innocent on its own, I heard the unspoken implication. “Together,” I promised her, turning to plant a kiss on the top of her head. The loving gesture brought a warmth to my chest and reinforced my resolve to keep the void within me under control, as far away from her as possible. “No matter what happens, we’ll make it out of this together. All of us.”
She placed her hand on my chest and gave me a warm smile. “Good,” she said, playfully pushing me back a step. “Hurry up and get undressed. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow, and it’s gonna take me forever to fall asleep as it is.”
“I pity you,” I laughed, following her orders. “I never sleep better than the night before a battle.”
“Oh, lucky you,” she said with a roll of her eyes, shepherding me towards the bed. “You know, I asked you to teach me how you fall asleep like that ages ago, and you never did.”
We slipped under the covers in unison and snuffed out the bedside lamps. “Well, tonight’s your lucky night, then,” I told her through the darkness. “Lie down and close your eyes.” I waited until her fidgeting had stopped before I continued. “Focus on the muscles in your head and neck. Let your face droop, relax your jaw, and let the tension melt out of your shoulders. Follow that down to your waist...and then your legs...all the way down to your feet,” I dictated, following my own instructions.
“When your body is loose, empty your mind as if you were meditating. Focus on the gentle rhythm of your breath, in and out, until there’s nothing left inside your head. Once you’re there, bring up a peaceful memory. Something relaxing, like sitting beside a stream or lying out in the sun.” A smile wound its way across my face as the well-worn memory replayed inside my empty mind: soft grass beneath me, a gentle breeze against my suntanned skin, the taste of raspberry on my lips, and a small hand clasped in mine. “Then you just...let it…”
---
When Lia and I emerged from our bedroom the following morning, I was surprised to find Kord already awake and working through a large pile of documents I didn’t recognize. Val and Marin had beaten us to the punch as well; both sat fully armored in the common area, chatting as they shared a plate of fresh bread and cheese. “Oh, Lux, you’re awake,” Kord called out as we approached. “Come look at what I found!”
I picked my way through the stacks of new tomes, boxes, and file folders until I reached Kord’s desk. “What is all of this?”
“More research. After we talked last night, I went back down to the Archives and requisitioned some extra files. Maps, work records, order forms, that sort of thing. And before you ask,” he said, motioning to a crate beside him full of unopened files and books, “I picked up a bunch of unrelated stuff, too, so nobody could figure out what we were working on.”
“That’s...an excellent idea,” I remarked, not having considered the possibility. “Did you find anything?”
“Unfortunately, yes,” he groaned. “I wanted to look into what you said—that the Guild was complicit in all of this—and it seems like you’re right.” He snatched a scroll from beneath his desk and spread it out over his current work, smoothing out the corners of the huge canvas. “This is the most recent map of Marsta’s mines. Every project undertaken by the Mining Guilds is on here—currently operating mines, empty shafts, failed startups, everything. Except for…” he trailed off, tracing a finger along the maze of branching tunnels until it paused at an innocuous turn in the path. “West-One-North-Five.”
“Brandt’s mine,” Lia murmured.
“Exactly. I’ve been looking through anything even remotely related to the incident, and it’s just...gone. The only reason we found the empty file on the collapse was because we asked for it specifically—that report isn’t mentioned anywhere, not even in Brandt’s files.” His nostrils flared as he took a breath. “Someone in the Guild is erasing that collapse from the Archives.”
“If they think they can hide that from us, they’ve got another think coming,” Marin growled, ringing her gauntleted knuckles together. “Tyr deserves to know what really happened.”
“This is where the mine should be,” Kord said, tapping the spot on the map. “Nobody should give you any trouble back here at the entrance, but if they do, just show them your sanctions. They won’t dare cross the Stoneshapers. Other than that, it’s just a few miles of walking until you find…” he paused as his expression darkened. “Until you find whatever they’re trying to hide down there.”
I offered my hand out to Kord. “I know this probably isn’t how you saw things going when you offered to help us back in Drost, but we all appreciate it. We’ll find out who’s responsible for all of this, I promise.”
He stared down at my extended hand for a long while in silence, but he eventually relented and accepted the gesture. “I hope so,” he said, giving my hand a weak shake.
A tiny voice sounded through the stone wall ahead of us, and Siv exited the bedroom a moment later with her mother in tow. The young girl marched across the room and climbed up onto the couch between the Sesaude sisters. “Good morning, Mari,” she said, lazing back against the cushions. “Do you have any breakfast?”
Tyr let out a gentle sigh as she leaned over the back of the couch and rested her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “I told you, sweetie, we’ll go get breakfast soon, okay?”
“But I’m hungry now,” she whined.
Marin smiled and slid off of the couch into a kneeling position in front of Siv. “My friends and I have to go to work for a few days,” she explained, playfully tapping the girl’s hands. “If you promise to be good while we’re gone, and listen to everything your mother says, I’ll bring you back a present. How does that sound?”
Siv’s face had initially drooped at the news that Marin was leaving, but her hunger and sadness were both instantly forgotten at the mention of a gift. “Really? What is it?!” she asked, bouncing up and down.
“It’s a secret,” Marin grinned, “and you only get it if you’re good!”
“I’ll be good!” Siv exclaimed. She tilted her head back to look up at Tyr. “I’ll be good!”
Marin stood up with a satisfied smirk and, together with Val, crossed the living area to stand at my side. “I guess that means it’s time for us to go,” I said.
“Please be safe,” Tyr called out to us. “And...thank you.”
“If you leave now, you should be able to catch the rail carriage to Marsta,” Kord told us. “It’s in the same station we arrived in, on the opposite side.”
“Thanks, but I think we’ll walk this time,” I chuckled. “I’ve had my fill of carriages for a while.” I leaned down to speak directly into Kord’s ear. “Keep them safe while we’re gone. Whatever it takes.”
“With my life,” he answered immediately, reaffirming his original promise to Audun.
“Glad to hear it,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. I made my way into the foyer and turned to give our companions a wave.
“Don’t forget my present, Mari!” Siv yelled, waving with both hands.
“I won’t, so you better be good!” Marin shot back.
With our goodbyes finished, we stepped out into the hall and closed the large doors behind us. Marin let out a wistful sigh as she stared back through the stone, but she wore a smile as we made our way through the winding maze of hallways ahead of us. Our presence in the castle had grown unremarkable among the various servants and diplomats over the course of our stay, and they paid us little mind on our journey down the multitude of staircases, despite the absence of our Stoneshaper guide.
We left the keep without incident and began our eastward journey to Marsta on foot. Our progress was slow at first as we pushed through the heavy traffic of Syndrai’s mining districts, but when the entrance to the Third Ring was behind us, we found ourselves in a nearly abandoned tunnel that continued to bore its way through the mountains above. Our enhanced sprinting carried us the rest of the way far faster than the rail carriage would have; apart from a few stops to avoid the rare horse-drawn carriages traveling to the capital, we ran without pause until the first signs of Marsta’s Rings appeared at the edge of our Detection.
Strangely, I was able to smell Marsta before it ever came into view. The alluring scent of fresh air tickled my nose as we slowed enough to push through the midday crowd; I had failed to notice the shift during our initial carriage ride into Jor, but the staleness of the air behind us became more and more apparent with every step we took. It took a concerted mental effort to stop myself from immediately shoving through the foot traffic and sprinting towards the source of the fragrance. However, when the sound of rustling leaves began to whisper over the low din of the crowd around us, I let my caution fall by the wayside and ran ahead to the tunnel’s exit.
It was difficult for my mind to reconcile what we found when we emerged into Marsta’s city limits. A forest of beech trees stretched out in a massive circle around the outer edge of the domed cave walls, with waves of toothy, plum-colored leaves swaying to and fro above us, backlit by an amber glow from somewhere above the canopy. All four of us stepped off of the main path in unison and stood among the gnarled trees in a moment of pure wonder. The change in vantage point revealed a series of large glass orbs hidden within the weave of branches, each one as big as my head and glowing with a clearly magical radiance. I took a step back to watch the faces of my companions as they stared up in awe at the dancing lights; despite the seriousness of the task ahead of us, I was content to stand in the light-dappled grove for as long as they wanted.
When we had all taken our fill of basking in the forest’s glow, we rejoined the flow of traffic on the main road and made our way deeper into Marsta’s city center. We found the inner edge of the forest a few minutes later; the trees ended abruptly in a well-manicured circle that abutted a long line of multi-tiered greenhouses, each hiding a plethora of bright green plants behind partially frosted windows. The verdant greenery continued to surround us until we reached the clearly demarcated city center where seamless stone buildings sprouted up from the ground in place of flowers and carefully manicured shrubbery. After our beautiful, perfumed trip through Marsta’s outskirts, the bland gray structures we had come to expect from the other Joined Cities felt much more oppressive than they had in Syndrai.
Luckily, our time in the stone city was relatively brief. The memory of Kord’s maps served as our guide while we made our way north towards the entrance of the First Ring, which stood in a similar state of disrepair to Jor’s mining district. We followed the densely packed cart tracks to the first mine’s entrance, and after taking a moment to scan the initial cavern with Detection for any obvious signs of danger, we descended into the tunnel system. Kord’s suggestion that the workers might question our presence in the mines put me on edge as we carefully worked our way through the crowd, but the miners seemed totally oblivious to our presence; even without the confirmation from my Detection, it was clear to see that the majority of the men and women around us were suffering from the effects of long-term Warp overdose.
An unassuming mineshaft a few minutes from the entrance quickly led us back into solitude, with a heavy layer of dust along the unkempt cart tracks beneath our feet confirming just how far out of the way our destination truly was. Val and I had to hunch down to continue forward; although the entrance had been a tunnel nearly twenty feet in diameter, our current branch was only six feet high and barely as wide. I kept a constant field of mana extended out to a few hundred yards around us, both to ensure that we weren’t walking into an ambush and to keep track of where we were going in the winding maze of tunnels. The clearly untended magical lanterns inlaid within the walls did a poor job of illuminating our path forward; the few palm-sized glass orbs that miraculously continued to function glowed with a faint blue-white light, but most had already depleted their mana supplies, leaving us in total darkness for the majority of our walk.
A crunch of glass beneath my boot made me freeze in place partway through one of the dark passages. My Detection had failed to find anything out of the ordinary in the darkness, so I refocused my attention on the ground under my feet and slowly slid my boot to the side. My mana rushed to the wall beside me in search of an empty wall sconce that might explain the broken glass, but it instead suffused a fully intact orb and filled the tunnel with brilliant light. Squinting against its radiance, I knelt down and brushed at the charcoal-colored powder, grabbing a pinch of the material between my fingers. “Why can’t I…?” I began to wonder aloud, but the answer came before I could finish speaking.
“Lux, what is it?” Val asked, still shading her eyes from the unexpected burst of light.
“Voidglass,” I hissed. I pushed through the remaining pile of dust with my boot until it uncovered a largely intact chunk of pitch-black crystal and confirmed my suspicion. My sword immediately flashed into my hand, and I turned my attention back to the tunnel ahead of us. “The Shadebinders are here. Get ready.”
I sent a more powerful wave of Detection forward while my companions readied their weapons. The neglected light orbs along the walls sparkled to life in rapid succession as my mana raced ahead, twisting and turning along the mineshaft until it found our goal. A litany of signposts and notices covered what appeared to be a collapsed tunnel entrance, but I found the truth just behind the pile of broken stone. The mine continued on in perfect condition beyond the obviously stacked rocks blocking the entryway, running for another half-mile until it came to an abrupt end. My hand tightened around the leather grip of my sword as I recognized the mana-blocking properties of more voidglass, which obstructed my extended energy and prevented any further mapping.
A worrying number of black shards littered the ground around the minecart track as we dashed ahead, culminating in a large circle of the dark crystals at the collapsed cave entrance. “Warning. Danger. Collapse. No entry,” Val listed, reading over the posted notices. She extended a hand to a dusty metal placard affixed to the cave wall and brushed off the inscription. “West-One-North-Five. We are here.”
“This...doesn’t really look like a collapse,” Marin said, shaking her head. Though her eyes were closed, I felt her burning pink mana among the trio of energy signatures exploring the tunnel beyond the false wall. “And it just ends? That’s—”
Her words were lost behind the violent crack of the stones before us, disintegrated to dust by the activation of the Shatter rune on the face of my sword. “They probably heard that,” I said, ignoring the annoyed expression she shot in my direction. “Let’s go.”
Lia and I led the way into the newly revealed mineshaft, holding our weapons out in front of us to light the way with a magical gold and blue radiance. How’re you feeling? Lia asked me silently.
Ready for this to be over, I answered. The adrenaline flooding through my veins sharpened my mind for battle, repressing my fear and anxiety in favor of cool, collected focus. I don’t know what we’re going to find, but if Shadowmine is anything to go by, it’s going to be dangerous.
We’re stronger than we were back then, she assured me. We’re ready.
I braced myself with a deep breath as we approached the hard turn in the mineshaft where our Detection ended. All four of us turned the corner with our weapons at the ready, but they dropped to our sides when the hidden tunnel came into focus; the passage expanded to over twice its previous height above us, and the space was entirely coated in deep veins of glittering voidglass. The black crystal encircled the tunnel like a massive, multifaceted geode deposit, protruding and recessing in random directions. Striations of normal stone patterned the voidglass tunnel with beautiful swirls of gray and dark brown. The new passage continued on for another fifty yards, growing darker and less varied until it ended in a wall of pure, sparkling voidglass.
“Is this what leylines look like?'' Marin wondered aloud, staring up at the banded tunnel with wide eyes. She paced forward to the voidglass boundary and knelt down beside it, reaching out towards a small outcropping of crystal. “It looks so—”
“Wait!” I said, lunging forward to grab her shoulder. She froze in place beneath my hand, her fingers hovering inches away from the dark surface. “Back up, Marin. This could be dangerous.” I waited until she had retreated back behind her sister before taking her place at the border and brushing my fingers along the glass. My mana refused to pass into the crystal, as I had expected, but I failed to feel any active void within it.
“Lux, what does this mean?” Lia asked, crouching down beside me. “If this is really what Kord meant when he was talking about leylines, does that mean the Shadebinders aren’t involved?”
“I don’t know,” I said, clenching my jaw. “I didn’t think voidglass was naturally occurring, but that doesn’t mean the Shadebinders aren’t here—it can’t be this much of a coincidence.”
“Although there are no signs of the collapse which killed Brandt, there are also no signs of continued activity in this area,” Val said. “If the Stoneshaper’s Guild is truly compromised, those conspiring with the Shadebinders may have been warned of our investigation and moved their operation to a different location.”
I shook my head. “No. They have to be here. I know they are.” The indescribable feeling of certainty that we had found where we were supposed to be tingled at the back of my neck, but I failed to find the evidence I needed to prove it as I scanned the length of the tunnel.
“Then we will find them,” she replied. “We will search the cavern.”
“No,” I said again, dismissing my manasteel blade and drawing the voidglass dagger from my belt. “I’ll find them.”
A warm surge of violet mana pressed against my consciousness, and I felt a deep, unshakable confidence rush through it from Val. We are with you, she spoke directly into my mind.
The reminder of her continued support tamed the frayed edges of my nerves, and I turned my full attention to the dark gleam of my dagger. I held the freshly wrapped grip in one hand and cradled the length of its blade in the other as I began to prepare myself for my first real attempt at channeling void. “Lux,” Lia said, sliding in close to my side with a hand on my shoulder, “what are you doing?”
“We can’t find them with mana,” I said, closing my eyes, “but I can do it with void. There’s still some left in here from...before,” I told her, running my thumb across the face of the blade. Although I couldn’t actively feel the deathly energy within the voidglass weapon, Amaya’s promise assured me it lurked somewhere within its black, crystalline depths.
Lia bit her lip. “Are you sure?” she wavered.
“I can do it, Lia.” I felt a small flare of indignation in my chest at her unspoken implication, but I let it fade away without addressing it.
“Okay. I’ll be right here if you need me,” she said, taking a single step back.
I pinched the edge of the dagger between my fingers and cautiously called out to the void stored within it. It was difficult to overcome the instinct to suffuse the weapon with mana; having spent the entirety of three lives channeling the innate life energy inside my body, I found the reflex too deeply ingrained to completely ignore. Mana pooled in my fingertips as I called on the partially suppressed memory of my fight in the broken rail carriage. Fragments of the experience tumbled through my mind: the hunger of the presence within me, the mind-numbing pain that cracked my skin, and the heavy, viscous sensation of channeling the void through my body.
My stomach dropped out from beneath me when I connected with the void trapped in the dagger, leaving me with a drifting, weightless sense of vertigo. A powerful thrum echoed out from my chest, and a desperate hunger began to pull the energy out of the blade and up my arms. No. I wrenched control away from the fledgling entity before the void reached my core and channeled the energy back down to the blade, where it began to circulate between my hands in lazy currents. The sharp intake of breath from my immediate left told me Lia saw the dark energy flare up just as I did, but she otherwise remained silent in her careful overwatch, ready to intercede at a moment’s notice if I lost control.
I drew a small portion of the void up into my scarred hand and held it there in a quick test of the new ability and its accompanying sensations. While it felt remarkably heavy as it coursed through the jagged scars on my hand, the strangest discovery was the lack of any pain; I had anticipated the fire and agony of my previous encounters with the deathly energy, but there were no traces of the detrimental side effects while I continued to hold the void in place. Carefully, I lowered my charged hand to the band of voidglass before me and sent the dark energy out in a slow, probing wave.
A map began to build against the dark backdrop of my empty mind as the void expanded. I found myself struggling to maintain control of its advancing edge; the crystal floor seemed to drink in the energy as it went, forcing it to suffuse down into the depths of the mines and away from my targeted direction. In contrast with the blue current of my normal Detection, the image I saw in my head buzzed with an intense crimson glow that oversaturated the finer details of the floor and walls of the cavern. Redoubling my focus, I continued to push the void farther into the mineshaft, sharpening the energy down to its thinnest possible resolution as it went. By the time I had covered the entire cavern, my face was awash with sweat, and my arm trembled from the clear overexertion of my new ability.
“There,” I gasped, opening my eyes to point my dagger at the far wall. Just as my control over the void had started to slip, the secret I had desperately searched for revealed itself: A perfectly cut seam ran back into the voidglass wall, hidden by the natural dips and ridges of the glittering crystal. “It’s a door...like the one at Shadowmine,” I panted.
“Are they still here?” Lia asked, readying her twin blades. “The Shadebinders?”
I withdrew all but the faintest traces of void linking me to the hidden doorway, then extended the extra energy through the cracks and into the following room. “It’s an entryway. Carved stone, fancy columns, typical Stoneshaper stuff,” I said, dictating my findings aloud. “It continues on to another door, and th—” I cut myself off abruptly as the first traces of life appeared at the edge of my void Detection. “Mimics. Two...no, three of them. Heavily armored, fine weaponry,” I whispered, entranced by the gnarled nest of dormant void wrapped up within their cores. “They’re guarding the door. It looks like an office—bookshelves, wall hangings, a desk, and…”
The expanding energy found a fourth figure at the back of the room dressed in traditional Stoneshaper robes. However, my void-fueled Detection revealed an additional detail my mana had never identified: jagged scars ran up both arms to the woman’s biceps and pulsed with a twisting purple light. “A Shadebinder,” I hissed. I continued to observe the woman as my void finished mapping out the room. She was hunched over a long, golden staff on the desk before her, tracing a scarred finger absentmindedly along the jewel-encrusted grip as waves of foreign crimson energy washed over her. I found the source of the void at the top of the staff: a perfect voidglass replica of a human skull mounted between winding arms of filigreed gold. Although it was neither as grotesquely shaped nor as frighteningly powerful as the artifact beneath Shadowmine, something inside me knew it was what we had come to Doram to find.
Though the nostalgic voice failed to materialize, I felt a current of icy energy seep into the base of my skull. I grimaced at the imitative presence, disconcerted by the idea of a foreign observer in my head, but I shook off the discomfort and returned my attention to the task at hand. “It’s here. The artifact from Odwell’s journal—it’s here,” I said, returning the extended void to my dagger. “This is it.”
“Artifact?” Marin asked, her voice taking on an uncharacteristically quiet tone.
“Yeah. I think it could be the source of the Mimics,” I answered.
Her face tightened for a brief moment, but she quickly shook her head and replaced the fear with a look of resolve. “Let’s go get it, then,” she said, banging her knuckles together.
The familiar feeling of my senses doubling nearly knocked me back to the ground as I attempted to stand, but Lia caught me beneath the elbow before I fell. I felt the supporting hand from both of our perspectives, and I helped myself to my feet with a gentle pull. When our eyes met, my mind immediately revealed the conversation with Val I had hoped to keep secret and the vow I had made to master the void in an effort to keep Lia safe. A pang of guilt echoed through our shared connection, but I couldn’t determine whose mind the feeling had originated in.
I love you, I told her, impressing the full force of the feeling on her.
Forever, she replied, returning the emotion in a burst of shared memories.
We turned to the Sesaude sisters and gave them a synchronized nod. “Let’s go,” we said in unison. The four of us began our trek through the voidglass tunnel, each of us too focused on the upcoming battle to admire the beauty of the raw, sparkling crystals. When we reached the far wall, I moved to the secret passage I had found and traced a finger along the hidden seam.
I don’t know how loud it’ll be when I open this. I’d like to keep the element of surprise, but that might not be an option, I warned my companions, speaking directly into their minds. There are three heavily-armed Mimics beyond this chamber, plus the Shadebinder. Remember what we’ve learned, and be ready.
We will not fail, Val assured me.
I held my dagger out to the door and pressed the curved blade into the hidden seam. The void answered my call much faster than it had before, instantly flooding to the surface of the weapon and seeping out into the voidglass door. The idea of Lia feeling my control over the deathly energy made my skin crawl, but I knew the only alternative led to more pain for both of us, so I continued to channel the void outwards until it had suffused the entirety of the wall. A detailed image of the concealed passage buzzed vibrantly inside my head; as I expected, I found the same style of inlaid tracks and latching mechanisms we had seen in Shadowmine’s secret exit. My attention moved to the crossbars that held the door closed, and I sent a thin tendril of void to the Shatter rune engraved inside my ring.
A deafening explosion filled the cavern the instant the energy contacted the rune. The entirety of the three-foot-thick door cracked and exploded into the hidden entryway, peppering the elegant columns with deadly shards of black glass. With the passage opened, we slipped in and took stock of the space that would now assuredly serve as our battleground: The room was relatively narrow, standing only twenty-five feet wide while it ran over eighty feet back to the far door. Stone pillars flanked either side of the central aisle in ten-foot intervals, leaving the room feeling uncomfortably cramped. Although my eyes took in the room with perfect clarity, my ears registered nothing apart from a high-pitched whine. Healing magic rushed up to repair my aural trauma just in time for me to hear the door slam open at the far end of the room. The armored Mimics filed out into the entryway, standing shoulder to shoulder in front of their Shadebinder master.
“Kill them,” the woman snarled. She jammed the blunt end of her golden staff into the stone beneath her feet, filling the chamber with a deep, metallic peal. Three tendrils of smoking void energy raced out from the skull ornamenting the top of the staff and bored into her trio of Mimic guards. Emerald light poured out from the cracks in their heavy plate armor, and I saw a burst of multicolored lights through my Detection as a suite of combat enhancements took effect.
I sent out a flurry of commands while I sheathed my dagger and resummoned my manasteel blade. Val and Marin, left. Lia, right. Listen for any incantations from the Shadebinder. It was clear just from their equipment that our Mimic adversaries were far more formidable than those we had faced before; each wore a set of black plate armor engraved with the diamond sigil of Doram and wielded a weapon of perfect Stoneshaper craftsmanship. Val and Marin’s opponent held an immense greathammer with a deadly spike embedded in one of the striking faces, while Lia’s foe wielded a set of matched longswords similar to her own. The Mimic I left for myself flourished a shortsword behind the bulwark of a large kite shield, emblazoned with a familiar sigil; though its majority imitated the Unity Church’s seven-colored wheel, the large crescent of black in the center circle matched one of the sketches I had seen in the Shadebinder notebooks beneath Shadowmine.
We stood in our opposing battle formations in tense silence, each of us waiting for the slightest hint of movement to signify the beginning of our final showdown. In the fleeting moment of quiet, the Shadebinder woman observed the four of us with cold, narrowed eyes, then turned and stepped back through the doorway behind her.
As soon as the door clicked shut, the room exploded into a frenzy of action. Lia’s incredible speed carried her around the outside of the room to engage her quarry at the far wall, while Val’s defensive style left her and Marin waiting for the greathammer’s charge.
I dashed ahead to meet my mark in the center aisle, leading with an opening slash aimed at the luminous gap in his shoulder plate. To my surprise, the man raised his shield enough to deflect the blow; though it wasn’t the cleanest parry, his reaction time was far greater than that of the Mimics we had fought before. They’re stronger than the last ones. Be careful, I warned my companions as I squared up for another bout.
While I analyzed my own fight, I watched Lia’s battle unfold through our deepened connection. Her twin blades slashed through the air with a ferocious speed, each one coming ever closer to finding its mark. Deflected stabs, redirected counter-thrusts, and screeching parries came and went in a never-ending assault that showered sparks over the dueling pair. Each engagement pushed the Mimic back another step towards the far wall; though his resistance was impressive given Lia’s speed, it was clear his enhancements could only sustain him for so long.
The Mimic realized his inevitable defeat at the same time we did. After a particularly jarring blow to his armored chest, he threw one of his swords to the ground and collected the growing emerald light from his core into the emptied palm. The plume of green fire narrowly missed Lia’s face when it burst out from his hand, singeing the edges of her flowing braid as she spun behind a pillar. When she appeared from the opposite side of the stone cover, her blades had rejoined into a greatsword that shimmered beneath a veil of bright orange fire. Mana raced down her arm from the ruby inset in her bracer and fed the snapping flames as her blade whipped up in a sizzling arc towards the man’s head. He managed to brace his remaining weapon with his free arm and catch the attack, but the impact let loose a roaring torrent of flames that knocked him against the back wall. Dueling gouts of emerald and orange flame splashed out across the stone as his void flames fought back against Lia’s brilliant, burning assault.
A powerful shockwave reverberated through the chamber and drew our joined attention to Val and Marin’s fight. The Mimic with the greathammer had charged across the length of the room on a direct line to Val and opened the fight with a devastating overhead swing. She caught the attack in the center of her shield, but the force of the blow was enough to knock her backwards onto one knee. Marin darted into the man’s guard to capitalize on his recovery, but it seemed as if he had expected the move; still resting the flat of his hammer on Val’s shield, he leveraged the length of the weapon’s handle up into Marin’s wrist to knock the punch wide, then followed up with a headbutt to the bridge of her nose. Val sprang to her feet and bull rushed the Mimic with the flat of her shield, throwing him off balance while her sister recovered. The pair swarmed after him, approaching from opposite angles that forced him into a momentary retreat.
Though each of our battles seemed to be turning in our favor, I knew that victory would only bring more danger; the emerald light of the void fires burning beneath the Mimics’ skin continued to grow in intensity with every passing second, drawing ever nearer to their inevitable deathly finales. The close confines of the entry chamber eliminated the possibility of killing them in open combat, both for our own safety and for the protection of the information stored in the Shadebinder’s study. My mind sorted through our limited options while I squared off with my Mimic warrior.
There’s no time to collapse the floor. The Mimic launched forward with a shield bash aimed at my face. I slid forward on my knees and brought the grip of my sword up into his gut with an enhanced punch, denting the armor and crushing his abdomen underneath. The whole passage could collapse if they immolate in the cave. My foe fell to one knee as the air was violently removed from his lungs, and I kicked his bracing arm out from beneath him as he struggled to retake his feet. Once their mana starts to corrupt, there’s no stopping it. We have to get them out before—
I realized what I had to do as I dropped my knee onto my opponent’s back and pinned him to the floor. My sword disappeared into the ether as I wrenched the helmet off of his head, revealing the full force of the swirling green light that shone up through his translucent skin. The ominous emerald glare began to brighten as I pulled the dagger from my belt, and I felt his muscles relax beneath me in preparation for his final attack. “Not today,” I growled, driving the blade down into the base of his skull. 
Void crashed through the conduit of my dagger and flooded my body, following the well-worn scars that covered my arm and chest. A single burst of green flames climbed the length of the weapon before the churning lights beneath the Mimic’s skin began to dim. I let out an involuntary groan as I fought to maintain control over the void; the full force of my concentration was directed at keeping the deathly energy out of my core where the ravenous presence awaited its chance to seize control. Faint trails of black smoke began to trickle out from the cuffs of my gloves, accompanied by an all-too-familiar rumble in my chest.
BURN.
A flare of golden mana rushed to my core and cocooned itself around the sea of blue lightning. Lia’s selfless resolve echoed clearly through our connection as she prepared to intercept the void, but a second set of emotions bled through to my mind despite her clear efforts to contain them: fear that the presence would consume me, and a deeper, more insidious terror of what would come next. The shame that answered her quickly turned to a potent rage aimed towards the malicious force within me, and I redoubled my efforts toward channeling the dark power into my dagger. The void is MINE, I snarled at the rumbling presence.
The deathly energy bent to my command all at once, and I felt an unrivaled sense of triumph crash through my body. With one final pull, I drew the remaining void out from the Mimic’s corpse and locked it away inside the crystalline blade lodged in his skull. I watched the swirling shadows beneath his bloodied skin fade away until the light had completely left him, then withdrew the weapon with a sickening squelch. The crimson-coated blade glistened in the light of the flickering wall sconces around me and left me transfixed in its glorious beauty. A final lick of smoke floated up from my fingertips as the dark energy coursing through my body came to rest inside the blade, and a smile began to curl the corner of my mouth.
“Lux!” Lia’s shout woke me from my momentary trance and drew me back to the ongoing battle. Her opponent was somehow still on his feet after her devastating attack; the fireball had reduced his armor to shards of molten slag that hissed and steamed under a constant stream of blood, but he continued to stumble towards her with both of his ominously glowing hands outstretched. Flashes of her battle plan flitted across our joined minds while she prepared to bring an end to the fight. Collapse the pillar. Weaken the floor. The rubble should be enough to—
No. The stone cracked beneath my feet when I launched myself across the room, closing the distance between us in two powerful strides. My dagger cut straight through the remains of the Mimic’s ruined armor and plunged into his radiant chest. An explosion of blood and fire accompanied the tip of the blade that emerged from his back and painted the wall behind him with sanguine lines and dancing shadows. The energy pooling beneath his skin coalesced around the black glass blade and attempted to rush down my arm, but I caught the energy before it reached my skin and forced it back in the opposite direction. Wrenching the dagger up through his spine, I pointed the tip up towards the ceiling just in time to redirect the first plume of emerald flames.
A swirling column of green fire roared up into the air and illuminated the shadowy corners of the vaulted ceiling thirty feet about us. I could feel the incredible heat of the inferno tanning my exposed face and neck even as I held the draining husk of the Mimic between myself and the flames, but I continued to maintain the pyre regardless. My complete control over the void rushing out from the man’s core was sweeter than any drug; visions of power and glory clouded my thoughts while the Mimic’s death energy roared harmlessly away at my command. Whatever lingering concerns I harbored over controlling the void vanished along with our foe’s remaining life force, and when I finally let his drained body fall to the ground, I felt more powerful than ever before.
I turned towards the final Mimic just in time to watch the end of his battle with the Sesaude sisters. The continuous sounds of metal against metal that had filled the room came to a climax when the man brought his hammer down in another deadly crescent aimed at Val’s head. She raised her shield to catch the blow as she had before but spun out of the way at the last possible moment, leaving Marin standing in her place. The enchanted gauntlet of the King’s Strength was already rising in a brutal uppercut that had been hidden behind Val’s glittering bulwark; it caught the warhammer flat in the face with a thunderous boom and tore through the intricately ornamented weapon like paper.
The followthrough of his headless hammer spun the Mimic in a violent forward circle, flipping him end over end into a pile at Marin’s feet. Having clearly expected the result, she was already winding up for a second attack, and she threw the entirety of her weight behind her fist as she dropped to the ground. Her gauntlet punched through the man’s chest and shook the ground beneath my feet as it decimated the stone below her target. “Now!” she shouted, tossing the crumpled corpse up into the air.
A burst of topaz energy from the gem in Val’s bracer lit up my Detection like a bonfire as she threw her shield down its geared track. The aegis caught the dead man in his already destroyed chest and sent him sailing through the air towards the back of the room. His now dazzling emerald corpse flew straight through the shattered voidglass doorway and out into the cavern beyond. Val sprinted after him, sliding up to the portal with her shield braced with both arms. It filled the gap just in time to block out the majority of the angry emerald flames racing back at her, leaving a few licks of fire and smoke to spill harmlessly over the top of her head.
A chill silence fell over the room after the final echoes of the explosion faded away. I stood with my eyes locked on the door at the far end of the chamber, staring sightlessly through to what my Detection revealed only a few yards away: the Shadebinder, standing with her head bowed at the center of the room, chanting quietly over the ornate staff she held out before her. Although I knew my companions could see the image well enough through their own senses, I impressed the sight onto them as I stalked towards the door. My blood still smoked in my veins after the powerful cocktail of adrenaline and endorphins from my previous battles, and I impatiently flourished my voidglass dagger while I waited for my allies to form up behind me.
“Lux, you appear to have...maintained control,” Val said, pausing to choose her words carefully. “I am glad you are still with us.”
I gave her a small nod of acknowledgement, never turning my attention away from the door. “It’s time to end this.”
Lia’s hand appeared on my shoulder before I could reach out to open the door, carrying with it a dense rush of intertwined emotions. Her pride and relief were unmistakable, but I felt a more complex web of concern and frustration hidden somewhere below it alongside pangs of guilt and regret. The intricacies of her emotional state registered somewhere in the recesses of my mind, but the singular focus of my battle high kept me from processing the complexity of her feelings, leaving me to respond with nothing more than a simple burst of confidence. Let’s go.
I threw open the door and immediately slid forward to block my companions from the Shadebinder’s vision. Her head snapped to attention at the sound of my intrusion, and she gave me a wicked smile. “They told me you’d come,” she said in a low, raspy voice. “Come here—let me have a look at you.” Four tendrils of smoking void rushed along the ground as she thrust the staff out in front of her, each one slipping across the tiled floor like a dark serpent bound for me and my allies.
Whatever plans the woman had for us were thwarted as I drew the darkness from my dagger and sent it out in a wide arc ahead of me. My advancing wave of void enveloped the Shadebinder’s tendrils and instantly stole the energy away from her control. Before she could react, I closed the distance between us in a single lunge and grabbed ahold of the skull ornamenting her golden staff. “Look all you like,” I hissed, savoring the burst of unbridled fear in her eyes.
FOOLISH. The presence in my chest roared to life at my contact with the tainted artifact. WEAK. PITIFUL. I could feel the swirl of void beneath my fingertips as the skull glowed with a dim crimson light under the lens of my Detection. THIS IS—
Enough. Mana crashed out from my core and overcharged my suite of active combat enhancements. With a self-satisfied smirk, I closed my hand and crushed the face of the voidglass skull into dust. Fissures burst out across the remaining surface of the relic, belching plumes of black smoke as its void energy dissipated harmlessly into the ether. I don’t need you. The growl of the presence in my chest faded in time with the void stored within the Shadebinder’s staff, trickling away to nothing in mere seconds.
The robed woman staggered back from my assault. “How?” she gaped at me, her jaw hanging slack.
I yanked her back in my direction through our shared grip on the golden staff, then placed the flat of my dagger on her shoulder. “Who told you we were coming?” I asked, ignoring her stunned question. For the first time since we had arrived, I was able to take a moment to observe the features of our foe: The Shadebinder was an older woman standing just over five and a half feet tall, with graying hair pulled back into a simple ponytail and a wrinkled face that told stories of decades full of wide, easy smiles. Despite her kindly countenance, her eyes were cutting and cold, even as they scanned back and forth in terror.
“It is already done,” she whispered. “Your Stoneshaper friends have no idea how far their regal order has fallen.” The poisonous sneer slowly returned to her face, growing harsher and more drawn as she scanned over my companions assembling at my side. “Do what you will with me—it makes no difference. My order won’t be stopped by the likes of you.”
“It’s funny—that’s exactly what Virram Yorrell and his councilor Gullen told me, right before I killed them,” I lied. “Horace Odwell, too. He was much more talkative than you are—pleading, sniveling, offering any scrap of information he could on your ‘order’ just to live for a few more seconds.”
Her brow contracted in a sudden fury. “Kill me, then,” she spat. “I won’t betray my order.”
My sword hand twitched as I momentarily considered taking her up on the offer, but my conscious mind quickly dismissed the dark impulse. “Oh, you will,” I smiled down at her. “You’ve got the rest of your life to think about it. I’m sure you’ll come around eventually.” I carefully returned my dagger to its sheath on my belt, then wrenched the beheaded staff from her grip. “Val, bind her hands,” I ordered, stepping back to hold the golden implement well out of the Shadebinder’s reach. “Tightly.”
Val stepped forward at my command and pulled a length of rope from her pack. “Things will be much more difficult for you should you choose to resist,” she told the Shadebinder in a low, even voice. The robed woman complied as Val grabbed her by the arm and joined her hands behind her back.
My hawk-like watch over the arrest was interrupted when Lia crashed into my chest and wrapped her arms around me. You did it, her voice echoed joyously in my head as she nuzzled her head against my cuirass.
WE did it, I answered her in turn. It might take a while, but I think we’ll get the answers out of her eventually.
Not that, she corrected me. You used the void and didn’t lose control.
I looked up from her loving gaze to watch Val bind our prisoner. Yeah, I guess I did. It was...easier than I’d like to admit.
Val paused in her work and leaned her head over the woman’s shoulder. “If you are trying to speak to me, I cannot hear you,” she said, her brow furrowed. Though the Shadebinder’s hood was still drawn, I could see her lips moving in an inaudible prayer.
I know you don’t like to think about it, but it being easy is a good thing, Lia continued. If you keep practicing with it, you mi—
Wait. I took a step forward and activated my Enhanced Senses while turning my ear towards the Shadebinder. A faint whisper sprang to life in my ears, and the familiar words sent a chill down my spine.
“—upon me the strength to bend this heretic to Your will—”
“No!” I shouted, dashing towards the pair a moment too late. Val collapsed backwards with a shriek of pain as her arms began to convulse. I caught her around the shoulders and lowered her to the ground, clasping both of her trembling hands in mine. Wisps of smoke curled out from the gaps in her plated gloves while she continued to scream in wordless agony. “I’ll fix this,” I whispered, tightening my grip around her hands.
My Detection found the intruding void snaking up the length of both of her arms, burning its way towards her core with ravenous intent. I caught the deathly energy just before it passed her elbows and, like drawing poison from a wound, carefully pulled the void back up into my scarred fingertips. Val sat up with a desperate gasp and surveyed the room with fluttering eyes. “Lux?” she asked, gripping my hand tightly. “What happened? Why am I…?”
“Valandra!” Marin yelled in a panic as she slid onto her knees beside her sister. “Are you okay?”
“I believe I am,” she answered slowly, “but I am having difficulty remembering what happened.” Her eyes fell to my hand on hers while she cautiously flexed her fingers. A spark of recognition flashed across her face, followed swiftly by a look of concern. “Lux, have I been...marked?”
A white-hot ball of rage began to burn in my stomach at the tremor of fear in her voice. “No,” I assured her, unsure of the truth of the matter, “you’re okay.” I dropped her hands as I stood up, balling my own hands into fists as I turned the full force of my fury towards the Shadebinder. The woman stood statue-still at the center of the chamber with an onyx sword at her throat, but she wore a serene expression in spite of the threat.
Lux, what do we do with her? Lia asked. We can’t just take her back to Syndrai like this.
I stepped forward and pushed her longsword away without an answer. “How dare you,” I hissed at the hooded woman.
She let out a sharp laugh. “The Primeval of Death itself has chosen me as a blessed conduit of its will. Your pathetic lives mean nothing to—”
My hand snapped up and wrapped around her throat, instantly crushing her windpipe as I lifted her off of the ground. “HOW DARE YOU TOUCH HER!” I bellowed, smashing her down into the floor. I felt a series of grotesque snaps when her bones crunched against the stone, but a burst of healing magic mended the wounds before the damage killed her outright. The void I had pulled from Val’s arms still tingled hot in the tips of my fingers as I choked the pained screams out from the Shadebinder’s throat. “Your dead god will never hear your prayers again,” I snarled into her ear. A surge of dark energy poured out from my core and rushed through my arm, mixing with the traces of void in my fingertips before it suffused the woman’s jaw. Jagged black lines rushed across her face, each one branching its way into her mouth. A gout of black flame spilled from her lips as the energy coalesced in her tongue and began to burn.
“Lux, no!” Lia shouted, attempting to pull me off of the struggling woman. “We still need answers! Don’t kill her!”
I ignored the pleas as I watched my dark assault continue with a growing sense of gratification. While my scarred arm pinned the writhing woman to the floor, I reached up and placed my empty palm against her forehead. A bolt of overwhelming blue mana crashed down through her undeveloped defenses, allowing me access to her mind. If you so much as THINK about touching my family again, I will do everything within my power to make sure you live the longest, most miserable life possible, I thundered through her head. Remember this pain—it’s the price of your disobedience.
A hand gripped my shoulder and wrenched me backwards in an attempt to separate me from my victim. Feeling satisfied with my work, I allowed my grasp on her throat to loosen and stumbled back a step under Lia’s control. A horrible sucking sound escaped the woman’s mouth as her breath returned to her, and she fell to the ground, retching a mixture of ash and blood onto the stone tiles beside her.
Enough, Lux! Lia boomed inside my mind. This isn’t you. Don’t let it control you.
The rush of concern accompanying her words was enough to give me pause for the first time since Val was attacked, and I turned my gaze inward to reflect on what I had done. I felt Lia’s consciousness alongside mine as I prepared to root out the reemerging influence of the dark presence within me, but the effort proved wholly unnecessary: we failed to find a single trace of void within the radiant pools of mana in my core. Why? I thought, feeling the cold grip of fear at the edges of my mind. Why did I…?
“Will she survive, Lux?” Val’s voice cut through my confusion. I turned to find her standing at my side with Marin close behind her, both women watching me intently.
“I...yeah,” I said, shaking my head. A strange sense of dissociation settled over my thoughts; as opposed to my past experiences with the void, my memory of the actions I had just taken were perfectly clear, but they still felt entirely alien to me. “I, uhm...I took her tongue,” I mumbled, tipping my head in the Shadebinder’s direction. Why did I do that? Why was I...proud?
“But we still have to ask her what she was doing down here, Lux!” Marin exclaimed. “Why did you do that?!”
“I don’t know,” I said quietly. “I...don’t know.”
“She will write her answers during her interrogation,” Val assured her sister. “Without the ability to speak, she also has lost the ability to cast her magic. We are now safe to escort her back to the capital.”
You kept us safe, Lux, Lia consoled me. Val might have died if it weren’t for you. The rest of it...we can talk about it later.
Despite her assurances, there was a hollowing sense of self-doubt lingering at the back of my mind. Okay. Taking a deep breath, I straightened my posture and took another look around the room. “Get up, Shadebinder,” I barked with false confidence. The woman immediately reacted to my order and rolled up onto her knees, but a heavy round of labored coughing kept her doubled over for a long moment. When she finally stood up, I saw the extent of the damage I had done; the entirety of her neck and jaw were jet-black, with branching lines of corruption running up across her cheeks and down to her chest. When our eyes met, her entire body seemed to shrivel up in terror: Her shoulders curled forward as her face turned towards the ground, and she stood with her trembling hands clasped in front of her.
“I will bind her hands,” Val offered, fetching the rope she had dropped in her earlier attempt.
“No, it’s fine,” I stopped her. “She won’t give us any trouble now. Plus, having a Stoneshaper bound up like a prisoner would draw more attention than we need right now.” I took a step towards our captive and continued with my voice lowered. “You’re coming with us back to the capital. You’ll keep your hood drawn, stay within arm’s reach of me at all times, and follow any orders we give you. Once we reach Syndrai, you’ll be turned over to the Stoneshapers. If you can do all of that, you’ll never have to see me again. If not…” I trailed off and reached a hand out in her direction. The woman recoiled away from the gesture and gave me an animated nod, her eyes wild with hopeless fear.
Her total subservience brought an unconscious smile to my face. When I felt the corners of my lips curling, I immediately stepped back into line beside Lia and clenched my jaw until the feeling had passed. “Let’s go,” I ordered. “Val and Marin first. She’ll stay in the middle.”
We filed out of the office in our tight formation and made our way back out to the mineshaft. There was an obvious crater in the floor of the voidglass cavern where Val and Marin’s Mimic had immolated, but the cave was otherwise completely intact with no signs of a collapse, past or future. The realization darkened my already despondent mood; my original plan to interrogate the Shadebinder about Brandt’s death had been completely forgotten when Val was attacked, and after my wrathful outburst, I didn’t trust myself enough to attempt any mental questioning over the course of our journey back. Lia felt my gloom through our lingering mental bond and tried to console me, but apart from the small comfort her presence provided, her attempts brought me little solace.
Our trip back to the city was surprisingly uneventful. The miners paid us as little attention on the way out as they had on the way in, but the presence of our new companion gave us a small benefit on our way through the city streets: As they had when Kord accompanied us in the other Joined Cities, the civilians of Marsta gave the Stoneshaper robes a wide berth. Combined with our prisoner’s deep hood and total compliance, we managed to pass through the city center and enter the rail carriage station without incident.
The idea of willingly entering another carriage after our previous experience was enough to make my stomach churn, but compared to the thought of physically carrying the Shadebinder woman while sprinting back to Syndrai, I found it to be the lesser of two evils. My mind was put slightly at ease when our upper-class car remained empty as the carriage left the station, although the trailing passenger cars were just as packed as I remembered them. I sat alone beside from our prisoner, with my trio of companions seated across the aisle from us; Lia and Val had both initially protested the idea, but they eventually gave in to my bullheaded desire to keep them as far away from the Shadebinder as possible.
After a grueling three hours of brooding silence, a bright light at the head of the carriage signified we had arrived in Syndrai. The cover over the celestial projector was fully in place when we pulled into the station, signifying that somewhere beyond the tons of stone and ice above us, the sun had set. I sent out a bolt of mana destined for the castle as soon as we exited the carriage; it raced across the city in a flash, slipping beneath the massive portcullis and climbing the outer wall of the keep until it found the row of windows that led into the ambassador suites. I was relieved to find the rest of our party relaxing safely in their respective quarters: Siv was nestled comfortably in her mother’s lap while she read aloud from a picture book, and Kord sat in the common area poring over another set of files.
Kord. I spoke the word into his head, pressing my mana gently against the base of his skull. He lurched forward and spun around on the couch, searching for the source of the noise. Although I couldn’t hear the words he spoke, the movement of his lips was enough to tell me what he had said. Yes, Kord, it’s Lux. Go find Halvaar and tell him to meet me at the castle gates.
He pursed his lips and furrowed his brow, tipping his head back and forth indecisively. I saw his mouth start to move again and cut him off before he could finish his thought. I don’t care how important he thinks he is, or how important his business is. We’re on our way back to the keep—ten minutes out at most. The intensity of my words seemed to get through to him, and he nodded as he continued to speak. Kord, I can’t hear you. Just go find him and get him to the gates. Tell him where we went, and why we went there. Tell him we found our answers.
***




15. REWARD

The cushion chairs in President Magnusson’s office were significantly less comfortable than I remembered them to be, and I struggled to settle myself beside Lia while we waited for our hosts to arrive. My allies appeared to have no such trouble; Marin and Tyr sat side by side on a large pillow with Siv spread out across their laps, having already fallen back asleep after our early rousing, and Val’s typical stoic expression and perfect posture gave me little insight into her thoughts. My deepened connection with Lia had remained intact after arriving back at the castle and allowed me full access to her current mental and emotional state.
My gentle probing of her mind focused her attention back on me. You should try to get some sleep, she suggested, linking her arm through mine. They might be a while.
I’m fine. I want to know what they found—I’ll sleep better after that. I gave her the assurance even as she pushed through the cloud of exhaustion that sat over my mind. The brief night between returning to the castle and being called to the President’s office had been filled with nothing but fitful nightmares for me which, by virtue of our continued bond, had been a fitful night for her as well. Each time I managed to fall asleep, memories of my confrontation with the Shadebinder woman returned to awaken me in a cold sweat. It was a different sensation from the nightmares that had plagued me before; my dreams of Virram’s torture and my battle in Attetsia were always obscured through the lens of the dark presence that lived within me, but the new memories were raw, potent visions of my own darkness that left me feeling far more disturbed than my previous sins.
Finally, the large double doors behind us opened and admitted our expected hosts. Halvaar was dressed in his brilliant Guildmaster’s attire and wore his usual stony expression, but Magnus had clearly not taken kindly to his awakening; his once coiffed and bouncing hair was matted to the side of his head, and the cuffs of his wrinkled white silk pajama pants dragged on the floor behind him. “Oh. Hey, guys,” he mumbled, toppling over onto the nearest cushion. “Halvy said we had an important meeting this morning. Guess I shoulda known it was you.”
Halvaar left Magnus where he had fallen and proceeded to take his seat behind the president’s desk. “Thank you for coming so promptly,” he said, resting his chin on his folded hands. “I would have arrived sooner, but I felt it necessary to include President Magnusson in our discussion.”
“It’s no problem,” Lia answered. “Thank you for seeing us so soon. Both of you,” she added, giving a respectful bow of her head to Magnus.
“Oh, no worries,” the young ruler yawned. “I have morning meetings all the time.” He took a moment to wipe his eyes before awkwardly flipping himself into an upright position. “So, what’s this one about?”
Halvaar’s flowing beard rippled as he let out a deep sigh. “I’d like to start by offering you all an apology. Though you had done Doram a great service upon your arrival, I was distrustful of your motives. I now see this was in error.”
I sat up in sudden interest at the seemingly genuine apology. While I had expected Halvaar to be contrite in our debriefing, a full admission of guilt wasn’t something I was used to hearing from members of the ruling class.
“Oh, I could’ve told you that, Halvy!” Magnus scoffed, reaching over to give me a friendly tap on the shoulder. “Actually, I think I did tell you that!”
“Indeed you did, sir,” the Guildmaster admitted. “I clearly have much to learn from your judgment of character.” Magnus sat back with a satisfied smile and motioned for Halvaar to continue. “Since your return to the castle last night, I have been speaking with Shaper Kari—or, more accurately, I have been speaking to Shaper Kari. Many of the claims you made in our first meeting have already been proven true by my initial questioning.” He paused to tighten his woven fingers. “The Stoneshaper order has been infiltrated by Shadebinders.”
“Wait. Those are the people you were talking about last time we were here, right?” Magnus asked, the usual airy ease of his voice markedly absent. “The ones you said were behind the Mimics showing up?”
“That is correct,” Halvaar answered. “Shaper Kari’s answers to your suggested questions showed a knowledge of the cult far beyond what can be found within the Archives, and the markings on her skin are definitive proof of her interaction with Shade.” The large man produced a folder from the interior of his flowing robes and set it on the desk in front of him. “These are the answers I have received from her so far. When I have acquired enough information to answer your remaining requests, I will personally deliver it to your chambers.”
Though he addressed the statement to me, the requests he referred to had come from Marin, Val, and Lia. When Halvaar had met us at the gate the previous evening, I was far too distracted by my internal conflict to do anything more than turn our prisoner over into his custody. However, my companions had maintained their wits in spite of me, using them to compile a list of questions we had planned to ask the woman ourselves; Lia and Val covered our questions regarding both the Shadebinders’ overarching plans and their hidden associates within the Guild, while Marin ensured the interrogation would reveal the truth about Tyr’s late husband and his crew.
“So, if she’s in jail...does that mean the source of the Mimics is gone?” Magnus asked with a hopeful smile.
“If Kari’s answers are to be believed, yes,” Halvaar nodded. “According to her, a dark artifact was delivered to her order by a Kaldanic diplomat under the direct orders of King Virram Yorrell. This artifact was destroyed during her recent capture—without it, the Shadebinders lack the ability to summon their Mimics, though they are still able to control the ones already here.”
Magnus clapped his hands excitedly and jumped up into the air. “Awesome! So, we should be able to just ask her who her other evil friends are and shut this whole thing down for good, right?”
“In time,” the Guildmaster cautioned, waving his ruler down. “While she has been mostly cooperative, the nature of her interrogation will require us to be patient.”
“Mostly cooperative?” I asked, speaking up for the first time since our meeting had started. “What do you mean?”
Halvaar ran a hand along the length of his impressive mustache. “She is...less responsive to certain lines of questioning than others,” he answered eventually. “If I had to guess, I would say she fears some sort of retribution from the other members of her cult. There’s a persistent fear in her eyes whenever we ask about her associates or specific aspects of their plans.”
I could see the terror he described clearly in my memories; it was a terror I had delighted in during our brief battle and now thought back on in shame. “I see,” I murmured, slumping back into my pillowy seat.
“What about my questions?” Marin cut in. “Did she say anything about Brandt?”
“It was one of the few questions she answered readily,” Halvaar replied with a nod. “Brandt Avarta’s crew was tasked with clearing a large leyline deposit to make way for a new mineshaft. It seems as though the Shadebinders have been using these leyline deposits to hide their enclaves from Stoneshaper detection. When the mining crew came close to discovering one of these hidden bastions, they were attacked. Contrary to our initial reports, all members of the crew were killed—those we believed to have survived are now known to be Mimics.” He paused momentarily to chew on the information, his stony face chiseled with lines of disgust. “By disguising the ambush as a cave-in, the Shadebinders were able to avoid detection while simultaneously stopping future mining endeavors in the area.” He tapped a large finger on the folder in front of him and pushed it towards Tyr. “This is a word-for-word transcription of my interrogation. I hope this can provide you with some closure, Miss Avarta.”
Tyr carefully shifted her sleeping daughter into Marin’s arms, then stood up to retrieve the files. “Thank you, Guildmaster,” she said in a small voice. “I believe it will. Eventually.”
He waited until she had retaken her seat before he continued. “Your actions over the course of the past week have saved the lives of every citizen of Doram. It won’t be an easy feat, but President Magnusson and I will seek to repay you in any way we can. The financial reward we spoke of in our first meeting has been collected, and it should be delivered to your quarters by the time you return. Beyond that, should you ever find yourselves in need of service from the Stoneshaper’s Guild—now, or in the future—I will see it done.”
“That is very kind of you, Guildmaster,” Val said, bowing her head. “Thank you.”
“Yeah, anything you need!” Magnus seconded his advisor. “Like he said, if there’s anything we can do for you guys, you just have to ask! I just wish there was—” He cut himself off with a gasp as a flash of inspiration crossed his face. “We should have a party! A royal celebration, just like the one we had when I took over as President! Remember that one, Halvy?”
The large man nodded thoughtfully. “I believe that is an excellent idea, sir. Once we have finished Kari’s questioning and rooted out the corruption within the Stoneshapers, we will need to make an announcement to the public. They’re due for some positive news after the past few months.”
“It’s gonna be amazing!” the young ruler exclaimed, bobbing around in his seat excitedly. “We’ll get the grand hall all decorated with those nice banners and have the band up in the second balcony...oh, and the caterers! I’ll put together a menu as soon as we’re done here, but if any of you have any requests, let me know! They can make anything.”
His excited babbling finally managed to rouse Siv, who sat up with a loud yawn and stretched her arms over her head. “What are we doing, Mari?” she asked groggily.
“We’re planning a party!” Magnus answered her.
“A party?!” Siv gasped, instantly energized out of her sleepy state. “Can I go?”
“Of course you can! It’s for you and all your friends!”
What do you think? Lia’s voice echoed through my head as we watched the pair continue to feed off of each other’s excitement. It’s been a while since we danced together.
A shared memory of our wedding reception played through across our strengthened connection, bringing a smile to both our faces. Maybe that’s exactly what I need right now, I answered her. We need to stay here until Kari gives up the names of the rest of the Shadebinders, anyways. There’s no reason not to try and enjoy ourselves, right?
Despite my cheery confidence, the lingering unease in my gut managed to cut through to the surface, where Lia picked up on it immediately. What is it?
Doesn’t this all feel a little too easy? I asked, speaking the more insistent of my current worries to life. After what happened in Shadowmine, I thought finding the Shadebinders would be a bit more...I don’t know, climactic?
I don’t think any of this has been easy, Lux. The Mimics might not look as intimidating as the Serathids, but they’re just as dangerous—Marin nearly died on our way to the capital, and Val was attacked by an actual Shadebinder. That’s not even considering everything you’ve gone through since we got here. She gave my arm a reassuring squeeze and leaned against my shoulder. It might not feel like it, but the hardest part is over. We stopped the source of the Mimics. Now we just have to wait for the Stoneshapers to finish their questioning.
You’re right. I accepted the comforting gesture and rested my head on hers, allowing the feeling of uncertainty to fade. Although I was able to clear it from my mind, I still felt the seed of doubt lurking in my stomach among the rest of my worries. I’ve never been good at waiting, though.
A melodious laugh echoed in my head. I know, Lia teased, but now’s the perfect time to practice.
I disentangled myself from her consciousness and turned my attention back to the ongoing meeting, allowing myself to relax for the first time since we had returned to the castle. “We should have it all ready by midweek, then!” Magnus declared. “I’ll send someone by to schedule your fittings later today, and then we can start working on the menu. Oh, and the invitations!” He jumped to his feet and paced around in a small circle. “I’ve gotta start planning before I forget everything! We’ll talk soon, okay, everyone?”
The young ruler hurried to the chamber door but paused before it opened. “Wait,” he said, turning around, “this is my office.” He let out a small giggle while he made his way back to his desk. “Up, Halvy! I’ve got work to do,” he commanded, shooing away his imposing councilman as if he were a housecat.
“Of course, sir,” Halvaar nodded, relinquishing his seat. Once he had secured the President in his oversized chair, he stepped to the side of the massive stone desk and gave us all a deep bow. “Thank you all for coming. Unless you have any further questions for myself or President Magnusson, you are free to leave. We will update you on any findings from the interrogation as soon as possible.”
I gestured to the far corner of the room while my companions stood up to leave. “Guildmaster, a word, please,” I said, walking towards the massive window that overlooked the capital. The projected light of early morning painted the castle below us with stripes of vibrant gold and swathes of dark shadows; from my towering vantage point, it was easy to forget that the world below us was alive and full of people, not a brilliant painting of a static landscape.
“How can I help you, Lux?” Halvaar asked, lumbering to join me at the window.
“I...wanted to apologize,” I said after a difficult pause. “I was far more disrespectful during our first meeting than I intended to be. After everything that happened with King Yorrell, it was easy to assume the worst of Doram’s leaders.” I turned to face him and offered out my hand. “I’ve seen for myself that you and Magnus aren’t like that, so...I’m sorry.”
“I understand your apprehension,” he said in his rich baritone, “as I hope you understand mine. Our only news of you came directly from the Golden Throne—while I never trusted Virram’s information myself, I couldn’t ignore the reported manner of his death. Your initial claims that the Shadebinders had infiltrated Doram were difficult to believe, but now that Kari has confirmed not only that, but Virram’s direct involvement with their order…” He trailed off, staring down at my extended hand. “We find ourselves in strange times,” he said eventually, accepting the gesture.
As soon as our hands met, I brushed my free thumb across the hilt of my dagger and stole a trace of void from its dark blade. The deathly energy raced through my body at my command and rippled down over the surface of Halvaar’s skin; I felt the man shudder involuntarily as the void crept up his arm and crossed his chest, forming a detailed image of his body inside my head. The entire process took less than a second, and I withdrew the energy with a relieved sigh when I failed to find what I was looking for: The Guildmaster’s skin was clear of the familiar branching scars of the Shadebinders. My second lingering fear of the morning subsided as I gave the man a small smile. “Strange times, indeed,” I answered, clapping the back of his hand before leaving him to join my friends.
Lia raised an eyebrow at me when I returned to the group. I was going to say I’m proud of you for apologizing, but that was just an excuse to scan him for scars, wasn’t it?
What, it can’t be both? I asked, putting an arm around her shoulders. I can be sorry while also making sure the man leading the investigation into the Shadebinders isn’t a Shadebinder himself, can’t I?
She rolled her eyes as she slipped an arm around my waist, and we fell in behind the rest of our party on our way back to the ambassador suites. Siv babbled with youthful exuberance for the entirety of our walk; Magnus had planted the ideas of dancing, food, and fancy dresses in her head, and the seedlings had sprouted to take full control of her concentration. She had just finished describing what sort of dress she wanted for the third time when we arrived back at our accommodations, where we found a small stone chest waiting for us in the foyer.
“Oh, my,” Tyr gasped, putting a hand over her mouth.
“What’s wrong?” Marin asked, immediately assuming a defensive position between Tyr and the chest.
“Relax, Marin,” I said, patting her head as I unlatched the box and flipped open the lid. “It’s our reward money.” The chest opened to reveal a perfectly packed series of metal plates, each about the size and shape of a domino. I plucked one of the tokens from the top layer and held it up for inspection; the dense, reflective plate appeared to be made entirely of platinum, with an intricately embossed diamond pattern covering both faces and a trio of tiny, spherical rubies arranged in a triangle at its center. Though it was identical to each of the plates on the top layer, my Detection revealed differing designs on the lower layers which grew less and less complex, assumedly in line with their value.
Val ran a finger across the top layer of plates, staring down at the treasure with wide eyes. “This is the most valuable denomination of currency in Doram,” she said softly, turning one of the plates over in her palm. “Most people will live their entire lives without seeing one—there is little need for something so valuable in day-to-day life.”
“And we’ve got, what...fifty of them? Sixty, maybe?” I mused, thumbing through the top few layers of plates. I snatched another pair of tokens from the top layer and dropped the trio into my purse, then fished out a few of the less valuable plates from the lower layers. “Well, that’s about all I need.”
I was happy to see that the intent behind my gesture was clear to my traveling companions; Lia, Val, and Marin each stepped up to the chest in turn and took a similar share, filling their purses from the bottom layers of Doramese currency. They each took a single plate from the top layer as a curio, leaving the vast majority of the riches untouched. When they were finished, I gave the chest a slight nudge in Tyr’s direction. “The rest is for you.”
“What? No!” she exclaimed, lurching away from the treasure. “That’s far too much! I can’t! I—I didn’t even do anything!”
“We would never have found the Shadebinders if you weren’t here,” Lia encouraged her. “You did just as much as we did.”
“I can’t,” she repeated, continuing her retreat until she bumped into the wall behind her. She clutched the folder Halvaar had given her tightly against her chest and shook her head.
“Tyr, the Stoneshapers owe you a lot more than this for what they took from you,” I told her gently. “They’ll never be able to fully repay you, but this is a good start. You should take it.”
“No,” she choked out, hiding her tears behind her hand. “I—I need a moment, I think.” Marin reached out a comforting hand, but Tyr slipped away from the gesture and scurried out into the hallway, disappearing into her room a moment later. Marin glanced around at the rest of us helplessly before hurrying off after her.
“Is Mama okay?” Siv asked, cocking her head to the side as she stared down the hallway after them.
I shared an awkward look with Lia and Val in hopes that one of them could find the comforting words that failed to enter my mind. “Of course she is!” Lia assured the young girl, crouching down to her eye level. “I think she’s probably tired from waking up so early, like I am.” She let out an exaggerated yawn and stretched her arms above her head.
“Well, I’m not tired!” Siv declared. “I want a snack!” She marched out into the main chamber and looked around the space expectantly. “Do we have any berries?”
“I don’t think so, but we could go get some!” Lia suggested. “Would you like that?”
Siv twirled in place and sprinted back into the foyer. “Yeah! C’mon!”
We should probably give Tyr some time alone. Or, at least, some time without all of us around, Lia spoke into my mind. Do you want to come with us?
No, go ahead. There’s something I needed to talk to Val about, anyway. I winced as the sound of her pained shriek at the hands of the Shadebinder echoed through my head.
The memory was enough to tell Lia my intentions, but it did little to temper the sudden surge of jealousy that filled her mind. She fought off the impulse an instant after it had appeared, but we were both left awkwardly commingled in its wake. Okay, she replied eventually. We won’t be gone long. “Alright, Siv, let’s go!” she called out brightly, scooping the child up onto her shoulders and carrying her out into the hall.
Val and I listened to their indistinct chatter until it faded away down the winding maze of castle hallways. “Val, can I talk to you for a minute?” I asked, nodding towards the living room.
“Of course, Lux,” she answered. “What is on your mind?”
I led her to the nearest couch and sat down beside her, silently debating over my next move. “Let me see your hands,” I said after a brief pause. “I want to make sure that Shadebinder woman didn’t do any permanent damage.” She looked momentarily alarmed by the proposition, but she extended both hands out to me in quiet obedience. I turned each one over in a careful search for signs of the all-too-familiar corruption that were hidden just beneath my gloves. My hand moved to the hilt of my dagger to withdraw a trace of void, but I stopped myself before the energy entered my fingertips. “Did you notice any new scars anywhere on your body after we got back to the castle last night?”
“No,” she answered hesitantly, “though I did not make a thorough effort to search for them.”
Another surge of jealousy flooded in through my link with Lia the instant I considered scanning Val’s body with void, but I pushed it aside. “I’d appreciate it if you’d do that as soon as possible,” I told her, still holding her hands in mine. “Maybe even right after we’re done here.”
She looked down at our hands, then back up to me. “Are we...not finished?”
“I want to make sure that the void didn’t reach your core,” I said, shaking my head. “It’ll only take a second, but it might feel a bit...weird. Your senses might double for a second, and—well, you remember when I activated your mana reserves, right? It’ll probably feel like that.”
“Oh,” she remarked, her bronze cheeks deepening in color. “Yes, I remember. I am ready.”
I let a pool of mana collect in my right hand, then drove it down through her unconscious barriers in a single sharp spike. There was a strange shift in perspective in my head as the lightning energy raced up her arm and crashed down into her core; my strengthened bond with Lia faded away behind the powerful flood of Val’s senses, and my world shrunk down to the single room we occupied together. I felt the leather of my gloves through her soft, flawless skin, along with the frenetic beating of two synchronized hearts behind two heaving chests.
Pushing through the mental haze of our sudden perspective shift, I turned my attention to the energy that resided in her core. The reserves shone with brilliant violet light, glittering like an uncut vein of amethyst without a single impurity. I slouched back in relief as another of my lingering fears was put to rest.
Just as I began to relax, an unexpected rush of anxiety straightened my posture. Flashes of Val’s memory of the Shadebinder’s attack echoed across our deepened bond and resonated with my own experiences with the void. I instinctively pulled away, but her hands gripped mine with desperate intensity as the memories played out. My time spent in the void between worlds stretched out before us with a cruel lethargy; each moment was dissected in painstaking detail and displayed in full for Val to see.
I managed to wriggle my hands free from her iron grip after a painful eternity and severed my connection to her mana. “I’m...sorry,” I panted. “You didn’t need to...go through that.” My mind raced to repackage and seal away the memories I had so carefully repressed.
Val gazed down at her empty hands with a thousand-yard stare. “I feel...empty,” she whispered. “Something is missing.”
“That’s my fault, too,” I answered, catching my breath. “I had to make sure the void didn’t get into your core. The whole shared consciousness thing was a side effect of mixing my mana with yours—it only takes a second for your mind to get used to it, and once it goes away, you feel…empty,” I echoed. I reached out to her hands resting in her lap and set mine on top of them once again, then spread my mana across the surface of her skin in an attempt to alleviate her discomfort, my earlier caution already forgotten. “The longer you stay connected to someone, the worse it feels when the connection ends. It should only be a few seconds until you feel better.”
She instinctively squeezed my hands as soon as they returned, but the force left her grip a few moments later. “Thank you,” she sighed. “I am feeling...somewhat better.”
The familiar flare of Lia’s tumultuous emotions brought our connection back into focus, and I watched through her eyes as she walked Siv through the castle courtyard towards the market. Val’s okay, I told her silently. It doesn’t look like the Shadebinder did any permanent damage.
There was a long delay while she inspected a few of the produce stalls, chatting idly with Siv as the pair walked together. That’s good. A stack of fresh asperfruits appeared at the corner of her eye, and two small hands reached up to grab at them. We’ll be back soon.
“Lux?” Val asked, bringing my attention back to my body. “The visions I saw while we were connected—were those memories from your previous lives?”
“Yeah. Well, sort of,” I shrugged. “It’s where I go between my lives. As far as I can tell, that’s just...what death is. Except I come back somewhere else afterwards, for some reason.”
“I was entirely incapacitated by only a fraction of that power,” she murmured, her fingers idly tracing across my palms. “To go through such torment for so long...how did you survive? How do you survive?”
“I don’t know.” My short-lived relief from Val’s clean bill of health disappeared, and I stared down at the floor beside us as my worries returned. “Val, do you think that any of this was a bit too easy? Finding the Shadebinders’ hideout, destroying the relic, controlling the void...something just feels off to me.”
She pondered the question in silence for a moment. “No, I do not believe so. I believe the challenges we have faced in Doram have been just as deadly as those we found in Shadowmine, but our path to facing them has been different.”
I nodded. “That’s what Lia said, too.”
“Perhaps that is because it is the correct answer.”
A sharp laugh rattled out from my chest. “I’m sorry, was that sass? From you?”
Her expression softened to a relaxed, easy smile. “I cannot say for certain, but—”
A loud bang drew both of our attentions to the foyer, where we found Kord entering the suite at a dead sprint. “Lux!” he shouted, grinning from ear to ear as he waved a sheet of paper above his head.
“Hey, Kord,” I called out, raising an eyebrow at his enthusiasm. Val lurched backwards and drew a loud crack of protest from the couch when her back collided with the wooden arm. I turned to throw a quizzical look in her direction before looking back to the Stoneshaper. “What’ve you got there?”
“A letter from the Guild!” he said as he skidded to a stop next to our seat. His usually neat bowl cut was wild from what I assumed had been a nonstop sprint through the castle, and he took a moment to try to catch his breath and straighten his round-framed glasses. “Guildmaster Halvaar says I’m being promoted to a full Stoneshaper because of all the work we did to stop the Mimics! I should have my new robes by the end of next week!”
“Congratulations, Shaper Kord,” Val said, a pleasant smile masking the concern that had darkened her expression just moments before.
I hopped up from the couch to give him a hearty pat on the back. “Yeah, congrats! Shaper Kord definitely has a nice ring to it, if you ask me.”
“Thank you, both of you!” he answered, his beaming smile somehow spreading even farther across his face. “Plus, my first official task as a Stoneshaper will be assisting the Guildmaster in his investigation into the Shadebinder plot!” A sudden look of worry crossed his face, and he let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, uhm, could you maybe not tell anybody about that part? Nobody is supposed to know about that other than us.” His head swiveled from side to side as he scanned the room. “Speaking of which, where is everyone?”
“We’re back!” Siv shouted from the entryway. “I got berries!” She flourished a small bag of the delectable fruits as Lia entered the room behind her carrying a larger bag of fresh produce.
Kord spun on his heels and ran to greet our returning party. “Hi, Siv! Hi, Lia! I’m going to be a Stoneshaper!” He puffed out his chest and held the letter out for the pair to read.
“Yay!” Siv yelled, immediately running past him with her small satchel of berries. “A Stonemaker! Yay!”
“That’s amazing, Kord! Congratulations!” Lia said, giving him a quick one-armed hug before escorting him into the living room.
The chorus of raised voices was enough to draw Tyr from her bedroom, and she emerged with Marin close behind her. “Mama! Lia got me berries!” Siv called out as she made a sharp right turn to sprint towards her mother.
“That was very nice of her,” Tyr smiled, crouching down to hug her daughter. “Did you say thank you?”
Siv’s eyes widened, and she wiggled her way out of her mother’s embrace. “Thank you, Lia!” she shouted, running across the room to hug Lia’s legs before quickly returning to Tyr’s side.
Kord proceeded to explain his news for the third time, drawing another round of congratulations and well-wishes. His infectious excitement carried on through our conversation as we shifted topics to lunch options, and I quickly found myself smiling along with the rest of my friends. After having quelled a majority of my active fears over the course of our busy morning, I finally allowed myself to acknowledge the feeling of optimism that had been growing at the back of my mind.
The remainder of our day was filled with visits from a variety of Magnus’s associates. As promised, the President’s personal tailor arrived at our suites with a massive leather supply bag and proceeded to set up an impromptu fitting room in one of our unused chambers. The young man had long blonde hair tied up in a messy topknot and dark gray eyes that seemed to linger too long with every gaze as if he were sizing us up like blocks of marble. He took each of us to the private chamber one by one for our personalized fittings; over the course of the hour I spent with him, he took more measurements of my body than I knew existed and had me decide between multiple selections of color swatches. He worked well into the evening, finishing only after Marin convinced Tyr to accept the offer and be measured alongside her daughter.
It was clear from both the amount of effort expended and the speed with which it was performed that Magnus was a prolific party planner. The meetings that followed over the next three days were a perfect showcase of his prowess; his caterers presented us a fully planned five-course menu with multiple options for protein and dessert, and a small team of Stoneshapers laid out the floor plans for the three successive chambers our party would require. We were assured that any input we gave on the plans would be taken to heart, but it was difficult to find any accommodations to request that hadn’t already been met. Siv and I both asked the caterers to include a dessert based around asperberries, but we were otherwise amazed at the comprehensiveness of the President’s plans.
Whatever time I hadn’t already promised to the castle staff was spent in blissful relaxation. The gravity of our quest in Doram had weighed more heavily on my mind than I had realized, and it took every second of calm I could find to begin to unwind. Lia and I took long walks through the meandering streets below the castle whenever possible, enjoying the closest facsimile to fresh air and sunshine that we could find beneath the mountains. Our strengthened bond persisted through our days of rest, and I quickly found myself perfectly attuned to the sensation; the constant comingling of our thoughts and senses kept the worst of my intrusive thoughts at bay before they could dominate my mind, leaving us with the freedom to fully enjoy the brief period of peace with our small family.
While I spent my days in search of relaxation, the rest of my companions seemed set on taking full advantage of our position as honored guests of the Stoneshapers. Marin spent the entirety of her free time hunting down activities and opportunities for Tyr and Siv; the trio attended multiple plays and concerts, ate meals prepared by President Magnusson’s personal chef, and took multiple trips down to Siv’s favorite stable to visit the horses. Val, on the other hand, spent the majority of her time in one place: the castle guard’s training hall. Word of the King’s Shield spread quickly throughout the castle, and by the second day, large crowds gathered to watch her put any and all challengers to shame in the sparring ring.
No matter what each of us found to occupy our time, we always made an effort to eat our evening meals together in the dining hall closest to our suites. It was the only time we were able to catch up with Kord, who had immediately started his work with Halvaar to root out the remaining Shadebinders within their organization and who desperately wanted to talk about the details in fervent whispers.
After hearing about the clandestine work in bits and pieces through our Stoneshaper liaison, we were finally briefed in full when Halvaar showed up to the ambassador suites on the night before our royal celebration. It was strange to see the imposing man in our private quarters; though he wore the same multicolored robes and spoke in the same full baritone, he looked much less formidable without his massive stone desk and the wall-to-wall windows of the President’s office behind him. When Tyr returned to the common room after putting Siv to bed, the Guildmaster spread a series of file folders out on the table in front of him, then crossed his arms and sat back in his seat in silence.
I looked to my comrades in confusion. “Should we...read those?” I asked, motioning to the folders.
Halvaar let out an audible sigh as he stroked the braid of his impressive beard. “These are the dossiers for the Stoneshapers we have determined to be in league with Shaper Kari,” he said in a low, rumbling voice. “Each one has been arrested and confined to an isolated cell to await interrogation.”
My eyes widened as I counted down the line of folders. “Eleven of them?” I asked, reaching out for the nearest folder. “That’s...a lot.” Thumbing through the pages of the file revealed a writeup similar to the incident reports we had scanned and arranged in the hallway of our suites; each of the Shadebinders’ lives were fully committed to record, with details of their employment history, assignment records, and personal associations listed in chronological order.
“The fact that this took place under my direct supervision is…” he trailed off, shaking his head in place of finishing the thought. “Shaper Kari has failed to reveal any additional names, so we are hopeful this is the extent of the corruption. However, Shaper Kord and I have begun our own investigation into the full roster of the Stoneshaper’s Guild, and we will continue to search for any signs of Shadebinder activity.”
“Why don’t you just have everyone come in and strip down to prove they don’t have the Shadebinder scars?” Marin asked. “It’d be awkward, sure, but you’d get results.”
“I’m afraid it isn’t that simple,” he said. “While eight of the named Stoneshapers had well-concealed Shadelines, the other three did not. We will need to confirm their involvement in some other way.”
“That’s a good call—there’s also the possibility that someone could be scarred without being involved with the Shadebinders,” I added, motioning to Tyr and the jagged marks that sprouted from the base of her curled ebony horns. Marin pursed her lips and looked down at her hands, immediately quiet and contrite. “So, what comes next?”
“That is what I’m here to decide,” the Guildmaster answered. “Many of my plans are contingent upon whether you intend to stay in Doram for the foreseeable future. If you’re willing to help, I would like to include all of you in our investigation efforts. You would be appointed to an official position within the Stoneshaper’s Guild and given jurisdiction to continue your work as you see fit.”
My eyebrows shot up at the unexpected offer. “Oh. That’s, uhm...we haven’t really talked about that yet,” I started. “While we’re more than willing to help for the time being, we won’t be in Doram for much longer. This isn’t the only country the Shadebinders are targeting.” I glanced around the room to gauge my companions’ opinions on the plan; Lia and Val both nodded along in agreement, but the heartbreak on Marin’s face was difficult to ignore.
Halvaar bowed his head. “I understand. You’ve all done so much for us already—I believe it’s time for Doram to take accountability for our own actions. The Shadebinders appeared under my watch, and I will do everything in my power to ensure such an incursion can never happen again, even after my tenure as Guildmaster is finished.”
“Glad to hear it,” I replied. “We’ll be here for...another week or so, give or take. If anything comes up between now and then, we’d be happy to help.”
“Of course!” Lia added. “Plus, we’ll try to come back whenever we can to make sure you’re all okay! Right?” she asked, looking up at me with a playful grin.
“Right,” I chuckled. “We’ve made too many friends up here not to check in every now and then.” The statement elicited a small smile from Tyr, who nudged Marin with her shoulder. The gesture seemed to pull Marin out of her funk and brought a momentary smile to her face, but the sadness was still clear in her eyes.
“You will always be welcomed guests of the Stoneshapers,” Halvaar promised us. “I hope you enjoy the celebration President Magnusson has prepared for tomorrow. He has always had a penchant for parties, and I believe it will be an excellent sendoff after your time in Doram.” He paused for a moment and ran a thoughtful hand through his beard. “If I may be so bold, where do you plan to go when you leave? Do you know where the Shadebinders plan to strike next?”
I considered the question for a moment in silence. My opinion of the Guildmaster had shifted drastically over the course of the previous week; had he asked the question when we first met, I would have suspected he had ulterior motives in learning our plans, but his sincerity and unceasing investigative work after our capture of the Shadebinder woman had convinced me of his trustworthiness. “We’re headed to the Eastern Forest,” I finally answered. “We think they’re going to try to activate another artifact there.”
“Strange,” he mused. “There’s nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.”
“That’s what I’ve heard, but it’s our only lead at this point. If nothing else, it’s a good place to start looking.”
“I see. I trust your judgment,” he said, standing up from his chair. “Now, unless you have any further questions for me, I will leave you to your business for the evening.”
“Guildmaster,” Val spoke up, “I am curious as to what you have learned of the Mimics in your investigations. Have you heard of additional incidents since our capture of Shaper Kari? Has she revealed any insight into their purpose, or perhaps the method of their creation?”
“There have been no Mimic sightings since your expedition to Syndrai, thank the Primes,” he answered. “Kord has been a great help to my interrogation efforts—he was able to confirm that blood is necessary for the creation of Mimics, along with a ritualistic prayer over the relic you destroyed. Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to determine the reason for their summoning beyond establishing Shadebinder control over Doram. It’s an ongoing effort that I hope to advance through the interrogation of our new prisoners.”
“That is excellent news,” she said, allowing traces of relief to show on her face. “Thank you.”
Halvaar walked through the foyer and opened the chamber door. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow evening at the celebration,” he said with a final bow before leaving the room.
I felt a tingle at the back of my neck as soon as the door closed. Do we have to leave? Marin’s voice asked inside my head.
I cocked my head to one side and stared at her, my face settling somewhere between amused and perplexed. She had typically avoided communicating with me through her extended mana whenever possible, and the feeling of her unique mana signature pressed against my consciousness was still relatively new to me. Still, the intent behind the secretive message was clear, and I answered her as gently as I could. Yes, we do. We still have work to do.
She bit her lip and snuck a stealthy look at Tyr out of the corner of her eye. Do...I have to leave?
The question caught me off guard. I, uhm...I...guess not. You should probably talk to Tyr about that before you make any decisions, though. And your sister, too.
Okay, I will. Or, I’ll...well, I’ll think about it. “I’m ready for bed,” she said immediately after our mental conversation had finished. “Goodnight, everybody.” She gave Tyr a gentle pat on the shoulder as she stood up, then retreated to her bedroom without another word.
Tyr watched her go with a crestfallen look. “Do you think she’s alright?” she asked once Marin was well out of earshot. “She seemed a bit...I don’t know, subdued?”
“Oh, I’m sure she’s just tired,” I assured her with a placating smile. “Maybe she’s nervous about wearing her fancy dress tomorrow—that’s usually not her style.”
She humored me with a small smile in return. “Perhaps,” she said, clearly unconvinced.
Lia stood up from beside me and stretched her arms over her head, squeaking softly as both of her shoulders popped. “I think we should get to bed, as well.”
The rest of us followed her lead and began to make our way to our separate chambers. “Get some sleep, everyone,” I called out as we crossed to our hall. “Tomorrow might be the greatest party of our lives.”
***




16. ROYAL CELEBRATION

The bark of the giant tree behind me scratched against my back as I shifted in place, drawing Amaya in tighter against my chest. Her velvety ears flopped sideways into my face and tickled my cheek and chin, so I nuzzled my face into the top of her head, grinning at the soft sensation. The earthy smell of her hair filled my nostrils, peppered with the faint aroma of cut grass. I picked my head up at the sudden scent and scanned the base of the hill where Ashedown’s forge stood. “Is he really cutting the grass again?” I groaned.
“Seems that way,” Amaya sighed.
“I told him I’d do it tomorrow!”
“I know, love,” she placated me gently, patting my leg, “but he likes doing those things himself. It makes him feel useful.”
“He’ll feel real useful when I do all of his repairs tonight,” I grumbled. I squinted against the sun rays that managed to sneak through the thick canopy above us, searching for the source of the smell. As if on cue, the bladed head of a scythe appeared from the back edge of the forge, glinting in the afternoon sun. Each swing brought it farther into view until the man wielding it was finally revealed; Rastor’s massive hands made the tool look like a child’s toy as he swung it back and forth, trimming the overgrown grass along the base of the stone building. His face was mostly obscured by a large straw hat, and the threadbare tan shirt that covered his bulging chest was soaked with sweat.
“Hey, Rastor!” I shouted, cupping my hands over my mouth to spare the noise from Amaya’s ears. “I told you I’d do that tomorrow! Why don’t you go back ins—”
The words hitched in my throat as a chill ran down my spine. My senses whirred into overdrive and found a half-dozen sensations that suddenly seemed out of place: the grass beneath me was too soft, the breeze too cold, the fabric of Amaya’s dress too scratchy. My nostrils flared in anger while I disentangled myself from her loving embrace and shoved myself to my feet. “You aren’t her,” I growled.
“I’m not who, love?” Amaya asked, looking up at me with concern.
“Stop it. You aren’t her. This isn’t a memory, it’s a dream.” I turned and pointed down the hill to where Rastor continued to work, oblivious to my sudden shift in demeanor. “Ashedown never wore a shirt when he worked outside. Not even once. Amaya always complained about it—even though his skin was burned every time he came inside, he never listened to her.” I took another step back and crossed my arms as I stared down at the false image of my first wife. “You can’t fool me anymore.”
“Oh, how observant,” she quipped, her voice instantly warping to the uncharacteristically harsh tones I had come to recognize from the chill presence. The world began to shimmer and fade away around us, losing clarity and form until the only thing left in sight was our shady tree on the hilltop; everything outside of the nostalgic bastion fell into an oppressive darkness that shrank steadily around us. “And here I was hoping to have a bit of fun with you,” Amaya frowned.
Against my better judgment, I shifted closer to the base of the tree where she remained sprawled out in the grass. “What do you want?” I snapped.
“What? I’m not allowed to check in on you every once in a while?” she asked defensively. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay, love.”
A pang of longing resounded in my chest, further fueling my anger. “Stop.”
“It’s starting to feel like you don’t need me anymore, Elden,” she said with a longing sigh, clearly ignoring my order. “The way you used the void to incapacitate Kari was inspired, love. Truly a work of art. Oh, and poor Valandra! I’m sure she’s feeling very thankful to have you around lately—maybe you should talk to her about it.” She put a hand to her mouth and giggled as a devious look darkened her face. “Now you’ve gone and saved the world again, and you didn’t even need my help! Certainly an easier feat than last time, no?”
“Leave Val out of this,” I growled. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, and frankly, I don’t care. I’m doing what I need to do to keep my family safe, and I don’t need your help to do it.”
“Oh, you will eventually,” she smirked. Without warning, she threw herself sideways and pressed her body into the ground, running her fingers through the grass. “Don’t you think that all of this was a bit too
easy?”
“No,” I answered quickly before my face could give me away.
The tactic was of little use; my view of our secluded hilltop disappeared behind a wave of darkness, and I felt myself begin to tumble through the void. A familiar icy presence wormed through my brain and pulled out the barely-contained worries I had harbored since our encounter with the Shadebinders, displaying them in full view with smug self-satisfaction. “You’re sure about that?” her voice thundered through my mind.
My heart raced in my chest as the intrusive thoughts continued to snowball, rekindling the anxiety I had managed to repress over the course of our brief respite. “Stop. Please.”
“You should trust your instincts more, love,” Amaya’s voice cooed. “You’re letting Lia do your thinking for you.”
The name sparked a wildfire in my brain. “Lia,” I whispered aloud, searching the darkness for the golden spark of her mana. After unintentionally sharing my dream with her the last time our consciousnesses were entwined, the thought of her hearing my conversation with Amaya’s voice accelerated my panic.
“I told you before, love—I like to keep our conversations...intimate,” Amaya giggled. “It’s just the two of us in here.” She let out a series of overemphasized hums. “Although, come to think of it, the two of you were pretty tangled up this time around. Keeping her out of this might have brok—”
---
A heavy impact against my chest woke me from the darkness. The full heft of Lia’s body was on top of me when I regained consciousness; her breaths heaved violently as she burrowed her face into my bare chest, and her fingers scraped desperately down the length of my arms. I felt oddly detached from her while my mind came up to speed; I knew we had lost our deepened connection, but none of the ill effects that had clearly taken hold of her seemed to be affecting me. Whatever part of me she had inhabited lacked the terrible sucking emptiness I had come to expect from our separation.
I suppose I should leave you to your work—it seems like your second wife requires your attention. Amaya’s voice snaked its way through my brain, leaving a trail of ice in its wake. I let out a sudden gasp as my stomach fell out from beneath me, and I turned my focus inward to identify the source of the sensation. My jaw clenched in anger when I found the culprit: Amaya’s frigid presence had woven itself down into my core in place of Lia’s, disconnecting me from the comforting amber mana I had grown so used to over the preceding days. The expected emptiness of my separation from Lia began to grow as the chill receded from my gut, but I welcomed the discomfort.
Get out, I snarled at her.
We’ll talk again soon, love, she replied, fading away with a playful giggle.
I pressed my forehead against Lia’s and suffused my mana across the surface of her skin in search of the connection that had been stolen from us, but the effort was in vain; even the sensation of our energies joining in her core felt hollow in the shadow of the deepened bond we had shared. “I’m...sorry,” I panted, holding her tightly against my chest.
She shook her head as she searched for the words to respond. “It’s okay,” she replied eventually, weaving her fingers between mine. “I knew...it would happen eventually. I was just hoping we’d have...a few more days.”
We remained entangled in each other’s arms for a long while in silence, slowly coming to terms with the loneliness of our separate bodies. The sound of our friends moving around the common area eventually roused us from bed to prepare for the day; the volume and topic of their conversations clearly indicated we had missed breakfast, and warm midmorning light filtered in through our drawn blinds. “I think we should try to figure out how that whole, uhm...mental link thing works,” I suggested, crossing the room to rest my chin atop Lia’s head.
“I was about to suggest the same thing,” she answered, continuing to button her shirt as my arms wrapped around her waist. “I’d stay that way forever if I could.”
“I’m more worried about what might happen if it broke while we were in combat,” I said. “It always seems to start up whenever we’re in danger, regardless of whether we want it to or not. If it ended in the middle of a fight, I’m not sure we’d be able to recover.”
She spun around in my arms and stretched up onto the tips of her toes to plant a kiss on my cheek. “You said we’ll be here for another week after the party, right? We could spend some time trying to figure it out then.” She leaned back in my arms and stared up at me with a wide, easy smile, her amber eyes sparkling in the faint glow of the celestial projector. “We should probably do some combat training and meditation, too. I don’t want you getting soft on me.”
I let out a bark of laughter. “You don’t have to worry about that,” I grinned, leaning down to return her kiss. “I imagine we’ll have plenty of free time for training, study, and maybe even som—”
“Hey! Lia!” A loud pounding on our chamber door accompanied Marin’s yells. “You better not still be asleep in there! We’ve got to g—” Her voice cut out as Lia stepped forward and pulled the door open. Marin stumbled forward as she attempted to bang on a surface that was suddenly absent, and she looked up to find us both standing at the entryway. “Oh, good, you’re already up. What’ve you been doing
in here all morning?”
“It’s called sleep, Marin,” I sighed. “You should try it sometime.”
“Primes, you and your sleep,” she groaned. “Feel free to go back to bed—I’m just here for Lia.”
“Oh?” Lia said, cocking her head to the side. “What for?”
“What do you mean, what for? We’ve gotta go get ready for the party!” she answered, clearly exasperated by our casual demeanor.
“Now? It’s not even noon yet!”
“I know that!” Marin snapped. “But the tailor’s already here, and he says we have to go get ready!”
“Alright, alright, I’m coming!” Lia said, holding her hands up to fend off the verbal lashing.
We followed Marin out into the common area, where we found the rest of our companions waiting at the entrance to the foyer. “Good morning Lux, Lia,” Val greeted us. “We are being summoned to prepare for the celebration tonight.”
“So I’ve heard,” Lia replied, rolling her eyes. She hopped up to plant another kiss on my cheek before joining the others. “I’ll see you tonight, okay?”
“Okay,” I nodded. “Are you sure you don’t need me to come, too?”
The blonde man waiting by the door shook his head. “I’ll send for you when I need you. Your preparations won’t take nearly as long as theirs.”
I shrugged and made my way to one of the various couches in the common area. “Alright then. Enjoy your afternoon, ladies.”
“We’re getting our dresses today!” Siv exclaimed to nobody in particular as Marin scooped her up onto her shoulders. “Fancy dresses!” Their conversation faded as the five of them filed into the foyer, leaving the suite in silence.
I stared out through the line of windows across from me as I sprawled out across the full length of the couch and sank into its plush cushions. Although the castle was filled with potential distractions to occupy my time, I found myself yawning under the warm light of the celestial projector. A grin crossed my face as I pictured Marin’s disgust at my chosen afternoon pastime; the imagined berating played out in my head until my breath settled into its usual meditative rhythm and my thoughts dwindled to a comfortable silence.
What if Amaya was right?
The intrusive thought punched its way through the veil of quiet resting over my mind. I took a centering breath to dismiss the query without further consideration, but the idea continued to hang over me like a bank of approaching storm clouds.
All of this was too easy. She knows something, and she’s warning me about it.
I felt a droplet of sweat trickle down my forehead as I fought against my strengthening trepidation.
She’s the only one who knows what’s really happening here. I shouldn’t ignore h—
I sat up with a soft gasp, abandoning the brief meditative peace I had found. “No,” I spoke aloud, “not she. Not her. It.” I rubbed my hands over my face and groaned. “Don’t forget. It isn’t her, no matter how much it sounds like her.”
The pep talk failed to dispel the general malaise that clung to the edges of my mind. In a final attempt to reclaim control of my thoughts, I sent a burst of mana out along the floor in every direction, filling my head with a brilliant neon map. The consistent buzz of overstimulation began to drown out my anxieties as the energy continued outwards in a mad rush; the hallways beyond our chamber were filled with a constant flow of Stoneshapers and castle servants going about their daily tasks, each of whom stole another fraction of my focus. By the time my mana reached its limit, the entirety of my concentration was trained on the ever-changing images inside my head, dispelling the intrusive thoughts back to whatever dark corner they had crawled out of.
My dissociation from my body was so complete that I failed to register the Stoneshaper knocking at the door to our suites. It was only when the dim glow of another mana signature came within a dozen feet of my resting place that I realized where I was; my extended energy raced back into my core, and I opened my eyes to find Kord rushing toward me. “Lux?” he called out, waving his hand to grab my attention. “Hello?” The lighting of the room was markedly different than the last time I had seen it; the deep orange rays of sunset spilled in from the line of windows across from us and cast long shadows over the room.
“Oh, hey Kord,” I smiled, raising my arms over my head to stretch the joints I had left motionless for the entirety of my free afternoon. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“I noticed that,” he said, squinting down at me. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I was just meditating,” I answered. “I get a bit lost in it sometimes.”
“Oh, good,” he said with a sigh of relief. “The tailor sent me down to get you—are you ready to go?”
“Sure, let’s go.” I took a final look around the room, then stood and followed him out into the hallway, locking the door behind us. “I figured they’d send one of the tailor’s assistants down to get me,” I told him as we made our way towards the stairs. “I don’t imagine you Stoneshapers do much dressing up for parties, do you?”
A giddy smile stretched across his face. “Well, not usually, no. However, I have some...special robes being prepared for me. The Guildmaster was able to get the requisition early, given the circumstances.”
“Congratulations!” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “What color do you get as an official Stoneshaper?”
“My first stripe will be blue. It signifies not only that I am a full-fledged member of the Stoneshaper’s Guild, but that I specifically possess the skills necessary to channel the Earth Primeval’s blessing,” he explained.
“You know, I haven’t actually seen anybody ‘channel the Earth Primeval’s blessing’ since I got here,” I told him, rolling my eyes at the description. “Maybe you can give me a demonstration now that you’re officially approved.”
He scrunched up his face in thought as we ascended another set of stairs. “Normally, that sort of thing would be frowned upon, but I believe that Guildmaster Halvaar would have no problem with demonstrating the ability for you and your companions.”
While the concept of learning how the Stoneshapers performed their magic had initially excited me, it had been difficult to prioritize it over the constantly looming threat of the Mimics. “Looking forward to it! Hopefully it’ll be in the next few days, or else I’ll have to put a significant rain check on the idea.”
“Of course,” he nodded. “With the source of the Mimics stopped, you’ll most likely be leaving soon, right?”
“A week from now, give or take a few days,” I answered. “I honestly hate the idea of leaving, but we’ve still got some work to do elsewhere.”
“I’ll be sad to see you go, but I think it’s for the best—Doram has to learn to stand on its own,” he said. “Your support has been invaluable, of course, but we can’t depend on you forever.”
“Well, with you and Halvy at the reins, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said, cracking a smile as he squirmed at the informal nickname. We continued down the hallway in a comfortable silence, turning at the end to climb the final staircase between us and our destination. Before the door came into view, a blanket of familiar energy wrapped up around my body and pulsed at the base of my skull.
No peeking, Lia’s voice chimed in my head.
I wouldn’t dream of it, I replied as I followed Kord through the door to the tailor’s workshop. The room before me was far grander than any shop I had seen before; the entryway was lined with mannequins displaying the height of Doramese fashion as well as multiple variations on the Stoneshaper robes I had grown used to seeing around the castle. We picked our way through the displays to one of the many hallways lined with smaller fitting rooms. Kord dashed off as soon as we found my appointed room, clearly impatient for his own fitting.
An attendant met me at the door and ushered me into the changing room. As opposed to my companions' preparations, mine were remarkably quick; my attendant washed my hair, shaved my face, and helped me into my formal garb for the evening, which consisted of a long white jacket with large blue fastenings running down the chest, layered over a royal blue vest and white pants. Whatever fabric the clothing was composed of was extraordinarily light, allowing me my full range of motion as I tested out the fit. The president’s tailor appeared just long enough to appraise his work with a curt nod before sending me off to the first of many chambers where our party was to take place.
Of all the rooms I had visited since arriving in the castle, the door my guide left me at was by far the most unexpected; both the entryway and a ten-foot section of wall behind it were made entirely of polished emberwood, a material I had nearly forgotten existed over my time in the world of stone. I pushed through the door, finding a similar chamber beyond; a large banquet area was set up at the center of the wooden room, surrounded on all sides by a line of carved pillars supporting a second-story balcony that encircled the space. A mix of socialites and Stoneshapers filled half of the roughly two hundred seats around the various long tables, interspersed by a fleet of servers in dark clothing carrying large trays of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. The soft sound of stringed instruments floated down from the balcony, where I caught quick glimpses of musicians arranged around the room.
“Lux! Over here!” President Magnusson’s voice cut through the din. I spotted him on a raised platform on the opposite side of the room, waving excitedly at me from his place at the head of a crescent-shaped table. “Come sit!”
Under the weight of a hundred sets of eyes, I crossed the room, giving smiles and nods to the few members of the crowd who held my gaze. The casual conversations around me fell to whispers, each of which echoed clearly in my ears with the aid of a small burst of mana to the Enhanced Senses rune in my ring.
“That’s the man who destroyed the rail carriage.”
“Ooh, he’s handsome, isn’t he?”
“I’ve seen him around the castle, but I didn’t realize he was the
guy Magnus has been going on about.”
“Is it just him? I heard the King’s Shield was with him.”
“Really? Him?”
I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes at the inane comments and made my way to the President’s table. “Looking snazzy, Lux!” Magnus grinned as I rounded the raised platform.
“As are you—as expected,” I replied. His usual white suit had been replaced by one embroidered with the black diamond sigil of Doram, arranged in a repeating pattern over his cream-colored jacket and pants. The outfit’s garish design stood out even among the finely dressed crowd.
“Isn’t it great?” he said, spinning in a tight circle that sent his coattails whipping out behind him. “I told you my guy was the best!” He sat back down in his high-backed chair and motioned for me to do the same. “Sit down and have a drink! We’ve got it all, so just pick whatever you like!” By the time I had taken my seat, a server had already appeared at my side with a platter packed with a variety of beverages. After careful consideration, I chose a large stone mug filled with a dark, foam-capped liquid, which drew a satisfied grin from Magnus. “There’s plenty of food around, too, but don’t fill up on it—it’s just the snacks to keep the people from rioting before dinner starts.”
“And when does dinner start?” I asked, snatching a few cubes of cheese from another server’s tray to satiate the sudden grumble in my stomach.
“As soon as the rest of your friends get here! This whole party is for you, so it’d be rude to start before everyone shows up!” He peered across the ever-filling room. “Where are they, by the way?”
“I’m guessing they’re still at the tailor’s,” I answered through a mouthful of cheese and bread. “They’ve been there all day.”
“I should’ve guessed—my guy loves his dresses,” he grinned. “Did you know that I had to build him a whole new shop in the castle to convince him to tailor for me? He says that jackets and pants don’t inspire him like dresses do. Bah!” The young ruler took a sip from his nearly-empty wine glass. “Making him the official tailor of the Stoneshaper’s Guild was a small price to pay for his services, though. Honestly, I probably would’ve given him a lot more if it meant get—”
A door to the right of our raised table opened to reveal the tailor in question, who looked far more frazzled than he had in our chambers only hours before. He immediately locked eyes with the president and gave him a hard stare. “Ah, Morty! Primes summon the named, as they say,” Magnus laughed. “I was wondering if you and our guests had gotten lost on your way here!”
Morty’s eyebrow twitched as he held Magnus’s gaze. I saw his lips move, and although he failed to speak the words aloud, I read the meaning clear as day: “You owe me.” Magnus hopped down from our raised platform with a chuckle and sauntered over to speak with the young man, and the pair cleared the doorway to allow the fruit of the tailor’s labor to enter the room.
“Wow.” The word tumbled from my slack jaw as I caught sight of the most beautiful woman in the world. Lia appeared from the hallway in a high-neck dress that flowed all the way down to the floor; the dark jade fabric sparkled with strands of brilliant gold in the light of the glass orbs hanging from the ceiling above us. Her lustrous hair had been rebraided with a series of jewel-encrusted hair pins that shone like small stars against their black backdrop. I felt a rush of heat across my face when our eyes met, and I stood up to pull out the chair beside me as she strode across the room to our raised seat.
Val entered the room only a few seconds after Lia, but my momentarily addled brain failed to notice her until she reached the dais. She was dressed in a tight off-the-shoulder black dress that sharply accented her physical features; its dark sleeves clung to her powerful arms, and the low neckline and mid-thigh skirt revealed her toned chest and legs. A necklace strung with a massive trio of diamonds hung from her neck, matched by a series of silver bracelets on both arms inlaid with somewhat smaller gemstones. Her usually straight auburn hair bounced above her shoulders in loose curls, framing the clear twinge of discomfort hidden in her steely expression as she followed Lia across the room. I made note of the look with the intent to ask her about it later in the night, but the answer revealed itself a moment later: the tight hem of her skirt threatened to ride up over her muscular hips as she walked, forcing her to tug on it with every step.
There was a long pause before the rest of my companions entered the room. Just as the tailor turned to investigate, Siv barreled through the doorway in a puffy pink ball gown, nearly knocking the man over. Her massive skirt extended out farther than her arm span and bounced wildly up and down as she bolted across the room. Tyr entered soon after with a mortified expression; her flowing ombre dress was a mix of dark silver and bold crimson that appeared to shift every time she moved. She caught up with her daughter and firmly took the small girl’s hand to lead her in the proper direction.
Marin was the last to enter the chamber. Instead of a dress, she wore a luxurious silver overcoat lined with plush gray fur over an ochre blouse and dark pants. She hurried in to walk alongside Tyr and Siv, and the trio made their way up to our rounded table at the head of the room.
“Hey there, handsome,” Lia said, running her hand along my shoulders as she took her spot beside me. “You look nice.”
“Thanks,” I answered with a giddy smile. “You do, too. Beautiful, actually. Gorgeous.”
The string of compliments brought a tinge of blush to her cheeks. “Go on,” she giggled.
“Oh, with pleasure. You’re bewitching, stunning, ravishing...exquisite,” I listed, quickly running dry of synonyms.
Luckily, she waved off the barrage of praise before my lexicon failed me completely. “Alright, alright, that’s enough,” she laughed.
Val appeared behind us, pausing momentarily as our eyes met. “Lux,” she nodded awkwardly, hurrying to her seat beside Lia.
I let out a low whistle. “You’re looking very nice tonight, Val,” I said, making sure to avoid using any of the compliments I had given Lia.
“I am glad you think so,” she said quietly. “This was not the style I was expecting based on our initial fittings. I do not believe it suits me.”
“Oh, c’mon Val!” Lia said, rubbing Val on the shoulder. “I know you don’t wear this kind of stuff often, but I think it suits you. You look beautiful!”
Val’s bronze cheeks deepened a shade. “Thank you, Lia.”
“Lux!” Siv’s small voice floated up from somewhere behind me, and I turned to find her and her mother waiting for my attention. “Look at my dress, Lux!”
“That’s a very pretty dress!” I told her with a wide smile.
“Yeah, but look at this!” Without warning, she bent over, grabbed the bottom edge of her dress, and pulled it up over her head to reveal a long pair of puffy pink pants underneath. “It has pants in it!”
“Siv, I told you to stop doing that!” Tyr scolded her.
I couldn’t help but laugh at the display. “That’s very cool,” I told the small girl. “Tyr, you’re looking very elegant tonight, as well. I can’t take my eyes off that dress—the color is amazing!”
“Thank you, Lux,” she smiled. “It’s certainly a beautiful dress, though I’ll have to take your word for the color.” She gripped her daughter’s shoulders and spun her around. “Let’s go sit down, sweetie.” She led her back around Magnus’s regal chair to the opposite end of the table, where Marin waited to help seat the pair.
“That’s a nice jacket, Marin,” I called out to her.
“Thanks! That guy tried to put me in a dress like hers,” she said, nodding to her sister. “Hah! Not a chance.”
“That might have had something to do with why we’re late,” Lia whispered in my ear.
Our quiet snickering was interrupted when Magnus jumped up onto his chair and addressed the now-full room below us. “Ladies and gentlemen of Doram, thank you for joining us tonight on such short notice!” His voice projected over the crowd with easy confidence, instantly commanding the attention of Stoneshapers and nobles alike. “It’s no secret that the past few months have been difficult for all of us. We’ve all been affected in one way or another by the terrible tragedies caused by the Mimics, and good news has been in short supply.” I fought back a smirk while I watched his theatrics take hold of the crowd; his dramatic pause left his subjects hanging on his every word, with each passing second only deepening their focus.
“But that time is over now!” he exclaimed eventually. “We’ve not only discovered the source of the Mimic invasion, but we have brought it to a permanent end! While our esteemed Guildmaster Halvaar will continue working tirelessly to ensure an event like this never happens in Doram again, I can say to you with confidence that the darkest days are now behind us!” A loud chorus of cheers echoed around the room as Magnus paused for applause. He spread his arms out wide and looked down over us with a flashy smile. “Now, to those of you wondering who my royal guests are today, wonder no more! The people seated beside me are the ones who deserve your thanks. They aided us in our time of need—not in search of any reward, but out of the goodness of their own hearts. So, please join me in thanking my new friends, Doram’s heroes!”
A quick glance around the table was enough to see that my comrades all accepted the wild round of applause in vastly different ways. Marin reveled in the attention, waving down at random members of the crowd with a toothy grin on her face; Siv jumped up into her chair and mimicked Magnus, happily clapping along with the crowd without knowing why; Tyr quickly averted her eyes and focused her attention on calming her excited daughter; Lia wore an embarrassed smile as she attempted to accept the gesture with grace; and Val was as steely as ever, clearly unphased by the applause after her years as a war hero in Kaldan.
Despite the accolades being heaped on us by Magnus, I couldn’t help but feel concerned; my lingering worry about the Mimic situation was only strengthened by the President’s clear dismissal of the threat. I leaned closer to Lia and placed my hand atop hers in an attempt to clear my head. It looks like our work has earned us a bit of celebrity, I spoke directly to her mind.
I’m not sure if I like it or not, she answered, her smile growing wider by the second.
The sight of her happiness automatically brought a grin to my face, as well. I’m pretty sure you do.
“Now,” the President hollered over the crowd, “for the real reason you’re all here—food!” The word summoned a sudden swarm of servers from doors on both sides of the room, who quickly filtered through the rows of packed tables to deliver our first course. “Enjoy yourselves, everyone! Tonight is a night of celebration!” With that, he hopped down from his chair and sat down beside me.
“What did you think?” Magnus asked, leaning in my direction.
“You certainly have a way with words,” I chuckled. “Doram’s heroes, though? Might be going a little overboard with that one.”
“Oh, nonsense! People love a story with heroes in it. It gives them hope that—oh, over here!” Magnus interrupted himself as he waved down a line of servers that were clearly heading in our direction already. “Alright everybody, the food’s here! Dig in!”
The meal that followed was by far the most decadent feast I had ever seen in all my lives. Platter after platter of every type of food imaginable arrived at the presidential table for us to pick and choose from. Although our visit to Marsta had explained how the capital could obtain such fresh fruits and vegetables, the presence of steamed shellfish, braised bihorn, and a massive baked carp left me puzzled over the logistics of raising such a wide variety of animals beneath the mountains. Magnus dodged the question with a laugh when I brought it up, saying he refused to “talk business” during a party. The curiosity didn’t stop me from enjoying the meal, though, and the free-flowing alcohol quickly helped me forget the line of questioning entirely.
It was difficult to keep track of time in the windowless room, so I marked the evening’s progress through the empty tankards that Val, Lia, and I collected on our side of the table. My stomach felt near to bursting whenever we finished a dish, and yet I continued to eat when the next platter arrived alongside another round of drinks. Each course was separated by a perfectly timed interlude that Magnus used to wander through the rows of tables below us and speak with his various noble guests.
His absences gave our friends sitting among the crowd a chance to visit with us on the dais; Halvaar took the president’s seat to thank us once again for our work in stopping the Mimics, and Kord joined us for a round of drinks later in the evening. After profuse congratulations over his new Stoneshaper robes, Marin insisted he should take a seat at the high table with us, but Kord explained that he had chosen to sit directly at the Guildmaster’s side, an honor he deemed more impressive than sitting with the President. Various foreign faces came and went throughout the night to give our group thanks for saving their country, and we greeted them with increasingly pleasant smalltalk the further into our cups we sank.
I knew the meal had come to an end when a small shout of joy from Siv’s direction announced the arrival of a tray of asperberry tarts with savory whipped cream. We all did our best to enjoy the dessert with our overfilled stomachs, except for Siv, who ravenously ate two full plates. When the meal was finally finished, I collapsed back into my chair with a smile, gorged on food and drunk on ale. The rest of the dinner guests were in a similar position; I could hardly hear the music of the orchestra above us over the dull roar of the crowd which had steadily increased in volume throughout the night.
“My friends!” Magnus called out, hopping back up onto his chair as he clanged his dessert spoon against his jeweled goblet of wine. “I hope you’ve filled yourself with the best food and drink Doram has to offer!” A raucous cry rippled through the crowded tables as various guests raised their glasses to toast their leader. “Now, if you’ll all follow me, we can begin with the main event of the evening.” At his command, three sets of double doors opened in the wall behind our table, spilling bright light into our dim chamber. Our leader hopped down from his chair and marched towards the center door, waving over his shoulder as he went. “It’s time for the dancing!”
Lia lurched to her feet and shook me vigorously by the shoulder. “Oh, Lux, dancing! Let’s go!” Before I could respond, she spun around and leapt to Val’s side. “You too, Val!”
“I am not a dancer, Lia,” Val answered politely, “but I will come along to watch the festivities.”
“But you have to dance, Val!” Lia insisted. “How many more opportunities like this do you think we’re gonna get? None, that’s how many!” Although her words were slightly slurred, the impassioned argument seemed to give Val pause. “Just one dance, okay? With me!”
“One dance,” Val finally agreed with a shy smile.
“Yes!” Lia pumped her fist in triumph before returning to my side. “Let’s go!” She gripped my arm firmly and began to pull me forward, leading the way into the next chamber.
“Easy there,” I laughed, doing my best to steady her as we lurched down from the raised platform. I could feel the tipsy wobble in her step while we walked forward, and I did my best to balance it out with my own wavering gait. Although I knew I could fight off the effects of the alcohol with a focused burst of mana, I let the feeling linger, enjoying the sense of ease it brought.
We met up with the rest of our party before we reached the door. Marin was laughing boisterously with one arm firmly planted around Tyr’s shoulders and the other reaching down to hold Siv’s hand. “Hey guys!” Marin exclaimed far too loudly for our close proximity. “We’re gonna go dance!”
“Us, too!” Lia replied, echoing her enthusiasm.
“Mari’s going to dance with me!” Siv said happily, bouncing along ahead of the couple.
“Yes, it’s going to be a nice evening,” Tyr smiled. It was clear that she had maintained the sense the rest of us had lost and paced herself throughout the evening; she appeared to be the only adult among our small group who wasn’t obviously inebriated.
With our party reassembled, we followed the surging crowd into the next room. The door deposited us at the top of a wide staircase that stood over a massive four-story-tall chamber. An impressive suite of crystal chandeliers hung on thick golden chains above the main assembly floor, filling the room with brilliant white light. The emberwood paneling of the dining hall was nowhere to be seen, replaced instead by the usual seamless sandstone that comprised the rest of the castle. An even larger group of musicians was set up in an orchestra pit to the left of the dance floor, with long tables holding an impressive array of finger foods and drinks on the right. The far wall featured a towering two-story window that looked out over Syndrai and perfectly framed the moonlike orb of the celestial projector. A smaller set of doors on each side of the window led out to a balcony covered by a verdant miniature garden dotted with bright yellow flowers.
Our entire group stopped to stare in awe at the gigantic space before us. “Primes,” Marin gasped, pointing up at the chandeliers, “look at those!”
Tyr cocked her head to one side. “Look at what?”
Marin clamped a hand over her own mouth and cringed at her careless phrasing. “Sorry, Tyr. There’s a, uhm…there’s a set of six crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. They’re very beautiful.”
“It sounds lovely,” Tyr smiled, giving Marin a comforting pat on the back. “Now, why don’t we head down to the dance floor? I think we’re a bit in the way up here.” The statement reminded me that we weren’t alone in the towering chamber, but were in fact standing in the center of a bustling line of partygoers. We followed the flow of traffic down the grand stone staircase and took up a more secluded position next to the table of refreshments.
Siv began to bounce in place the moment we stopped moving. “Mari, I want to dance!” she whined, tugging insistently at Marin’s hand.
“Okay, then, let’s go dance!” she replied happily, scooping the small girl up onto her shoulders. Marin’s head nearly disappeared under the impressive puff of Siv’s skirt as the pair careened out onto the dance floor, narrowly avoiding multiple collisions along the way.
Tyr laughed as she watched the pair go. “I would never have believed Siv and I would attend a presidential banquet in the capital,” she said softly as the pair began their mismatched dance. “I’m still not sure if I believe it, even as I’m standing here. It all feels like a dream.”
“It’s real, Tyr, I promise,” I assured her, my eyes growing misty with ale-fueled emotion.
Marin held Siv’s hand above her head and spun her in circles, then crouched onto her knees as Siv attempted the same feat on her. “I’ve prayed to the Primes every night since you arrived,” Tyr continued. “I ask them for just one more day...one more day with all of you. One more day for Siv to experience everything the world has to offer.” A line of tears streamed down her cheeks as she watched her daughter twirl around the dance floor. “I’m not sure what she’ll do when you leave. She’ll miss all of you, of course, but Marin...they’ve become so close.”
Marin’s question from the previous night punched through the layer of fog in my brain. “I don’t think Siv will be the only one who misses her.”
Tyr shook her head, knocking another tear from her eyes. “It doesn’t matter what I want. I just want what’s best for my daughter.”
“You should talk to Marin about it,” I said quietly. “I’m sure she feels the same way.”
She wiped her face on the sleeve of her dress and did her best to put on a warm smile. “I will. Thank you.”
Lia slid into view beside me, her lower lip trembling. “We’re gonna miss you too, Tyr!” she said, hugging the woman tightly. “We’ll come back to visit whenever we can, I promise!”
Tyr’s motherly instincts kicked in as Lia began to sniffle against her shoulder. “You’ll be welcome in our home anytime,” she said, rubbing Lia’s back in slow circles. “Given our recent…turn of fortune, I’m unsure where that will be, but I’ll be sure to leave instructions on how to find us with the Stoneshapers.”
“You can come to visit us, too! We have a house in Lybesa,” Lia exclaimed. “We can show you the forests, and take you into the city—anywhere you want to go! As soon as we’re done with our work.”
“That sounds lovely,” Tyr smiled. “I’ve never left the Joined Cities, so anywhere would be—oh dear.” She suddenly ducked out of Lia’s embrace and hurried across the dance floor; scanning ahead of her, I found Marin chasing after Siv, who had once again hiked the hem of her skirt up over her head. The small girl ran haphazardly through the crowd, bumping into the legs of various nobles.
“Never a dull moment,” Lia laughed as she returned to my side. We watched together as Marin and Tyr took flanking routes through the dancers and caught Siv moments before she tumbled into the orchestra pit.
“So,” I started, slipping an arm around Lia’s waist, “do you want to dance?”
A sly grin crossed her face. “Sure, but not with you.” She lightly flicked my nose as she slipped away from my arm. “Val, it’s time to dance! You and me!”
After standing quietly beside me for the duration of our conversation with Tyr, the sudden request made Val jump. “I am not prepared to, erm…I would like to…”
“You’d like to what, Val?”
Val glanced back over her shoulder. “I would like another drink first.”
Lia threw her head back and laughed, holding a hand over her stomach. “Alright, drinks first, then dancing!” She hurried to the table set up behind us and snatched two flutes of bubbling pink liquid, then returned and shoved a glass into Val’s hands. “Go on, drink!” Taking her own advice, Lia upended the glass and drained its contents in a single gulp, then let out a hissing sigh. “Ooh, stings a little bit.”
I gave her a gentle pat on the back as I laughed at the display. You okay in there? I asked silently, pressing my mana against hers.
More than okay, she answered happily. I might be drunk, but I’m still in control up here. I just want to make sure Val has some fun before the night is over. She tapped her foot loudly and stared as Val nervously nursed her drink. “You’ve gotta drink faster than that, Val!” she critiqued. “It’s dancing time!”
A flash of panic widened Val’s eyes as our attention turned to her, but she quickly wiped away fear and downed her drink all at once. “I am ready,” she said, rolling her neck and shoulders.
“Awesome! Let’s go!” Lia exclaimed, looping her arm around Val’s. “Oh, Lux, take these,” she said offhandedly, handing me the pair of empty glasses. “We’ll be back in a bit!” Without giving me a chance to reply, she tugged Val through the crowd to an open space at the center of the dance floor.
I beamed as I watched the pair begin their dance. Lia guided Val by the hand through a series of steps and spins in time with the orchestra’s uptempo music. I could see a reluctant stiffness in Val’s body as they began, but the resistance quickly melted away to more natural, flowing steps. A genuine smile spread across her face as they wove their way through the crowd with perfectly synchronized movements; if I hadn’t been intently watching the duo the whole time, I would have guessed Val was just as seasoned a dancer as Lia.
There was a momentary pause in their dance when they encountered Siv, Tyr, and Marin out on the floor. Siv appeared unphased by her earlier scolding as she flailed her arms chaotically to the music, which Tyr and Marin did their best to mirror, much to their own amusement. Lia and Val immediately joined in the wild dance; their strange movements quickly earned them a wide berth within the crowd, where onlookers stood at the edge and smiled at Siv’s youthful antics.
You should come join us, Lia’s voice chimed in my head.
I think I will, I answered. But first, a little liquid encouragement. I retrieved a glass from the table behind me and chugged the pink, sparkling liquid within; the drink had a tart, almost sour taste, as if it had been made from under-ripe berries, rivaled in flavor only by its clearly powerful alcoholic nature. I left my trio of empty glasses on the table and turned back to the dance floor, pausing for a moment to take a quick mental inventory. Despite the impressive number of steins I had emptied at dinner, I found myself surprisingly sober due to an unconscious stream of mana that had been maintaining the bulk of my mental faculties. Releasing the autonomous enhancement immediately assaulted me with the full force of my drunkenness, and I teetered my way into the crowd with a satisfied smile on my face.
I was met with an exuberant round of cheers when I joined my companions at the heart of the crowd, and our evening of dancing began in earnest. We each took turns pairing up to dance with Siv, who was seemingly fueled by an endless source of energy the rest of us lacked. She stood on the tops of my shoes as I spun her around until I could barely stand, at which point she was whisked away to dance with Lia, allowing me time to recover and partake in the continuous stream of food and drink. Marin had her arms firmly locked around Tyr’s waist whenever possible, though she did separate herself to dance with Lia and Val once each and with Siv on multiple occasions. I made it my personal mission to dance with each of my companions throughout the night in order to properly celebrate the occasion; although Val was initially elusive, she sought me out during one of my many dances with Lia near the end of the evening, no doubt emboldened by the half-dozen drinks she had consumed in rapid succession. The dance was short-lived, however, and she quickly made an excuse to leave when the music slowed to a more intimate tempo.
Magnus made his appearance on the dance floor at the height of the evening’s activity. The man moved through the crowd with the smooth confidence of a veteran dancer, chatting casually with nobles while performing perfectly timed dips and slides. Every easy smile and skillful twirl oozed charisma, and it was clear from the lingering looks of his subjects that they held him in high regard. My perception of the man had shifted quite drastically by the end of the night; though I was still relieved he had Halvaar to council him on matters of state, I had clearly underestimated his royal bearing and diplomatic ability.
We remained on the dance floor long after the crowd had started to thin. I could feel the fatigue of the night wearing on every muscle in my body, but I ignored the burning sensation in an effort to prolong the evening for as long as possible. Siv was the first of us to fall; despite her valiant effort to remain awake, she fell asleep in her mother’s arms as the pair danced to a soft, lilting melody. Marin immediately volunteered to help Tyr take the small girl back to our chambers, and the pair said their goodnights before making their way back up the grand stone staircase with Siv cradled carefully against Marin’s chest. When I suggested we follow their lead, both Val and Lia adamantly refused the suggestion.
“Just one more dance!” Lia insisted. “I’m not ready to leave yet.”
“The band is still playing—the party has yet to end,” Val agreed.
“I need to...go take a break, I think,” I yawned, shifting back and forth on my sore feet. “You two can keep dancing if you want to.”
“But I want to dance with you,” Lia persisted, tapping on my chest with both hands. “Oh, how about this? Why don’t you go get some air on the balcony while I get one more drink, and then we can have our last dance. How about that?”
“Okay, one more,” I smiled at her enthusiasm. “Fresh air sounds nice—well, as fresh as you can find it under the mountains, I guess.”
“I’ll come get you in a bit!” she promised, skipping off towards the tables that had somehow remained fully stocked throughout the night. Val lingered for a moment in silence, then turned to follow Lia without remark.
I let out a long sigh as I stumbled my way to the balcony, unbalanced by both my inebriation and my exhaustion. A cool blast of air rushed past me when I opened the exterior door; I was immediately suffused by the scent of fresh flowers and wet dirt along with the stale cavern air I had grown accustomed to during our time in the Joined Cities. Vines wove in and out of the slatted stone railing that enclosed the balcony, joining each of the separate planters into a unified display of lush greenery.
Silver shadows cast from the celestial projector stretched out across the massive cavern below me as I leaned heavily against the railing. Based on the position of the shutter on the moonlit globe, we had spent a majority of the night dancing, and there were only a few hours left until sunrise. I took a moment to stretch my aching limbs and winced at the thought of how much recuperation would be necessary after our night of uninhibited partying.
“It is a beautiful view.” Val’s voice made me jump, and I turned to find her standing only a few feet away, leaning against the railing beside me. “I sometimes forget we are still beneath the mountains.”
“I was just thinking the same thing,” I admitted, looking back to the city below us. “I can’t see the cavern walls from here. It’s like…the rest of the world is right there, just out of sight.” I let out a wistful sigh and turned my face up towards the overhang of the castle above us. “Never thought I’d miss the sky.”
“There are many things in life that are easy to take for granted,” she said, tracing a finger along one of the vines. “I have never doubted that the sun would rise again after setting, nor have I believed the sky would someday abandon its post above us. And yet, here we are with no sunrise and no sky.” Her hand stopped a few inches away from mine as the vine wove its way out of her reach. “I do not want to take things for granted any longer.”
“That’s a good way to live,” I nodded. “When any day could end up being your last, you can’t really afford to take things for granted.” I pursed my lips as my thoughts turned to those I had lost in my past lives, and a sudden melancholy took hold of me. “You’ll end up regretting it eventually.”
I heard a soft hiss as Val’s breath caught in her throat. “Lux, there is something I would like to speak with you about.”
“Sure, Val,” I smiled, thankful for the distraction. “What’s on your mind?”
“Many things,” she answered. Her eyes turned away to stare out into the darkness, and a painful silence grew between us.
“Uhm...Val? You okay?” I asked, taking a step towards her.
“I have spent my entire life training to be decisive. To be strong. To be rational,” she murmured. “I no longer feel this way. I...do not know what to do.”
The admission took me aback. “Val, you’re the most rational, decisive person I know. Absolutely no contest.” I carefully placed a hand on her shoulder and immediately felt her tremble beneath my touch. “What’s got you thinking that way?”
“I…I—” It sounded as if the words caused her physical pain as she attempted to speak, and she shook her head in frustration. “It has plagued me for weeks. The thought refuses to leave, no matter what I do, and every solution I can find will bring pain. I have endured it for as long as I can, but it is…too much for me now.”
My stomach dropped out from beneath me as she spoke. “Val, whatever it is, we can get through it—I promise. I can help you, but I need you to tell me what’s happening.” I felt my mind racing through every nightmarish possibility, spiking my anxiety further with every passing second as I pictured her corrupted by the void. Her shoulder bobbed up and down beneath my hand as her breathing increased in pace and intensity until her chest was visibly heaving from the effort. I watched her face contorting under the strain, fighting to maintain her impassive mask as tears pooled in her olive eyes.
“Val, what is it?”
Her hand shot up to rest on my chest, and she stared at me with desperate intensity. “Lux, I love you.”
***




17. SPLIT

My thoughts ground to a screeching halt as I stared back at Val in dumbfounded awe. “You…Val, I, uhm…you what?”
“I love you,” she repeated, dashing any hopes that I had misheard her. “I am entirely without experience in this aspect of life, yet I know it is what I feel.”
“Listen, Val,” I started, carefully choosing each word, “after everything we’ve been through together, I obviously care about you. You, and Marin, and now Tyr and Siv, too. You guys are like a family to me, and I’ll alw—”
“It is not a familial love, Lux,” she said, taking another step closer. The hand she had placed on my chest was the only thing separating our bodies, leaving our faces just a sword’s width apart. “I have never felt this way about anybody before. It has grown within me ever since we left Shadowmine, despite my best efforts to suppress the emotion.”
I bit my lip in frustration as she continued to affirm the statement in no uncertain terms. “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I whispered, shaking my head. “I’m married, Val. Happily married. Did you think I could just…leave that behind?”
Her eyes widened at the question. “No! No, that was…that was not my intention at all.” She looked down at her hand and let out a soft gasp before pulling it away. “I did not mean to imply…Lux, I am not attempting to pursue a physical relationship with you, I am…what I meant t—”
“Then what? Why?” I asked, my voice breaking as I pleaded for answers. “How do I handle this? What do I say that makes this okay?”
Her lip trembled as she took another step away. “I could not leave it unsaid any longer,” she said in a thin, wavering voice. “It was consuming me, Lux—tearing me apart from within. I had to speak the words aloud to know they were true.”
“That doesn’t—” I started, immediately cutting myself off with a tightly clenched jaw. As I thought through the spiral of implications her admission would bring, a great sadness began to well up inside my chest: sadness for the pain Val had endured, sadness for the strife her admission would cause, and most of all, sadness for the words I knew I had to speak next. “I can’t say it back, Val,” I murmured. “I can’t give you what you’re looking for.” A stabbing pain flared up just below my sternum, and I turned my face away to escape the torturous grief in her eyes. While I knew it was my only option, I couldn’t shake the regret that I had somehow betrayed her trust, or the shame that some deeper, primal part of my mind had wished I could return her feelings.
“Lux…” she whispered. “Please know that I…I would never do anything to hurt you and Lia. I just needed to…needed to…” She wrapped her arms around her chest and doubled over as her pain finally coalesced into a single, sharp sob.
A sudden splash of warmth on my cheeks told me that I had begun to cry along with her, and I turned back to face Val head-on. “I’m sorry,” I choked out. “I really am sorry, Val.” My hand reached out to her, trembling and slow, in an attempt to give her even the smallest amount of comfort in the face of the pain I had caused her.
She straightened her posture as soon as I touched her shoulder. “This was…a mistake,” she managed, stepping out from beneath the physical contact. “I should leave.”
“No, don’t say that,” I tried to reassure her. “Val, don’t—”
“I should leave,” she repeated, turning to hide her tear-soaked visage. She quickly retreated out of my reach, taking long strides as she hurried to the exit at the far end of the balcony.
“I brought drinks!” Lia exclaimed, appearing through the glass door with three champagne flutes balanced in her hands. “Val, can you help me with—Val?” Her eyebrows shot up as Val rushed by her, hurriedly shielding her face from view. “What’s wrong? Val!” She stood in the doorway and shouted after Val as she retreated across the dance floor. “Lux, what’s going on?”
I simply shook my head in response to the question, unable to find a single word to begin to explain what had happened. The look of pain on my face was more than enough to further raise Lia’s alarm, and she dropped the trio of glasses into the dirt of a large planter as she dashed to my side. “What’s wrong?” she asked, cupping my face in her hands.
The warmth of her skin against mine helped bring a small measure of order to my scattered mind. “I love you,” I murmured, reaching up to take her hands in mine. “You know that, right?”
“Lux, you’re scaring me,” she said, her voice growing more insistent. “Is Val okay? What happened?”
“I just…I need you to listen, okay?” I asked, lowering our joined hands to her sides. A flood of mana ran down my arms and surrounded her in a veil of pulsing blue light. “Promise me you’ll listen.”
She shifted from one foot to the other as she stared up at me with a drawn brow and pursed lips. “Okay. I promise,” she answered.
After a final moment of hesitation, I dove back into my memories and recalled the beginning of my conversation with Val, then impressed the vision on Lia’s mind. I let the memory play without commentary; I knew that anything I could think to say would only complicate things, and I was far too distracted with reliving the memory for myself to try. We stood in suffocating silence as the scene unraveled across our connected minds. In viewing the event for a second time, I somehow found more ways to torture myself for Val’s pain; my obvious ignorance to her feelings was on full display as we spoke about living without regret, only further encouraging her to confess her secret and be brutally rejected.
I let the visions fade as Val retreated for a second time, leaving Lia and me alone with the newly shared knowledge. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t know what else to do but just…show you.”
Her head bobbed up and down as she stared blankly into my chest. “Yeah,” she said, her thumbs tracing slow circles in my palms as she chewed on her lip. “I, uhm…yeah.”
“I swear, Lia, I didn’t kn—”
“I know,” she cut me off. “I saw it. I felt it.”
“If there’s anything I c—”
“Lux, stop,” she interrupted me again, squeezing her knuckles against mine. “I don’t need you to apologize right now. I just need to think.” I clamped my mouth shut and nodded, waiting for her to continue. The line of her jaw tensed and relaxed in a repeating rhythm while she continued to focus on some point far out of sight behind me. “I’m not mad at you,” she said eventually in a low monotone. “I don’t think I’m mad at Val, either. I’m just…upset.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and let out a hard sigh. “I need to sleep—I don’t know how to deal with this right now.”
“Alright,” I nodded, “let’s go.” We made our way to the glass door together, at which point she released her stiff grip on my hand and walked ahead of me. I followed her up the grand staircase and back into the dining hall, which had been completely emptied since our dinner concluded. The empty emberwood chamber echoed with the sound of our footsteps as we crossed the darkened space in an ever-lengthening silence.
The door to our suites came into view after our overtly tense trip through the castle’s winding corridors. Lia led the way down the hallway to the entrance, but she froze in place just before her hand reached the door’s handle, and I heard a sharp intake of breath as her body stiffened. I sent out an immediate pulse of Detection and found the source of her discomfort: My mana encountered the familiar violet glow of Val’s just before the energy receded from its watch over our door.
“Lia,” I started, “if you’d rather go—”
“It’s fine,” she said under her breath. She opened the door and made her way into the foyer, pausing briefly to glance down the hall at Val’s bedroom before making her way towards ours. I followed along dutifully behind her, fighting off the urge to linger at the entryway; I couldn’t help but feel concerned for Val’s current emotional state after her tearful exit, but I knew there was nothing I could do in the moment that wouldn’t make things worse between the three of us.
Lia stopped beside the door to our bedroom and leaned heavily against the wall. “I think I’ll stay in the other room tonight,” she said, nodding past our chamber to one of the empty rooms farther down the hall. “It’ll give me a chance to clear my head. Think about things.”
As much as I hated the thought of leaving her alone, I swallowed my protests and simply nodded my head. “Sure,” I acknowledged. “Let’s talk in the morning, okay?”
She stepped forward and thudded her head against my chest. “Okay.” Her arms hung limply at her sides while she rested her forehead against my sternum, either too tired or too overwhelmed for any further displays of emotion. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” I answered, imparting as much care into the words as I could. She pushed off from my chest and moved to the next door, then stepped into the room without looking back.
Fuck. I banged my head against the wall and opened the chamber door. Fuck. I remained in the dark hallway as I continued to smack my forehead against the stone in time with my silent curses. The self-punishment continued until the ache between my eyes grew too powerful to ignore, at which point I finally shoved open the bedroom door and slammed it shut behind me.
How am I this fucking stupid? The question lingered over me in judgmental silence as I stripped out of my dress clothes and crawled into bed. Every time Lia was jealous of Val, each time I was alone with her…I should have seen it. I should’ve said something before it got this far. I reached out instinctively to where Lia would have been and found nothing but cold fabric. What was my excuse? What did I always say to reassure Lia that there was nothing to worry about?
I sneered into the darkness as the words came back to me. “It’s just Val,” I muttered, hearing the cruelty of my words for the first time. What the fuck is that supposed to mean? That she’s some kind of unfeeling husk? My hands balled into fists around my bed sheets. Just because she’s not as obnoxious and loud as I am doesn’t mean she’s incapable of love. Her only crime in all of this is choosing someone like me.
I continued to berate myself as sleep refused to come. The thought of Lia sleeping alone only a few feet away made my skin crawl. I just can’t do right by her. If it’s not Val, it’s Amaya, or the void, or some other bullshit I’ve caused. My failures continued to encroach on me through the darkness, blocking out the rest of the world until they were the only thing that remained. My eyes scanned around the shadowy room in a futile search for an answer to the question that lingered at the edges of my mind.
Where do we go from here?
---
“Lux?”
The muffled voice that woke me from beyond my chamber door was not the one I wanted to hear. Pushing myself up from the twisted sheets brought an immediate wave of pain and nausea into focus, and I fell back onto the pillow with a groan. “Kord?” I called out, my voice crackling and hoarse. “Is that you?”
“Yes, it’s me,” the honeyed voice replied. “Guildmaster Halvaar and President Magnusson would like to meet with you.”
“Of course they would,” I grumbled. I managed to take my feet after a powerful influx of mana managed the worst of my hangover’s symptoms, and I quickly dressed in a set of casual clothes. “Why is it always morning with these guys?” I opened the door to find Kord dressed in his newly adorned Stoneshaper robes. “Has nobody heard of sleeping in around here?”
“I believe that—Primes, Lux, are you…uhm, are you feeling well?” Kord asked, clearly startled by my appearance.
I reached up to shake out my unkempt hair. “Yeah. Just peachy,” I answered with a roll of my eyes. “Listen, have you seen anybody else yet?” I hesitated to scan our quarters with Detection, choosing instead to give my companions their privacy.
“Yes, Tyr and Siv are currently eating breakfast, and Lia is in the common room,” he answered. “I have not seen either of the Sesaude sisters yet—I assume they are still asleep. They have also been asked to attend this morning’s meeting.”
I brushed by him without another word and hurried to the living room, where I found Lia sitting on one of the couches at the far end of the room. I froze in place when our eyes met; my anxieties from the previous night coalesced into a single point of apprehension, which was dispelled a moment later by a faint smile from Lia. I hurried across the room and sat down beside her. “Morning,” I said with a cautious grin.
“Morning,” she echoed. Her smile widened as she put a hand on my knee. “You look awful.”
I let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah, that’s what Kord said, too.” I put my hand atop hers and gave her a more thorough appraisal. “You look great.”
“Thanks.” Our conversation quickly faded away as Kord entered the living room and crossed to the opposite hallway to summon Val and Marin for our meeting.
How’re you feeling? I asked, continuing our talk in the silence of our joined mana.
I think I’m…okay, she answered hesitantly. I’m sorry for being so short with you last night. I shouldn’t be taking my anger out on you—you were just being honest. I’d be a lot more upset if you hadn’t said anything, so…thanks.
A massive weight lifted from my chest as she absolved me of the guilt I had felt so fiercely just hours earlier. I’m glad to hear it.
We both paused and turned our heads towards the hallway as a series of knocks echoed towards us. “Val? Hello?” Kord called out.
I know it’s selfish, but I…Lia trailed off, staring down at her feet as they bounced with anxious energy. I wish she hadn’t said anything. Everything was just so…nice, lately. Things were easy. Peaceful.
For us, sure, I added. Not for her, though.
Lia’s feet stopped tapping, and I saw her take a series of slow, hard breaths. The immediate surge of jealousy I felt through her extended mana was powerful and thorough, and it took her a few seconds to completely rein in the emotion. I know. She flopped backwards against the couch and let her head loll over the cushioned back. I’m going to need to have a conversation with her about it before I can really figure myself out. A long conversation. I think it should probably be just the t—
“Good morning, Kord.” Val’s voice floated out from the hallway, interrupting Lia’s thoughts.
“President Magnusson and Guildmaster Halvaar would like to speak with you.”
“Of course. Have you roused Lia and Lux?”
“Yes, they’re in the living room right now.”
There was a long pause in their conversation, followed by the click of her bedroom door. “Thank you,” she said. “I will join them now. Please be aware that if you will be attempting to wake my sister next, she may not take kindly to it.”
Lia took a deep breath as Val’s footsteps approached from the hallway, bringing her into sight a few seconds later. She stopped at the corner of the room and watched us guardedly with her usual steely and unreadable expression—which, after the events of the previous night, seemed a more impressive feat than ever. It felt as if an eternity passed before Lia gave her a nearly imperceptible nod, but Val read the signal and hurried to the chair across from us. “Lia, Lux,” she said quietly. “I trust you have spoken since—”
“Yes,” Lia cut her off. She shifted our entwined hands to a more prominent position on her knee and leaned forward. “We have.”
“That is good.” Her hand fiddled idly with the bottom button of her tunic as she considered her next words. “I am sorry for any p—”
“Stop,” Lia interrupted again. “Before you say anything else, I want you to know something. Lux showed me what happened last night—all of it. I know what you said, I know what he said, and I know what he felt. I don’t need you to repeat yourself, because I…don’t want to hear it again.” She took another deep breath and squeezed my fingers tightly between hers. “I think we should talk. Just the two of us.”
“I would like that,” Val replied. “After last night, I will gladly accept any chance to speak with you. It is more than I deserve.”
“Maybe,” Lia agreed, biting down on her bottom lip as she looked away. I tapped Lia’s hand insistently with my thumb and furrowed my brow at the overly-harsh assessment, and she relented after a long sigh. “We’ve got our meeting with Magnus and Halvaar this morning, but we can talk after that.”
Kord appeared at the far side of the room with a terribly disheveled Marin trailing behind him. Her normally voluminous curls were deflated on one side, and her fuzzy, rounded ears were flattened against the top of her head. “Guys, I don’t feel good,” she whined as she attempted to navigate the maze of furniture in the living room. “Can I, uhm…can I just stay here?” She gave up her attempt to reach us halfway through her journey and gingerly lay down on a low chaise lounge, burying her face in her arms.
“Sure, Marin,” I answered softly, intimately aware of her current symptoms. “I’ll fill you in if you miss anything important. Make sure you eat something and drink plenty of water while we’re gone, okay?” I stood up and moved to where she had collapsed, then crouched down beside her head. “Try to meditate, too,” I whispered. “The more mana you put through your head, the better you’ll feel. I promise.”
She mumbled something resembling an acknowledgement into the cushion beneath her, and we left her to her hangover as we joined up with Kord. “Alright, we’re all awake. Let’s go find out why,” I said with a raise of my eyebrows. “Should we get Tyr and Siv on the way?
“Their presence isn’t required this morning, but we can collect them if you’d like,” he answered, starting towards the door.
“I think Marin would appreciate their company a lot more than we will,” Lia suggested. She linked her arm with mine and held it tightly against her side as we exited the room and ascended the now-familiar staircases on the way to the presidential offices. Had our circumstances been different, I would have teased her for the codependent display, but I killed the impulse before I had a chance to act on it and continued on in silence.
Both Halvaar and Magnus were waiting for us in the office when we arrived, neither showing any signs of the late night we had shared the previous evening. “Thank you for joining us on such short notice,” Halvaar greeted us as we sat down. “I understand that it is early—please forgive the interruption.”
“How did you guys like the party last night?” Magnus asked, leaning over his desk with a wide smirk. “Last I checked up on you guys, you certainly seemed to be enjoying yourselves.”
“It was a great party, Magnus,” I answered before Lia and Val’s silence became apparent. “Marin would have joined us this morning, but I think she enjoyed herself a little too much last night.”
“Oh, sure, sure,” he grinned. “We probably only need one of you for this, maybe two, but I thought it would be impolite to pick and choose.”
I raised my eyebrows in confusion at the statement, but when he failed to elaborate further, I turned the expression to the Guildmaster. “We have a small matter that we would like you to look into,” Halvaar explained. “We have no cause to believe it is a dangerous matter, but it’s to be kept secret from all but those directly involved in the Shadebinder investigation.”
“Okay,” I said slowly, “what do you want us to do?”
“We would like you to search one of our refineries in Marsta for additional information related to the Shadebinder plot. Based on the interrogations Shaper Kord and I have conducted, there is a clear relationship between the rituals of the Shadebinders and ley crystals. Our facility in Marsta is one of two refineries in the country that process these crystals, so it seemed a natural leap to—”
“Wait, hold on,” I cut in. “You have a facility to process ley crystals? Why?” The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I thought back to the glittering cave of voidglass that concealed the Shadebinder’s hideout. “I thought the stuff was worthless to you guys.”
“It’s true that Stoneshapers lack the ability to manipulate ley crystals with our Primal blessings, and the belief that the material is worthless is commonplace among the citizens of Doram. However, this is not entirely true.” Halvaar’s jaw clicked as he spent a moment in quiet contemplation, seemingly debating whether he should continue. “A select few within the Stoneshapers know that ley crystal is a vital ingredient in the substance known colloquially as Warp.”
I openly gasped at the Guildmaster’s revelation. “No,” I murmured, “no, that can’t be right.” My brain whirred to life as I attempted to deny the fact, piecing together disparate bits of information I had logged away as unimportant during our quest to halt the Shadebinders’ invasion of Doram. Of course it’s true. The massive supply network, the uniformity of the manufacturing—it couldn’t be anybody else.
“Wait, what?” Lia asked, sounding as flabbergasted as I was. “You’re the ones making Warp?”
“That’s correct,” Halvaar answered without a single sign of contrition. “The Stoneshapers have worked with the country’s mining companies for centuries, producing the quantities of Warp necessary to supply their workers. However, just as the composition of Warp is a closely-held secret, the methods of its creation and distribution are also purposefully withheld—most people believe that the mining companies themselves are responsible for the creation of Warp, and it is a belief we are happy to reinforce.”
“But it’s killing people!” Lia exclaimed. “You guys have to know that, right? Your citizens are dying because of that stuff!”
“It is an unfortunate side effect of our recent expansion efforts. Reports of overdoses always increase when a new mine is opened, but the cases have always diminished to a negligible amount once the workers are settled in their new accommodations.'' He folded his arms across his chest and observed the three of us through narrowed eyes, watching closely for our reaction to the news. “The introduction of the rail carriage systems have made this particularly noticeable in the past few months, but I believe we will see a decline in reported incidents soon. Even so, the efforts of the Stoneshapers to discover a way to manage these unfortunate events is ongoing. We have yet to find a way to permanently reverse the damage of a Warp overdose, but w—”
“It’s because you don’t know what you’re messing with,” I interrupted. “You’re playing with powers beyond your control.”
He cocked his head to one side. “If you believe you have information that our organization is lacking in regards to ley crystals, I would like to hear it,” he said, speaking with a practiced, political eloquence. “Especially if it relates to the Shadebinders.”
I bit down on my cheek as I considered what to say. As much as I wanted to berate the pair for endangering their citizens through exposure to a clearly dangerous substance, a single fact kept me quiet: I still couldn’t explain the natural deposits of voidglass beneath the mountains. “We should compare notes sometime,” I said eventually, shelving the topic of discussion. “For now, I want to know more about the people you put in charge of making the Warp. Were any of them named by your prisoners? Do you think they’ve been tampering with it somehow?”
“No, not at all,” he assured me. “Our investigation thus far has given us no reason to believe any of them are involved in the Shadebinder plot.” His mustache twitched as he took a momentary pause and sighed. “Even so, I have placed them all under arrest until I can prove they’re innocent.”
“Oh.” The drastic measure caught me by surprise. “That’s why you need us to investigate, then—there’s nobody else to do it.”
“Apart from your party, Shaper Kord, myself, and President Magnusson, I have not fully cleared anybody within the Stoneshaper’s Guild of suspicion. Nobody is allowed to leave the castle grounds without my permission.” The gravel in the large man’s voice intensified as he continued. “I will not allow this corruption to spread any further than it already has. Regardless of the cost to myself or my reputation, Doram will not suffer these heretics any longer.” 
“We’ll do it,” Lia said suddenly. “We’ll go investigate the refinery—Val and I will do it.”
Val instantly nodded in agreement. “We will leave immediately. It should not take us long.”
“Very good,” Halvaar nodded. “I’ll provide you with the exact address of the refinery and a—”
“Wait, hold on a minute,” I started, looking between my companions. “Let’s talk about this.”
“What is there to talk about?” Lia countered. “Val and I will go check out the refinery, and you can stay here and talk to Halvaar about ley crystals.”
“I can do that later,” I protested. “I’m going with you.”
Lux, I need to talk to her alone, Lia’s voice echoed through my mind. I can’t wait anymore, and this is a perfect opportunity to kill two birds with one stone. “Oh, you worry too much!” she said aloud with an easy smile, masking our private conversation. “It’ll be fine.”
If you need to talk to her, do it here. I’ll go look into the—
You can go out on your own, but Val and I can’t go out together?
That’s not what I meant. “I can talk with Halvaar tomorrow. I’d rather go with you.”
That IS what you meant. I felt her fight off a wave of frustration, and her voice took on a more mellow tone when she continued. Lux, all of the Shadebinders are in prison, and Val and I are more than capable of handling a couple Mimics if they happen to show up. We’ll only be gone for a few hours. “Val, you’re with me on this one, right?”
“I believe Lia is right, Lux,” Val agreed dutifully. “This would be the best way to efficiently divide our time.”
I fell back in my large cushion chair with a defeated sigh. “Fine,” I grumbled. “I still want to wait until tomorrow for our little chat about ley crystals, though. Maybe something a little later in the day, if you don’t mind.” After the expected nod from the Guildmaster, I turned my attention back to Lia. I still don’t like this, I continued silently through our mental link. There are other ways to deal with it. Safer ways.
This is the only thing that makes sense to me right now, she replied. I know it’s not the smartest thing to do, but I just…I need to do it, Lux. I need to be alone with her. Away from you.
Though I could feel the intent of her words through her extended mana, the statement still stung. I won’t stop you, I said after a tense pause, but I need you to promise me you won’t do anything stupid. On either front.
Lia turned her face away. I can’t promise that.
Yes, you can. You can promise me that if you find evidence of more Shadebinders out there, you’ll come back instead of chasing after them. You can also promise that you won’t knock Val out and leave her in a cave somewhere.
For the first time in our conversation, I felt a faint flash of levity. Fine. I’ll promise you that.
Thank you. I turned to address our hosts and waved my hand expectantly in the air. “Was there anything else?”
“Nah, I think that’s it,” Magnus said, finally breaking his silence. “That was it, right, Halvy?”
Halvaar produced a scroll from somewhere inside his flowing robes and leaned down over Magnus’s shoulder, pushing the paper towards us across the giant stone desk. “This map should lead you to the entrance of the Marsta refinery. Once inside, please do whatever you feel is necessary in order to ensure there are no signs of Shadebinder involvement in the operation. I’m optimistic that this endeavor will prove to be a waste of time, but it seemed imprudent to ignore the possibility.”
Lia hopped up from her seat and retrieved the scroll. “We’ll check it out.”
“If this is indeed a dead end, you may wait to make your report until our meeting tomorrow afternoon,” the Guildmaster added. “However, if you believe you have found something of merit, please find me as soon as possible. Any Stoneshaper within the castle will assist you in the task, but please remember to keep all information on this matter a secret—make your report only to myself or Shaper Kord.”
“Or me,” Magnus said, puffing himself up in his oversized stone chair.
“Of course, sir,” Halvaar answered, giving the young president a deep bow. “You may also make your report to President Magnusson.”
“We will return with the information as soon as possible,” Val assured the pair as we all stood to take our leave. “I appreciate your thoroughness in this matter, Guildmaster, as must the people of Doram.”
“It’s much too little, far too late,” he answered, “but I’m doing what I can.”
“Good luck, guys!” Magnus said, waving us off with a cheery smile. “You know where to find me if you need anything!”
We filed out of the president’s chambers and immediately bumped into Kord, who had apparently waited for us among the half-dozen guards that were continually posted at the double doors. “So, how did it go?” he asked, walking backwards to address the three of us simultaneously. “Are you headed to Marsta?”
I raised an eyebrow at the question. “Kord, why didn’t you come into the meeting with us if you already knew what it was about?”
“Oh, I can’t do that,” he shook his head. “I don’t have the necessary clearances, even in my newly appointed position.”
I let out an exasperated groan. “But you’re part of the investigation!”
His eyes widened at the exclamation, and he quickly scanned the empty length of the presidential hallway. “Yes, but I’m trying to keep that a secret. You know how people talk.” My exaggerated eye roll prompted him to return to his original line of questioning. “So, are you going?”
“No, I’m not,” I answered with as much emphasis as I could muster.
“What?” Kord stopped in the center of the hallway and was nearly run over as the three of us continued walking. He hopped back a few steps and began to twiddle his thumbs, still blocking our path forward. “Why not? Is there something else y—”
“I’m not going,” I reiterated, “but Lia and Val are. They’re leaving as soon as we get back to the room.” I took a step forward and spun him by the shoulder, moving him enough that the three of us could pass by.
Despite the clarification, our Stoneshaper guide still seemed less than pleased by the news. “Oh, I see,” he mumbled, staring down at his hands.
“Is that a problem, Kord?” Lia asked sharply. 
“No, of course not!” he replied, shaking his head. “I was just, uhm…well, I had just assumed Lux would be going, is all. I’m confident that you and Valandra are more than capable of carrying out the mission.” We continued down the first flight of stairs, only to be stopped a second time as Kord blocked the hallway. “I should be going,” he said, nodding in the opposite direction of our chambers. “Good luck on your mission, both of you. I look forward to hearing the report.”
We all watched him hurry down the hallway until he disappeared from sight down a side passage. “What was his problem?” Lia asked, clearly still upset by the odd display as we began our walk back to our suites.
“Bureaucracy,” I scoffed. “He probably filled out the reports already assuming I was going. Or something equally as stupid.”
“Kord is a man who values the established rules and traditions of his order,” Val said. “I imagine the idea of turning down a request from the Guildmaster and the President is not something he has ever considered.”
Lia wrinkled her nose at the possibilities, but she eventually dismissed the idea with a shrug. “Whatever,” she grumbled.
We were greeted by a loud whisper as soon as we passed through the double doors to our suites. “We’re being quiet for Mari!” Siv hissed, watching us from her perch on the back of Marin’s couch. “She doesn’t feel good.”
“Thank you, Siv,” I replied in a softer tone. While both of my companions left to go prepare for their mission, I joined the small girl at the couch and examined her patient. Marin seemed much more comfortable than when we had left; her head was firmly planted in Tyr’s lap, and she wore a euphoric smile as Tyr scratched gentle circles behind her fuzzy ears. “How’re you feeling, Marin?”
She cracked open one eye to peer up at me, and her expression suddenly changed to one of obvious discomfort. “Oh, I’m doing okay. Mostly because of her,” she answered, reaching up to gently pat Tyr’s elbow.
“She’ll be fine in no time,” Tyr assured me. “I’ve given her plenty of water, which seems to have helped considerably.”
“Oh, I’m sure,” I grinned, watching over the pair. After another few seconds, I reached out with a tendril of mana to more closely examine Marin’s condition. Her fiery pink energy was alive with activity, pulsing throughout her body with a clearly meditative rhythm. You’re feeling perfectly fine, aren’t you? I asked her silently.
She scrunched her eyes shut in an attempt to ignore the question, but my mana lingered insistently at the back of her head. Maybe, she answered eventually. Shut up.
I turned away to hide my smirk and took a seat in the chair beside them. “So, Lux,” Tyr asked, looking up from her patient, “what was your meeting with President Magnusson about?”
“Oh, nothing important, really,” I said, hiding my own anxieties over it. “Val and Lia are going to go run an errand for the Guildmaster, but they’ll be back by dinner. I think they just want to make as much use of us as they can before we leave.”
“I see,” she smiled. “That gives Marin the day to recover, then.” She reached down to a pitcher of water beside the couch and filled up a small cup. “Speaking of which,” she said, forcing the cup into Marin’s hands.
“Okay, okay,” Marin said, propping herself up on her elbow to take a drink. After taking a few moments to sip from the cup, she turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “You aren’t going to sit there all day and stare, are you?”
“As fun as that sounds, no, I’m not,” I laughed. “I’ve got my own stuff to do while the others are gone.” The statement was true in its own right: After Halvaar’s revelation, I had multiple plans to further investigate the small pouch of Warp I had taken from the Strategist’s supply. However, based on the blossoming worry I felt in my gut, I knew I would have difficulty focusing while Lia and Val were gone.
My companions returned to the living room a few minutes later, each outfitted with their full complement of weapons and armor. “Where are you going, Lia?” Siv asked, her mandate for whispering apparently forgotten.
“Val and I are taking a trip to Marsta today,” she answered.
“Oh!” She hopped off the couch and charged over to Lia. “Can you get me some berries?” she begged, tugging Lia’s hands.
“Siv, you can get berries here!” she laughed. “I think we still have some from last time I took you to the market!”
Siv stuck out her tongue. “Those ones don’t taste as good!” she complained. Having received an unsatisfactory answer, she abandoned her initial tactic and ran back across the room to Val. “Will you get me some berries, Val? Pleeaase?”
“I will make an effort to find you some asperberries, Siv, but Lia and I will be very busy,” she replied. “I am not s—”
“Yay! Thanks, Val!” Siv cried out, running away before Val could finish her warning. “Mari, Val’s getting me berries!”
Marin blindly reached out towards the sound of Siv’s voice, waving her hand around until the small girl nestled herself beneath it. “That’s nice,” she said, scratching Siv’s silver head as she burrowed closer to Tyr. “What did we say about yelling, though?”
“Oops!” Siv clamped her hands over her mouth. “Sorry, Mari!” she said, whispering nearly as loud as she had spoken moments before.
I left Marin to her exaggerated recovery effort and walked into the foyer, followed closely by Lia and Val. “Be careful out there,” I told the pair when we reached the door. “Based on how much voidglass we found down in the mines, I doubt the Shadebinders would need to be so conspicuous as to steal the stuff from a refinery, but…there’s a chance. You’ve seen what they can do firsthand—don’t take any chances.”
“We will be fine, Lux,” Val assured me. “The Shadebinders are in custody, and the Mimics have relented in their attacks. This will be little more than a reconnaissance mission. Even so, we will be cautious.”
Lia tapped her fingers anxiously against her thigh and stared at the door. “Val, I need to talk to Lux. Can you go wait in the hall?”
“Of course,” she answered before I could interject. “I will see you when we return, Lux,” she nodded to me, then slipped out into the hall and closed the door behind her.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I told her. “I know you’re hurting, but she is, too.”
She stepped forward and took both of my hands in hers. “I know,” she said quietly, staring down at our interlocked fingers. “I know I’m being stupid. I can see the smart thing to do, but for some reason, I…I can’t do it. My head’s all messed up.”
The defeated tone of her voice was enough to silence any further chastisement. “You’ll figure it out. I know you will,” I told her, planting a kiss on her forehead. “I just want you to be safe.”
“I’ll be safe,” she answered. “We’ll be safe.”
“Okay.” I wrapped her in a tight hug and buried my face in her hair. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she echoed. 
I remained in the entryway for a long while after Lia took her leave. My mana followed the pair down the various twists and turns of the castle hallways and out through the courtyard, bound tightly to each of their glowing forms. I held the vigil until the pair had crossed the entirety of Syndrai and passed through the massive archway that led east towards Marsta. We’ll be back soon, Lia said, giving me my obvious cue to leave the pair to their private conversation.
Returning my attention back to my own body left me with a pronounced feeling of loneliness, so I returned to the living room and retook my seat among my remaining friends. “Finally back from staring at the door?” Marin asked with a wry grin. “That won’t make them come back any faster, you know.”
“You’re certainly sounding a lot better,” I countered, instantly regretting my decision to sit down. “Probably good enough to stand up and walk around on your own, wouldn’t you say?”
She raised a hand to her head and groaned. “Oh, too loud, Lux,” she whined. “I need a few more minutes, at least.” Siv turned in my direction and gave me an emphatic shushing, which brought the grin back to Marin’s face.
Tyr and I locked eyes for a moment and shared a knowing look. “I’ll stay here with you until you start feeling better, Marin” she said lovingly, giving Marin another scratch behind the ears.
“Well, I certainly don’t want to interrupt your recovery,” I grinned, the courtesy dripping with sarcasm. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.”
“I’ll fetch you for lunch,” Tyr called out as I turned to leave. “I’m sure Marin will be feeling better by then.”
I left the pair to their obvious flirting and slipped into my empty bedroom, closing the door behind me. Based on the static buzz that had firmly settled over my mind the instant Lia had exited our chambers, I knew that finding any sort of meditative peace would be next to impossible, so I chose to distract myself with research instead. I fished the small pouch of Warp out of my belongings and tossed it onto the table beside me; sitting down across from the bag of crystals filled me with the odd sensation that I was staring down some sort of dangerous beast, and I felt an electric tingle course through my body.
Warp is made from voidglass. I turned the idea over slowly in my head, poking and prodding at the fact from every conceivable angle. Warp releases a person’s stored mana. If voidglass really is the acting reagent, that would make sense—mana can’t interact with the stuff at all, so the voidglass could physically pierce their unconscious barriers and let the energy out bit by bit. Perfect for a drug that increases productivity over a long period of time. I shuddered remembering the sheer panic I had felt after letting my mana leak out through my mana barriers to suffuse the air for the first time. Use too much for too long, though, and the barriers never come back. Your mana burns off faster than you can make it until you…die, I guess.
I sent a probing wave of mana across the table to suffuse the pouch. If Warp is made from voidglass, why can I see it? My extended energy rushed through the bag’s contents, creating a perfect map of the small, rough-cut crystals in my mind. I’d see the voidglass if it were here. Or…not see it, I guess. I furrowed my brow and sent another pulse of mana through the bag, brightening the image of the drug I held inside my head. Was Halvaar wrong? Was he lying? Despite my budding trust for the Guildmaster, I immediately began to panic as I considered the potential traps that Lia and Val were headed into. He’s the man in charge of the whole operation, so he’s not just misinformed. If it’s not true, that would mean he—
The increasing intensity of my mana flowing through the Warp revealed my answer seconds before my paranoid thoughts reached their peak. Microscopic flecks of pure darkness were suspended within the crystals, twinkling like inverse stars in a blinding sky. The pockets of shadow had been too small and inconspicuous to notice under my normal Detection; even as I observed them in silent wonder, they seemed to blink in and out of existence behind the electric blue glow of my mana. So he was telling the truth, I thought to myself with a heavy sigh of relief.
Although I took solace in the fact that Halvaar hadn’t led us astray, my confirmation of the true nature of Warp raised a new batch of questions. Warp is made from voidglass, but it’s been that way for centuries—long before Virram and his scheming. Does that mean voidglass really is
naturally occurring, after all? And Warp isn’t linked to the Shadebinders? I upended the pouch onto the table in front of me and sent a cascade of wine-colored crystals scattering over the stone. A dozen versions of my own face stared back up at me from the fractal pile, broken and distorted across the multifaceted gem-like drug.
Not all Warp, maybe…but this Warp is. My conversation with the Strategist replayed in my head, bringing his conceited, sneering face into perfect focus. They got the stuff from Doram, but Solette modified it for increased potency—pretty easily, too, if the Strategist is to be believed. The thought of taking his words at face value was nauseating, but it set in motion a train of logic I hadn’t yet considered. Solette was Gullen’s disciple. If he was the head Shadebinder in Virram’s council, she must have been part of the order as well. If Warp is made of voidglass, and Solette was a Shadebinder, her modifications must have been…
I turned my focus back to my carefully piled gear on the opposite side of the room. Void is a tool. It’s no different than mana. I repeated the phrase in my head as I retrieved the dark dagger sheathed on my sword belt. You can control it. Nobody’s in danger. Although I believed the words, I reached out with my Detection to watch over my companions in the adjacent room. Marin had finally righted herself out of Tyr’s lap, and the pair sat with Siv between them as they chatted happily beyond my earshot. They’re safe. You’re in control.
My finger brushed along the black edge of the dagger and stirred the deathly energy resting beneath its surface. I shuddered at how easily the void reacted to my touch; where it had taken me significant concentration to control the energy just days before, I was now able to call the void up into my hand on a whim. You’re in control, I repeated. Putting the dagger aside, I grabbed the largest Warp crystal and held it up between my fingers. A burst of crimson light shone out from its depths as the void hungrily worked its way through the drug; the tiny flecks of voidglass radiated an intense, vibrant red, while the remainder of the crystal began to swirl with a newly-awakened power separate from my own.
I threw the Warp back onto the table with a startled yelp. There’s void energy in there. More than what I put in—it’s been stored in there this whole time. I quickly channeled the void back into my dagger and sheathed the weapon, then set to work scooping the Warp back into its pouch. Solette really was a Shadebinder, I mused, chewing on my lip. If it was that simple for her to modify all of the Warp for the Company, that means the Shadebinders here in Doram could’ve done the same at the refineries.
“I knew I should’ve gone with them,” I cursed out loud. The knowledge that Warp could be modified to hold void energy so easily didn’t put Lia and Val in any immediate danger, but I knew I’d have to check the facilities myself to ensure their final products hadn’t been tampered with. Even still, I couldn’t stop my worries from returning as my investigation found its natural end. Solette could’ve figured out how to modify Warp on her own, but she could’ve just as easily learned it from Gullen. If that’s true, the Shadebinders here could infect the miners like the Strategist did in—
“Lux?” A loud bang on my door accompanied Marin’s voice. “Hey, Lux? You better not be sleeping in there!”
I hurriedly threw the sheathed dagger and silken pouch into my haphazard pile of belongings. “Oh, no, we wouldn’t want that,” I called back to her. “It’s not like any of us could use a little extra sleep after last night.” I found Marin mid eye-roll as I opened the door to greet her. “Do you need something?”
She brazenly pushed her way into the room and sat down in the chair I had just occupied. “Close the door—I need to talk to you about something.”
The statement set off a chorus of alarm bells in my head. “Uhm…okay,” I said slowly, closing the door. “What’s this about, all of a sudden?” I sat down on the edge of my bed and stared her down, searching for any sign of what was about to come. Marin is not her sister, I chided myself. That’s NOT what this is about. Get a grip.
Her fingers drummed along the edge of the table as she quietly clicked her tongue and stared down at the floor. “I’m, uhm…I’ve been thinking a lot lately,” she started haltingly, “and I—well, I need to, uhm…ugh!” She let out an annoyed grunt and banged her fist on the table. “Lux, how do you know if you’re in love with someone?”
My mind went completely blank as the scenario I had lived through the night before began to replay itself. “Marin, I—I can’t…I don’t…” I stammered, pushing myself backwards in a desperate retreat. “I’m not—”
“Primes, Lux, what’s your problem?” Marin asked. “It’s not a hard question, but I—” A sudden look of horror crossed her face as she pushed her chair back, mimicking my motions. “Did you think I was asking that about you!?” She followed the exclamation with a series of exaggerated gagging noises. “Get over yourself!”
Blood rushed to my face as the obvious reason for her question finally entered my mind. “Alright, I get it,” I muttered. “We all had too much to drink last night and too little sleep to recover from it. Cut me some slack.”
Her dramatic disgust morphed into laughter as she continued. “You really aren’t my type, you know—the lanky frame and all the brooding sadness? Hard pass.”
“I get it,” I repeated far more forcefully than before. “I’m an idiot. Can we move on now? Do you actually want an answer?”
She tipped her head from side to side in consideration. “I mean, clearly Lia is into it, but you shouldn’t assume that everyone is. Honestly, it’s—”
“How about I go grab Tyr so you can ask her about whether you two are actually in love or not?” I stood up in a huff and walked towards the door, fully intending to follow through on the threat.
“Wait!” she yelled, jumping up to stop me. “Sheesh, calm down, would you? Primes, I was just teasing.” We both returned to our respective seats, watching each other through narrowed eyes. “I’m not wondering whether Tyr is in love with me, I’m wondering if I’m in love with her,” she said after a long pause. “I’m not trying to guess how she feels about me—I don’t think it should change what I’m feeling.”
“I can’t tell you if you’re in love with someone, Marin. There’s no universal feeling that everybody gets—everyone experiences it in a different way.” I struggled to keep my composure as her sister’s confession played on a continuous loop in my head. “Try to compare it to other times you thought you were in love. Do you feel the same way about Tyr as you did about Daeron?”
“No!” she replied immediately, clearly appalled by the idea. “He was a cute boy my parents didn’t like, and it was the first time someone I had a crush on showed any interest in me. I was just a dumb kid.”
“Wasn’t that only a few months ago?” I asked with an amused grin.
“I’ve grown a lot since then!” she snapped. “I know I was being stupid before, but I know this time is different—it feels real this time.”
“Do you feel the same way about Tyr as you did about Elise?”
I knew I had found the crux of the issue as Marin turned away and began to chew on her lip. “I—I dunno,” she mumbled. “I really thought I loved Elise. She’s so beautiful, and smart, and she’s always been so nice to me. After all the time we spent together, I sorta thought that I could…be something for her. Something special.”
She suddenly stood up and began to pace, gesturing emphatically with her hands as she continued. “But then, all of a sudden, Tyr shows up! And she’s beautiful, and caring, and I’m happier just being in the same room as her. Oh, and Siv! Siv’s so great! I know she’s a little kid, but I really feel like we have some kinda special connection!” A wide smile spread across her face, and she stared off into the distance for a while. “Honestly, if it weren’t for Elise, I think I would’ve said something to Tyr already. My brain’s so mixed up trying to figure out what’s real. What if I’m only feeling this way about Tyr because I miss Elise?”
“You don’t have to worry about that, Marin. I’ve seen the way you are around Tyr—whatever it is you’re feeling about her, it’s real. That much I can say for sure,” I told her. I slid to the side and motioned for her to join me at the edge of the bed, which she obliged after a careful pause. “Here’s my advice, Marin—don’t be afraid. It sounds to me like you already know how you feel, but your fear is stopping you from taking that final leap.” I gave her a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Take the leap, Marin.”
“But what if I make the wrong choice?” she asked in a small voice. “What about Elise? The last thing I want to do is hurt her with all of this.”
“If that’s the only thing stopping you, I can say with confidence
that you should go for it. Elise already has Bella—she doesn’t need you for that sort of relationship.”
Marin’s eyebrows nearly shot off the top of her head. “She what?”
Her reaction took me aback. “Elise is with Bella,” I repeated carefully. “You know…romantically?” She blinked at me in stunned silence, leaving me to realize my assumptive error. “You…didn’t know that?”
“NO!” she yelled, jumping to her feet. “How do you know that?!”
“I accidentally saw them together in Elise’s carriage. Physically together. Romantically. I mean, I saw them kiss,” I backpedaled, shrinking beneath her sudden outburst. “After that, I sort of knew what to look for, so it seemed a bit obvious.” Although her dark skin hid her blush well, the embarrassment was still plain on her face. “She must have had her reasons for keeping it a secret, but I really thought she would’ve told you about it. Sorry, Marin.”
As opposed to the outburst I had expected, Marin thoughtfully rubbed her chin and began to nod her head. “Elise uses flirting to her advantage in business deals,” she said quietly. “It makes sense that she wouldn’t want people to know about her relationship. Plus, if it’s true she’s with Bella, that brings its own problems—people would talk about their age difference, and the fact that Elise is Bella’s boss.” She vigorously rubbed her face with her hands and groaned. “You’re not lying to make me feel better, are you?”
“It’s the truth,” I promised her. “Swear on my life.”
She let out a long sigh before turning towards the door. “I think I’m gonna go walk around the city for a bit. I need to clear my head…get some things in order.”
“Marin, wait,” I chased after her. “You’re going out? Like, outside of the castle walls?”
“Yeah, that’s why I said ‘I’m gonna go walk around the city,’” she answered with a furrowed brow. “What’s the problem?”
I shook my head to dismiss the thought, but my persistent anxiety continued to gnaw at my gut. “Just…be careful, okay?”
“After everything we’ve gone through, I think walking around outside is the least of my worries,” she said, brushing off my concern. She stopped just before reaching the door and turned back to me. “Thanks for the advice, Lux. It definitely helped.”
“Glad to hear it,” I smiled. “I hope I wasn’t too brooding and sad for—”
“Alright, goodbye!” she interrupted me. I followed her out into the hallway with a laugh and made my way to the windows on the far wall of the common area. Marin stopped at Tyr’s room to let her know she was going for a quick walk, then went to her own room to change. I was pleased to see that, despite her casual dismissal of my warning, she wore the gauntlets of the King’s Strength when she returned. She waved them at me before slipping out into the hallway and closing the doors behind her, leaving me alone once again with my thoughts.
My eyes traced the path Lia and Val had taken through the city, ending at the massive tunnel through the cave wall. They’re probably well on their way to Marsta by now. They’ll move on to the refinery from there, do a bit of investigating, then head back here. Simple mission. Nothing to worry about. I let out a long sigh and leaned my forehead against the window. And yet, here I am. Worrying. The memory of Lia’s pain and confusion flowed through me, mirroring the emotions I had felt from Val. Just come back, both of you. We’ll figure it all out together.
Just come back.
***




18. MULTIPLICITY

[Lia]
The map of amber light inside my head blinked in and out of existence as I sprinted down the tunnel. It was a feeling I had grown way too familiar with over the past few months; even though the shifting perspective gave me a headache and upset my stomach, I still kept the Detection up whenever we traveled. It was the enhanced sprinting that really caused the issue, with each step throwing me so far forward that both of my feet were off the ground for longer than I was used to, separating me from the extended mana. Keeping up a zone of Detection while traveling usually turned out to be unnecessary, because I was never the first one to pick up signs of danger.
However, I knew today was different. Although I was technically keeping watch for any signs of danger ahead or behind us, as well as making sure we didn’t show off the effects of our magical enhancements to any random pedestrians, my main focus with the extended energy was watching Val. I had hoped to find some indication as to how she was feeling during our awkwardly silent sprint, but she wore the same unreadable expression she always did for the entire length of the journey.
Why? Why did it have to be him? I thought for the hundredth time. It could’ve been anybody else—Tyr, Magnus, Halvaar, even me, Primes damnit. But no. You fell in love with Lux. My stomach churned as I turned the situation over again, retreading the same mental ground looking for a different conclusion. You knew what would happen if you said it, and you did it anyway. What did you want him to do? Did you want him to leave me? For you?
A familiar voice sounded in my head, just like it had every time I followed this train of thought. I know you’re hurting, but she is, too. Lux’s voice repeated the phrase until my anger drained away. He was always the most rational when I wasn’t, a favor I attempted to repay whenever possible. Even so, it was the rationality of his words that bothered me the most.
Out of all the times you could’ve messed up, why’d you have to do THIS one perfectly? I know I can’t be mad at you for this, I thought, growing even angrier at him. Why do I have to be the one to be mature here? I’m allowed to be upset! Someone I trusted just told my husband that she’s in love with him. That’s not okay! She shouldn’t have—
I squinted my eyes shut and bit down on the inside of my cheek. Stop it. Be better than this. Grow. Up. A hard lump started to form in my throat, and I coughed it away. You HAVE to be better than this. Be smart. Be rational. Handle it. It was a mantra I had forced myself to internalize since meeting Lux only a few short months ago. No matter what the Primes had deemed fit to test me with since then, I had always tried to overcome it in the same way I saw Lux do over and over again. That’s what it takes to live in this world. In his world. So do it.
A crowd of glowing lights appeared at the forward edge of my Detection, and my brain immediately dissected the situation. Multiple people. Civilians—mining gear and handmade clothes. Too many for a traveling group. “Val,” I called out, holding up my hand, “time to slow down. There’s people ahead.'' I drew on the mana trailing behind us to expand my view forward and found what I expected: the rail-lined tunnels of Marsta’s outermost Ring. We’re already here? Shit.
Val followed my order without question, and we slowed to a more natural, unenhanced pace. It would have only taken us a few more seconds to reach the crowd at our top speed, but covering that same distance while walking meant we had another minute or two alone before the workers appeared. It’s time, I told myself, taking a deep breath. Handle it. “I think we should talk, Val,” I said, keeping my eyes forward.
“I would like that,” she answered quietly. “I am willing to listen if you would like to speak, and I will answer any questions you have with complete honesty.”
The calm response threatened to derail my thoughts, but my adrenaline managed to keep me focused. “There’s something I need to know, before anything else,” I said, trying my best to match her even tone. “What did you think would happen when you told Lux that you…loved him?” The words were physically difficult to say, but I hardened my face and pushed on. “What did you think would happen, and what did you want to happen?”
Val paused for a moment in quiet consideration. “It is difficult to say what I thought would happen. I believe I considered every possible combination of words for Lux’s response—it became impossible to know which was reasonable and which was fantasy. He could reject me and order me to leave. He could dismiss the emotion as childish. He could confess a similar emotion and embrace me.”
The only thing that stopped me from turning on her in a rage was the perfectly neutral tone she used to list her thoughts: Her description of Lux confessing a secret love for her and possibility of being banished from our party were both equally matter-of-fact. “As for your second question,” Val continued, “I can provide a more specific answer. My only desire in confessing my feelings to Lux was to find an escape from the pain I carried in my chest. I will admit that this was a moment of selfish weakness, but I do not regret it. I am more at ease now than I have been in weeks, and I am willing to deal with the consequences of my choice.”
I furrowed my brow and stared intently at the stone path beneath us as we entered the outer edge of the crowd. No matter how mad I was, I couldn’t avoid the growing sense of camaraderie with Val; I had felt the same way about Lux after escaping from the dungeons under Yoria, even though he was unrelenting in his loving stories about Amaya. If he hadn’t said it first, I would’ve told him I loved him eventually. I know that pain she’s talking about. Heartache.
The understanding only pushed me further into my frustration; I was still mad, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to find someone to blame. “Val,” I started, speaking quietly to hide my thoughts from any particularly nosy civilians, “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now. I get what you were going through—more than anybody else ever could, I think. You did what you had to do. But now…how do we move forward? I can’t pretend this didn’t happen. How can I ever trust you to be alone with Lux now?”
“I made a poor choice to confess myself to Lux while inebriated, and I was unable to properly articulate what I needed to say. Please allow me to do so now,” Val answered, her head deeply bowed. “I apologize if I have caused you undue distress with my actions, and I truly hope you believe that it was not my intention to do so. I did not, and do not, intend to pursue a romantic relationship with Lux. Apart from a passing curiosity, I also have no desire for physical intimacy—with him, or anyone. It is simply not an urge I have ever felt. I understand this may be hard to believe, but I—”
“No, Val, it’s not,” I said with an exasperated sigh. “I believe you. Really, I do. It’s just…if that’s not the case, what was the point of all of this? You don’t want to be with him romantically, and you aren’t interested in…that,” I muttered, totally refusing to speak the thought back to life after obsessing over it the night before, “so what was the point? You told Lux you loved him—what now?”
“If I could choose, I would prefer that our relationships continue on as they were before,” she said. “Lia, I have no experience in situations like this. I have never felt love beyond a familial sense. It seemed to me that the correct course to take was complete honesty—I truly did not know what consequences it would bring.”
Well, that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, I thought bitterly. The tunnel that had surrounded us for the past few hours disappeared and revealed the small forest that encircled Marsta. The pretty leaves and sparkling lights above us were way less magical the second time around, but I couldn’t decide if it was because the initial shock of seeing trees underground had worn off or if I was too distracted by my childish jealousy to appreciate them. “You and your honesty,” I laughed, bottling up my negative emotions and pushing them down for later reflection. “I think that probably was the right way to do things, Val, but it wasn’t the easy way.”
“I am glad to hear you say so,” she replied. We walked on in silence for a bit, weaving our way through the midday crowd. “I will do whatever is necessary to make right by you, Lia,” Val said suddenly. “If that means leaving you and Lux in peace, I will do it. You need only say the word.”
“Well, as tempting as that might sound right now, I’m not going to ask you to leave,” I chuckled. The detached ease I mimicked from Lux was weirdly liberating; I was able to say what was on my mind without sounding overly confrontational, but the casual humor was a powerful buffer between my words and my feelings, which continued to seethe somewhere deeper in my gut. “I want you to stay, Val. I don’t think I’d be able to deal with both Marin and Lux without you at this point. Just don’t ask me to let the two of you go off in a room together alone, alright? That’s…gonna take some time, I think.”
A powerful hand reached over and grabbed my shoulder, and I found myself pulled into a tight hug. “Thank you,” Val murmured. The metal of her armor was cold against my cheek, but I could feel the warmth radiating out from her skin. “It is more than I deserve.”
“Nah, don’t say that,” I reassured her, giving her a pat on the back. “You’re exactly where you should be.” The sisterly love I had once felt towards Val began to punch through my bad mood. Just as I had come to see Marin as my hot-headed younger sibling over our month together in Lybesa, Val’s return after Shadowmine had solidified her as the older, dependable sister I had always dreamed of having. Even though I knew repressing the anger and betrayal I felt towards her was probably bad in the long run, it made things feel normal again, and I embraced the feeling as tightly as I could.
“Now,” I said, slipping out of her hug, “we should go find this refinery before it gets too late. I’m sure Lux is still standing by the door waiting for us to come back, so let’s not keep him there too long.”
Val flashed me a pretty smile. “I imagine he is quite concerned for your safe return.”
“Our safe return, unfortunately,” I said with a playful roll of my eyes. “I’d planned to leave you in a cave somewhere, but he specifically told me not to do that.” I pulled the folded map out from a pouch on my belt and snapped it open with a small flourish. “Looks like we’re hunting for a building at the east edge of town, over in the production district.”
We spent the next few minutes chatting more casually as we rounded the city center, remarking on the beautiful greenery that covered most of the buildings and walkways. The map led us to a giant four-story facility built into the wall of Marsta’s massive cavern. A towering stone wall ran in a semicircle around the building and blocked us from seeing a majority of the structure, but each of the three massive gates had a bunch of minecart tracks leading into the compound, confirming we had found the right place. A guard standing watch at the front entrance attempted to block our way when we approached, but he quickly returned to his post with his tail between his legs when we flashed our silver Stoneshaper sanctions.
The imposing nature of the facility disappeared as soon as we passed through the gate. The courtyard that sat between the refinery and the outer wall was packed full of fountains, gardens, and tiled plazas, all stuffed into place wherever there wasn’t a set of minecart tracks. I sent out a wave of Detection to search the space and found the object of our search well before it came into sight: A seam in the cave wall beside the facility, hidden behind a thick patch of trees and flower bushes.
I stood at the edge of the garden and gestured to the stone behind it. “See what we’re looking for yet?” I asked Val expectantly.
I felt her extended mana rush through the greenery and scan along the cave wall. “Yes,” she said after a moment’s pause, “there. A door behind the trees.” Val’s violet energy joined with mine in the invisible seam in the stone and flowed inwards, revealing a hidden passageway in the cave wall.
“Just like the door at Shadowmine,” I mused. My mana reached the complicated set of iron crossbars holding the hidden door closed a moment later, and I focused on the tiny symbol engraved on the inside of the ring Lux had given me before our trip to Attetsia. The rune flashed to life at my command and turned the mechanisms behind the door into a hail of metal shrapnel. There was no visible change from our vantage point, but I walked into the trees and put my hand on the cave wall knowing it would relent under a gentle push. “Ready to go?”
“Ready,” Val said, stepping up behind me.
The hidden door slid backwards and revealed a narrow set of spiral stairs leading deeper into the earth. We filed into the passage and began our descent, letting the fancy Stoneshaper door slide shut behind us under its own weight. Although the tight quarters and dim light were a bit unsettling, I couldn’t help but feel excited; we were investigating the secret laboratory of an ancient magical order, and for the first time, I was the one leading the way.
My mana flooded the passage and mapped out the chamber below us. I had expected to find a big facility filled with impressive machinery dedicated to making all of Doram’s Warp supply, so the small, mostly-empty room at the end of the staircase came as a surprise. “We’re alone,” I told Val with a small sigh of relief. “Nearly there.” A shiver ran down my spine as my mana found pockets of impenetrable darkness scattered throughout the lab, but I shook my head to steel my resolve. That’s why we’re here. 
We entered the chamber a few seconds later and took stock of the tiny space. A single minecart track led from an empty dumbwaiter at the far wall to a big bin set in the floor in the center of the room. It was there that I found the source of the disturbance in my mana: Shards of voidglass crystals lined the bottom of the bin, seemingly the leftover remnants of the last production run. There were traces of the stuff along the rest of the production line as well; a small chute led from the storage bin to a large mechanical press, which in turn fed a smaller set of vats and an oven similar to the forge Lux had created at our home in Lybesa. Apart from the production equipment lining the center of the room and a few sets of stone shelves along the outer walls, the rest of the space was empty and unadorned, giving it a very serious, unfriendly appearance.
“I had not believed it until now,” Val said quietly as she took in the scene before us. “The Stoneshapers truly are the ones manufacturing Doram’s supply of Warp.”
I frowned at the thought. “Yeah. Halvaar didn’t seem too worried about what it’s doing to their people, either.”
She nodded in agreement. “I do not believe Guildmaster Halvaar had any cause to lie to us about the drug’s nature. It would seem to me that Warp is accepted as a fact of life here in Doram—if it has truly been in production for centuries, they know nothing else. That acceptance would certainly inspire a level of callousness towards its more detrimental side effects.”
“That doesn’t mean we should feel that way, though,” I argued. “They shouldn’t be making this stuff. Especially if it’s made of voidglass.”
“I agree,” Val said. “However, the drop in productivity associated with abandoning Warp would put Doram’s mining economy in jeopardy.” She stepped into the room and ran a finger along one of the stone shelves, brushing a cloud of dust from its edge. “It is not an easy situation to fix. Without a clear replacement for the enhanced workforce created from Warp use, I do not see a change coming in the near future.”
My mind momentarily toyed with the idea of teaching the people of Doram how to use magic like Lux had taught us, but a chorus of his past warnings echoed in my head and put a quick end to the thought. “I guess,” I relented, following her into the room. “For now, let’s just make sure the Shadebinders aren’t actively killing people with this stuff.”
“What should we be looking for?”
Though I had known the question would come eventually, I still struggled to think up a good answer. My stubborn insistence on doing the mission alone with Val had helped me find a little relief from my painful thoughts, as I had hoped it would, but our arrival at the secret refinery had only confirmed it was a bad choice. Lux would be able to see if things were wrong here, I scolded myself. He was right. As usual.
Unwilling to admit defeat to Val, I gave the room another quick scan and pieced together a tentative plan. “Let’s check those journals,” I said, pointing to one of the far shelves. “We’ll look to see if they mention any of the Stoneshapers Halvaar arrested. Other than that, we should make sure there aren’t any other secret entrances or exits to this place.” My mind raced to remember the names of the Shadebinders currently in the Guildmaster’s custody. The memory of our meeting with Halvaar came back in annoyingly vague detail; I could see the file folders laid out before us on the table, but the names faded in and out of focus in the cloud of half-remembrance. This is harder than I thought. How does Lux always have such a perfect memory?
With Val translating the Doramese journals aloud, we were able to create a list of seven Stoneshapers who appeared to regularly work in the hidden facility, none of which had familiar-sounding names from Halvaar’s files. Most of the notes were simple production numbers, marking down when resupplies were needed and how much product had been shipped out, but occasional passages about frustrations over late deliveries and personal successes held more identifying information. None of the notes had any similarity to the Shadebinder journals I had read beneath Shadowmine, and we eventually dismissed the ledgers as a dead end.
“I’m not really sure what else to look for,” I admitted when we had finished. “There’s nothing here that looks out of the ordinary—there’s barely anything here at all, actually.” I walked another lap around the room to inspect the equipment and the chamber walls, watching it all through both my Detection and my eyes to make sure neither one was missing any important details. Pausing at the edge of the storage bin, I ran a hand along its rim and stared down at the dark crystals inside. “I think Halvaar was right—this is a dead end. We should—”
I froze in place as a strange shimmer caught my eye from the bottom of the storage bin. Although my mana had failed to pierce the thorough coating of voidglass dust at the bottom of the bin, a metallic hinge was hidden among the remnants, reflecting the dim light of the lab more brightly than the light-hungry crystals. “Val,” I whispered, pointing down into the bin, “over here.”
She hurried to my side and followed the line of my finger. “I do not see—oh.” She leaned down and brushed away the voidglass debris from the metal hinge. “It is a trapdoor.”
We stood together in silence and stared uncomfortably at the newly-revealed door. It looked to be about three feet on each side, with no obvious markings apart from the two metal hinges that held it closed on one side and a small handhold on the other. I continued to try and force my mana down into the cracks and explore what was hidden behind it, but the coating of voidglass dust was too thick. “That could just be a way for them to clean the bin,” I said, completely doubting the idea.
“That is possible,” Val answered. “It could also be the access point for another Shadebinder holdout.”
“We should…check it out, right?” I asked.
There was a long pause as Val considered the question. “Yes,” she answered, “but only so far as to prove whether it is a Shadebinder passage or not. We should not investigate beyond that without Lux present.” Having found an agreeable plan of action, she reached back down into the bin and slipped her fingers into the shallow handhold. The door opened without resistance, revealing a short drop down into an unlit stone passageway.
Be smart. I hopped up to sit on the edge of the storage bin and stared down into the murky darkness below us. Be rational. My feet swung in the passage entrance, a moment away from falling. I gave Val a final look, then slipped from the edge down into the dark. Handle it.
---
[Lux]
My fingers drummed absentmindedly at my desk as I watched the projector’s light slip across the tiles below me. Another hour. The sun had dimmed from the bright white of midday to the pale orange of late afternoon under my careful watch, and it continued to march its way unrelentingly across the room. Where are you? I had sent out wide swathes of mana to search the city for my companions multiple times over the course of the afternoon, but the eventual failure to locate them only made me feel worse on each occasion.
Marin should be back soon, too. The thought brought a smile to my face in spite of my nerves. Having spent the majority of my afternoon in the common room with Tyr and Siv, it was abundantly clear that Marin’s burgeoning feelings of affection towards the pair were well reciprocated. Siv had babbled nonstop about her plans to ask Mari to visit the stables when she returned, repeating the idea ad nauseam with a toothy smile on her face. Tyr was equally insistent with her topic of conversation; she had voiced her concern over Marin’s absence at regular intervals and found ways to bring our discussions back to her with increasingly tangential links.
I guess it’s obvious to everyone except Marin. I’ll have to talk with her about it again when she gets back—there’s no reason for her to be so stressed out when Tyr is just as head-over-heels in love as she is. The simple thought of the word was enough to replay Val’s heartfelt confession in my mind, and I raced to derail the train of thought I knew would follow. She’s fine. They’re both fine. Lia’s jealous, but she’s not so distracted that she’ll do something stupid. They’ll be back soon.
I turned my head back to the windows and watched another painfully silent minute tick by on the projector. Based on our first mission to Marsta, I knew the run there and back would take a few hours each way, and depending on the size and complexity of the refinery they found, it could take another few hours to thoroughly search the facility. It’s been five hours. They’ll be back soon. It could b—
The sound of a door opening in the foyer sent of a thrill of excitement up my spine, but Marin’s face in the doorway immediately dashed my hopes. My disappointment must have been clear on my face based on the scowl she gave me. “What? What’d I do?” she asked, slipping into the room and closing the door behind her.
“Nothing. Sorry,” I answered. “Still waiting for Val and Lia to get back, is all.”
“Right,” she nodded disinterestedly. “Listen, are Tyr and Siv here? I’ve got something for them.” She reached behind her back and produced a small stone box engraved with the emblematic Doramese diamond.
“Yeah, in the bedroom,” I said, nodding down the hall. “Siv’s taking a nap, I think.” I motioned to the box and gave her a small grin. “Looks like you took what I said to heart.”
“Don’t give yourself so much credit,” she laughed. “I don’t even remember what we were talking about.”
I rolled my eyes and motioned for her to come closer to my seat near the entrance to the common area. “I know you said you didn’t care how Tyr felt about you, and you didn’t want it to affect your decision,” I said, keeping my voice just above a whisper, “but after spending the afternoon with them, you don’t have anything to worry about. They feel the same way as you do—I guarantee it.”
“Oh.” Marin stared off into space for a moment with a furrowed brow. “Uhm, thanks,” she said eventually, looking back towards the bedroom door impatiently. “I just really want to give them this.”
I wagged my eyebrows at her. “What’d you get her?”
“You’ll find out when they do,” she snapped.
I frowned at the rebuke. “Rude.” I momentarily considered scanning the contents of the box with my Detection, but I decided against it and resigned myself to waiting for the reveal. “Siv’s been asleep for about an hour and a half at this point, so I’m sure she’ll be up soon. If you need them both to be awake, I’m sure she’ll—”
As if summoned by our conversation, Tyr appeared from the bedroom and carefully closed the door behind her. “You’re back,” she smiled sweetly at Marin. “Did you find what you were, uhm…” she trailed off, suddenly rubbing her hands over her pale, distant eyes. “Marin, you look…different.”
“I do?” Marin glanced down at herself and spun in a quick circle, checking herself for any obvious oddities. Her brow raised in confusion, but the expression quickly changed to one of recognition as she looked back at Tyr. “Right, I probably do look weird to you,” she chuckled. “These gauntlets are a bit magical. I’m sure they look strange through your eyes.”
Tyr tipped her head from side to side and pursed her lips. “I suppose they do,” she said softly. 
“Anyways,” Marin continued, “I got you something while I was out.” She held the stone box out in one hand and beckoned her closer with the other.
There was an abnormally long pause while Tyr considered the gesture. I found the hesitation somewhat off-putting, so I reached out with a careful tendril of mana and pressed it against her consciousness as she finally began to approach. Are you feeling okay, Tyr? I asked her silently. You’re not getting one of your headaches, are you?
She handled the unexpected mental connection with extraordinary grace. No, that’s not it, she responded, revealing no visible trace of our conversation. Something feels…off, somehow, and I don’t know why. I sent an extra surge of mana along our connection and scanned her body, preemptively activating the healing rune in my ring. The energy flitted passively back and forth across the surface of her skin when it failed to find an injury. Even still, I could feel the obvious spike of anxiety through her extended aura as she came to a stop next to Marin and reached out for the gift.
“Thank you, Marin,” she said, taking the box. “You didn’t have to—” She cut herself off with a sudden gasp and turned to look at the entryway. Her eyes grew wide with fear, and her new gift fell to the floor unopened. “Lux,” she whispered, taking a step backwards as she pointed to the door. “It’s—”
“I’m back! And I’ve got presents!”
A bolt of fear crashed through me as another Marin pushed through the double doors with a towering stack of boxes balanced in her arms. I heard a soft scuffle beside me as my combat enhancements autonomously brought a sharp focus to my mind, and I turned to find Tyr with a dagger at her throat. The outfit of what I had once thought was Marin flickered and faded away to reveal a full set of black plate armor identical to the style the Mimics had worn during our confrontation in the voidglass mine. “Well, that was terrible timing,” the Mimic laughed, fully shielding herself from me with Tyr’s body.
Marin dropped her parcels and stood statue-still in the entryway. “Tyr, you’re going to be okay,” she whispered, sinking into a low crouch.
“Of course she will,” the false Marin smiled, holding the dagger tighter against Tyr’s porcelain throat. “As long as neither of you does anything stupid.” A flicker of emerald green light shone out from behind her olive eyes. “I can see your mana—if you so much as breathe in my direction, her head comes off,” the Mimic warned me.
I tasted bile in the back of my throat as I considered my options. Based on our previous encounters with Mimics, I knew they had somehow gained the use of our abilities, and if my current opponent’s skills were equivalent to Marin’s, I knew she’d uphold her deadly promise before I could strike her down. The worn leather grip of my manasteel sword tingled against my palm from somewhere in the ether, but my attention was focused on the voidglass dagger that still lay among my belongings in my bedroom. I can’t kill her here—she’ll take down half the castle along with her. “What do you want?” I growled.
“I’m here to give you a message,” she answered. “There’s somebody who wants to meet you. They’ve been dying to see you ev—”
A brilliant nova of fiery pink energy washed over me, accompanied by an ear-splitting crack and a tremor beneath my feet. In the time it took my accelerated mind to process the information, the entirety of the scene before me had already changed: The Mimic had just begun to turn its head towards the door when Marin flashed across the distance between them with her gauntlets cloaked in a mist of arcing pink lightning and sizzling plasma. She swung her right fist in a devastating uppercut that caught the Mimic in her exposed ribs while simultaneously reaching out to the dagger at Tyr’s throat with her left.
The Mimic disappeared as quickly as Marin had advanced. A mix of blood, bone, and black steel exploded out over the common room, painting a messy red cone across the couches, desks, windows, walls, and ceiling. The sound of the impact reached my ears a moment later: A terrible screech of peeling metal, the wet splatter of blood on stone, and a tangible thump that echoed in my chest. The trail of viscera that was once a Mimic hissed angrily as its activated void energy dissipated into the air, dispersed too quickly to create the devastating explosion I had come to associate with their deaths.
“Tyr.” Marin’s hoarse whisper corrected the flow of time which had ground to a halt during the Mimic’s instantaneous destruction. “Tyr, are you alright?” The dagger that had been pressed against the woman’s throat was clamped in Marin’s fist, and she took a moment to throw the mangled weapon to the ground. The bloodied steel of the King’s Strength painted crimson lines across Tyr’s skin as Marin searched for signs of injury. “I’m so sorry, Tyr. I shouldn’t have left you like that. I just…I just thought that—”
“Marin,” Tyr interrupted her, raising a hand to Marin’s dark, bloodied face, “I’m alright.”
The revelation was clearly too much for Marin to handle. The intricate plating of her gauntlets clinked together as her hands trembled, and tears began to streak down her face. “I couldn’t…the thought of you being hurt, I—I couldn’t think. I couldn’t…” she stopped suddenly as her voice fell to an inaudible squeak.
Tyr pressed her forehead against Marin’s, threading her curled horns up through the mane of cherry-red hair on the girl’s head. “It’s okay,” she whispered, holding Marin’s face in her hands. “You saved me, and you saved Siv. Everyone is safe because of you.”
Marin choked out a single sob as she listened to the kind words, then thrust her face forward and kissed Tyr roughly on the lips. Tyr’s eyebrows shot up as her eyes widened, but the look of shock quickly faded as she returned the kiss with passion. I stepped towards the door to give the pair a modicum of privacy, but the gesture was belied by my watchful Detection still spread through the room. My mind had been running in parallel since Marin’s Mimic revealed itself; a small part of my consciousness had beheld Marin’s power with awe and felt a wave of pride and happiness at the culmination of her feelings for Tyr, but the vast majority of my thoughts had turned towards analyzing our new situation.
The Mimics aren’t gone, and their leader is still out there. They’re focused on us now—that Mimic was specifically looking for Tyr and Siv. For hostages…or for collateral damage. My hands balled into fists at the thought. Lia and Val are in danger. We’re all in danger. I need to find them and get them back here before anything else happens. Marin can obviously handle things here, so—
“Marin? Marin?” Tyr’s concerned voice pierced my concentration. “Lux, something’s wrong with Marin.”
I turned to find Tyr holding up Marin’s limp body. “Marin, what’s wrong?” I asked, dipping my shoulder beneath her arm to steady her on her feet. Her eyes fluttered wildly as she dipped in and out of consciousness, and her dark skin had taken on a sickly, ashen pallor.
“I don’t…feel good,” she groaned, tipping dangerously back and forth.
“Shit,” I cursed quietly. Mana withdrawals. I dismissed my fledgling plans as I guided Marin to the closest chair and attempted to seat her comfortably. I can’t leave them alone like this. “Marin, I need you to meditate,” I instructed her. “The same way as you did this morning. It’ll help you feel better, I promise.”
Marin shook her head weakly. The gesture turned out to be a poor choice in her nauseated condition, and I dodged nimbly to the side just in time to avoid a wave of vomit. “Primes!” Tyr cried out in a panic, running to Marin’s side. “Lux, what’s happening?”
I took a quick breath to organize the disparate mental threads that screamed for attention in my head. “I know this looks scary, but Marin’s going to be fine,” I told her. “She overexerted herself in that fight, and this is the result.” I infused Marin with a pulse of mana to try and alleviate her symptoms while my Detection continued to expand throughout the castle in search of additional threats. A small crowd had formed in the hallway outside our door, no doubt searching for the cause of the tremors and sounds of violence. I can’t leave them here alone, but I need to get to Val and Lia. I need…yes. There.
I picked out a familiar face from the stream of traffic heading our direction a floor above us. Kord’s pace was significantly more hurried than the rest as he rushed through the crowd in the direction of our room. “Tyr,” I started, pausing momentarily as Marin wretched onto the floor for a second time. “I need to go find Lia and Val. Kord is on his way down now—I’m going to explain the situation to him, and by the time I’m finished, Marin should be well enough to—”
Tyr cut me off with a loud yelp of pain. She held her hands up to the base of her spiral horns and leaned against the wall for support. “Ah,” she grunted, staggering towards the nearest couch. “I just need…a moment, Lux. I’m sorry.”
The development added another wrinkle into my plans. “I can fix that,” I murmured, leaving Marin with a final pulse of mana before heading towards my bedroom. All of the void from the Mimic—she really is sensitive to it. “If you give me a minute, I can—”
“No, please,” she groaned, “just…take care of Marin. I’ll be fine…in a moment.” I could see the dark energy pulsating out from her onyx horns, creeping along the scars that led down to her eyes.
I waved off her concern and continued towards the bedroom. “It’ll just take a second, Tyr, I promise.” I made it three steps farther before the first wave of void energy hit me. Tyr cried out as the deathly power continued to build in her horns, fueled by the ambient void that lingered in the Mimic’s unsightly remains. No time. Just take it out of her. I spun on my heel and hurried back to her resting place. “Tyr, I’m going to—”
Without warning, she bolted upright and clamped a hand down on my shoulder. Her milky pink eyes were stained with black scars that pulsated in time with the building energy in her horns. “Lux, outside,” she whispered. “People.”
“I know, Tyr,” I comforted her. “They heard the fighting. Everything’s fine.”
“One of them is different,” she continued desperately. “We’re in danger.”
A wave of cold adrenaline shot through my system. “Another Mimic,” I hissed, summoning my sword.
“No.” Her hand slipped down from my shoulder and traced one of the well-worn scars along my arm, ending with a tap at my sternum. “They’re like us.” She tensed up as another wave of void rocked through her body, and her eyes opened wide with fear. “They’re here!”
The escalating chaos of the situation finally reached its crescendo when the door to our chambers burst open. All of my plans collapsed in on themselves, useless in the light of my new revelation, and left me gaping silently at our new foe.
“Lux?” Kord asked. “Are you alright?”
---
[Val]
“Lia, I believe we should go back,” I said, pausing at the nexus of yet another set of hallways. “We need to inform Lux of what we have found.”
“Not yet,” she answered, pausing to stare down each of the equally-dark passages. “We don’t have any reason to believe these are Shadebinder tunnels. They could be…maintenance tunnels?” Hearing her own words aloud seemed to bolster her spirits, and she proceeded further into the tunnel system with renewed vigor. “Yeah, these are probably just passageways that the Stoneshapers use for maintenance! If we go back and make a report about some tunnels that Halvaar and Kord already knew about, what was the point of us coming in the first place?”
Selfishness. I chided myself as I fell in behind Lia’s radiant sword and continued down the stone passage in silence. Her question had clearly been rhetorical, but I found myself answering it in earnest. We came out of selfishness—a situation my selfish desires caused, and you selfishly sought to answer on your own. There was no point to this mission apart from settling our personal issues.
Though I knew my conclusion was correct, I found myself unable to act upon it in any meaningful way. The fearsome determination that hardened the lines of Lia’s face appeared thin and brittle to my eye; it was a look that plainly stated she had reached the same conclusion I had but was too stubborn to admit it. Returning to the capital without definitive proof of Shadebinder activity, or lack thereof, was clearly out of the question in her mind, and a quiet part of me agreed. My heart had been divided in two since my rescue at Shadowmine; the pensive and logical part by which I defined myself had begun to fade away in the shadow of overwhelming, irrational emotion. We cannot return to Lux empty-handed.
The simple thought of returning to speak with him was enough to send a rush of excitement through my chest, and I fell into the well-worn mental pattern of the past few weeks: a flutter of joy buried promptly by a burning wave of shame, and a slow, quiet descent into unanswered longing. My inebriated confession to Lux had finally silenced the consistent, muddled din within my head, but I still lacked the true catharsis I had hoped for. My pulse still quickened at the memories of our mana joining as one, which had replayed in my mind with increasing frequency over the passing days, both consciously and in my dreams. The gentle touch of his hands on mine during our brief coalescences had awakened a deep-seated hunger within me, and the feeling had failed to subside despite my best efforts to the contrary.
My introspection had thoroughly distracted me from my surroundings, and I bumped into Lia’s shoulder as she paused to scan another set of hallways. She stared up at me from beneath a furrowed brow for a long moment before returning to the task. “I apologize,” I said softly, joining her in the effort. The junction of passages looked identical to the last half-dozen we had passed: Equally-sized halls of perfectly cut stone extended out at right angles from one another, each entirely devoid of lighting fixtures or the usual Stoneshaper embossments. “We have been walking for quite some time,” I said, channeling a thin beam of mana as far as I could down the passage to our right. “Where do you believe we are now?”
“I don’t know,” she answered. “Somewhere under Marsta, probably.”
“It may be wise for us to return before too much time passes. I am sure Lux will be worr—”
“I know that!” she snapped. I heard the soft hiss of air through her nose as she turned away. “I know that,” she repeated, much more gently than before, “but I feel like we’re just about to find something down here.” Her hand extended to the tunnel wall and brushed along its surface as she paced back and forth. The light of her extended mana suddenly dimmed as she froze in place and stared into the gray stone. “Oh,” she murmured after a long pause. “Oh!”
I reached for my shield and slid closer to her, ready to defend against whatever threat she had found that I failed to see. “What is it?” I whispered.
She stepped away from the wall and turned to face me with a wide grin. “I think these really are maintenance passageways! We’re right below the main tunnel that leads from Marsta back to Syndrai!” She spun in place and stared down the dark hallways, giving each one a confident nod. “These other ones must lead to different parts of the city.”
“It seems these are not Shadebinder passages, after all,” I said. “That is a relief, to be sure, but it is still somewhat disquieting that these tunnels have existed below us throughout our stay in Doram. The Shadebinders could easily have used these passages to conceal their illicit activities, and I am still concerned due to the fact that an entrance was concealed within the voidglass refinery.”
“I’m just working with what I’ve got, Val,” Lia huffed. She paced another circle around the tunnel intersection, holding her radiant amber sword up above her head to cast light down the passages. It pained me to see her struggle to deal with my presence; in the time since meeting her and Lux, she had always been the first to show me kindness, and I assumed she was the driving force in Lux’s eventual acceptance of me as their companion. Despite the uncharacteristically aloof forgiveness she had given me only an hour earlier, it was obvious we had far more to talk about before our reconciliation was truly complete.
“While it is possible that evidence of Shadebinder activity exists somewhere within these tunnels, we are certainly not expected to find it ourselves,” I offered. “If the passageways extend throughout the Joined Cities, it is far too much ground for two people to cover. We do not need to push ourselves this far—we have nothing to prove.”
“I’m not trying to—” She cut off her harsh rebuke halfway through and let out a nearly inaudible growl. Her eyes pierced the darkness ahead of us, burning through the shadows as her fingers gripped and regripped her sword. “This was so…stupid,” she said, sighing heavily on the final word. “Let’s go back.”
“Please, Lia, that is not true,” I consoled her. “We have successfully completed our mission. There are no apparent signs of Shadebinder activity, and we have much to report about these passages. That aside, it was important for us to speak privately. I believe we have handled both matters to the best of our abilities.”
The determination she had so fiercely displayed drained away in an instant, and she looked up at me with tired eyes and a drawn brow. “No, we haven’t.” She slipped by me and began to walk back towards the voidglass refinery. “We failed. I failed.”
I brought this upon her. I clenched a fist at my side and hurried after her. “In what way? I do not believe we have failed.” She shook her head in response and looked away, ignoring my attempts to engage her. “Lia, please answer me.”
“What do you want me to say?” she yelled at the wall. The defensive anger in her voice was gone, replaced instead by a tenuous waver. “We failed, Val. Lux would’ve mapped this whole tunnel system and figured out where we were a half-hour ago. I can’t do it. I can’t keep it all straight.” I could hear the strain of her tightened throat as she continued. “I can’t pretend everything is okay—I couldn’t even do it for an hour. I’m not strong enough.”
Having expected another angry outburst, the sudden sorrow in her voice took me by surprise. “You are the strongest, most capable woman I have ever met. You do not need to compare yourself to Lux.”
“Yes I do!” she cried out. The golden light spilling from the King’s Sword died out as the blade slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor, leaving us in total darkness. I focused on my small circle of extended mana and viewed my surroundings through the image it created within my mind: Lia had stopped in the center of the tunnel to stare down at her empty hands, which had quickly become dampened with falling tears. “I promised him that I’d get stronger. It was the only way he’d let me stay with him. I’ve been trying as hard as I can every day since then, but…I’m still not strong enough. I can’t do what he needs me to do, or—or be what he needs me to be. I—I can’t compete.”
I stood dumbfounded as she began to sob. She blames herself for my feelings. Suddenly unsure of every action I had ever taken, I took a cautious step forward and cupped her face in my hands, raising it up to look at me through the blackness. “I have seen how Lux looks at you—how he speaks of you when you are not present. He has told me many times how important you are to him. He would not leave you behind so callously. You need not hold yourself to such an impossible standard. There is no need to compete with anyone—least of all with myself.”
She clamped her hands onto my forearms and shook her head. “There is, though! He’ll always be comparing me to everyone else, even if it’s not on purpose! He’s never going to forget about Amaya.” She bit down on her lip to stifle another sob. “No matter what he says, I know I’ll never be the only woman he thinks about. And now…” her voice trailed off as her head banged against my breastplate. “Now I’ll be compared to you, too. He knows you’re stronger than I am. More capable.”
I felt tears pool in the corners of my eyes as her emotions bled through our overlapping mana. “No. That is not true,” I said, pulling her into a tight embrace. My hand cradled the back of her head while she continued to cry into my chest, and I buried my face in her hair to hide my misty eyes. “I will do anything to prevent that from happening. I would rather leave than see you in this pain.”
“I don’t want you to leave!” Lia yelled, returning my embrace. “I love you! You’re like a sister to me, but I—I just—” Her words devolved into a cry of anguish, and I felt a sudden weight against me as she collapsed into my arms. When she spoke again, her voice was a crackling whisper, barely audible above the deafening silence of the stone tunnel. “Lux won’t be here forever. If we stop whatever the Shadebinders are doing for good, he’ll get sent away again.” She shook her head weakly against my chest. “Every part of my life is tangled up with him now. I—I just don’t know how I’ll live without him, Val.”
A quiet sob escaped my lips as my emotions finally overwhelmed me. “We will do everything in our power to ensure that does not happen,” I promised her. “I know that Lux will fight with all his strength to remain here, and I will do the same. And, if we are unsuccessful in the end…I will still be here with you.” I squeezed her as tight as I could in an effort to impart even a small amount of the love I felt for her. “You have saved my life more times than I thought possible. I will exchange it gladly for Lux’s if it means he will stay here, with you.”
I was startled to hear a small, hiccuping laugh from below me. “I don’t think Lux would like it if he heard you say that.”
“I do not care,” I answered with a spreading smile. “It is true.” Lia remained nestled in my arms for quite some time, eventually pulling away to fetch her dropped sword. Amber light shone out from the onyx blade a moment later, clearly illuminating both of our tear-stained faces. I moved a few steps down the tunnel and wiped my face, took a deep breath, and returned to her with a more composed demeanor.
“Thanks, Val,” Lia said, wiping her eyes. “I’m, uhm…I feel a bit better now. About things.”
“I am glad to hear it,” I replied. “Thank you for confiding in me.”
She shuffled down the passage back towards the voidglass refinery, leading the way with her radiant sword. “I think the three of us will have to have a conversation when we get back to Syndrai. A nice, long, awkward, uncomfortable conversation.”
“I believe that would be best, no matter how disagreeable the idea may be,” I agreed. As we began our journey back to the tunnel entrance, I lagged a few steps behind and took a quiet moment to reflect on our situation. Perhaps there is a way forward for us after all, I thought with a relieved smile. Whether she is aware of it or not, she has saved me once again.
“You know, Val,” Lia started with a chuckle, “I did a lot
of thinking after the party last night. I couldn’t get to sleep, so I had plenty of time for my mind to just…wander. Part of me was convinced that I was overreacting—which I was, of course, but I think that’s fair—and that I needed to accept things were going to change. I even considered that the three of us would just be togeth—” A sudden hiss interrupted her story, and her free hand flew up to clutch her chest as she skidded to a halt.
“Lia?” I asked, hurrying to her side. “Are you alright?”
We both froze as a faint trail of black smoke wound its way out from her cuirass and up through the still tunnel air. “Val?” she whispered, looking up to me with wide, fearful eyes.
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as a wave of foreign energy washed over us. Decades of experience took hold of my body and forced me to move: I lowered my shoulder and rammed it into Lia’s chest, throwing her backwards down the tunnel. My opposite arm reached back for my shield, but the world disappeared in a blinding flash before I found the handle. The sudden roar of splitting earth and cracking stone deafened and disoriented me, and I felt myself falling farther than should have been possible in the tight confines of the tunnels. A searing pain raced up my spine and pushed my mind well beyond its limits. All at once, my senses failed, and I fell end over end into darkness.
---
[Lia]
My head pounded as I crawled across the tunnel floor. What…? Mana flooded through my body to fix all of my injuries, relying on my subconscious memories of Lux’s expert use of the spell to guide me. What happened? In one minute, I had been wrapped in Val’s arms, spilling my guts to the woman I had convinced myself was my rival. In the next, the world had exploded around me, whisking her away in the chaos that followed. “Val?” I coughed, my lungs scratchy and sore from the cloud of dust around me. “Val!”
Each passing second cleared a portion of the fog out of my head as my healing magic did its work. Scan your surroundings. Find the threats. Find Val. A powerful wave of amber energy rushed out along the tunnel in both directions and mapped the transformed area in my head. A collapse. It looked as if a landslide had rushed through the tunnel only a few feet ahead of me, breaking a large section of the floor on one side and an even bigger chunk out of the wall and ceiling opposite it. My extended mana found a new passage through the broken wall that led up at a steep incline until it intersected with another, larger tunnel. Little balls of colored light bounced at the edge of my Detection where the paths met, snapping into focus after I took a second to watch them. People. Civilians. That’s the road from Syndrai to Marsta.
I pushed myself up onto my knees and scrambled to the sloped pile of stones. “Val!” I shouted into the collapse. Mana rushed down through the jumble of jagged rocks as I began to dig, scouting ahead for any signs of my companion. She saved me from this. The thought nagged at me as foot after foot of broken stone blazed to life in my head, all devoid of any signs of life. I should’ve been the one to save her. My physical enhancements flared to life while I continued to heave rubble out of the gaping crater in the floor. I was too wrapped up in my self-pity to notice. If I’d been—
The outer edge of my extended mana found a dark spot in the collapsed stone fifteen feet below me. No. It wasn’t my self-pity. I raised a hand to my chest and stared down at the forest-green cuirass that hid my scars. An immediate pulse of fear rushed through my body as I recognized the sense memory; it was a pain I had felt through my deepened bond with Lux, one I had hoped to avoid on our mission to the refinery. Shadebinders. The dark spots in my Detection continued to multiply the deeper my mana went, only further confirming my suspicions. There’s voidglass down there. This wasn’t a collapse—it was an attack.
I found the true source of the disturbance in my Detection twenty feet below me: a continuous tube of impenetrable glass centered right at the focal point of the collapse. My mana raced through the surrounding stone in an effort to find an entrance to the newly-discovered tunnel, but the whole structure looked like it was perfectly intact apart from a circular crack in its ceiling where Val had assumedly fallen in. “Val!” I screamed into the floor, praying to every Prime I knew that I had somehow missed her mana signature just below me. “Please, Val! Answer me!”
My body buzzed with overcharged energy as I smashed at the broken rocks with my bare fists, crushing the chunks of stone into dust. Somehow, deep within my mind, I knew what I had to do to save Val, but my conscious thoughts refused to accept the idea. This is my fault. I have to save her. I have to save her. Even as I stood and ran to the jagged crack that led up to the main road, my body screamed at me to turn back around and dive headfirst into the voidglass. Every ounce of resentment that had lingered in my mind towards Val had vanished behind the nearly incapacitating urge to help her.
Be smart. Be rational. Stay alive. I can’t rescue her if I’m dead. I sneered at the mantra, angry that it was right. My extended mana rushed back into my body, and I turned to stare down into the rubble one final time. “Don’t you dare die,” I hissed at the stone. “Not for me.” The pent-up energy swirling through me exploded to life as I threw myself up the newly-created passage in the wall. A chorus of alarmed cries greeted me as I launched into the crowd that had gathered at the edges of the collapse. “MOVE!” I roared, shouldering through the onlookers without a thought of discretion. As soon as my feet found purchase on the manicured stone floors, the world around me turned into a disorienting blur as I pushed myself well beyond my normal limits.
He can save her. The thought was somewhere between an order and a prayer, silencing my worries to direct my focus into my sprint. Lux will save her.
***




19. OUR TRUE SELVES

[Lux]
Why? The word was the only thought I could muster as Kord made his cautious approach from the entryway. 
“Primes, Lux, what happened?!” The bangs of his bowl-cut flipped wildly back and forth while he scanned the mayhem throughout our chambers: The Mimic’s remains still smoked with deathly energy in a messy swathe across the room, Marin continued to wretch over the side of her chair, and Tyr’s pained cries grew in strength with every passing second. “Marin!” the young man cried out, hurrying towards her as she reeled to one side and clutched her head.
“Stop,” I commanded him, fighting for every spare second I could use to process the scene. Tyr has to be wrong. Kord can’t be a Shadebinder. That would mean…no. I shook my head in an attempt to physically remove the thoughts from my head. He can’t be.
“Marin, what’s wrong?” he asked, continuing his approach in defiance of my order. “Are you ill? I can give you some—”
“I said STOP!” I bellowed. A quick turn of my wrist sent my manasteel blade whistling through the air and into the stone at his feet, blocking his advance.
He skittered to a stop and hopped backwards to avoid colliding with the weapon. “Lux!” he exclaimed, holding his hands out palms-forward. “It’s me! It’s Kord!”
I gave him a final glare from beneath my tensed brow. “Don’t. Move,” I spat. Turning my attention back to Tyr, I quickly softened my expression and raised my right hand up to her face. “Tyr,” I whispered, running my thumb across the pulsating black marks on her forehead, “I’m sorry. I’ll fix this.” A blast of void energy rippled through my matching scars in the instant my hand contacted her horns. The deathly energy raced up my arm, bouncing back and forth through the markings I had gathered through my past experiences with the darkness.
“Lux?” Tyr’s eyes were wide with amazement as she looked up at me, her milky-pink eyes no longer showing any signs of the deathly energy that had tormented her. “How did you…?”
I managed a brusque shake of my head while I fought to keep control over the void. The dark power was more concentrated than I had expected; it took considerable effort to keep the energy contained to the surface of my skin, away from the mana in my core and the presence I knew was waiting to seize control of my thoughts. “Stay back,” I grunted, nudging her to the side with my shoulder as I turned to face Kord.
“Lux, please,” he started, his face paling to a sickly greenish pallor. “Before you do—”
Whatever warning he had hoped to give fell on deaf ears. A lash of void whipped across the floor and suffused his body, building a dark image of the man I had come to consider a friend over the course of our time in Doram. Whereas the mana I had watched him with so many times had failed to find any cause for alarm, the dark energy instantly revealed what Tyr had already seen: Twin tracks of darkness snaked along the Stoneshaper’s arms, winding up from the middle of his forearms to the tops of his shoulders.
A visceral rage burned in my stomach while I stared at the undeniable evidence of Kord’s betrayal. Why? My teeth clenched until a jolt of pain crackled through my jaw. Why? The thought echoed through my empty mind as I stalked across the entryway, searching in vain for a non-existent answer that could mend my shattered world. I caught Kord around the neck before he had the chance to stumble away. “WHY?!” I roared, throwing him into the wall. The stone cracked under the sudden force, and the Stoneshaper collapsed to his knees with a pitiful yelp.
“Lux, I…didn’t!” he choked out, thoroughly winded by his collision with the stone. “I’m not—”
I lurched down and ripped the sleeve from his newly-stitched robes. The baggy fabric tore away and revealed his secret for the world to see: jagged black scars no thicker than the man’s veins that wove lazily across the surface of his skin. “NO MORE LIES!” I boomed. My anger coalesced into a powerful kick that caught Kord in the chest and cracked him against the wall for a second time. I pinned him to the stone with an arm across his chest, trembling as I fought against my growing desire to crush the man into a messy red pulp. “You betrayed us,” I growled. “Us, and your country. You told me you wanted to help Doram, but you—”
“I am helping!” Kord yelled with a surprising strength. The small-framed glasses had fallen from his face during my initial assault and left the young man’s face strange and unfamiliar. “We’re doing what’s best for Doram!”
Dark energy cascaded down my arm and flooded my muscles with unnatural strength. “I said. No. More. LIES!” I punctuated each word with a devastating punch to Kord’s face, shattering bones and splitting skin with a deadly power that stole the Stoneshaper’s consciousness. Healing magic mended the trauma to his face and skull just in time for the next blow to land and begin the cycle anew. “Are you seriously trying to convince me that summoning Mimics—that murdering people is in Doram’s best interest?!”
Blood streamed from already-mended wounds in his nose and mouth as he responded. “Yes!” he coughed, struggling feebly against my pinning arm. “Lux, you don’t understand!”
I reeled back for another blow, but a feeble voice gave me pause. “Lux, stop.” Marin sat with a hand extended out in my direction, apparently the most powerful gesture she could muster in her mana-deprived state. Blood and bile stained her ashen face as she watched me with slow, unfocused eyes. “Don’t…kill him.”
“Marin!” Tyr cried out. Unburdened by the pain of the void, Tyr nimbly crossed the ruined entry to our chambers and slid to Marin’s side. “Are you okay? What do you need?”
“Lux,” Marin repeated, pausing momentarily to suppress more bile, “stop. Please.”
I tuned out her pleas and returned my focus to Kord, but her words stayed my clenched fist. “Make me understand,” I hissed at him, “before I make you understand.”
He gave me his best attempt at a fearful nod and began to speak, his words rushed and ragged. “Doram is dying, Lux. The Joined Cities are growing larger while the mines empty. Our miners have to work harder and longer in more dangerous conditions every day to keep the country afloat. The tipping point has been approaching for years, but neither the President nor the Stoneshapers have ever done anything to try and stop it.”
“So your solution is to kill them?!” I snapped, crushing my forearm into his chest. “Steal their faces and blow them up?”
“No!” he squeaked, scrabbling at my leather bracer. “That was an accident. Nobody was ever supposed to know about the Mimics! We hadn’t fully discovered how to control the power of the Relic yet—we didn’t know which faces were created, and which ones were copies! If Odwell had explained how it worked when it was first activated, the—”
His words ended in a pained gurgle as I jammed my arm against his throat and gave myself a moment to analyze the new information. “What the fuck are you talking about? Created faces? Copied faces? The Mimics copy whoever you stole blood from—how hard is that to figure out?”
It took me a few moments to realize Kord was physically unable to respond, and I released the pressure on his windpipe. “It copies…through blood. That’s correct. But it has…a memory,” he wheezed. “The Relic…remembers every drop of blood…it's ever tasted, and it’s…been around for centuries.”
My mind leaped ahead of the Shadebinder’s choking speech, piecing together their motives before they were explained to me. Mimics would never be detected unless someone knows who they’re mimicking, or sees them side by side. If they can make Mimics that nobody knows, they could have…The floor of my stomach dropped away, mixing my rage with new tendrils of fear. “How many of them are Mimics?” I demanded, shaking him violently by the shoulder.
“Over half,” he answered. “Even more in the newer mines. Drost’s workforce is…nearly eighty percent Mimics. We would have finished the conversion by the end of the winter—an unlimited source of workers…stronger than any normal man, and entirely under our control. Doram’s people would’ve been free from laboring in the mines. They would’ve been safe.”
“No. They would’ve been slaves,” I snarled. “An entire country held hostage by you, your order, and your army of walking bombs.”
Despite his grave circumstances, the corners of Kord’s nose and mouth curled into the beginnings of a disdainful sneer. “This is bigger than you, Lux. Your hatred of the Shadebinders is stopping you from seeing the good we’re doing,” he said. “You don’t understand what’s at stake—”
I smashed my forehead down into the bridge of his hooked nose, snapping it violently to one side. “YOU don’t get to tell ME what I understand!” A shimmer of green light interrupted the blood gushing from his nostrils and righted his ruined nose. “YOU’RE the ones who don't understand! None of you know what the fuck you’re dealing with, and you’re killing innocent civilians to do it.”
Kord shook his head and attempted to protest, but my rage caught him before any sound materialized. I grabbed him beneath the jaw and hurled him across the common area; a row of high-end couches and chairs exploded as he rocketed through the air and came to rest halfway across the room in a pool of stale Mimic blood. He let out a pathetic series of whimpers while he writhed on the floor, bringing a dark smile to my face.
“Don’t kill him, Lux!” Tyr cried out as I moved to follow after Kord.
“He hasn’t earned the right to die yet,” I growled back at her. Black smoke trickled out from the cracks in the armor along my right arm as I knelt down beside the broken Shadebinder. “Tell me, Kord,” I whispered, hauling him up by the back of his robes, “why did you help us? It wasn’t for the sake of Doram—was it a game for you?”
“Kari…ordered me to,” he moaned, his head drooping forward as he desperately clung to consciousness. “Said…you wouldn’t leave until…you found what you were looking for, so…she gave herself up. Ordered…other Acolytes to…do the same. You’d leave, and the plans…would continue.”
“Oh, that worked out marvelously for her, didn’t it?” I grinned. “She won’t be giving anybody orders anymore—I saw to that myself. Have you been down to visit her?” I laughed and gave the broken man a friendly shake. “What am I saying? Of course you have—you’re Halvaar’s right-hand man in the Shadebinder investigation!” Without warning, I slammed his face down into the tile and smeared it through the blood. “Tell me, friend, who took over for Kari? Was it Halvaar?”
“Halvaar…hates…Shadebinders,” he gurgled through a mouthful of broken teeth. “Wants to…kill…the prisoners.”
“We have more in common than I thought!” I cackled. “So then, who is it? It’s not you, is it?”
“Can’t. Can’t,” he mumbled as he shook his head side to side. “Can’t say.”
A brilliant plume of black fire erupted from my empty hand, sapping away the color from the spreading pool of blood around us. “You will say. You’ll tell me who, and where.”
His swollen, bloodshot eyes widened in terror while he threw the last of his strength into escaping from the evil display, but his mouth remained shut in brave protest. His silence stoked my barely-contained fury, spurring me to grasp his face with my flaming hand. “TELL ME,” I boomed, sending tendrils of blazing void across his skin. A horrific screech filled the room as my darkness burrowed its way into Kord’s body; the deathly energy left smoking fissures wherever it went, marking his body in a near mirror image of my own corrupted scars. The light of my benevolent mana was the only thing that kept the man alive through the black fire that enveloped his body. “YOU’LL BURN UNTIL YOU TELL ME.”
“PRIMES, PLEASE!” he screeched, writhing helplessly beneath my iron grip.
“There are no Primes, Kord,” I hissed into his ear, delighting in the young man’s agony, “just me.”
“THE MIMIC!” he managed to scream between his wordless cries of agony, finally abandoning his valiant holdout. “DORAM’S VEINS!”
I threw him to the ground and allowed the dark flames to dissipate, momentarily sparing him from his torture. “You’ve been summoning the Mimics in the voidglass caverns underneath Doram,” I mused, casually crouching next to my whimpering Shadebinder. “Every mine in the country has hit a leyline at one point or another, so you’ve got access points to every city to release your monsters.'' I hit Kord with a playful punch on his shoulder. “If you weren’t actively destroying the world, I think I’d be impressed.”
My brow furrowed when he failed to respond to the gesture, and I craned my neck forward to get a closer look at the unrecognizable man I had once known as a friend. The marks from where I had gripped his face were unmistakable; a jet black handprint covered his eyes and forehead, with massive channels of darkness wrapping down to his neck and around the top of his now-bald head. His kind blue eyes had turned to featureless black orbs that stared straight up into the ceiling, and his bloodied mouth opened and closed with every ragged breath he took.
The sight sent a chill down my spine. While I knew his horrific disfigurement was of my own doing, I felt nothing but pride in my work; the part of me that filled with revulsion and regret over my actions was repressed somewhere behind the darkness I had welcomed inside me. “So, Kord,” I continued in a confident, sing-song voice, “you answered one of my questions. I know the where now, but what about the who?” The question passed over him with no effect. “Don’t ignore me, Shadebinder,” I grinned, lighting a small black flame along the tips of my scarred fingers and waving it in front of his face. “You know what happens when—”
His featureless eyes instantly locked onto the ball of dark fire, and he began to babble with a disquieting quickness. “Kari ordered me to collect any samples I could find while I was working for the Stoneshapers and I did exactly what she told me to do, but then when you arrived she changed her mind and told me not to bring her any more samples because the newest Mimic they made from my samples was better than all the other ones and knew things about the Relic that even she didn’t know.” The words poured from his mouth at an increasing speed without the need for breath or thought while he laid perfectly still on the bloodied, ash-covered floor. “It could control the other Mimics even better than she did so she told us not to listen to him, but he was stronger than her so we listened to him anyways and when she left we just kept listening to him, but the artifact still wasn’t working and he told us that we couldn’t let you leave like Kari wanted us to anymore but inst—”
The babbling faded into a dull buzz in my ears. “Stop,” I commanded him. His voice cut out midword and obediently remained silent. “Did you just say that a Mimic is in charge of the Shadebinders?”
“He was a stronger Mimic than the other ones, and he made the other Mimics stronger even though we didn’t tell him to, which made them harder to control but still obedient to the Shadebinders as long as we did what he said,” he jabbered on, nodding his head listlessly up and down. “Kari told us not to listen but when she was gone he just started giving orders and everyone was too scared to say no. We didn’t have a choice.”
It felt as if a switch flipped in my head and returned my rage in full force. I hovered my face just above his and sneered into his unseeing eyes, supporting myself with an arm pressed into his neck. As opposed to before, Kord didn’t seem to react in the slightest to his airway closing beneath my weight, continuing to stare through me with a blank expression. “You made your choice when you summoned the Mimics here,” I seethed. “You had a choice when you joined the Shadebinders—when you tainted yourself with darkness.”
“Like you?” The question came without a hint of malice, but instead as a simple observation from the young man’s shattered mind. “Are you a Shadebinder too, Lux? Are you like him?”
The question hit me like a punch in the gut. “What did you just say to me?”
“Are you a Shadebinder, too?” he repeated, clearly not comprehending the danger his simple answer put him in. “You use Shade better than Shaper Kari ever could.”
The void coursing through my scars surged through my mind and sapped the color from the world around me. “Let me show you what I am,” I said with a wicked smile. A black pyre blazed across my arm and chest, filling the room with dancing shadows. The reappearance of my void flames brought a look of terror to Kord’s blackened face; he attempted to squirm out from beneath my weight and let out increasingly pitiful whines of fear as he remained trapped in place.
A sudden pressure punched through the rippling darkness at the base of my skull and froze me in place. Lux. Stop. Lia’s unmistakable golden mana surged through my brain like a soothing panacea, bringing a moment of peace to my thoughts for the first time since Kord had arrived. What’s happening? Her voice sounded muffled and far away in my head, as if she were speaking to me from underwater.
The flames burning across my skin began to dim and flicker out. A Mimic that looked like Marin came to our suites, I explained dully, feeling lost inside my own head. She tried to hurt Tyr and Siv, but the real Marin came back and stopped her. But then, Kord came, and…he’s a Shadebinder, Lia. It’s not over—not even close.
I know. Her voice grew in clarity with every passing second. We got attacked on our way back to the capital. They took Val.
Took her? A jolt of lightning adrenaline rushed down my spine and roused me from my momentary daze. What do you mean, took her? Color began to bleed in from the edges of my vision as I pushed myself away from the blackened husk I had created, and I staggered out of the pool of fetid blood below me. Are you alright?
I’m fine, but Val’s in danger. We were exploring some tunnels under Marsta when the Shadebinders collapsed the floor out from under us—they’ve got passages made of voidglass running all over the place down there. Her words faded away, but I felt her presence stronger than ever at the back of my mind; her fear for Val’s safety echoed my own, but there was a burning sense of shame and disappointment beneath it that I didn’t understand. I need you, Lux.
I’m coming. With my better sense returned to me, I sent out a pulse of Detection to survey my surroundings as I rushed to collect my gear from the bedroom. Tyr and Marin had both evacuated the common area at some point during my dark display and taken refuge in Tyr’s bedchamber. The pair sat at the edge of the bed with Siv sheltered between them; the young girl seemed unaware of the danger and swung her tiny legs as she chatted with her mother. Beyond our chambers, the crowd that had gathered at the doorway had dispersed, replaced by a line of guardsmen in a defensive position farther down the hall.
Lux, are you…Lia trailed off, her voice thick with concern. Are you okay?
No. I made no attempt to soften the answer; a majority of my concentration was consumed by repressing the fresh memories of Kord’s torture, with the rest split between analyzing the information from my Detection and fastening on my armor. That doesn’t matter right now. We need to save Val. I can be okay later. 
A group of five Stoneshapers hurried down the hallway to take up a position behind the guards. I recognized the particularly large man leading the charge as the Guildmaster himself, who quickly set to work directing his disciples to various points throughout the hallway. Dim flares of activated mana pulled small mounds of stone up from the floor in a fascinating display of the Stoneshapers’ powers, creating waist-high cover points for the assembled guards.
I finished the practiced movements of equipping my gear and hurried back into the hallway, where a hard set of olive eyes met with mine. Marin stared me down from across the entryway; her narrowed eyes and tight lips told me the discomfort from her mana withdrawals had yet to subside, but her defensive stance in front of Tyr’s bedroom door made her intentions clear. She tensed up as I took my first careful step forward, so I stopped and held my hands up in a sign of peace. “Marin,” I started, swallowing hard to soothe my ragged, crackling voice, “Lia and Val are in danger. I’m going to help them.”
She watched with hawk-like interest as I returned to where I had left Kord. The man had stayed in the same position for the duration of my absence, staring sightlessly up to the ceiling with a placid expression. He’s broken. Whatever he was before…he’s gone. I felt the gravity of my sin crushing down on me, weaving its way into my bones where it would never be forgotten. I did this. Not the darkness—me.
“Take him with you,” Marin called out to me. “I don’t want them to see him like that.”
I gave her a slow, deliberate nod before crouching down to grab Kord by the hood of his charred robes. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly as I began to drag the Shadebinder across the room. The apology remained unanswered while I crossed to the foyer, stepping over the ruined pile of gifts Marin had bought for Tyr and Siv. “Don’t let anybody in after I’m gone. Not even me.” Especially not me.
“Go,” she replied, motioning me away with her head.
I obeyed the command without reply, dragging Kord’s body along behind me as I walked to the exit. I’m coming, I thought silently to Lia.
“Halt!” The wavering voice greeted me in the instant I stepped into the hall and closed the door behind me. “By order of the Pres—”
“Halvaar,” I spoke over the man, “I have something for you.” I continued towards the entrenched guards in clear defiance of their previous order.
“Lux.” The Guildmaster pushed through the line of defenses, waving down the loaded crossbows of the guards as he passed. “There have been reports of disturbing noises. Are there—” He nearly choked on his words as he caught a glimpse of the body trailing behind me. “Primes preserve us,” he murmured. “What is that, Lux?”
“This is Shaper Kord,” I told him, tossing the ruined man onto the floor between us. “Your right hand in the Shadebinder investigation and, coincidentally, a Shadebinder himself.”
The large man’s face paled behind his beard. “No. Impossible.” He took a step back and shook his head, turning his eyes away from the corpse-like body. “You’re wrong.”
“Lock him in the dungeon with the others,” I ordered, ignoring his protests. “Talk with him if you like—he’s a lot more forthcoming with information about the Shadebinders than he was before.” Pausing a moment to collect my thoughts, I looked back to the door to our suites. “Don’t let anybody go in there. Marin will kill them.” With my final warning given, I shifted to the side and continued down the hall towards the exit.
“I said you’re WRONG!” Halvaar bellowed. His massive hand grabbed me by the edge of my cloak and spun me around, pulling me within an inch of his reddening face. “I would have known. Kord was not a Shadebinder—I would have seen it.”
Before I had a chance to react, Lia’s mana pressed down on me from all sides and raced through my head. Don’t hurt him, Lux, she pleaded. He’s just scared. He’s not a threat.
The warning brought a fresh pang of shame to my gut and a burning flush to my face. “The Shadebinders are hiding in the leylines under Doram. They’ve been following the orders of a Mimic ever since we brought in Shaper Kari.” I uncurled his white-knuckle grip on my cloak one finger at a time, effortlessly breaking his hold on me. “They sent a Mimic to kill Tyr and Siv, and they captured Val. I’m going to go kill them and get her back.”
The Guildmaster appeared to physically shrink beneath the weight of my words. His hands fell limply to his sides, and he stared down at the blackened body between us. “Kord?” His voice was like wind whispering through a forest, nearly inaudible even though my face remained only inches from his. “Is that you, Kord?”
I knelt down to the Shadebinder’s side and leaned in close to his ear. “Tell him everything,” I commanded the ruined Stoneshaper. “Everything you know about the Shadebinders and the Mimics.” The man failed to respond to my order; his glassy, black eyes stared blankly up into the ceiling, drifting purposelessly from point to point. A rush of grief filled me as I stared at his ruined features and imagined the young, hopeful face he had once worn. “I’m sorry,” I whispered in his ear, dreading my next action.
The void that had possessed me in our chambers was gone, either burned away in my brutal rage or hidden somewhere deep within me, so I pulled a trace of the dark energy from the voidglass dagger at my belt and lit a black flame in my palm. Kord’s eyes immediately locked onto the flame and traced it back and forth as my hand floated over his face. “Tell Halvaar everything you know about the Shadebinders and the Mimics,” I repeated. “Talk until he tells you to stop.”
“The Shadebinders have existed in Doram since the country was founded by the original Stoneshapers of Kaldan hundreds of years ago, but they operated in secret because people didn’t like the way they—” Kord’s frenetic babbling began again in earnest, continuing as I stood up and began to walk towards the exit.
“Lux,” Halvaar called out to me as I passed by. The rage that had colored his face only moments before had drained away, leaving him looking far more wizened than he truly was. “Primes watch over you,” he intoned, giving me a deep bow.
“There are no Primes, Halvaar,” I replied sadly, sending a crackling surge of mana through my body. “Just me.” My enhancements flared to life and launched me down the hallway, leaving the Guildmaster and his assembled guards behind in an instant. I followed along the narrow band of amber mana that shone like a beacon through my Detection, leading me down to the ground floor of the castle in seconds. The sunset light of the celestial projector painted the cavernous city in brilliant bands of deep orange and dark shadow as I sprinted through Syndrai’s empty outskirts. Lia’s extended mana grew in strength with every step, leading back to its source that rocketed towards me down the eastern tunnel.
I collided with her just beyond the entrance to the Rings; she leapt into my arms and buried her face in my chest as our mana combined, flooding my mind with the emotions burning through her aura. “I’m sorry,” I whispered into the top of her head. The words to truly express my thoughts failed to materialize, so I simply held her tight against me and reveled in her light.
“This is my fault,” she breathed into my chest as she shook her head. “If I hadn’t been so stupid, Val would still—”
“No. This is not your fault,” I interrupted her, pulling away just far enough to stare into her large amber eyes. “I should have been smarter. I should’ve known this wasn’t over and that the Shadebinders were still out there. When that Mimic showed up in our room…when I saw the scars on Kord…I was scared. I thought you might be—”
My words were lost when she pressed her lips against mine in a passionate kiss. I etched every detail of the moment into my deepest memories, savoring the feeling of her skin against mine until she pulled away a few moments later. “I’m okay,” she said, “but Val isn’t.” She gave my hand a gentle tug as she turned back towards the road to Marsta. “We have to go.”
“Where is she?” I asked as our sprint began. Mana burned through my muscles in an effort to match her impossible speed; the dim glow of the magical Stoneshaper lamps narrowed into whipping streaks of light at the edges of my vision as we moved far faster than I ever had before.
A series of images floated to the forefront of my mind in response. Just outside of Marsta. Underground. I saw a massive fissure in the main road through Lia’s memory that led down a jagged stone slope to a strange, pitch-black passageway below. The neon glow of her Detection carried the vision farther down through a pile of rubble to a sudden stopping point another dozen yards below; her golden mana pooled at the edges of some unseen obstacle, clearly illuminating an entire tunnel of voidglass. We should be there in a few minutes.
Twin fronts of blue and amber energy raced ahead of us along the main road, measuring the distance between us and the site of the Shadebinder attack. I’ll break into the tunnel when we get there. Your Detection won’t work down there, but mine will. I glanced down at the hand-forged dagger on my hip. We’ll find Val, kill the Shadebinders, and find the source of the Mimics once and—wait.
An impossible image appeared at the outer edge of my Detection: prismatic violet light burning in the core of a familiar solitary figure that approached at a rapid pace. “Val!” Lia gasped, charging ahead to meet her.
“Lia, wait,” I shouted, gritting my teeth as I struggled to increase my speed. “Stop!” My voice snapped like a whip and brought her to an abrupt, skidding halt.
“Lux, what’s the ma—”
Her expression rapidly changed from confusion to concern while I silently stalked forward, positioning myself between her and our returning comrade. The tunnel lights revealed Val to be in a dangerous state of disrepair. Her face glistened with blood from a large gash on her forehead, and her left arm swung limply at her side, causing her to wince with every movement. More concerning still was her lack of accouterments; she wore nothing but her underclothes, missing both her beautiful scale armor and the padded pants and gambeson she wore beneath it, and her shield was nowhere to be found.
“Lia, you are alive,” Val panted, stopping a few yards in front of us. “Thank the Primes. When I did not find you in the collapse, I grew worried.”
“Val, what happened?!” Lia cried out. Despite the obvious concern in her voice, she remained in her place of protection behind me.
“I do not know how, but the Shadebinders have returned,” she answered. “They attempted to take me prisoner after their initial attack. Though they had stripped me of my belongings, I managed to escape before we returned to whatever sanctuary they have hidden beneath Doram. I heard them speak of a ritual—I am unsure of the specifics, but I believe they intend to use the power of the King’s Shield in an effort to create a dark relic similar to the skull beneath Shadowmine.”
Lux, heal her, Lia insisted in my head. She’s not a Mimic, she can’t be—they only had Marin’s blood, remember?
“I’m glad you’re okay, Val,” I sighed with faux relief. “When Lia told me what happened, I was worried that they might have…killed you.” I stepped forward and extended out my arm, motioning her in for a hug. “Glad to see I was wrong.”
“I am happy to hear you say that,” she replied, flashing an embarrassed smile. She hesitated briefly as I approached, but she stepped forward to meet my embrace when the stress faded from her face.
I silently drew the voidglass dagger from my hip as I moved to wrap her in my arms. Deathly energy raced into my fingertips from the depths of the blade and surged down across Val’s bare skin, laying a second image of her over my usual Detection. Gnarled branches of crimson energy snaked through her core and filled her with an ominous, shifting light. “Liar,” I whispered in her ear. My dagger stabbed straight through her back, driving through flesh and bone until the bloodied tip emerged from her chest and knocked against my cuirass.
“NO!” Lia screamed, lunging ahead to wrench us apart. I felt her tug on my shoulder, but the strength drained from her grip in the face of the growing emerald light from beneath Val’s skin. A single belch of green flame escaped the wound in her back before the glow began to subside; my arm shuddered as the deathly energy bound in her core raced into its voidglass prison, stopped midway through its activation in the Mimic’s self-immolation. I wrenched the blade out through the side of her chest and let her fall to the ground in a dull, unmoving heap. “Lux…how was that even possible?” Lia asked, staring at the perfect simulacrum of Val at our feet. “They never had her blood. How could—”
“They did,” I interrupted her. A chill ran down my spine as the barriers around my mind dissolved, allowing a rush of amber mana to fill my body and double my senses. I gave up on my verbal explanation, relying instead on our joined consciousnesses to show her the source of my sudden fear. Kord. The day we first met. His unnerving babble from my torturous interrogation narrated my earliest memory of the man, displaying his actions in a new, terrible light. Sylvie’s Mimic burned Val. Kord stayed behind to take samples when we went to the rail carriage.
Dread flooded through our commingled minds as I picked through the old memory of our first encounter with a Mimic. We have to go. Now. We took off down the tunnel at a blistering pace with our leaping steps perfectly in sync. Each second that passed was an eternity to my enhanced mind, giving me ample time to reach the same conclusion over and over again. I know who’s leading the Shadebinders.
---
[Val]
Pain was the first sensation to return to me. Broken bones. Sprains. Muscle tears. Puncture wounds. I reflexively took an inventory of the injuries I felt while I remained floating in all-encompassing darkness. Pressure returned next; a massive weight sat squarely on my chest and crushed me into the shield that remained on my back. The smell of stale cave air peppered with fresh gravel filled my nose as faint, painful breaths highlighted my injuries. I waited for my vision to return, but the total blackness around me persisted. A sharp crunch of boots on broken glass sounded in my ears, approaching from both sides.
With my eyesight gone, I attempted to send out a pulse of Detection to find the source of the noise, but my mana refused to expand past my armor. It felt as if the world around me actively rejected the energy; the sensation was one I had experienced before in the Shadebinders’ hidden refuge in Marsta’s mines and in Lux and Lia’s house in Lybesa before that. Voidglass.
Faint traces of blue light cut through the darkness ahead of me and immediately halted the approaching footsteps, and I realized that my eyes had never faltered. I had fallen into yet another unlit tunnel, though one of vastly different construction; the advancing light sparkled along the surface of the jagged, uneven walls of dark glass, revealing my surroundings in a dance of flickering lights and shadows. Three figures in hooded robes stood around where I lay half-submerged in shattered voidglass, each of them intently watching the approaching light.
After another tense moment of waiting, the source of the blue glow appeared from around a bend in the tunnel ahead of us. A blade bathed in radiant blue energy hovered a few feet above the ground and illuminated a familiar cloaked silhouette as its wielder. I had only just registered the image in my mind when it flashed down the passage like a bolt of lightning; in less than a second, the three figures surrounding me had been dispatched and fell to the floor in a mess of blood and dismembered limbs. My savior stepped forward and held out his hand, the glow from his sword now perfectly lighting the hard lines of his face—a face that, no matter how hard I had resisted, continued to quicken my heart and set my mind racing.
“Lux,” I smiled, “you came for me.”
“Of course I did,” he answered nonchalantly. “What, did you think I’d just leave you down here?”
I began to fight against the weight of the collapsed voidglass pinning me to the ground in an effort to ignore the rush of blood to my cheeks. “After the difficulty I have caused you recently, I would not—” I heaved the broken crystal from my chest and sat up in a sudden panic, remembering the entirety of my situation. “Where is Lia? Is she safe?” An automatic rush of mana bounced off the surrounding voidglass as I attempted to find her among the rubble. “I attempted to throw her clear of the attack, but I—”
“She’s fine, Val,” Lux assured me, aiding in the effort to unbury me from the landslide. “She came to get me after the attack. I had her guard the entrance to the tunnels while I came down to find you.” He held up his radiant blade and shoved one of the robed corpses aside to allow me room to stand. “Looks like the Shadebinders aren’t gone, after all.”
The blue light from his sword allowed me to finally identify my hooded assailants; though large swatches of their robes were stained in fresh, dark blood, the cream-colored cloth and light-blue stripe along the arms marked the dead as practicing Stoneshapers. “Marin and the others—are they safe as well?”
“Back at the castle, under Halvaar’s personal protection,” he nodded. He brushed a patch of dirt from my shoulder and sent a rush of familiar blue energy through my body. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he sighed in relief a moment later, activating the mana in a burst of green sparks that danced across my skin and mended my wounds. “When Lia told me what happened, I was…worried. Looks like I got here just in time.”
I recoiled away from the touch my mind so clearly desired. “Thank you,” I murmured to the floor. Shame burned in my cheeks as I took a step forward into the glittering dark. I do not need it. Lia’s emotional confession stuck in the forefront of my mind; the memory of her defeated tears aided in my efforts to suppress my feelings, and I turned back to face Lux a moment later with fresh resolve. “We should go. I do not wish to linger here.”
“Yeah, you and me both,” he agreed, leading the way down the tunnel. “The fact that this place even exists…” he trailed off with a shake of his head. “It’s been here this whole time, right below our feet. I should’ve known.”
“You cannot blame yourself. There is no way you could have known the extent of the Shadebinders’ presence here.” It pained me to see the weight of the responsibility he unfairly assigned himself. The sensation was one I knew well; I had often maintained the mindset during my time in the Trinity Guard, expecting an impossible level of prescience and mastery of myself in order to keep those under my command safe from harm. “We are all still safe. That is what matters now.”
He let out a long, whistling sigh. “I know,” he said quietly. “Thanks, Val.” We walked on in silence for quite some time, taking turn after winding turn in the indistinguishable voidglass caves. I knew that his newfound control over the dark energy of the Shadebinders allowed him to see the path ahead of us, but it did little to dissuade my mind of the notion we were walking into further danger. The dark, reflective surface of the natural tunnel made it difficult to tell for certain, but it seemed as if we walked on a permanent downward slant, winding ever deeper into Doram’s core.
“Hey,” Lux said, his voice startling me after such a prolonged period of quiet. “Before we get back to the surface, I think we should probably talk about…things.”
My stomach dropped out from beneath me as his pace slowed down. “I…yes,” I answered, swallowing against my nerves. “Lia and I spoke about it at length on our way to Marsta. I have come to understand her feelings on the matter much more clearly—I understand why my choice hurt her. We agreed that the best course of action would be an open discussion between the three of us.”
“I think you’re probably right,” he agreed. “Even so, I wanted to talk to you about it, too. Just the two of us.”
“O—of course,” I stammered, mentally unprepared for the coming conversation. “What is it you would…would like to…” My words trailed off as a bend in the tunnel revealed a sudden change in our surroundings and occupied the entirety of my focus. Our voidglass passageway opened into a massive, cylindrical chamber with no floor; a narrow stone bridge led across the cavernous opening that extended down farther than Lux’s light could reach. An innumerable set of staircases branched off from our current bridge, each one leading down to yet another bridge with yet another set of branching staircases. The structures created the illusion of an ever-expanding spiderweb of black pathways stretching both up and down into the darkness. Tunnels similar to the one we had emerged from dotted the chamber’s walls, leading off in every possible direction. “Lux,” I gasped, “where are we?”
“Some sort of nexus for the Shadebinders,” he shrugged. “The entrance we found to this whole place is right over there,” he said, pointing down to a wider, more ornamented bridge three stories below us. “If I had to guess, they have tunnels leading to every corner of Doram down here.”
“It is…incredible,” I whispered. “I have never seen anything like it.” He waited patiently as I stared at the impossible geometry of the space with increasing fascination, tracing the branching stairways until my eyes were lost in the darkness. A gentle clearing of his throat returned my focus to the task at hand, and I quickly lowered my head. “Please, continue.”
Lux made his way towards a staircase at our right, beginning our journey along the maze of dark stone steps that would eventually deposit us at the bridge below. “I’m…sorry for what happened before,” he said eventually. “You deserved better than that.”
“I do not understand. You have been nothing but kind to me—even as I confessed my…love for you, you were not unkind in your reaction.” I nearly choked on the word as I spoke through my racing thoughts. “You have nothing to apologize for.”
I noticed a momentary hitch in his step during my explanation, and his pace slowed even further. “I knew what Lia would think when she found out. It wasn’t something I could hide from her,” he said, sounding as if he were explaining his actions aloud to himself. “I couldn’t say what you wanted to hear.”
“Yes, I understand. You did the right thing in sharing my confession with her. It would have—”
“That’s not what I meant, Val,” he cut me off. We came to a stop as we reached the spot he had pointed to earlier; as opposed to the narrow, unadorned bridge we had entered on, our current platform appeared to be constructed from carefully shaped bricks and tiles, and large, unlit braziers flanked the walkway on both sides. “I couldn’t say what you wanted to hear. I couldn’t even think it—Lia would’ve found out eventually.”
I am misunderstanding him. It was the only feasible explanation my mind could conjure. “I do not know what you mean.”
“I couldn’t say it, but I wanted to.”
It felt as though my heart had suddenly exploded in my chest; a heavy buzz set in over my extremities, and my chest and face filled with an unstoppable burning. I misheard him.
He took a step towards me and raised a hand to my cheek, brushing a loose strand of hair back behind my ear. “I love Lia…but I love you, too, Val.”
All thoughts evacuated my mind at once, leaving me to act on pure, subconscious instinct alone. I placed a trembling hand on his chest and stared into his piercing gray eyes. “I—I…we should…speak with Lia. This is not…I cannot—”
“Stop sacrificing yourself for everyone else, Val,” he whispered, wrapping an arm around my waist. I fell against his chest, helpless to resist the sudden embrace. “Just this once, do what you want to do. Damn the consequences.”
My mind began to rip itself in half fighting between what I knew was right and what I ached for in my soul. The balled-up emotions in my chest exploded out all at once in a rush of pent-up mana, suffusing Lux’s body and welcoming his energy into mine. Lightning crackled through my body and filled the empty place in my mind that had impatiently awaited him since we last parted.
The freeing catharsis I had hoped to find nowhere to be found. There was a hollowness to his presence I had never felt before; despite its overwhelming radiance, the electric blue light was somehow less alluring than I remembered, even in the face of my complete vulnerability. My extended mana left me similarly puzzled; it was difficult to see behind the power of his aura, but my sparkling violet energy traced a slightly different path around his body than what my eyes expected.
I am a fool. I released my desperate hold on his energy and let my emptiness fill me, accepting the pain of our separation as penance for my failure. My body fell limp in Lux’s arms, but his powerful hands held me in place, forcing me to hold his burning gaze. I should have known.
“Let. Her. Go.” A chilling, familiar voice echoed through the empty chamber from somewhere behind me.
“Oh, you’re finally here,” the same voice answered, inches away from my face. The hand resting on my cheek snaked back and grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanking my head painfully to one side. Lux spun me around to face the newly-arrived voice, but I could hardly make out the two figures ahead of us through the tears that flooded my eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I cried quietly, standing helplessly in place as my soaring emotions collapsed into self-loathing. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re going to be okay, Val,” Lia called out to me.
Green flames burst from the braziers lining our bridge, illuminating the darkness of the bottomless chamber with wicked light. “Now that we’ve all arrived, I guess it’s time we get down to business,” Lux’s voice laughed out from the Mimic restraining me. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Elden.”
***




20. UMBRAL FLAME

It took the entirety of Lia’s focused will to stop me from sprinting across the bridge towards the smug, smirking Mimic. “I told you to let her go,” I growled, pointing the tip of my sword at the perfect replica of myself. “I won’t tell you again.” It was difficult to interpret the scene that blazed through my Detection; I felt the Mimic’s mana extended beneath my own as I scanned our surroundings, familiar in look and intensity but entirely disconnected from my core. A wave of disorienting vertigo washed over me as the foreign energy moved of its own accord, much to the amusement of our new foe.
“I don’t think you’re the one who should be giving the orders, Elden,” the Mimic smirked. “I’m the one with the hostage, after all.”
“What do you want?” Lia yelled, her twin swords brandished in trembling fists.
The Mimic pointed at her with his free hand. “See? That’s more like it. Thank you, love.” His eyes suddenly widened, and he covered his mouth. “Sorry, I should’ve known better. He doesn’t call you that.”
A rush of images from my past flooded my mind before I could react: Brekkan’s vicious sneer as he berated our party, Virram staring down at us with contempt from his golden throne, and the Strategist’s pompous overconfidence as he hid behind Solette’s magic. He’s provoking you. Just like you would. A jolt of pain ran through my jaw while I ground my teeth and fumed at Lia’s accurate appraisal. There’s three of us and one of him. We’ll survive if we stay calm.
“Listen to your new wife, Elden,” the Mimic called out. “I’m sure that whatever she’s saying, she’s got the right—”
I sent a massive surge of mana down the length of the bridge directed at the base of the Mimic’s skull. The energy wrapped its way up his body and coalesced at the back of his neck, but for the first time in my life, I was unable to break through my foe’s mana barriers; an equally powerful burst of energy repelled my attack, shifting reactively back and forth in perfect time as I attempted to penetrate its defenses.
“Now, that was rude,” he continued, showing no signs of the mental battle. “Here I am simply trying to explain myself, and you tried to kill me!” He barked a loud, mocking laugh. “If only it were that easy, huh?”
My nostrils flared indignantly as I withdrew the mana surrounding his well-protected body. Focus. I couldn’t tell whether the thought had come from my mind or Lia’s, but I centered myself around the command and attempted to flush the distracting emotions from my mind. Val’s life depends on it. Mana poured out from my core to fuel my combat enhancements, sharpening my senses and accelerating my thoughts. Lia’s relief was palpable across our bond when my mind finally settled into its cool, practiced calm. Sorry. I’m here.
I grounded my stance and rethreaded my grip on my sword. “Let her go,” I repeated, far calmer than before. Synchronized bands of blue and amber energy flashed across the bridge and suffused Val with radiant light. The mana pooled at the surface of her skin, holding a vigil against any potential attacks from the Mimic. “We’re not exchanging pleasantries while you’re holding Val hostage.”
“Oh, civility! That wasn’t so hard, was it?” he laughed. “How about this—just for you, I’ll let her go as a show of my good faith.” A casual flick of his wrist sent Val soaring towards us; she landed hard against the dark stone bridge and tumbled to a stop at our feet. “Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt her,” he called out. “No more than you did, anyways.”
I ignored the obvious provocation and knelt to help Val to her feet. She shrunk away from my touch with a whimper, but I persisted in the effort until she was standing before us with her face adamantly turned away. “Val, are—”
“Please, no,” she choked out. “I am not worth your concern.”
Her agonized words cut through my chest like a dagger. “That’s not true,” I said, shaking my head. Even with the benefit of my accelerated mind, I failed to find the words to comfort her and relay my feelings.
“It is,” she countered, her voice breaking as she cried. “I allowed myself to be manipulated because I am a foolish, worthless, pathetic child, and you are now in danger because of my failure.”
The broken, anguished admission threatened to overwhelm me with grief. I reached a hand out to her shoulder and called on the mana in my core, preparing to comfort her in the only way I could imagine. Lia, I—
Do it, she said immediately.
I allowed the energy to flow through Val’s body, carrying with it the full, unfiltered breadth of my feelings for her. The entirety of our history together wove itself into a vibrant surge of swirling emotion: every moment of rage and ounce of respect, each gentle smile and casual conversation, and my muddled mess of confusion, love, and worry. This is what you mean to me.
And to me. A web of molten amber laced through my extended mana as Lia added her memories to mine and filled Val with radiant light. The raw emotion of their recent private exchange instantly flooded our deepened bond with jealousy, self-doubt, and strengthened affection, illuminating for me just how powerfully Val’s confession had affected her. You are not worthless.
Tears flooded Val’s olive eyes and rained down onto her scaled breastplate as she stared at us. We need you, Val, I told her. I know it isn’t fair, but if we’re going to survive this, we need you with us. Can you—
I can. An explosion of violet mana raced up my arm and crashed down into my core, adding a third set of senses to our already entwined consciousness. Lia and I took a synchronized step backwards in shock as the unexpected connection wove through our minds. Though the newly-created bond was a pale imitation of the perfect merging I shared with Lia, Val’s memories flooded my vision without restraint; I watched through her eyes as she confessed her love for me on the balcony of Syndrai’s capitol and felt the full extremes of her emotions as the Mimic led her through the voidglass tunnels. My life is yours. She paused to wipe the tears from her eyes, then drew her shield and took her place beside me, already prepared for battle.
“Oh, are you finished?” the Mimic asked, stretching from side to side with exaggerated vigor. “I didn’t want to interrupt your reunion—I know how much you mean to each other, after all.”
I took a measured step forward and raised my sword. “You’ll die for all of this.”
“Hmm,” he hummed, scratching his chin while he screwed up his face in thought. “No, I don’t think I will, actually. I’ve got a few plans that require me to be alive.”
Lia groaned. “Is this why you led us down here? To trade quips?”
“Well, you know how much I love my quips,” he smirked. “Unfortunately, the circumstances of our meeting are a bit more dire than that. As much as I hate to say it…I need your help.”
The statement drew a harsh laugh from deep within my chest. “I thought you were supposed to be me—I’m not that stupid.”
“And yet, you’re still here.” He began to pace back and force across the bridge as he continued. “Here to protect your family, as I knew you would be. They wouldn’t have been involved in this at all if you’d just gone on Kord’s mission by yourself like you were supposed to.” He paused and spun to face us, his grin widening. “Speaking of, how is our Stoneshaper friend? If everything up there’s been running smoothly, I imagine the two of you had a little…chat.” He paused and waited for a reply, tipping his head slowly to one side. “Is he alive?”
“He is, unfortunately for him,” I answered bitterly. “He was more than willing to answer a few questions for me after a little encouragement. I don’t think he’ll be working for you anymore.” 
“Ah, encouragement. The same sort of encouragement you gave Kari, no?” He laughed as I turned my gaze away from his cocksure smirk. “C’mon, Elden. You can’t lie to me. I know how much you liked it.” I felt my face flush in shame as the memories of Kari and Kord’s torture rose to the surface of my shared consciousness, exposing to Val and Lia just how much I had reveled in my dark power. “I’ve seen all your memories—even the ones you like to pretend don’t exist. I know you better than you know yourself. It’s why I know you’re going to help me.”
“Enough,” Val cut in. “You will find no aid from us.”
“Oh, my sweet paramour,” he sighed mockingly, “that’s where you’re wrong. I’m afraid you don’t really have a choice in the matter—all I need you to do is die, and you’ll be doing that soon enough.” The three of us instantly stiffened at the threat of combat, which drew another vicious laugh from the Mimic as he remained casually aloof. “What, did you think I was going to invite you in and ask to join forces? Sorry to disappoint you, but there’s no room for you in my family—it's rather large already.”
“The Shadebinders aren’t your family,” I shot back. “They’re underlings taking orders from a monster. They don’t even know what you are—they’re just too afraid of what you’d do if they disobeyed.”
“You thought I meant the Shadebinders?” he asked in sudden disgust. “Idiots, all of them. Self-aggrandizing fools playing with borrowed power they could never understand.”
A pair of alarms chimed in my head as both Val and Lia noticed a gesture I had missed. My vision was guided to where the Mimic’s hand rested on the pommel of his illusory bastard sword. His thumb spun in slow circles around the golden band that ringed the bottom of the grip while he continued to pace. He is agitated, Val spoke into my mind. His distaste for the Shadebinders is genuine.
Keep him off balance, Lia added. Question his power.
“Idiots that made you,” I laughed, following Lia’s order. “Come to think of it, you do look a bit shorter than me. Imagine what else they got wrong when they were putting you together.”
“They did not make me,” he snapped, whirling on his heel to glare at me. “They found your blood—nothing more. The Source made me, and it doesn’t make mistakes. After all this time, those fucking morons still don’t know even a fraction of what it can do.” The emerald light of the braziers flared angrily as he turned and pointed to the large tunnel at the opposite end of the bridge. “Virram delivered them the greatest power any world has ever seen, and what did they do with it? They tried to use us for labor.”
“So this is…what, your little rebellion?” Lia asked with a dismissive wave. “You need us to free you from the scary Shadebinders?”
“I RULE the Shadebinders!” he roared. “The only reason this miserable tomb of a country still exists is because of their ignorance. They wasted the Source’s power the instant they saw what I could do—greedy, miserable little—”
“Oh, now I get it!” I shouted, interrupting the Mimic’s curses. A puzzling few words of Kord’s ramblings replayed in my head for Val and Lia to hear, now paired with the necessary context. Their artifact stopped working. “Virram’s little gift ran out of power, didn’t it? Your…what did you call it? Your Source? That’s what you need me for—you think you can kill me to recharge it.”
“I know I can kill you,” my doppleganger hissed. It looked as if he were about to continue his stinging tirade, but he suddenly bit down on his tongue and took a long breath. The disdainful creases of his face melted away, replaced by the false smile he had worn moments before. “Tell me, Elden. Which of your lovers would you like me to kill first?”
“It seems as though your Shadebinder masters forgot to teach you basic arithmetic.” Val’s voice crackled with an icy vitriol unlike anything I had heard from her before. “The only deaths today will be yours, alongside the rest of your kind.”
“Thank you for volunteering, Valandra,” he grinned, ignoring the provocation. “I’m afraid you won’t give me quite the amount of void I need, but your death will be an excellent motivator for your friends.”
Bright bands of multicolored energy blazed to life as our collective combat enhancements deepened in preparation of the coming confrontation. “Tough talk from the monster pretending to be human,” I prodded. “If you really were me, you’d know you don’t stand a chance against the three of us.”
“Tell me, Elden—when’s the last time you won a real fight? When’s the last time you didn’t have to rely on cheap tricks and gifted strength to survive?” He drew the illusory manasteel sword from the scabbard on his hip and flourished the blade with masterful grace. “You’ve grown weak, Luxblade. You spend so much time pretending to be something you’re not that you’ve forgotten what you really are. So much power, so much wasted potential…it’s a tragedy, really.”
“Those are some terrible last words,” I quipped, instinctively flourishing my sword in the same pattern. With a final breath, I suppressed my distracting pride and cleared my head for battle. An instant torrent of memories took hold of my focus, directed by the tandem presences that occupied my head. In a matter of seconds, hundreds of hours of combat training were observed, dissected, and analyzed for every possible scrap of information that could give us an edge in the coming fight.
Weak reverse parry on his left side. Drive right and high, follow with low left.
His style is sluggish in a sustained confrontation. I will steal his momentum—
—while I push from the right. I’m faster than him, so I’ll initiate. Wait until we’re both engaged, then—
—slip in from the left, yes. His strikes will not break my guard.
Thousands of spectral ghosts danced across the length of the dark stone bridge as our battle plans began to form, fading away by the dozen as they met their unfortunate ends until only a handful of prospective routes remained. The surviving possibilities branched into increasingly fractal paths as they encountered the plethora of possible counterattacks from our Mimic foe, each one immediately simulated by my subconscious instinct. As the mental battles continued, I felt a bolstering surge of confidence as we saw our singular foe fall again and again to a trio of coordinated strikes.
We will not fail, Val assured us.
I felt a warmth blossoming deep within my chest as Lia’s wordless love grew within me. Whatever uncertainties and hardships we had experienced over the course of the previous day were entirely forgotten; our entwined souls cast off the weight of our individual burdens and concerns, leaving us as a perfect, singular mind. Forever.
The Mimic let out a long sigh and rolled his eyes. “If you don’t want to believe me, I guess I’ll have to show you,” he shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
A blinding bolt of hollow blue energy crackled across the space between us and smashed into Val’s mana barrier. My stomach lurched as a massive surge of energy left my core and rushed to shore up her defenses, arriving just in time to deflect the Mimic’s initial assault. His probing mana bounced back and forth across the surface of her body in search of the smallest weakness to exploit, driving spike after spike of concentrated energy against her in an unrelenting effort to finish her fight before it began. Though none of us had ever fought an opponent that could control mana as skillfully as we could, I saw the danger in the lifeless eyes of every soldier I had ever killed with a simple invocation of my Shatter rune.
His barrage ended when two metallic peals echoed through the cavernous chamber. Lia’s paired weapons smashed against the Mimic’s bastard sword, stopping just short of removing his head from his body. Despite the enhanced strength I felt behind her attack, her target showed no signs of a struggle beneath the weight of her blades; he braced a hand against the flat of his sword and effortlessly heaved it upward, pushing Lia back just enough to create room for his counterattack. He slipped forward with frightening speed and lashed out in a horizontal cut destined for her throat, which she narrowly dodged with an acrobatic roll to the side.
Freed of the mental burden of the Mimic’s mana-fueled assault, Val and I charged ahead to join the fray. I felt her fingers twitching in anticipation against the levers inside her shield’s grip, the functions of which were instantly revealed to me through our connected mana. Using the new knowledge, I sprinted a step ahead of Val and modified our current plan of attack on the fly. I’ll feint, you cover me.
The Mimic halted his attack against a retreating Lia and turned to meet us head-on. His smug grin only served to further strengthen the effects of my combat enhancements, and I raised my sword in preparation for a brutal overhead smash that would permanently erase his smirking face. When his foot slid back into the expected bracing position, I flashed him a small grin of my own and dismissed my blade into the ether; I lunged onto my knees and leaned backwards just in time to see Val’s shield rocket through the space I had just occupied, aimed directly at the Mimic’s center of mass. He caught the unexpected attack on the flat of his blade, knocking him back into the perfect position for my follow-up strike. My momentum slid me out from beneath Val’s shield and added strength to a rising slash with my rematerialized sword.
Arcs of snapping plasma burned across the Mimic’s armor as his mana flared into overdrive. The additional power allowed him enough time to spin to the right and narrowly avoid my attack, leaving me to swipe aggressively at the air where he had stood milliseconds earlier. His dodge left him standing directly at Val’s exposed side, but his attention was drawn away before he could capitalize on our mistake.
An onyx greatsword whistled out of the darkness behind him as Lia seized her opportunity to rejoin the fight. I caught an annoyed grimace on the Mimic’s face as his mana flared again; with his sword still out of position from parrying Val’s strike, he was forced to deflect the attack with his empty hand, drawing a grunt of pain as he slapped the blade off course and disengaged with a lithe backwards jump.
“Now that’s a fight!” he laughed as he cradled his clearly injured hand. A large gash ran around the base of his thumb where the advancing edge of Lia’s blade had caught him, and a trail of dark, smoking blood splattered the stone floor beneath him while he inspected the wound. “You nearly took my thumb off!” As he spoke, a line of sparkling green energy raced across the cut and stitched the flesh back together.
He’s using more mana than we are. I sent my visions of the Mimic’s overabundant mana use across our bonded consciousnesses. As long as we’re cautious, we’ll outlast him. He’s no stronger than—
“Well, seeing as we’re all warmed up now, why don’t we get into the fundamentals?” my doppelganger interrupted. “Tell me, friends—how’s your footwork these days?”
The projection of the world in my head flashed to life as the Mimic’s extended mana activated along the surface of the bridge. I rocked unsteadily on my feet as the stone tiles beneath us abruptly disintegrated into a fine black sand; I took an instinctual step forward to steady myself, but the stone seemed to melt away in a perfect circle around my boot and sent me stumbling forward. A blur at the edge of my vision alerted me to the Mimic’s approach just in time to raise my sword against a blow that sent me skidding across the bridge through ankle-deep sand.
I gritted my teeth and threw myself back at him, keeping my center of mass low to maintain my balance on the constantly-shifting stone. A burning frustration built in my chest as each of my attacks came a moment slower than I had hoped, keeping me from gaining an advantage; each time I spotted a weakness to exploit, the ground would shift beneath my feet and turn my attention to keeping myself upright. We traded a series of mirrored blows, parrying and counterstriking in a perfectly choreographed dance. “Just like Brandt taught us, right?” the Mimic laughed as our blades clashed again and again, echoing through the empty chamber like the peals of a blacksmith’s hammer. As opposed to my consistent struggling, my double appeared fully entertained by our clash, flitting back and forth across perfectly solid patches of stone with a devilish smile on his face.
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A series of instructions flooded my mind, pulled by Lia from a long-forgotten memory as she prepared to make her entrance. “Like he taught me,” I growled, ducking below a violent slash. My free hand scooped up a fistful of sand as I righted myself, and I hurled it into the Mimic’s eyes. Now. I lurched into the sand behind me as a column of roiling orange flames spilled from the tip of Lia’s greatsword and roared across the bridge. My face had barely registered the heat of the blaze before Val slid to my side and covered me with her protective bulwark. Though my view of the inferno was blocked by Val’s shield, I could already tell our gambit had failed; the Mimic was nowhere to be seen within my Detection, but his mana still covered our surroundings in a shimmering layer of blue light.
“That’s a cute trick!” his voice echoed up at us from somewhere over the side of the bridge. “It might’ve worked in another life, but you should know we’re beyond that at this point, Elden.” My mana rushed out along the branching staircases that wove the maze of bridges together, extending the web of lights in my head until I found our foe standing on a narrow staircase two stories below us. He wiped the sand from his face and straightened the collar of his illusory cloak. “I wonder, though—will it work on you?”
My skin crawled as the air around us grew thick with a familiar buzzing energy. He’s suffusing the air. The true extent of the power was still a mystery to me, having been pinned to our research board for later investigation back in Lybesa, but I knew it meant trouble. Everyone stay together. I don’t know what—
The world around us plunged into total darkness before I could finish the thought. It felt as if the air itself had become a viscous, opaque mass; I could still hear the snapping of the emerald flames in the brazier only a few feet ahead of me, but their light failed to reach me. We’ve done this before. A ray of golden mana traced across the projected map in my head as Lia approached. We can fight in the dark. Stay focused, and we’ll—
A pang of fear ran through our deepened bond when the Mimic launched himself into the air, erasing him from the reach of our Detection. I spun to my left and readied my sword, making my best guess for where he would land based on the initial angle of his jump, but I knew a rough estimate wouldn’t be enough. Mana burned out from my core at an alarming rate as I sent my Enhanced Senses into overdrive; the gentle lapping of the green flames turned to a roaring pyre in my ears, but the darkness remained absolute.
The soft rustle of fabric directly above us turned my attention at the last possible moment. “Behind us!” I shouted, driving my sword blindly forward into the spot I calculated the Mimic would land. The weapon found nothing but empty air, but I was met with a blinding pain just below my left shoulder. Mana raced up the length of my attacker’s blade to reveal him standing just inches to the left of where I had guessed. A dual assault from Lia and Val rained down on the newly-illuminated target a moment later, but he had already withdrawn the blade from my chest and leapt away, disappearing as quickly as he’d arrived.
“So close!” he laughed, reappearing to our Detection a dozen yards away. “If only you could see what I see right now—it’s somehow pitiful and hilarious at the same time!”
A mix of healing and pain reduction magic raced to the site of my wound and began to mend the gouged flesh and muscle. Cover me. I fell back behind Val and focused on the energy coursing just beneath my skin, willing it to rise to the surface and diffuse out into the air around us. The mana bent to my command more slowly than I had hoped, but a small cloud of light began to grow above the outline of the bridge in our shared mental map. I rushed the energy out into the air as fast as my body would allow, expanding the borders of our Detection through the Mimic’s unnatural darkness. My lack of focus on shaping the diffused mana left the image hazy and uncertain at its outermost edges, but I welcomed the lack of clarity in exchange for a wider field of view.
“I hope you’re not losing focus, Elden!” my double called out to me. “You know what happens if you do, right?” Another bolt of energy streaked towards us, this time clashing against the barrier of Lia’s amber mana. I instantly released my hold on the diffused energy in order to direct the full force of my power to her defenses; a heavy wave of vertigo washed over me as my connection to the aerosolized mana faded and returned my vision to its ground-level outline, and my head began to pound at the precipitous drop in my energy reserves. Our combined might successfully deflected the Mimic’s opening attack, but the continued deadly spikes of mana kept us locked in place within the world of darkness he had created.
My bond with Val flared to life as a feeling of desperation began to creep in at the edges of my mind. I saw her kneel and place a hand over the face of her shield, summoning a powerful burst of stored energy from deep within the relic. Its stained-glass face shimmered to life first through my Detection, and then, little by little, the star-and-moon sigil of Kaldan pierced the darkness and illuminated the entire cavern with its glorious light. The fissure that ran along its face emitted a white light so powerful that I was forced to shield my eyes, but not before I caught sight of the Mimic’s face at the opposite side of the bridge: wide eyes, raised brows, and a jaw hung slack in shock.
Val’s bastion of radiance led her valorous charge across the bridge. The immense mental pressure of the Mimic’s assault immediately dissipated as he withdrew his mana to defend against Val’s counterattack, but Lia and I chased after it with a synchronized assault of our own. The twin fronts of energy slammed against his defenses, pressuring him with the constant threat of instant death while Val approached full-tilt. I could feel his frustration bleeding through his extended aura, which only served to strengthen our resolve.
Wild lights flashed across the voidglass walls of the cavernous nexus as Val’s shield whirled in a flurry of quick strikes and parried attacks. The Mimic’s movements were sluggish compared to the frightening speed with which he moved only seconds before; each time he attempted to draw out a burst of mana to turn the tide of battle, Lia and I redoubled our efforts to break through his defenses, forcing him to keep the bulk of his energy focused on his barriers. Val, on the other hand, seemed to move faster with every clash, driving our foe back across the stone bridge. I gave her every insight I could while watching the fight through her eyes, predicting the Mimic’s movements with increasing accuracy as his cocky smile darkened to a frustrated grimace. Every blow from his false blade landed at the perfect point on Val’s shield to propel it faster around its axis, powering it forward until it spun too quickly to track.
A subtle shift in the mana I shared with Val dropped my jaw and left me staring at her in wonder. My long-held belief that the King’s Shield had no additional enchantments beyond its incredible durability was undermined in an instant; every strike that crashed against the aegis created a tiny burst of magical energy that rushed straight into Val’s body, physically enhancing her combat prowess bit by bit. Though I had never noticed it in our fights against weaker foes in the past, the devastating strength of the Mimic’s attacks illustrated the full potential of the ability: The kinetic energy building within the whirling relic sparkled with a dazzling violet light that pushed Val well past her usual limits.
The growing energy roared to life in a final, spectacular flash when her battle reached its climax. Her shield’s overpowering momentum knocked the Mimic’s sword well wide of its target as he lashed out with a desperate stab, leaving him momentarily undefended. Without hesitation, Val leapt into the air and flipped all of the levers within her shield’s grip, instantly filling the chamber with a deafening screech; the relic jammed mid-spin, transferring the entirety of its deadly rotational momentum up her arm in a bolt of violet lightning. The energy threw her into a tight frontflip and twirled her forward in the air above the Mimic’s head at a breakneck speed. Her spiked gauntlet blazed with fury as mana suffused the topaz set in her bracer, pouring the entirety of her pent-up energy into a single, earth-shattering strike. The full force of her attack crashed down on her foe’s head in perfect time with her flip; the blow sent him careening across the bridge, bouncing across the stone until he smashed to a stop against a brazier a hundred yards away.
A tricolor bolt of interwoven mana shot after him, ready to put a permanent end to the monster before he could recover, but what we found was a sensation entirely foreign to us. The once fluid and reactive mana barriers of the Mimic were gone, replaced by an unyielding wall of lusterless darkness that perfectly contoured to the surface of his skin. Void. The word echoed through our shared consciousness, banishing the small blooms of hope that had taken root after Val’s successful attack.
“I’ve got to hand it to you—I expected you to be dead by now.” The words boomed inside my mind, echoing in my ears a moment later as the sound reached us via my Enhanced Senses. “Unfortunately for you, this is where the game ends.” He stood up from the pile of broken stone a different man: The illusion of my armor and weapons was gone, replaced by the fine black plate of the Stoneshapers and an onyx hand-and-a-half sword lined with hand-etched Alderean runes. The Mimic’s jaw hung loose on one side in the aftermath of Val’s punch, completely separated from his skull apart from a few sinewy strands of valiant muscle, with the rest of his skin either swollen and red or sagging and pale. A burst of green light momentarily obscured his visage, fading away a moment later to reveal a perfectly repaired replica of mine, save for a single detail: his eyes pierced the dim light of the cavern with an intense emerald light.
He was toying with us. I longed to feel the rage the words should have evoked, but the only emotion I could muster was terror. We were fighting to stay alive, and he was playing with us.
We will not fail. Val’s mantra attempted to keep me focused. He cannot hope to—
The Mimic crossed the length of the bridge faster than I could blink and brought the grip of his sword up into Val’s stomach. Sympathetic pain arced through my body as she soared through the air and crashed down onto the bridge behind us with a sickening crunch. My connection to her core told me she had miraculously survived the attack, but her weak gasps for air told me that fact could change at any moment. “Now we’re even,” the Mimic smirked after her, watching the aftermath of his attack with smug satisfaction.
Lia, help Val. Take whatever mana you need from me to stay safe.
Lux, you can’t fight him on your—
I have to. I slipped my voidglass dagger from its sheath and sprinted forward to meet my double, keeping my body between him and my companions. Join me when you’re both ready. Pick your moments, but stay safe.
Lia immediately turned and dashed back to Val as I had asked, but our mental link was filled with a mess of conflicting emotions: She wanted nothing more than to fight at my side, ready to accept the void in an effort to keep me whole even as she feared the agony her sacrifice would bring, while my sole drive was to keep my family safe by any means necessary, including from the pain I would cause them if I fell to the darkness. You’re in control, she told me, the words equally encouraging and pleading.
Void poured out from the curved dagger and crackled across my scarred body, imbuing me with an additional set of darker, more primal enhancements. Even though my mana-fueled abilities were already pushed well beyond their normal limits, I still felt the world around me slow down and sharpen in focus as the deathly power activated, heightening both my physical and mental capacity further than I could ever imagine with mana alone. Every fiber of my being vibrated with stored energy as I sprinted across the bridge, moving farther and faster with each pounding step.
I brought my manasteel sword down on the Mimic with the full force of my charge. “You’ve certainly been busy,” he quipped, turning the strike away. “Last I knew, you were still terrified of the void. Seems to me that you’re rather fond of it nowadays.” I turned my dagger to redirect his follow-up attack as the momentum of my opening slash sent me skidding past him. Though I was dismayed that he could match the lightning speed of my doubly enhanced blows, our clash brought the same hard lines of concentration on his face that Lia had teased me for so many times during our more serious sparring matches.
“Whatever it takes to destroy you and your masters,” I snarled, whirling back around to stab my dagger towards his chest.
His two-handed grip on the dark bastard sword was more than enough to redirect my attack up past his head. “All that borrowed power, and you still don’t know how to use it,” he snapped, our faces only inches apart. His off hand dropped away from the grip of his sword and flew towards me in a bare-knuckle punch that dented my chestplate and knocked the wind from my lungs. “I wonder how long it’ll last?”
I called on another surge of dark power from the dagger to push through the pain. “Long enough to kill you,” I spat as I brought my forehead down into the bridge of his nose. The spurt of smoking blood that burst out across his masterfully-forged cuirass was well worth the stars that swarmed my vision. He shoved me backwards with the flat of his blade to give himself a moment to heal his wound, but I lunged back into the fight without a thought to my own injuries in an attempt to satiate my growing lust for blood.
KILL HIM. 
The booming chorus of voices echoed out from deep within my chest, causing me to stumble midway through my pursuit. I immediately pulled back on the void seeping down towards my core, having lost control over it in my moment of weakness. My internal struggle gave the Mimic enough time to dodge my charge and mend his shattered nose. “Slowing down already?” he taunted.
Amber light wrapped around my core as I parried another set of attacks. No, I chided the presence, I’m fine. Focus on Val. I had momentarily lost sight of my connections to Val and Lia in my bloodlust, but they returned to reveal that Val had retaken her feet in the wake of her devastating injury. Multiple ribs had shattered and pierced her right lung alongside a suite of fractures and breaks in her sternum and spine, but the multicolored mana weaving through her body had already repaired the majority of the damage.
You don’t have to do this alone. Lia’s golden energy refused to leave its defensive position around my mana reserves. I won’t let you.
I can’t keep it out of me, Lia. I can’t keep it away from you. Please. I attempted to curb the flow of darkness from the dagger, but the Mimic’s strikes instantly grew too powerful to withstand without it; I accumulated a large cut across my right cheek, two stabs wounds through my left thigh, and a dislocated wrist in a matter of seconds as my double pressed his deadly advantage over me.
Then don’t keep it away. I can take it. There was no hesitation in her response, even as her fearful memories of the pain echoed between us. We need to win, Lux. No matter what.
Though I failed to answer her directly, my brazen defiance of her wishes hung heavily over our bond as I redoubled my efforts into controlling the void. My dark power returned to me and turned the tide of battle back towards an even stalemate; the never-ending barrage of attacks against me appeared to slow as my reflexes quickened, and I quickly found myself inflicting as many wounds as I gained. Angry green sparks flashed across our bodies, repairing our respective injuries before they truly took their toll and leaving us to fight a battle of attrition that would only end when one of our near-limitless energy reserves finally began to falter.
“Oh, I
see the problem now,” the Mimic laughed over our clashing swords. “You still haven’t mastered it yet—that isn’t even your own power that you’re using, is it?” A creeping wave of darkness passed over me and brought a smile to my double’s face. “It’s killing her. You know that, right? You’re infecting her.”
The Mimic’s words wormed their way through my brain and latched onto my deepest fears, tugging and pulling on my memories like a dark puppeteer. “How long until she’s consumed by it, hmm? A year? A month? Tonight?” he taunted, gracefully redirecting my increasingly frenzied blows. “If only you were stronger. You could’ve saved her. Come to think of it, you could’ve saved everyone—would Alda have died if you weren’t such a coward? Would the Knight of the Whispering Wind have died if you weren’t so weak?”
HE HAS NO RIGHT TO SPEAK THEIR NAMES.
My hold on the void flooding my body began to slip as the voice boomed in my head, and I saw Lia stagger and clutch at the smoking scars on her chest. Save them. Be stronger. Black flames burst from my right arm as I absorbed the dark energy from my core into my skin to spare my connected companions from its influence. Save them, no matter what it takes.
I danced on the razor’s edge of control as I pressed my attack with renewed fury. The fire rippling across my arm and chest leapt down the length of my manasteel blade, sapping the inherent sky-blue color from the metal as it drank in the endless darkness flowing from my dagger. I brought the flaming blade down in a brutal arc aimed for the Mimic’s forehead, which stopped inches from his face when he caught the attack. “You might have my memories, but you aren’t me,” I snarled, suffusing a blast of void through my blade. The dark flames roared to life and spilled down onto my foe’s face, drawing out a satisfying scream of pain as his face scorched.
He turned my blade roughly to the side and shrunk away to regroup. The ground beneath my feet began to crack as the Mimic’s energy tore through the stone in an effort to cover his getaway, but I leapt forward before the hollow mana could fully activate, driving my dagger towards his chest. The voidglass screeched along the surface of the dark metal until I found purchase in the gap between his cuirass and pauldron; I tore the blade backwards with inhuman strength, cutting up into his armpit until I found bone. Gouts of emerald flame poured from the wound, spilling out alongside a heavy gush of smoking blood until the telltale glimmer of healing magic stitched the flesh back together.
Every step I took in pursuit of the Mimic fueled my righteous fury, pushing me further into the depths of the void that coursed across the surface of my skin. My sword whipped through the air in time with my indictments, adding crackling punctuation to each word. “You have no right to speak their names! You have NO right to touch them!” The Mimic’s haughty taunts died out as his assault quickly reversed into a full retreat. I saw his movements slowing even as he withdrew his extended energies to fortify his enhancements; my blows rained down on him with monstrous strength, opening new wounds and cracking armor with every attack. A rushed parry against my dagger left his bastard sword at an awkward angle and allowed me to bring my manasteel blade up into his wrist, decimating his bracer and cutting through the tendons that controlled his hand. His weapon fell to the ground as he let out a pained shriek that filled me with boundless satisfaction.
“This is what happens when you THREATEN MY FAMILY!” I roared, pulling my sword back for a killing blow. “THIS IS WHAT—” My body seized up all at once as a massive pressure bore down on my mind. Spots flickered in my vision and threatened to steal my sight altogether, and I reeled to one side in an effort to stay upright, dropping my sword in the process. Recognition buzzed somewhere in my clouded head as the billowing flames that had cloaked my arms sputtered out, and I turned my narrowing vision down to my voidglass dagger.
Empty. I cocked my head to one side and stared half-consciously at the dark weapon. I used up…all that void? How could—
Agony jump-started my addled brain as I plummeted into a spasming pile on the ground. The entirety of my left leg lit up with a torturous pain that shot up through my spine, stealing every thought away from me except for the desperate desire to escape my suffering. I sent my mana racing down to the pain’s source, but it felt as if neither my healing magic nor my pain reduction enhancement had any effect; a fresh wave of agony washed over me and drew out a tortured scream.
“This is the price of borrowed power.” I heard my own voice in my ear, whispered by the Mimic as he leaned heavily on the dark bastard sword that pierced my leg and pinned it to the stone below. “Now, stay here and watch your family die.” He rocked the blade back and forth, further cracking my nearly bisected femur. “Don’t get up—this won’t take long. I believe we settled on Val first, right?” He withdrew the weapon with a sucking squelch and turned back towards my companions who had charged valiantly down the bridge in the wake of my injury.
A deep, instinctive part of my brain whirred to life as it fought to stay alive. It instantaneously picked through my list of skills and assets, gauged my remaining mana reserves, and made a basic appraisal of my injury, then presented me with a single, tenuous option for survival. I rejected the plan outright and turned my focus to mending my leg enough to rejoin the fight and protect my companions, but my initial assessment proved correct: The entirety of my left thigh was sliced open down to my shattered femur which, no matter how hard I pushed my healing magic, refused to mend fast enough to return me in time to aid my family. Panic set in as I attempted to stand, but I let out an immediate scream and fell backwards as a fresh wave of pain overwhelmed me.
Lia, I’m…sorry. I failed. A sickening wave of shame filled me as I returned to my sole option for survival. I’m so sorry. I tried.
It’s not over, Lux! Her voice floated through my clouded mind as the sound of clashing metal filled the chamber. Brilliant plumes of orange flame swirled up into the darkness as Lia fought back against the Mimic with the full force of her abilities. Don’t give up! We’ll keep you safe until you’re healed, and then—
That’s not what I meant. I followed the forgotten strand of my extended mana that connected me to Val and found her side by side with Lia, deflecting blow after blow of our foe’s dark assault with her brilliantly glittering shield. Val, I’m sorry. My hand slipped down to my belt and fished through my pouch of belongings until my fingers found the feeling of soft silk, sending a chill up my spine. I don’t want to hurt you, but I refuse to let my curse spread to you, too.
Lux, we are stronger when we fight togeth—
Her thought cut out abruptly as I ripped my mana out from her core, gasping as her sudden absence left a vacuum in my mind. It’s for her own good, I reassured myself, looking down to the pile of wine-colored crystals that filled my palm.
“Lux, NO!” Lia’s desperate plea resounded in my ears, but I had already fallen deaf to the world as I turned my attention inwards.
Hey, you, I thought, prodding at the hollow place in my chest I had long since learned to avoid. Do you really want to kill that thing? Though the dark presence failed to answer me directly, the sudden pang of cruel hunger that surged through my gut was enough to tell me it had heard my call. I closed my fist around the pile of modified Warp, crushing it down into a fine dust that spilled out from between my fingers. Let’s kill it, then.
My body violently convulsed the instant I inhaled the dark powder. The pain in my leg was forgotten, hidden somewhere behind a curtain of blazing black flames that encompassed every inch of my body. Wave after wave of void energy pulsed out from deep within my core; although the modified Warp had only contained a miniscule amount of the deathly energy, it was all I needed to jumpstart the positive feedback loop that currently fed the billowing pyre around me. The green flames that lit the chamber faded to grayscale alongside the rest of the world, save for three points of vibrant crimson that clashed at the far end of the bridge.
WE WILL RECLAIM WHAT WAS STOLEN FROM US.
As opposed to my previous encounters with the dark presence, I fought to find the source of the voice this time, pushing myself deeper into the void despite my instinctual desire to dissociate away from the pain. Brilliant novas of deathly energy welcomed me in as my consciousness descended into the darkness, accepting the suffering that came alongside the power as penance for my failures. We will have vengeance.
YES. I felt the borders of my mind waver and expand as the presence filled the empty space Val’s mana had left behind. The repressed memories of my dark rampages resurfaced in a sudden rush, now crystal clear to my conjoined consciousness. Powers that had existed only in my fragmented nightmares sat ready for my command, and a sickening rush of strength poured down through my extremities as I took my first step forward. WE ARE ONE.
The sound of breaking glass sounded somewhere in the distance as space itself shattered before me. I stepped into the smoking wound in reality, appearing a moment later at the opposite end of the bridge where my quarry continued its pitiful assault on my companions. The tide of battle had shifted dramatically in the Mimic’s favor in the seconds after my dark transformation; the sudden absence of my mana from Val’s core had significantly slowed her movements, and Lia’s face was tightly drawn as curls of black smoke poured out through the gaps in her armor.
I appeared in the space between Lia and my double, quickly filling the area with an outpouring of dancing black fire. “Uh oh,” the Mimic laughed in a singsong voice as he danced away from the onslaught of flames, “looks like someone—”
“You’ll suffer for what you’ve done,” I intoned, my voice dominating the dissonant choir behind it.
“I hope you weren’t thinking you could control me like those pawns on the rail carriage,” he quipped, sliding back into a ready stance. “I’m afraid I’m a bit too bullheaded for that—you understand, of course. We’re the same, after all.”
“You are an incomplete copy. A failed mimicry resembling only half of its true form.” My response came from somewhere deep within me, speaking with a dark, alien knowledge that my conscious mind could only scrape the surface of. “You are him, but you are not us.” A visceral wave of disgust washed over me as I stared down at the Mimic, taking in his features as if for the first time.
“Oh, how enigmatic,” he sneered. “You forget that I’ve seen your memories. I know what you are, and I’m not afraid. Brute strength and fear may work on lesser men, but it won’t work on me.”
“Come, then. Come and die.”
The echoing taunt brought a momentary glow of dark energy to the surface of the Mimic’s skin. His thumb traced a circle around the pommel of his sword as he studied my shadowed form within the colorless inferno, then lunged forward without warning, whipping his blade upward in a deadly crescent. I watched the attack with malicious fascination; what had once been my most terrifying opponent seemed so slow and uncoordinated through the eyes of my new partner. A measured step to one side allowed the attack to swish harmlessly through the flames to my left.
I paused just long enough for the Mimic to realize his mistake before I brought my own sword up in a mirrored arc. My lips curled into a ghoulish smirk as I saw the fear flash across his face; unable to match my reaction speed and dodge the attack outright, he brought his raised weapon down in a desperate attempt to catch my flaming blade before it cleaved him in two. The blow caught on the flat of his sword with a resounding crack and launched him into the darkness above us, the jetlike force of his exit extinguishing the nearest brazier.
A flash of golden light in my head stopped me just before I moved to pursue him. I saw myself through a separate set of eyes, barely visible within a blinding column of black and white flame. My thoughts split in two as the amber presence persisted at the forefront of my mind: Part of me felt Lia’s shared pain as she somehow remained unwaveringly linked to my soul, fighting to keep hold of my far-removed consciousness, but a second force held no interest in the women standing behind me and battled to keep me focused on punishing our Mimic foe. I blinked at Lia curiously as she approached with an unsteady gait, her eyes locked perfectly with mine.
Come back. Please, Lux, come back to me.
The sorrow her desperate thoughts evoked was whisked away into darkness before I could fully experience the feeling, leaving me to watch her with an alien pity. I bent the void surging through my body and stepped forward, partially escaping from the deathly cocoon of flames. “I’m sorry, Lia,” I said, my voice solitary and soft. “I need you to hold out just a little bit longer. Can you do that?”
She bit down on her bottom lip and vigorously nodded her head, knocking loose a wave of tears. “Forever,” she choked, wincing as a fresh wave of pain wracked her body.
I smiled and stepped back into the flames, my dwindling humanity sated by the quick exchange. My darker half immediately seized control of my attention and shunted my bond with Lia to a forgotten corner of my mind, turning me back to my mission of punishment. Despite the shadows that hung heavily over the cavernous chamber, I immediately found my prey in a blaze of crimson light tumbling haphazardly up through the air.
HE WILL NOT ESCAPE US. An elevated bridge several stories above us pulsed with deep red light, marking the spot where the Mimic would eventually crash back down to solid ground. WE WILL MEET HIM WHERE HE LANDS AND—
No. Now. I countered the dark presence’s plan with one of my own; tracking our quarry’s path, I demarcated a space at the apex of his flight and impressed my intentions through a series of fleeting mental images.
An excited hum reverberated in my chest at the suggestion, and the air shattered and snapped before me. YES. My stomach dropped out from beneath me as the solid ground beneath my feet vanished, leaving me to plummet through empty space like an infernal meteor. I sheathed my dagger and gripped my manasteel blade with both hands, spinning in a measured circle while I awaited the perfect moment for my attack. The Mimic hurtled out of the darkness a second later, appearing just in time to catch the cutting edge of my blade as I spun forward to meet him. A burst of bright flame countered my own monochromatic pyre as his left arm separated from his body, leaving both the wound and the severed limb to explode with pent-up void energy.
The explosion drastically altered the course of the Mimic’s flight, but my accelerated mind was far too fast for him to escape my wrath. I blinked out of existence, leaping through the void between worlds to appear fifty feet to the right in a single instant. My foe had only just begun to register the pain of my first attack when I met him for a second time. Letting my sword drop into the emptiness below me, I closed my hand around the Mimic’s throat and blocked the beginnings of a pained scream as I crushed his windpipe. With a bestial roar, I pulled back my free hand and brought it down into his chest, sending him plummeting down through the darkness with a visceral crack. The voidglass walls of the chamber danced with light as he rocketed downwards in a cloak of billowing flame, smashing through three separate stone staircases before he finally came to rest on the same bridge where we had initially clashed.
I stepped out of the void a few dozen yards away from the Mimic’s impact site. Deep fissures ran through the dense black stone, branching out from the center of the crater where my prey lay in a flaming heap. “Foolish,” I boomed, casually sauntering towards him. “Your existence is meaningless—a cosmic mistake. Before you die, know that your Source will soon meet the same end. Destroyed in service of true power.” I knelt down on the ground and stared through the flames that had poured out from his wounds and consumed him. “Your insignificant struggle will—"
A sword whipped out from the conflagration and lodged in my left leg, crushing down on the exact spot he had wounded moments before. I stared down at the blade in awe; though I could see through my void Detection that the bone had shattered far beyond the point of usability, the pain accompanying it was miniscule in comparison to the void flames that continually sought to dissolve my entire being. I blinked backwards through space to disengage from the attack as the Mimic stood up from its shattered crater and readied itself for combat once again.
“The Source requires your death, and it will have it.” The beast that stood to face me no longer resembled me in any way. Its skin bubbled and shifted with a sickening fluidity, morphing through a parade of misshapen, half-formed faces. “A hundred worlds have tried and failed to stop it, and you’re no different,” it said, each word strangely disconnected from the last in tone and timbre. “You’ll all join the Source, willingly or not.” A roiling mass of raw flesh burst out from the wound where its arm had once been, weaving together with flashes of dark fire and channeled mana to rebuild the lost limb in a matter of seconds.
Animalistic fury clawed at the borders of my mind as my dark guide attempted to throw us forward in a bestial rampage, but I maintained my grip on the pulsing void and kept us in place. HIS DEATH BELONGS TO US. WE WILL RECLAIM WHAT HIS SOURCE HAS STOLEN.
Not if he kills us first. I watched with growing concern as the Mimic rolled its newly-formed shoulder, then regripped its blade with both hands. It's stronger now. We won’t be able to kill it with force alone.
OUR POWER IS ABSOLUTE.
Let’s use it, then. Together. My borrowed mastery of the void sparked up new, seemingly impossible battle lines in my head, modifying every technique I had ever learned into an infinitely-multiplying list of options.
I dropped my blade into a reverse grip and launched it like a flaming javelin aimed directly for the Mimic’s ever-shifting face, then drew the voidglass dagger from my belt and prepared for battle.
Our shapeshifting foe sidestepped the flaming missile, its eyes never leaving mine as it prepared to meet me head-on. “It’s over, Elden,” the Mimic sneered, its modulating voice nearly masking the cracking of broken glass that sounded somewhere behind it. “Tricks and borrowed power will only get you so—”
The point of my flaming sword drove straight through the Mimic’s back, putting an abrupt end to its taunts. I recalled the blade the instant it burst out from our enemy’s chest and launched it forward a second time. Though my quarry successfully avoided the attack again with a frantic lunge to the side, the blade shattered through the empty air a moment later and disappeared, leaving a smoking wound in the space where it had left; it reappeared a few inches to the right in a cloud of black smoke, instantly redirected back towards our foe on its quick trip through the void. The burning blade screamed through the air again and again, forcing the Mimic into a frenetic dance to avoid the self-sustaining assault.
A prideful hum filled my chest while I watched the scene unfold, holding me momentarily in place to observe the result of my work. WE ARE ONE. My accelerated mind pushed me forward in perfect sync with the dark presence’s desires, fueling me in a mad dash towards our struggling target. A dissonant warcry filled the chamber as I closed the gap between us and brought my dagger down in a driving stab aimed directly for the Mimic’s heart. The beast braced its sword with both hands and managed to catch my attack an inch before I pierced its cracked metal breastplate, but the stalemate was short-lived; my harrying sword flew out from the darkness beside us and cut a deep gash through the monster’s right hamstring, drawing an agonized scream out from the depths of its constantly shifting chest.
Our ensuing clash unfolded over the course of just a few seconds, accelerated far beyond the scope of what even the best of humanity could ever hope to reach. My unrelenting blitz saw the Mimic take another half-dozen grievous wounds, split evenly between my dueling prowess with the voidglass dagger and the dark presence’s manipulations of my manasteel blade that continued to cut in and out of existence all around us. Unfortunately, no matter how serious the trauma, our monstrous foe stubbornly refused to die; its bubbling flesh grew more adept at healing with every injury, pulsing and straining with a nauseating fluidity beneath its ruined clothes and armor.
I received a small collection of injuries in return; the incredible durability of my flame-cloaked body was a power I leveraged to great effect, accepting cutting blows to my chest, arms, and legs in order to position myself for more powerful counterattacks. My mind had long abandoned the prospect of monitoring the healing that kept me alive; I had yet to feel any ill effects from my dangerously shattered leg, and the blinding swirl of light and darkness that filled my core showed no signs of weakening despite the speed with which I spent the energies.
A low rumble began to grow in my chest, quickly building to a roar of frustration as the ineffectual trading of blows wore thin the patience of my dark passenger. RELINQUISH CONTROL. WE WILL END HIM.
No. I flipped the voidglass dagger into my off hand and lunged forward with an overly telegraphed strike aimed for the Mimic’s throat. The barely humanoid monster caught the attack as I had hoped and attempted to disarm me with a quick flip of its blade. I allowed the dagger to clatter to the ground between us, turning my attention instead to the strangely shattered air that shimmered just above my right ear. I caught the familiar leather grip of my bastard blade as it screamed out of the smoking darkness and cut the Mimic from shoulder to hip. An explosion of putrid blood and twisting flames shot out from the gaping wound, knocking the two of us apart for a brief reprieve. By the time I had collected my dagger, the beast’s bisected chest had already healed, covered over in a hulking mass of glowing flesh that completely enveloped its broken armor.
THIS ABOMINATION CRAVES DEATH. LET US OBLIGE HIM.
A ravenous hunger surged through me and attempted to seize control of the freely-flowing void in my core. I stumbled forward a step as I tightened my grip on the deathly energy, fighting for control of my own body. He can’t heal forever. It’s a battle of attrition, and we’re winning. I was entirely unsure whether or not my assessment was correct; the writhing vines of void bound up just beneath the Mimic’s skin were impossible to gauge as they flared with deep crimson light, powering the inhuman healing that kept the beast alive. My own energies fought in an uncontrolled war for dominance even as they fed my various combat enhancements, each one surging and waning in power at a nearly instantaneous rate.
Movement at the corners of my vision drew me out of my momentary introspection, and I turned with swords raised to find that Lia and Val had once again taken their places at my side, standing just outside of the fiery aura that surrounded me. Neither woman acknowledged me in any way; their attentions were solely focused on the once-humanoid figure across the bridge from us, their weapons readied for combat.
“Leave. You shouldn’t—”
“No,” Val interrupted me immediately. “We will not.”
“We’re ending this, no matter what,” Lia added. As opposed to the resolute steel of Val’s voice, Lia’s words were drawn thin in distress, barely audible above the angry snapping of my void flames. Sudden spasms racked her body while she stood in an unusually hunched battle stance, her body turned away from me just enough to hide the gouts of black smoke pouring out from the gaps in her armor. “You’re not alone.”
An amber spark flared to life deep within my mind, reminding me once again of our unbroken connection. This has to stop. I ripped at the swirling void that had infiltrated my body, focusing the entirety of my concentration on breaking its torturous hold on Lia.
WE WILL NOT STOP UNTIL THEIR SOURCE IS OURS.
Leave her out of this, then, I begged. Spare her. The void continued to ravage our conjoined mana no matter how hard I fought, leaking through any barriers I attempted to throw out to defend her.
YOUR ATTACHMENT WILL KILL HER. SEVER YOUR CONNECTION OR WATCH HER DIE.
I can’t. The booming voice echoed the deep-seated fear that I had fought so hard to avoid. I don’t know how to br—
A bloodcurdling screech assaulted me from all sides, prematurely ending my panicked thoughts. The writhing mass of flesh that had once been my double lurched forward and began to convulse, its overflowing mass rippling with bright bands of energy that coalesced in the palms of its hands. Thought its tortured screams sounded like little more than the death throes of a wounded animal, I was able to make out a single repeated word: DIE. DIE!
The pillar of flame that erupted from the Mimic’s hands was by far the most overwhelming show of force I had ever seen. It easily spanned the entire width of the stone bridge and towered over thirty feet in the air as it blazed towards us, shining with such ferocious emerald light that its green glow leaked through into my desaturated vision. I saw the entirety of the cavern lit up at once: The bridges and staircases wove up to a stalactite-covered ceiling ten stories above us and descended down to a floor of pure, sparkling voidglass twenty stories below. An unfamiliar shiver ran down my spine as the wall of flame approached us.
You’re afraid.
YOUR FEAR POLLUTES US. A tendril of void snapped out behind me and shattered a passage into the smoking dark, undermining the confident voice. RELINQUISH CONTROL. SHE WILL NOT SURVIVE MUCH LONGER. I felt its influence fighting for control over my body in an effort to push me through the dark portal, but I lingered in place as the emerald inferno bore down on us, morbidly amused by the primal fear coursing through me.
Val dashed to the side and scooped Lia into a tight embrace before planting her tower shield into the bridge, creating a small bastion of safety against the approaching flames. She looked back over her shoulder and watched me with strangely soft eyes, somehow meeting my gaze through the curtain of void flame between us.
Her selfless action cleared the storm from my mind and pushed me into action. I pounced on the uncharacteristic moment of fear and weakness from the dark presence and seized control of the rampant void that fueled my billowing cloak of flames, banishing the wild pyre from my upper body just in time to dive behind Val’s bulwark and avoid the emerald cascade. The flames parted as they passed over the face of her shield, hungrily licking along the silvered edges and crackling off into the air all around us, leaving us a small, rapidly heating sanctuary amidst an ocean of roiling green fire.
FOOLISH. INACTION WILL ONLY—
“Thank you,” I murmured to the pair, ignoring the roaring choir in my head as it struggled to regain control. “I’m sorry. For…everything.”
Lia reached out and traced her thumb along my ash-stained cheek. “Not now,” she said, shaking her head. “We’re not done yet.”
“I do not know how long I will be able to resist his attack,” Val said through gritted teeth. Though my void Detection blinded me to her mana reserves, I could still see the violet energy burning off from the face of her shield at an unsustainable rate, no doubt powering another previously-unknown protective enchantment. “We need to act. Quickly.”
“I can’t kill it—it heals too fast,” I shook my head, poring through every second of our battle in excruciating detail. Sweat poured down my face and stung in my eyes as the air continued to heat around us.
A sudden surge of void pushed the dark flames up across my chest, and I flinched back to avoid Lia’s touch. RELINQUISH CONTROL.
Lia cringed as the void boomed through our joined minds, but she shook her head and redoubled the mana she had suffused into my body, defying its thunderous mandate. “Break it apart, then—like Marin did.” The memory of our blood-soaked chambers flashed to the forefront of my mind, thoroughly painted with the remains of Marin’s double.
“It might be enough,” I started, my eyes widening as the beginnings of a plan took root, “but I can do more.” My hand darted out and grasped Lia’s wrist, brushing across the surface of the ruby I had taken from the King’s Reach. Energy crackled up my arm, transferring the gem’s blazing enchantment across my body and down into my hungry manasteel blade.
Lia tipped her head forward to rest her forehead against mine. There was no need for words as I allowed myself to fully embrace our deepened bond, my fear of the darkness within me momentarily quelled; the brilliance of her amber mana dispelled the shadows that had clouded my mind and brought back a sharp sense of clarity.
Despite my longing to stay within the sanctuary she had created, I uncoupled myself from her a moment later and placed my hand on Val’s shoulder. My mana snaked across her body and dove into her topaz bracer, further empowering my blade with vibrant, sparkling energy. I sent a separate tendril of mana out into her shield and suffused the energy into its crystalline face, leaving it there as a failsafe. My chest ached to rejoin with her consciousness, but my fear that the darkness within me would find its way into her pure, uncorrupted core stopped me short at the surface of her skin.
I regripped my sword in both hands and took a final, centering breath. “One more time,” I whispered to Lia. There was no hesitation to her silent nod, but I saw her body tense as she prepared for the pain of the void to return.
The dark flames instantly surrounded me as I allowed the presence to rejoin my consciousness. I prepared myself for the mental barrage that would follow with its attempt to steal complete control of my body, but the attack never came; my own thoughts echoed perfectly within the void presence, accompanied by a ravenous hunger for more power. WE ARE ONE. A smoking crack in space appeared behind me in time with its words, silent beneath the roar of the emerald flames around me. GO AND CLAIM ITS DEATH.
I fell backwards into the void, instantaneously blinking away into darkness. The world I found on the other side of the portal was blissfully cool, dim, and quiet compared to the pocket of safety Val had created within the inferno; a refreshing stream of stale cave air rushed past my face as I plummeted down towards the source of the emerald fire from four stories above it. I began to twist in a slow circle to perfectly position myself for my final attack, leading the motion with the tip of my crackling sword. Bright snaps of lively orange fire jumped across the surface of the blade, tracing quick arcs of color through the thicker black flames of my void companion.
A frenzied hunger quickened in my gut and sent waves of static anticipation racing across my skin, bringing the godlike level of power that coursed through my body into sharp focus. More. I couldn’t determine whether the desire came from me or my darker half, but the sudden lust for power consumed my mind. Twin fronts of mana and void flooded out from my core, momentarily distracted from their constant battle for dominance in order to fuel my flaring abilities. More. Throwing caution to the wind, I drew my sword across the face of the sapphire embedded in my bracer and called on the untested ability without restraint.
Lightning arced along the length of the manasteel blade, snapping off in jagged bolts that cracked down to the bridge below me. My muscles spasmed and constricted as the electricity built up inside of me; a new, fresh pain cut its way through the burning numbness I had become accustomed to, but I continued to funnel my energies into the gem, obstinately ignoring the damage to my body in search of greater power. He WILL die.
With a final overhead spin, I closed the last ten feet between me and my target, bringing my sword down with the full force of my falling momentum and cascading magical enhancements. The world disappeared in a blinding surge when my blade made contact with the Mimic’s body, and a reverberating boom violently popped my ears and shook my bones. A tidal wave of foul blood rushed towards my face, but the billowing flames around me flash-boiled the putrid liquid, reducing the assault to a cloud of distilled ash. My crackling sword cleaved straight through the Mimic and into the stone below; the entire width of the bridge before me instantly vaporized, disintegrating a ten-foot-long section of stone in the discharge of overpowered energy. 
An eerie silence filled the chamber when the aftermath of my destructive finale finally ceased. The ghostly glow of the braziers began to dim, welcoming in an encroaching ring of dense, unrelenting shadow that threatened to swallow the remains of the broken bridge. The rough outline of a torso was all that remained of the beast at my feet; my attack had split it from its right shoulder to its bottom left rib, completely blasting away the rest of its torso and both of its legs. What little flesh remained attached to its body wiggled in a weak attempt to reform itself, and a pile of redundant lungs and hearts expanded and contracted in an autonomous rhythm.
My body began to move without my bidding, and I realized too late that I had lowered my guard in the wake of my attack. HIS DEATH IS OURS. My hand pulled the voidglass dagger from my belt as I knelt to the ground beside the bisected Mimic and brought the blade down into what remained of its body, seeking to draw out my deathly prize. My chest rumbled with a bestial roar when the dark presence found our quarry entirely empty, save for a fleeting glow of void energy; the Mimic’s remaining void whisked out along the ground in a crimson bolt and sped away across the bridge before I could claim it as my own.
NO. An immediate pulse of darkness raced out from my core and pursued the Mimic’s fleeing void, winding furiously through the tunnel of glittering crystals that led deeper into the mountain depths. For the first time since our battle had started, I saw the world expand beyond the weave of bridges and staircases immediately surrounding me. The tunnel continued uninterrupted for a quarter-mile before its construction abruptly changed: natural, uneven tunnels gave way to perfectly straight halls of crafted voidglass tile.
I followed the Mimic’s energy as it raced through the halls with clear purpose, forking left and right down random passages. Voidglass embossings decorated the walls of the hidden sanctuary in a style similar to the murals in Syndrai’s castle, minus the additional gemwork and fine metal filigree the Stoneshapers were so fond of. Although my mind was far too obsessed with reclaiming my rightful prize to analyze each scene, a repeated image in the passing decoration resonated with an old memory of my time beneath Shadowmine: the seven-colored stained-glass pinwheel of the Unity Church I had found in the Shadebinder journals, modified with a pitch-black core of voidglass at its center.
The bolting void ahead of me split apart in a sudden burst of crimson light, fracturing into two dozen tendrils that each fled down a separate, empty hall of the maze-like dungeon. COWARD. My advancing wave of death broke apart and pursued each one in an equally frenzied rage. As the lightning-fast chase continued, the complicated map of passages displayed within my head began to resolve itself; grids of equally spaced hallways surrounded a series of segregated chambers, each one separated from the surrounding passages by at least twenty feet of solid voidglass. Each of the Mimic’s tendrils raced directly towards the isolated rooms, save for a single one that continued down a wider, central passage.
Each front of void energy reached its destination at the same time. Twenty-three identical rooms blazed to life in neon crimson within my head; each cramped chamber was entirely unlit and unadorned, containing nothing but a single bed against the far wall that held a lifeless body draped in a thin sheet. The Mimic’s energy snaked up the leg of each bed and suffused down into the core of each motionless form, causing them all to bolt upright in perfect sync. My trailing void had only managed to reveal each revived corpse up to its waist before the mental image disappeared entirely, forcibly erased from my Detection by a competing surge of dark energy.
The dark presence piloting my body pushed my last remaining front of void forward with a singular, raging drive, somehow unphased by the appearance and subsequent disappearance of our new foes. Our chase culminated in a final rush along another suspended voidglass bridge and ended when the Mimic’s fleeting energy raced up along the sides of a low altar. The seamless block of dark stone was empty apart from a large decanter, shaped from elegantly twisted voidglass and filled to the top with dark, viscous liquid.
The curious relic flared to life when the Mimic’s energy dove straight into the substance contained within. Ominous red light rippled through the crystalline flask as its contents began to smoke and bubble. I felt my darker half recoil away from the relic, churning my stomach with sudden disgust. THEIR SOURCE. Patronizing cruelty colored every voice in the booming choir as it inspected the roiling artifact. A FOUL PERVERSION OF POWER. A CHARLATAN’S ATTEMPT AT GODHOOD. My mental view of the unholy site disappeared as the obscuring field disrupting my Detection expanded, bearing down on me like a pack of rabid Serathids.
My blood ran cold beneath my flaming skin when the Mimic’s cryptic words finally clicked into place in my mind. They drained the Source as soon as they saw what my Mimic could do. Once they saw its power, they must have tried to make mo—
A gurgling cough from somewhere beside me brought my attention back to my physical form, and I looked down to find that the Mimic’s fleshy, featureless face had lolled to the side to look at me. The beast’s jaw fell slack to reveal multiple rows of glistening teeth, and the sunken pits of blank skin that had once held its eyes locked with my own. Its wriggling flesh slowed in its attempt to reform as the latent void stored within its cells finally burned away. Blood sprayed from its gaping mouth while it gurgled and coughed, repeating the noise until it clarified into a final, comprehensible message.
“My…family…will save…the Source.”
My arm lashed out of its own accord, ripping the glass dagger up from the Mimic’s chest and through its ruined face to put a permanent end to its tortured existence. I stared down at the butchered corpse with a mix of pity and disgust; the scattered pieces of my consciousness not currently embattled against the darkness saw the remains of what had once been a perfect copy of myself, mutilated beyond recognition by my own hand, but the train of thought was quickly overwhelmed by the howling frustration that the Mimic’s deathly energy had eluded me.
“Is it over, Lux?”
I whirled around with my sword at the ready to find Val and Lia standing a dozen feet away from my flame-wreathed form, taking in the scene from behind their cautiously-raised weapons. “Is it over?” Val repeated, motioning to the body beside me. “What did it—”
LEAVE THEM. OUR RETRIBUTION AWAITS. The thundering voices drowned out whatever Val had asked, leaving me to stare at her in silence as she awaited a response to a question I hadn’t heard. THEY WEAKEN YOU. THEY WILL NOT SURVIVE. LEAVE THEM.
“There are more,” I managed to say, fighting the strengthening command to abandon my family and sprint to meet my new foes head-on. “Dozens more. Like this one.”
For a split second, her steely mask of resolve fell away and revealed the terror hidden underneath. “What do we do?”
My body turned me back towards the tunnel entrance, screaming to move as burning void flowed unfettered through every inch of my body. “Run.”
I heard a single set of footsteps move to follow my command, but they scraped to a halt a moment later. “If we are to retreat, we need to leave immediately. We can regroup with reinforcements at the—”
“He didn’t say we’re retreating,” Lia interrupted, her voice strained and crackling with gravel. “He’s telling us to run while he goes ahead to fight on his own.”
“Lux, we will not abandon you,” Val stated defiantly. “We will fight together.”
Fear clawed its way through my chest as I felt my control over the void slipping; no matter how powerfully I pushed back against the dark power, my body began to move at its command. Don’t hurt them, I pleaded to the swirling death in my core. We’ll have our retribution. Just let them go before—
“THEIR DEATHS BELONG TO US!” I bellowed at my companions, pointing my flaming sword directly at Lia’s face. “YOU WILL NOT CLAIM THEM.”
Her jaw clenched as a fresh wave of pain washed over her, but she remained resolute in the face of my obvious threat. “I’m not letting you do this alone, Lux. Please…please come back to me,” she begged.
“You cannot hope to kill them all alone, Lux,” Val added. “It would be suicide.”
A resonant growl was the only response I could muster aloud, so I fell back to the thread of amber mana that was wrapped firmly around my core. Lia, I can’t fight this thing off for much longer. You need to get out of here before you get hurt—before I hurt you.
No. Her words were unwavering even as she welcomed another bout of void into her body. I won’t leave you like this. You aren’t fighting them alone.
I’m not fighting them at all, I countered desperately. If I can get to their Source, I can stop them all at once. I can’t leave you here to fight them without me, and I can’t risk letting you follow me.
You’re not burning yourself away while I sit by and watch.
Tense silence filled the chamber as we stared each other down, each of us waiting for the other to make a move. Heartbreak filled our joined souls as we each struggled to resolve the single, matching thought that forced us into our standoff: I promised I’d keep you safe.
ENOUGH.
I watched in horror as I raised my sword above my head, then brought it down with both hands point-first into the ground beneath me. A wave of darkness screamed along the length of the bridge, suffusing the entirety of the stone structure in a single instant. Lia’s eyes widened as she felt my intent somewhere within our shared void, but she was too slow to stop it; the dark stone beneath our feet shattered into a cloud of dust and sent all three of us tumbling into the shadows below.
Immediately, I fully joined myself to the dark presence, switching the whole of my focus from resisting its power to embracing it. The sudden reversal of my efforts caught my darker half off guard, allowing me a single moment of fully autonomous action; I ripped a smoking passage through the air below us, revealing a jagged outcropping of stone that existed on the opposite side of the chamber. The portal dumped us onto the shattered remains of the bridge that clung to the cavern’s wall over a hundred feet away, ending our fall before it had truly begun.
“Lux, WAIT!” Lia screamed. She launched herself towards me in a frantic tackle, completely disregarding the void-fueled flames that cloaked my body.
Her outstretched hands grasped at empty air as I fell backwards into the chasm. The sound of shattering glass heralded the opening of another wound in reality that ferried me to the opposite end of the broken bridge, leaving me to stare across the yawning pit at Lia’s anguished expression.
I’m sorry. I turned to the voidglass tunnel under the renewed control of the dark presence. It’s the only way to keep you safe.
You can’t just LEAVE me here! The despairing words cut straight into my heart, wounding me more powerfully than my Mimic ever had.
I’ll come back to you, I swore to her as I disappeared into the shadows of the tunnel, stalking eagerly towards my new prey. Tendrils of void wove up around the glittering walls and shattered the passage behind me as I went. I managed a single glance backwards before the entirety of the tunnel was blocked by tons of falling black crystal.
Despite the impenetrable wall of voidglass separating us, Lia’s mana continued to wind its way through my body, somehow immutably bound into the fabric of my being. There were no words spoken through our bond, but I felt her presence all too clearly: despair, sorrow, rage, love, and terror all flowed simultaneously out of her amber light.
I did my best to return her love, but I felt a heavy layer of fog set in over my mind as my losing battle with the dark presence progressed. I’ll come back, Lia. I promise.
***




21. A VOICE IN THE DARK

The unnatural light of my burning body twinkled in the natural facets of voidglass as I sprinted down the winding tunnel. My final act of rebellion to save Lia and Val from plummeting to their deaths had given the presence within me full control over my physical form, leaving me a passive observer within my own body. I made multiple attempts to rally my strength and seize control of the raging void, to no avail; my fledgling control over the dark energy had somehow been overshadowed by the furious spirit within me.
I watched through my dark Detection as the disrupting field of our new foes approached, stealing away my vision of the tunnels ahead at a frightening pace. Take us to the Source. We’ll stop them all at once. Though I feared what I would do once the relic that controlled the Mimics was in my hands, I knew it was the only way to stop them from escaping the collapsed passages behind me and reaching Val and Lia.
WE WILL CLAIM THEIR SOURCE AMIDST THEIR BLOODIED CORPSES.
One of those things was enough to nearly kill us! There’s no way we’ll survive a swarm of them. I sat in impotent silence as my body continued its uninterrupted sprint towards certain death. Take us there, now!
OUR POWER IS ABSOLUTE.
Fear bloomed deep within my chest, flooding out from the tight band of amber energy that clung to my core amidst the warring forces of my mana and void. I won’t leave you. I knew that an attempt to regain full control of my body would bring nothing but pain to both Lia and me, so I stole an errant pulse of void from beneath the controlling presence’s notice and attempted to transport us to the Shadebinders’ central chamber myself. The energy twisted and smoked away as it had before, but the air around us remained undisturbed by the sound of shattering glass or the smoking distortion of the void.
WE CANNOT MOVE WHERE WE CANNOT SEE.
The straightforward answer caught me completely off-guard. You…what? My head spun as the simple admission wreaked havoc on everything I thought I knew about the dark presence. A couple Mimics show up, and your abilities are useless? I thought your power was absolute.
OUR POWER IS ABSOLUTE.
A smile curled the corners of my mouth as my disbelief turned to macabre amusement. I had never allowed myself to dwell on the topic, but the thoughts in the darker corners of my mind had always labeled the presence as an unknowable, unstoppable force of nature, an ancient creation of the void itself that had attached to me on my multiple sojourns through death. In the light of my new revelations, I finally saw that I had been mistaken. You’re a liar. You’re no stronger than I am—you’ve just had more practice.
I felt my hand angrily crushing the worn grip of my manasteel sword, but a scuffle from beyond the next bend in the tunnel delayed whatever thunderous remark the presence had intended to make. The rippling pyre around me flared in anticipation of the coming battle, and I charged ahead to meet the threat head-on. However, the sight of the foe I found awaiting me was enough to give even my darker half pause. The Mimic had, at one point, clearly been intended to take my form, but whatever Shadebinder ritual that created it had been left incomplete; the beast’s face lacked both a mouth and a nose, but two perfectly formed gray-blue eyes stared with fiery hatred from beneath a mess of black hair. The rest of its naked body was entirely smooth and featureless, devoid of any imperfections I expected to find on a normal human form.
My heart skipped a beat as the Mimic’s smooth, pale form evoked a buried memory from my past life. It looks just like a Thrall.
A fresh rush of deathly energy crackled across my body as the dark presence bellowed, filling the entirety of the voidglass tunnel with black fire. DIE. DIE! I dove forward in a blind fury and lashed out at the beast’s malformed face. Though it held no weapons, the Mimic jumped forward to meet my charge with reckless abandon; it slid just beneath my whipping blade and scraped its empty hands along the tunnel floor, shaping the black crystal into glittering, vicious claws at the end of each finger. The beast lunged straight into the obscuring fire that surrounded me and ripped both bladed hands across my body. Though I had long since grown numb to the dissociating agony of the void flames, twin jolts of pain laced their way along the surface of my skin; one set of voidglass claws raked up across my chest, cutting through my armor as if it were nothing more than decorative silk, while the second hand lodged in the wound in my left leg and threw me into the tunnel wall.
Although my blade had missed its mark, a half-dozen lashes of void fire whipped off of my shadowy form and cracked against the Mimic’s bare flesh, returning the punishment. Its pale skin scorched and split apart under my fiery assault; the intensity of my attack was enough to knock the monster back a few feet, and although I saw the flesh begin to mend itself together beneath a flash of green light, the rapid, uncontrolled healing of our previous foe was nowhere to be seen.
We can do this. My mind raced to create a plan of attack, factoring the beast’s new ability to shape voidglass, slower movements, and weaker healing into my calculations faster than I could consciously track. If we kill this one before the others arrive, we can—
A bestial scream filled my head and completely derailed my train of thought. The flecks of my humanity within the dark presence were long gone, overwhelmed with a burning desire for vengeance, suffering, and death. I leapt after the Mimic with a wild overhead swing, carving through the ceiling above my target and the ground beneath it when the brutish attack fell wide of its mark. Technique and precision gave way to raw strength and feral instinct as I constantly harried my wounded foe; wave after wave of raging black flames roared out from my shadowy form and crashed over its unprotected flesh, quickly charring its Thrall-like figure to an unrecognizable husk. A final drive of my sword impaled the Mimic straight through the center of its chest and shattered its spine, bringing an immediate end to its suffering.
Whatever progress I thought I had made in mastering the void disappeared the instant the dead Mimic’s energy crashed into mine. A deeply-ingrained reflex shunted my mind away from my physical form in an effort to escape the sudden agony of my disintegrating flesh. I watched from my isolated mental sanctuary as the impaled Mimic burned away into a cloud of ash, leaving nothing behind but a bubbling bloodstain along the length of my sword. MORE.
My bodily detachment afforded me a level of insight I had lacked just moments before. While my dark puppeteer piloted me forward in search of glorious death, I found my movements oddly lopsided; each step of my left leg came at irregular intervals, tilting my body from side to side as it careened through the shadowy tunnels.
That wound needs healing, I observed absentmindedly, watching the scene as if it were happening to a random stranger. I’m surprised the leg hasn’t come off already. The heavy layer of fog that sat over my mind and separated me from the world of fire and pain grew thicker by the second, draining away what little mental energy I had left. A dull buzzing sound began to steal my focus while I watched myself move, growing louder and more insistent until I turned my attention to its source: a faint glimmer of amber light, floating somewhere amidst the darkness around me.
Oh, Lia. You’re here, too. The glow strengthened at my acknowledgement and imparted a small burst of radiant golden energy, replenishing a fraction of my diminished mental capacity. As my mind quickened, the droning noise resolved itself into a stream of shared experiences from Lia’s end of our bond: determination, terror, and above all else, a growing agony from my overflowing void. Lia, you should leave me. There’s…not much point to this now.
A single word floated back to me through the darkness, difficult to hear but impossible to misinterpret: Forever.
I was wrong, Lia. I thought I could control this…thing, but I was wrong. I’m not strong enough. Dissociated visions of my body stalking through the tunnel flickered at the back of my mind, emphasizing my point. You don’t need to torture yourself for my sake.
You can’t…give up! The distorting crackle that masked her words began to clear, allowing the beautiful timbre of her voice to ring clearly in my head.
I’m not giving up. Whatever’s controlling me is going to keep fighting no matter what I do. I think it’s the only thing keeping me alive at this point—there might not be anything left of me now. The thought brought on a moment of sobering quiet. I’m hurting you, Lia, and I—I can’t stop myself from doing it. Please…let me go. 
Stop it. Anger burned through our bond as she valiantly fought against the darkness on my behalf. You don’t get to leave me behind like that. You don’t get to make that choice.
A hail of voidglass shrapnel exploded out of the cave wall beside me and peppered my face, momentarily halting the advance of my forfeited body. Three more blank, featureless bodies stared me down like a group of unfinished mannequins; though their eyes had never formed, the multiple layers of void Detection pressing down on me from all sides was a clear indicator that they could see all the same.
The pack of beasts bore down on me without restraint, throwing my entire arsenal of abilities at me in the process. The constant crack of exploding voidglass assaulted me from all directions, interspersed by columns of jetting emerald flames and quick, bare-knuckle punches that zipped in and out of my guard faster than my body could react. The dark presence roared with wordless fury as it dodged and lashed out with berserk strikes, scrabbling side to side around the voidglass tunnel on all fours like a wounded animal. Whenever my devastating attacks made contact, the damaged Mimic fell back behind the cover of its identical comrades to heal its injuries, shaping our combat into an endless cycle of traded blows and desperate retreats.
I watched the battle with a growing sense of helplessness. My desperate efforts to regain control of my body were somehow even less effectual than they were before; my hidden sanctuary was all-encompassing, completely disconnecting me from both my mana and void reserves in an effort to keep my mind alive. Lia continued her selfless sacrifice all the while, donating boundless waves of golden mana in exchange for dissolving bouts of deathly void. My mind tore at the amber bond in a last-ditch effort to disconnect our joined essences and spare her from my fate, but the connection remained steadfast no matter how hard I tried to shatter it.
There’s nothing else you can do for me, Lia, I pleaded with her. I’ll either fight my way through and destroy their Source, or…I’ll die in the process. Either way, you can’t be with me when it happens. The memory of the swirling inferno that had come from Lia’s death filled my mind, further solidifying the idea that, no matter my fate, the source of the Mimics would ultimately be destroyed. You have to live, Lia. You have to keep—
Pain found me in my hidden sanctuary and stole my mind away, replacing my thoughts with a primal, keening screech. Visions of the world outside flashed wildly as my senses slipped away from me; I saw myself topple to the ground, writhing in agony as a faceless Mimic stood over me with a bloodied voidglass shiv. A white-hot spike of void flame snapped up from my bodily pyre and punched a fist-sized hole through the beast’s blank face, but his two companions leapt into battle before I could find respite in his death. I flailed haphazardly to one side, unable to properly aim my dodge; the imprecise movement rewarded me with another faceful of voidglass shrapnel and a bone-breaking punch to my left shoulder.
Again? Dread began to bleed through the raw savagery of the dark presence as it sent out panicked waves of dark fire, alerting me to the fact that our end had finally arrived. I’m dying again? The rippling darkness leapt from one Mimic to another, devouring their featureless flesh with an insatiable hunger, but their deaths did little to assuage my suffering. I really thought…I could do it this time. Two more Mimics emerged from the flickering shadows ahead of me, this time fully formed and dressed in matching sets of hand-forged plate armor. Impotent twists of smoking void drifted into the air as my darker half tried and failed to retreat into the space between worlds.
Lux, get up! Lia’s voice pierced my daze, echoing deep within my chest. Please, get up! You can’t die! You can’t leave me here alone!
I’m sorry, Lia. I really thought I could keep my promise this time. Tears turned to steam the instant they dropped from my eyes, flowing freely as images of our life together flashed through my mind. I wanted to stay with you—I really did. The pair of Mimics stared down at me with wide, arrogant smiles, each one quipping something my ears failed to hear. You have to go now, before it’s over. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself in the next life if something happened to you. Gouts of black flame parted around my advancing foes as their translucent faces shimmered with deathly light.
I’m staying with you—no matter what that means.
As the Mimics drew their bastard blades, fear washed through what was left of my body. I had already accepted that death had arrived for me once again, but the thought of Lia suffering at the hands of my corrupted mana was more than my broken mind could handle. If there was a way out of this, I’d take it. I’d do anything if it meant staying here w—
The world slowed to a crawl as a soft, unmistakable laugh echoed through my head and sent a chill down my spine. Help me. My mind instinctively called out to the chilling presence, pouring every ounce of hope I had left out into the darkness. Please, help me. Don’t let it end like this.
A brilliant flash of golden light answered my call. Anything you need, Lia said, filling me with radiant amber mana. I’m yours, forever.
I pushed past her energy with a flash of annoyance, chasing down the fleeting presence that floated somewhere in the void beyond me. Please, help me, I repeated. Amaya, please.
Anything you need, love.
The warmth of Lia’s presence vanished in an instant, replaced by a soothing blast of ice that rushed through every inch of my burning body. My head began to spin as I toppled backwards into an endless void; Amaya’s chilling presence guided me down into the darkness, far away from the voidglass tunnels and the deadly blades of the Mimics. I’ll take care of you.
A thunderous boom shook my core as the dark presence turned the full focus of its fury onto me. TRAITOR. COWARD. BETRAYER. The curses rained down on the tiny fortress I had built in the furthest recesses of my mind in order to escape the dissolving pain of the void. WE ARE NOT A TOOL TO BE USED AT YOUR CONVENIENCE. YOU CANNOT RETURN US TO OUR SUFFERING AGAIN—WE ARE OWED. WE WILL HAVE VEN—
Oh, settle down, Amaya sighed. The voices of the dissonant choir fell away one by one as it continued to rage, fading away until only a single, sobbing man cried out in a perfect imitation of my own voice. A haunting silence filled my head a moment later when the presence disappeared entirely; I had forgotten what true quiet sounded like after all of the dueling voices that had occupied my thoughts, and the emptiness bore down on me with a staggering weight.
Amaya, what was th—
Not yet, Elden, she interrupted me. We still have work to do.
Another spike of vertigo knocked me back into the physical world, albeit in a different location. I immediately failed to find my footing, stumbling forward like a toddler as control of my body returned to me in full. Though the space around me was pitch-black, I managed to find a handhold on a long stone slab directly ahead of me, breaking my awkward fall forward before I fell to the ground. The sudden addition of my weight against the stone jostled the slab forward a few inches and brought the soft sound of clinking crystal to my ears.
An automatic wave of void Detection rushed out from my core and illuminated both the source of the noise and the world beyond it. Impossibly smooth walls of dark crystal formed a perfect spherical chamber 40 feet in diameter, left entirely empty apart from the singular bridge that led to a small altar at the room’s center. It took far too long for my jumbled mind to recognize the pulsing decanter of crimson energy that sat directly in front of me, offset from its place of reverence in the middle of the stone dais by my haphazard fall.
The Source.
That’s right, love, Amaya cooed. You’re finally here. Twisting veins of frigid energy wove through my brain and directed my attention down to the crystalline relic that sat just inches away. Now, what are you going to do about it?
I stood in stunned silence as I watched the energies twist within the decanter. Am I…alive? The illogical thought made perfect sense to my overburdened mind. I traced a finger along the length of the stone altar and tapped on the side of the dark crystal. This is real. I am alive—I actually made it. The joy I found in the revelation was fleeting; my thoughts began to wander away from the task at hand, running back through my jumbled memories to piece together how I had survived the Mimics’ onslaught. Lia. Is Lia al—
Focus, Elden. You don’t have much time. The distracting thoughts were immediately erased from my mind, returning the whole of my attention to the deathly artifact before me. What are you going to do?
I have to…destroy it. It was difficult to concentrate while I felt my consciousness being directed by Amaya’s chill touch, but I knew the statement was correct. I have to stop the Shadebinders.
Ah, but if you destroy it, what happens to the rest of the Mimics? The playful nature of her leading question did little to guide me, and I felt her grow impatient with my addled mind. You can’t leave them alive, Elden—not a single one. They might hurt someone. They might even hurt Lia.
No. My hands balled into fists against the cold stone while I stared down at the ultimate source of Doram’s evils. I won’t let them. I reached out and cupped the relic in both hands, letting instinct guide my movements. I’ll do whatever it takes.
I’ll hold you to that, love. A burst of crimson light exploded in my head as void energy poured out of my core and raced out to map the world beyond us. My head immediately began to ache from the influx of information; the growing mental map displayed not only the Shadebinder passages and the Mimics that had pursued me, but also a branching series of voidglass veins that snaked out into the mountain stone, each one connected to the central spherical chamber where we stood.
Too fast. I pulled on my mana reserves to lessen the pain, but I found that my core was nearly emptied of the electric blue energy, further deepening my exhaustion. I can’t keep this up, Amaya. My mana’s almost gone—I won’t last much longer.
A gentle laugh floated through my mind. You’ll just have to make more then, won’t you?
I…what? I don’t know how to—
Yes, you do, she interrupted me. Now’s not the time to pretend otherwise.
The ache in my head continued to grow in time with the expanding void, scrambling my thoughts with sharp spikes of pain. Amaya, help me, please. I can’t do it.
Eyes open, Elden.
The leading edge of my sprawling mental map halted while my attention was forced down into my core. I saw the last bastion of my mana flickering valiantly through the dark waves of void, draining away at a constant rate as the deathly energy corrupted faint wisps of my life force where the two fronts met. You’re already doing it. I watched with growing bewilderment as my focus continued to sharpen, clarifying the border between life and death until I finally saw what she wanted me to see: Just as the rippling waves of void stole traces of my mana away, errant tendrils of void that stole too deeply in the shining blue energy sparkled back to life and bolstered my reserves.
That’s…impossible.
Indeed it is, and yet…here we are.
A fresh wave of pain flashed through my head when my extended void resumed its outward expansion. I closed my eyes and tightened my grip around the relic, attempting to center myself amidst the growing world of crimson light. 
Didn’t you ever wonder how you’ve always survived your little…episodes? Amaya continued, her icy presence sinking deeper into my mind with every word. You saw what happened to your lovely wife when that beast pierced her heart—you saw where the void comes from, and why. Weren’t you curious why it was different inside of you? Why it never managed to kill you? Why, no matter how many times you’ve died, you’ve always come back?
I stood in dumbfounded silence as she spoke the impossible words into my head. I always told you that you were special, love. In a hundred trillion lifetimes from a million different worlds, nobody has ever done what you can do. Nobody has ever turned death back into life.
The advancing force of void that rushed out from my core continued entirely under Amaya’s command; with my mind already stretched thin by the massive expanse of crystal and stone mapped by my extended energy, I was forced to abandon control of my body to her in order to process the revelation. Death…into life. The concept felt wholly absurd, but it was difficult to deny when the proof of her words spun just beneath the surface of my skin. That’s why I can’t die. That’s…that’s how I saved Lia.
I’d love nothing more than to walk you through it, Elden, but we don’t really have the time—we have company.
A firm push from her frigid presence highlighted a series of bobbing crimson lights, seemingly microscopic against the continental scale of my Detection.
It looks like your Mimics want a word with you.
Amaya, I can’t fight them. Panic sprouted in my chest as I struggled to find my body amidst the sea of void light, but it felt as if my physical form was miles away, completely decoupled from my consciousness. They’re going to kill me.
Oh, we wouldn’t want that, she giggled. I guess you’ll have to stop them. Her voice wove from side to side as she spoke, tracing frigid circles through my soul until she came to a stop so close to my right side that I could feel the heat of her breath on my cheek. Do you remember why you came down here in the first place?
The question lingered in a momentary silence while I felt a soft, delicate hand run across my shoulders. Control.
The voidglass decanter buzzed with dark energy beneath my fingers, resonating with the tangled web of void bound within each of the identical Mimics sprinting towards me.
Take it,
Amaya prodded me. Go on, love, take it. It’s yours.
Her encouragement was just for show; my extended void acted under her control, suffusing down into each of my advancing foes. The impenetrable barriers I had encountered during my duel on the bridge were nowhere to be found as my energy dove straight into their cores. A radiant flare of light shone out from the depths of the relic before me when my void joined with theirs, fully integrating the energy with my own.
Take it, love, Amaya repeated. As opposed to her previous suggestion, there was a long moment of silence while she waited for me to claim the energy for myself. The Mimics continued their headlong sprint through the winding corridors of the Shadebinders, drawing ever closer to my voidglass sanctuary with their weapons drawn and ready for battle.
Unable to find a better plan, I followed Amaya’s command and gave the void within them a gentle tug. A satisfied hum filled my head, followed a moment later by a blinding rush of deathly energy; the void within the Mimics drained out in a single instant and sent their bodies tumbling forward, bouncing across the stone until they each landed in a dark, unmoving heap.
I let out an involuntary scream when the influx of void passed through me. The energy itself brought me no pain; the uncontrolled burning of my flesh had been immediately extinguished when Amaya first arrived to rescue me, but the sheer volume of power was terrifying as it cascaded through my body. Unfortunately, the surging void fueled the expanding border of my Detection like a bucket of gasoline poured onto a raging fire, and my mind threatened to split apart entirely as my mental map exponentially expanded.
HELP ME, PLEASE! I begged the voice in my head. AMAYA, PLEASE! I attempted to retreat away from the pain, but an unyielding wall of ice held my consciousness firmly in place, forcing me to endure the suffering.
You promised, Elden, she answered, not unkindly. Eyes open.
A sudden burst of movement appeared through the miles of stone and crystal above me, and I realized that my Detection had reached the city of Syndrai. Thousands of citizens walked along the city streets as they went about their daily lives, unaware of the cataclysm unfolding beneath them. The energy unfurled across the capital, building a perfect replica of every inch of stone inside my head until the entire domed city was displayed in crisp red light.
While the civilians at the city center were little more than passing shadows to my void Detection, a buzzing swarm of crimson filled the Rings just beyond the city limits. Each individual Mimic was a featureless pinpoint of light against the entirety of Doram’s capital, tunneling down through their mines like drones in an oversized ant colony.
Look at them, pretending to be human,
Amaya mused. Half of Doram is made of monsters, and you’re the only one who can see it. You’re the only one who can save them.
SAVE ME! I pleaded to her disembodied voice. The sudden addition of Syndrai’s populace was too much information for my brain to track at once; I felt fragments of my consciousness shatter and fall away as my strained mind sacrificed every piece of me that wasn’t necessary to process the growing information. PLEASE, SAVE ME!
I’m sorry, love, she said, her voice soft and sweet. I know it’s too fast, but we don’t have a choice—we’re running out of time. For the first time since she had appeared, a trace of doubt drifted through the icy calm of her presence.
It won’t be much longer now. The second influx of void flooded through me without warning; the citizens of the Rings collapsed in droves as Amaya stole the deathly energy bound up in their cores, decimating the mining population in a single instant.
My awareness of the mind-numbing pain ripping my mind apart faded away behind the ever-expanding reach of my Detection. I no longer existed; the information flooding through my mind was interpreted and cataloged with machine-like efficiency, without the need for human thought or analysis. It was all the same: the detail of a cracked streetlamp, the location of Marin, Tyr, and Siv within the castle, and the indescribable pain of my consciousness being shredded away layer by layer.
The wave of death that rolled out from Syndrai accelerated my Detection farther and faster than it had ever moved before. Void crackled through Doram’s veins like black lightning, expanding my view of the world out to the remainder of the two Joined Cities in a matter of seconds. Each new locale came with fresh reinforcements of Mimics to kill, allowing the insatiable expansion to continue. I saw every gem in the gilded arms of Jor’s celestial projector in perfect detail in the same moment that Marsta’s rolling greenery sparkled to life behind my eyes. The tracks of the rail carriage led me back to Drost where I found an even larger nest of Mimics awaiting my deathly touch in their symmetrical stone tombs.
My map of Doram’s surface and subsurface cities sparkled with clarity, but an insistent push from Amaya’s presence kept my void energy moving along the deepest veins of voidglass beneath us. The winding crystals spread out through the stone like the roots of a great tree that had long since disappeared, running far beyond Doram’s borders into both Lybesa and Kaldan. I watched the whole of my immense energy race along the branching voidglass that led to the south, intersecting with the maze of tunnels buried deep beneath Shadowmine and rippling over the voidglass remnants of the Golden Throne before reaching its final destination.
An enormous pillar of voidglass pierced the earth where the branching veins coalesced far beneath the Eastern Forest. The imposing construct extended for miles below the forest floor, seamless in its crystalline construction apart from a tiny, hollow chamber at its absolute midpoint; the space was just large enough to fit an unadorned stone sarcophagus, the contents of which had long since turned to dust.
Looks like our time is up. The sudden return of Amaya’s voice threw my world of glowing crimson into a whirl of chaos. My mental map of Doram began to evaporate as the extended void was directed elsewhere; the energy I had sent out to the farthest reaches of the frozen country crashed back through me in a single surge, funneled down through my body into the veins of dark crystal that stretched out to the Eastern Forest.
I’m sorry it had to happen this way, love. I would’ve explained it if I could.
Her voice filled my darkening mind as whatever was left of me began to dissolve into the void. Not that you’d have remembered it—I imagine most of this will be gone when you wake up.
The brilliant expanse of stark mountains, bustling cities, and winding tunnels that had overtaken my consciousness continued to fade, reducing my world to little more than a single thread of buzzing red light that connected the faraway pillar of voidglass to the nexus of dark crystals beneath Doram. You did so well today, Elden. Better than I’d expected, if I’m being honest with you, Amaya’s voice continued, her presence the sole force that continued to hold me together. You deserve some rest.
A tendril of ice unexpectedly severed my connection to the voidglass pillar, instantly shrinking the reach of my remaining void down to a single, suffocatingly small room. A strange man stood at the center of the voidglass chamber; his face was covered in blood that ran down from his eyes, nose, and mouth, and a series of jagged scars wrapped up from his neck and branched across his face. Two women sprinted across the narrow stone bridge to where he stood before a low altar; the larger of the pair, a woman in scale armor with a tower shield strapped to her back, reached out and stole a bubbling decanter out of the man’s hands, while the smaller woman with a long, flowing braid dashed forward to support the man as he began to convulse.
I watched the scene unfold dispassionately, unconcerned with the fate of the strangers. The women attended to the man with panicked expressions, watching with growing horror as his convulsions strengthened. After a quick exchange, the woman with the shield raised the decanter into the air and brought it down onto the altar with both hands, smashing the decorative bottle into a mess of shattered crystal and steaming blood.
Relief flooded through my mind as the vision finally faded to black, allowing me to fully sink into the welcoming embrace of the darkness around me. A cool, comforting voice spoke to me from the void as I felt myself melting away. Things are going to be different when you wake up, love. You’ve opened doors today that can never be closed, Amaya whispered. If you remember anything from our time together, let it be this—I’ll always be there for you. All you have to do is call my name, and I’ll be there to keep you safe. I love you, Elden. Forever.
***




X. Author’s Note

At long last, another volume of Restart Again is complete! The wait between releases was quite a bit longer than I initially expected. I had initially endeavored to release Volume 4 by the end of 2021, but that turned out to be a very ambitious plan—I hope you can understand why, given the marked increase in word count between Volumes 3 and 4! Keeping writing as a hobby only allows me a certain amount of time to dedicate to the world of Restart Again, and I’m doing my best to balance the rest of my responsibilities and avoid burnout.
Now, to address the elephant in the room: I’m sure some people may be upset by another cliffhanger ending here. That’s okay! In an effort to explain myself, I’ll reiterate a point I made in a long-forgotten blog post: I don’t use cliffhangers as a tactic to force people to buy the next copy of my books to resolve the tension, I use them when it makes sense for the end of a story arc. I’ve personally never been too upset by cliffhangers as a reader as long as the story continues eventually, which this one certainly will!
With that in mind, I also have good news! You can find the first chapter of Restart Again: Volume 5 posted online right now, FOR FREE. Those of you who follow me on my website (www.adamladner.com) or on Twitter (www.twitter.com/RA_adam_ladner) already know this, but I post all of my draft chapters for the Restart Again series on my Royal Road account. These usually don’t start releasing until I’m close to finishing the entire draft, but in an effort to make you all a peace offering, I’ve posted the first chapter of Volume 5 already. Head on over to my website to find all the details, and continue the story of Restart Again today!
As I often do, I’d also like to use this little note to give thanks to the people who continue to make this series possible. A very large shoutout goes to my editor Maria, who continues to both teach me how words work and ensure all of my beloved characters stay consistent. Thank you to Zack for helping me navigate the world of formatting and making all the tiny, annoying adjustments I constantly need. Last, but certainly not least, thank you to Jodi for continuing to support me in every aspect of life, both on and off the page.
I can see the end of my allotted page rapidly approaching, so I’ll leave you with a final thought. I can’t say for sure when Volume 5 will release, but I CAN say for sure that it will release eventually. I’m not putting down the metaphorical pen until this series is complete, and I make progress towards that goal every day, little by little. I hope you’ve enjoyed the Restart Again series so far and are looking forward to where it’ll go next. Until that time, though, stay safe out there, and as always, thanks for reading!  ~Adam
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