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1. BROKEN WEAPON

“I told you, I’m fine!” I whined, weakly fighting against the damp towel being pressed against my forehead. “All I need is a glass of water and a few hours to rest, and I’ll be back—” My protests were interrupted by a violent cough that stole the air from my crackling lungs and forced me to double over in bed.

“Those aren’t the sounds that healthy people make, love,” Amaya chided, wiping the sweat from my brow. When my coughing fit finally ended, she forced me back down into the bed with a firm hand on my chest and pulled the heavy blanket up over me. “There’s no need to push yourself so hard. That’s why you’re stuck in bed in the first place, you know—you shouldn’t have been out in the cold for so long.”

“I had to get the chimney patched before the snow came,” I protested. A deep, consistent ache lingered over my body like a heavy bank of fog. “This is just a little cold, Amaya—I promise I’ll be fine.”

Her narrowed lilac eyes failed to relax their glare. “How about this?” I continued, trying and failing to push myself up from beneath the weight of her hand on my chest. “I’ll get my repair work done, and then I’ll stay in bed for the rest of the day. That’ll be more than enough time for me to recover and—”

“Dad can handle the work on his own,” she interrupted me. “He ran the shop by himself for over a decade. A few days without your help won’t put him out of business—to be honest, he’ll probably enjoy the alone time.” She turned away to pour me another cup of water from the pitcher on the bedside table, but I still caught a glimpse of the playful smirk that ran across her face.

“That’s not…I know that, but…” I trailed off, scrunching up my face. A sense of helplessness flooded through me as I finally sank back into my cushioned prison. “I don’t want you two to worry about me, is all.”

“I want to worry about you, Elden,” she smiled sweetly, pushing the small clay cup of water into my hand. “That’s what I signed up for, isn’t it? Those were the words you wrote—no matter if you’re sick or healthy, right?”

“In sickness and in health,” I corrected her quietly, feeling a rush of blood to my already flushed face. I took a sip of the tepid water and shivered as it chilled my throat and stomach.

“Exactly,” she nodded triumphantly. She leaned her head down and nuzzled her nose against mine, purposely drooping her long, velvety ears in my face until I laughed at the tickling sensation. “You have to rest to get better, whether you like it or not. If that means I have to sit beside you and hold you down until you fall asleep, so be it.”

“No, I’ll be good,” I smiled, planting a quick kiss on her cheek before she pulled away. “Thanks, Amaya. I love you.”

“And I love you,” she echoed. She remained in her seat beside the bed for a moment and watched me with wide, gentle eyes, smiling quietly to herself. Eventually, she let out a soft sigh and made her way to the door, pausing before she left the room. “You’re always there when I need you, Elden. Don’t forget that I’ll always be there for you, too—no matter what you need.” She flashed me another smile as she pulled open the door. “I’ll be just outside. Try to get some sleep, okay?”

“I’ll try.” I followed her advice and curled up beneath the heavy blankets as she left the room. With the mountain of repair work I had left to Ashedown looming over me, I expected to be wide awake, but my aching body melted into the bed the instant I closed my eyes. My lips curled into a wide smile as my wife’s words echoed in my head and lulled me into a deep, peaceful sleep.

---

I awoke to a suite of unfamiliar senses. A stifling pressure bore down on me from all sides and restricted my breathing. Adrenaline surged through me as I raced to interpret the barrage of alien senses: my eyes burned from the strange assault of fuzzy, multicolored light that filled the room around me; a consistent, deafening hiss clawed at my ears; and the tidal wave of thoughts and emotions running through my brain all threatened to overwhelm me before I fully regained consciousness.

In the moment before panic fully overtook my mind, a switch flipped somewhere deep within me and clarified the strange world in a single instant. The suffocating weight that had stolen my breath came from a heavy quilt lined with supple gray fur spread out over my familiar bed. Narrow beams of light snuck in through gaps in the heavy blinds on the far wall, illuminating my bedchamber within the ambassador suite of Syndrai’s castle. When I eventually gathered the strength to turn my head, I found the source of the droning noise immediately to my right: Lia sat in a small chair at the bedside with her chin tucked against her chest, snoring softly.

A wave of relief washed over me as I sank back into the plush bed. Still alive. My hand instinctively reached out in her direction while a thin film of tears formed over my eyes. She’s still alive…and I’m still here. I watched her quietly for some time, savoring the rise and fall of her chest from every gentle breath. Despite the exponentially growing list of questions that filled my head as my memories slowly returned, I was more than willing to enjoy the moment of blissful peace for as long as possible.

How? The single word finally punched through my dreamlike daze and forced me into introspection. After a long, centering breath, I followed the tenuous line of my memories back to the events that had led me to my current infirmed state and watched them play out in painful detail. I saw the shadowy chamber of interwoven bridges bathed in emerald light and a smiling figure that shared my face. I felt Val’s pain as she bared her soul to me, revealing the true depths of the feelings I had so callously ignored. Hope, despair, fear, and suffering all wove together to create the violent tapestry of our battle, twisting and turning behind a sudden burst of void flames as I made my desperate deal with my darker half. My stomach churned as I relived the soaring revelry of my borrowed mastery over the void that culminated in the violent and bombastic death of our Mimic foe.

A yawning pit clawed at my chest as I saw myself abandon my companions in pursuit of the Source. The pain in Lia’s voice as she called out to me echoed through my mind as the memories continued, tormenting me long after the moment had passed. It was the sudden appearance of Amaya’s chilling voice that snapped me out of my stupor; though the clarity of my visions clouded in time with her icy presence, I continued to watch the memories with renewed interest. The sweetly nostalgic voice spoke an impossible truth into my mind as my hands wrapped around the Shadebinders’ relic; her simple statement immediately made me question the validity of the memory, but the proof arrived a moment later as she forced me to watch the interchange of mana and void within my core.

The visions ended with an abrupt flare of remembered pain when a swarm of Mimics entered the edge of my void Detection. I returned to the present with a soft gasp, momentarily stunned as my mind attempted to separate memory from reality. My heart rate gradually returned to normal after a few seconds of slow, even breaths, and I allowed myself to reflect on Amaya’s revelation for the first time with a clear head.

That’s why I’m here—why I’m still alive. For the first time in recent memory, I stared straight into the face of one of my most well-hidden and unspoken fears. I can’t die. Or…I can’t stay dead. It doesn’t matter if there’s mana or void inside me—I’ll always exist. Whether I want to or not. Forever.

A deeply existential dread began to creep up my spine, and I rushed to turn my thoughts away to another topic. The ability to turn mana to void, and void to mana…that’s how I kept Lia alive. It has to be. The simple thought of her soothing light was enough to cut off my anxiety before it consumed me, and I kept my eyes firmly locked on her sleeping face. Regardless of what it took from me, it saved her, too. It kept me alive so I could spend more time with her. Maybe…maybe it isn’t so—

“We’re back, Lia!” A single knock accompanied Marin’s declaration as she backed into the room, balancing a tray of dinner plates and tall wine glasses in her arms.

The sudden sound startled Lia out of her peaceful nap, and she spun to face our intruder with a deeply furrowed brow. “Quiet down!” she whispered forcefully. “I told you yesterday to stop doing that!”

“Oh, right. We wouldn’t want to wake him,” she replied with an audible eye roll, her voice no quieter than before. “No, wait—we would want that, wouldn’t we?”

“That’s not the point,” Lia snapped. “What do you even want? I told you, I’m not hungry.”

“Well, I’m hungry, and it’s lunchtime.” She kicked the door closed and moved to the nearby table to set down her meal. “It’s my turn to watch you, and I’m not doing it on an empty stomach. I brought you some because it’s polite, not because I thought you’d eat it.” The defiance drained from her face as she pushed a plate of untouched breakfast foods to the side and set out both of the fresh meals. “You really should eat, Lia,” she sighed as she sat down, motioning to the empty chair across from her. It looked as if she wanted to continue what was clearly an ongoing request, but she froze in place as her eyes met mine.

“I ate this morning with Val,” Lia said flippantly, motioning to the full plate of old food on the table. “Honestly, I don’t see why you’re all suddenly so concerned with how much I’m—what?” She paused to raise an eyebrow at Marin as she continued to wordlessly gawk at me.

“What’s your prob—LUX!” Lia threw herself onto the bed the moment she noticed my face, tipping her chair over in the process. “Lux, you’re awake!”

Her weight knocked the air from my lungs, but I savored the ache as her amber mana rushed through my body and filled me with a much-needed warmth. “I’m awake,” I coughed, realizing how dry disuse had made my mouth and throat. 

There was a long moment of silence as her extended mana conveyed the feelings she couldn’t put into words. Waves of grief and fear washed through me as I saw myself through her eyes lying motionless in bed. Visitors came and went as day turned to night and day again under her watchful eye; the passage of time was difficult to track through her shared memories, distorted in large part by her ever-increasing exhaustion, hunger, and dehydration.

I stroked my hand along the length of her fraying braid while she kept her face buried in the blankets that covered my chest. “I’m sorry,” I murmured in her ear. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”

She gave me a lingering squeeze before carefully sitting up beside me, revealing her red, tear-soaked face and bloodshot eyes. “Lux, I…I didn’t know if you were ever going to wake up,” she sniffled, running her hand through my unwashed hair. “I couldn’t feel you in there—your mind was…gone. I was scared.”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated, using the majority of my strength to push myself up into a sitting position against the headboard. “How long was I out?”

“Three days. Maybe four—I’m…not really sure.” She chewed on her lip as she watched me with glistening eyes, eventually abandoning her restraint to lunge forward and kiss me, holding my face in both hands. “I’m so glad you’re awake, Lux,” she cried, resting her forehead against mine.

“Me, too.” I pulled her down into the bed with me and held her tightly against my side. “Marin, thanks for taking care…oh.” Turning my attention away from Lia revealed that Marin had left the room at some point during our tender reunion, but a commotion in the hallway quickly gave away her location.

“He’s awake!” Marin shouted from the common area. “Lux is awake!”

I let out a small sigh as I prepared myself for a sudden surge of visitors. “Lia, I’m…I’m sorry. For everything. When—”

“Not now,” she interrupted quietly, lacing her fingers between mine and giving them a soft squeeze. “We can talk about it later. For now…I’m just happy you’re still here.”

“Okay,” I answered, kissing the top of her head.

A set of heavy, pounding footsteps thundered towards our room, announcing Val’s arrival long before she appeared in the doorway. “Lux!” She dashed across the bedroom and dropped to her knees, sliding roughly into the side of my bed. “You are awake,” she said in a wavering voice.

“Hey, Val,” I smiled. “Glad to see you’re okay.”

A beaming grin spread across her face. “Thanks to you and Lia, I have survived for another day.”

“I should probably be the one thanking you,” I chuckled. “I assume you two are the reason I’m still alive right now.”

The pair shared a quick look of concern. “You…don’t remember what happened?” Lia asked carefully.

“Only bits and pieces. Everything after our fight with the Mimic is a bit fuzzy—I remember finding the Source, but that’s where the memory ends.”

There was an ominous pause in the conversation as Lia sat up cross-legged beside me, slipping out from beneath my sheltering arm. “Val and I found you at a Shadebinder altar,” she started, watching my face with an unsettling intensity. “You had the Source in your hands, and you were…shaking. Convulsing, covered in blood…” She trailed off as a shiver ran down her spine.

“We managed to separate you from the Shadebinder relic,” Val continued for her. “I personally saw to its destruction. We are still unsure what you did with it, but the result of your actions is clear—I can say with confidence that the Mimic threat to Doram has been permanently ended.”

“But what about the Mimics that were already here?” My mind raced to guess the bad news I could feel coming. “Kord said there were thousands of them—almost half the population of the Rings, and even more in Drost. What happened to them? What did I…” I swallowed hard against a sudden pang of fear creeping through my gut. “Did they die? Did they…explode? Was—”

“No, Lux,” Lia cut in. “We passed by a dozen Mimics on the way to find you that were just…dead. No injuries, no sign of a struggle, and no explosions—it was like they all fell down and died. Val talked with Halvaar after we got you back to the castle, and he said the reports were the same from all over Doram. The Mimics are dead, and nobody else got hurt.”

I let out a ragged sigh. “Oh. That’s…good, right?”

The pair didn’t seem to share my relief. “Lux, the fact that you are awake and speaking right now is beyond miraculous,” Val said softly, reaching out to place a gentle hand on my arm. “When we first found you in the Shadebinders’ fortress, I was afraid that you would not survive your injuries. You sustained an incredible amount of trauma during—”

“Lux! You’re awake!” Siv’s tiny voice shattered the tense air that had filled the bedroom. “You’ve been sleeping forever!” She bounced in place at the doorway as she waited for her mother to arrive behind her, then dashed over to the table to pick through the lunches Marin had delivered and promptly abandoned.

“Hi, Siv,” I smiled at her, keeping a wary eye on Val and Lia beside me. “I was really tired after my last trip.”

She nodded as she munched on an apple slice, accepting my explanation as fact. “Lia wouldn’t come out and play with me while you were sleeping,” she explained matter-of-factly, climbing into one of the chairs by the table to more officially help herself to the leftover lunch.

“Siv, sweetie, that isn’t yours,” Tyr called after her. As she made her way across the room to separate her daughter from the meal, Marin followed along beside her with her arm looped tightly around Tyr’s waist, beaming the entire way. “Why don’t we go down to the market and get you some berries? That should give Lux some time to wake up.” She flashed me an apologetic smile as she put a hand on Siv’s shoulder and attempted to lead the girl back to the door.

“But I wanted to go with Lia!” Siv whined. She slipped out from beneath her mother’s grasp and raced to the edge of the bed. “You can take me now that Lux is awake, right, Lia?”

“Actually, Siv, I need to stay here and talk to Lux for a little bit,” she answered, forcing a small smile. “We can go tomorrow, okay?”

“Why don’t I take you, Siv?” I offered. “I think it’d probably be good for me to get up and stretch my legs a bit after sleeping for so long.”

Val and Lia both appeared startled by the idea, each speaking over the other in an effort to convince me otherwise.

“I do not believe that would be the best—”

“Lux, you shouldn’t do anything before—”

A band of golden mana washed over me as I attempted to ignore the pair and extricate myself from the bed. Lux, please, stop. Before you get up, there’s something you should—

The world fell silent as I threw back the sheets and turned to slide out of bed.

Oh.

Dense, disorienting banks of fog billowed over my mind as I stared blankly at the injury my companions had tried to warn me about: My left leg ended in a fleshy stump halfway down my thigh, barely poking out through the leg of my silken shorts. There were no signs of scars, blood, or discoloration of any kind that would indicate I had lost the lower two-thirds of the limb only four days earlier; the perfectly healed flesh looked as if it had always existed in its dismembered state. I carefully lowered my hand through the space where my leg should have been, confirming that the missing flesh was truly gone and not hidden through some sort of illusion.

“Lux,” Lia whispered, tightly gripping my hand, “I’m s—”

“Your leg’s gone, Lux!” Siv yelled in alarm, pointing at the missing limb with a tiny finger. 

“Siv!” Tyr gasped. “That’s a very rude thing to say!” She turned and gave me a deep bow while Marin scooped Siv up from her place at the edge of the bed and ferried her away to the door. “Lux, I am so sorry.”

“Mari, what happened?!” I heard Siv yell over her mother, her voice shrill and panicked. “What happened to Lux?!” Marin shut the door behind her as they left the room, muffling the young girl’s cries.

“I’m going to explain the situation to her to make sure this doesn’t happen again,” Tyr promised, her reddening face nearly parallel with the floor.

“Yeah, it’s, uhm…that’s fine,” I mumbled, absentmindedly shaking my head while I continued to stare at the missing limb. “It’s fine.”

“I’ll…give you some privacy,” she said, immediately hurrying after Marin and her daughter.

Memories of the repeated injuries I had received from my Mimics filtered in and out of my mind as I sat in stunned silence. The agony of the remembered strikes burned through me as if the limb still existed, sending jolts of pain up through what little remained of my leg and into the base of my spine. I reached out with a trembling hand and traced a finger across the newly-formed flesh that had sealed off the wound. It’s…real. This is real.

“I…tried to heal it, Lux,” Lia croaked, her voice raspy and broken as tears streamed down her face. “You’d lost so mu—much blood, I was worried you wouldn’t…wouldn’t survive at all.” She wiped her face on her sleeve as she clutched my hand, drawing it up tightly against her chest. “The wound closed up, b—but your leg didn’t come back.”

I finally managed to avert my eyes from my injury, and I was surprised to find that both of my companions had started to cry. “I had hoped that, with the missing limb retrieved, we may have been able to reattach it,” Val said, her usually steely voice tight and warbling, “but there was…no sign of it. I searched the Shadebinder passages extensively, Lux, I promise you.”

The sight of their sorrow set a fire in my stomach and brought on a sharp sense of mental clarity. This is my fault. All of it—this injury, their pain…everything. I bit down on the inside of my cheek and gave Lia’s hand a tight squeeze. They need me now. Self-pity comes later.

I sucked in air until my lungs hurt, then let out a loud, long sigh, bottling all of my anxiety, confusion, and grief up deep within my core. “Well, I guess I’ll save money buying boots from now on,” I said, forcing a small grin.

Lia let out a short, barking laugh, but her creased brow and trembling lips persisted. “You don’t have to do that, Lux,” she said, reaching out to stroke my cheek. “You don’t have to be…okay, right now.”

I pulled the blanket back up to my waist. “I’m not okay, Lia,” I told her honestly, “but that doesn’t matter right now. I’m alive. You’re alive—both of you. Marin, Tyr, and Siv are safe. That’s what matters to me.” I awkwardly spun myself in place to face them, wobbling unsteadily while I attempted to balance myself with a leg that no longer existed. “If this was the price to pay to make that happen, I’m glad I did it. I’d pay it again in a heartbeat.”

“That should not be your burden to bear!” Val protested, her hands balling into fists on the mattress beside me. “You should not have to sacrifice yourself for us!”

“You’re right,” I agreed, “but I did it anyway.” I extended my free hand out to the edge of the bed toward her. Her eyes grew wide as she stared down at the beckoning hand, and she quickly turned her gaze up to Lia for permission. After a long pause, Lia gave her a subtle nod, and Val carefully lowered her hand to mine.

I closed my fingers around hers and gave them a squeeze, mimicking the gesture for Lia. “You both did everything you could to help me, even after I tried to stop you. You saved me. This…injury—it isn’t your fault, it’s mine. I don’t want either of you to spend even a second blaming yourselves for this.”

Both women took in a quick breath in preparation to respond, no doubt in an effort to contradict me, but I shook my head and continued. “I…don’t know what’s going to happen now. Things are going to be different. I’ll probably…” I paused, biting down on my lip as I tried to steel myself for the coming truth. “I’ll probably need a lot more help from the two of you from now on. It’s not fair to force a burden like that on you, so if either of—”

“Anything you need,” Val interrupted me, bowing to press her forehead against our joined hands. “You will have my service for as long as I am able to serve.”

Lia remained silent as she kissed the back of my hand, but I heard her response clearly in my mind. Forever.

I dipped my head in reply, my tightly pursed lips the only thing holding back the sob bottled up in my chest. When my tempestuous emotional state finally began to calm, I let out the pressure in another ragged sigh. “So, is there anything else? I doubt there’s any news that could top this, so do your worst.”

My attempt at levity brought a weak smile to Lia’s face. “There is, actually. Your scars are…well, they spread again.”

Though the thought had yet to cross my mind, I was completely unsurprised by the revelation. “Yeah, that makes sense. How bad is it this time?”

She spent a moment weighing her thoughts before standing up and leaving the bedside in silence; she returned a moment later with a gaudy hand mirror framed with gold wire and studded with an array of large pearls. “Here,” she murmured, placing it on the bed beside me.

There was little room for concern about my appearance while my mind continued to race with thoughts of my lost limb, so I picked up the mirror and inspected the progress of my scars without hesitation. While I initially started the inspection at my bare chest, I was dismayed to find that the marks had branched out in a new direction; black lines wove up around the right side of my neck and stretched across my face, winding across my chin and cheek until they stopped just below my right eye. I let out a low whistle as I observed the damage, tracing the dark tracks with my finger. “I guess it was only a matter of time,” I sighed, placing the mirror back down on the bed.

“They really don’t look that bad, Lux,” Lia comforted me, returning the mirror to her bedside table. “I know they remind you of all the pain you’ve gone through, but they’re also a mark of all the good you’ve done, too.” She returned to her seat on the side of the bed and gave me a warm smile, folding her hands in her lap. “That’s what I think, anyways.”

Her words sent a tingle down my spine, waking an anxiety I had forgotten in my self-pity. “Val, if you don’t mind…I’d like to talk to Lia alone for a while,” I asked, hiding my sudden shift in emotion as best I could.

“Of course.” She stood up from her kneeling position beside the bed and gave me a final once-over before she made her way to the door. “I will be in the common area—please do not hesitate to ask if you need anything.”

I waited until the door closed behind her to let my posture slump, and I shifted back into a more comfortable, reclined position against the headboard with a soft groan. “Lux, what’s wrong?” Lia asked, instantly on alert. “Are you feeling—”

“Your scars grew, too, didn’t they?” I spoke over her, already sure of the answer. “I hurt you again.”

The truth was clear in the depths of her amber eyes as they bounced back and forth, avoiding my piercing gaze. The flare of her nostrils and wrinkle of her brow told an entire story in the short seconds she spent in silence; I saw her battle between downplaying my role in her injury, denying the fact outright, or bristling at the unspoken implication that she should have left me to my dark fate. “Yes,” she murmured eventually. She unfastened the top buttons of her shirt and slipped it down over her shoulder, revealing the full extent of the black marks. A fist-sized patch of pure black skin sat over the rough line of scar tissue on her chest that served as the source of the corruption, sending new tendrils of crawling darkness up to her shoulder and left bicep.

The sight immediately turned my stomach, but I found myself unable to look away from the pain I had caused her. A half-dozen conversations played out in my head in unison, each one retreading the same argument over and over again to the same effect: I begged her to stop sacrificing herself to save me, and she pleaded for me to do the same. “I’m sorry. I did what I thought I had to do to save you.”

“I know,” she nodded, lying down beside me. “I did, too.”

My vision clouded with tears as a fresh wave of helplessness washed over me, cascading through every failure from our last battle. “I tried so hard,” I croaked. “I really did, Lia. I tried, and I just…I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do anything.” I tried to hide my eyes behind my hand as tears streamed down my face, but the gesture was of little use as quiet, hiccuping sobs escaped my lips.

Lia pulled me down to rest against her chest and ran her fingers through my hair in slow circles, shattering whatever resistance I had left. “It’s okay,” she whispered as I cried into the soft green fabric of her shirt. “I can’t even imagine what you went through, but you didn’t fail, Lux. You succeeded. You kept everybody safe—me and Val, Tyr, Siv, and Marin. All of Doram. You saved the world—again.” She held me tight against her chest as my body trembled, expelling the poison of the emotions that had festered within me.

I stayed wrapped in her arms for a long time, allowing her warm, amber presence to comfort me until I was entirely drained of energy. Despite my extended four-day rest, exhaustion crept its way into my muscles and mind, and I began to doze off in Lia’s arms.

“Lux?” Lia’s voice roused me from my semi-conscious state. “There was something I wanted to ask you.”

“Mhmm,” I mumbled, pawing at my puffy, dry eyes as I sat up under my own strength. “What’s up?”

“It was about something that happened after you…went off on your own,” she said haltingly. There was a long pause as she looked me up and down, chewing on her lip as she drew slow circles against my palm with her thumb. Eventually, she let out a small laugh and looked down at the floor beside the bed. “I guess I must be tired—I forgot what it was I wanted to ask.”

“I’m not surprised,” I yawned, fighting through the last remnants of sleep that clouded my head. “If I had to guess, you haven’t been eating or sleeping much since we got back to the castle. Right?”

“Maybe,” she answered with a small shrug. “I haven’t been hungry.”

“You know, I remember someone giving me a hard time for missing a few meals back in Lybesa.” I nudged her with my elbow and flashed her a sly grin. “I can’t seem to remember who it was.”

She rolled her eyes as the grin infected her. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Why don’t you try to get some sleep? We can all have a nice meal together after you wake up, and then we can figure out what to do next. Maybe you’ll remember what it was you wanted to ask me about, too.”

Her lips pursed at the suggestion, but she quickly dismissed the look with an animated nod. “I might be able to get more than a few minutes of sleep now that you’re awake,” she agreed.

I leaned in and kissed her on the head, taking a moment to pause and savor the comforting gesture. “If you don’t mind, could you use the bedroom next door? I’m going to try to do some basic workouts to see what I’m capable of—if nothing else, that might be a bit…distracting.”

A flash of concern raced across her face, but it faded as quickly as it arrived. “Okay,” she agreed. “If you need any help, just ask, okay? You don’t need to push yourself.”

“I will,” I assured her. “I love you, Lia. Go get some sleep.”

“I love you, too.” She kissed me one final time before heading to the door, pausing long enough to shine a radiant smile in my direction before the door closed and left me alone.

I fell back in bed and stared up at the stone ceiling, feeling the loneliness of the empty room weighing down on me. Without my family to distract me, I immediately returned to the thoughts I had done my best to repress. Flashes of pain from my missing limb created a disorienting sense of duality in my head; I could still feel the length of my leg that no longer existed even as the new flesh of my healed wound brushed against the soft bedsheets.

I’m broken. Though I had long since run out of tears, a pervasive sorrow suffused through every inch of my body, leaving me feeling far too heavy to move. What am I supposed to do now? I can’t fight—I probably can’t even walk. If I can’t fight…what’s the point? What am I even good for now? The thought reverberated through my empty mind, torturing me with every unanswered echo. Nothing.

I’ve told you before, love—self-pity doesn’t suit you. Amaya’s cold voice slithered through my head, bouncing from ear to ear as if she were standing just behind me. Oddly enough, it still doesn’t.

I allowed her chilling presence to seep through me without resistance. The icy sensation was oddly soothing against the burn of my aching body, and the contempt and anger her mimicked voice usually inspired within me were nowhere to be found.

What, no quips today? That’s rather boring.

Her voice gave me the push I needed to escape from my spiraling thoughts. You saved me, didn’t you?

Of course I did, Elden. I told you I’d always be there for you.

You saved Lia, too. And Val.

There was a long pause before the voice responded. Well, not intentionally, but…I suppose I did, didn’t I? An amused giggle played in my ear as she toyed with the idea. When you put it that way, I’m really the savior of Doram. That’s quite a nice title, isn’t it?

Her playful provocation fell on deaf ears; though an instinctual part of my brain attempted to revive my distrust of the voice, I was filled with nothing but gratitude for her presence. Thank you.

You’re welcome, love. For a brief moment, it felt as if the bitter cold of her aura warmed, and a blast of remembered senses flooded my mind: warm sun, soft grass, a cool summer breeze, and a smooth, delicate hand in mine. This was such a lovely conversation—maybe I should leave before that changes.

No, wait, I begged. There’s something I need to know before you go.

Oh? Amusement colored her voice as a soft humming circled my head. And what might that be?

I called on the memory of one of my final moments in the Shadebinder tunnels and watched it replay in careful detail: I heard the symphony of booming voices from the raging spirit in my chest peeling away at Amaya’s command, dulling in intensity until only a single, sobbing copy of my own voice remained. That…thing. It’s not some evil spirit from the void, is it? I had been unable to fully analyze the information in the heat of the moment, but my conclusion seemed obvious in hindsight. It’s just…me. Somehow, it came from me, didn’t it?

Yes…and no. The vague answer lingered in silence as she chose her next words carefully. It’s not my information to give, love, but…you’re more right than you know. You’ll have to ask him if you want the full truth.

Despite the cryptic nature of her answer, I felt a weight lift from my chest. I’ll do that.

Well, this has been…surprisingly nice. I’ll leave you to your—oh, what did you call it? Your basic workouts? The chill began to lift from my body as her voice faded, speaking to me from an ever-increasing distance. Don’t forget, love—I’ll always be there when you call. Forever.

Her presence disappeared before I had a chance to respond, leaving me to reflect on the conversation in silence. It’s not her. It can’t be her. As I thought the words for the hundredth time, I heard a waver of doubt in what had always been a resolute mantra. It’s…not her.

I rubbed my face vigorously with my hands to evade the weighty thoughts, then pulled myself to the edge of the bed, using my newfound alertness to escape the confines of my covers before more intrusive thoughts could find me. “Go,” I said aloud, pushing myself up onto my remaining foot. “Just go for—”

The words were lost in an awkward grunt as I toppled backwards. My instinctual attempt at balance failed with the absence of the expected counterweight of my left leg, landing me back on the cushioned mattress below me. I gritted my teeth and tried the maneuver again, this time channeling a rush of mana into my basic suite of combat enhancements. Between my heightened physical abilities and my quickened mind, I was able to compensate for my new center of mass and successfully keep myself upright. “Okay…and now I…uhm…”

A mental image of myself hopping across the room on one leg brought a rush of hot blood to my cheeks, and I lowered myself back down to the mattress with a frustrated sigh. Don’t be stupid—ask for help. Though I knew it was my only true option if I wanted to leave the room, I still sat in embarrassed silence for a full minute before I reached out a pulse of mana to map our suite. The extended energy found Val sitting in a chair at the nearest corner of the common room, seemingly awaiting my summons. Tyr, Marin, and Siv sat together on a long sofa in the center of the room; based on Siv’s despondent expression, I assumed the topic of conversation was her earlier outburst over my deformity.

Hey, Val. My mana flitted across the surface of her skin, immediately rousing her to full alert. Could you come in here? I could use—

Val sprang up from her chair and arrived at my bedroom before I could finish my request. “What do you need, Lux?” she asked, sliding in through the door with the excess momentum from her dash.

I raised my eyebrows at the overenthusiastic display. “I’d like to spend some time with everyone out in the common room. Could you…help me?”

She immediately rushed to the bedside. “I can carry you, if you would like,” she offered, dipping onto one knee.

“What? No, thanks, I’d like to, uhm…I’d rather walk—as much as I can, at least,” I stammered. I slung my arm across her powerful shoulders and hefted the majority of my weight against her, propping myself up on my good leg under her careful supervision. She placed a firm hand beneath my opposite armpit as I began my awkward, hopping journey across the room. “Thank you,” I murmured, turning my head as far away from her gaze as possible.

“It is no trouble,” she answered lightly. “I am glad you are already capable of standing—I had feared your recovery would take much longer. I suppose I should not be surprised.”

The conversation floating out from the common room came to an abrupt end as I shambled into view of the trio. I was happy to see that all signs of Marin’s Mimic had been scrubbed clean from the space; the stone was as neatly polished as it had been the day we arrived, and the destroyed furniture had been replaced with a matching set. A strange sense of paranoia washed over me as my mind fought to convince me the entire encounter had been nothing more than a dream, but my next halting step promptly brought me back to the present.

“Lux, it’s good to see you up,” Tyr smiled as Val helped me down into a chair opposite them.

“I’m surprised you didn’t go back to sleep,” Marin snorted.

“I considered it,” I grinned, “but I think I’ll be good for another few hours.”

Tyr gave Siv a gentle nudge with her elbow as Marin and I shared a laugh. The young girl hopped up from the couch and meandered her way over to my chair, keeping her bright red eyes downturned the entire way. “Lux,” she mumbled, scuffing a tiny shoe against the stone, “I’m sorry if I…made you feel bad about your leg. I didn’t mean to make you sad.” She stared down at her twiddling fingers, pausing as she tried to remember the next part of her clearly practiced speech. “I shouldn’t talk about how other people look. It’s not nice. I promise I won’t do it again.”

I heard a relieved sigh from Tyr as Siv finished her apology. “Thank you for the apology, Siv. It was very nice,” I said, reaching out to scoop her up onto my lap. “I forgive you.”

She wiggled in place, craning her neck backwards to look up at me. “I don’t want anybody to make Mama sad because she looks different. That means I can’t talk about other people looking different.”

“That’s a very mature thing to say,” I nodded.

“It’s because I’m a big girl! I’m smart!”

Our round of laughter cleared the last remnants of tension from the room. “So, Lux,” Tyr started, “what are you planning to do now? I hope you’ll give yourself some time to rest before you leave for your next mission.”

“I’m not sure I have much of a choice, to be honest. I don’t see myself going anywhere anytime soon—whether I want to or not.” The simple reference to my infirmity was enough to respark my anxiety, but I shoved it down with a laugh. “I’m sure that doesn’t hurt your feelings any,” I grinned at Marin. “You’ll have plenty of time to spend here in Doram.”

She returned my smirk and slid across the couch to loop her arm around Tyr’s waist. “Actually, about that,” Tyr said, her porcelain cheeks flushing a warm, rosy hue, “we…might be leaving before you do.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up of their own accord. “Oh?”

“I’m taking them to Lybesa,” Marin boasted.

“We’re going to see Mari’s house!” Siv exclaimed, slipping down from my lap to zoom across the room in a sudden burst of youthful energy. “We get to go outside! All the way outside!”

“That’s right, sweetie,” Tyr laughed. She relaxed into Marin’s embrace and placed a hand on her knee. “It may sound odd to all of you, but Siv and I have never seen the sky before—neither of us have ever left the Joined Cities.”

“We’re going to change that,” Marin grinned. “I figured that, given the recent events here in Doram, it might be nice to head somewhere a bit more…remote.” She turned to watch Siv dash along the line of windows at the far wall, running as fast as she could to nowhere in particular. “I think we’ve all had enough excitement for one lifetime.”

Warmth blossomed in my chest when I caught the meaning behind her words. “More than enough,” I agreed. “I know a place in Mayaan the three of you could stay for as long as you’d like—it won’t be getting much use from its owners for quite a while, I’m guessing.”

A wide smile spread across Marin’s face. “Lia already offered, and we already refused,” she laughed.

“I believe I’ve finally found a use for some of the reward money you gave me,” Tyr added. Her hand tapped excitedly back and forth across Marin’s knee, causing her to squirm beneath the unintentional tickling assault. “It’ll be nice to have a place we can call our own.”

“So, when are you leaving? Should I go get Lia so we can see you off?” I asked, turning to look back towards the bedchambers.

“Oh, Primes, no!” Tyr exclaimed. “We’re staying here until you’ve had a chance to recover. I wouldn’t feel right leaving you like this—not after everything you’ve done for us.”

“She wouldn’t feel right about it,” Marin emphasized. “I said we should’ve left two days ago.” The statement earned her a sidelong glare from Tyr, but Marin smiled all the more for it.

“You don’t have to stay here for my sake. I’ll be happy knowing you’re all safe and sound back in Lybesa,” I smiled. “Besides, I think I’m about as recovered as I’ll ever be at this point.”

“Please don’t rush yourself on our account,” Tyr said. “Mental recovery is just as important as physical recovery. I understand you have business to attend to elsewhere, but your health should come first. Besides, if your plans are still the same, I don’t believe you have any reason to rush—there’s nothing of interest in the Eastern Forest.”

A bolt of pain split my mind and sent a surge of adrenaline through my body. Unfamiliar images drawn in neon crimson flashed through my head too fast to fully track; I saw an endless expanse of trees growing above miles of uninterrupted voidglass, and somewhere beneath it all, a strangely mundane stone sarcophagus with nothing but dust inside. The world suddenly warped beneath me, and I felt myself swaying side to side as my chest continued to heave.

Val’s steadying grip on my shoulder banished the sudden bout of vertigo. “Lux, are you alright?” she asked, having appeared beside my chair at some point during my brief dissociation.

“I’m, uhm…yeah,” I nodded. My mind raced to identify the visions while I scanned the worried faces of my companions. What was that? None of the unsettling images seemed related to anything in my recent memory, which only left me feeling more uncomfortable. “Sorry about that, guys,” I chuckled, attempting to relieve their concern as I slipped out from beneath Val’s hand. “I got a bit dizzy there—might have something to do with not having eaten anything in four days.”

“Oh, of course!” Tyr sprang up from the couch and hurried to the foyer, returning a moment later with a small tray of bread, cheese, and cured meats. “Marin, could you get the pitcher for me?”

Marin narrowed her eyes and shot me an exaggerated frown, then hopped up to help Tyr. When she returned to the common area with the requested pitcher and set of cups, she paused to peer back down the hallway. “Hey, I thought you were supposed to be getting some rest!”

“I couldn’t sleep.” Lia shuffled into the room a moment later, rubbing her face vigorously. “It doesn’t feel right without—Lux!” She rushed across the room, her lethargy completely forgotten as she hurried to my side. “I didn’t think you’d actually be out of bed so soon.”

“Oh, you know me,” I said, giving her a gentle smile. “I’m not one for lying around.”

“Uhm, yes you are,” Marin scoffed, setting the pitcher on a small table beside me. “That’s all you do.”

“Marin, please,” Tyr chided her, resting an arm around her shoulders and leading her back to their couch. “Have something to eat—both of you,” she instructed us as she sat down. “We’ll get fresh meals for dinner tonight, but you should at least have something before then.”

“Hi, Lia!” Siv skidded to a halt in front of us, pausing to grab a thin slice of meat before she careened off down the hall leading to her bedroom.

“Siv, don’t run while you’re eating, sweetie!” Tyr yelled, hesitantly watching her daughter as she debated following along behind her. Marin seized the opportunity to leave our mundane conversations behind and chased after the small girl, drawing shrieks of delight from somewhere out of view. “There’s never a dull moment with those two,” Tyr chuckled, giving us a quick half-bow before she hurried off after them.

I helped myself to the tray of food, stealing a small heel of bread and a particularly hard block of cheese to snack on. Lia took a similar selection before she forcibly squeezed herself into the empty space beside me; though the chair was clearly designed for a single occupant, I found her closeness comforting as she curled up next to me, nestling against my chest with a soft sigh. “This is better,” she murmured, taking a small bite of bread. “I could sleep here.”

“Please do,” I said, draping my arm across her shoulders. “I’ll probably join you.”

“Before you do, there is something we need to discuss,” Val said, moving to the now-empty couch across from us. “Guildmaster Halvaar requested that I inform him when you awoke. He would like to speak with you about what happened during your confrontation with the leader of the Shadebinders.”

“No, not now,” Lia groaned, burying herself deeper in the shelter of my extended arm. “Didn’t you already talk to him about that stuff?”

“We had a cursory discussion after our return to the castle,” Val acknowledged, “but I did not give him a full debriefing. I believed it best to wait until after Lux had awoken—I did not want to reveal any information you wished to keep secret.”

“Thanks, Val. I appreciate it.” I hadn’t had time to consider either of Doram’s rulers since I had woken, but I knew the meeting was inevitable. “I guess I should meet up with them to find out what’s been going on since the Mimics died.” A gentle tug on my shoulder turned my face down to Lia’s, where I was met with two large, sparkling discs of amber set in a pitiful, pleading expression. “Maybe…later tonight, though,” I conceded, helpless to resist her puppy-dog eyes. “After sundown.”

“I believe that will be more than acceptable,” Val said. “I will go inform them now.”

After Val exited the suite and left Lia and me alone in the common room, I sank back into the chair with a long sigh. “It never ends,” I mumbled, taking a bite of the sharp, pungent cheese and crackling bread.

“You don’t have to meet with them if you don’t want to,” Lia told me, gently patting my chest. “You’ve earned a rest.”

“I know, but I’m at least a little curious about what’s been happening,” I replied. “Without the Mimics, Doram’s mining operations are going to be…strained, to say the least. I’m interested to hear what they’re going to do about it.”

Lia bobbed her head quietly in reply while she nibbled on her slice of bread and cheese. “Are you okay, Lux?” she asked after a moment’s pause.

“I’m…” I trailed off, adjusting to the sudden change of topic. “I’m okay, I think. I’m trying to keep myself distracted—to keep my mind off of…things.” I kept my eyes firmly locked with hers, refusing to look down at the injury that threatened to swallow me whole at any moment.

“I know it’s going to be hard, but you’ll have to think about it eventually,” she said, tracing the line of my jaw with her thumb.

“I know, just…not now,” I breathed. “I can’t handle it right now.”

Her hand wrapped up around my neck and pulled my head down to rest atop hers. “That’s okay,” she whispered. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be here to help you, no matter what you need.”

A flood of amber energy washed over me and filled my body with a comforting warmth. Thank you, I told her silently.

I closed my eyes and basked in the golden light, allowing my muscles to finally relax. For a brief moment, the whole of the world fell away behind the brilliant golden glow of Lia’s aura; her presence uplifted me from the confines of my broken body, pulling me away from the infirmity that would forever change my life. My ephemeral nightmare of the vast expanse of trees and black glass was banished as our minds conjoined, and I felt my first moment of true peace since the Mimics had arrived.

***


2. SPLINTERING

“Lux? Are you awake, Lux?” Val’s voice roused me from my nap. “Lux?”

I left her questioning unanswered and resettled myself in my chair, deepening my entanglement in Lia’s arms. The ache in my neck and back from my awkward sleeping position told me we had remained in place for far longer than I had originally intended, but the soft rise and fall of her chest against mine was more than enough to convince me to remain exactly where I was.

“I do not believe he is awake,” Val spoke again.

“Don’t wake him on my account—I’ll come back another time,” the dulcet bass tones of the Guildmaster answered her.

My eyes snapped open at the sound of Halvaar’s voice and immediately scanned the room. Val knelt in front of the chair I shared with Lia, watching me with soft, pale-olive eyes as I regained my bearings. The suite was far darker than it had been when I dozed off; it was clear from the soft white glow of the celestial projector hanging over Syndrai that my appointed meeting time of sundown had arrived. A crackling fire in both hearths across from me provided most of the light in the common room and cast long, wavering shadows along the stone floor. The flickering firelight accentuated the weathered creases of Halvaar’s face as he stood at the entrance to the foyer, but traces of a relieved smile hidden beneath his braided beard and mustache left the wizened man looking far gentler than his usual stony demeanor allowed.

“Lux,” Val repeated again, “Guildmaster Halvaar has arrived for your meeting, as you requested.” She sat down beside me in a chair which appeared to have been dragged from its original position across the room until its arm was directly abutting mine.

“Hey, Halvaar,” I whispered, doing my best to allow Lia her much-needed rest. “I didn’t know you were stopping by—I would’ve put on some clothes.”

“I believe we’re well beyond such formalities,” he replied, taking his cue to enter the room and sit down on the couch across from my seat.

“Well, that’s probably true, but I’m still expecting you to be wearing clothes next time we meet.” 

The faint nod of his head and widening of his smile was the closest I had ever seen to a laugh from the statuesque man. “I’m glad to see you up, Lux. After Valandra’s report upon your return, I was concerned you might not recover from your injuries. I can see now that my worry was misplaced.”

My nostrils instinctively flared at his mention of my new infirmity, but I fought back against the reflex as quickly as I could. “Val mentioned that you wanted to talk. Was there something speci—”

A tug on my shoulder and a gentle kiss on my neck informed me that our conversation had woken Lia. “Hey,” she said, her eyes still half-closed while she smiled up at me, “how’re you feeling?”

“I’m good—nice and warm,” I answered, tightening my arms around her to savor the heat of her body against my bare chest. “Halvaar and I were about to catch up.”

Her eyebrows arched while she attempted to parse the information, sleepily considering the statement until she turned and found the Guildmaster seated directly across from us. “Halvaar!” she started, lurching out of my embrace. “I didn’t know you were here! I thought our meeting would be in President Magnusson’s office.”

“As I told your husband, we no longer need to adhere to formalities—I felt it more apt to meet you down here, given the nature of Lux’s injury.”

“You really think I’m so broken that I can’t handle a flight of stairs?” I snapped, speaking before my better judgment was able to hold back the biting question. It was abundantly clear that he had intended his gesture to be a kindness, but the simple thought of my injury influencing his decision was enough to make my stomach twist in embarrassment.

“I apologize if I’ve caused you offense—that was not my intention,” he answered quickly, putting his decades of diplomatic service on full display. “I’d like to accommodate you in whatever way you deem appropriate.”

I took a deep breath while I searched for the words to make my own apology, but the effort was in vain; Lia crossed her arms and slid forward to the edge of the chair to interpose herself between Halvaar and me. “Was there something you needed, Guildmaster?” she asked in an unusually flat tone.

“I’m here to offer thanks on behalf of Doram and its people,” he answered with a reverent bow of his head. “Given the aftermath of your actions earlier this week, it’s clear that we were in far more danger than I had originally believed. The sheer number of Mimics concealed within our citizenry was…disturbing to see.”

“How was that even possible? How could you not know?” Lia continued in her cutting line of questioning.

“There are many reasons, but a misinformation campaign from both the Mining and Stoneshaper’s Guilds is chief among them—we were purposely misled in regards to both the rate of expansion of our mining operations and the growth of our population,” he explained. “My personal failure also plays a role in the Mimics’ spread. Given Doram’s economic stagnation over the past decade, I was more than pleased to see what I thought were the positive results of our expansion initiative with the rail carriage systems. I allowed the Mining Guilds to continue operating with less-than-adequate supervision.”

“You cannot blame yourself for the actions of the Shadebinders,” Val consoled him. “I would not have believed it were possible had I not seen the evidence for myself—it was still difficult, even then.”

The Guildmaster let out a long, deflating sigh. “The Shadebinders,” he murmured. “I’ve spoken with Shaper Kord at length since it was revealed he was a member of their order.” Despite his imposing size, I saw a clear shiver creep down his spine. “He named an additional nineteen Stoneshapers beyond those Shaper Kari listed in our initial investigation. It seems as though it had been their plan from the beginning to give up certain members of the Shadebinders in order to lead us away from their true plans.”

I mirrored Halvaar’s discomfort as my thoughts turned to my torture of the young, fresh-faced Stoneshaper. His blackened face and dark, sightless eyes stared straight into my soul while he babbled away in my memories. Are you a Shadebinder too, Lux? Are you like him?

“So, what happens now?” Lia asked. “We stopped the Shadebinders—for real this time. All of the Mimics are gone. What are you going to do?”

“We will rebuild,” he answered. “Given the recent halving of our workforce, I have no doubt Doram will quickly enter a period of recession, but…if the alternative is prosperity under the control of the Shadebinders, I would rather see us fail altogether.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen,” I assured him, having regained my composure. “Times will be tough for a while, sure, but you’ll figure things out. You Stoneshapers seem to be a hearty bunch—if anybody can make it through this, it’s you.”

“I hope you’re right,” he murmured.

Lia pounced on the moment of silence that followed. “Was there anything else you needed? We’re overdue to go get some dinner.”

Her terse questioning left Halvaar entirely unfazed. “This meeting is entirely on your terms—I’ll leave you to your meal, if that is what you’d like. For today, I am content simply knowing that you’re well—both of you,” he added, nodding to Lia and me in turn. “Despite Valandra’s assurances, we had grown worried for your health over the past few days. I’m sure that President Magnusson will be overjoyed to hear of your recovery, as well.”

“Where is Magnus, by the way?” I asked. “I figured he would’ve come with you for this.”

“That was his desire, but a matter of state has taken his attention—he is currently welcoming a delegation from Yoria.”

“Yoria?” Val started, her posture stiffening. “Is there news from Kaldan?”

“That is my hope,” the Guildmaster replied. “There has been no official word from the capital since King Yorrell’s death. I’m optimistic that our guests will illuminate us on the succession of the Golden Throne, as well as the state of the country as a whole.”

I continued to sink back in my chair as another round of visions of my past sins assaulted me. The dark crystalline form of the former king fused to his molten throne sparkled in the desaturated light of my void flames, filling me with equal parts disgust and wrathful triumph. “I don’t imagine your guests would be very happy if they found out you were hosting the Umbral Flames,” I muttered.

“President Magnusson and I have discussed the matter and have come to a similar conclusion, which is why we will not be informing them that you’re here,” he said, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “That isn’t to say that we’ll be asking you to hide yourselves from them—you are still free to partake in any of the amenities our capitol provides, and you may come and go from your chambers as you please. Should you find yourselves attracting unwanted attention, please know that you will have the entire weight of the Stoneshapers’ Guild and the Doramese government behind you. You will always be guests of honor here, regardless of your standing in Kaldan.”

The weight of the councilor’s vow finally knocked the annoyance from Lia’s face. “Oh. We, uhm…thank you,” she said quietly, bowing her head. “That means a lot.”

He stood up and returned her bow. “It’s the least we can do. Once the delegation has returned to Yoria, we can hold a more formal meeting to discuss recent events. Until then, I will continue to pray for your recovery.” He made his way to the foyer, but he paused before he left the common area. “Doram will forever be in your debt. I have made this offer before, but I would like to remind you that it still stands—I will do everything in my power to fulfill any requests you have of us. President Magnusson has pledged to do the same. Please don’t hesitate to ask us for anything you need.”

“We appreciate it, Halvaar, really,” I said. “To be honest, though, I’m not sure there’s much we need from you apart from food and shelter. You’ve already paid us way more than we needed, and I don’t think it’s a great time for another lavish party.”

He gave me a small nod in response, watching me with hard, inscrutable eyes as his hand stroked the length of his braided beard. Despite the fact that our conversation had reached its natural end, he continued to linger at the foyer entrance like a shadowy gargoyle, leaving an awkward silence to grow between us.

“Something on your mind?” I prodded him.

“There is…something I’d like to say,” he started, his unusual hesitance immediately setting me on edge. “Though we take great care in our chosen profession, the life of a Stoneshaper is quite dangerous. Even the smallest fault in our work can lead to disastrous consequences. As I told you before, our Guild treats any instance of structural collapse as a matter of the highest importance. This duty extends not only to repairing damaged structures and preventing further collapse, but also to caring for those injured in any such incidents.”

I blinked at him, waiting for some sort of explanation for the sudden tangent. “I’m…not really sure where you’re going with this one.”

A short puff of air sent a ripple through his bushy mustache. “Before I was elected Guildmaster, I spent over a decade as the Stoneshapers’ Chief Engineer. I worked on a variety of projects in my tenure there, the most noteworthy of which focused on the creation of…functional prosthetics.”

My jaw dropped as I stared at the towering man, suddenly doubting my ears. “You made what?”

“I understand this may be a sensitive subject—forgive me for bringing it up so soon. If you would rather wai—”

“Tell me, Halvaar. Now.”

He bowed his head and obliged. “We have the capability to create a functional prosthetic leg with multiple points of articulation. I would like to be clear up front—it is in no way a perfect replacement for your lost limb. However, given enough time and proper rehabilitation, I believe it would give you the ability to walk, and even run, without the use of additional supports.”

A disorienting buzz filled my head as my thoughts exploded out in multiple directions at once. My barely repressed grief clashed with a newly budding hope while imagined visions of my future flashed half-formed through my mind; I saw myself repeatedly trip and fall over a gaudy Stoneshaper prosthetic, spar with Lia and Val at full speed as if nothing had changed, and hop across my bedchamber with an awkward one-legged gait, experiencing each suite of accompanying emotions simultaneously. A dull roar accompanied the rush of burning blood that flushed my cheeks and ears, tying knots in my stomach even as an excited flutter thrummed in my chest.

“Lux?” Lia tipped my face up to meet her eyes. The amber pools blazed with life in the wavering light from the hearths and instantly freed me from my stupor; the angry buzzing in my mind gave way to a suffocating silence, and I felt the weight of three pairs of eyes tracking every subtle movement I made. “You’re okay,” she murmured in my ear, gently stroking my cheek with her thumb.

“I’m okay,” I echoed. A blanket of static energy tingled across the surface of my skin as I shook off the last remnants of my daze. “Thank you, Halvaar,” I said, tipping my head out from behind Lia’s watchful gaze to address him directly. “I’ll take you up on that…eventually. I think. I need to…uhm…” I sighed and shook my head when my words failed me. What little energy I had left me in a sudden rush, and I slumped back in my chair in defeat. Pain snaked through my jaw as I ground my teeth and stared down in disgust at the injury that had so completely ruined me.

“I didn’t expect you to make any decisions today,” he told me, his low voice taking on a warm and comforting tone. “What has been days for us has only been hours for you—I’m sure it has been an overwhelming afternoon, to say the least. Please take as much time as you need to consider what we’ve talked about. We can meet again when you’re ready.”

I attempted to form a coherent thought, but the words failed to form, so I gave the Guildmaster a feeble nod instead.

“Until then,” he said, offering a reverential bow before he turned to leave. “Primes watch over you.”

“And you, together,” Val replied, finishing the religious benediction.

After the heavy door finally closed, Lia wrapped her arms around me and held her head against my chest. “How’re you feeling?” she asked, squeezing me tightly in her arms.

“I’m fine,” I murmured, making no effort to hide the lie.

Val spun to face us and planted her elbows on the arm of our chair, resting her chin on her hands. “Are you hungry, Lux?” Her head tipped side to side as she watched me with hawk-like attention. “You have yet to eat a full meal since you woke.”

“Right! We were all going to have dinner together!” Lia exclaimed, perking up in my lap. “That’ll be nice—I’m starving.”

I sent a thin tendril of mana racing across the room and out into the hallway, scanning the short distance between our suites and our usual dining hall. A constant flow of traffic filled my head with a sea of faint multicolored lights; each passing mana signature deepened the burning in my gut as I imagined what my trip to the kitchen would look like, killing what little appetite I had. “You guys go ahead. I’m not that hungry.”

“Val and I can go pick up the food and bring it back here to eat,” Lia offered gently, immediately cutting through to the source of my unease. “Is there anything you’re craving in particular? Maybe something with twinpeppers, or an asperberry tart? Or some of those crispy little mushrooms you like!”

I sighed in the face of her coddling optimism. “Anything’s fine,” I said.

She and Val hopped up in unison. “I’ll get you something tasty,” she smiled, leaning in to kiss me on the forehead. A trace of golden energy lingered at the base of my neck as she withdrew. Let me know if you need anything while we’re gone, okay?

I think I can manage sitting around doing nothing. Though I intended the statement to come across as playful, I felt my bitterness tinge the mental words.

Lia graciously overlooked my brusque tone. “We’ll be right back!” She smiled at me, then shared a quick look with Val before the pair made their way through the foyer and out into the hall.

I felt the lines of my face harden as I stared after them into the shadowed entryway. Four days. My fingers dug into the plush fabric along the arms of my chair, leaving deep scratches in their wake. It only took four days for all of them to realize how useless I am. A swarm of familiar faces floated out from the darkness in my mind and watched me in silent judgment. Whether it was Halvaar’s chiseled grimace, Val’s emotionless mask, or Lia’s encouraging smile, their eyes all stared through me with the same careful, piteous look, as if a single misplaced word or sidelong glance would shatter my broken body like a stone through glass. Is this what the rest of my life is, now?

My thoughts turned to the offer Halvaar had given me before he left, but the possibility that had once given me a spark of hope was now an even deeper pool of bitterness. No. The rest of my life is pretending that I’m okay. Learning to walk again like a fucking child. Maybe, if I’m lucky, I’ll run, too. What a blessing. I should thank the Primes whenev—

My self-loathing was interrupted by a sudden spike of pain that raced up from my missing leg and wrapped around the base of my spine. I writhed in place in a vain effort to escape the sourceless torture, but the movement only brought a second bout of suffering worse than the first. The firelit chambers around me flashed away, replaced by the emerald-tinged weave of voidglass bridges suspended somewhere deep beneath Doram. A perfect mimicry of my manasteel sword pinned me in place as my Mimic sneered down at me and rocked the blade back and forth. 

“This is the price of borrowed power,” the Mimic said in a horrible, gurgling whisper. A flash of emerald light burst out from his core, instantly transforming him into a towering monstrosity of rippling flesh and billowing flame.

“NO!” I threw myself backwards as hard as I could to escape the writhing beast. My stomach flipped as the world disappeared, leaving me to tumble end over end through an all-consuming darkness. An impact against the back of my head snapped me back to the real world, and I found myself lying upside-down on the stone floor of our chamber, my plush chair overturned beside me. I groaned as a dull ache in my head joined the lingering spasms in my missing leg.

The soft scuffle of hurried footsteps approached me from somewhere on the opposite side of the room. “Lux, are you alright?” Tyr’s face appeared upside-down above me, her face shadowed by her dangling black-and-silver hair and spiraled onyx horns.

“Oh, I’m great,” I spat. An automatic flare of mana activated the Pain Reduction rune etched inside my ring and began to soothe my aching leg, but I was dismayed by the impressive amount of sustained energy it took to lessen my pain. “Just thought it would be fun to lie on the floor for a bit.” I rolled over and tried to push myself up onto all fours, wobbling awkwardly when my missing leg failed to provide the needed leverage to maintain the position.

A small set of hands looped under my armpits. “Let me help you,” Tyr offered, tugging me into an upright position.

“I’m fine,” I said as I attempted to wiggle out of her grip. “I’m probably too heavy to—” My thought was interrupted as Tyr hauled me upright almost entirely on her own. I let my arm fall naturally around her shoulders as I struggled to keep my balance during my rapid ascent. “O—oh. Uhm, thanks,” I mumbled, turning my face away when I finally relented and accepted her support.

“Siv is a deceptively heavy child,” she laughed. “I think she’s grown past the age where I should be carrying her around, but I can never say no when she asks. I suppose it’s been a good way for me to stay in shape.” Her gaze turned to the far wall and stared straight through the stone at her tiny family. “With Marin around, that’s not much of an issue anymore, though—she’s more than happy to carry Siv around.” She smiled at the thought in silence for a while, then shook herself out of her daze and tightened her grip around my torso. “I’m sorry, Lux—you probably want to go sit down, don’t you?”

The warmth of her hand-sewn woolen clothing against my bare skin made me realize how cold the air was and sent a shiver down my spine. “Actually, I should go get dressed. If we’re going to keep getting visitors, I should at least be wearing clothes when they show up.”

“Of course,” she answered, inclining her head towards our destination before we began our tandem trip across the room. I was acutely aware of the weight I put on her shoulders each time I took a hopping step forward, but she showed no sign of any strain on our way to the bedroom. Once we were inside, she helped me to the edge of my bed, then began to rummage through the chest of drawers on the opposite wall. “What would you like to wear?”

I held my head in my hands and let out a long sigh. “I appreciate the effort, Tyr, but I think I can handle dressing myself.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble,” she replied with upbeat enthusiasm. “How about these?”

My nostrils flared as I turned my face up to glare at her, but my temper died the instant I saw her gentle smile above her offering of a blue and black flannel shirt and gray pants. “Yeah, that’s fine,” I answered, biting down on my tongue as punishment for the half-dozen cutting remarks I had intended to hurl in her direction. “Thanks.”

“Perfect!” She laid the clothes out beside me on the bed and extended a hand in my direction. “If you stand up here with me, I can—”

“No,” I cut her off, snatching my pants with an exasperated huff. “I can do it myself.”

The full weight of Tyr’s sad, sightless eyes bore down on me as I shimmied around on the edge of the bed, drawing my pants up around my remaining leg with aggravating slowness. A relieved sigh whistled out from my pursed lips when I finally managed to fasten the button at my waist, but my satisfaction was short-lived; I only managed to slip one arm through the well-worn sleeve of Marten’s hand-me-down shirt before my audience’s presence got the better of me. “If there’s something you want to say, just say it,” I grumbled, folding my unevenly clad arms across my chest.

Her eyebrows shot up at my sudden demand. “Oh, I, uhm…may I sit down?”

I fought back against the sudden tension in my shoulders and motioned to the spot next to me. Despite her careful movements and gentle demeanor, a seed of annoyance took root in my chest and began to spread throughout my body; I could already see the pitying hesitance in her eyes as she stared down at her clasped hands, and a half-dozen cloying sentiments echoed in my ears before she started to speak. By the time I actually heard her voice, an automatic retort already sat prepared on the tip of my tongue. 

“Lux, I’m sorry that I failed to get to know you better during your time here.”

“I don’t nee—wait, what?” The unexpected apology caught me entirely off-guard. “Where did that come from?”

A rare frown darkened the well-worn laugh lines at the sides of her mouth. “I know this may sound disconcerting, but I’ve been watching you ever since we met. It’s not that I made a concerted effort to do so—quite the opposite, actually. In spite of my best efforts, I’ve never been able to…close my eyes, as it were.”

My latent mana immediately reminded me of a sensation I had long since learned to ignore: Tyr’s silver energy covered the whole of my body, nearly invisible against the light of my own overwhelmingly radiant reserves. “Right,” I breathed. “I meant to talk to you about that. Sorry.”

“Please, don’t apologize,” she said quickly, placing a delicate hand on my shoulder. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

I managed to crack a small smile. “It’s not like it was your responsibility to talk to me, Tyr. I should’ve made an effort to get to know you better, too.”

Concern creased her brow as she chewed on her lip. “That’s not exactly what I meant.” She slid closer to my side and tightened her fingers around my bare shoulder. “I can see how much you’re struggling, Lux. Ever since the day we met in Jor, I’ve watched the turmoil growing inside of you. I wanted to speak with you about it sooner, but…I didn’t know how to bring it up. I always convinced myself the timing wasn’t right.”

My chest constricted as she began to tug on the mental threads I had done my best to bury. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I murmured. “I’m fine.”

“I know that isn’t true,” she persisted. “You’ve carried such a heavy burden for the entire time I’ve known you, but you don’t need to carry it alone. Even if it’s simply talking about what’s troubling you, I’ll be here to listen.”

“I said I’m fine,” I snapped, my breath coming harder and more ragged by the second. “I don’t need your help.”

“Okay,” she replied with a gentle sigh. “I won’t force you to tell me anything you don’t want to, but…I pray that you’ll talk to someone about it. I know how difficult it can be to deal with grief on your own.”

“How could you know wh—” I cut myself off mid-sentence as I realized my mistake a second too late. “Tyr, I’m sorry,” I started, hanging my head in shame. “I didn’t mean to—”

She pulled me down by the shoulder and wrapped me in a tight embrace. “It’s okay,” she whispered, rubbing gentle circles across my back. “Today has been extraordinarily unfair to you. You have nothing to apologize for.”

The comforting embrace tore through my mental barricades and unleashed the full force of my anxieties, both new and old. I slumped into her arms and rested my chin on her shoulder, using the entirety of my remaining strength to fight back against the lump in my throat.

When Tyr spoke again, her voice was soft and low in my ear, lilting like a long-forgotten melody of motherly love. “I lost myself when Brandt passed away. It felt as if the best parts of me had died along with him, but life refused to allow me any time to heal. The world carried on outside the walls of our apartment long after mine had ceased. Each acquaintance that came to give their condolences only served to push me further into isolation. How could they possibly understand what I was going through? They were still alive, and I was dead.”

My eyes pooled with tears as she continued to speak, suddenly so quiet that I strained to hear her whispers just inches from my ears. “And all the while, Siv continued to live, too. She’s too young to truly understand what death means. I knew all of that somewhere, buried at the back of my mind, but even so…I resented her. I was so angry that she could still find joy in the world after her father was gone.” A soft sniffle momentarily interrupted her story, but she managed to continue on with a strong, even voice. “I loathed myself for it, but that didn’t make the feeling go away. All I could think to do was hide, but being alone with those thoughts…it was dangerous. I had all but given up on the world when Audun came to find me. He said he’d grown worried when I hadn’t returned to work. I said some…truly awful things to him that night—things I wish I could take back—but he never left. He’s the only reason I…survived.”

A light tug on my shoulders pushed me back until we were sitting face to face. The hazy, featureless pink discs of her eyes stared straight down into my core, following the autonomous circulation of my mana as if it were plain to see. “Lux, I can see myself in you. The resentment, the isolation, the fear…I’ve seen it ever since we met, and it’s grown stronger every day.” Her drawn brow accentuated the jagged scars that cascaded down from her ebony horns, mirroring the marks I knew had finally reached my face as well. “Please don’t let it consume you. I know you’re strong, but it’s not something you can do on your own. Please…let someone help you.”

The knot of repressed feelings she had pulled loose raged unchecked in my head, mixing old fears with new despair; my all-consuming focus on my missing leg was immediately shunted to the side as my deep-rooted terror of the void forced its way to prominence. Tyr’s advice resonated back through my memories, echoed in a half-dozen different voices that all pleaded for me to accept their aid, but visions of blood, death, and black fire burned them away in turn. My blood turned to ice in my veins as I watched Lia die for the millionth time, reminding me of the truth of my existence. This is what happens to people who help me. My senses failed one by one until I found myself fully embodying the memory, trapped in the endlessly repeating loop of torture and loss. The scorching pain of the void wove itself into Lia’s screams as my darkness pervaded our mental link, knocking her down into a spasming pile in the dirt.

“Lux?”

A barrier of dense static separated me from my physical form, but I could hear Tyr speaking to me from somewhere beyond the veil, her voice competing with an angry, high-pitched whine in my ears.

“Lux, are you okay?”

Twin pinpricks of light sparked to life at the center of my vision. The bloody crater in Lia’s chest began to distort behind the expanding spots, dispelling the endless expanse of emberwoods that had become my mental prison. Shadowy trunks and Serathid corpses wavered and fell into shadow, replaced a moment later by smooth, seamless stone walls and hand-carved furniture.

“Lux?”

I returned from my dissociation to find the room slightly different from how I had left it. Tyr knelt on the floor in front of me, cupping my face in her hands while she continued to call my name with growing concern. The sudden lack of mental noise upon returning to my body left me feeling uncomfortably empty; I blinked down at Tyr in confusion as I attempted to fill what was an obvious gap in my mental timeline. “Tyr? I, uhm…I’m…fine.”

Her eyes widened when I finally responded to her distressed calls. “Lux!” she cried out. “I’m so sorry, Lux, I didn’t mean to…I shouldn’t have pushed you like that.” She lunged to her feet and cradled my head against her chest. “This was too soon. I’m sorry.” The usually calm aura of her extended silver mana twinkled vibrantly as intense bursts of comfort and care flooded through the energy in an instinctual effort to keep me safe.

I did my best to retread the path of our conversation, shielded from the worst of my returning anxiety by her protective aura. She might know. Out of everyone…she might be able to help. The thought of including Tyr in my struggle with the deathly voices in my head was enough to send my heart into a panicked, arrhythmic beat, but the sudden hope of finding relief from my isolation was too powerful to ignore. “Tyr,” I started, leaving my forehead pressed against the tip of her sternum to hide from her watchful gaze, “when you have your…headaches, do you hear any strange voices in your head?”

Her hand froze at the midpoint of its intended path through my disheveled hair as she sat in quiet consideration. A painful eternity of silence passed until she resumed the soothing ritual, scratching her fingernails gently across my scalp. “No, I don’t think I’ve heard anything like that before,” she murmured. “The only voices I’ve ever heard that weren’t my own have been from you and Marin.”

My stomach sank when I heard the answer I dreaded. “But what about…have you ever felt…” I trailed off and pulled away from her protective embrace, unsure if I should continue. As I stared down at my mismatched hands, the corrupting weave of black scars that covered my right side stole my focus, reminding me of how far my dark influence had spread. “Has it ever made you feel angry? Or hateful?” Billowing banks of black flame filled my vision as I was momentarily thrown back into my memories, forced to relive my torture of Kari and Kord and the unbridled glee I had found in the dark acts. “Has it ever made you want to hurt somebody?”

“No,” she answered more confidently than before. “The only thing my episodes have ever made me feel is fear. Fear, and pain.”

I felt myself physically deflate as my foolish hope broke apart as quickly as it had formed. It’s just me. The words boomed back and forth in my emptied mind, growing louder with every repeated echo until I was forced to accept the truth I had desperately fought to avoid. Amaya was right. My thoughts grew quiet as the words etched themselves over and over again along the surface of my soul, permanently ensuring I would never forget them again. Amaya was right. There’s nobody else like me.

Tyr caught me by the chin and turned my face up, forcing me to lock eyes with her. “You’re okay, Lux,” she reassured me, her tightly pursed lips and firm brow betraying the doubt she attempted to hide behind her kindness. “Stay with me. You’re okay.”

A wave of disgust crashed over me as I stared back into the murky depths of her wide, glistening eyes. Enough. Every sad stare I had seen since waking up in my newly broken state coalesced into a single, burning knot in my stomach. Enough of this fucking weakness. A white-hot flash of anger caught the fraying edges of my unbound anxieties and buried them deep within my core, instantly silencing my inner turmoil. I don’t need your pity, and I don’t need your help. I’m stronger than that—I have to be.

I forced a weak smile and sat up under my own power. “Thanks, Tyr. I’m okay now, I think. Sorry if I worried you.” I took what felt like my first truly deep breath since I had discovered my new injury, finally freed of its suffocating presence by the furious determination radiating through every cell in my body. I don’t care how many injuries it takes. This is my burden, and I’m handling it alone. I’m the only one who can.

“You don’t need to be sorry,” she said with a sigh of relief. “You also don’t need to be okay. Nobody expects you to—”

“Really, Tyr, I’m fine,” I repeated, cutting off her motherly doting. “This was…really helpful. Thank you.”

“I’ll always be here to help, no matter what,” she answered, pulling me in for another tight hug. “All of us will. You don’t have to deal with this alone.”

Yes, I do. “I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it yet, but I promise that I will eventually.” I felt bad telling such a blatant lie after everything she had done for me, but the satisfied smile that spread across her face was well worth my momentary discomfort. “For now, I’ll be happy if I can finish dressing myself and make it back out to my chair before Lia and Val get back with our dinner.”

“Oh, of course!” She released me from her loving embrace and waited as I fully donned my shirt, then knelt beside me and helped me up.

When we exited the bedroom, a pair of suspicious olive eyes stared us down from beneath a voluminous shock of red hair. “What have you been up to?” Marin asked from the common room. Her rounded, fuzzy ears were pressed flat against the top of her head as she directed the entirety of her wariness in my direction.

“Tyr was helping me get dressed,” I smirked, prodding at her clearly flaring jealousy.

The verbal dagger landed perfectly on target, but Tyr spoke up before Marin could form her flustered noises into words. “Your sister should be back with dinner soon, Marin. Would you like to join us?”

Tyr’s casual smile melted the sneer from Marin’s face. “I was coming to ask if we were eating yet,” she admitted, following us back to my still-overturned chair at the center of the room. “What happened here?” she asked as she pulled the seat back to its proper place.

“I, uhm…I tried to stand up on my own,” I lied. “It didn’t go so well.”

“Well, maybe stop doing that, then,” Marin quipped, lounging back on the couch across from my chair.

“Marin!” Tyr scolded. She helped me into my seat before hurrying to the couch beside Marin and staring at her with stern eyes.

“What?!” Marin held up her hands in defense as she shrank back from the disapproving look. “I didn’t mean it like that! I just meant that, well…we were right in the next room! I would’ve helped you up if you’d asked!”

The onslaught of grief and self-pity that would no doubt have overwhelmed me only minutes earlier was nowhere to be found while I considered Marin’s words, perfectly repressed by a focused anger that burned out from the center of my chest. I’m done being pathetic. I need to be stronger than that—for their sake.

I sucked in air through clenched teeth and held it until my anger subsided, then let it out in a casual chuckle. “It’s alright, Tyr. Marin’s right—well, partially right. I should probably ask for more help to get around, but I don’t think it’ll be an issue much longer—Halvaar told me he could make a prosthetic leg that would let me walk on my own. If everything goes well, I should be back on my feet in no time.”

“See? It’s all fine!” Marin exclaimed. A wide smile spread across her face as she slid an arm across Tyr’s shoulders and pulled her close. “Lux knew what I meant.”

The grimace faded from Tyr’s face while she repositioned herself in the crook of Marin’s arm, but the concern in her tightly drawn brow remained. “That’s excellent news, Lux,” she said cautiously, “but it may take some time for you to get accustomed to a prosthetic. We’ll be more than happy to help you for as long as that takes.” She arched an eyebrow in Marin’s direction. “Isn’t that right?”

“Oh, of course!” she said with a placating smile. “As long as he doesn’t want to walk too far.”

Tyr frowned at the playful jab, but her attention turned to the foyer before she could complain. “It looks like our dinner is here,” she said, motioning to the door.

Lia and Val entered on cue, each pushing a serving cart stacked with shining silver cloches. “We’ve got dinner!” Lia announced as the pair rattled their way into the common area. “They had a bunch of—” Her explanation cut off suddenly when she caught my gaze, and her amber eyes widened in surprise. “Lux, you’re…dressed,” she mused, tilting her head to one side.

“Tyr helped me out after you left,” I nodded. “I thought it might be rude to have dinner in my underwear.”

A dazzling smile flashed across her face. “I’m glad to hear it,” she said with a quick bow of her head to Tyr. “Now, who’s hungry? We found plenty of food!”

You look better. Lia’s voice sounded in my head while she and Val wheeled their carts into the common area. How’re you feeling?

The liquid gold of her mana poured over me and brought an automatic smile to my face. Better, I agreed. Tyr and I talked for a bit while you were gone. It was…helpful.

Marin and Val pushed a pair of writing desks together to create an impromptu dining table, which was quickly populated by trays of fresh, steaming food. Oh? What about?

My thoughts immediately turned to the multiple dissociative episodes I had experienced in the short time Lia had been gone, and I let out a soft sigh in thanks that our deepened bond had ended. She told me about what she went through after her husband died, and how she got through it, I told her, carefully choosing my words to avoid telling an outright lie. She wanted me to know that I’m not alone.

She’s right about that, you know. With our meal set out before us, Lia wedged herself into her spot in my chair, taking a moment to nuzzle her head up under my chin. We’re all here for you.

The warmth of her body pressed against mine sent an electric shiver down my spine. A bittersweet swell of emotion filled my chest as I planted a kiss on the top of her head; my unconditional love for her further strengthened my intent to keep her isolated from whatever darkness lived within me, but pangs of guilt and regret over what that isolation would bring with it tainted the otherwise tender moment. I know you are, I told her silently. I love you.

I love you, too.

After a final pause to savor her embrace, I reached for the nearest tray of food and served myself a large portion of battered fish and blue tubers. “I’m not sure about the rest of you, but I feel like I haven’t eaten in days,” I grinned, snatching a pair of still-steaming dinner rolls. “Let’s eat!”

Though my well-emptied stomach protested against the first few bites of food, I pushed through the initial discomfort and indulged myself in the impressive spread. I sampled each of the dishes over the course of the following few hours, passing the platters back and forth across the table until each tray was picked clean. The rich food and friendly company were enough to make me forget about my infirmity and enjoy the night without restraint; with my missing leg hidden beneath the desk, the casual looks from my companions lost the forlorn quality I had come to expect from them, allowing me to exist as the person I had been only a few days prior.

Unfortunately, my glory was short-lived. When our trays were packed away on their carts and the desks were returned to their proper places, I felt the cautious, crushing weight of my friends’ eyes return. “Is there anything else you would like us to get for you, Lux?” Val asked, readying the serving carts for their return to the kitchen.

“No, thanks,” I sighed, leaning back to rub my overstuffed stomach. “I don’t think I’d survive another bite.”

“We should’ve been eating like this the whole time we’ve been here!” Marin lamented. She laid herself out across Tyr’s lap with a satiated groan and closed her eyes. “I can’t believe we were actually going out to eat when we could have had it delivered.”

“You’re welcome for that, by the way,” Lia scoffed. “Halvaar said we have access to anything the castle has to offer, so you’d better take advantage of it as much as you can—there won’t be any food carts bringing you fancy dinners once you’re back in Lybesa.”

A frown darkened Marin’s placid expression. “That’s true. Hana doesn’t have access to all the ingredients they have here, but her cooking is still great. We’ll ha—”

“Hey!” Lia lurched forward in our shared seat. “You better not be expecting my mother to cook all of your meals for you!”

“What? Of course not!” Marin laughed. She peeked an eye open and looked in Lia’s direction with an amusedly cocked eyebrow. “But she’ll definitely make some of them. You know how much she likes to cook for other people!”

Lia grumbled and rolled her eyes, but she sat back without further comment. I gave her a gentle pat on the hip as I laughed at their bickering, drawing her attention back to me.

“How’re you feeling, Lux? Are you tired at all?”

“After a meal like that? Absolutely.”

I fought back a grimace when Lia immediately hopped up in response and offered me her arm. “I think a real night’s sleep will do us both some good,” she smiled down at me, waiting for me to take her outstretched hand.

No more. The silent vow steeled my determination as she helped me to my feet. “Come to think of it, Val, there is something I need,” I said, catching her before she left the room. “Can you get a message to Halvaar for me?”

Val spun toward me, already bowing. “Of course.”

“Tell him I’d like to take him up on his offer—as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning, if he can.”

“I will tell him at once,” she replied.

Lia’s brow creased while she watched Val exit the room. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked. “You don’t have to rush into anything if you aren’t ready. We can spend as much time here as you need to recover.”

“I’m ready, Lia,” I assured her. “Besides, I’m guessing it’ll take a while to get the thing made, and even longer to learn how to use it. Better to get started early, right?”

“It’s for the best, Lia,” Marin chimed in, lazily rolling her head to the side in Tyr’s lap. “The sooner he gets his new leg, the sooner you don’t have to carry him around anymore.”

Lia’s head snapped to the side to confront Marin, and I felt her shoulders tense beneath my arm. “You have no right to joke about that,” she hissed, drenching every word in unexpected venom. “If you had any idea what he had to go through down in—”

I placed both hands on her shoulders and spun myself around in front of her, physically interposing myself between the pair. “Enough, Lia.”

Her jawline hardened as she leaned to the side and scowled over my shoulder. “Fine,” she muttered after a tense moment of silence, turning back towards our bedroom.

I heard a sharp series of whispers behind us as we made our way to the hallway. “I’m sorry,” Marin grumbled just before we reached the door. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her seated at the far end of the couch she shared with Tyr, glowering at the stone beneath her feet.

“Thank you,” I said, nodding to acknowledge her clearly forced apology. “Goodnight, you two.”

“Goodnight,” Tyr answered for the pair.

Lia guided me into the bedroom and forcefully closed the door behind us without saying a word. Our arrhythmic footsteps thundered off of the stone walls while we made our way to the bedside, only further accentuating the palpable silence. Once I was seated securely at the edge of the mattress, she walked to the opposite side of the bed and stared at the far wall, bouncing in place as she tapped her foot.

I took a deep breath and attempted to collect my thoughts, but the noise was enough to alert Lia of my intentions. “You don’t have to say it,” she grumbled. “I know I shouldn’t have snapped at her.”

My held breath escaped in a chuckle. “Oh, good. I won’t say it, then.”

Her shoulders slumped as she fell back onto the bed. “She shouldn’t be joking around like that, though. Not today.”

“That’s how Marin shows her affection for people. You know that.”

“It’s just…” she trailed off with an aggravated huff. Without warning, she spun in place and scurried to the edge of the bed beside me, taking one of my hands in hers. “I’d carry you around for the rest of my life if you needed me to—no question.”

I don’t need your help. I instantly smothered the thought, but I felt my stomach begin to churn over the fact that I had thought it at all. “I know you would,” I said, leaning in to kiss her forehead, “and I love you for it. That, and about a thousand other reasons.” I paused for a moment to bask in the warmth of the smile that spread across her face. “Everything’s going to be okay, Lia. I promise.”

“It doesn’t need to be okay, Lux,” she countered. “Not right now. You shouldn’t be okay after what happened—nobody is expecting you to be, except for you.” A burning wave of amber energy flooded over me, imparting a muddled wash of concern and love. “After everything that happened over the past week, there must be so much going through your head. I…I wish I could help you.”

A chill raced down my spine at the thought of Lia’s consciousness merging with my own. “The only way I’m going to get through this is by moving forward. Sitting around to wallow in my self-pity would only make things worse.” I pressed my forehead against hers and held her hands against my chest. “You’re already helping me—more than you know. All I need is you at my side. If I have that, everything else will work itself out.”

“Then that’s where I’ll be,” she murmured. “Forever.”

“Forever.” I held her close to my chest in comfortable silence, which was broken eventually when she let out a long, squeaking yawn. “I suppose we should get some sleep.”

“It’s been a long day,” she agreed, rubbing her eyes as she stood up and began to undress.

I followed her lead, shedding the shirt that Tyr had dressed me in only a few hours earlier. My eyes remained transfixed on Lia throughout the entire process, absorbing every inch of her body as her clothes fell away. I have to be stronger. The thought filled my mind as soon as the black weave of scars covering her chest and shoulder appeared from beneath her shirt.

My lingering gaze brought a soft flush of pink to her face, lending a spark of life to her otherwise exhausted countenance. “Something on your mind?” she asked as she climbed into bed.

“Mhmm.” I finished the unwieldy task of disrobing and crawled up to take my spot beside her. “How’re you feeling?”

“Tired,” she sighed, sinking into the downy embrace of her pillow.

“Fair. I meant more…big-picture, though.” I draped my arm over her shoulder and pulled her in close. “Everyone’s been reminding me that it’s only been a few hours since I woke up, but that was four days for you. I know how hard that waiting is, Lia—and I had the benefit of snooping through your journal to keep my mind occupied when I did mine.” 

“I’m…fine. Better, now,” she admitted, curling up against my chest. “It didn’t feel like four days—it all just kinda blurred together. I was scared for a while, but there was a part of me that always knew you were going to wake up, because if you weren’t, you would’ve…disappeared.”

Though her face was hidden, I heard her sorrow laced through every quiet word. “I’m sorry I put you through that,” I murmured as I stroked her flowing braid. “I promise that it’s not going to take me again—not without a fight.”

“And I promise that if that day ever comes, I’ll be there to keep you safe,” she vowed.

A grimace tightened the lines of my face while I tried to find a response that wasn’t a lie. When it was clear the task was insurmountable, I reached out to the bedside and shuttered the small oil lamp that served as the sole light source for the room. “I know you will,” I whispered, thankful for the darkness that concealed my dismay.

It took less than a minute for Lia’s exhaustion to catch up with her, slowing her breath to a gentle, measured rhythm. The delicate rise and fall of her chest in my sheltering embrace set a fire burning deep in my core and filled me with renewed resolve. I’ll never hurt you again, Lia. No matter what that means. I closed my eyes and buried my face in her hair, doing my best to ignore the strange, weightless feeling of my missing leg. If that day ever comes, I’ll keep you safe. From me.

***


3. THE ARTIFICER

“Are you sure these are your chambers, Halvaar?”

I craned my neck to peer into the impressively cramped room from the hallway, supported between Val’s and Lia’s shoulders at its entrance. Work benches lined the walls, surrounding the tiny space in a continuous slab of dull black stone. A similarly constructed table stacked to the ceiling with supply boxes stole a majority of the floor space in the center of the room; the oppressive layout of the furniture left a single, narrow gap against the outer edge, most of which appeared to be used as overflow storage for the table’s supply crates. Four glass orbs ensconced in the sandstone walls filled the windowless room with a gentle off-white light, but the glow did little to fend off my rising claustrophobia.

“How do you get anything done in here?” I continued. “I’m not sure how you’d even walk around, let alone do any…Guildmastering.”

“These are my private quarters,” Halvaar answered. “Between my duties as President Magnusson’s advisor and Guildmaster of the Stoneshapers, I spend very little time here. Most of my work is done in either the President’s office or the Stoneshaper Guildhall.”

“But don’t you have to sleep?” Lia asked, clearly as confused by the accommodations as I was.

“Given the nature of my position, I find it most convenient to sleep in the Guildhall,” he said. “Though it’s been some time since I used it, I do have a bed here in my quarters, as well.” The towering man hunched his shoulders and stepped into the room, casually gesturing to the back corner before he began to clear a path through his supplies.

Following the line of his finger revealed a previously unnoticed stone door set into the left wall, made completely inaccessible by the uninterrupted line of workbenches surrounding the room. My Detection found the bedchamber behind it somehow more depressing than the workshop itself; the ten-foot-by-ten-foot room was made of bare sandstone and filled with nothing but a nightstand, a single lamp, and a bed that looked far too small for Halvaar’s oversized frame.

A thin pulse of violet mana overlapped with mine as Val took her own measure of the space. “I had imagined that the Guildmaster of the Stoneshapers would have been afforded a more impressive workshop. Or, perhaps, that you would have created one for yourself.”

“I’ve been offered a variety of spaces for my own personal use,” he remarked. “In particular, President Magnusson has been quite insistent that I upgrade my personal quarters to something more ‘befitting of a presidential councilor.’ In turn, I have repeatedly informed him that my chambers will remain equally unused, regardless of their size.” After a moment of fumbling beneath the center table, Halvaar produced a pair of metal stools and set them in the center of the aisle.

I stared at the seats from the place in the hallway. “I get the feeling there won’t be much room for my guests,” I chuckled dryly. My lingering enhancements flared to life when I shifted my full weight onto my remaining leg; despite the significant amount of help my companions had lent me on the arduous trip to the Guildmaster’s quarters, it seemed impossible to stay upright and moving without the mana-fueled aid of my Agility, Combat Acceleration, and Pain Reduction enhancements. “I should be fine from here—the two of you can head back to our suite.”

Lia’s hands chased after me as I slipped into the room ahead of her, grasping underneath my armpits in an attempt to keep me steady. “At least let me help you to the—”

“I said I’m fine,” I snapped, hopping forward to escape her touch. Using the workbenches to keep myself up, I spun in place to face her and Val, my cheeks already burning in contrition. “I’ll still need your help getting back to the room when we’re done,” I said, much more kindly than before, “but there’s no reason you two need to wait around in the meantime. I’ll let you know when we’re finished up here, okay?”

I caught a fleeting glance of disappointment in Lia’s eyes before a reassuring smile appeared on her face. “I’ll be there,” she answered. She hesitated at the entrance for a moment, then poked her head into the room and stared at Halvaar. “Take good care of him,” she ordered in a far more serious tone than was necessary.

“I’ll be taking measurements and beginning the Shaping process today—nothing more. There is no reason to be worried,” the Guildmaster assured her. “Even so, I will take the utmost care in my work.”

“Good.” Satisfied with his response, Lia retreated from the workshop and moved back to the hallway, lingering in the doorway to watch me with a drawn brow and pursed lips.

Val interrupted her nervous vigil with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Please let us know if you need anything,” she said, giving me a curt nod. “Primes watch over you.”

I let out a deep sigh when the door finally closed between us. “Sorry about that,” I sighed, carefully picking my way through the cluttered aisle to the nearest stool. “They just want to help.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” Halvaar replied. He waited until I was secure in my seat before he turned his attention to the towering stack of crates on the center bench. “Had I taken the time to properly organize my chambers, there would have been no need to send them away.” His massive hands sorted through the unmarked supply bins with practiced grace and retrieved a mismatched set of measuring tools, which he arranged on the benchtop beside me.

The thought of Lia’s overeager attention to my infirmity brought a fresh wave of heat to my face. “I think it was for the best, honestly.” I spun around on my stool and appraised the room again in an effort to clear the thoughts from my mind. Though a majority of the space was blocked from view by the supply table, the workbenches stretching out to either side of me held a plethora of half-finished projects, notes scrawled across loose sheets of paper, and strange contraptions with interlocking gears and complicated mechanisms I failed to recognize. “So, are these all personal projects, or do you do official Stonesh—”

An avalanche of clattering metal interrupted my question as Halvaar swept his arm across the nearest workbench and sent its contents tumbling into an empty crate at his feet. “Most of my work here serves as little more than a distraction for when my mind becomes too cluttered. I find that channeling my focus towards a project helps to order my thoughts in other aspects of life,” he explained. “I’ve had precious little time to do so in the past few months, unfortunately. It was difficult to justify stepping away from my work while the threat of Mimic attacks remained.”

A jolt of discomfort at the base of my missing leg cut through my Pain Reduction, forcing me to clench my jaw and focus on fighting off the accompanying rush of sudden, sourceless panic. “That’s unfortunate,” I muttered. The Guildmaster’s continued search for supplies gave me enough time to shake off the worst of the assault, allowing me to hold my composure when he eventually returned. “I appreciate the fact that you were able to meet with me so quickly. Even with the Mimics gone, I’m sure you’re still a busy man.”

“It’s my pleasure. Given your service to Doram, rescheduling my morning plans is the least I could do for you,” he said with a deep bow, each of his wide shoulders brushing against the stone benches on either side of us. “With President Magnusson entertaining our Kaldanic diplomats, I have few pressing duties at the moment.”

“Oh, right, the diplomats.” I bobbed my head up and down while I attempted to hide my surprise, having already forgotten about the visiting nobles. “Did Magnus say anything about who took the Golden Throne?”

“I spoke with the President briefly last night. At present, Kaldan has not yet found a permanent successor for King Yorrell. As the late King has no living relatives, a new system of succession will have to be implemented.” Halvaar sat down on the stool opposite me and ran a hand along the length of his impressive beard. “A small regency council of nobles has assembled under the leadership of a man named Alexander Stratta—a man of little political renown, but one who is quite popular among the citizens of Yoria. Together with Virram’s remaining councilors, they intend to—”

A vicious gust of chilling wind drowned out the Guildmaster’s words and extinguished the lamps around the room, plunging the windowless chamber into total darkness. An unseen force stole me from my seat and sent me hurtling through the void; my stomach flipped end over end as I rocketed through the dark far beyond where the walls of Halvaar’s chamber should have stopped me.

Stop. With my senses overwhelmed by the screaming wind and unending vertigo, I jammed my eyes shut and bit down on my tongue until the taste of iron filled my mouth. Be stronger than this. Stop. A line of fiery braziers sparked to life behind my closed eyelids and illuminated the final destination of my headlong flight. Stone pillars decorated with charred banners came and went in the darkness around me as I rushed towards the light. Roaring black flames spilled from the golden braziers and began to spread across the scene before me. This isn’t real. It can't be real.

A banquet table set for a dozen guests sat at the foot of a familiar stone dais. Heaps of rotten meat and moldy bread filled the serving platters along the table’s length, alive with a wriggling spread of maggots in the billowing light of the braziers. The dinner guests sat motionless in high-backed chairs, each dressed in a bloody tabard depicting the Golden Throne of Yoria. Their limbs were snapped and contorted into impossible, inhuman angles, barely hanging onto their bodies by sinewy threads, and their heads were turned backwards to stare into the darkness like a silent court of owls. Above them, the Golden Throne glowed like a freshly-forged sword, radiating an intense heat into the otherwise frigid stone hall. A dark statue sat at the center of the massive seat, its crystalline face turned up in an eternal, silent scream.

I struggled in vain against the invisible presence that carried me up over the dining table and towards the voidglass king. At my approach, three faceless wraiths slithered out from behind the throne, dragging tattered white robes behind them as they moved. Bony, anemic hands tainted by jagged black scars caressed the crystal face of Virram Yorrell as the trio swarmed across the molten throne, their ghostly, untethered forms seemingly unaffected by gravity. Whispers hissed out from beneath their drawn hoods and screamed in my ears.

“My King, this man cannot be allowed to leave here after what he’s done!”

“Sire, we should leave immediately. It’s no longer safe here.”

“We can give him his trifles and be free of him!”

The creeping pyre of black flames found the edge of the Golden Throne and set the seat ablaze with explosive ferocity, drawing a chorus of horrible wails from the wraiths. While the smaller two creatures began to writhe under the spreading waves of dark fire, the largest wraith circled up above Virram’s head, scanning the burning chamber until it found me suspended in place above the banquet table. An ear-splitting screech signaled the beast’s charge; it swooped down from its place above the molten throne and dove through the twisting inferno, its tattered white robe catching fire as it raced towards me. The fabric burned like dried leaves, crackling and dissolving away into faint, sparkling embers that floated up into the shadowed arches of the throne room.

My mind went blank as the creature approached. The raging battle against my nightmare was decided in a single instant; all traces of the world outside my dissociative vision vanished, leaving me with nothing but an intense, burning hatred for the creature before me. “Insignificant,” I cursed, my voice reverberating in my chest. “A neophyte at my altar.”

The wraith’s cloak had entirely burned away by the time it reached me, leaving me face-to-face with the now-revealed monster; whatever scraps of flesh I had glimpsed from a distance were gone, leaving little more than a dense cloud of ash circulating around thin tendrils of voidglass that wrapped up and down in a vaguely skeletal shape. Though it had no identifying features, the fiery disgust churning in my gut immediately identified the beast.

“You may have been blessed with power,” Gullen’s ghost shrieked in a piercing, airy tone, “but only wisdom will allow you to control it. Allow me to show you true mast—”

A burst of dark power rippled across my scarred body and imbued me with the strength to break free of my invisible restraints. My hand immediately flew out and caught the wraith by its throat, somehow finding purchase on the insubstantial cloud of ash. “THIS IS TRUE MASTERY, WORM!” I boomed, flooding the figure with deathly energy. A flash of light singed my eyes when the void combusted, momentarily illuminating the voidglass skeleton suspended within the wisps of smoke and cinders.

The explosion knocked me back through the air as it engulfed the entirety of the throne room and returned the world to darkness. As opposed to my weightless plunge through the void from moments before, I felt every muscle in my body tighten and contract as I plunged into the shadows, sending sparks of pain shooting throughout my body.

GIVE IT BACK.

The all-too-familiar chorus of tortured voices thundered through my mind. I tried to settle my breathing and force the presence out, but the attempt only welcomed a wave of panic as I realized my muscles had constricted to the point where I was unable to breathe.

YOU ARE TOO WEAK TO CONTROL IT ALONE. GIVE IT BACK.

I didn’t take anything. My body began to convulse under the combined mental and physical strain. Let me go.

IF YOU REFUSE TO RETURN IT, WE WILL TAKE IT BY FORC—

A biting, acrid smell seared my nose and forced me to gulp in enough air to cough, immediately breaking the hold of the wrathful presence. My eyes burned behind a watery veil that clouded the expansive darkness surrounding me. As I blinked away my tears, brief bursts of light began to flash across the void. Formless streaks of white and yellow began to weave together to form distinct, familiar shapes; by the time my coughing fit had finished, the gentle glow of glass lanterns illuminated Halvaar’s windowless chamber, fully returning me from my sojourn in the void.

A firm hand held me in place atop my metal stool while another hovered a small glass vial full of pale-pink crystals beneath my nose. “Lux?” The Guildmaster’s rumbling bass voice filled my ears, dispelling the final whispers of the void’s howling winds. “Are you still with me, Lux?”

The gradual return of my bodily senses alerted me to a stinging pain in my right hand. My gaze dropped to the stool below me, where I found my fingers clutching the seat with an unnecessarily savage strength; sticky webs of blood trickled down from my fingertips where the mangled, crushed metal had cut me, dripping down onto the floor at a steady pace. Glittering lines of emerald light automatically mended my wounds as I stared down at my scarred, bloodied flesh. Am I…still here?

“Lux,” Halvaar repeated, his grip on my shoulder loosening, “what happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m, uhm…I’m fine,” I murmured. My mind raced to fill the gap caused by my dissociative episode; it was impossible to tell how much time had passed without a window to gauge the celestial projector’s progress, but the Guildmaster’s presence coupled with the lack of any additional guards or Stoneshaper acolytes led me to believe he had yet to leave my side. “I could use a rag,” I choked, still recovering from the ammonia-rich fumes wafting out of the vial beneath my nose.

Halvaar stoppered the tube and stashed it in a small metal box on the benchtop beside him. “I will tend to your immediate wounds,” he said, retrieving a tightly-wound roll of white cloth from the same box, “but I’m afraid I don’t have the abilities to help beyond that. I’ll fetch one of the Guild’s healers to—”

“No. I’m fine.” I turned my hand over and thumbed away the blood that coated my fingers. “The wounds are gone. It’s just a bit of blood.” I leaned to the side to peer down at the floor beneath my stool and winced at the sizable crimson puddle. “Sorry for bleeding all over your lab, by the way.”

“I’m not concerned about your fingers, Lux, nor am I worried about the floor,” the Guildmaster persisted. “You were unresponsive for a full minute—I believe you may have had a seizure.” He ripped a length of cloth from the roll and began to dab at my bloodied hand, making a thorough inspection of the extremity as he worked. “This isn’t something that should be ignored. I would be more comfortable if you allowed one of our healers to—”

“I said I’m fine,” I growled, jerking my hand away from his grip. My bloodied fingers balled into a fist against my leg, leaving a faint smear of red across the fabric of my shorts. “I didn’t come up here for medical advice, Halvaar, I came to get a new leg.”

The Guildmaster’s stony, unreadable expression eroded away as his bushy eyebrows pinched together in concern. “I was worried when Valandra told me you wished to go through with this so soon,” he murmured. “We typically require anyone receiving a prosthetic to heal for at least one month before the procedure. While I understand that you are an exceptional case and have already physically recovered from your injuries, this waiting period is not solely for physical healing—mental healing is equally important, if not more so.”

I sat in stoic silence, biting down on my tongue in a last-ditch effort to stop myself from acting on the unchecked rage churning in my gut. Broken. Broken. Broken. The word echoed through my head as Halvaar continued, nearly drowning out his attempt at comfort.

“It takes great strength to admit when one needs help—there is no shame in it,” he said, ripping a fresh bandage from the roll as he reached for my hand a second time. “I’m worried that you will rush through the healing process without giving yourself a chance to truly reflect on the situation. While this may feel better in the short term, I believe it will be detrimental to your quality of life overall.”

His words tugged at the edges of my fraying mind, threatening to pull apart my barely-contained fears. “I’ve been through trauma before, Halvaar—far worse trauma than this.” I paused as a wicked gleam flashed in my memory and stole my focus; a massive greataxe fell through the air and split my chest apart, ending my miserable existence in the frozen world of Hedaat. “I appreciate the advice, but this is…something else. It’s not an injury your healers can fix, or a fear I can talk through.”

“What is it, then?”

The simple question was one I had purposely avoided since my battle with the Mimics, but hearing it aloud forced me to face it head-on. I don’t know. Based on the pool of blood beneath me, I knew the dissociations were growing more severe with each episode, but the source of the consuming visions eluded me. They’re just memories, or…nightmares. But why are they coming up now? It’s not like losing a leg should’ve knocked them loose. It must have been som—

My blood ran cold as the answer boomed through my memories. It’s him. Even with control of my mind and body returned to me, I could feel the wrathful influence of the dark presence writhing deep within my core, tainting the edges of my every thought with its overwhelming hatred. He’s awake, and he wants something. Or…I do, I guess. 

I felt the silence lengthening between me and my host, so I let out a loud sigh to fill the space. “Something happened to me when I destroyed the Shadebinder relic. I can’t really remember it in detail, but…I know that it cursed me.” My free hand instinctively rose to my face and traced the jagged black scars that ran across my cheek; though my statement wasn’t entirely true, I found a small comfort in explaining away my secondary deformity with something beyond my control. “I’m doing my best to deal with it, Halvaar, but there’s no real way to just fix it outright. The one thing I know for sure is that sitting around doing nothing is only going to make things worse. I need to do something—anything, really—but I can’t do that without your help.”

“I promised you that the full scope of Doram’s resources would be at your disposal. That is a promise I intend to uphold.” The Guildmaster released his grip on my now-clean hand and dropped the soiled bandages into the pool of blood beneath my seat. “Forgive me if I’ve overstepped my bounds today. I would be honored to lend you my services as a Stoneshaper.”

The unconscious tension in my neck and shoulders melted away at his offer. “I know you’re trying to help, and I appreciate it. Everybody’s doing their best to help me however they can, and I’m doing my best to figure out exactly how to let them.” Happy to leave the discussion of my mental state behind us, I took a deep breath and animatedly clapped my freshly-healed hands. “So! How do we go about making a leg? What do you need from me?”

“We’ll begin by gathering measurements,” he answered, brandishing his tailor’s tape. “Once I’ve gathered the requisite information, I will begin the shaping process. We will most likely have to make minute adjustments after the first pass, but barring any unforeseen complications, you should be able to begin practicing with the prosthesis by lunch. However, I’d like to caution you that—”

“Wait, lunch?” I sputtered. “As in, today’s lunch?”

“That is correct,” he nodded, raising an eyebrow at my outburst. “Will that be an issue?”

“No. No! Far from it! I guess I had assumed the whole process would take days, not hours.”

A twinkle of satisfaction shone in the Guildmaster’s dark eyes. “That would certainly be the case if you were working with someone else. Fortunately, I have the benefit of decades of experience in the finer arts of Stoneshaping as well as a wealth of detailed notes on the topic of prosthetics.” A dexterous flourish of his massive hands produced a loosely-bound notebook from within his sleeve. He set the book on the bench beside us and tugged on a small red ribbon laced through the binding, opening it to a predetermined page covered in scribbled Doramese script. “It is time to begin. Please turn to face me and sit as naturally as possible.”

The following half-hour passed in near silence. I followed all of Halvaar’s commands as best I could, oftentimes relying on my mana-fueled enhancements to keep my balance as I stood, bent, and stretched my body into every possible position. Our quiet work took on a meditative rhythm as it progressed; the simple nature of my tasks allowed me to reflect on the past twenty-four hours in a rare state of tranquility, leaving my body to carry out the Guildmaster’s requests autonomously.

Give it back. The booming edict made it impossible to deny that something within me had changed in the aftermath of my fight against the Mimics. I made multiple attempts to push back into my memories of the battle to find the cause, but each one ended in the same way: a black-and-white vision of the Shadebinders’ relic, an intense surge of power, and an impenetrable bank of painful fog that kicked me back to the present. Each failed effort to find the source of my mental affliction further solidified the truth I had known from the start.

I can’t do this alone. I need her help.

My moment of peace ended when Halvaar stood and pulled a set of boxes from the top of the stacked central bench. “Now that the measurements are completed, we can begin the Shaping process,” he said, pulling a series of scrollwork iron lockboxes from the nearest crate and lining them up at the edge of our workbench. “The first step is to create a suitable alloy. Given that you will be using this leg for more strenuous tasks than most, it’s important that we find the proper balance between durability and flexibility.”

“I’m familiar with the concept—I used to be a blacksmith, once upon a time,” I chimed in, bobbing my head along to his dictation. “Stoneshaping might make the process a bit different from what I was used to, though.”

“I imagine it will,” he agreed. “Our art allows us to precisely control the ratio of the metals used to create our final alloy, and perhaps more importantly, it allows us to change the ratio should the end result not meet our needs. This level of control is not something most Stoneshapers possess, but the Primes have seen fit to bless me with such an ability.” As he spoke, he flipped open the first three lockboxes and began to empty their contents onto the bench. Each box held a set of perfectly identical metal cubes; though I couldn’t read the inscriptions on the front of the boxes, it appeared that each one held a different type of metal based on the slight variation in their colors.

I rushed to focus my Detection as I heard the beginnings of a familiar prayer. “Primeval of Earth, Creator of our world,” Halvaar whispered, brushing the tips of his fingers across the collected metals, “channel unto me your blessing so that I may shape the world in accordance with your will.”

A radiant orange glow sparkled to life in his core and rushed out into the assembled cubes, dancing its way across the surface of the metal. My jaw dropped as I watched the mana progress; the sharply defined borders of the cubes shimmered and melted away wherever the energy went, morphing the distinct blocks into a single mass that glittered with bright orange light. Separate elements swirled together like water under the Guildmaster’s mesmerizing hand movements; the alloy was already fully mixed by the time I had a chance to regain my bearings and attempt to study his technique.

“Primes,” I muttered, awestruck. A mental catalog of every magical act I had ever performed shuffled through my head in an effort to identify what I saw before me, to no avail. “How is that even possible?”

“It’s as you say,” he replied, keeping his eyes trained on the amorphous block of alloy. “The Primes have blessed me with an incredible gift.”

My brow furrowed as I immediately discounted the religious explanation. The amount of energy necessary to shift metal from a solid to a liquid is intense, but he’s hardly using any mana at all. Halvaar’s fingers skated across the surface of the molten metal, drawing the formless blob out into an elongated cylinder of liquid silver with long, careful strokes. A palpable hitch in my brain kept my eyes transfixed on the scene while I struggled to uncover its secrets. Liquid metal…how is he even touching it?

“Halvaar,” I started, “how does that not burn your hands?”

The question momentarily froze him in place. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said, tilting his head to one side. “Shaped metal does not cause burns. I lack the ability to alter its temperature—I have never found a connection to the Primeval of Fire.”

I looked up from the miraculous mass of flowing metal to the Guildmaster’s puzzled expression, then back down again. “Can I touch it?”

“I…suppose so,” he mused. “That would normally be inadvisable. If the Shaping process ended prematurely, you could find yourself stuck within a solid mass of metal. However, I can ensure that doesn’t happen.” Despite his confidence, I saw his jaw set when I reached a hand out to the rippling alloy.

An unfamiliar resistance pushed back on my fingers as they sank into the metallic mass. It initially felt as if the substance were incredibly viscous, but it took almost no effort to twirl my fingertip through the liquid metal as soon as it was beneath the surface. Even in its magically modified state, the metal felt cool against my bare skin, sending a shiver up my arm. “Incredible,” I murmured. “Incredible, and impossible.”

“All things are possible through the Primevals.”

I stifled a groan at his persistent devotion. Metal can’t exist as a liquid at this temperature. He must be using some sort of secondary enhancement to keep the heat down, even if he doesn’t know he’s doing it. A memory clicked into sharp focus behind my eyes: I stood in the spring stream next to our house in Lybesa, holding a bucket of rapidly freezing water as Lia excitedly watched beside me. I can do that. If that’s happening here, I should be able to f—

Halvaar’s shoulders tensed the instant I suffused the alloy with a burst of electric-blue energy. A sudden pressure surrounded my submerged finger as the metal began to shift from a free-flowing liquid back into its original form. I jerked my hand clear of the hardening metal, severing my connection to the cloud of extended mana before I was able to make a more detailed assessment of the Guildmaster’s magic.

“I, uhm…sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I’ll keep my fingers out of it.”

I expected to find a look of irritation when I turned to check on Halvaar, but I was met instead with a curiously delighted expression. He watched me in silence for a long moment, drumming his fingers gently across the surface of the now-solid alloy. “I’ve spent decades honing my craft in order to best serve this country,” he started. “Many would consider me to be one of, if not the preeminent Stoneshaper in Doram, and most likely the world.” I heard the low rumble of a chuckle as he restarted his vigil over the half-shaped alloy. “The past few weeks have shown me how little I truly know.”

“Nobody knows everything,” I replied. “I have no idea how Stoneshaping works.”

“If you’re interested to learn, my previous offer still stands. Though it goes against our Guild statues, I would be more than willing to instruct you and your companions in the art of Stoneshaping. Given what I know about you, I imagine you’ll have no issue grasping the concept.”

A long-absent thrill tingled at the base of my skull as I considered the incredible potential the offer held. “I think we’ll take you up on that,” I answered with a wide grin. “We’ll probably be here for a while as I get used to the new leg, so we’ll need something to do.”

I watched the remainder of the Shaping process in excited silence, my earlier darkness forgotten in the face of future discoveries. Given the obvious disruption my extended energy had caused, I resolved to observe the Shaping process through my eyes alone, promising myself that I would fully study the power at the first possible opportunity. 

Halvaar’s skilled hands made quick work of the formless slab of metal. Every stroke of his fingers drew the alloy closer to its intended shape, deliberately molding each inch until it resembled the basic anatomy of a human leg. Even without the aid of my Detection, I found the process fascinating; it appeared as if the amorphous metal switched between solid and liquid states at will, freely flowing when called upon and perfectly sturdy when required to hold its shape. Watching the process firsthand finally illuminated an answer to a curiosity I had held in my mind since arriving in Doram: The impossibly intricate stonework carvings that decorated every building of importance in the Joined Cities were not the product of weeks of intensive and careful labor, but were probably the result of an afternoon’s labor from a single artistic Stoneshaper.

Given the revelation, I found myself somewhat disappointed when Halvaar stood from his work and disappeared behind the supply table. Though the fact that it had only taken a matter of minutes to fully form the prosthesis was a miracle in its own right, the unadorned metal face of the leg was dull and lusterless compared to most of the Stoneshaper creations I had seen. “Halvaar,” I called out to the missing craftsman, “is this what the leg is going to look like when you’re done?”

He returned a moment later with a stack of white cloth and a set of thin leather belts. “This is only the first of a half-dozen Shapings,” he answered. “Each step is performed in order to achieve a specific task. Our first goal was to create the proper shape. Now that we have our prototype, we’ll attempt to secure a proper fit, making any adjustments as necessary.” As he explained the process, he began to hook the belts into grooves set around the socket of the prosthetic, casually affixing latches and threading loops with professional ease.

“Once the form is finalized, I will Shape the internal mechanisms. The intricate nature of the latch systems is the most time-consuming step of our work today, but they allow the prosthetic to function as naturally as possible,” he explained. “Based on your question, I assume you have some concerns about its final appearance?”

“I, uhm…I suppose I do,” I chuckled awkwardly. “I didn’t think that was something I really cared about, but now that I’m here—well, given all of the decorated armors and weapons I’ve seen, I figured it’d look a bit fancier than it does now.”

A grandfatherly smile appeared from beneath the Guildmaster’s braided mustache. “As you may have noticed during your time in Doram, the Stoneshapers’ Guild takes great pride in not only the functionality of its work, but also its artistry. Rest assured, I will do my best to create a prosthetic worthy of my rank of Guildmaster of the Stoneshapers in all aspects, appearance included.”

“That’s good to hear. Thanks,” I smiled. An airy lightness filled my chest as I allowed myself to revel in my good mood. “You know, if I’m being honest, I had a pretty bad impression of you after our first meeting. I may have said some less-than-charitable things about you after we left that day—I know I thought some less-than-charitable things. I’m glad I was wrong.”

“Likewise,” he replied. “We met under less-than-ideal circumstances, but I believe we’ve made the best of what we were given.” The final belt clicked into place at the edge of the metal leg’s socket, and he stood it up on the ground between us. “If you would be so kind,” he said with a nod.

The fitting took two rounds of adjustments until I was satisfied with the feel of the replacement leg. Even with the careful lining of plush white cloth, the metal felt uncomfortable against my stump leg; the unique pressure that came from leaning my weight onto the prosthetic accentuated the most minor discomforts of the socket, and I struggled to find an agreeable standing position even after Halvaar’s careful alterations.

When I finally relented and accepted the initial fit, the Guildmaster began his work on the leg’s internal mechanisms. As opposed to the rough hand-Shaping of the first round, he performed the task with a specialized tool I had never seen before. Retrieved from a well-loved emberwood case, the instrument looked at first glance like nothing more than a simple fountain pen; the tip was tapered down to a sharp point with a narrow channel carved down its center like the nib of a quill, but the shaft of the pen was a hollow metal tube with a circular hatch on the opposite end.

I watched in quiet fascination as Halvaar loaded a cylinder of off-white metal into the hatch and pressed the nib against the prosthetic’s knee. The tip cut through the strengthened alloy like a hot knife through butter, easily opening a precise pocket at the center of the joint. A stream of liquid metal followed the tool’s path as it flicked back and forth through the interior of the leg, and the complicated weave of switches and levers that would eventually give the leg its function began to form layer by layer under the Guildmaster’s deliberate strokes.

My cautious field of Detection kept watch over the entire process. Keeping to my earlier promise, I left the mana dancing across the surface of Halvaar’s tools, afraid that any further attempts to study his magic would disrupt his efforts for a second time. Even so, the information I was able to glean from my surface-level observations was more than enough to keep my mind occupied. I found myself impressed that even after hours of intense channeling, the fiery orange light that radiated out from the Guildmaster’s core still burned like a blazing sunset; though it paled in comparison to the strength of my own energy, the fact that he had managed to reinforce his mana so effectively without knowing of its existence was incredible in its own right.

More interesting still was the jeweled bracelet Halvaar wore around his wrist. Though I had initially noticed the adornment on our first meeting, I had failed to fully process its significance; each cherry-sized fire opal shone with the same light that smoldered in his core and helped to fuel the Shaping process that he channeled through his pen. The concept of storing mana for later use was a topic Lia and I had only barely broached in our magic research and one we had yet to fully implement in our daily lives. The natural ease with which Halvaar pulled energy from his bracelet to supplement his channeling immediately raised a half-dozen questions that battled for rank inside my mind.

“Halvaar,” I started, breaking my respectful silence, “that’s a nice bracelet you’ve got on. Did you make it yourself?”

He continued his work in silence for another few seconds, completing a pass around the nearly-completed knee joint. “Thank you for noticing,” he murmured, brushing the bangle with his free hand. “Though it’s a Stoneshaper tradition, I never found much joy in crafting jewelry—I find practical projects far more fulfilling.” There was a long pause as he spun the bracelet around his massive wrist, hesitating slightly as his finger brushed each gemstone in turn. “This was a gift from my late wife. She always insisted that I should treat myself to the finer things in life. Were it not for her, I don’t believe I’d own anything beyond my Stoneshaper robes.”

The emotional one-two punch left me reeling. “Oh, I’m, uhm…I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t mean to bring up—I mean, I didn’t know that I was, uhm…”

“It’s quite alright, Lux,” he assured me. “Siri passed away over twenty-three years ago. There’s no need to be delicate.” Turning back to his work, Halvaar continued to speak in a softer, more wistful tone, his hands moving with practiced grace. “A terrible strain of breathing sickness passed through Doram that year. It appeared to be no different than a typical seasonal illness at first, but the symptoms progressed far more rapidly than normal. By the time we recognized how dangerous it truly was, many people had become too sick to treat.”

His hands paused for a moment as he let out a low chuckle. “Siri was supposed to be on bedrest when she bought this bracelet for me. She snuck out through her window while I held a Guild meeting in our common room. I found the gift on her nightstand later that evening—the grin she wore when I opened the box is an image I will never forget.” He brushed his fingers across the jewels again, idly toying with the trinket as he inspected the finished knee joint before him. “I pray over these jewels every night before I fall asleep. They help me keep my faith in the Primes, and to remember the time they gave me with Siri.”

His heartfelt story struck a heavy chord deep within me, reverberating out into my most cherished memories. A cool breeze tickled my face, bringing with it the scent of freshly-hung linen and a welcome relief from the hot sun above. Bark scratched at my back as I shifted through the soft grass beneath me to find a more comfortable position. “Tell me about her,” I whispered, scraping my fingernails across my palms in an effort to anchor myself to the real world. “Tell me about Siri.” A velvet ear brushed across my cheek, and delicate fingers tugged at my clenched hand, attempting to drag me back to my shady Alderean hill.

“She was…vibrant,” Halvaar sighed. “Her passion for life was truly inspiring—it colored every aspect of her personality. I owe much of who I am, and where I am, to her.”

“Take a nap with me, love. You don’t need to be in the forge for another hour, at least,” Amaya’s voice whispered in my ear, bringing with it an instant feeling of vertigo.

“She sounds lovely,” I breathed. “Was she a Stoneshaper, too?” The world had long since disappeared around me, fading away to a blurry, far-off vision of rolling green hills, but the soft scrape of the Guildmaster’s tools and the gentle rumble of his voice had managed to tether me to reality.

“No,” he laughed with jovial enthusiasm, “far from it. She was quite critical of the Stoneshapers’ Guild of the time. She felt as if they could do more to offer direct aid to the citizens of Doram, especially those who lived in the Rings. She was right, of course—the Guild’s focus has always been maintenance and expansion of the Joined Cities, much to the detriment of the Rings and the settlements beyond the mountains. I’ve done my best to guide the Guild towards her ideals, but…change like that is often difficult to achieve in a single lifetime.”

Competing visions dueled for prominence inside my mind’s eye: The hill behind Ashedown’s forge flickered and faded, replaced by the dingy, unkempt roads of Jor’s First Ring. “Marin felt the same way as Siri did,” I murmured, clinging to the remembered conversation from our first fateful walk towards Tyr, Siv, and so much death beyond. “Probably more so after meeting Tyr.”

“The expansion of our rail carriage project spread our resources too thin. I allowed the Rings to fall into a state of disrepair I am…not proud of,” the Guildmaster admitted. “The spread of the Mimics only further accelerated their problems. Coupled with the Warp epidemic, we had—”

A sudden, stabbing pain drove straight through my chest, and I felt myself falling backwards through space. The multiple worlds that swirled before my eyes began to coalesce into a single, shimmering vision: Flickering torches illuminated the stone walls of a cramped council chamber full of blood, shattered wood, dispatched soldiers, and a scattering of wine-colored crystals. A figure cloaked in the unadorned gray robes of the Unity Cathedral stood before me with a familiar manasteel blade plunged through her heart; I felt every convulsion as if it were my own while she struggled to stay alive, choking on fresh waves of blood that poured from the corners of her mouth.

Solette grabbed me by the collar of my cuirass and yanked me forward until our faces were only inches apart. “Give it back,” she gurgled, spattering my face with blood. “Give it back.”

Get out of my head. Patches of static obscured my vision as I fought back against the dissociation. Creeping tendrils of void energy oozed out from my core under the control of my darker half, now easily identifiable in light of my new knowledge. Whatever you want, I don’t have it. Sickly-sweet power flooded my system when I grasped the deathly energy and fought back against its advance. The void immediately reacted to my touch, churning like lukewarm molasses until I was able to overcome the controlling force behind it and send it slowly twisting back into my core.

My visions of the slain priestess evaporated with a final rumble of angry thunder, leaving me once again in a void of pure darkness. This isn’t real. Bright blue mana flared to life across my body as I fueled my Heightened Senses; though the enhancement quickly brought a burning pain at the edges of my mind into sharp focus, I pushed past the discomfort in my search for the noise I knew existed just beyond the blackness. He’s out there. All I have to do—

“...and President Magnusson agreed. Though it wasn’t a full solution, it was the least we could do in the interim.” The comforting voice of the Guildmaster grated to life in my ears and returned me to the light. I was still seated beside him on my warped stool, vacantly watching his precise work on the ankle joint of my prosthesis. “Now that you have rid us of the Mimic threat, I plan to make it a top priority,” he finished.

I attempted to regain my bearings of the situation, but as my senses returned to me one by one, I remained uncomfortably ignorant of the topic of our conversation. “That’s…great to hear,” I mumbled.

“Had I focused on it like Siri had once insisted, perhaps we could have mitigated some of the effects we’re experiencing today,” he replied. “However, there is little benefit to dwelling on the past. The Primes have blessed us with the chance to move forward, and I intend to do so.”

I allowed the one-sided conversation to fade, thankful that Halvaar had either failed to notice my second dissociation or had simply chosen not to comment on it. His quiet work was remarkably soothing, and I remained in the comfortable silence until he set aside his Shaping tool a few minutes later and lifted the metal leg off of the benchtop.

“I’d like you to test the functionality before we begin making decorative additions,” he said, standing the prosthetic up between us. “It’s much easier to make adjustments when damaging the outer design is not a concern.”

I was able to attach the newly-mechanized limb with only minor interventions from the Guildmaster. The socket of the prosthetic was molded with such incredible precision that a vacuum formed around my residual limb when it was fully inserted, but a series of interwoven belts provided an additional layer of support; multiple strips of leather looped up underneath my shirt and secured themselves to a belt wrapped tightly around my waist, ensuring the socket stayed snugly in place no matter how aggressively I shook it.

As I tested the fit, I noted that the strain on my hips was far more noticeable than it had been in my previous fitting. “Well, it still fits,” I remarked, carefully leaning my weight from side to side, “but how did it get this much heavier?”

“An unfortunate side effect of the added mechanisms,” he answered. “As opposed to the more flexible outer alloy of the housing, the internal components are made from a much stronger metal that can resist damage under stress. The motion of the joint is made possible by a set of telescoping pins and tubes—these are strengthened in the Shaping process to avoid deformation, but it does add a significant amount of weight.” He crouched down and brushed his thumb across the prosthetic’s knee. “If it’s too heavy, I could remove—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” I waved him off. “Strength is more important than comfort in this case.” Making sure my combat enhancements were fully activated, I took a step forward with my right leg, then looked down at the replacement beside it. “So…how does it work?”

“Applying pressure to the joints slows their movements, and removing pressure allows them to actuate more freely. It will take some time to perfect, but it is possible to mirror a natural gait by allowing the limb’s weight to inform its movement.” He took a moment to clear our stools from the center of the aisle and stepped back into the corner. “Experimentation and practice are the keys to success. Try to mimic—erm, try to replicate the natural forward motion of your leg with the prosthetic.”

I braced myself on the benchtop to my right and allowed the leg to swing freely beneath me. A disorienting spasm of pain jolted out from my missing leg while its replacement swung through the air. For a brief moment, the metal frame flickered in and out of focus, replaced by my own flesh and blood, but I shook off the illusion and redoubled the mana powering my Pain Reduction. It took three tries to land my new foot at the proper angle to take a wobbling step forward; the movement relied on a completely different set of muscle than I had expected, and I nearly toppled forward before I caught myself with my good leg.

“The first step of many,” Halvaar intoned, a twitch of his bushy mustache betraying a hidden smile. “A healer would typically supervise your first few sessions with the prosthetic to ensure your safety. Given your extenuating circumstances, I felt that level of discretion was unnecessary. However, I would still advise you to proceed with caution—it may seem to be a simple task, but acclimating to the new limb can take a severe toll on your body. Do not push yourself harder than necessary.”

The Guildmaster’s warning fell on deaf ears: A powerful stream of mana revved my Combat Acceleration into overdrive, slowing my perception of the world to a near standstill. I analyzed the torrent of sensory information flooding my brain as I manipulated the prosthetic with measured flexes of my leg and hips. Every possible combination of muscle movements was cataloged in mere seconds, building a comprehensive profile of my possible actions and their associated effects on my new leg.

No more weakness.

The mantra buzzed at the forefront of my mind while my senses returned to a more normal pace. Pushing the accompanying wave of nausea aside, I rocked back onto my good leg and attempted another step forward, this time leveraging the base of knowledge I had created. My metallic foot landed in a natural heel-toe pattern when I shifted my weight forward, perfectly timing a slight bend in my new knee before the downward force locked it in place. I moved ahead in a reasonable facsimile of my normal gait and took another step with my remaining leg.

Despite the overwhelming success of the test, my entire focus was immediately consumed by a painstakingly detailed breakdown of every minute imperfection in the movement. I rocked in place while I organized my mental notes, leaning on the benchtop beside me to relieve the awkward pressure on my residual limb.

“Incredible,” the Guildmaster mused. “No matter how much I see, I’m continually impressed by your skills.”

“Hmm?” His remarks drew my attention away from my new challenge, and I took a few moments to let my brain come up to speed on what he had said. “Oh, right. Thanks,” I nodded. “I’ll have this whole setup figured out by tomorrow.”

He let out a long sigh. “I’m sure you will,” he agreed resignedly. After a final appraisal of my new limb, he picked up his journal and flipped it to a blank page. “Did you notice any immediate issues during your testing?”

“There’s quite a bit of pressure on my leg from the socket.”

“That’s to be expected. It can take quite some time to become accustomed to the feeling, but if the discomfort does not begin to subside over the next few days, we can make adjustments to address it.”

“Well, other than that, I can’t think of much to compl—”

“Are you in here, Halvy?” A youthful voice filled the room as the door behind us opened. A perfect coiffure of black hair poked in through the opening, followed soon after by the flawless olive face and youthful brown eyes of President Magnusson. “Oh, good, you’re h—Lux!” He burst in through the door with the energy of an excited puppy, bouncing in place while he looked me up and down. “I didn’t think you’d be up and around already! You’re looking great—you know, all things considered.”

I took a moment to fight off a wave of annoyance at the overly casual reference to my injury. “Thanks, Magnus. Halvaar’s been helping me get set up with a new leg.” I knocked on the alloyed limb for emphasis, drawing a pure, ringing note from its solid metal frame. “Seems to be working pretty well so far.”

“Good morning, President Magnusson. Is there something I can help you with?” Halvaar asked, his voice immediately gentle and accommodating. “Where are the Kaldanic diplomats?”

“Oh, Primes,” he lamented, throwing his head back and running a hand through his carefully tousled hair. “They’re so boring! I can’t take it anymore!”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the childish outburst. “They’re diplomats, Magnus. What did you expect?”

“I don’t know! They just…chatter, on and on and on, about the most useless stuff!” He brushed the benchtop next to the door clear of its contents and hopped up onto it, swinging his legs in a clear show of his agitation. “You guys spoiled me!” he accused suddenly, pointing a finger in my direction. “Everything was so exciting when you and Lia and Valandra showed up! We had meetings, and parties, and we talked about stuff that actually mattered! Now it’s nothing but trade policies, transfers of powers…boring stuff.”

“You realize why things were so exciting, right?” I asked, raising an eyebrow in his direction.

“I know, I know,” he grumbled. He cradled his head in his hands and let out a long groan. “I didn’t mean to…I wasn’t trying to say I want things back to the way they were. Doram is safe now—because of you. It’s a bit of an adjustment to go back to peace suddenly after everything that happened, is all.”

“Where are the diplomats now, sir?” Halvaar repeated dutifully.

“In my dining hall, having an early lunch. I told them I had some business to take care of and that I’d be back to get them soon.” Magnus let out one final sigh before taking his feet with a spry hop. “None of that was very President-ly of me, was it?” He put a hand on my shoulder and met my gaze, his youthful features taking on a sudden, regal seriousness. “We’re all grateful for what you did for us, Lux. I promise that I’m not going to squander the chance you gave us—I’ll be working harder than ever to make sure Doram comes out of this stronger than ever.”

“Thanks, Magnus,” I replied, mirroring his gesture. “Halvaar has certainly been working to repay that favor today.”

“Yeah, the leg is looking great!” the young President exclaimed, crouching down to inspect the Guildmaster’s work. “You look comfortable on it already!” After a few seconds of admiring the prosthetic, he stood and looked past me to its craftsman. “Are you done for the day? I wasn’t lying to the diplomats—I have some notes from our meetings that I’m hoping you can help me make sense of.”

“I have yet to begin the decoration process. I estimate that we’ll be finished in an hour, possibly two,” Halvaar answered.

I found my opportunity in the President’s disappointed expression. “I don’t want to get in the way of your diplomatic business. Why don’t we break for the day?” I offered. “All of the important work is already done at this point—I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

Halvaar tipped his head to one side. “Have you changed your mind about having the prosthetic engraved?”

“Oh, not at all. I’m still expecting great work out of you on that front,” I grinned back at him. “You said that we should get all of our adjustments out of the way before decorating, right? I think I should probably test this thing for longer than a few seconds to make sure there aren’t any issues.”

“Great idea!” Magnus exclaimed. “The delegation is only here for a few more days, anyways. You can have Halvy back once they’re gone!”

There was a long moment of silence as the Guildmaster scanned back and forth between me and his superior. “As you wish, sir,” he said with a bow to Magnus. “In the interim, let me know if you encounter any issues with the prosthetic, Lux. And please—don’t push yourself too hard.”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about, Halvy. I’ll take it easy,” I lied, my mind already racing to find the most effective way to ascertain and subsequently push the limits of my new limb.

“Bye, Lux! Say hi to everyone for me!” Magnus smiled after me on my way out of the room.

The Guildmaster’s wary eyes followed me until I slipped into the hall and closed the door. I stood with my weight centered firmly on my good leg and gazed down the staircase to my right; my mind pictured the path ahead, twisting and turning through the halls of the castle until the door to our chambers appeared before me. A sinking feeling spread through my chest as I imagined the faces of my companions waiting inside the room. The unconscious dread instantly filled me with shame; I knew that Lia and Val would have greeted me with nothing but support, further strengthening the self-loathing I felt as I began to walk in the opposite direction, leaving their love behind.

***


4. A SHADOW OF WHAT ONCE WAS

The ring of clashing steel electrified my body and brought a beautiful, singular focus to my mind. A sweet ache burned through my arms and back; though it had only been five days since my life-or-death combat with the Mimics, I could feel the slight atrophy in my stamina and the weight of bedrest in my muscles. Even so, I was able to turn away the strike leveled at my chest one-handed, sending my attacker stumbling to the floor behind me.

My lips curled into a wide smile as I basked in the pure joy of combat. “Next!” I shouted, scanning the ring of soldiers surrounding me. A sea of faces stared back at me with a wide variety of expressions: excitement, anxiety, rapt attention, total disinterest, annoyance, disgust. “Oh, come on now!” I goaded them from my place at the center of the sparring ring. “Is that all you’ve got? Thirteen brave souls? Maybe you’ve all forgotten what you’re fighting for!”

I flourished the tiny platinum plate that was clenched firmly in my off-hand and held it up over my head. Each of the three tiny rubies set in the diamond-patterned token glittered under the light of the unadorned glass orbs hanging above us, immediately catching the eye of every onlooker in the assembly. “Take this from my hand or knock me down, and it’s yours!” I grinned. “Should be a simple enough task—the best soldiers Doram has to offer against a man with one leg.”

The sight of the vast fortune pinched between my fingers was enough to reinspire the crowd. Soldiers muscled for rank in a newly-formed queue at the edge of the sparring ring, fighting for a chance to catapult their lives to a new echelon of wealth and comfort. I laughed when I recognized a handful of faces in the line from my first round of opponents; while the others watched me with stars of hope in their eyes, the bruised faces of the defeated combatants scowled at me with contempt and wounded pride.

“Let’s get moving!” I shouted, pointing my sword at the first challenger in line. He was a young man no older than twenty, dressed in the diamond-patterned surcoat of Doram’s military guard and wielding a standard-issue sword and shield. His charge was fueled by a predictable surge of inexperienced, youthful energy; while I had the advantage of watching his approach in slow motion thanks to my Combat Acceleration, the line of his attack was clear from the moment he took his first brash step.

I widened my stance in anticipation of his charge. The simple movement of sliding my metallic foot six inches to the left took a disappointing amount of concentration to perform, but I was pleased when the maneuver resolved as I had expected. My live-fire testing of the new limb had nearly lost me my prize to the first soldier to accept my challenge; though the five-minute walk from Halvaar’s workshop to the garrison had done wonders toward advancing my knowledge of how the prosthetic functioned under normal circumstances, it had done little to prepare me for a combat scenario. The weight of my sword had immediately thrown off any semblance of balance I had found, forcing me to use an embarrassing amount of mana in my combat enhancements in order to remain upright during my first three duels.

Using the knowledge I had gained in those first bouts, it was a simple matter to shift my weight to the mechanical limb and repel my current attacker’s onslaught. The sky-blue metal of my bastard blade swished through the air and caught his wild downward strike at a steep angle; the deflection redirected the full force of his charge harmlessly to my right, and a simple extension of my foot hooked his leg and sent him tumbling to the ground. “Next!” I shouted again, immediately resetting my stance and shifting my focus to the next challenger.

My next five opponents fell in a similar fashion. The second fighter, an older woman with the hard lines of experience chiseled on her face, managed to momentarily knock me off-balance by continuously circling to my weakened left side, but her slow, cautious attacks failed to capitalize on my weakness before I adapted to the movements and disarmed her with a powerful flick of my sword. The other soldiers failed to challenge me in any meaningful way, so I held up my hand before the sixth challenger approached.

“Okay, new plan!” I announced. “Everyone find a friend, because we’re fighting in pairs now! Or, at least, you are. I think I’ll allow groups of three if you’re feeling particularly inspired, but don’t forget—this is the prize.” I flipped the token through the air and caught it with a particularly dramatic flick of my wrist. “Make sure you’re fighting beside people you like, because you’ll have to split this with them.”

The offer set off a flurry of movement around me. Onlookers who had joined the crowd purely for the spectacle I had created now hurried back and forth in search of friendly faces and reliable steel. My dwindling line of repeat challengers rapidly grew in length, stretching across the room until it reached the entrance to the barracks. Excitement thrummed in my chest while I retook a defensive position and pointed my sword towards the first trio of challengers. “Next!”

The hastily-assembled team did little to take advantage of their superior numbers; each member charged me in a head-on assault, competing amongst themselves for the lead position. A quick sideways slide avoided the outermost attack and allowed me to catch the remaining two overhead strikes with a single swing of my sword. I tried to reposition myself with a quick spin to their right, but a hitch in my replacement leg knocked me off-balance; the combined force of the two soldier’s attacks had frozen my alloyed joint in place and forced me to awkwardly drag the limb along with me. The failure to reposition earned me another pair of attacks to parry while the third man scrambled for an angle, forcing me to fall back on the defensive.

No more weakness.

Hundreds of possible combat maneuvers rushed into my head, but the list was quickly whittled away when I analyzed the movements with the added caveat of my new injury. An irritated growl rumbled in my chest while I backstepped away from the line of advancing soldiers. Though the trio still failed to coordinate their assault, I could feel myself losing my grip on the fight with every step. Is this really how far I’ve fallen? Losing to a pack of common guards? My fingers tightened around the grip of my sword until my knuckles popped as I channeled my frustration into action. Though I knew I could easily outpace my opponents with an extra surge of mana to my enhancements, I left the energy flowing at its baseline level, maintaining just enough of an edge to control my new prosthetic and dampen the dull ache in my residual limb.

My path forward revealed itself at the last possible moment. The rightmost of the approaching combatants dropped his weapons and threw himself forward in a headlong lunge, reaching out towards my clenched fist with both hands in an effort to steal his prize while I was off-balance. I let my sword clatter to the ground as I ducked the man’s tackle and drove my shoulder into his chest, heaving his weight up over my shoulder. My lips curled into a devious grin when I felt the impact of two blunted training swords crash against the top of my human shield. A quick shove sent the battered soldier teetering back into his companions; the closest man took the brunt of the impact and staggered back a step while he tried to steady the man he’d just attacked, forcing the remaining guard to engage me one-on-one.

Their divided attention was all I needed to bring a decisive end to the battle. I advanced with a lithe hop forward, landing confidently on my new limb inside my opponent's guard. He struggled to launch a close-quarters attack with his now-unwieldy longsword, stabbing well wide of my chest in his last-ditch effort to bring me down. The clear miss allowed me time to focus a burst of Healing and Pain Reduction enhancements in my forehead; the magic protected me from the repercussions of a solid headbutt that caught the soldier in the nose and sent him sprawling to the ground.

By the time the remaining pair of guards had righted themselves, my sword was already in hand and whistling towards its next target. The magically blunted blade struck the man clean across his chest, knocking the wind from his lungs when it smashed against his padded surcoat. A panicked sucking sound escaped his lips as he staggered backwards into his ally, blocking his advance for a second time. The impromptu obstacle covered my advance and allowed me to circle to my final foe’s flank; a quick kick to the back of his knees and a strike across his back knocked him to the ground alongside his winded and bloodied companions.

That was too close. The groans from my defeated challengers did little to lift my spirits as I watched the fight back in my head, analyzing every flaw in my form with brutal efficiency. I should’ve known this thing would lock up in combat. A mistake like that in a real fight would cost a lot more than a Doramese plate—my Mimic wouldn’t have hesitated to—

“Hey!” A sharp yell from my awaiting challengers interrupted my mental scolding.

“Oh, sorry,” I chuckled absentmindedly, carefully hopping my way out of the pile of recovering soldiers. “It’d probably be safer if we wait for these three to clear out bef—”

“Hey, I’m talking to you!”

The venomous intent behind his words finally caught my ear and drew my full attention to the speaker. A young man stood at the edge of the practice ring with his fists clenched against his leg; a shock of shaggy brown hair spilled down over his piercing green eyes, slightly obscuring the clear beginnings of a massive bruise from where my fist had prematurely ended his attempt at glory only minutes before.

“I think you should be at the back of the line,” I teased. “You’ve already had a turn—two turns, now that I think about it. You might benefit from bringing a few friends with you on your next try.”

A bright red flush in the tips of his ears told me my words had successfully found their mark. “Is this fun for you? Coming down here and humiliating people for your own amusement?”

“There’s no shame in defeat,” I shot back, “but there’s definitely shame in handling it so poorly.” I took a careful step towards him, spending the necessary mana to ensure the movement looked as natural as possible. “And yeah, this is fun for me. There’s nothing quite as entertaining as a fight—especially against sore losers like you.”

The glorious ring of metal against metal echoed through the hall as he drew a sword from the sheath on his hip. His blade gleamed with malicious intent under the white light of the chandeliers above us; in contrast to the well-worn practice swords of my previous opponents, the masterful craftsmanship of the Stoneshapers was on full display before me, leaving no question as to the man’s intent. “We don’t want you here,” he growled, his voice trembling with ill-contained rage. “Get out. Don’t come back.”

I cocked my head to one side and watched the scene before me with wry amusement. “They all seem more than willing to have me here,” I said, motioning to the line of awkwardly shifting soldiers behind him. “What’s got you so worked up, anyways? Are you always like this when you lose a fight?” I brushed the overgrown mop of black hair from my face and tilted my chin up into the air. “Maybe you’ve got me confused for someone else. I’ve only been in town for a coupl—”

“No, I know exactly who you are,” he snarled. “It’s written right there on your fucking face.”

A flash of heat raced up from my right hand, tracing the jagged scars hidden beneath my shirt until it came to a burning halt just below my right eye. The theatrical arrogance was entirely absent from my voice when I spoke again, replaced with a low, frigid rasp. “Tell me, then—who am I?”

“Umbral Flame.” He invoked the moniker with equal parts dread and disgust. “I don’t care what the Guild or the President says about you. You’re not a hero—you’re a murderer,” he hissed. A single, wavering step brought him closer, the point of his sword pointed directly at my face. “Death follows you everywhere you go. You murdered King Yorrell, and then you brought that death with you to Doram. Thousands of innocent people died because of you.”

“If you believe that, you’re even dumber than you look,” I shot back. “The only death I brought here was to the Mimics. It’s your fault if you believed they were people.”

“My brother was NOT a Mimic!” he roared, rage finally overpowering his fear. “Mimics don’t leave corpses behind. Whatever perverted blasphemy you did to stop them killed him—him, and thousands of others.”

“Oh, is that what this is all about?” Unconscious systems in my mind began to measure the distance between us in response to his aggressive stance; I knew the twenty feet would be closed in a fraction of a second, and the weak, off-center grip he held on his sword would break with the proper application of force. “Your brother died long before I got here—you can thank the Shadebinders for that. I just killed the Mimic that replaced him. The fact that you couldn’t tell the difference says more about you than—”

“SHUT UP!” he bellowed. He shook his head back and forth as his teeth gnashed in physical defiance to my words. “You’re a fucking liar, and if another word of bullshit comes out of your mouth, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” I laughed.

The interruption caught the man off-guard, and he struggled for a moment to regain his composure. “I’ll kill you,” he answered in a low whisper. “I’ll kill you right where you stand.”

“Sten, that’s enough.” A new face pushed to the front of the line, flanked by a trio of similarly garbed soldiers. “Let it go.” The general discomfort of our assembled onlookers was amplified on the faces of the newly arrived group, each of them glancing back and forth between me and their enraged friend. 

“No!” Sten shouted. “I’m not letting him walk away after what he did! This is for Brokk, and Liv, and Alden, and everyone else this monster killed!” He swung his sword in a wide arc, pointing it at each of the guards in turn. “If you wanted to honor their memories, you’d be up here, too.”

“Stop it, Sten. You know that’s not true,” another guard called out, her voice thin and tight. “This isn’t what they would’ve wanted.”

“You should listen to your friends, Sten,” I said, lacing each word with poison. “It’d be a shame for you to dishonor the memory of your brother by dying today.” A giddy rush of excitement flooded my body as the young soldier turned back to me, his face suddenly blank of all emotion. I saw the decision in his empty eyes long before he knew he had made it; an eternity passed in the silent second before Sten hefted his sword in both hands and began his charge towards me, bellowing a wordless battle cry of hatred.

Come on, then. My heart screamed with triumph in my chest while battle enhancements far beyond my normal suite flared to life. Come see what I really am.

The deafening roar of shattering glass filled my ears as my body acted out of reach of conscious thought. I let my sword fall to the ground and extended my hand into the empty air before me. The telltale lurch in my gut accompanied a momentary loss of vision, which returned a second later to show a different perspective from the one I had left: I stood directly behind Sten with my hand clenched on his shoulder, instantly freezing him in place mid-charge. Boundless mana surged down my arm and shattered his unconscious defenses; the energy immediately flared to life in every muscle in the young man’s body, forcing them to contract until each fiber was strained to its absolute limit.

“You know, you were right about one thing,” I whispered in Sten’s ear. “Death does follow me everywhere I go. So tell me—do you still think it was a good idea to try to kill me?” I waited a moment for emphasis, then let out a hissing chuckle. “Oh, right. You’re probably finding it hard to respond at the moment. Don’t worry about that—you won’t have to worry about anything for much longer. You’ll be with your broth—”

“Lux.” A familiar, steely voice cut through the hushed murmurs of the crowd behind me.

Resentment seethed just beneath the surface of my skin as my righteous punishment was interrupted. “Val,” I answered flatly, peering over my shoulder. The hard glare of her pale-olive eyes bored into my skull when I met her gaze; her intensity punched through the veil of fog that had fallen over my mind, allowing me to take stock of my current situation with fresh eyes. I used void again. I didn’t even have to try. I let my crushing grip on Sten’s shoulder relax and halted the flow of mana that held him in place. I was…going to kill him.

“It seems as though you are acclimating well to your new prosthetic,” she continued. “We had hoped you would alert us when the process was finished so that we might assist you in returning to our quarters. However, I cannot say I am surprised to find you here.”

Her guarded tone betrayed little emotion, but my practiced ear caught the quiet disappointment in her words. “You know me,” I said with a forced chuckle. “I had to test this thing out as soon as possible.” I gave Sten a firm shove that knocked him to his knees as I turned to face Val, attempting to purge the thoughts of what I planned to do to the helpless soldier from my mind. “The fine men and women in the barracks were more than willing to accommodate me—given the right motivation, anyways.”

Val nodded when I produced the rubied plate from my off-hand. “I had heard as much,” she remarked, shifting her gaze down to the gasping man at my feet. “How have you fared?”

“I’ve still got the plate,” I smirked, flicking it up into the air. 

“May I take a turn?”

Relief took root in my chest and began to filter through my body, dispelling the dark tension that had taken hold of me. “Please do.” I shifted back a step and looked down at Sten. “You might want t—”

“Fuck you,” he cursed, throwing himself haphazardly up onto his feet. His face contorted with rage while he held my gaze, but a tiny spark of fear behind his eyes told me that whatever spirit of justice had previously overcome him was long dead. “Murderer.” He spat on the floor at my feet before turning towards his awaiting friends; though my influence had long since left his system, his movements seemed stiff and awkward to my eye as he left the sparring ring and disappeared into the crowd.

What was his grievance with you? Val’s voice echoed in my head as we made our way to the center of the ring.

He says I killed his brother, I answered in kind. He’s not alone in thinking that way, according to him. It sounds like a lot of people didn’t know their loved ones were replaced by Mimics, so now I’m to blame for their deaths.

I cleared my throat and presented the Doramese plate once again. “Seeing as you weren’t here when I set my terms, I’ll fill you in on the rules. You win this plate if you knock me down, or if you manage to steal it while we’re fighting.”

You are not to blame for their deaths, Lux. I trust you know that. I heard her mental voice as she began to speak aloud. “I will do my best,” she agreed. “As neither of us are armored, I will also do my best not to wound you severely.” The comment drew my attention down to her attire; her dark-green tunic and gray slacks contrasted starkly with the namesake shield affixed to her arm, leaving me to wonder what had brought her to the barracks in the first place.

“Oh, don’t hold back too much,” I laughed. Val, how did you know I was here? And…where’s Lia?

Lia is in our quarters, awaiting your summons, she answered matter-of-factly. A group of soldiers passed me on my midday patrol around the castle—though their hurried chatter lacked details, it was clear who must have offered such a monumental sparring bounty.

Ah. The guilt I had felt earlier returned to me in full force. I’ll go back after we’re done here. Mana flared to life in my core and activated my usual combat enhancements, slowly filtering the uncomfortable feelings from my mind until only a cool, calculated focus remained. Hold off on the enhancements, if you don’t mind. I’ll do my best to keep mine at a minimum.

As you wish. The words were still ringing in my head when Val dashed across the practice ring and threw her shield down its geared track. I attempted to slide out of reach of her attack, but my deep-rooted instincts failed to account for my false leg and left me teetering in place; my sword caught the silvered edge of her shield and deflected the brunt of the attack, but the force sent me skidding backwards across the stone.

Val kept her distance after her bombastic opening assault, circling to my left in a clear gambit to force my weight onto my prosthetic. Her sharp eyes caught every awkward movement as I spun to keep her in my sights, giving her a clear measure of my newly reduced capabilities. It was only a matter of seconds before she brought our dance to an end and launched a new attack; she rushed forward in a crouch with her shield held low to the ground, dragging it behind her until a hard flick of her arm swept it out towards my knees.

My accelerated mind was my sole saving grace. I used the extra time to precisely calculate my leap over her shield, then lunged forward with a counterattack aimed at her collarbone. The maneuver was of little use; she dropped back onto her offhand and slipped under the attack with ease. A metallic click from her shield’s levered grip set the aegis spinning around its midpoint, and she brought the twirling relic up into the flat of my blade. The unexpected reversal of momentum knocked the weapon from my hand and sent it clattering off the edge of the training ring. Val took my momentary disarmament as a chance to retake her stance, throwing her weight onto her planted offhand in order to flip end over end in a tight back handspring that landed her back on her feet. 

I instantly recalled my sword and hurried after her in an attempt to shift onto the offensive. Though my quick overhead slash would have caught any of the Doramese guards entirely unaware, Val’s shield was already up over her head to block the strike. Frustration drove me forward in a series of increasingly reckless attacks, but each one was turned away with relative ease, deflected by casual turns of her wrist and careful repositioning. I could feel my body lagging behind the mental image of myself, failing at every turn to execute the battle plans exactly as I laid them out. In a desperate effort to salvage my wounded pride, I sent out a pulse of mana to gauge Val’s enhancements, but the effort only served to deepen my embarrassment; her mana was distinctly contained within her core, leaving her with nothing but the strength of her body and honed battle instinct to repel my attacks.

A sudden shift in our combat brought a premature end to my brooding. My final wild strike skittered across Val’s shield and crashed down into the floor, leaving me overextended and completely vulnerable. Clacking gears screamed in my ears as Val launched her counterattack, but I found my body too slow to react without resorting to a significant boost to my enhancements. Bullheaded pride refused to allow me access to the necessary mana in the face of Val’s unenhanced movements, and I resigned myself to take the hit as punishment; the rounded edge of her shield crashed into my chest and stole the air from my lungs as I reeled back in a daze.

Klaxons blared in my head while I struggled to remain upright through the pain. My uncoordinated backpedaling caught the heel of my mechanical leg at an awkward angle and prematurely locked the joint in place. I saw the world shift as I toppled to the side, but my unwavering stubbornness refused to allow me to fall; pain lanced down my arm as I jammed my sword into the floor beside me, levering the entirety of my body weight on my shoulder. A sickening pop told me the joint had instantly dislocated, but I continued to hold the twisted pose that suspended me mere inches from hitting the floor. Healing and Pain Reduction magic raced to mend the injury as I threw myself forward to my feet and retook a ready stance.

I do not believe it would be wise for me to push you any further. Val’s voice appeared in my mind, even and unaffected. You have already shown th—

No, I cut her off abruptly. I’m not done. Keep going—don’t hold back. Her answer came in the form of a thunderous battle cry and a headlong charge. Even in the face of my inevitable defeat, her passion brought an unstoppable grin to my face. 

I felt an immediate difference in her fighting style as we clashed again. As opposed to her overpowering opening or defensive parries, Val coupled every strike with a quick dash or spin, forcing me to follow her weaving path across the ring. Her masterful footwork put a spotlight on just how far I had fallen; I stumbled after her like an amateur, tripping over my own feet on multiple occasions while we traded blows. Despite my renewed focus, each of my attacks came slower than the last, and I quickly reached the limits of my minimally-powered enhancements. My mind strained to balance the increased attention to my prosthetic with the rapid pace of Val’s movements, culminating in a final, grievous error: Assuming her next dodge would be to the right, I lashed out with a two-handed vertical strike, but the blade found nothing but air when she spun to my left instead.

Arcs of agonizing pain jolted up from my residual limb into the base of my spine when Val’s shield connected with my prosthetic. Light drained from the world around me as my senses receded, hurrying away to a hidden corner of my mind to escape the pain. I could feel myself falling, but I never hit the ground; the weightless sensation carried me down into an unending pool of darkness, which immediately began to snake its way across my skin. Malicious intent oozed from every tendril, infecting me with a deep, visceral terror. A low rumble began to grow in my ears, building into a deafening thunder that coalesced into a single, familiar phrase.

GIVE. IT. BA—

A sudden silence stole away the dark presence’s final word as brilliant golden light cut through the void. The unmistakable warmth of Lia’s aura suffused my body and ushered my mind back to the waking world. My surroundings reappeared with disorienting clarity; I was still tumbling backwards across the sparring ring from the force of Val’s final assault, barely touching the ground until I came to a halt in a tangled heap fifteen feet away from where she still stood. The pain in my leg and hip remained, but the feeling was subdued by an extra infusion of energy from the radiating amber mana that covered the entirety of the room.

I craned my neck up from the floor just in time to spot Lia sprint in through the barracks door, moving at a truly inhuman speed. She crossed the hall in four lunging steps and leapt up onto the practice ring, sliding over the stone on her knees. Her gentle hands had already cupped my face by the time Val started her quick jog towards us.

“Primes, Lux, are you okay?” Lia asked, her voice thick with worry.

“Yeah, I’m, uhm…I think I’m okay,” I answered. An obvious wince betrayed the statement as I pulled myself into a more natural sitting position. Mana flooded out from my core and made a quick assessment of my condition. Apart from a litany of bruises and the lingering ache in my leg, I was surprised to find I was otherwise uninjured. More interesting still was the state of my prosthetic; barring the small scuff in the surface of the metal where Val’s shield had made direct contact, the limb appeared to be entirely intact without any serious damage to its alloyed shell or the intricate mechanisms within.

“Lux,” Val called out as she approached, “I hope you ar—”

“What were you thinking, Val?!” Lia shouted, turning on her in a sudden rage. “Were you seriously sparring with him today?” She stood and positioned herself between Val and me, staring up into her placid face from only inches away.

“Lux was already training with the soldiers here when I arrived,” Val explained. “He asked that I not use enhancements in our match, but was otherwise—”

“Primes, I hope you didn’t use enhancements!” Lia cut her off. “He shouldn’t be fighting at all—how could you possibly think this was a good idea?!”

“Hey, I’m right here,” I cut in, shoving myself up onto my knees. “Val’s right, Lia. I asked her to spar with me—it’s not her fault.” Though the statement wasn’t entirely true, and Val had been the one to ask for a match, I knew I was ultimately to blame for Lia’s anger.

The sound of my movement drew Lia’s attention back to me, and the wrath immediately melted from her expression. “Let me help you,” she said quietly, kneeling on one knee and offering me her arm.

“No, I’m fine,” I fought back, shaking off her offer. Without the added pressure and time constraints of combat, it was a simple matter to focus my enhancements on the operation of my new leg and bring myself to a standing position. “See? I’m okay. Better than okay, actually—I’m standing up on my own again.”

She chewed on her lip as she looked me over, her hand flexing anxiously against her leg. “Why didn’t you tell us your prosthetic was finished?”

The slight pinch of her brow and tightness in her throat told me just how much my actions had hurt her, fully justifying my earlier guilt. “I’m sorry,” I murmured, looking away from the sorrow in her wide, amber eyes. “I just—I needed to know. What I can do, what I can’t do…what’s left of me.”

“Lux, you—” A crack in Lia’s voice gave her momentary pause, and she took a long breath to regain her composure. “You don’t have to fight anymore. It doesn’t matter if you don’t move as fast as you used to—all you need to worry about now is healing. You can’t keep pushing yourself like this. You can’t.”

“Lia is correct,” Val added. “I know my words may not mean much given my recent actions, but she has the right of it. There is nothing to fight, Lux. You have nothing to prepare for. Your recovery should not be rushed under any circumstances.”

“I’m not rushing anything, I’m—” I pinched the bridge of my nose and looked away, annoyed by our retreading of the well-worn conversational ground. Thankfully, the crowd of onlookers and awaiting challengers had dispersed once it was clear my prize had been won, leaving the three of us alone at the far end of the barracks. “Look. I know you two think I’m being irrational, but I need you to believe me when I say that this is the only way for me to move forward. I can’t sit around or talk it out—I have to do something.”

“Why don’t we take a walk, then?” Lia asked cautiously. “If you’re feeling okay after all of your…sparring, that is.”

Having expected our argument to continue, I let out a loud sigh of relief. “I’d love to,” I smiled. “I haven’t smelled fresh air in a week. Well, fresher than here, anyways.” I put an arm around Lia’s shoulders and pulled her in close to my side, finally allowing myself to accept her comfort.

“A less strenuous but prolonged bout of physical activity will no doubt do you well,” Val agreed. “We could make our way to—”

“No.” Lia put a firm hand on Val’s sternum and pushed her back a step. “Not you.”

“Stop it, Lia,” I snapped. “I told you—this wasn’t her fault.”

“It is quite alright, Lux,” Val said, giving the two of us a slight bow. “Please enjoy your walk. I will be in our quarters should you need me.”

I bit down on my tongue until the urge to argue subsided. “Alright. We’ll see you later, then.” Lia and I made it three steps before I stopped in place and turned back to face her. “I almost forgot—I owe you a prize.” I held out my hand to present her with the Doramese plate, but I found my palm unexpectedly empty.

“I assume you are looking for this,” she replied, flashing the token back at me. “You dropped the plate when you made your final attack.”

She stepped forward to return the prize, but I waved off her advance. “Fair is fair. You knocked me down and stole the plate. I think I technically owe you two.” I felt Lia tense up beneath my arm, so I stepped back and finished the conversation through an extended tendril of mana. Thank you, Val. For…helping with my recovery.

There are no thanks necessary, she answered while Lia and I made our way to the exit. I will continue to aid you in any way I can. You need only ask.

A faint smile played at the corners of my mouth as I let our connection fade away. Lia led the way through the labyrinthine halls of the castle, confidently following a path I was unfamiliar with. Her delicate fingers were tightly interwoven with mine; I found the warmth of her touch immensely comforting, but her serious demeanor and total silence told me that there was disquiet brewing just beneath the surface.

“It feels like it’s been forever since we’ve been able to talk about…nothing,” I remarked, eager to break the silence. “I still can’t believe Magnus’s party was, what, less than a week ago?” Hearing the words aloud made them somehow even less believable. “We haven’t had much of an opportunity to spend any time alone since then.”

“Yeah, it’s been…a rough few days,” she agreed. The cheerless quiet of her voice instantly churned my stomach, but when she spoke again a few seconds later, I heard the more familiar tones of upbeat hope. “You seem to be walking pretty well with the new prosthetic. How did things go with Halvaar?”

“Pretty well, all things considered. Magnus showed up before we could finish, so I have to go back in a few days so he can work on the decoration.” The weighty memories of my multiple dissociations tugged at the corners of my mind, but I brushed them off and kept the conversation light. “He said I should use it for a while to make sure it’s comfortable before he puts the finishing touches on it.”

“How does it work? I’ve never seen anything like it—my parents had a friend with a missing leg while I was growing up in Tolamar, but his prosthetic was made of wood and didn’t really do anything.”

I stared down at the alloyed replacement and watched the careful rise and fall of the articulated metal. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure. Halvaar said it has pins and rods in the joints that allow it to bend and hold its shape as necessary. I’ll definitely have to take some time in the near future to inspect it more thoroughly.” A spasm of pain jolted up into my hip as a vision of my lost leg overlaid itself on my replacement, and I averted my eyes to avoid the vertigo I knew was coming. “For now, I’m just happy to be able to walk again, but even that’s not as easy as I’d hoped—it’s taking a lot of mana to move like I used to.”

A thin film of amber energy rushed around me. “I can see that,” she said, her tone somewhere between amused and concerned. “I’m sure it’ll come more naturally if you give it a little bit of time—I bet Halvaar wasn’t expecting you to be walking around by yourself so soon.”

The Guildmaster’s cautionary words rang in my ears. “Yeah, something like that,” I chuckled. “For now, though, I’m happy to use as much mana as I have to if it means we get to spend some time together.” I squeezed her fingers between mine and planted a quick kiss on the top of her head. “Where is it we’re going, by the way?”

“You’ll see.” A few more minutes of walking in a more comfortable silence finally delivered us to our final destination: Lia pushed through a set of double doors to reveal a large, open-air balcony that overlooked the capital city of Syndrai. A yellow tinge colored the light that shone down from the unadorned celestial projector, basking the seamless marble buildings in the golden glow of late afternoon.

“Wow,” I breathed. “That’s beautiful.”

Lia tugged me by the hand and led me out to the center of the balcony. “Siv likes to come out here when we go for walks. Marin brought her here the first time they went exploring, and now she demands to come back every time.”

I leaned up against the stout railing and stared out over the stone city. “I can see why.” I closed my eyes and savored the feel of cool, fresh air against my face. Tension slowly drained from my aching muscles and stiff joints; between the refreshing atmosphere and Lia’s comforting presence, I finally found enough peace to allow myself to relax.

“Lux, how are you feeling?”

“Good. Great, actually—better than I have in a long time.”

A long pause followed my response. “There was…something I wanted to talk with you about.”

The quiet strain in Lia’s voice shattered my momentary reverie. When I opened my eyes, I found her staring out over the city, her face as hard and unreadable as Val’s. “Of course,” I answered. “What’s on your mind?”

She drew a long breath and held it in her chest, keeping her gaze locked on the buildings below us. Her silence grew more ominous with every second that passed, stretching out until she was forced to let out the unused air in a hard sigh. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to ask this for days now. I guess I still haven’t figured it out.”

“You’re starting to make me nervous,” I said with a forced chuckle, trying and failing to cut the tension between us. “Just tell me what’s on your mind—no fancy words necessary.”

Her head bobbed in a nearly imperceptible nod. “The night that we went down to stop the Mimics, and you got, uhm, got hurt,” she said, her voice wavering. “After you went ahead on your own, you…said something.”

“Lia, I—” My nerves cut the stammering response short as I struggled to remember my final moments of consciousness. “That…thing had taken control of me. I’m not sure what it said, but I—”

“No,” she cut me off. “No, it was you. I heard the other voices too, but they were just…screaming. They were so loud, I could feel them.” Her hand absentmindedly brushed along her scarred collarbone as she continued. “I heard you, through all of it. You were trying as hard as you could to survive. I wanted to help you, but I couldn’t get through—I thought it was the other voices keeping me out at first, but…it was just you.”

She held up a hand to cut off my immediate protest. “I know why you did it. That’s not what I wanted to talk about,” she said. “What I wanted to talk about was after that. When you got injured, right before you disappeared…you called out for help. I tried to answer, but you weren’t calling out for me—you called out for Amaya.”

A dagger of ice plunged straight into my spine and suffused me with a chilling flame. “Lia, I…I—” I spluttered, unable to find a single thought to put into words. Though my memories of my final stand in Doram’s veins were hazy, I knew she was right; the words rang in my empty mind as the last clear thought before my true descent into darkness that night.

“You thought you were going to die, didn’t you?” Lia’s brilliant amber eyes shone with fresh tears as she stared up at me, her face a perfect portrait of defeat. “That’s why you called out for her, isn’t it? Because she’s the one you—”

“No!” Her overwhelming sorrow finally spurred me into action. “Lia, that’s not true. I know you know that.” I felt the chill presence coiling around my mind, watching my desperate pleas with a quiet, smug satisfaction. “There’s something I haven’t told you about. About me. I know that it’s going to sound insane, but it explains…a lot of what’s been happening lately. I should’ve told you about it a long time ago, but I didn’t. I know that was a mistake, so please—please give me a chance to fix it. Let me explain.”

Lia looked down at her hands and shook her head. “Lux, I—of course you can explain.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, then placed it gently on my chest. “I trust you, Lux. And I want you to trust me, too, with everything in your life. If something’s bothering you, I want to know about it—no matter what, or who, it’s about.”

My throat began to close up as the guilt I’d been fighting crashed through my defenses. “That’s—I…don’t deserve you,” I murmured, hanging my head in defeat.

A gentle hand caressed my face. “I love you, Lux.” She held me in place until I met her gaze, earning a small, beautiful smile. “Please tell me what’s going on. I want to know.”

Having expected a well-deserved rejection, I was left in a momentary silence while I attempted to find the most direct explanation. Are you really going to tell her about us? Amaya’s nostalgic voice giggled in my ear. I thought that was our little secret.

“There’s another voice in my head—a different one from the one you’ve heard before,” I blurted out, speaking the words immediately as they came to me. “It talks to me in a bunch of different voices—voices from my past. Jarut and Kel, Alda and Jaren, and…”

“Amaya,” Lia finished for me, her voice no louder than a whisper.

I gave her a slow nod. “It’s her, most of the time. No matter what I do, I can’t keep her out—no, I can’t keep it out of my head. The other voice—the darker one—comes from somewhere inside me, but this one is from…somewhere else.” A shiver raced down my spine as the presence in question withdrew from my mind, lingering for one final moment at the base of my skull before it evaporated altogether. “I think it’s the reason I’m here, Lia—why I’m…the way I am. It knows things about me that even I don’t know.”

To her credit, Lia took my rambling in stride. “Is it always talking to you?” Her thumb brushed across my cheek as she peered into my eyes, her earlier hurt entirely replaced by loving concern. “How long has it been happening?”

“No, it comes and goes. As it pleases,” I muttered, already anticipating the biting remarks Amaya would bring on her next return. “I heard it for the first time on our mission to Attetsia. It helped me control the void—or, at least, it kept me from losing control to it.”

“It’s been that long?” She chewed on her lip while her brow twitched, revealing a concerted effort to keep her expression neutral. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

It was a question I had expected, but it caught me off guard all the same. “Because I’m weak,” I answered, unable to come up with anything but the truth. “I didn’t understand it back then, and I was afraid that if I told you I had voices in my head, you’d leave me. I still don’t understand it entirely, but by the time I figured out what was happening, we had our fight back in Lybesa, and…well, it hasn’t seemed like a good time to bring it up since then.”

A subtle flare of her nostrils broke through her impassive mask. “I understand why you didn’t tell me, but you were wrong.” Her hands clamped down on my shoulders and held me firmly in place as she stretched up onto her tiptoes, leaving our faces only inches apart. “I’ve told you this before, and I’ll keep saying it until you actually listen—you don’t have to protect me from yourself, Lux. We’re one soul now, remember?” She closed the gap between us and kissed me, setting my mind ablaze with sudden passion. “I need you to trust me enough that you’ll tell me about things like this, regardless of whether you think I’ll be upset. Can you do that?”

My muddled emotions made me reconsider every thought I’d had since waking up from my injury. The weight of my dissociative visions began to bear down on me with full force, crushing the air out from my chest. Please, I begged myself, tell her. She can help if—

The blackened fingers on my right hand twitched as a wave of heat raced along my scars, coalescing in the center of my brain. The bladed arm of a Serathid flashed at the corners of my vision and painted the world around me in blood; Lia stood before me, still smiling up at me with hope in her eyes and a gaping hole through her chest. “Of course I can,” I answered automatically, the words of my confession lost in her bloodied visage. “I love you, Lia.” I wrapped her in my arms and squeezed her against my chest, hiding from the sight of her remembered wounds until I felt the poison leave my mind.

“I love you, too,” she whispered in my ear. “Forever.”

A knot tightened in my chest when we pulled apart. The vicious dichotomy of my thoughts continued to rage at the back of my mind while we stood side by side, staring down at the city below us; as much as I wanted to reveal the full extent of my struggle against my darker half, my fear of jeopardizing Lia’s safety against the void struck down any notion of drawing her further into my problems. Amaya was right. I snaked an arm around her waist and held her close to my side. I have to stay strong, for her sake.

I lost track of time during our quiet vigil over Syndrai. The skyline of white stone darkened from bright gold to burnt orange as the shutter slowly rounded the face of the celestial projector, sharpening the shadows that stretched out across the cave floor. A glowing font of blue and amber mana intermingled in the space between us and kept us in wordless contact as the minutes stretched to hours; a constant stream of happy memories of our carefree days in Lybesa made up a majority of our shared thoughts, keeping any mentions of darker anxieties or old flames at bay.

“Lia!” A tiny voice from the balcony entrance broke our comfortable silence. “Hi Lia!” The patter of Siv’s feet filled the air as she charged towards us, leaving Marin behind at the door. I felt the impact in my hip when the small girl pounced on Lia and knocked her back a step. “You’re out here too?”

“Hi, Siv,” Lia laughed, mussing her silver hair. “I wanted to show Lux your favorite spot in the castle.”

Siv’s blood-red eyes poked out from behind Lia’s hip. “Oh, hi Lux!” She bounced up and down as she attempted to look out over the railing that sat directly at her eye level. “You can see forever from up here!”

“It’s very cool,” I agreed.

Marin bypassed Lia and Siv and took the spot beside me, leaning up against the railing with her back to the breathtaking view. “You’re up and about,” she remarked, raising an eyebrow in my direction.

“Yeah, Halvaar got me fixed up,” I replied, tapping on the rim of my prosthetic. “It’s not as easy to use as I thought it’d be, but I’m making it work for now.”

“Oh, what a terrible thought,” she snorted. “You might have to actually practice something for once.” The swirling pool of amber mana at my feet flared to life with annoyance, but Marin continued before Lia could act on the emotion. “I’m glad it worked out for you,” she continued, her voice suddenly absent of the acerbic wit I had come to expect from her.

“Thanks, Marin.”

Lia slowly leaned out from behind me, her face twisted up in a sly grin. “That was very nice of you to say, Marin.”

The verbal jab drew a sharp sigh out of her as she pushed off from the railing and brushed past us. “If it means I don’t have to get his drinks for him anymore, I’m all for it.” Siv let out an excited shriek as Marin lifted her up into the air, placing the girl onto her shoulders. She paused for a brief moment to stare out over the city, then made her way farther down the balcony. “You should head back to the suite—my sister’s been looking for you.”

“Why?” Lia and I asked in unison.

She raised her arms in an overemphasized shrug. “I don’t know—didn’t really care to ask.”

Siv twisted around on her mount and waved at us. “Bye Lia! Bye Lu—'' The small girl’s eyes grew wide as they locked onto my shining, metallic leg. “Mari! Lemme down!” She instantly began squirming in place, tugging on Marin’s rounded, bearish ears.

“Hey! What’s the matter with you?!” Marin reeled back, struggling against the tiny assault until she finally relented and set Siv down on the ground beside her. “That wasn’t v—”

Her words fell into empty air as Siv sped back along the balcony and skidded to a halt in front of me. She continuously looked up and down, her expression bouncing back and forth between interest and worry. “Lux,” she started, tapping her hands together nervously, “I, uhm…am I allowed to, uhm…”

“Yes, Siv,” I smiled.

“You got a new leg!” She immediately placed her tiny palms against the cold metal of the prosthetic, her sheepishness abandoned without a second thought. “It’s so cool! How does it work?”

“It uses Stoneshaper technology to bend and move just like a regular leg. Guildmaster Halvaar made it for me this morning.”

Her vigorous investigation continued for a few seconds, then ended abruptly when she turned on her heels and sprinted back to Marin. “Mari! Can I get a Stonemaker leg, too?”

“No,” she answered curtly, taking the girl by the hand. “You still have both of your legs.”

Siv let out a disappointed groan as the pair began their trip across the balcony for a second time. “But it’s cool! I want one!” Their argument faded into the distance, echoing out over the expansive city below us until the words were too distant to make out.

The glowing pool of commingled mana surrounding us buzzed with anticipation. “Why would Val be looking for us?” Lia wondered aloud. “We just saw her a few hours ago.”

I withdrew the extended energy and took her hand in mine. “I’m not sure,” I said, inclining my head towards the door. “It can’t be anything too important, though—her Detection would’ve found us if there was an emergency.”

Despite the obvious reasoning of my words, we both walked hurriedly back through the castle. The halls were bustling with guards, Stoneshapers, and other diplomats, all of whom openly gawked at us as we passed. I found their stares oddly empowering; the quiet, pitying eyes that had watched my humiliating trip to Halvaar’s workshop were long gone, replaced now by fixed stares of wonderment at my mechanically-assisted stride. Their attention gave further fuel to my enhancements, increasing the urgency of my gait until Lia and I were jogging down the halls.

We found Val sitting in the common room when we arrived. Her lack of armor and relaxed posture was finally enough to convince me her summons had not been in response to any sort of danger, and I allowed myself a long sigh of relief.

“Lux!” Tyr exclaimed, already halfway through the foyer by the time we were through the door. I braced myself just in time to catch her forceful hug. “Primes’ blessings, you’re already walking!” Silver mana swirled around the alloyed shell of my leg as she inspected the newly-crafted prosthetic. “I’ve never seen anything so intricately crafted before. How does it work?”

“A bit of Stoneshaper ingenuity,” I answered, returning her embrace. “I guess this is the sort of work Halvaar did before he became Guildmaster—he had journals full of notes and sketches that he referenced while he worked this morning. I think he really pulled out all the stops for this one, though.” I leaned my head back, being careful to avoid the pointed tips of her curled onyx horns, and gestured down to the new limb. “I’m testing it out for a few days before he puts on the finishing touches. According to him, it’ll look like the pinnacle of Stoneshaper design when he’s done with it.”

A joint in my back popped as Tyr tightened her viselike grip around my torso. “It’s only been a day, but you look so much better,” she said, more softly than before. “I’m glad to see your recovery progressing.”

“I told you—lying around doing nothing was only going to make things worse. Now that I’m up on my own two legs, I feel great,” I said with a confident smile, allowing it to mask my deeper concerns over the day’s events. With a final pat on the back, I slipped out of her embrace and turned to Val. “Marin said you were looking for us. What’s up?”

“That is correct,” Val replied. “I spoke with Guildmaster Halvaar after we parted ways in the barracks. He informed me that President Magnusson is treating the Kaldanic retainer to a dinner in the city center tonight in order to ‘get away from all of the boring business talk,’” she said, adding a shockingly accurate carefree affectation to her voice to mime the young leader. “As such, Halvaar has offered to begin our instruction in the art of Stoneshaping tonight. We are to meet him in the Guildhall at sundown, should we choose to accept the invitation.”

Lia hopped up beside me with a gasp. “Really?!” She pumped her fist in the air in triumph. “Yes! I’ve wanted to know how Stoneshaping works ever since we saw the celestial projector in Jor!”

I saw my opportunity in the offer and immediately pounced on it. “I’m going to stay here, but the two of you should definitely go. We won’t have many chances to learn from the world’s greatest Stoneshaper, right?”

The elation quickly drained from Lia’s face as she turned to me with sudden concern. “Why don’t you want to come, Lux? Are you feeling alright?”

“Absolutely—I’m actually feeling more motivated than I have in a long time,” I answered, placing a comforting hand on her arm. “I want to figure out everything there is to know about my new leg before I start shifting my focus to other stuff. In this case, that means spending multiple hours on meditation and practicing tiny little movements over and over. It’s not particularly exciting, but if I ever want to walk around without relying on my enhancements, I’ll need to do it eventually.”

A narrow band of amber mana wound its way up my body and pressed against my consciousness. Are you sure you’re okay? Lia’s voice spoke in my mind, still worried after my assurances. It’s not like you to miss the chance to learn magic like this. Is it…something about that vo—

No, nothing like that. I took a silent moment to appreciate the fact that our minds remained as two distinct entities, allowing me the luxury of concealing my true intentions behind a directed wave of well-meaning reassurance. My fights in the sparring ring showed me just how much work it’s going to be to overwrite my instincts when it comes to moving during combat. I want to get started now, while that’s all still fresh in my mind.

Okay. Traces of apprehension remained in the golden energy swirling around my head, but Lia relented the point with a mental sigh. I don’t mean to keep questioning you, but I’m just…worried, is all.

I know. I appreciate it. I leaned in and kissed her on the forehead, then smiled at her and Val. “The two of you can just fill me in tomorrow morning on whatever I miss tonight. Learning it from you will probably be easier for me than learning it from Halvaar, anyways.”

Val produced a small notepad from one of her pockets and clutched it firmly against her chest. “I will be sure to take detailed notes.”

“Thanks, Val,” I chuckled. “That’s not exactly necessary, but it certainly can’t hurt, either.” I stared across the common room to the bank of windows on the opposite wall. “It looks like we’ve got another hour or so until sundown. Why don’t we get some dinner before our evening studies?”

The suggestion finally resurrected Lia’s smile. “If you’re feeling up for a bit more walking, they should have some fresh asperfruit tarts in Magnus’s dining hall tonight.”

“That is exactly the kind of exercise I can get behind,” I smirked. “How about it, Tyr? You hungry?”

“I’ll wait here until Marin and Siv get back, but I imagine we’ll join you when Siv hears there are asperberry tarts on the menu,” she answered.

“We’ll save your seats!” Lia called out over her shoulder as the three of us made our way into the hallway.

My eyes remained locked on her smiling face for the majority of our trip up to the presidential dining hall, freezing every instant into a permanent, joyful memory. I’m sorry I’ve worried you so much lately. I promise you don’t have to worry anymore. I spoke the vow silently in my head, every word further cementing my unspoken plans for the evening. Lia’s cheeks flushed a rosy hue when she caught my unabashed staring, and she gave me a playful nudge with her hip as she averted her eyes. 

I tightened the arm resting around her waist and held her close, taking one final moment to indulge in her warmth. I’m going to face him tonight—my other half. Though I couldn’t find the courage to say the words aloud, I took solace in the imagined conversation, stealing every bit of confidence I knew Lia would give me. I’ll figure it all out. The void, the voices, everything. I’ll get it all under control.

For you.

***


5. SELF-REFRACTION

Beads of sweat glistened on the hardened ridge of my brow, threatening to break free and splash down onto my bare chest at the slightest movement. I sat like a Stoneshaper monolith on the floor of our hurriedly-cleared bedchamber; both beds had been pushed up against the far wall alongside our chairs, bedside tables, and luxurious carpets, leaving an empty expanse of seamless stone on all sides of my meditative perch in the room’s center. Although I had yet to move from my comfortable position in the half-hour since Val and Lia left to meet with Halvaar, a persistent ache permeated every muscle in my body as if my mental exercises had been made real.

Every fight from my brief visit to the guard barracks ran in parallel inside my mind, each one slowed down and amplified by my mental enhancements. An ever-growing list of failures persisted at the forefront of it all; whenever my remembered self failed to react in perfect form to the actions of my pitiful challengers, I froze the vision in place and explored every facet of the memory, taking a full accounting of every sight, sound, and sensation in order to accurately assess my shortcomings. I knew the level of mental rigor was far more excessive than necessary, but the physical stress it placed on me seemed a fitting punishment for my earlier deception.

A strained gasp finally woke me from my self-induced stupor. The toll of my overabundant mana use made itself known as I sat panting on the floor: My vision blurred in the wake of my mana withdrawals, and I felt a suffocating pressure across every inch of my body when my senses returned all at once. “There,” I wheezed, reeling dangerously to one side. “Now I…wasn’t lying…about the meditation.” I spoke the words aloud for nobody but myself to hear, but the pitiful justification of my actions slightly eased my conscience.

I stood up to stretch my aching joints when the worst of my vertigo had subsided, then made for the pitcher of water on the side table. A jolt of pain arced up into my hip and knocked me off-balance the moment I tried to take my first step; I had unconsciously let my physical enhancements fall away in an effort to sate my mana-starved headache, and the act of walking on my prosthetic took its full toll on me for the first time. The uncoordinated step sent me stumbling forward onto my knees, bringing a second round of pain when the impact of the fall jammed the padded metal socket of my replacement leg against my residual limb.

“Argh…fuck,” I grunted through clenched teeth, grinding my palms against my hip in a futile attempt to alleviate the radiating ache. I rolled sideways into a sitting position and began to run my thumb along the alloyed socket’s edge, unfastening the metal hooks that held the limb in place. My sigh of relief when the prosthetic fell away caught in my throat when my fleshy stump revealed itself: A horrible patchwork of burst blood vessels and mottled, swollen skin covered what remained of my left leg, extending up past the line of my shorts.

“Primes,” I cursed, activating the healing rune etched inside my ring. A shower of green sparks cascaded down my fingers and raced to mend my wounds, disappearing into the surface of my battered skin with a final emerald flash. I didn’t even feel it. My peaceful walk with Lia replayed behind my eyes, now overlaid with the full extent of my injuries. Though I hadn’t paid it any mind at the moment, the volume of mana I had expended over the course of our quiet afternoon was staggering in retrospect. Should I be—

A now-familiar wave of heat tore out from my core and burned across my scarred skin, spanning the full length of the jagged markings from my fingertips to my right cheek. The dark energy bled up into my eyes and stole my vision, plunging the comfortably-lit bedchamber into a lightless void. A sickening lurch in my stomach and a screaming wind in my ears welcomed me back into my mental prison, immediately throwing me into another life’s trauma. Gentle currents of ash swirled around me and floated down into freshly-flowing sanguine rivers, recreating the long-repressed throne room of Hedaat’s capitol in vibrant, grisly detail. Corpses littered the tiled floor behind me, each one either charred beyond recognition or gushing blood from gruesome wounds. A lone, crying voice pierced the still air with a single, repeated word: “Mercy!”

“WHERE IS HE?” The roar exploded out from my chest, raging in a thousand uncontained voices all at once. “WHERE IS GORAT?” 

“Mercy! Mercy!” King Arbeck’s panicked screams shattered the illusion of his once-regal visage. Spittle flecked his salt-and-pepper goatee, and his flowing chestnut hair stuck to his chiseled face in a disheveled, sweaty mess. The crown that encircled his brow dipped down and momentarily obscured his terrified green eyes; fashioned to resemble the proud flames of Hedaat’s banners, the ruby-studded silver circlet gleamed a wicked red under the growing light of my burning body.

“HE WILL FACE ABSOLUTION. AS WILL YOU,” I boomed. The billowing flames that engulfed my sword swelled as an influx of righteous power thundered down my arm. My first step forward brought another round of pitiful screams from the once-proud monarch and sent him scurrying across the room towards a small curtain on the back wall. “THERE IS NO ESCAPE FROM US. WE WILL HAVE JUSTI—”

Enough. A heavy bank of fog rolled through the hall, muffling Arbeck’s faraway screams and covering his escape. I’m done with this. Get out of my head. The memory faded all at once as I fought back against the void that had slithered out from my core.

GIVE IT BACK. The chorus of voices screamed at me from all sides as I floated through the void. WE WILL NOT STOP UNTIL YOU RELINQUISH IT.

Give what back? Patches of light poked through the blanket of darkness around me, growing in time with my resistance to the rumbling presence in my chest. If you think I took something from you, at least tell me wh—

A disorienting rush of light welcomed me back to my chambers. The raging spirit that had commandeered my mind retreated all at once, slipping away from my grasp like sand through my fingers the moment I gained leverage over it. I attempted to follow it back to its source, but all that remained in my core was a sea of crackling blue lightning which, though significantly diminished from its usual immeasurable power, showed no trace of the sneaking void tendrils.

“Coward,” I growled, staring into the blank stone wall ahead of me with deadly malice. “Come and take it back, if you’re so strong. Come take what I stole from you.” Mana surged just beneath the surface of my skin, held at the ready with such ferocious strength that licks of arcing plasma snapped off in random directions. “Fight me on my terms. See what happens when the playing field’s even.” The unsuccessful goading only served to deepen my anger, and my body began to tremble from the strain of my pent-up energy. “Come on, DO IT! COME OUT, YOU COWARD!”

The echo of my shouted words filled my ears and brought an embarrassed flush of heat to my cheeks. A final snarl signaled the release of my readied mana; blazing currents of energy slowed to tranquil pools and gentle eddies, bringing a wave of exhaustion alongside my peace. I slumped forward and rubbed my eyes until a sea of stars filled my vision. “Fine,” I spat, screwing up my face as I accepted my fate. “We’ll do this the hard way.”

I reattached my prosthetic to the hooked belts around my waist and dragged myself back to the center of the room, manipulating the metal limb by hand to approximate my once-easy meditative pose. Mana carefully flowed back out from my core, circulating up and down my limbs in perfect time with my measured breaths. One by one, I shunted away the various aches and wants of my physical form until my mind was silent.

Amaya, I need your help.

The soothing chill of her presence immediately flooded through my body and sent an exhilarating shudder down my spine. Are we back on a first-name basis already, love? Amaya cooed, her voice dripping with playful sarcasm. Based on your conversation with your current wife, I assumed I would still be an “it.”

She deserved to know. Guilt began to churn in my stomach, but Amaya’s frigid presence soothed the discomfort and recentered my mind. I didn’t know how else to describe you. What else was I supposed to say? I’ve heard you talk in a dozen different voices.

I’m whoever you need me to be, Elden, she replied, and right now, this is exactly who you need. She whispered directly into my right ear, speaking so close I could feel the heat of her breath on my earlobe. Now, how can I help you?

I need to talk to…him. I kept a trained eye on the mana at the surface of my core, ready to intercept any incursions of void as I spoke. He’s been breaking through more and more lately—even when I’m awake and in control.

Amaya let out a derisive laugh. Of course he is. You rattled his cage, and then you broke the lock on it. Or do you not remember?

A flippant response to her usual cryptic speech was half-formed on my tongue when I found the meaning in her words. I called him when I used the Strategist’s Warp to beat my Mimic. I let him out.

That’s right, love. You knew the cost when you pulled your little stunt, and now it’s time to pay up.

But the barriers are still intact—I’m in control of my mana. I turned the view of my core over in my head, searching for the faintest hint of leaking energy, but there was no sign of the unbound mana I had found in the afflicted miners. 

A long, patronizing sigh came as my answer. Of course you are, love. You’ve spent a bit longer training your mana than those poor workers have. Did you really think your body would forget a century of training after one bad decision?

Well, what’s the problem, then?

A surge of liquid frost rushed down the length of my spine and poured over the boundary of my mana reserves. Your mana might be behaving itself, but that doesn’t mean the barriers aren’t broken. Her swirling presence revealed the truth of her words: Despite the fact that my mana continued to circulate as normal, probing tendrils of ice began to leak into my core through miniscule cracks in my unconscious barriers.

My head spun as a second set of senses overlaid atop my own. Warm sun splashed on my face, rough bark scratched at my back, the scent of freshly cut grass and washed linen tickled my nose, and the calloused hands of a craftsman intertwined with thin, delicate fingers. The senses disappeared as quickly as they arrived; I chased after the fleeting memory, but the loneliness of my empty mind returned as Amaya’s chill touch withdrew from my core.

I sat in silence for a long moment before I was able to recollect my thoughts. Is it permanent?

I can’t say for sure, but as long as you don’t make a habit of using your Company friend’s Warp supply, you’ll probably be back to normal before you know it.

I found less relief in the answer than I had hoped; though the fact that my dissociations would most likely cease without any intervention on my part, I knew the true source of the issue would remain. Even so, I still need to talk to him. I can’t keep living like this—waiting for the next time he tries to take over, hoping my family doesn’t get hurt when he does.

It sounds like the two of you have plenty to talk about. A long pause followed her snarky comment, stretching out until I began to think Amaya’s presence had left me altogether. I’m still waiting to find out what you need my help with.

I just told you. I need to talk—

You don’t need me for that.

My jaw clicked in annoyance. Yes, I do. Stop pretending like you don’t know what’s going on—I know you saw what happened. I replayed the memory of my most recent dissociation for emphasis, growing more frustrated by my helplessness with every passing second. I don’t have control over him, but you obviously do. Force him to come out and talk to me.

Such a brutish demand, she teased with an airy giggle. Why should I go through all of that trouble when you could simply meet him on his level? You know where he is—you just need to know how to get in. I felt a gentle set of hands slip up onto my shoulders as her voice shifted to the empty air behind my head. All it takes is a single spark of void. The rest will handle itself.

Mana trickled out from my core and projected a neon image of our bedroom within my mind, building every inch of the space in perfect detail. I immediately found the focus of my investigation in a chest tucked beneath my hurriedly moved bed: A blade-shaped hole in my Detection that formed the voidglass dagger stashed among the rest of my gear. It’s empty, I thought dully, already having known the fact before I began my search. I don’t hav—

Let’s skip the theatrics, Elden, Amaya cut me off. I’m not coddling you anymore—if you really want to talk to him, you’ll have to make the void on your own. I know you know how. A sliver of ice cut through my mind and forced the memory in question to replay in vivid detail. Void energy swarmed over the dim light in my core as I made my final stand in the tunnels beneath Doram, bolstering my faltering mana reserves in an impossible interchange between life and death. Don’t hide from your true nature, love. Embrace it.

A deeply primal fear took root in my chest and disrupted the rhythm of my meditative breathing. I—I know I can, but…that wasn’t me, Amaya. I don’t know how. I—I don’t—

A pair of warm, graceful hands slid down the length of my arms and curled gently around my wrists. I know, love, she shushed me, cutting off my panicked stammering. Let’s do it together, hmm? My mana began to move of its own accord, flowing like an undammed river down into my hands. Put your hands together. Let the mana connect.

I did her bidding without question. An electric rush surged in both directions when my fingers touched; the pent-up mana immediately formed a swirling pool of light between my hands, spinning with growing urgency as we gazed into its shimmering blue core. The energy of life, Amaya said with a reverent hush. So powerful in the right hands, and yet, so fleeting in nature. No matter how brightly it shines, it always returns to its natural state in the end—the darkness of the void.

My muscles seized as a barrage of remembered torments assaulted me all at once. That’s the secret to all of this, love, she whispered, her embrace the only thing keeping me from abandoning the endeavor altogether. You’ve seen the fabric of the world firsthand. Mana may be the energy of life, but it's simply an aberration—a cosmic mistake that’s convinced itself it deserves to exist. Everything was formed from void…and everything can return to it.

Familiar heat blossomed in my scarred arm while Amaya continued to speak, her honeyed words echoing in the deepest corners of my mind. You know what death feels like—the sweet bliss of pure, unraveling pain that seeps through every atom of your being. The mere mention of my past suffering manifested it through every inch of my scarred flesh, bringing a pain far too powerful to dull with my enhancements. Find that pain, Elden. Unravel the light to find the pain inside it.

The whirlpool of mana churning between my hands continued to grow in strength, raging with an intensity so fierce that I feared my mind would split apart simply from observing it. Despite her earlier refusal, Amaya’s presence continued to direct the storming energy within me until I had well surpassed what I believed to be the limit of my power. Take it, love. The world froze around me as she waited for me to take an action I failed to understand, suspending me in time the moment before I knew my consciousness would fade from the strain. You have to be the one to take it.

Desperate to escape the unbearable pressure of my own power, I took one final, panicked breath before surrendering myself to her urging. Amaya’s cryptic words snapped into perfect focus as I allowed myself to detach from my fear and study the warring forces within me. The overpowering light coursing through my hands and the memories of my time spent suffering in the void between worlds merged into a single, beautiful vision, shattering every notion I had ever held about the energies in a single instant.

It’s the same. The heat that filled my scars flowed through my body as naturally as water, acting in perfect inverse to the pain that jolted through my fingers as crackling bolts of overcharged mana burned my skin. Mana and void…life and death…different forms of the same energy. I turned my focus to the eye of the electric maelstrom raging in my hands and gave it a gentle tug, using my web of agonized memories as an atlas to find the invisible threads I knew existed somewhere within it.

A dark star sparked to life at the center of the blinding storm. The twinkling point of darkness radiated the familiar, heavy aura of void energy, impossibly suspended within the most potent concentration of mana I had ever created. You were right, Amaya.

I always knew you could do it, love. The forced coalescence of my mana faded in time with her spectral grip on my wrists, leaving me to cradle the spark of deathly energy on its own in the palm of my hand. That was, unfortunately for you, the easy part. Now you have to actually use that power.

It took an uncomfortably long time for my mind to return to a state of equilibrium that allowed for logical thought. How do I use this to find him?

You already know where he is, Amaya answered matter-of-factly, directing my attention back to my core. He’s always been there, but now that you have the void under control, he won’t be able to hide.

The thought of willingly allowing the void into my core opened a pit in my stomach. I pulled the dark ember up through my scarred arm and held it in my chest, hesitating before I took the final leap. Will you…watch over me? In case I lose control to him again.

I don’t think he could do any permanent harm to you in his current state.

That’s not what I meant. Mana flooded out over the floor and rushed into the hallway, building a mental map of our entire suite. Three flickering lights occupied the room on the opposite side of the common area: Siv’s tiny crimson aura radiated out from beneath a thick layer of blankets while Marin and Tyr sat at the bedside, their fiery pink and fluid silver energies intermingling as Marin read aloud from a large leatherbound book. The quicksilver film extending out from Tyr’s feet found my probing mana when it entered the room, and her head turned to stare sightlessly at the bedroom door. I imparted a quick pulse of reassuring calm through my aura before I withdrew the energy back within the bounds of my bedchamber. I need you to make sure they’re safe. From me.

An unsettling silence followed my request. I’ll take care of you. Her usually clear voice had a faraway quality to it, as if she had turned away from her perch just above my shoulder. It’s a moot point, regardless—you won’t need any help.

The knot in my stomach unraveled itself as I took solace in her confidence. Thank you, Amaya. Resolve steeled my fraying nerves while I watched the inverse star dancing in my chest, replacing my anxiety with electric anticipation; the promise of finding an explanation to the unknowable darkness that had tormented me over multiple lifetimes was enough to temper any remaining fear into fearsome determination. I took hold of the void energy within me and channeled it down towards my mana reserves, ready to confront my darker half.

Elden, wait. Amaya’s voice caught me a moment before the energies collided. Don’t let him get in your head—metaphorically, and literally. He has more reason than most to want to lead you astray. Be…careful. 

Warmth blossomed in my gut as I took a quiet moment to relish the care in her nostalgic voice. I will.

I braced myself for the worst and forced the deathly energy down into my core. As I had expected, my body mounted a defiant offensive against the incursion, but the nature of the resistance caught me off-guard: Instead of repelling the void outright, the energy in my core immediately surrounded the darkness and attempted to convert it back into mana. It took the whole of my concentration to keep the void intact, overturning my assumption that it would automatically spread like wildfire through my mana reserves.

GET OUT.

The dissonant voice of my quarry boomed out from somewhere within the blinding depths of my core, but it only served to strengthen my resolve. My protected cargo of void energy began to expand as I forced it farther into my mana reserves, sending random offshoots of jagged darkness forking into the light.

YOU ARE TOYING WITH POWERS YOU DO NOT FULLY COMPREHEND.

The source of the raging choir shifted in time with my spreading void, retreating in an obvious effort to avoid the creeping web of darkness. You can’t hide anymore. My head swam with intoxicating power while the corruption continued to expand through my mana reserves. You can’t control me anymore. Wordless anger thundered back at me from the fading light at the edges of my core, snarling like a cornered beast. You aren’t the—

A tightly-wound pocket of mana hidden in the depths of my reserves corrupted all at once and struck back at my advancing void, finally revealing the location of my hidden prey. The world faded in a wash of darkness and a roar of anger; I felt my stomach drop out from beneath me as I tumbled backwards into the void, and I sank down into its murky depths until even conscious thought was stolen from me.

---

The sonorous peal of hammer and anvil cut through the darkness and returned me to my senses. I found myself suspended in a hazy space full of half-familiar sights and smells: the unmistakable furnace from Ashedown’s apprentice forge stood before me, overflowing with angry licks of orange flame far larger than should have been possible; my wall of personalized smithing tools stood behind the forge, endlessly stretching out to either side until they faded into the dark haze surrounding me; and directly ahead of me, standing before the blazing hearth dressed in the hand-sewn leather apron Amaya had made for me, was myself, hammering away at a cherry-red sword atop a well-worn anvil.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the figure intoned without looking up from his work. His face was hidden in the deep banks of shadow cast by the raging hearth and a thin veil of black smoke that wisped out from the collar of his shirt, but the low, solitary voice he spoke in was unmistakably mine.

I ignored the warning and continued to examine my dreamlike surroundings. “Where is here, exactly?” I tried to step towards my duplicate and further inspect his features, but I found myself unable to approach; like the vain attempts to run in the depths of a nightmare, the room seemed to stretch and morph in such a way that no matter how hard I tried to move, I always ended up in the same place.

“You should know that already,” he replied. “You’re the one who sought us out.”

The dismissive reply immediately rankled me and set me off-balance. “If you know that, you should know why I'm here, too—so start talking.” I stood in impotent silence, growing more frustrated with every fall of his blacksmith’s hammer. “You don’t get to ignore m—”

“You’re here because you’re foolish,” he cut me off. “You don’t know what you’re asking for, and we owe you nothing.”

“I don’t think you fully understand the situation you’re in,” I shot back, a growl filling my voice with gravel. “You don’t have the luxury of being dark and mysterious anymore. I know what you are, and I know where you’ve been hiding f—”

“You know nothing about us.” A set of piercing, tortured voices began to lace itself through his words, growing in volume and number as he continued. “You’ve stolen our power, and now you think you can threaten us with it?” The smoke that veiled his face began to thicken, billowing up in a dense, swirling cloud that completely obscured his head and darkened the light of the forge behind him. “You do not frighten us.”

“Maybe I should.” Though I was hopelessly stuck in place, my growing anger and tireless pride refused to let me back down. “You seem to think you belong here, or that you have some sort of claim over my body, but you’re wrong. I didn’t steal anything from you—it already belongs to me.” A creeping sense of dread tingled at the base of my spine while the rippling shade of smoke and shadow watched me with an eerie stillness, its constant hammering now ceased. “I don’t care if you look like me, or sound like me, or have my memories—you don’t belong here. Crawl back into whatever void you came from and leave me alone.”

A blast of hot air swept through the forge and extinguished the crackling flames of the furnace, plunging the space into a murky darkness. A chorus of shrieks assaulted me from all sides as the figure ahead of me dissolved into smoke; each voice scratched at the surface of my brain, just familiar enough in their tortured cries to draw out the beginning of a long-lost memory before the next howl of pain took its place. I clawed at my ears to block out the noise, but the gale responded in kind, swirling faster and louder until I felt each scream reverberating in my bones.

“Your ignorance is sickening.” Sparks of black fire appeared mere inches from my face, chaining together in hungry webs to reform my dark doppelganger. “It’s time you learned the nature of our existence.” The spreading flames finally illuminated his smoke-veiled visage in full detail, the sight of which filled me with a terror that rocked me to my very core.

A sea of faces writhed at the edges of the swirling veil of black smoke, each one contorted into the final expression of agony it had worn in life. I saw each one with perfect clarity in the unending cavalcade before me: Virram Yorrell screamed at me for mercy, Commander Savitz scowled through a ruined eye, the King’s Strength howled as his flesh sloughed away, and Solette’s empty eyes pierced my soul while blood foamed at the corners of her mouth. With their faces identified, it became a simple matter to pick out their individual voices from the booming choir that thundered in my ears.
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“We are what you made us.” Two points of piercing blue light shone through the column of black smoke, watching me with malicious intent. “We are a collection of every stolen life. A record of your sins, spanning your wrathful lifetimes back to our initial creation.”

“No!” The word escaped my lips without permission, denying the statement as a necessity to keep my composure. “I wouldn’t—I couldn’t… That isn’t possible.” Hundreds of eyes watched me from beyond the curtain of smoke, belonging to an innumerable sea of half-remembered faces; flashes of my rampage through the Attetsian courtyard resurfaced as the terrified eyes of the Strategist’s men floated past, intermingled with slain guards from Hedaat’s capitol building and unfeeling disciples under Kalateth’s control. “This was you. Whatever you are, you did all of—”

“WE are ONE.” The wrathful bellow punched through the darkness and parted the veil between us, revealing a perfect reflection of my own face illuminated by the void flames that cloaked his body. “You created us. We have done what was necessary to survive in the aftermath of your actions.”

I turned to flee from the wraith, but it felt as if the ill-defined world of darkness spun beneath my feet, keeping my double at the exact center of my vision no matter how hard I tried to escape it. “It wasn’t me.” Mental static buzzed through my head as panic fogged my thoughts, growing in tandem with my rapid heartbeat and shallow breaths. The utter surety of my darker half forced me to sift back into my deepest memories, hoping beyond hope to find something hidden in the forgotten corners of my mind to disprove the accusations. He’s wrong. He has to be wr—

We are not wrong. The words raged through my head and silenced my desperate thoughts. Look and see what you’ve done.

The flaming wraith before me disappeared in a flash of black fire, leaving in its place a vision of my earliest memories. I saw my past self as a detached spectator, helpless to change my fate as my body writhed in agony against the all-encompassing pain of the void between worlds. My first death. My body tingled in sympathetic pain while I watched myself suffer without end. What had once been a horrifying onslaught of unknowable and overwhelming pain was now a familiar sensation, and I felt a profound sadness when I remembered how long it took for my body to first adapt to the torture. Why are you showing me this?

This is our origin. This is when you betrayed us.

This wasn’t my fault! I didn’t ask for this—I didn’t even know what was happening! How could I betray you when I don’t kn—

YOU BETRAYED US. The words roared at me from every angle, crushing my feeble resistance to his influence in a single instant. YOU LEFT US TO SUFFER. My mind began to twist under the control of my darker half, plunging me headfirst into the memory I had been forced to spectate; every cell in my body erupted as the torture of my past returned in full, reminding me of just how isolated and helpless my eternity of suffering had made me feel. YOU ABANDONED US IN THE DARKNESS. I felt the overwhelming hatred of the dissonant chorus echoing somewhere deep within me, merging with my own remembered terror until the separation between myself and the dark spirit began to fade. YOU THREW US TO THE VOID AS BAIT. LOOK AND SEE HOW YOU SACRIFICED US. LOOK AND SEE HOW YOU HID LIKE A COWARD.

The wrathful command split my mind in two, bifurcating my waking nightmare into two distinct visions. In one fractured half of the memory, I saw the scene play out as it had lifetimes ago: Desperate to escape the torment of the infinite void, I retreated back into a hidden bastion within my mind, abandoning my body and its suffering to the darkness. However, a second, unfamiliar memory unfolded alongside it: An unfathomable silence settled over my mind without warning, so impenetrable that even the sound of my own thoughts vanished. Without the unbroken string of internal dialogue that had anchored me to my personhood through my unending torment, I was forced to experience the pain of the void without distraction, leaving me in an agony far beyond what I had assumed to be the absolute limit of human suffering.

I watched on in numb horror as the tandem memories revealed the true nature of my existence. While the waking part of me flitted and danced away from the darkness, doing whatever was necessary to escape the brunt of the torture that surrounded me, a fragment of my mind languished under the full force of the void, burning away until the deathly energy irrevocably bound itself into the fabric of my being. The unthinking splinter of consciousness persisted in spite of its agony; each time the void finished with its insatiable corruption of my essence, a spark of life always flickered back into existence from the depths of the blackness, refusing to accept its own demise. When my time between worlds finally ended, my sheltered mind emerged comparatively unscathed from the experience and unknowingly shunted the tortured fragment down into the deepest depths of my core, leaving the wordless spirit unacknowledged as a forgotten relic of my trauma.

THIS IS WHAT WE ARE. THIS IS WHAT YOU MADE US.

The shadowy grip on my mind subsided as the twin visions faded away, leaving me feeling wholly empty while I hung suspended in the void. Whatever half-hearted explanations I had conjured up in an attempt to understand the origin of my malicious spirit were thoroughly shattered in the wake of my new knowledge. The possibility that the visions were just another nightmare created to serve the purposes of my darker half had crossed my mind, and even lingered there in a moment of pitiful denial, but I knew deep down that what I had experienced was the truth; the feelings of helplessness, anguish, and rage were far too genuine to be anything other than a memory, even if it was a memory I had inadvertently locked away.

“I’m…sorry.” The broken words were all I could muster in my dazed state.

A consistent metallic ring answered me from the darkness. Orange flames sputtered to life from deep within the shadows, quickly reilluminating the infinite hall of my apprentice’s forge. “We don’t want your apologies,” my own voice called out from where my creation stood at the anvil, the swirling veil of faces that had surrounded him reduced to faint wisps of black smoke.

Shame twisted my stomach and sent me down a spiral of guilt. “If I had known…I wouldn’t have done what I did if I’d known the cost—I didn’t mean to h—”

“Your ignorance is not an excuse for what you did to us,” he shot back while he hammered away at the glowing blade of a raw greatsword. “Your contrition won’t undo what you did, so we don’t want it.”

“I know that, but…I’m still sorry.” My head spun to accommodate the enormity of my new revelation. Excuses I had once made for myself fell away and left the full burden of my past actions weighing on my shoulders; my escalating torture of Kari and Kord painted a more sinister portrait of who I was when I could no longer blame a separate, mysterious entity for my dark impulses. 

“So…what do I do now?”

“You leave.”

“No, I mean—I can’t just leave you here like this. What can I do? How do I fix this?”

The crackle of the forge filled the otherwise silent room as my double paused in his work to stare me down. “We aren’t broken. We’re stronger than we’ve ever been.” He returned his attention to his anvil, and when he spoke again, his voice was low and harsh. “If you truly want to help us, return the power that you stole and allow us to find our retribution.”

“The power I stole…” I murmured, finally seeing the words in a new light. “The ability to turn life into death, and death into life.”

“We learned the nature of life and death out of necessity—to survive the torture you inflicted on us.” The force of his hammer blows grew more powerful with every word, piercing my ears with an increasingly painful ring of metal against metal. “That power belongs to us. You have no right to wield it, and you lack the conviction necessary to master it—return it to us before you lose control of it entirely.”

“I didn’t steal it! I didn’t even know it existed until Amaya forc—”

My voice was violently stolen from me by a hand crushing down on my windpipe. “HOW DARE YOU SPEAK OF HER TO US!” A thousand voices screamed at me in discordant unison from a thousand smoking faces. “HOW DARE YOU DEFILE HER NAME BY GIVING IT TO THAT ABOMINATION!”

Stars spun before my eyes as I clawed at my shadowy counterpart’s unbreakable grip, and waves of hatred and fury from his overwhelming aura crashed over me. It was impossible to untangle the matted web of emotion flooding through my brain, but two facts were abundantly clear: My darker half cherished my memories of Amaya more than anything else, and it despised the icy, ever-changing presence that spoke to me in her voice.

I forced my body to fall limp, fighting against every instinct that screamed at me to struggle and break free from my assailant. The pressure on my throat disappeared after what felt like an eternity of waiting, leaving me sputtering and gasping for breath as my double returned to his work, seemingly satisfied by my lack of resistance.

“What is that…abomination?” I managed to choke out, carefully mimicking his earlier language.

The figure turned away, hefting his still-raw greatsword toward the expansive wall of weapons and tools behind him. He set it on his workbench, pulled a new blade from the flickering forge beside it, and returned to his anvil, leaving my question unanswered.

“If you tell me what it is, maybe we can—”

“We don’t know.” The answer was low and growling, barely audible over the anvil’s clangor. “Some sort of shade from the darkness. It’s always been there, poking and prodding us in the direction that best suits its perverse goals.” He stopped his work and looked up at me, his eyes blazing with electric blue light. “That thing is what stole her from us—forced us into this cursed cycle.”

“But it’s also the only reason we’re still alive.”

I saw a familiar sneer as he turned his eyes back down to his work. “We are the reason we’re alive. Our continued existence in this world means nothing—it’s your unfaithful attachments here that make you believe otherwise.”

Resentment burned in my chest, flaring in the familiar wound Lia’s doubt had created. “What do you want to do, then? Bounce from world to world with no attachments, murdering our way into oblivion?”

“We want justice. We want retribution.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the repeated line. “Retribution against who?”

My darker half raised the molten sword from his anvil and pointed it at my face, cloaking the raw blade in black fire and stealing the color from our shared vision. “RETRIBUTION AGAINST YOU!” he bellowed in a choir of stolen voices. “RETRIBUTION AGAINST THAT ABERRATION FROM THE VOID. RETRIBUTION AGAINST EVERYONE WHO HAS EVER WRONGED US.”

Instinct held me perfectly still as he raged. Dark flames snapped inches away from my face, twirling in a showy display of his mastery over the deathly power. I waited until the tempest receded and returned the room to its comfortable firelit glow before I dared to speak again. “If that’s really what you want, let me help you. We’ll get your retribution together.”

He let out a short, barking laugh. “We don’t need your help. You have nothing to offer.”

“I know you’re strong—a lot stronger than I am,” I smiled, choking down my wounded pride, “but brute force can’t solve every problem. Some situations call for a more…refined approach. ‘A proper tool for every job,’ right?”

The timeworn mantra of Rastor Ashedown found its mark; my darker half paused in his work to glare up at me, but his glowering silence told me he agreed.

“We fought our Mimic together in those Shadebinder caverns,” I continued, now confident that my approach would work. “I felt what you felt that night. That was the strongest either of us has ever been, and it’s because we were working in sync, not jockeying for control.”

He let out an annoyed grunt and returned to his work. “Enough dancing around the subject. Make your case and be done with it.”

“If you’re telling me the truth, and that voice in the darkness is the real reason why we’re here, I have just as much reason to hate it as you do. I want justice, too, for everything I’ve lost—everything we’ve lost,” I corrected myself quickly. “No more fighting each other for control. If we work together, nothing can stand in our way—not Mimics, Serathids, or kings. Once we’ve found our retribution…” I trailed off, unsure how dire my following words truly were. “Once we’ve found our retribution, I’ll face mine, too.”

“How selfless of you,” he spat.

“It’s not selfless. It’s what’s owed,” I answered. “I’m trying to come at this in good faith, but that means you have to cooperate as well—this only works if we’re both on the same page. I need you to promise me that my family won’t be in danger when you’re in control.”

“Family,” he cursed. “You’ve forgotten who you are. They mean nothing to—”

“Non-negotiable,” I interrupted, calling on courage I wasn’t sure I had. “I don’t care how you feel. They’re important to me, and you won’t hurt them.”

A wordless snarl rasped out from his chest. “They’ll only get in the way. We make no guarantees for their safety.”

“We’re all on the same side, fighting for the same goal,” I said, growing increasingly frustrated with my own mirrored stubbornness. “We either agree on this, or we keep wasting our fucking time fighting each other.”

A bank of rippling shadows began to dim the light of the forge as my double seethed with fury, forcing me to change my tack. “Listen. I can’t give your knowledge back to you. I didn’t even choose to take it in the first place—that thing forced it on me. There’s no going back to the way things were before, so the best thing we can do now is help each other.”

My double turned and plunged his blade back into the forge, but when he returned to the anvil, he remained empty-handed for the first time in our discussion. “We will aid you, but only for as long as you continue to pursue our goals. We are not a tool to be used and put away at your leisure,” he rumbled, glaring at me with a dozen smoking faces. “Do not attempt to wield our power without our guidance. And be warned—if you ever intend to betray us, we will know, and your justice will come due.”

I winced at the implication, realizing too late the mistake I had made. “Yeah, about that. I’m not sure I can hide any of this from the, uhm…the Voice. If I had to guess, I don’t think it’ll take too kindly to the idea of us working together to kill it.”

The disquieting sound of harsh, chaotic laughter found its way to my ears as my darker half smirked back at me. “That outsider is not as powerful as it believes itself to be. You may have fallen for its honeyed words, but we know the truth—there are things that even it fails to fully comprehend.”

A small plume of black flame appeared at the center of his outstretched palm, beautiful in spite of its sinister origins. “Our nature is inseparable from the void, and yet that…perversion holds power over the darkness that even we can’t challenge. Its dominion over death is absolute, but that is the limit of its strength. It has no influence in the light—not without us.” Color blossomed in the depths of the dark fire flickering in his hand; sparks of orange and red suffused the deathly flame with life, returning a comforting warmth to the room around us. “Our power transcends the barrier between life and death, and we have unquestionable control of the space between it.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said, my brow furrowed. “How does that help us keep our plans from the Voice?”

“Your ignorance is, for once, beneficial,” he replied with a cold sneer. “We exist in the space between life and death. That is where we will keep our knowledge secret—from it, and from you.” He closed his fist and snuffed out the gently snapping orb of crimson fire. “You need not understand the mechanism. That knowledge belongs to us.”

I held my reflexive argument on the tip of my tongue, weighing my indignance against the possibility of ruining the tenuous peace I had forged with my darker half. “Fine,” I said eventually. “I trust you.”

“Our trust in you was broken long ago,” he growled, turning his back on me. “We’re acting in our own best interest. Our goals happen to align for the moment—that is all.” He returned a moment later with another sword fresh from the forge, and the nostalgic peal of metalwork resumed once again.

When it became clear that my darker half had no intention of continuing our conversation, I circled back to the lingering source of my concern. “So, I’m just supposed to lie to the Voice, then?” I asked. “It’s not going to leave me alone, I can promise you that.” My jaw clicked as I ground my teeth in frustration at his continued silence. “I have to treat it the same way I did before. Otherwise, she’ll know something’s changed.”

Disgust contorted the shadowed lines of his face. “Leave us,” he ordered, pointing his smithing hammer into the infinite darkness behind me. “Do not search for us again.”

Our shared world immediately dimmed at his command, fading away to darkness until the ring of his hammer was the only thing remaining in the void. How do I find you if I need you?

WE ARE ONE. I heard the Chorus echo in my head, speaking in the voice of every soul I had stolen throughout my repeating lives. IF YOU NEED US, WE WILL KNOW.

---

I awoke from my meditative slumber in a panic. The sensations of my physical form returned to me all at once, redoubling all of the aches and pains I had forgotten during the liaison with my darker half. My chest heaved as I violently sucked in air, and my eyes bounced back and forth across the empty space before me in search of a monstrous, smoke-veiled version of myself.

I’m back. The unconsciously-clenched muscles in my neck and back began to relax as the thought took root. I’m safe. I’m alone.

You’re never alone, love. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end when Amaya’s voice returned, flooding my mind with ice. How was your chat?

An immediate clash of conflicting emotions waged war in my head: The relief I had come to associate with Amaya’s disembodied voice soothed the ragged edges of my still-disoriented mind, but the vitriolic loathing from my fragmented persona tainted my thoughts with disgust. You don’t have anything better to do than watch me meditate? I aimed my tone somewhere between playful and dismissive, doing my best to buy myself more time to order my thoughts.

You asked me to watch you, Elden. Actually, you begged me, if I remember right, she said, returning my sarcasm. Besides, it’s been two minutes. I wasn’t waiting long.

The information caught me off-guard, but a quick pulse from my Detection confirmed the seemingly impossible claim; Marin and Tyr still sat at Siv’s bedside performing her nightly bedtime ritual, with the small girl now sitting directly in Marin’s lap to point at the pages of her storybook. Felt like a lot longer. I pushed myself forward onto my knees and struggled my way up to my feet, wincing as my prosthetic dug into my residual limb. Mana rushed out to alleviate the pain, gradually increasing in intensity until the nagging ache disappeared behind the force of my enhancements. I hope nothing particularly exciting happened while I was gone.

It was surprisingly uneventful from my perspective. Her voice coiled its way deeper into my brain, intensifying the sound of her whispers in my ear and the feeling of her breath on my neck. I imagine things were more interesting on your end.

It was…informative. Anxious static buzzed through my head while I struggled to choose my next words carefully, trying my best to reveal only the information I wanted to. I know what he is—or, I guess, what they are. I let out a long sigh, still unsure how to feel about the revelation. It’s my responsibility now. Whatever happens, I have to be the one in control…and that means I have to be stronger than him.

I’m sure he’s not too happy about that idea, she tittered.

He says I betrayed him. That I stole “his” power and that I need to “give it back,” totally ignoring the fact that it’s impossible.

Did he say anything else?

The question sent a chill down my already-tingling spine. Not really, I lied instinctively, letting my mind go blank. It was mostly chest-thumping and empty threats. No matter how powerful he thinks he is, he doesn’t exist without me.

Is that so? Dread gripped my chest as she hummed her way around to my opposite ear, stretching the few seconds into an eternity of anxious waiting to see if my darker half had upheld his end of the bargain. He might not agree with you on that point.

He knows the score whether he wants to admit it or not, I shot back. Hiding’s not an option for him anymore. The next time he overreaches, I’m not letting him get away—I made that clear enough. He’ll stay in line.

A loud, full laugh echoed through my mind, beautiful and cruel in its stolen timbre. So bold, love! This is the sort of confidence I’ve been waiting for from you!

“I told you before,” I said aloud, turning towards the piled furniture against the back wall of our bedroom, “I’m done being weak.” My precarious stack of beds and chairs groaned when I pulled a loosely-rolled rug from its depths. “Nobody’s getting hurt on my watch—not anymore.”

Heroically selfless and hopelessly misguided, she said with a longing sigh. No matter how much you change, you always stay the same, Elden.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I muttered, dragging an empty bed frame back to its proper spot. “Now, unless you want to grab that table and help me out, I think we’re done here.”

And we were just starting to have fun, too, she pouted. An unexpected warmth flooded through my extremities as her frigid presence began to withdraw, illustrating just how far her influence had burrowed into me. We’ll talk again soon, won’t we?

“If I need you.”

That’s no fun. In the moment before her presence faded, I felt the soft fabric of a nostalgic sundress press against my back. Don’t believe everything he says, love, she whispered in my ear. I’d hate to see him change who you are.

A final sigh marked her departure, leaving me alone in my half-arranged bedchamber. I finished my work in uneasy silence; part of me felt a solace more cathartic than anything I had found since arriving in Kaldan, but the joy was undercut by a sinister unease over what my revelations had themselves revealed. The creeping pressure dueled my weightless relief to a stalemate, leaving my mind feeling empty of everything except a dense fog. When I was finally satisfied that I had returned the room to its former glory, I changed into a fresh set of comfortable clothes and wandered into the common area, stretching myself out across the nearest sofa.

My thoughts returned to me one by one, marching in a slow procession down the empty promenade of my mind. I saw the sea of tortured faces writhing within the smoking veil of my darker half, each one staring back at me with expressions I had all but forgotten. Every one of them. Every single person I’ve ever killed, trapped in there with him. Existential dread tugged at my chest while I began to question the implications of the knowledge; my endless cycle of death and rebirth had all but disproven the idea of a true afterlife, but my stomach turned at the thought that I had created one for my past victims. They’re just memories. Recreations. It can’t actually be them, unless…if it’s actually their souls… The concept instantly turned my thoughts back to the Voice. Could she be—

The memory of the Chorus’s collective hatred thundered back at me in response to the thought, shaming me for a betrayal I hadn’t consciously committed. I know it isn’t her, I thought defensively, but for the first time, I heard the truly hollow nature of the response. The spark of hope that Amaya could somehow still be with me had lived somewhere deep within my mind ever since I first heard her disembodied voice, and in light of my new knowledge, the hope seemed less a desperate dream than a legitimate possibility. It…can’t be her, can it?

Lux! A burst of amber mana conjured Lia’s voice in my head. Meet us in the President’s office as soon as you can.

I threw myself to my feet, instinctually responding to the concern in her voice. What’s wrong, Lia? A bolt of mana snapped out along the ground, following the golden path of her energy back to its source. My immediate fears were assuaged when I found her exiting the tight confines of the Guildmaster’s private workshop, following along behind Val, Halvaar, and a trio of Stoneshapers I didn’t recognize. Despite the lack of obvious danger, there was a palpable cloud of concern hanging over the group; Halvaar spoke to his underlings in terse sentences, sending them scurrying away down various hallways as the group marched their way up towards Magnus’s suite. What’s going on?

It appears as though Kaldan has chosen its new leader, and he has made it his first act as ruler to declare war, Val answered me, her violet mana joining our commingled auras.

With the threat of imminent danger removed, I allowed myself to take a breath and reevaluate the situation. For what offense? What’s Doram ever done to them? My mana continued to flood the halls of Syndrai’s capitol, building a vibrant picture of a castle flaring to life like a kicked hornets’ nest. Confident that my suite of weapons, armor, and other gear would be unnecessary in the meeting to come, I slipped out into the hallway in nothing but my silken underclothes and began my trip to the President’s office. It wasn’t the diplomats, was it? Did they find out we were here and—

That’s not what she meant, Lia interrupted me. Kaldan didn’t declare war on Doram. They declared war on everyone.

***


6. LOOMING DARK

The drumming of Halvaar’s massive fingers against the President’s desk resounded through the office, underscoring the uncomfortable silence of its occupants. “I assure you, councilman,” the Guildmaster repeated himself, “this is not a joke, nor is it a political ploy. You’ve already seen the proof for yourself.”

“Impossible!” A plump man pushed his way to the front of the assembled Kaldanic diplomats standing before us, his jowly cheeks trembling while he stumbled over his words. “You’ve just—such an accusation is—that letter…a forgery! Yes, a forgery!” Fumes of fresh alcohol punched at my nose while he spoke, further elucidating his garbled speech. “Such a thing would never be decided in our absence! That must—” A violent hiccup interrupted his thought, leaving him with a hand held firmly over his mouth as he fought back against whatever remnants of his night in Syndrai attempted to reemerge.

“What Gregory is—erm, what Councilman Elman‘s trying to say is…is this decision couldn’t’ve been made so quickly,” one of his colleagues continued, her heavily slurred words coming in arhythmic bursts. “We’d’ve known if there’d been plans for this before we left…and we didn’t know.”

Halvaar carefully plucked the sheet of parchment from the desk before him and held it out to the diplomatic quartet. “Is this not the official seal of the Golden Throne?” he asked, tapping emphatically on the stamped yellow wax that hung from the bottom of the page. “Is this not the King’s seal?”

I watched concern ripple over the group like a pebble through still water. Each of the four assembled diplomats wore the familiar blue-and-gold imagery I had come to despise from my time in Kaldan; their fine silks and embroidered coats depicted the moon and stars of their country’s flag, as well as the gaudy, self-important sigil of the Golden Throne itself. My eyes bounced from face to face as they whispered alarmedly to one another. I failed to recognize any of the councilors from my brief visits to Yoria’s capitol, but knowledge of their origins was enough to color my initial impressions of them with disdain.

After a long moment of passionately whispered discussion, a man with dark brown skin and a flowing cerulean robe stepped up to inspect the offered letter. He held the waxy seal up to the lamplight and took an uncomfortably long time to poke, prod, sniff, and scratch the sigil. “It appears…legitimate,” he said eventually, setting the letter back onto the desk.

“I just don’t get it, guys,” Magnus said with a heavy sigh. “I thought we were all getting along and having a good time. Why would you keep something like this from me?” The lucidity of his speech caught me particularly off-guard: When the President had initially returned from his lavish night in the city center, he had been as boisterous and obviously inebriated as his guests, but his private debriefing with the Guildmaster had somehow returned him to sobriety, leaving me to wonder if he had truly indulged himself as much as he initially let on.

“No, sir, please! That’s not the case!” the cerulean-robed man insisted, turning to bow to the young leader. “We were not—” His reverent motion immediately set him off-balance, sending him tumbling headfirst into one of the President’s cushioned chairs that sat piled at the side of the desk. “We were nothing but truthful in our discussions! I swear it on the Primes!” he continued from his upside-down position.

“I hope you understand our trepidation given the contents of this letter,” the Guildmaster countered. “According to this, your nation is currently at war with ours.”

“That cannot be true!” Elman shouted, having recovered from his earlier nausea.

“Let’s review it together once more, then,” Halvaar offered, calmly reaching for the letter. “To any reading this—”

“We don’t need to hear it again,” Elman snapped. “Especially not while she’s here.” His chubby finger whipped out in Val’s direction, jabbing at where she stood beside Lia and me at the windowed wall behind the President’s desk.

“Valandra is an honored guest of Doram, as are her companions,” Halvaar said, tipping his head toward us deferentially. “They have each received provisional allowances in accordance with the sensitivity of this meeting’s information—anything you have to say can be said in front of them.”

The final member of the diplomatic party stumbled forward, gripping Elman’s shoulder to keep him upright. He was by all accounts a rather unremarkable man with short brown hair, freckled skin, and a slim, wolf-like tail that matched the sharp ears atop his head, but the contemptuous sneer he wore on his face told me everything I needed to know about him even before he spoke. “Her companions are the Umbral Flames! The ones responsible for murdering our King! If Doram is harboring fugitives from Kaldan, maybe we should be at wa—”

All three of his colleagues lunged to restrain him before he could finish his tirade. “I apologize for Councilman Cole,” the woman at the center of their group apologized while her colleagues fought to restrain the raging diplomat, their hands clamped over his mouth. “Please continue, Guildmaster—we could all use…a refresher on the letter’s, uhm…contents.”

Halvaar bowed his head and began to read from the letter for a second time. “‘To any reading this missive, rejoice in the knowledge that your suffering has reached its end. By the will of the ancient Primevals themselves, the Kingdom of Kaldan has taken upon itself the divine task of cleansing the depravity that plagues our world. The salvation of all people lies only in complete unification under the Golden Throne—in true Unity. The corruption of the world knows no borders. You have seen it for yourself—monstrous Serathids roam the northern fields of Kaldan, face-stealing beasts have overtaken the mountain cities of Doram, and a wicked umbral flame rains from the skies of Lybesa. It was this same Umbral Flame that murdered our late King, Virram Yorrell, in the prime of his life, a tragedy which has compelled this glorious task of Unity.’”

I felt the weight of a dozen eyes fall on me as the Guildmaster continued his narration. “‘It is imperative for the world’s continued survival that our mission succeeds. As such, the armies of Kaldan shall enact the will of the Primes by any means necessary, including the use of force. We entreat you, people of every nation—do not oppose Unity. It is only under the guidance of the Primevals themselves that our world can be saved. The roots of iniquity run deep. Our next few months shall be difficult, but it is only through suffering that this corruption can be cleansed. Trust in our divine purpose.’” Halvaar paused and raised his eyes to the assembly of councilors before him, leveling an intent stare at each face before concluding the letter. “‘Signed, Alexander Stratta, King Regent of Kaldan.’”

The gentle rustle of the Guildmaster’s letter dominated the silence left in the proclamation’s wake. “As I said before, this is impossible,” Elman repeated himself, less aggressively than before. “The combined might of our Regency Council lacks the authority to make such a decree, let alone Stratta himself. For the record, I still—still hesitate to call this let—letter an open declaration of—war,” he said, struggling through a painful round of hiccups. “This must be—a forgery. Bell, that seal can’t possibly b—be legitimate.”

“Unfortunately, it appears as though it is,” Bell answered, shaking his head with exaggerated vigor. “That stamp came from the desk of the King, without a doubt.”

“Well then, my friends, it appears that we find ourselves at an impasse,” Magnus said, smiling pleasantly at his deeply inebriated guests. “If what you say is true, there is someone within the Kaldanic court seeking to sow dissent between our countries. This could all be cleared up in a few days by a simple message to your capital.” He strode to the front of his desk and took a seat on the corner, swinging his legs idly as he continued. “However, should we find that this message is indeed legitimate, Doram will take defensive action—Kaldanic troops will not be permitted entry into the Joined Cities.”

“Hardly a necessary precaution,” Elman scoffed. “If this message is not a forgery, it’s simply an overreach by a man desperate to rise above his meager station. There’s been no election of a new king, nor a regent. If Alexander has truly fashioned himself the sole leader of Kaldan, he has done so illegitimately.”

“Is that a possibility?” Halvaar asked. “I know little about the man, apart from what President Magnus has told me from your talks.”

There was a long pause as the diplomats exchanged worried looks. “There’s…not much to know,” the female councilor answered eventually. “Alexander is a wealthy man who found his fortune in commerce. His family name is…new to court, with most of his connections tracing to the common folk of Yoria. I doubt he would—”

“Now’s not the time to mince words, Barrett,” Cole interrupted her. “The man’s a charlatan. His silvered tongue may have swindled the rabble out of their silvers, but those who trace their lineage through Yoria’s noble history see through his charade. He would find no support for this coup among the regency council—I guarantee it.”

My teeth grated together as I struggled to hold my diplomatic silence. It’s not worth it, Lux, Lia spoke silently in my mind, squeezing my arm in quiet support. An indignant flush of heat filled my cheeks when I realized how obvious my annoyance had been, and I settled back into a more neutral position without reply.

The President turned from his perch on the corner of his desk to share a brief look with Halvaar. After a subtle series of nods, raised eyebrows, and darting eye movements, he hopped back onto his feet and clapped his hands together. “I guess that’s that!” He strode forward and placed a hand on Barrett’s shoulder, beaming with an impossibly easy confidence. “My Guildmaster will ferret out the truth behind this letter, and we’ll go from there.”

“And in the meantime?” Elman questioned, his sunken eyes narrowed.

“Councilors, you’re my guests!” Magnus laughed. “You’ll continue to enjoy the comforts our capitol has to offer regardless of the…actions of your country.” He waited until his smile spread to the diplomats before he walked back to his place behind his desk. “Of course, given the extenuating circumstances, you’ll all be required to stay within the castle’s bounds, at least until this whole misunderstanding is sorted out.”

“We’re prisoners now?!” Cole yelled, taking a bold step to the front of his party.

“Not at all!” Magnus answered, his pleasant demeanor unfazed. “You’re free to move about the castle at your leisure. I assure you, you’ll find every possible amenity within the walls of the capitol—even that fermented ale you all enjoyed so thoroughly tonight.”

“We will also require that you refrain from sending any messages back to Kaldan until this situation has been resolved,” Halvaar added.

“Oh, right, that too,” Magnus agreed. “We’ve talked quite a bit about Doram’s achievements and improvements over the past few days. That’s not the sort of information we’d want to give away during wartime, is it?”

A scuffle broke out at the center of their group as Elman and Bell did their best to restrain Cole, cutting off his rebukes before they started. “Thank you, sir,” Barrett said with a bow, her straight brown hair spilling down into her face. “We’ll retire to our quarters for the night. Please keep us apprised of any updates on…our situation.”

“Of course, of course!” the President smiled, bobbing his head up and down. “Do you need an escort back to your rooms?”

“No, thank you. We’ll…manage,” she answered sheepishly, brushing the hair from her face.

An additional pair of goodnights came from Elman and Bell, each of whom gripped Cole’s shoulders firmly as the group left the room. Magnus remained standing at Halvaar’s side, watching the retainer with a kind smile until the stone doors to the office closed behind them, at which point he promptly slumped his shoulders, paced to the front of his massive desk, and toppled headfirst into the pile of cushion chairs. A long, wordless groan floated out from somewhere within the pillowy depths as the President burrowed his way beneath the surface.

A smirk found its way onto my face as I watched the Doramese leader squirm out of sight. My opinion of the man had been a constantly shifting thing since our first meeting, but in the wake of his masterful performance, it was clear I had yet to take a full measure of his true abilities; the ease with which he reigned in his unruly Kaldanic visitors spoke to a wisdom and experience beyond his years, leaving me wonder just how much his charming affability had influenced my own actions over the course of our stay in Doram.

“You handled that quite well, sir,” the Guildmaster said, leaning over the desk to peer down at Magnus.

“Why did Kaldan have to declare war tonight?” the young leader moaned. “Couldn’t it have been in the morning, after I’ve had a chance to sleep and drink some water?”

“Though unfortunate for your current wellbeing, I believe the unique circumstances of the night played to our advantage,” Halvaar replied. “The councilors seemed much more…forthright with their opinions. We may have received information they would have preferred to keep hidden from us.”

After a long pause, Magnus’s head popped out from beneath the cushions. “Do you think it’s real, Halvy?” he asked, his voice suddenly small.

“Yes, sir, I do,” the Guildmaster answered. “I’ve exchanged countless letters with Kaldan’s leaders over the years. This missive is genuine, I have no doubt.” A raspy sigh punctuated the disquiet in his voice. “I know little of Alexander Stratta, but I’m well acquainted with the aftermath of a power vacuum. Any man with ambition would see the empty seat of the Golden Throne as the ultimate opportunity. How he managed to convince the others to allow his rise, I’m not sure, but…we should treat this threat as legitimate for the time being.”

“Halvaar’s right,” I spoke up for the first time since the meeting had started. “Councilor Olten and Councilor Eppet are still alive. They were directly involved with Virram’s scheming—the Company’s invasion of Attetsia, the Shadebinders’ recent activities, and most likely, a bunch of other plots we don’t know about. I’d bet they had plans in place in case of Virram’s death, and whoever is currently in charge of Kaldan is another puppet ready to carry out their schemes.”

“I agree with Lux’s assessment,” Val added. “However, I fail to see how the Golden Throne could effectively wage war against Doram, let alone the rest of the world. Kaldan’s military lacks the manpower for a siege of that scale, and given the season, does not have the supply infrastructure to support such an endeavor. I cannot fathom a reasonable method to carry out their threats of invasion.”

The glimmer of hope drew Magnus out from his pillowy fortress. “That’s good!” His head spun like a top, looking back and forth between us and his advisor. “That’s good, right?”

“It may serve to our advantage,” Halvaar agreed. “However, I’m less inclined to believe they would make such a bold declaration without a plan in place to see it through.”

“Maybe…this was their plan,” Lia murmured. “Everything that’s been happening with the Shadebinders—maybe it was all leading up to this.” Her brow pinched together, growing more furrowed with every word she spoke. “If Doram was taken over by the Mimics, Kaldan wouldn’t really need an army to invade. They’d already have one inside the Joined Cities.”

“It would also explain their plans to activate an artifact within each country’s borders,” Val continued. “A secret alliance with the Shadebinders to fabricate a casus belli, disguised as a holy crusade…it is sickening.”

“Wait a minute,” Magnus said, scratching the dark stubble on his chin. “That’s good for us, right? Kaldan doesn’t know that you guys stopped the Mimics already—they even said so in that letter! If they’re relying on them to help their invasion, that gives us an advantage!”

“Perhaps,” Halvaar nodded. “Whatever the case may be, it would be best for us to prepare for the worst.” He pushed out from behind the President’s desk, casting an imposing shadow over the room as he stood. “I will do my best to determine the truth of this missive. Until then, this information should remain confidential—in the unlikely event that Kaldan’s declaration of war has somehow been falsified, I’d like to avoid undue panic.”

“Is there anything we can do to help in the meantime?” Lia asked.

Her offer chiseled away a layer of stress from the Guildmaster’s stony face. “I appreciate your kindness, but the knowledge that we have your support in this is already more than enough. For now, the work is mine—there are multiple threads I have yet to tug, and favors I’ve earned over my decades of service yet to be called in.”

“And that’s why Halvy’s the best!” Magnus crowed. “He’ll get this all sorted out in no time.”

“Thank you for your confidence, sir,” he bowed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, it is time for me to get to work.” He paused briefly at the President’s side to place a massive, reassuring hand on his shoulder, then strode to the door and exited the room.

“I guess that means I should get to work, too,” Magnus said, taking his rightful place in the oversized chair behind his desk. “You should all get some sleep. Try not to worry about this too much, okay? Halvy and I’ve got this handled.”

“Don’t work too hard,” Lia replied with a cheery smile. “You’ll need your sleep to be ready for whatever tomorrow brings.”

“Oh, sure, sure,” he assured her, waving us towards the door. “I’ve just got a few presidential business…things to take care of.”

“Primes watch over you, sir,” Val intoned, stopping to snap off a quick bow to the young leader before the three of us pushed through the stone doors to the hallway.

“And you, together,” he called out after us. As the guards posted at the office entrance closed the doors behind us, I turned just in time to catch a final glimpse of Magnus sitting at his desk, his head held in his hands while he stared down at the Kaldanic missive.

What do we do now? Lia’s voice appeared alongside a thin tendril of amber mana. Do you really think Kaldan will go to war with Doram? And…the rest of the world, I guess?

I do not see how that would be possible, Val answered in kind. However, whether the Golden Throne has overextended itself or found some new force to bolster its army, it would be wise for us to act as if war is on the horizon.

War. Lia’s mental voice wavered as it spoke the word, bringing far-off feelings of dread and sadness along with it. I hope it doesn’t come to that.

As do I.

Our footsteps resounding off of the walls of the presidential wing filled the gap in our conversation. Lux? Lia asked, tightening her fingers around mine.

The direct attention caught me unaware. Hmm?

Are you okay? You’ve been…uncharacteristically quiet.

I blinked at the indirect slight. Yeah, sorry. Just…thinking about everything. In truth, I had been distracted for the entirety of our meeting, only partially focusing on the drunken antics of the diplomats while my mind wandered back to my earlier meditative revelations. My nose wrinkled as I channeled my focus into chewing on the new information; the machinations of Kaldanic nobles and political posturing of war seemed like petty squabbles in the grander scheme of the world, paling in comparison to the ongoing Shadebinder plot and the sinister rivalry of my dark Chorus and Amaya’s disembodied Voice.

We need to talk to Marin and Tyr before we worry about anything else, I answered eventually. If this threat turns out to be real, they shouldn’t be in Doram when it arrives. I doubt Kaldan’s going to be marching any soldiers through the Mountain Gate anytime soon, so they’ll be a lot safer in Lybesa. Plus, having Marin there to protect Hana and Marten will help me sleep a little easier.

I agree, Val chimed in immediately. They should begin their trip before the borders begin to close.

An awkward pause grew in our conversation as we began to descend the stairs at the end of the presidential wing, my companions moving at an obviously reduced pace to match my careful gait. My overactive enhancements helped to disguise the difficulty that the movement caused me, but I was still forced to rely on Lia’s unwavering shoulder to expedite the trip down to solid ground. 

What do you want to do about Kaldan? Lia asked when the physical trial finally ended.

As we continued our trip towards our suite, the traffic in the more populated hallway immediately parted to allow us by, with guards and Stoneshapers alike pausing to watch us with varied expressions of wonder, fear, and disgust. What do you mean? I asked in return, arching an eyebrow at a particularly unabashed pair of curious acolytes.

After everything that’s happened with the Mimics, I don’t think Doram’s ready to go to war. They’re going to need our help. We turned a corner and left the onlookers behind, approaching the last turn between us and our rooms. We should help them, right?

It’s not our job to stop every fight, Lia. We have a more important mission to finish—there’s no point in defending Doram if the entire world ends. An immediate pulse of disappointment flooded our commingled auras, giving me enough pause to soften my tone before continuing. I know you want to keep everyone safe, Lia. That’s what I’m trying to do, too. I’m not saying we should ignore what’s going on out there, either—if our mission to the Eastern Forest happens to take us through Yoria, there’s no reason we can’t stop by and meet whoever’s behind the war and…convince them to see reason. A lick of heat flashed from the scar beneath my eye down to my chest, drawing a satisfied thrum from deep within my core.

Okay, Lia agreed, her voice still subdued. I understand.

When we arrived at our suite, the door opened before my hand found the handle, revealing Tyr in the entryway. “Lux,” she smiled, “you’re back. I was worried when you rushed off so suddenly—I hope everything’s alright.”

“Hey, Tyr,” I greeted her, doing my best to hide the tension in my voice. “We should…go sit down. There’s something we need to talk about.”

***


7. FOND FAREWELLS

“There it is, Mama!” Siv’s voice cut through the din of the bustling crowd as she eagerly pointed from her perch atop Marin’s shoulders. “The rail carries is coming!”

Her excited announcement increased the intensity of Tyr’s anxious fretting. “Marin, did we pack Siv’s dress in—”

“Yes,” Marin grinned, tightening her grip around Tyr’s waist. “It’s in your backpack.”

Tyr stared off into space, her pale eyes unfocusing as she verified the claim through her extended mana. “Oh, there it is,” she muttered under her breath. “Thank you, Marin.”

Her nervous aura further strained my already over-tensed muscles while we pushed our way through the densely-packed station. My hand was firmly clamped on the sword sheathed on my hip; though I knew my actions in the Shadebinder caverns beneath the city had brought a thorough end to the Mimic invasion, my mind had refused to quiet ever since we left the walls of the castle, scanning every civilian we passed for the slightest sign of trouble. My only comfort came from the overlapping pulses of mana from Val’s and Lia’s Detection, but it was clear from the utter lack of worry in their auras that the effort was for my benefit alone.

“Mama! The horses are here!” Siv’s tiny shout of excitement was quickly swallowed up in a thunder of echoing hoofbeats; a cadre of towering draft horses pulled into the station from the open entrance at the far wall, towing a fully-repaired rail carriage behind them. “I wanna pat them! Mari, let’s go pat them!”

“We have to get on the carriage right now,” Marin replied, resettling the small girl on her shoulders. “Once the trip starts, we can go watch them through the windows, okay?”

Siv seemed to physically shrink at the idea, burrowing herself deep within the cherry-red curls of Marin’s puffy hair. “I don’t want to go up to the window,” she said, her voice drained of its earlier excitement.

“Oh, sweetie,” Tyr murmured, taking Siv’s hand in hers and giving it a gentle kiss. “You don’t have to worry about that. We’re all safe now—there’s nothing to be scared of.” When Siv failed to resurface from the depths of Marin’s hair, Tyr put on a convincing smile and gave her daughter’s hand a gentle tug. “You know, if we ride the rail carriage, we’ll get all the way out to Drost tonight. We’ll be able to see the stars from there.”

A single crimson eye appeared from behind Marin’s matching curls. “Can I stay up late? To see the sky?”

Tyr laughed and stroked Siv’s silver hair. “You can stay up as late as you want tonight.”

The offer was enough to coax her back up to her full posture, but her eyes still seemed to avoid looking directly into the emptying carriage ahead of us. “We get to stay up late, Mari! And watch the horses, and see the sky!”

“You’re going to fall asleep before we get there,” Marin teased, reaching up to pinch at the small girl’s sides. “I’ll wake you up when we get out of the mountains.”

“I will not!” Siv grumped, doing her best to dodge Marin’s hands. “I’m big now! I won’t fall asle—” Her words faded to wide-eyed silence as a fresh team of horses was led to the front passenger car, clearly visible through the glass-walled carriage, and whatever trepidation was left in her instantly faded. “Mari, let’s go!” she said, leaning her weight forward to tip Marin in the right direction.

Our group followed along behind the pair, pushing through the foot traffic attempting to both board and depart the carriage. After a quick flash of our renewed Stoneshaper sanctions, a pair of guards allowed us access to the upper-class platform of the station, finally breaking us free from the throngs of workers that crowded into the already-packed rear carriages. I felt myself take the first truly deep breath of the morning, realizing all at once how claustrophobic it had made me to brush elbows with strangers who my brain was still convinced could explode at any moment.

“I guess it’s time to say goodbye,” Tyr sighed, turning to the three of us staying behind in the capital. “I’m going to miss you all so much. I know we’ve only known each other for a few weeks now, but I’m struggling to imagine what our next few days will be like without you. You’ve all become like a family to me, and to Siv, and we just—well, I just—”

Lia hopped forward and wrapped Tyr in a tight hug, interrupting her tearful speech. “We’re going to miss you too, Tyr!” Lia exclaimed, her own voice growing tight with emotion. “I can’t wait to visit all of you in your new house!”

“You’re all welcome anytime,” Tyr smiled, the kind wrinkles of her eyes and dimples of her cheeks nearly masking the fresh tears that glistened on her porcelain skin. “Let’s try to make it sooner rather than later, okay?”

“Can do!” Lia laughed, giving her a final squeeze before slipping past her to see Marin. “We’ll miss you too, Siv!”

Siv nearly threw herself from Marin’s shoulders in her attempt to hug Lia around the neck. “You should come too, Lia! We’re going to visit Mari’s house!” the girl continued to persist; despite our best efforts the night before to explain why we had to stay behind, Siv had remained adamant that Lia accompany them on their trip. She punctuated this morning’s rehashed request with a vice-like squeeze, dangling with her arms around Lia’s neck and her legs pinned to Marin’s shoulders.

“Valandra, thank you for taking such good care of us over the past few weeks,” Tyr said, bowing her head. “I’ll do my best to take care of Marin.”

“That is very kind of you,” Val replied, mirroring her bow. “Primes watch over you and your family.”

“Mari, let me down!” Siv haphazardly wiggled her way to the ground under Marin’s supervision, then took Lia’s hand in an effort to pull her towards the newly-hitched horses at the front of the carriage. “Lia, Mari said that your parents live in her house, too. Why don’t they have their own house?”

“No, Marin lives in my parents’ house,” Lia corrected her with a grin. “Marin lives there because they’re very nice people. If you tell them you’re my friend when you visit with them, I bet they’ll make you all sorts of tasty food!”

Freed from the burden of her rider, Marin hurried to her sister and wrapped her in a crushing bear hug. The sight of Val being lifted into the air was a spectacle in its own right, rivaled only by the radiant smile that crossed her face. They shared a hushed conversation, each of them stealing quick glances at various members of our party as they spoke.

I couldn’t help but grin as I watched the series of goodbyes from the sidelines. While I knew I would miss Marin’s boisterous energy and Tyr’s calming, motherly affection, my sadness was trumped by the relief of knowing they would be far removed from the front lines of our coming battles.

“I hope Lia’s telling the truth.” I jumped at the sudden sound of Tyr’s voice beside me. “You are planning to come visit us when you’re done with your work, right?”

“Given the state of the world, I’d like to avoid spending time in Kaldan as much as possible—though, to be fair, I feel that way all the time,” I chuckled. “We’ll do our best to come home as soon as we can.” If I can come home at all. I left the last thought unsaid, doing my best to ignore the looming threat of my inevitable rebirth into another world.

Tyr’s gentle smile faded from her face, informing me that a vestige of my dread had made it into my expression despite my best efforts. “How’re you feeling, Lux?” she asked, placing a hand on my arm. “I’m sure the recent news hasn’t been easy for you.”

“I’m fine,” I lied automatically. “Better, now that I can walk again. If I’d been stuck in bed when I heard Kaldan’s declaration…I’m not sure what I would’ve done.” I looked back to the rest of our joined family and let out a relieved sigh. “Now I have something I can channel my focus into—something to occupy my mind.”

“And something to throw you back into danger,” she said sadly. “I assume your plans haven’t changed, given the news?”

“No,” I reluctantly agreed, “they haven’t. It’s the opposite, actually—we’re leaving for Kaldan tomorrow.”

Tyr’s hand tightened around my arm. “That’s too soon, Lux. You shouldn’t be pushing yoursel—”

“Tyr, please,” I said, placing my hand on hers. “I don’t want you worrying about me while we’re gone. Kaldan’s soldiers…they don’t really pose a threat to us anymore. We’re not marching off to war, we’re just going to—”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” she interrupted me. “I’m not worried about your physical safety.”

I closed my eyes and let out a long sigh. “I know,” I said eventually. “I started talking about…things. It was hard, but it helped—quite a bit. It’s going to be a long process, but I’m going to be alright, Tyr. I promise.” Though the statement was technically true, the purposeful ambiguity of the conversation’s partner and topic brought the taste of bile to the back of my throat.

“I’m glad to hear it.” The softening of her features as she turned to embrace me only deepened my shame. “I know you’re going to do your best to keep everyone safe, but…please, promise me that you’ll let Lia and Val keep you safe, as well.”

“Mama!” Siv’s voice drew our attention back to where she stood beside the open carriage door, waving both her arms above her head. “Lia said it’s time to get on the carries!”

“Time to go,” I smiled, thankful for the interruption. Tyr lingered behind me for a moment when I started towards the carriage platform, watching me with a clear, motherly concern, but the expression faded as she hurried after me. 

“Hey, Lux,” Marin called out to me as we all converged at the lead car, motioning me aside with a bob of her head. The soft rasp of metal against metal scraped in my ears as she folded her gauntleted arms across her chest, watching me with narrowed eyes as I approached.

“What’s on your mi—”

“Be nice to my sister while I’m gone,” she interrupted immediately.

“I, uhm…what?” I stammered, glancing over my shoulder to look at the elder Sesaude. “Did sh—”

“She told me what happened,” she cut me off again. “About what she said at the party.” The bustle of the station filled the tense silence between us while her pale-olive eyes bored straight into my skull. “Just…be nice. That stuff’s all new to her, and she’s trying her best.”

I felt the tips of my ears begin to burn under Marin’s intense scrutiny. “O—oh. Yeah, of course,” I replied obediently.

“Make sure Lia’s nice to her, too,” she continued. “Oh, and don’t tell her I said anything, either—Primes know she’d kill me.”

“Right.” I let out a soft sigh as Marin’s serious expression melted away. “Take care of Lia’s parents while we’re gone,” I requested in turn. “Tyr and Siv, too—do whatever you have to do to keep them all safe.”

“Not a problem,” she smirked, banging the armored knuckles of the King’s Strength together. “Nobody’s going to bother us. And if they do, it won’t be for very long.”

“Let’s hope you stay hidden, then—for their sakes.” 

We lingered in our isolated spot on the train platform when our conversation reached its natural conclusion, neither one of us knowing how to say goodbye to the other. In the end, I gave her an awkward nod and a nervous chuckle before making my way back to the group, doing my best to keep my expression light and my eyes averted from Val’s.

“Okay, sweetie,” Tyr said to Siv when Marin returned, “it’s time for us to go. Say goodbye to everyone.”

Siv dashed forward and latched onto Lia’s leg. “I’m gonna miss you, Lia!” she said, speaking directly into Lia’s hip. “Come see our new house soon, okay?”

Lia knelt down and gave the small girl a proper hug. “We will, I promise!” she smiled. “Have fun on your trip!”

“I get to stay up late and see the stars!” Siv replied, pumping her tiny arms with enthusiastic vigor. “It’s gonna be cool!”

“That is very cool,” Lia laughed in agreement.

I carefully lowered myself to one knee in preparation of Siv’s coming goodbye, burning through an extra surge of mana in order to manipulate my prosthetic into a position I could comfortably balance on. I mastered the pose just in time to see a small, pale hand waving to me as Siv hopped her way back towards Marin and her mother.

“Bye Lux! Bye Val!” she sang without looking at either of us. “Lia promised she would come visit, so you should come too!”

“I hope we will be able to visit soon,” Val replied with a small bow of her head. “Primes protect you on your journey.”

“Oh, uhm—Primes watch over you,” I said as I struggled back up to my feet, feeling an embarrassed rush of heat in my cheeks.

“And you, together,” Tyr finished for her daughter. She stepped forward and embraced each of us in turn, leaving us with her final quiet goodbyes.

The shrill, discordant trill of a whistle filled the station and brought an end to our prolonged parting. “It’s time to go,” Marin said gently, placing her hand on Tyr’s shoulder.

“So it is,” Tyr murmured. After one final glance to the three of us, she turned and walked into the empty carriage, waiting just beyond the threshold for the rest of her family. Despite her excitement, Siv clung to Marin’s arm with a desperate strength as the pair followed Tyr’s lead, keeping most of her face hidden from the remembered battles of our last carriage ride. Once the trio was reunited, they made their way to the front of the car and took the booth that provided the best view of the workhorses.

An attendant arrived a few seconds later and latched the sliding glass doors shut. The soft click of the Stoneshaper mechanism echoed like thunder in my head, heralding the solemn end of my time in Doram and the connections I had made here. My mana raced along the length of the rail carriage for the hundredth time while the attendant continued on to the next set of doors; I watched every occupant with intense scrutiny through my Detection, doing whatever I could to ensure the trio’s safety before they were whisked away beyond the reach of my help or harm.

Another whistle cut three short blasts through the din of the crowd, and the horses snorted under the reins of their driver. Siv’s small face popped up from behind the bench seat when the carriage began to move, and the trio waved as they shrunk into the distance and eventually disappeared around a bend in the track.

The remaining three of us stood in silence at the edge of the rapidly-emptying platform. Lia’s fingers wove themselves between mine, tracing random paths along my palm while she held her body close to mine. A soft sniffle alerted me to the fact that she had started to cry, but before I could say anything to comfort her, she shook her head and held up a hand. “I’m fine,” she smiled through her tears. “I’m sad to see them go, but I know it’s the best thing for them. I just...miss them already, is all,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle.

I laid a kiss on the top of her head and hurried to find any words that could give her comfort. “I’m sure they’re going to miss us, too,” I said. “Well, you, anyways. I’m not sure Siv will give much thought to Val or me now that we’re out of sight.”

Lia gave me a firm nudge with her shoulder. “Don’t say that! Siv loves the both of you just as much as she loves me.”

“It is kind of you to say, Lia,” Val said, “but I believe Lux has the right of it. I understand that my demeanor is not one that would endear itself to children—they require a certain degree of whimsical spontaneity, which I most certainly lack.”

I bobbed my head along with Val’s assessment. Though it was obvious in retrospect, I hadn’t noticed the clear difference between my relationship with Siv and the one she shared with Lia and Marin. “I guess I’m not great with kids,” I laughed, scratching the back of my head. “It’s probably for the best, if I’m honest. Danger tends to find me no matter where I go—which doesn’t exactly make for a family-friendly environment.”

“Maybe you tend to find danger wherever it goes,” Lia replied. “You’re not much more than a big kid yourself, you know.” She attempted to hide her obvious exasperation by poking at my side teasingly, her jabs just slightly rougher than necessary. “Siv will be excited to see you when we get back home, regardless of what you two think about it. Now, let’s get going—we’ve got somewhere to be, and I can’t look at these empty tracks anymore.”

Our trip back to the castle was a less boisterous affair than our earlier walk to the rail carriage station. In spite of my lingering distaste for the bustling crowd, some small part of me found the anonymity of the densely-packed foot traffic freeing; with my shining Stoneshaper prosthetic concealed beneath my pant leg and boot, I failed to draw any fascinated stares or curious whispers from the passing pedestrians. Even so, my Detection swept out to hold a defensive radius more than a block wide in every direction, forcing the background enhancements that kept me upright into overdrive in order to parse the vast swathes of information the mana returned to me. I allowed myself to relax only after we had passed through the gates of the keep, swaying for a moment as my mind slowed back to its normal pace.

“Lux, are you sure you do not wish to join us in our Stoneshaping lesson today?” Val asked while we crossed the plaza towards the castle proper. “Guildmaster Halvaar has once again extended the invitation to you.”

“It’s not a matter of want,” I answered. “The two of you already have a head start on me after your lessons last night, even if they were cut a bit short. I can learn Stoneshaping from you on the road after you’ve figured it out.” My eyes fell to the path beneath our feet, peering through the seamless stone to where my true objective lay hidden somewhere far below us. “If we’re going to leave tomorrow, there are other things I need to learn—things I can only learn here.”

“But we don’t have to leave tomorrow,” Lia protested, reviving our party’s argument from the previous night. “You don’t have to rush yourself, Lux. There’s time—”

“No, there isn’t,” I cut her off, frustrated by the contentious topic. “If we want to have any chance of stopping this war before it starts, we need to leave now. The Shadebinders are already ahead of us—months ahead, judging by their journals. We can’t afford to wait here and get caught in a siege. I don’t know what they’re planning in the Eastern Forest, but if it goes unhindered for long enough, a war with Kaldan will be the least of our worries. There’s a chance I can find out what they’re trying to do, and I’m going to take it.”

There was a long pause before either of my companions spoke again, and when one did, the words were spoken directly into my mind. You don’t have to talk to them alone, Lia said silently. I can come with you.

I…don’t want you to see them, I answered. Not after what I did.

Lux, it’s okay. You don’t have to hide th—

Please, Lia, I interrupted her. Let me do this. Please.

Lia pulled me down by the shoulder and pressed her forehead against mine. Okay, she answered eventually. I trust you.

Thank you, I replied, squeezing her hands in mine. I love you.

Forever.

I looked up from our tender exchange and met Val’s eyes. “Learn everything you can,” I said, “and I’ll do the same.”

“We will,” she assured me. “I will speak with the Guildmaster about our promised provisions and oversee their preparation this evening.”

“Perfect,” I nodded. “I’ll have a chance to talk with him tonight when he puts the finishing touches on my leg. Let me know if any issues come up before then.”

We passed through the front doors to the castle and paused in the grand entryway before heading in opposite directions. “Stay safe, Lux,” Val said with a slight bow.

“Thanks,” I answered, mirroring her gesture. “See you soon.”

Lia hesitated when Val turned to ascend the massive staircase ahead of us, lingering just long enough to give me a final, concerned look, but she hurried off to Val’s side a moment later without any further protests. I took a deep, centering breath before heading in the opposite direction, passing through a heavy set of metal doors that led to a steep, spiraling staircase. Twin feelings of dread and pride tugged at my heart as I took my first steps, descending through the cold, stale air towards the living records of my sins that awaited me deep within the bowels of the castle.

***


8. COLLECTIVE CONSCIOUSNESS

The soft clatter of a hundred metal keys dueled our heavy footfalls for dominance within the echoing stone corridor of Syndrai’s dungeon. My Stoneshaper guide held out a sputtering oil lamp to light our way through the maze of empty cells; our current surroundings were a far cry from the beautifully adorned halls of the castle above us, built from rough-hewn sandstone and lit by large, metal braziers hung at irregular intervals. A chill crept into the air as we passed through a low archway and descended yet another set of stairs, taking us down to what I counted to be the seventh level of the prison.

My chaperone stopped before a stout metal door, peering through the tiny barred window that was built into its center. “This is it,” he said in a gruff voice.

There was a pause as I waited, expecting him to unlock the door and lead me inside. “So I should…go in, then?” I asked when it became clear my guide had no intention of moving on.

He stared through the window for another long moment before finally turning to face me. The deeply-weathered lines of his tan face were set into a permanent frown, matching the hard angle of his bushy eyebrows and the cold look in his dark blue eyes. “The Guildmaster informed me someone would be visiting the lowest cells,” he croaked, ignoring my question. A gnarled finger pulled open his robe and ran across the keyring affixed to his belt, searching through the crowded collection by feel alone while he held my gaze. “He also informed me I wouldn’t be required to accompany said visitor.”

That’s for the best. I flashed him the most pleasant smile I could muster in light of our surroundings and looked ahead to the barred window. “I appreciate you bringing me this far,” I told him. “I can take it from here.”

“Mhmm,” he grunted. His fingers finally clasped one of the multitude of unmarked keys on his ring, but he made no move to unlock the door. “We’ve been instructed not to speak with the prisoners, as well as to avoid spending any more time than is necessary in their wing. That order has been waived, specifically for you, by Guildmaster Halvaar.” His deep-set eyes narrowed as he looked me up and down, lingering for an uncomfortably long time on my scarred cheek. “I take it you’re…familiar with what you’ll find in there?”

My nostrils flared indignantly at the loaded question. “I’m the one who caught them, so yes, I’m quite familiar with who’s inside,” I answered, my voice lacking the pleasant warmth it had held moments ago. I traced a finger up my neck, following the black lines that wrapped up across my cheek as I continued. “They’re the ones who gave me this, so I’m familiar with what they can do, as well.” The outright lie felt strange on my tongue, but the twisted sense of satisfaction I felt seeing the man’s obvious remorse and embarrassment overcame my misgivings.

“Apologies,” he replied, bowing his head. “Primes protect you.” He kept his face parallel to the floor while he inserted the key into the reinforced metal door, struggling momentarily against the disused lock until it finally relented with the piercing shriek of unoiled hinges. “Knock four times when you’ve finished your interrogations, and I’ll come to let you out.”

I brushed past the Stoneshaper without another word, peering down at him from the corner of my eye while I entered the restricted wing of the dungeon. What have they been telling you? The hem of a padded doublet poked out from beneath the collar of his cream-colored Stoneshaper robes, trembling from exertion as the guard quickly shouldered the door shut behind me. Do you still think these Shadebinders are a threat? A tongueless woman and a…

I shook my head and let the thought die, hardening my jaw against the memory of the last time I had seen Kord. My eyes scanned back and forth across the dim space before me as I worked up the resolve to take my first step forward, quickly spotting a stark difference between my current location and the numerous floors above me. The walls to my left and right that would normally have been lined with adjacent cells were instead solid, blank sandstone; only a few dozen cells existed in the restricted wing ahead of me, all well-spaced and isolated from one another at the far end of the hallway. Though the torches next to the wing’s exit were well-fueled and snapping against the cold, underground air, those that sat watch beside the prison cells gasped for life, sputtering along as best they could given their obvious neglect.

It was a combination of my desperate desire for knowledge and a smoldering pride in my chest that finally forced me to move. My footfalls crashed back at me in the tight, unadorned hallway, signaling my approach to whomever waited at the opposite end. I slowed as I came upon the first cell to my right and let out a short sigh when I found the space empty of any occupants. A thin mattress sat on a raised slab of stone on the right wall with a primitive toilet set into the opposite corner, the pair of objects alone in the otherwise barren cell. The sight reminded me of my stay in Yoria’s dungeons, bringing a mocking curl to the corner of my mouth. “At least Doram’s dungeons are dry,” I muttered.

A soft gasp and a scuffle of cloth against stone whispered out from my left. I whirled around into a combat-ready crouch just in time to catch the frayed ends of a gray ponytail disappearing behind the corner of the next cell on my left. “Shaper Kari.” The words oozed from my mouth in a stream of biting venom. Whatever trepidation that had slowed my steps evaporated in the rising heat from my chest, and I stalked to the doorless iron bars with renewed purpose.

I found the once-proud Stoneshaper dressed in a simple cream-colored tunic and pants, stripped of the flowing robes and ornamental colors of her previous post. My heart thrummed in triumph as she flattened herself against the far wall of her cell in terror, scrabbling against the sandstone to no avail. I saw the fear in her wide, pale eyes and the hopeless strain of dread in her homely wrinkles, but it was her jaw that pleased me most: Jagged bolts of darkness streaked down her neck from the scarred flesh around her mouth, where her pitch-black lips hid a mutilated tongue somewhere inside.

“It looks like you remember me,” I smiled. A wordless whine escaped her lips as soon as I began to speak. She rushed to the far corner of her cell and crouched behind the bed, hiding her face behind her arms. “You see, I was worried we might have to make our introductions for a second time—our time together was so regrettably brief, after all,” I continued, delighting in every word. “I seem to recall that you said something to my friend Val the last time we were together. Do you remember what that was?” The pitiful drone of her whimpering grew louder as I waited for an answer I knew would never come. “Do you remember what you did to her?”

The heat in my chest continued to grow as I stared at her in disgust, my emotions whipped into a frenzy by my memory of her underhanded attack against Val. “LOOK AT ME!” I boomed in a chorus of stolen voices, jamming my face against the bars of her cell. Metal squealed as my grip began to collapse the wrought iron that separated us, leaving perfect indentations of my fingers along their length. “STAND UP AND FACE ME!”

She sprang up all at once, quivering like a drawn bow. Tears streamed down her face, disappearing into darkness the instant they dropped below the scarred line of her cheek, but her wide eyes never left mine.

“Better,” I sneered. “Now, tell me what you did to her.”

Her blackened lips twitched into the long-forgotten shape of silent words as she shook her head back and forth.

A wicked smile crossed my face as she failed to meet my impossible demand. I reached between the bars of her cell and held my hand palm-up before me; before I even had a chance to think my desire into action, a swirl of black flame roared to life, rippling like water across my scarred skin. “Tell me—”

My order was interrupted when Kari opened her mouth and began to ululate, filling the prison wing with a horrific, blood-curdling wail. I stood in stunned silence as I looked over the full extent of the damage I had done to her for the first time. A featureless black hole led back to the Stoneshaper’s throat, devoid of teeth, tongue, or tonsils, and although they were well out of view, her broken, warbling screech told me that her vocal cords could never hope to imitate speech again.

The combined horrors of my eyes and ears cut through the fog that had fallen over my mind, and I saw just how far the dark energy of the tortured Chorus within me had spread. Stop, I commanded, pulling back on the tide of void sweeping up from my core. Look at her—you’ve already found your justice here. Let me handle this. To my great relief, the pressure of the deathly presence began to subside, though not without a rumble of displeasure deep within my chest.

“Enough,” I ordered. The prideful triumph I felt at the sight of Kari’s injuries died as the Chorus’s influence faded, leaving me with a nauseated stomach full of shame and disgust. Still, I left the void flame burning in my hand as I stared into the eyes of my former victim; as much as it revolted me, I knew her fear was the easiest route to the information I needed, and my crackling ball of deathly fire was its catalyst.

“It seems as though I’ll have to find what I need from you myself,” I spat, continuing in my dark charade as best I could. “Be a dear and try your best to comply.” The black fire crackled angrily in my palm as I turned my hand to point in her direction. “Unless, of course, you’d like to find out what this would do to the rest of your body.”

The Shadebinder woman threw herself forward onto her knees and pressed her forehead to the floor, her clasped hands wringing over her head in an obvious plea for mercy. With her terrified, hollow eyes finally averted, I snuffed out my threatening void-fueled flame and stored the energy in the crystal dagger affixed at my hip, allowing myself a single, silent sigh of relief. A tendril of brilliant blue mana snaked its way across the sandstone and lashed out like a whip towards the penitent Stoneshaper; it smashed through her pale-yellow barrier of unconscious mana without resistance, surging through her mind like thunder in a show of absolute dominance. I kept the energy well wide of her core, taking every precaution to ensure our sensations remained distinctly separated.

Hello, Kari, I spoke directly into her mind. Her entire body went stiff at the disembodied sound of my voice, but she slowly drew herself up from the ground and sat back on her heels, watching me with a primal mix of fascination and terror. Yes, that’s right, I cooed, my voice bathed in false comfort. I’m just here to ask you a few questions. Do your best to answer them, and you’ll never have to see me again.

A muddled string of unintelligible thoughts buzzed at the forefront of her mind, repeating in different cadences and patterns until I finally discerned her meaning. Are…you…him?

Am I him? Am I the monster that stole control of your Order from you? Harsh, booming laughter rumbled through her mind while I hid my discomfort with the comparison. No, Kari, I’m me. I’m the real deal, the progenitor. Your abomination is dead—him, and the rest of your Mimic army.

In spite of her circumstances, the Shadebinder’s expression relaxed. That was…a mistake. Her internal voice was a small, quavering thing, nothing like the cold rasps that she had spoken with during our initial meeting beneath Marsta’s mines.

That’s the price of playing with borrowed power you don’t fully understand, I snapped. You and the rest of your Shadebinders have brought nothing but death to this world with your scheming, and for what? Power? Political leverage? More bodies for your mines?

It was the only way to save Doram from itself, she answered, her mental voice growing more confident with every word. Our leadership has failed us—the Guild’s stagnant ambition would bankrupt us, expedited by the Magnusson line’s lavish expenditures. The only way—

Kord was more than willing to explain your excuses already, I thundered over her. I don’t care about your politics, or the lies you told yourself to help you sleep at night. I didn’t come here to save Doram—I came to stop the Shadebinders. The fact that I did both at once doesn’t change anything.

You have doomed Doram, she countered, a slight air of haughty indignance coloring her voice. You may have uprooted my Order, but Doram will die a frigid, starving death because of you.

Let it die, then. I slowly crouched down onto the balls of my feet, meeting her eyeline directly. My concern is for the sake of the world, not a few buildings hidden under the mountains. We both know your Order extends well beyond the tunnels of the Joined Cities, Kari.

The woman reeled backwards as I forced a vision of my time beneath Shadowmine into her head, amplifying the putrid scent of rotting Serathid and the vivid streaks of blood that painted the hidden marble halls. I felt my lip twitch in amusement while she struggled to keep her composure amidst the onslaught of foreign memories; the vengeful assault continued until I felt the insidious burn of void energy tracing up and down my weave of scars, alerting me once again that my darker impulses weren’t entirely my own.

Odwell gave you the relic that made your Mimics, I snarled at her, channeling the Chorus’s vindictive aims into my questioning. He didn’t do it out of some deep concern for Doram’s economy—he didn’t know what it did any more than you. No, he had his own plans, and you were just a small part of them. Why did he give you the relic? What was his overall goal?

I was…never told. 

Despite her quick adaptation to our wordless conversation, the hesitance in her mental voice told me there was something hidden behind her feigned ignorance. Are you lying to me, Kari? My mana thundered through her mind, immediately knocking her down into a trembling heap on the floor. Odwell had four relics. You may have been using yours for your own purposes, but there was a larger plan at work. Doram, Lybesa, Kaldan, and the Eastern Forest—what was Odwell trying to do?

I swear, I—I don’t know! Her voice fought through a thick layer of static as she struggled against the intense pressure of my extended energy. He said it was…was from King Yorrell. There was…something, but I can’t—please, I can’t remember!

I released my suffocating grip with a frustrated growl. Try. Harder. A hollow, throaty gasp filled the prison while the tortured Shadebinder struggled to catch her breath, sucking lungfuls of air through her ruined throat. Show me what you’ve seen, I snapped impatiently. I’ll find the truth for myself.

After a long moment of her horrible panting, Kari looked up at me in confusion. Show you?

Did you already forget? I’m in your head. I forced another vision into her mind, this time one we were both intimately acquainted with: Black gouts of smoke poured from her mouth as I burned away her tongue, forcing her to relive the torture from an outside perspective. Find your memories of Odwell and focus on them. I’ll do the rest.

A terrified whimper came from somewhere behind the Shadebinder’s hands as she hid her face, desperately trying to escape the inescapable memory. Though my abuse had long since passed the point of interrogative necessity, Kari made a valiant effort to right herself in the face of her fear, taking a deep breath and closing her eyes while she attempted to meet my demand.

Fragmented whispers slithered across the surface of my mind, too foggy and unfocused to follow in full. My teeth grated in silent frustration while I watched her struggle to project even a flicker of her faraway memory. I knew that it would be a simple matter to find the information I needed if I suffused her core with mana and fully joined our minds, but the thought of sharing the senses of the broken Shadebinder sent a shiver down my spine; the potential of allowing her access to my own secrets was enough to reject the idea outright, but a deeper, sickening fear of what her unfettered memories would show from our first encounter roiled in my gut.

Kari’s unwavering mental resolve created a ceaseless stream of half-remembered sights and sounds which I mined for information with the utmost care. It was difficult to gauge how long we sat together in the underground dungeon; the only indication that time had continued to pass was the constant improvement of my partner’s skill. What started as indistinct flashes of light eventually became full, unblemished images, and the jumbled hiss of static began to resolve itself into intelligible language. A seed of admiration for the Stoneshaper’s persistence began to grow in my mind, but I uprooted the emotion with extreme prejudice, refusing to allow a single thought of her humanity to flourish.

“The first of four.”

An unfamiliar voice cut through the silence when Kari’s memory suddenly snapped into perfect focus. I watched from her perspective as she passed through a familiar underground passage, walking side-by-side with a man I had never seen before. He wore an ill-fitting Stoneshaper acolyte’s robe, too tight in the chest and dragging along the floor behind him, and he carried a silk-shrouded box in his arms. The man stood at least a head shorter than Kari, with a wide-set face, dirty blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, and friendly brown eyes.

His voice echoed down the empty hall with a genial, bouncing lilt while he continued to speak. “It’s quite an honor to be the first site of activation. You should be proud, Kari.”

“Thank you, sir,” she answered with a bow. “If I may ask, how was I deemed deserving of such an honor?”

The man chuckled and waved a hand out in front of him. “Your branch of our Order is by far the most well-preserved. You command a majority of our practicing members, as well as…well, just look around you.” The pair passed through an archway onto a narrow bridge that hung over a perfectly spherical chamber of glittering voidglass. “It’s only natural that our first activation would be here, in one of the most glorious sites of our Order.”

“You honor me, Horace.”

I had already guessed who her unnamed conversational partner had been, but hearing the Shadebinder’s name spoken aloud set a fire burning deep in my gut.

“From your recent letters, it sounds as if your branch of the Order has begun to rebuild, as well,” Kari continued.

“Oh, as best we can,” he smiled, trotting along beside her as they made their way to the altar at the center of the suspended bridge. “Councilor Gullen recently inducted a priestess from the Unity Cathedral, but she is currently on assignment. We have remained otherwise stagnant, though I’m sure our fortunes will soon change.” He stopped before the dark stone altar and set his burden at its center, pulling away its cover and unfastening the box’s latches. “This will change everything.”

His prize sparkled with enchanting beauty through Kari’s eyes. A crystal decanter sat secured at the center of his well-padded case; though it held nothing in its elegantly faceted reservoir, light seemed to linger in its depths, flowing more slowly than it otherwise should. “What is it?”

“An ancient artifact of our Order,” Odwell answered, carefully extricating the relic from its case and setting it down on the altar. “King Yorrell had it delivered to our sanctuary in Shadowmine, alongside a trio of other wonderful relics. With these, we can return our Order to its former glory.”

“How?” Kari extended her hand out towards the decanter, but she hesitated a moment before making contact and quickly withdrew. “What can it do?”

“That, my dear, I leave for you to discover,” he said through a toothy smile. “The time it would have taken to fully catalog the function of each artifact is time we can’t afford to waste. Besides, it’s not the specific function that matters—simply the activation and continued operation is all that’s required.”

She folded in a dutiful bow, dipping her head down to the level of the low altar. “I will catalog its functions thoroughly,” she answered him. “However, I must confess that I remain confused as to our ultimate goal in this endeavor. How is it that the function of this relic is independent of th—”

Odwell placed a hand on her shoulder and sighed with a patronizing whistle. “In due time, my dear,” he chortled. “All you need know for now is that this artifact’s continued operation is of vital importance to our Order’s expansion. While you may find brilliance through its function, as I’m sure we all will with our own relics, the coordination of the four is our higher goal. Their Unity shall lead to ours, one might say—the activation of these artifacts across our great continent will force the world to remember the name of our forgotten Primeval, and true Unity will finally be achieved.”

“I see.” Kari’s reticent face hid a dozen burning questions over Odwell’s flowery language. “I trust in your judgment, Binder Odwell.”

“Oh, we don’t use affectations like that in Kaldan,” the stout man smiled. “Just Horace, if you please.” He clapped his hands together and began to roll up his tight-fitting sleeves, revealing a branching web of black scars that wove down past his elbows. “Now, let’s begin the activation ritual. I trust you have the necessary tools to—”

I severed my connection to the Shadebinder’s memory with a gasp, breaking free from the trance of her shared visions. The exertion of her mental projection appeared to catch up to her all at once; her shoulders slumped as her head lolled forward, causing her to teeter dangerously on unstable knees. She really doesn’t know, I thought to myself, watching Kari with a strange sense of pity. Odwell was keeping her in the dark.

“Where is the Lybesian branch of your Order?” I asked, fighting my futile frustrations with more questions. “How many of you are there?”

None. The Order…is long abandoned. Her mental voice was halting and heavily slurred as she struggled to continue our conversation through her obvious exhaustion. They were…in the mountains. Northeast of Oraille. Entrance from…the Maw. She brushed a wild strand of silver hair from her face while she tried to regain an upright position, waving away my question with her other hand. Empty for…decades, at least.

“And what about the Eastern Forest?” I continued. “Do you have some kind of hidden sanctuary out there, too?”

No. She raised a sluggish eyebrow at me while she swayed like a leaf in the wind, one gust away from falling to the floor. There’s nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.

The familiar words caught my breath in my throat. Cold, creeping terror began to branch out through my chest as I stared at her, dumbfounded. “Why—” I held a hand to my mouth to cover my weak, wavering voice. My jaw cracked as I ground my teeth and attempted to swallow my fear, bottling it up deep within me and replacing it instead with a fresh burst of anger. “Why did you say that?” I hissed, jamming myself against the bars of her cell.

My sudden movement caught Kari by surprise, and she threw herself backwards to avoid my wrath. It’s true! I swear, there’s nothing of—

“No!” I snapped. “Why did you say those words?” As I stared into her terrified eyes, I heard the innocuous phrase resonating through my memories, echoed in the casual voices of my friends and family. Neon crimson flashed just behind my eyes, illuminating an endless expanse of trees that stretched out in all directions over a subterranean field of twisting voidglass. “I’ve heard that phrase before—what does it mean?”

The Shadebinder’s fear was rivaled only by her confusion. I—I don’t understand! It’s well known that the Eastern Forest holds nothing of value—there’s no other meaning to the words! 

I could feel the truth in her desperate explanation, but the answer only served to disturb me even further. Something’s wrong. A formless anxiety buzzed at the back of my mind, churning my stomach as it warned me of a threat I couldn’t see. This isn’t the Shadebinders—it’s something…beyond them. I fought to collect the disparate scraps of information I knew about the Eastern Forest, but my mental fog continued its unstoppable advance, rolling over my thoughts until the only thing that remained in my head was a deafening, high-pitched whine.

A crackling wheeze rasped in my ear and drew my attention back to my surroundings. Whether some small part of my consciousness had leaked through my aura and alerted Kari to my unease or my expression had given the thoughts away, the result was the same: The scarred Shadebinder woman stood only a few feet from the bars of her cell as she studied me with zealous fascination, her earlier terror entirely absent from her face.

I caught myself a moment before my instincts forced me to recoil. “You know what’ll happen if I find out you’re lying, right?” I whispered, unable to maintain the brutality of my earlier void-fueled tirade.

I’m not lying. I swear it on the Primes, she interrupted, her voice finding the confidence mine had lost.

The last embers of the fire burning in my stomach died out all at once. I turned away from the cell and stepped away, hiding whatever broken expression I knew had taken over my face. “Goodbye, Kari,” I murmured, withdrawing the tendril of mana connecting our thoughts. A shiver ran its way down my spine as the world returned to solitary silence. I need to get out of here. I gave the line of cells one final look as I prepared to leave, pointedly keeping my back to the Shadebinder the entire time. Maybe Lia and Val will kno—

“Kord.” The name fell unbidden from my lips, a reflex that saved me the indignity of a loud, terrified gasp. Two glassy black eyes stared out from the cell beyond Kari’s; the unmoving, unfeeling orbs had no distinguishing features, but I could still feel the judgment of his gaze. Without the concealing bulk of his freshly-earned Stoneshaper robes, Kord looked somehow even less imposing than he had before our confrontation in the ambassador suites; the matching tunic and pants he wore revealed his thin, bony arms, each of which was marked from elbow to shoulder by a thin weave of black scars.

I attempted to keep my eyes centered squarely on the young man’s chest as I made my reluctant approach, but I lacked the conviction to resist looking up at the damage I had done to his once-friendly visage. A black handprint sat squarely over the upper half of his face, covering his nose, eyes, and forehead. Jagged branches of darkness shot out from the mark in all directions and wrapped up around the top of his now-bald head; the burst of scars continued down around his neck onto his chest, where the thinning black tendrils disappeared beneath the collar of his tunic. Through all of his disfigurements, Kord stared straight through me at some faraway point beyond the walls of the prison, showing no obvious sign that his mutilation caused him any sort of discomfort.

My lips trembled as I tried to find the words to express all of my regret, disgust, and hatred for the man who had once been my friend. “You’re still alive,” I muttered, failing myself on every front.

The words passed over him to no effect. In the long stretch of silence that followed, I realized that Kord wasn’t actually staring at me: His blackened eyes continued to gaze blindly down the hallway towards Kari’s cell, oblivious to the motion only a few feet away from him.

Bile splashed in the back of my throat when I finally realized what he was looking for. “Kord,” I repeated more firmly, pulling on the void stored within my dagger. Wisps of dark smoke oozed from my fingertips, coalescing into a tiny ball of crackling fire in my palm.

“Oh, Lux,” the ruined man replied immediately, his eyes locking onto the deathly flame. “I did what you told me to do. After you left, Halvaar brought me down to the dungeon here, and he put me in this cell right beside Shaper Kari and then he left me here for a long time, but he eventually came back and I answered all the questions he asked me just like you told me to.”

I cringed as his unceasing chatter grated against my ears. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him lots of things,” he answered, his head bobbing side to side. “He asked me who else in the Stoneshapers’ Guild was part of my Order, and how long we had been here, and why we made the Mimics, and how we made the Mimics, which I tried to explain but I don’t know exactly how it works myself even though I saw it happen a few—”

“Stop,” I interrupted, blooming the void flame in my palm. He immediately followed the command, freezing in place mid-word with his mouth still agape. The flickering light of the black fire seemed to sap the color from our shared space, intensifying the contrast of his pale skin against the wicked scars I had left on him. His ghastly countenance stole the words that were to be my next question and left me to stare at him in shameful silence. Kord appeared more than willing to oblige the quiet; his unblinking eyes never strayed from the void fire, staring blankly into its flickering depths.

When the empty space between us became too heavy to bear, I took a deep breath and braced myself for what I knew would happen next. “Kord, what do you know about the Eastern Forest?”

The blackened skin above his eyes wrinkled as the young Shadebinder pondered the question, breaking the impassive expression he had held since my void had changed him. “I’m not, uhm…there’s nothing of…” he mumbled, his words suddenly slow and thoughtful. “I don’t think there’s anything in the, uhm, the Eastern Forest, but…” He paused and scratched at his face where his eyebrows used to be. “I…don’t know.”

His indecision disquieted me almost as much as the content of his answer. “Do you know anything about Horace Odwell’s plans?”

“I wasn’t a full Shadebinder when Horace was here but I know he was the one that brought the relic that Shaper Kari used to initially create the Mimics,” he replied, his cadence quickly returning to its usual breathless babble. “She told us that Horace said we were the best Shadebinders in the world and that we were the first one to activate our relic, but there were other relics he was going to activate in other places that would eventually return our Order to its rightful place in Unity and let us practice in the open. I don’t think that’s the plan anymore but we haven’t heard from Horace in months so I don’t know if—”

“What do you mean?” I bowled over him before he could chitter his way into a new topic. “Why do you think the plan changed?”

His head tilted disturbingly far to one side, hovering almost level to the floor. “Guildmaster Halvaar told us that you destroyed the relic that Horace brought us and got rid of all the Mimics, even the one that took over running the Shadebinders while we were in prison, and that we would never see the light of day again and that our Order would die in the dungeons below the capital because we were unholy betrayers of the Primevals’ gifts, so Horace’s plan to have all the relics activated at once can’t work anymore.”

The thought of Halvaar cursing the imprisoned Shadebinders so enthusiastically brought a small grin to my face, and I allowed Kord to continue his ceaseless chatter.

“Kari said that we weren’t allowed to know Horace’s true goals but I always thought that she just didn’t know what they were either. I never told Kari because I was just an acolyte but my guess was that Horace wanted to use as much Shade as possible to show the world how powerful it could be and that we should be allowed to help society like the other branches of Unity do,” he explained. “Did you know that the relics just kept working on their own after they were activated and didn’t need us to pray over it unless we wanted to use extra Shade to make more Mimics like the one from your blood? Shade would help the world a lot more than Stoneshaping does but nobody will admit it because they call us heretics even though it is an unlimited resource and—”

“Enough, Kord,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. A dull throb pulsed just behind my eyes as the deluge of disordered information was picked apart, analyzed, and re-sorted into a usable form in my mind. “I don’t want to hear any more.”

He hunched forward in a strange imitation of a bow before returning to a normal, upright posture, keeping his blank eyes locked on my void flame the entire time. The immediate fury I had felt in my conversation with Kari was nowhere to be found with the young Shadebinder; instead, a steadily growing mix of shame and obligation festered in my gut, weighing down on me until I could no longer ignore it.

“Kord, I’m leaving Doram tomorrow. I won’t be coming back for a long time,” I intoned, carefully extending my flaming hand towards him. “While I’m gone, you need to listen to Halvaar—answer any questions he asks you, and follow any orders he gives. If you do that, he’ll let you live.”

“Is that important?” he asked, his eyes widening in the face of the dark flame. “Living?”

I turned my face down towards the floor and chewed on the inside of my lip, gnashing away until the taste of iron hit my tongue. No, I thought bitterly, not for you. You’re already dead. The weight of just how much mental damage I had done to the friendly, intelligent young man we had met only a few short weeks ago crushed down on me in full, and I swallowed against a tight lump in my throat. “Yes, Kord, living is important. You need to live for as long as you can.”

“Okay, Lux, I will,” he promised. “I’ll stay alive until you come back.”

Unable to stand the sight of my sins any longer, I snuffed out the flame and turned away, taking long strides down the empty hallway towards the exit. My eyes were locked on the reinforced door at the far end of the hall, but I caught a quick glimpse of Kari in my peripheral vision as I passed her cell, sitting with her knees tucked against her chest on her small cot. A visceral desire to break my composure and sprint away screamed through every inch of muscle in my body, but I held the impulse in check until I reached the end of the hall and pounded on the barred door.

A low yelp echoed out through the small, barred window, and the weathered blue eyes of my escort appeared a moment later. “You’re done, then?” he asked, leaning side to side as he peered past me down the hall. “I was beginning to worry I’d have to come in there to get you.”

I raised an eyebrow at the statement, but I let my curiosity pass unsated. “Yes, I’m done,” I answered. “I’ve spent enough time down here for one lifetime, at least.”

The guard disappeared with an amused snort, and the heavy thump of old tumblers rumbled out from the door a moment later. I slipped out of the dungeon as soon as the door creaked open and took a deep breath of the sooty, torch-warmed air on the other side. “Did you…find what you were looking for?” the guard asked once the door was safely closed and latched again.

“I’m not sure. Conversation with those two is…difficult, to say the least,” I sighed.

“Primes know,” he said, somewhere between a prayer and a curse. “Now, let’s be rid of this place.”

I gladly obliged the guard’s request and followed him up the stairs. The air immediately warmed around us, but I still felt a chill in my bones that clung to me for the entirety of our return trip to the castle. No matter how much distance I put between myself and the dungeon, the words of the Shadebinders continued to spin inside my head, sparking new and old anxieties alike and unraveling memories that were better kept locked away in the deepest recesses of my mind.

---

“We’re back!”

The false sun that hung over Syndrai shone with brilliant orange light when Val and Lia finally returned from their training. I sat alone on a couch in the common room of our suite, planted exactly where I had landed after returning from the dungeon over an hour earlier; even though Kari and Kord had held little in the way of new information about Odwell’s plans for the Shadebinders, my thoughts had been consumed with their offhand, near-identical descriptions of the Eastern Forest.

Lia hurried through the foyer with an animated, loping stride, holding her hands surreptitiously behind her back as she wove through the maze of furniture. “How did it go in the dungeon?” she asked, snuggling up beside me on the couch.

“It was uneventful, thankfully,” I murmured, smoothing over the details of my wrathful encounters. “Neither of them knows anything about Odwell’s plan beyond their own roles in it. I figured as much, but it was good to make sure.” I waited until Val took a seat in an adjacent chair before I continued, quickly steering the topic in a more lighthearted direction. “How was your training with Halvaar? Were you guys able to figure out how Stoneshaping works?”

“Guildmaster Halvaar has been an excellent teacher,” Val answered. “I cannot say I understand all of the intricacies of the art, but I was able to control and shape both metal and stone into simple forms.” A small smile appeared on her face as she bowed in our direction. “As expected, Lia has taken to the skill much faster than I have. The Guildmaster says she may have the greatest natural talent he has ever seen.”

“Oh, stop, he didn’t say that,” Lia blushed, waving away the compliment even as her widening grin revealed how much she enjoyed the praise. “It’s not a fair comparison—I’ve been training with Lux so long that anything magical comes more easily.”

“He did say that,” Val countered. “His exact words were, ‘I believe you may possess a natural affinity for Stoneshaping, Lia. You may even surpass my own abilities after a—’”

“Okay, okay!” she interrupted with an embarrassed laugh. “It took me a while, but I think I figured out how Stoneshaping works. Knowing what we know about mana made it a lot easier to understand.”

“Glad to hear it,” I smiled, putting an arm around her shoulders. “If you’re on track to be the new Guildmaster, you should have no problem teaching me how it works, right?”

She squirmed beneath my arm with a soft laugh. “You’ll probably figure it out even faster than I did.” Her hands twiddled awkwardly down at her side, hidden from view with a seemingly purposeful turn of her torso. “We can start training tomorrow, if you want.”

I felt a strange tension fill the room as our conversation died, driven in large part by Lia’s constant fidgeting and short, sharp breaths that betrayed her dueling eagerness and hesitance to speak. Val’s steely demeanor did little to assuage my sudden worry; she watched on from behind an impassive mask, focusing on Lia’s movements with an expectant intensity. She spoke after a full minute of silence had passed, her tone remarkably soft and reassuring.

“Lia made you something during our training today.”

Lia tensed beneath my sheltering arm, taking a moment to narrow her eyes at Val before letting out a defeated sigh. “I, uhm…” she started, rocking herself side to side. “Remember how we were both going to make each other our Unity offerings, but then, well…some things happened, and we got a bit distracted?” She placed her hands on her lap, cupping them together to shelter the hidden prize within. “Halvaar told me I could use anything in his workshop for practice, and seeing as Stoneshapers make such nice jewelry, I figured…maybe it was a good time to, you know…get that done.”

A warm buzz filled my cheeks and chest, banishing the half-formed worries I had begun to imagine. “What are you being so sheepish about?” I asked, nudging her with my shoulder. “I won’t judge you if it’s all lumpy or something—it’s only your first time—”

“It’s NOT lumpy!” she laughed, returning my playful shove with a much harder rebuttal. “Unity offerings are important! I know that we did it all backwards, but this is still a big deal!” She screwed up her face while she let out a wordless groan, building in intensity until she suddenly shoved her hands up and opened her palms. “Take it!”

A beautiful sphere of woven gold bands sat in the center of her cupped hands. The likeness she had created was unmistakable: Tiny gems studded the arms of a miniature replica of the celestial projector from Jor, threaded onto a thin golden chain. I plucked the masterpiece from her hands and turned it over in my palm, marveling over its intricate craftsmanship as Lia squirmed impatiently beside me. “You made this? Today?”

“It took me all afternoon,” she said, puffing out her chest with pride. “Putting all the little gems in was the best part. You’d think something like that would take a long time, but it was way easier than getting the rings to stay in place. I originally wanted them to spin around like the real one does, but I couldn’t figure out how to make the little pins to do it—Halvaar offered to help me, but we ran out of time, so I decided to keep them all locked in place like that.”

I absorbed every word of her triumphant excitement, basking in the pure, unfiltered excitement of her description for as long as I could. A twinge of jealousy buzzed out from the repressed craftsman inside of me while I beheld the marvelous trinket; I allowed the feeling to pass unchallenged, instead folding it into the swelling pride that filled my chest. The impossibly small Doramese engravings that ran around the outside of the rings, the perfect fusing of the golden arms without a single sign of toolwork, and the precisely cut gemstones inlaid into the bands were all executed with a level of skill my blacksmith’s hammer had never achieved.

“So…” Lia trailed off, shrinking back against the couch cushions. “Do you like it?”

“Lia, I…it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen,” I breathed, carefully unhooking the clasp and securing the chain around my neck. “Of course I like it.”

“Oh!” A burst of crimson colored her cheeks as a radiant smile spread across her face. “Well, good! Because I would’ve made you wear it whether you liked it or not!” She tipped her head against my shoulder and squeezed my arm, clinging tightly to my side. A tendril of amber energy wound its way up my torso and settled at the base of my skull, flowing like liquid gold across my skin. There’s another surprise, too, she whispered in my head, tugging at the crackling ocean of mana within me. I followed her insistent direction, reaching out to the necklace with a faint pulse of energy.

The black backdrop of my Detection was immediately banished by a cloud of dazzling golden stars floating above my palms. Each of the gems that dotted the miniature projector’s golden arms shone with intense amber light, filled to their absolute limit by Lia’s mana; though the stones were no larger than a grain of rice, the energy contained within even a single one shone brighter than all of the Stoneshaper lamps in the chandelier above us. A pure, unyielding aura of love radiated out from the necklace, as clear and focused as if it were coming from Lia herself.

An ache crept into my chest as I sat in the overwhelming aura of her devotion. It started as a small pang of regret over my unfinished plans to forge Lia’s Unity offering, but I quickly spiraled down into a deeper pool of remorse and shame. There was no restraint on the love Lia suffused into every fiber of my being, but restraint was all I could offer in response. Each secret I kept from her spun a chain around the overflowing love I held in my heart, dissecting and segmenting the emotion until all that remained was a hollow echo of what I truly felt.

“Lia, I—I wish I had something to give you in return,” I murmured. “I wanted to giv—”

“No, no, don’t say that!” Lia exclaimed, bolting upright beside me. “I just—I thought that this was the only chance I’d have for a while to make you something, and seeing as Halvaar said I could use anything he had in his workshop, it seemed like the perfect opportunity.” Her hands cupped my face and bounced it gently back and forth, attempting to draw a smile out of me. “You don’t need to give me anything—I certainly didn’t make this for you expecting you to have a gift ready in return. You being happy, healthy…here. That’s all I need.” She paused for a moment and wiggled an eyebrow at me. “At least until we finish our mission and head back home. Then I’ll be expecting a gift.”

I felt my resolve begin to crack, webbing out like a shattered pane of glass under Lia’s relentlessly loving assault. “Thank you,” I said, pressing my forehead against hers. “I’ll…do my best.”

Her arms slipped under my torso and pulled me into a tight embrace. “Is there something on your mind, Lux?” she asked gently, rubbing slow circles on my back.

I’m losing my grip on my mind to a war between my darker half and a voice from the void, and I’m afraid it’s going to spread to yo—I strangled the thought before it finished, afraid that I might speak the words aloud if I let it linger for too long. “Yeah. There is,” I sighed. “There’s something I need to ask you—both of you, actually.” I turned to address Val, feeling slightly self-conscious after having ignored her for so long during my conversation with Lia.

“Of course,” she answered with a dutiful nod.

The final moment to confess my fears came and went in silence. “It’s about our mission to the Eastern Forest,” I started. “What can you tell me about it? I’ve never heard anybody talk about the place before.”

“Oh, right!” Lia laughed, her worry melting away. “Sometimes I forget that you aren’t actually from here.”

“There is very little we can tell you about it,” Val said. “There is nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.”

My hands balled into fists against my legs when I heard the expected answer. “Why did you say that?” I asked quietly. “Those words, specifically—why did you say it like that?”

The two shared a quiet look of confusion. “I do not understand,” Val replied. “Was I unclear in some way?”

“No, that’s not what I mean,” I said, fighting to keep my frustration in check. “I’ve asked a half-dozen people about the Eastern Forest, and they’ve all said the same thing. The exact same thing—right down to the word choice. Don’t you find that at least a little odd?”

“I think you might be reading into things a bit too much,” Lia chimed in. “It’s common knowledge that there’s nothing out there. I’ve never noticed it before, but maybe it’s…I don’t know, a regional expression, maybe? People probably just say what they’ve heard other people say.”

“It’s more than that,” I persisted. “There has to be something out there, right? It’s a forest—I’m sure Kaldan could use the lumber for something.”

“The Eastern Forest is made up of a specific variety of tree, colloquially called pore trees. They are made of a weak, sponge-like wood, hence the name,” Val answered. “It is of little value in crafting, and it cannot sustain a fire on its own. Similarly, the earth seems to lack the necessary nutrients to nourish anything beyond the pore trees, and it cannot be used for farming.”

“Val, it’s land—empty, unclaimed land, based on your descriptions,” I argued. “Are you trying to tell me that even Virram Yorrell, the most conniving, self-seeking rat of a king I ever met, couldn’t scheme up a single use for the land sitting unguarded on his doorstep?”

Lia placed a hand on my knee, leaning in to look up at my face. “Where is this coming from, Lux?” she asked, not unkindly. “Did something happen in the dungeon?”

A harsh sigh hissed through my clenched teeth. “No, Lia, I’m—you have to see how weird this is, right?” I clasped her hand in mine and raised it up to my forehead, desperately wracking my brain for a way to convey the anxiety I had yet to properly put to words. “Something is keeping people ou—”

My right arm tingled as a faint, curling wisp of void energy snuck out through my scars and pressed itself against Lia’s skin with an almost purposeful intent. I dropped her hand with an audible gasp and broke our physical connection before the flow of dark energy could increase. Lia drew her hands up to her chest, her wide eyes staring through me to the bank of windows on the far wall as she drew absentminded circles on her collarbone with her finger. “Primes,” I cursed, caught helplessly between wanting to shield her in my arms and throw myself in the opposite direction. “Lia, are you—”

“Lux, I…I think you’re right,” she murmured, her eyes suddenly snapping back into focus on my face. “I’ve never really thought about it before—I guess I’ve never had a reason to. I know that there’s nothing out there, but…” She bit her lip and fell silent, shaking her head back and forth while she sorted through the revelation.

“Never mind that, now,” I hushed, surrounding her in a cocoon of electric blue light. “Are you okay? Did I…?”

The corner of her lips curled into a small smile as my mana cascaded around her, but my question cocked her head to one side. “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked. “It’s a bit weird to think about, but it’s not like my whole worldview is shattered by it.” She paused and waited for a response, but I was far too absorbed with my Detection to speak. “Are you okay?”

A blinding image of Lia shone blue-gold against a sea of darkness in my mind. No matter how thoroughly I searched, I failed to find a single trace of the rogue void energy or its corrupting influence within her core. It took far longer than it should have to allow myself to pull back my mana and let go of the breath I’d unconsciously held in. I stopped it. This time. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I didn’t realize how obsessed I was about this.” I turned towards Val, hunting for a quick conversational pivot. “What about you? Do you see what I’m saying?”

She folded her hands in her lap and watched me from behind an unreadable mask. “I cannot say I have reached the same conclusion as the two of you. However, that may be enough evidence in and of itself to prove your point holds merit—after all of the things we have seen and done together, I am more apt to believe your intuition than my own logic.”

Her earnest statement left me taken aback. “Well, you don’t have to go that far with it, but…thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “I’m not sure it even matters—we’re going there regardless of whether I’m right or not.”

“We shall see for ourselves soon enough,” Val agreed. “On the eve of battle, when you have nothing left to do but wait, it is easy for your mind to create problems where none exist. These thoughts may have been conjured by our impending departure.”

“You might be right,” I sighed, fully unconvinced of my own words. “Maybe I’m just—oh!” A sudden thought returned to me and launched me up to my feet. “I still have something that needs doing before we leave Doram.”

The unexpected leap into action startled my couchmate. “What’s wrong, Lux?” Lia called after me as I hurried towards our bedroom.

“Halvaar’s waiting for me in his workshop,” I answered. “He’s going to put the finishing touches on my leg tonight. I can’t turn down an offer to make me handsomer, now, can I?” I paused at the bedroom door to flash a joking grin in her direction.

Fleeting traces of a worried grimace disappeared from her brow, driven out by a warm, reassuring smile. “Right,” she said. “Make sure you ask him if there’s anything else we need to know to keep it working—we probably won’t be back here for a while.”

“I will,” I smiled, pushing into the bedroom. The forced expression darkened as soon as I was out of sight of my companions; my thoughts immediately returned to the errant pulse of void that had nearly infected Lia, and by the time I had removed my greaves and scabbard, my head rattled from the intensity of my grating teeth. My attention turned inwards and focused in on the surface of my mana reserves, forcing a quickly mounting pressure down on the bottomless sea of light until I felt the telltale rumble of the Chorus respond.

We had a deal, I raged at the dark presence within me. They are NOT to be harmed.

WE AGREED ONLY THAT THEY WOULD NOT BE HARMED UNNECESSARILY. I heard the response echoing through my mind, sourceless and directionless. EVEN SO, WE HAVE NOT BREACHED THIS AGREEMENT—THEY WERE NOT IN DANGER.

Don’t give me that semantic bullshit! I snapped, fumbling over the clasp of my dagger’s sheath as my hands trembled with equal parts fear and fury. I don’t know what the fuck you were trying to pull back there, but it’s not going to happen again. I won’t let you corrupt them, no matter what that means for me.

YOUR FEAR OF WHAT YOU ARE CLOUDS YOUR JUDGMENT, the Chorus answered. YOU HOLD A FUNDAMENTAL MISUNDERSTANDING OF THE VOID AND THE POWER IT HOLDS. WE ARE—

Enough! The dagger finally slipped loose from my sword belt, and I hurled the dark implement across the room; it sailed through the air and landed on a plush chair in the corner, then bounced from the firm cushion onto the floor with a dull clatter. If you EVER try to hurt them again, I’ll let that Voice deal with you.

I felt a swirl of rage burn through my core. YOU WOULDN’T DARE.

I would kill myself before I let you hurt them again, I replied without a shred of doubt in my mind. They’re the only things that matter now, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe. Our deal only stands for as long as you stay in line. I released the stranglehold on my mana reserves without waiting for a response, making my intent to end our conversation clear. In spite of my provocative verbal lashing, the Chorus returned to its nebulous sanctuary in my core with little more than an irritated growl, leaving me in unexpected silence.

Having prematurely braced myself for a prolonged argument, I took the quiet moment to steady my breath and clear my head as best I could. I slipped out from the comfortable embrace of my heavy cloak and laid it out across our bed; the loss of its temperature-regulating enchantment left me defenseless against Doram’s stale cavern air, and I shuddered as a chill immediately crept through the gaps in my remaining armor.

A low groan escaped my lips while I rubbed my face in an attempt to erase the grimace I knew had taken hold of my visage before I returned to the common room. Both of my companions had their eyes fixed on the hallway when I emerged. “I don’t think I’ll be gone too long,” I told them, thankful I had returned the false smile to my face. “If you two don’t mind waiting for me, we can grab some food when I get back. We should probably try to enjoy our access to the presidential kitchens one more time before we leave, right?”

“I would enjoy that very much,” Val said with a quick bow, her hand drifting to rest on her stomach.

Lia nodded, watching me with pursed lips. Are you sure you’re okay, Lux? she asked directly in my mind. You seem…really tense tonight.

I’m fine, Lia. I promise, I answered in turn. It’s been a long day. Saying goodbye to Tyr, Marin, and Siv, meeting with the Shadebinders—I’m exhausted. The excuse for my standoffishness reminded me of how tired I truly was, offsetting a small portion of my guilt. This might be the first night I manage to sleep before a mission.

That would be nice. I felt Lia’s eyes tracking me while I made my way through the foyer. Let us know if you need anything while you’re gone, okay? And come back when you’re done—no trips to the barracks this time.

The playful lilt of her mental voice left me with a desperately needed note of levity. I will, I promise. “See you soon,” I called out when I reached the door, giving the pair a wave before exiting the room. Lia’s mana lingered with me until I came to the turn at the end of the hall, at which point it withdrew with one last pulse of comfort.

Well, you’ve certainly had a busy day. Amaya’s voice whispered in my ear the instant Lia’s presence left me, replacing the warmth of her aura with a steadily encroaching ice floe. Did you find what you were looking for?

Not you, too, I thought, weary of the parade of foreign voices speaking in my head. I can’t deal with riddles right now—unless you’re planning to give me some real information, don’t bother.

But where’s the fun in that? Amaya giggled. You’re already doing so well on your own, love. It seems to me that everyone else is just getting in your way.

I slowed my driving pace through the halls, intrigued despite my better judgment. What are you trying to say?

You should trust your intuition more, Elden. It shouldn’t matter if your little friends humor you or not. A gentle hum floated circles around my head, striking a nostalgic chord in my deepest memories. Oh, speaking of which—how is your second wife doing? It looked to me like she almost had a…dangerous encounter.

The mental sucker-punch stole the air from my lungs. She’s fine, I thought defensively, trying and failing to keep her close encounter out of my mind.

It seems your control over him isn’t quite as strong as you thought it was, she teased.

Are you just here to torment me? I snapped. Or did you actually plan to be useful today?

The sudden venom gave her pause. So tense, she cooed. A light pressure squeezed around my shoulders as I ascended the first staircase to Halvaar’s workshop, pressing down on the tightest of my knotted muscles with perfect accuracy. I know how hard it’s been for you to carry your burdens alone, love. You’ve been so strong. Nobody knows how heavy that weight is—apart from me. The harsh chill of her presence began to eat away at the tension in my shoulders, releasing the tightly-wound ball of stress little by little. I will always be by your side, no matter how hard it gets. You’re never truly alone.

A powerful feeling of relief blossomed in my chest before I could muster a defense against her suddenly loving words. I walked on in silence, far too conflicted to respond; the catharsis her voice had given me was far stronger than any I had found in my earlier conversation with my companions, the realization of which quickly filled me with guilt. The feeling festered in my gut until I reached the unadorned door of the Guildmaster’s chambers.

Thank you.

Anytime, love, she whispered, her icy presence fading as quickly as it had arrived.

I stood unmoving at the workshop door, staring down at my hands in quiet contemplation. It’s for them, I told myself, flexing my blackened fingers. I’m doing this for…them.

***


9. PARTING GIFTS

“Once I’ve finished the last three gem settings, I’ll make one final inspection of the prosthetic and consider the job complete.” Halvaar kept his eyes trained on his work as he spoke in a slow, gentle voice, answering my pestering question for the fourth time. The fluted tip of his Stoneshaper pen flicked back and forth over the surface of my metallic leg, leaving in its wake a slanted ridge of metal that perfectly encircled a sapphire the size of a Kaldanic copper piece. The gemstone was just one of the dozen sparkling sapphires that now ornamented my prosthetic; weaves of silver and dark gray alloy swirled together in a stunning depiction of interwoven rivers that crashed and churned out from deep, jeweled pools of water.

I watched the Guildmaster’s work with impatient enthusiasm from my seat at his side. A disturbingly intense anxiety had taken root in my gut the moment I removed my prosthetic and laid it out on the workbench before us, and the feeling had only grown in strength in the intervening hour of work. In spite of the fact that I had been given the masterfully engineered replacement only a day before, it felt as if I were losing the leg all over again; the stress had immediately flared up the pain in my residual limb, and I had spent the majority of my time in the workshop quietly massaging my injured thigh.

In an effort to distract myself, I had initially made a sweep of the room with my Detection, inspecting the various projects that covered the wall-to-wall benches. There appeared to have been a marked shift in the focus of the Guildmaster’s tinkering in the short time between my visits. What once was an eclectic array of half-finished passion projects had been altered to fit an obvious, unified purpose: warfare. Freshly-inked sketches depicting wild martial concepts accompanied a box of raw materials at each station, ranging from collapsible tower shields to magazine-fed crossbows. Given how little time had passed between our clandestine war council and his Stoneshaper training with Lia and Val, it was abundantly clear that Halvaar had not slept since war was declared.

When the same impatient question returned to the tip of my tongue for a fifth time, I forced myself to find a different way to distract my buzzing mind. “Have there been any updates on the…diplomatic situation with Kaldan?” I asked, watching as the final sapphire was slotted into place just above the prosthetic’s ankle joint.

A long, tremulous sigh whistled through the Guildmaster’s braided mustache. “Nothing official,” he answered, setting aside his tools and lifting the alloyed limb up into the light of the hanging lamp above us. “I have tugged at every thread available to me, but I have yet to see what will unravel. Unfortunately, birds fly slower than shadows spread.”

I raised an eyebrow at his unusually ornamental language. “You seem to have made up your mind already,” I mused, motioning to the blueprints for what appeared to be a multi-armed ballista on the bench next to us.

He remained silent while he gently poked and prodded my prosthetic, adjusting the most minor imperfections in the shaped metal with the tip of his finger. “I’ve believed the threat was real from the moment I read the proclamation,” he said eventually. “It would be foolish to proceed otherwise—these next few weeks may be the most important in my tenure as Guildmaster of the Stoneshapers.” The dark bags under his wizened charcoal eyes seemed to deepen as he spoke, weighed down by his duty to safeguard the entirety of Doram’s populace. “Diplomatic relations between Doram and Kaldan have been strained at best since the young King Yorrell took the throne. I had feared the vacuum left in his wake would further destabilize our tenuous peace, and unfortunately, it appears I was correct.”

There was no trace of accusation in his voice, but I felt the responsibility for his current dilemma fall squarely on my shoulders. “I’m sure Magnus will be relying on you for guidance in the coming weeks. He’ll need you at your best—not overworked and overtired.”

“I’ll endeavor to strike what balance is possible,” he answered, unfazed by my ironic chiding. “For now, though, I have duties of a time-sensitive nature to uphold.” To emphasize his point, he turned in his stool and offered out my ornately decorated prosthetic. “I believe I’ve done all I can, both functionally and aesthetically. Test it out one more time for me—this will be our last chance to make any final adjustments.”

While I began the arduous process of reattaching the bejeweled limb, Halvaar drew a small drawstring sack from one of the myriad hidden pockets in his robe and set it on the bench beside us. “I had these made for you this morning,” he explained, drawing what appeared to be a padded silk sock from the bag. “This should make prolonged use a bit more comfortable.”

I accepted the offering and slipped it over what remained of my left leg. The plush fabric applied a light pressure across my bruised and swollen skin, already providing a small level of comfort before the prosthetic was even attached. After fighting the limb down through my pant leg and refastening the straps, I walked a test lap around the room, lowering the mana to my enhancements until the constant, beating pain began to return. “It feels good,” I remarked. “Honestly, it feels like a shame to hide the thing now that it’s so beautiful. Maybe I should start cutting off all of my left pant legs.”

“I would advise against that,” the Guildmaster suggested with a wry grin. “While it is no small marvel to behold, its main purpose is to be discreet. Given your incredible rise to mastery of its movements, I imagine many people will fail to notice it even exists before too long.” A stony, rumbling chuckle filled the workshop while he put away his tools. “Besides, you already possess a masterwork far more marvelous to look upon than anything I’ve created—your new pendant is a feat of craftsmanship rarely seen even within the Stoneshapers’ Guild.”

My gaze fell to the miniature projector that hung from my neck. “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” I murmured, tracing a finger along one of its gilded arms.

“Indeed it is,” he agreed, “as is its creator. Lia has done in only a few hours what it takes even the greatest Stoneshapers a lifetime to master.” With his equipment stowed, Halvaar returned to join me in my appreciation of the newly forged relic. “It was truly miraculous to watch her work. I feel no shame in admitting that my pride had been greatly wounded by the time she and Valandra had finished their training.”

“Oh, I know the feeling,” I answered with a sympathetic laugh. “She’s only been training with me for a few months, and she gets the better of me more often than not—I can’t imagine what she’ll be capable of in a few years.” Saying the words aloud drew into sharp perspective just how short my time with Lia had truly been; the brilliant amber light that shone out from her Unity offering filled me with a comforting warmth that felt decades-deep in its complexity, but the entirety of the life we had built together fit within the span of a single, impossibly short season.

“Given what I have seen over the past few days, I imagine she will be teaching me before too long.”

The self-deprecating joke freed me from my introspection. “Hey, don’t sell yourself short! This prosthetic is incredible.” I walked another quick loop between his crowded benches for emphasis, doing the best I could to smooth out my gait in the process. “I’m…not sure what I would’ve done without it, so…thank you, Halvaar. Really.”

His braided beard brushed the stone floor as he folded into a deep bow. “We have given each other more thanks than one could expect to receive in a lifetime, and yet I still find the true depth of my gratitude unexpressed. Our country would not exist as it does now without you—we would either be slaves to a dark Order or buried in the rubble of the mountains above us. No service I can provide will give just recompense for what you lost to save us.”

A spirited fire blazed in his dark eyes when he straightened from his bow. His fierce expression told me he had more to say, but he had yet to speak the words, leaving the room in heavy silence. “I didn’t do it for you,” I muttered, uncomfortable in the face of his unyielding thanks. “The only thing I want in life is to keep the people I love safe, and that’s not possible with the Shadebinders around. No matter how far we went to escape their influence, they found us and hurt people that I care about. I’m going to rip their Order apart until I see the last Shadebinder dead by my own hand—coming to Doram was only part of that mission, and saving the city was a happy accident.”

“I’ve seen firsthand the folly of doubting your judgment,” he started, choosing each word with deliberate care. “I firmly believe you are correct to hunt and eliminate the Shadebinders, and yet…” I saw the massive line of Halvaar’s jaw harden as he struggled to speak his next thought. “...Must you leave so soon?”

Ah. There it is. The simple inquiry was innocent enough by itself, but its place in our current conversation coupled with the difficulty with which he asked it revealed the true nature of his question: Can you stay and help us in the coming war? 

“I’m sorry, but…yes. We have to leave,” I answered. An acute sadness wrenched on my heart as I dashed the man’s hopes, but I knew it was my only true option. “We can’t afford to leave the Shadebinders’ plotting unchecked. The Mimics were able to silently infiltrate Doram in a matter of months, and the Serathids swarmed northern Kaldan in weeks. If we don’t leave now, and we get caught in a protracted siege of the Joined Cities…I don’t want to think of what we might find when we finally move south.”

“A siege would never hold if you and your companions remained here with us,” he countered. The Guildmaster’s stony facade began to crack as he spoke, no longer making any attempt to hide the intent of his question. “Your power is beyond anything this world has ever seen—how could mere foot soldiers stand and challenge you?”

I stopped to contemplate the point, though it was only as a mental exercise and not a serious consideration. It was difficult to pinpoint the last time I had been forced into a true life-or-death situation opposite a rank-and-file soldier; though they had appeared as little more than average citizens at the time, our Mimic and Shadebinder foes had been anything but, and the twisted remains within the Serathids had long since diverged from what could be considered human. Brekkan had used the might of the King’s Reach in his defense of the Mountain Gate, and even that had only sustained him for as long as Lia and I had allowed it. Was it…Savitz? A brief flash of the man’s face appeared before my eyes, bloodied and hollow with a dagger still lodged in his eye socket.

“You’re right,” I said quietly. “We could probably hold off the invasion entirely on our own, but that doesn’t change the fact that we have to leave. There are…other forces at work, Halvaar—forces beyond even the Shadebinders. I can’t stay here any longer.” I lacked both the desire and the force of will to explain the Chorus and the disembodied Voice that haunted my thoughts, but it didn’t stop the regret from tightening a knot at the center of my chest. “If this had happened sooner, Lia and I could’ve taught you where our power comes from, but…there’s not enough time now. I could only teach you enough to be a danger to yourself.”

I felt strange speaking the words aloud with total honesty. It had only been a few months since I’d scolded Lia over the dangers of letting my magical techniques fall into the wrong hands, but the risk seemed suddenly insignificant in the face of our current threats. My mind began to wander down untrodden paths, imagining what could have transpired with just an extra week’s worth of time. You would’ve been great, Halvaar. I bet we’d have been learning things from you before we knew it.

“Anything you can teach me may be enough to ensure our survival,” he persisted. “I am not afraid of the personal cost. If I can protect the people of—”

“Stop. Please,” I interrupted. “I’m not doing this to be cruel, Halvaar. We’re going to do what we can to help in our own way. Our journey to the Eastern Forest will take us back through Yoria, and I plan to stop in and have a conversation with this new King Regent. There’s a chance we can stop this war before it’s fully started.”

“Of course.” The Guildmaster straightened his posture, reaching up to his full, towering height before bowing deeply once again. “I…apologize for how I have spoken to you. It is unbecoming of my station. Any action you can take to aid us is more than I should expect from you.”

I pursed my lips and turned away. “I wish I could do more. I really do,” I murmured, scratching absentmindedly at my chin as I struggled to reconcile my guilt. “If things had worked out differently, maybe we—'' A soft, metallic jingle drew my attention down to my chest where my new pendant bounced against the silver canisters lining my bandolier. My eyes began to widen as my thoughts ran wild, detailing steps of a plan I had yet to fully form. “Halvaar, do you have a quill and ink? And some paper?”

His head tipped slowly to one side as he regarded my sudden change in tone and expression with narrowed eyes, but he turned to an unmarked crate on the center workbench and retrieved the supplies that I requested without comment. I twisted my arm up behind my back, unlatched the old metal clasp of my bandolier, and laid it out across the table beside us before accepting the quill, ink, and paper. 

“Take the pin out from the top, there,” I instructed, motioning to the small silver flower that adorned the top of the leather belt. “Look at the engravings along the shaft. You might need a lens to see it properly.” The gentle scratch of a hurried quill on paper filled the room as I began to list the symbols I had committed to memory lifetimes earlier.

Halvaar slipped a hand up his sleeve and withdrew a jeweler’s loupe before holding the silver needle up to the light. “This is…exquisite craftsmanship,” he breathed, turning the delicate pin over in his massive hands. “I’m not familiar with these characters—what language is this?”

“That’s not important right now,” I answered, too engrossed in my writing to think up a reasonable explanation. “I’m making a list of all of the symbols you’ll find on there. The language is logographic, not phonographic, so I’m also listing a rough translation of what each one means.” My hand scratched out the Alderean runes with a near-subconscious focus, leaving the rest of my mind free to plan, explain, and fantasize about what my current actions might cause.

I pointed to the first of the four silver spheres affixed to the bandolier with my free hand. “Take that orb and hold it out in front of you—it should pop right off the belt if you tug on it.” My writing stopped for a brief moment to appreciate the Guildmaster’s willingness to indulge my sudden eccentricity; I spotted a familiar glint of wonder in his eyes as he followed my order, his mind no doubt racing with the same wondrous curiosity I felt in the midst of magical research and discovery. “Use that pin to pierce the orb, then press and hold that button at the top. I’ll tell you when to let it go.”

An expectant grin chiseled its way across his face as he rolled his shoulders and resettled his grip on the slender silver pin. I watched out of the corner of my eye while he carried out the command; the needle pierced the orb, the button clicked, and a dim orange light sparked to life at the center of the sphere, growing brighter as it swelled in size. “Primes alive,” he gasped in slack-jawed wonder.

I waited until the orb had grown to the size of a softball before I waved away the needle. “You’ve felt that feeling before, haven’t you?” I asked, already spotting the stunned recognition in his bushy raised eyebrows.

“I have, but…that’s impossible,” he whispered. “That was the draw of Stoneshaping. I could never mistake it—I’ve felt it nearly every day for the past forty years.” Currents of pulsing orange light swirled beneath the translucent silver skin of the orb when he held it up to the light. “Lux, what is this?”

“I’ll show you.” I set down the quill over my half-finished work and reached out into the empty air between us, curling my fingers around a well-worn leather grip that sat back in the ambassador suites. My manasteel blade flashed to life at my call; the comfortable weight of the blade brought a small smile to my face, but its sudden appearance drew a startled yelp from the unexpecting Guildmaster. I held my thumb up to the sword’s edge and turned it in place, opening a large, bloody gash across the face of the digit. My weapon disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, leaving my empty hand upturned and waiting expectantly. “Give it to me.”

He weighed the glowing orb in his hand one final time before dropping it onto my palm. “Once it’s full, the skin has the strength of…something like an asperfruit, I guess,” I continued in my instruction. “We’re only concerned with the liquid inside, so you can just crush it in your hand like this.” My fingers closed around the sphere and burst the mana construct like an overripe tangerine; steaming orange liquid spilled out from my clenched fist and poured over the newly-opened wound on my other hand, sealing the cut in a burst of healing magic. The majority of the viscous fluid splattered down onto the floor and hissed against the cold stone, quickly dissipating in a fine, odorless mist. “Look,” I said, wiping my thumb on my pants. “Fully healed.”

Halvaar stood frozen apart from his eyes, which bounced wildly from my thumb to the floor to my now-empty fist. “Primes,” he intoned again. Mental gears whirred into overdrive behind his eyes in the face of the impossible miracle I had presented to him. I waited over a minute in total silence before he moved again; in a sudden jolt, he turned to the workbench, held the bandolier up into the light, and inspected the remaining line of small silver orbs, poking and prodding the mana constructs with methodical precision. “This material appears to act like a metal, but I can sense something…deeper in its creation,” he mused, tracing a finger along the topmost sphere. “What is this?”

“I was hoping you might be able to tell me that.”

His shoulders tensed as he slowly turned his head, revealing wide, flinty eyes beneath a harshly furrowed brow. “I don’t understand,” he said in a low, rumbling voice. “Did you not create this?”

“Oh, Primes, no,” I shook my head. “I made some adjustments to it—adding the runes, the needle, and strapping it to my chest were all my ideas—but the essence of its function is well beyond me.” A bittersweet nostalgia colored my words with wistful sadness as I continued. “What you’re holding in your hands is the life’s work of a great man—a man much smarter than I’ll ever be. He put decades of research into creating an infinitely-renewable source of clean water, and this is the result. All it needs is clean air and some, uhm…Primeval energy, and it creates those spheres. Changing them back into fresh water—or a healing salve, like the one you saw—is easy in comparison.”

Try as I might, I couldn’t stop the perpetual cloud that hung over Hedaat from darkening my memories. “He was my teacher once, a long time ago. I was a terrible student—so arrogant, and self-assured, and bitter, too—I never even tried to learn how the device worked. Why should I? I already had my ‘unique’ abilities, and that was better than anything he could create.” A dark laugh escaped my lips seconds before my throat began to tighten. “It’s only now that I can look back with a clearer head and see what I missed. He spent his life creating something that could help people, and all I managed to do with it was twist it for warfare.”

It was only when I paused to wet my parched lips that I realized my vision had grown misty. “Sorry,” I murmured, pawing at my eyes with the pack of my hand. “You didn’t ask for a story, did you?”

The burning curiosity and diplomatic stress were entirely absent from Halvaar’s face when I finally met his eyes again, leaving nothing but a gentle, grandfatherly care behind. “What was his name?” he asked in a rich, comforting bass.

“His name was Jaren,” I answered quietly. “I think the two of you would’ve liked each other.”

“I’m honored. It sounds like he was a great man.” He graciously paused, allowing me a chance to wipe my eyes and clear my throat before he gently returned his attention to the bandolier he held up between us. “This creation is far beyond anything I’ve ever made, both in its essence and its execution. You shouldn’t sell your contributions short, Lux—whatever you have added to this system is incredible in its own right.”

I shrugged away the compliment. “Maybe. My additions aren’t nearly as elegant as Jaren’s work, though. It took decades to put the runes in the right order to do what I wanted.” My eyes widened as I heard the words aloud, and I quickly added, “Well, it felt like decades, anyways.” I tapped on each of the remaining orbs on the bandolier in quick succession, turning the focus away from my poor choice of words. “This one makes a thick smoke, this one just makes water like it’s supposed to, and this one turns it into a paste that burns on contact with air.”

His eyebrows bounced upwards at my final description, but he let the moment pass without comment. “I could find no greater pleasure than investigating the nature of this device, but…I can’t accept it. If you expect to find the Shadebinders waiting for you in the Eastern Forest, I can’t in good conscience take such a magnificent tool away from you.”

“Halvaar, please. I can’t even remember the last time I used the thing,” I laughed. “The things I’ve learned since have made it somewhat obsolete, at least for my purposes. It’s slower and less efficient than my, uhm…other abilities, and it’s not particularly versatile, either. Not to say that’s its fault, of course—like I said before, it was never meant to be used in battle.” I traced a finger along the leather belt, smiling down at it one final time. “It can do a lot more good here in your hands than it ever has in mine.”

He set his jaw and gave a sharp nod of his head. “I will not refuse a gift that has the potential to save Doram,” he intoned, his voice suddenly solemn. “I feel undeserving of such a kindness, but I swear to you, I will do everything in my power to use it as a force for good. It may sound hollow, given how many times it’s been said, but we are once again in your debt.”

“In that case, I assume you’ll have no issue agreeing to my conditions,” I replied. “Given what I’ve heard about Stoneshaping, it sounds like you understand the importance of keeping powerful knowledge out of the hands of people who would use it for less-than-noble means. This device is no different, but as opposed to Stoneshaping, it can be used by anybody—not just people who have been ‘determined to have a strong connection with the Primes,’” I said, emphasizing my distaste of the repeated phrase. “Be careful who you share this information with.”

“Of course,” he bowed. “It will be handled with the utmost care.”

I let out a satisfied hum, feeling oddly at peace given my tumultuous day. “Okay. Good,” I murmured. “I’ll finish writing out these runes for you, and then I’ll be on my way. I still have some dinner to eat and some sleep to not get before we leave tomorrow.”

The remainder of my time in the workshop was spent in comfortable silence. I scratched out the list of over a hundred runes, defining each Alderean symbol in a brief line of Kaldanic script. Halvaar immediately took to investigating my bandolier with a variety of Stoneshaper tools I was unfamiliar with, jotting down notes in one of his many unmarked leather journals at regular intervals. When I finished my writing, I endured a final round of sincere thanks from the Guildmaster before escaping into the hall and making my way back to our chambers.

I passed through a warm barrier of glowing amber energy a dozen yards before I reached our suite and found Lia waiting just beyond the door when I arrived. “How did it go?” she asked with bubbly enthusiasm, looping her arm through mine as we made our way into the common room.

“Pretty well, I think,” I smiled down at her. “Halvaar wasn’t lying—he really pulled out all the stops on this one.”

“I can already tell it looks amazing, but I want to see it for real!” she said, drawing back her watchful aura of Detection. “Come out into the light and show us!” She spun in place and pulled me by the hand, deftly weaving through the maze of furniture without the need to look where she was walking.

“I would love to see it, as well,” Val chimed in from the common room. “I have not seen Guildmaster Halvaar’s style of adornment yet. I imagine it is quite elegant, if a bit restrained.”

I found myself entranced by an alluring spark in Lia’s eyes as she led me out of the foyer, leaving me with nothing but a wide, unrestrained smile in response to her urging. “I hope he used the sapphires he showed us earlier,” she continued, bouncing with every step she took. “I told him it would be the best color to compliment your—” She skidded to a halt so abruptly that I nearly bowled her over. “Lux, what happened to your…uhm, your belt…thing?” she asked, drawing her hand up and down across her chest to mime the word she lacked.

I raised an eyebrow at her as I mirrored the gesture, but the realization came as soon as my hand brushed across an empty cuirass. “Right, my bandolier. I gave it to Halvaar to study while we’re gone,” I answered, slipping by her statuesque form to lead her the rest of the way back to our seats. “He asked if we could stay here in Doram until this whole ‘holy war’ situation with Kaldan is resolved. I told him we couldn’t wait, but I still wanted to do something. Out of everyone I’ve ever met, I feel like Halvaar is the most…I don’t know…the most deserving of taking on his work, I guess.”

The lines of Lia’s face softened at my answer, and she wrapped her arms around my torso and pulled me into a tight hug. “I think Jaren would be very proud of you,” she murmured in my ear.

A wave of exhaustion rushed over me as I leaned into the embrace, momentarily abandoning the crushing weight of my anxieties in the safety of Lia’s arms. “Thanks. I hope you’re right.”

Val graced us with a smile once we were seated on the couch opposite her. “I must say, I am surprised with the method you have chosen to provide your aid to Doram. It was not long ago that you were rather insistent upon your knowledge of mana and magic remaining a closely-guarded secret—understandably so, of course, when it came to me.” She folded her hands in her lap and reclined in the plush violet-cushioned chair, but her eyes remained locked with mine. “I am curious as to what has changed your way of thinking.”

“A lot of things have changed, Val,” I shrugged. “You already know my reasons for keeping our knowledge from you—we were really keeping it away from Virram and his goons. He would’ve abused it in the same way he used the Shadebinders’ knowledge.” I felt my nostrils flare from the simple mention of the dead king’s name, and I shook my head to dispel the gloom before it ruined my otherwise uplifted mood. “It’s different in Doram. I trust Halvaar—a lot more than I ever expected I would, to be totally honest with you. Plus, I’ve seen the way the Stoneshapers protect the secrets of their magic. What little I explained to the Guildmaster won’t be spreading very far, if at all.”

“I see,” she replied, hiding faint traces of an amused grin behind her usual impassive mask.

My brow furrowed at the odd show of emotion. “Is something funny about that?”

She allowed her smile to return in full. “Not at all. I was simply thinking back to the first day we met.” Her head cocked to one side, and the corner of her lip curled into a more devious expression. “You have matured quite a bit since then.”

Lia’s hand shot up to unsuccessfully stifle a loud snort. I whipped my head to the side and stared her down, arching my eyebrow as high as it could go. “Oh, that’s funny, too?” I questioned her, feeling a grin spread across my face even as my ears began to burn.

A melodic duet of laughter echoed off the stone walls of our suite as Lia and Val both abandoned their restraint in perfect unison. “Yes, it is,” Lia smirked, nudging me with her elbow.

I couldn’t help but laugh along with them. “Yeah, I guess it is,” I agreed.

“Okay, no more gloomy stuff!” Lia continued, bouncing excitedly on her knees beside me. “You were going to show us Halvaar’s work on your prosthetic! Let’s see it!”

“Oh, right!” I straightened my posture and began to unfasten my belt buckle. “I was surprised by how many sapphi—”

A firm hand caught my arm mid-motion and froze it in place. I found a suddenly stern Lia as the culprit; the rosy hue in her cheeks brought on by her animated laughter was amplified by a second, fresher emotion, and she motioned to the bottom cuff of my pant leg with a stiff nod of her head. The words of a quick karmic retort began to form on my tongue, but I swallowed the ambition without acting on it, having yet to fully explore the status of my now-murky relationship with Lia and Val.

I threw my left leg up onto a nearby ottoman and hiked up my pants without addressing our momentary pause. “The design is the same all the way up,” I told the pair when the first wave-like ridges of the alloyed leg appeared. “Surprisingly, these aren’t even the biggest gemstones he had—I saw one as big as my fist at the bottom of the box. If I had to guess, that was probably the greatest collection of wealth I’ve ever seen all in one place.”

My story fell on deaf ears the moment my prosthetic came into view. Lia and Val left their seats and crouched down beside my metallic leg, gaping at the masterwork in unbridled awe. “This is amazing, Lux,” Lia gasped, tracing a finger along the ridge of my silver shin. “The way the light bounces off of the design…it looks like the metal’s actually flowing down your leg!”

“I have never needed proof that Halvaar is a gifted Stoneshaper, but this truly illustrates why he is their Guildmaster,” Val breathed. “The craftsmanship is equal to any of the King’s Primes.”

“It’s pretty great, isn’t it?” Even though the creation was entirely Halvaar’s, I couldn’t help but swell with pride at their lavish praise. “I was thinking I might start cutting the leg off of my pants just to show it off.”

Val let out a delicate laugh. “A bold choice, to be sure. You may find subtlety a more difficult endeavor with such a glorious treasure on full display.”

“Yeah, Halvaar said something similar,” I chuckled. “Maybe I’ll just do it to a few pairs.”

“Maybe one pair,” Lia laughed along with me. “It might be hard to remember here in the Joined Cities, but it’s still winter out there in the rest of the world.”

“In that case, we should probably savor the warmth as much as we can before we leave, right?” I hopped up from the couch and made my way to the fireplace, kneeling down to grab an armful of neatly-stacked emberwood at the hearthside. A quick flash from the rune etched inside my ring helped the fuel along as soon as I had tossed it atop the already blazing fire. “How does a fireside dinner sound?”

Lia’s eyes sparkled in the renewed firelight. “Yes, please!” She hurried over to the hearth and shouldered one of the larger couches toward its crackling warmth.

“I stepped out to request our meal while you met with the Guildmaster,” Val informed me as she headed towards the door. “I imagine it is already prepared and awaiting my arrival.”

“Oh, perfect! Thanks, Val,” I called out. She disappeared into the foyer after a short bow, leaving Lia and me to finish rearranging the room. I helped her push together a set of benches to create a long feasting table at the fireside, then slumped back onto the couch with a contented grunt. “This is nice,” I sighed, closing my eyes while I basked in the firelight. “As much as I love my cloak, you can’t appreciate the warmth of a fire without feeling a little cold first.”

Lia slipped underneath my arm and rested her head over my heart. A soft, satisfied hum buzzed from her chest into mine as she toyed with the celestial projector replica that hung around my neck. Staccato cracks from the freshly-fueled fire were the only sound in our otherwise still suite; the blanket of peace that settled over us shook my resolve and, for a brief moment, I began to question whether our mission to find the Shadebinders was truly worth leaving the tranquility we had created within the halls of Syndrai’s capitol.

A set of graceful fingers drummed along the length of my sternum and pulled me from my fantasy. “It’s so quiet without Marin and Siv around,” she sighed. “I might actually be able to doze off out here.”

“Oh, what a shame,” I quipped. I reclined back into a position more conducive to napping and pulled Lia along with me, nestling my head between the thick pillows that backed our couch. “They’re probably in Drost by now.”

“I hope the skies are clear tonight—it could be the first night Siv gets to see the stars.”

The prospect created an image in my mind so vivid that it felt as if it were a memory: I saw Siv with her face upturned to the sky, her crimson eyes wide and shining in the starlight just outside of Drost’s city center. She sat on Marin’s shoulders with her tiny hands woven through the voluminous cherry-red curls of the younger Sesaude, leaning back so far that Marin was forced to backpedal to keep herself upright. Tyr watched on with her usual mixture of worry and amusement; though she was unable to see the stars herself, the sight of her daughter’s fascination was a more beautiful sight than any sky.

A deep, tingling warmth spread out from my core into my extremities, and I held onto the imagined memory as fiercely as I could. “I hope so, too,” I whispered. A bittersweet longing colored the edges of my hopeful vision, but the feeling was more sweet than bitter; although I knew I would miss the trio during our coming mission, the thought of them safe and sound in Mayaan’s forests was well worth the cost of whatever minor discomfort their absence would bring.

“Thank you, Lux.”

“Hmm?” I cracked an eye open and peered down at the top of Lia’s head. “Thanks for what?”

“For giving your equipment from Hedaat to Halvaar,” she murmured, tracing a languid finger around one of the gilded arms of my necklace. “For doing everything you can to keep everyone safe. For having a nice night with us tonight. Just…thank you for being you.”

I sat upright and wrapped Lia in my arms, holding her tight against my side. “I’ve felt more like me in the past few hours than I have since my injury,” I admitted. “I hope it stays that way.”

“Me too,” she whispered. “I’ve been so worried about you these past few days. You’ve been under so much stress, and I just…don’t know how to help.” She returned my embrace and buried her face in my chest. “Tonight’s the first time I feel like I can really breathe again.”

Dark razors of guilt and anxiety clawed at the edges of my mind, but I stopped their advance before it spoiled my rare moment of peace, shoving the negative emotions down to the deepest depths of my psyche. “You’ve already given me everything I need to get through this just by staying at my side. If you can promise to keep doing that, I promise that I’ll do the same.”

I felt her nails scratch across my scalp as she pulled my head down and kissed me. Conscious thought abandoned me, allowing my senses to automatically capture every detail of the moment with perfect clarity: The soft, yielding feel of her lips against mine, the sweet sting of her fingers digging through my hair, the taste on her tongue, a strange mix of dried fruit and bitter, acrid iron from the anxiously over-chewed flesh of her bottom lip. All of my planned apologies and reaffirmations were whisked away in a single instant, leaving nothing but love in their place, unmarred by fears of darkness, pain, or corruption.

“I promise,” she whispered, her lips brushing mine as she spoke. “I’ll always be here for you. Forever.”

“Forever,” I nodded. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that promise.”

Sparks of blue and amber mana danced across the surface of our skin, continuing our conversation without the need for words. In spite of our closeness, I felt no fear of the Chorus’s dark, malevolent influence, nor any sign that it might emerge; whether my earlier reprimand had brought it back into line or it had simply decided to afford me a moment of peace out of a twisted sense of kindness, I was more than willing to enjoy our silent union without it.

It was difficult to tell how long we sat together before the rattle of dining carts appeared in the foyer. Val returned to us with a far more lavish spread than I had expected; small samplings of every dish we had particularly enjoyed since arriving in the capitol had been collected to create our final dinner in Doram. Each covered plate revealed another surprise while the three of us ate our way through our history in the Joined Cities, stretching our meal out into a multi-hour affair that lasted until the fireplace had burned down to embers.

It became overly apparent that none of us were willing to bring the night to an end when the last of our plates was wiped clean; we spent another hour in lively conversation until the last of our energy left us, at which point we yawned our goodnights and returned to our separate bedchambers. It took all of my might to remove my cuirass, pauldrons, and bracers without falling asleep mid-movement, and I collapsed into bed beside Lia as soon as the task was complete. I fell asleep without a single thought to what lay ahead of us, and the peaceful night that followed held no trace of the endless sea of voidglass and trees that had haunted my nightmares.

---

Our departure from the castle the following morning remained blissfully uneventful. After taking a final moment to survey the space that had been our home for the past few weeks, we filed out into the hallway and closed the doors to the ambassador suites for the last time. Our presence in the capitol had become commonplace among the servants and Stoneshapers alike, but the sight of all three of us loaded with our full complement of gear and supplies sent whispers rippling through the crowded hallways. Curious eyes and murmurs followed us down the capitol’s steps, across the courtyard, and up to the castle gates, but the world quickly forgot about us when we passed through the sandstone walls and emerged onto Syndrai’s streets; apart from a few curious glances, the three of us were simply an oddly-dressed trio of foreigners for the rest of our walk to the city’s southern exit.

Two familiar figures were waiting for us on a small bench beside the tunnel’s cavernous opening. Due to his massive frame, it was difficult to mistake the larger man for anyone other than Halvaar, despite the fact that he had changed from his rainbow-adorned Stoneshaper robes into a comparatively plain gray winter overcoat. His companion would have been much more difficult to recognize had I not already known his identity; the slim, drab-clothed man sitting beside the Guildmaster hardly resembled the President, which, based on the measures the pair had taken in disguising themselves, appeared to be the point of the endeavor.

“Good morning, strangers!” Lia greeted them brightly. “You’re looking particularly unremarkable today!”

“I know, right?” Magnus grinned, standing up and pirouetting to show off his unassuming guise. “I had my tailor make this up special just for today—isn’t it bland?”

I put a hand to my mouth to hide my grin. Though the colors were dull and the design uninspired, the quality of the materials and craftsmanship of his outfit put him leagues ahead of the miners that filed in and out of the tunnel ahead of us, as well as a majority of the nobles we had passed in the city center. “I appreciate you guys coming to see us off, but you really didn’t have to go through the trouble. You could’ve just met us at the castle gate.”

“I’d never miss an opportunity to dress up—or down, I suppose,” the President replied with a wink. “Besides, this was actually on the way for us. Halvy is going to take me to see the Rings today.”

“President Magnusson was quite insistent on both points,” Halvaar added. “It feels fitting to see you off on your journey here, not in the capitol itself. It is a good reminder for the both of us that our attention is required beyond the walls of the Presidential Offices.”

Val bowed her head to the young ruler. “That is a very wise decision, President Magnusson.”

“Oh, please,” he replied, grinning from ear to ear at the praise. “It’s something I should’ve done a lot sooner, but now seemed like a particularly important time to do it.”

Lia dashed forward and gave Magnus a tight hug. “I know we’ve only known you for a few weeks, but I’m really going to miss you guys!” She shifted her embrace to Halvaar and momentarily disappeared as he returned the gesture, hidden somewhere behind his massive arms and long, braided beard. “When all of this is over, I promise that we’ll be back to visit!”

“There’ll be a feast waiting for you when you do!” Magnus promised. “Not that I ever need much of an excuse to throw a feast, but this would be a big one!” His eyes widened as he spoke the thought aloud, and he turned back to the bench behind him. “That reminds me! We got you a gift to help you on your mission—well, Halvy made it, but I asked him to.”

He presented Lia with a stout metal cylinder that looked to be roughly a foot long and a foot in diameter, with no markings or designs to indicate its function apart from a small metal loop on its top face. “I, uhm…” she trailed off, staring blankly at the strange gift. “What is it?”

“This is a Stoneshaper traveling kit,” Halvaar explained. “It contains a wide range of useful tools for braving the elements beyond the Joined Cities. Most notably, it holds a collapsible burner to protect your fire from Doram’s inhospitable weather, but it has a variety of other implements as well—utensils, cooking vessels, dining plates and bowls, and other such things. They all fit together in a simple nested pattern to allow for the smallest and lightest load possible. The lid opens by depressing a small switch at the bottom of the carrying ring and turning it in a full circle.”

Lia followed the instructions and was immediately rewarded with a small pop as the lid separated from the cylinder. “Oh, wow!” she gasped, peering down into the open container. “That’s so cool! Thank you!”

“It’s not much, but hopefully you guys will find it helpful on your way down to the Eastern Forest,” Magnus smiled. “Speaking of which, are you sure you three don’t want horses for your trip? The road from Syndrai to Kaldan takes weeks to travel on horseback, and that’s during the summer. Plus, with everything that’s been happening down there lately, I doubt you’ll find many clear roads beyond Yoria and Atsal.”

I could tell that the President had made his offer out of genuine concern, but I couldn’t stop my eye from twitching in annoyance when his gaze lingered on my new leg. “I know it doesn’t make much sense, but we’ll be much faster without horses,” I answered with a forced smile. “We’re going to do our best to get to Yoria as fast as possible and find out exactly who’s behind this…declaration.” Though my cautious radius of Detection told me there was no one lingering nearby to eavesdrop on our conversation, I kept my wording vague and my voice low.

“Well…you’re certainly right about one thing—that doesn’t make sense,” he said with a shrug. “Even if I don’t understand it, it looks like you three do, and I guess that’s all that matters. We’re certainly not in any position to—” Magnus jumped when a heavy bell tolled somewhere in the Rings. The call was quickly taken up by a choir of smaller bells, and the passage ahead of us was quickly filled with a discordant clangor. “What is that?” he yelled over the noise.

“That is the signal of the shift change in the mines,” Halvaar explained. “This would be a good time for us to begin our tour. It will allow you a chance to see the Rings at full activity.”

The President gave him a nervous half-nod and turned back to us. “Well, I guess that’s our cue,” he sighed. He offered out his hand and regarded us with a warm smile. “It’s been an honor to get to know you. Doram won’t forget the debt it owes you.”

I stepped forward and accepted the gesture, giving his smooth, unblemished hand a firm shake in my calloused grip. “The honor is mine, sir,” I replied, affording him his due affectation for the first time. “If you ever need us again, get a message to the Three Barrels Trading Company. Its owner, Elise Tressel, knows how to find us.” I was struck with a sudden bolt of inspiration, and a sly grin crossed my face. “Come to think of it, you might want to contact her regardless. Should the coming months prove trying for Doram, she would be a powerful ally in keeping your citizens warm and fed—at a discount, if you tell her you’re friends of ours.”

The young ruler’s eyes widened as his handshake grew more vigorous. “I’ll do that,” he said, bobbing his head excitedly. “Halvy, did you hear—”

“I did,” his councilor answered, already scratching the information down in a small notepad. “I will follow up on it as soon as possible.”

“President Magnusson, it has been a pleasure to see how capable a leader you have become in the years since my last visit,” Val intoned, stepping forward with a low bow. “I believe your father would be very proud of what you’ve done.”

Magnus’s eyes grew misty as he stared up at her in awe. “I…uhm, I…” He lunged ahead and wrapped his arms around her torso, banging his head loudly off of her breastplate. “Thank you, Valandra,” he said, his lip quivering. “I hope you’re right.”

The emotional display immediately brought fresh tears to Lia’s eyes, and she quickly joined the group embrace. “Stop making me cry!” she demanded with a sharp laugh. “Saying goodbye is already hard enough!”

I stood beside the Guildmaster and watched the trio with a slowly unfurling smile. “I wish we didn’t have to leave,” I said under my breath.

“We all have our responsibilities,” Halvaar answered me, “as much as I wish it weren’t so. I look forward to the day when we can meet again without such concerns.”

“Let’s make sure that day comes, then.” I took one last look back over Syndrai, appreciating the enormity of the underground city and its incredible architecture. “Stay safe, Halvaar.”

“And you, Lux,” he bowed.

My companions finished with their farewells and regrouped at my side. “Looks like it’s time to go,” I sighed. The foot traffic in and out of the tunnel had swelled over the course of our brief goodbyes and now bustled shoulder-to-shoulder as fresh miners hurried to replace their overworked counterparts. We slipped into the outward flow and made our way into the shadow of the yawning cavern, walking together in a tight formation until the entrance to Syndrai’s First Ring appeared ahead of us.

“Goodbye, everyone!” Magnus shouted over the din of the crowd. “Primes watch over you!”

“And you, together,” the three of us replied in unison. We slowed our pace to watch as the diplomatic duo turned to follow the cart tracks into the Ring, tracking Halvaar’s towering form above the crowd until we passed beyond the far edge of the passage.

The crowd quickly thinned once we were beyond the First Ring, and by the time the Third Ring had come and gone, we were alone on our journey. An electric anticipation tingled between us as we continued on in silence, each of us waiting on the others to announce the official end of our time in Doram.

Val was the first of us to speak. “I believe we are alone,” she said, sending a violet pulse of Detection down the tunnel. “We may begin our journey in earnest.”

“We’ll follow your lead, Lux,” Lia offered. “There’s no need to push yourself too hard—we can ease into this.”

The accommodating words that normally would have dug under my skin passed over me ineffectually. Pent-up mana buzzed at the surface of my skin, ready to be released after sitting unchallenged for so long, and the long-lost excitement of an adventure held my darker thoughts of what lay ahead of us at bay. “Okay, then,” I grinned, sending a surge of power to my suite of physical enhancements. “Let’s go.”

***


10. PRECIPICE

The thunder of our feet echoing back at us from the tunnel walls sounded in time with the dull throbbing in my head. The strain on my residual limb had quickly forced me to blow past the previously established limits of my Pain Reduction enhancement over the past three hours of nonstop sprinting, and the rapid drain to my mana reserves had brought on the headache; unfortunately, this made mitigating the additional pain with even more mana a temporary fix at best as the energy continued to evaporate at a breakneck pace.

I did my best to distract myself from the discomfort by focusing on my Detection. An overly-familiar expanse of seamless stone stretched out before and behind me without any sign of change in either form or occupancy. The empty passage hadn’t come as a surprise; after the declaration of war from Kaldan had arrived, Halvaar had ordered the Stoneshapers to seal any entrances to the Joined Cities closed along the southern border, leaving no reason for the already underused road to see any traffic. Apart from the possibility of encountering one of Doram’s scouts patrolling the border, we would be unlikely to meet another living soul until Yoria was on the horizon.

The amber field of mana that overlapped with mine reacted to my sudden attention, gathering into a warm pool at the base of my skull. How are you feeling? Lia asked in an upbeat mental voice. Do you want to take a break?

I can keep going, for now, I answered. In truth, I wanted nothing more than to collapse against the tunnel wall and relieve the brutal stress on my leg, but my pride refused to allow it. We had yet to cover half the distance I had initially planned; a series of embarrassing tumbles at the outset of our journey had established my top running speed as far lower than I had hoped, and it was clear from my Detection that Lia and Val were easily matching my pace with no sign of slowing. We should at least get to the border before we stop for the day.

We’re not on a certain schedule. We can stop and set up camp right here in the middle of the road if you need to.

I know. I don’t think I have much more in me, but I’m not stopping until I have to.

I could tell Lia wasn’t entirely happy with the answer, but I also felt a reassuring sense of trust emanating from her aura. Okay. Just let us know when you want to rest.

Her confidence brought relief to my aching head and helped me find my second wind, inspiring me to continue pushing myself to my absolute limit. We ran for another half-hour before the side effects of my overabundant mana usage began to creep back in, but just as I felt my energy flagging, a magnificent sight appeared at the far edge of my Detection: The tunnel changed shape for the first time since we had left Syndrai, expanding out into a wide plaza of ornate tile and a gatehouse built into the outer wall of the mountain. A massive set of doors sat closed at the abandoned checkpoint; my extended mana saw faint traces of the seams where they once stood open on well-concealed hinges, but perfectly fused stone filled the cracks, leaving the exit a solid wall.

“Thank the Primes,” I panted. “The border’s about a mile ahead of us.” It took another minute of running before I was able to catch a glimpse of the gate with my own eyes. The structure seemed far less impressive in person than it had just moments ago; a layer of dust too fine to notice through Detection covered the proud, diamond-patterned banners that hung on either side of the gate, and the enchanted glass orbs that lit the space were barely bright enough to illuminate their fixtures, leaving me with the impression that the checkpoint had been disused even before the doors were sealed.

I realized far too late that my intense focus on sprinting without falling down had left me blind to one vitally important consideration: stopping. The alloyed limb strapped to what remained of my left leg grew unwieldy and stiff the instant I tried to slow down; the joint of my replacement knee bent unexpectedly while I tried to skid to a stop, collapsing me backwards into an awkward slide. The heel of my boot caught on a gap in the tile flooring and stole what little control I had over my forward momentum, sending me crashing end over end across the plaza until I skidded to a stop a few feet from the gatehouse, buried beneath my cloak and pack of supplies.

“Lux!” A metallic screech filled the chamber as Val slid to my side across the tiled courtyard. “Are you alright, Lux? Are you injured?”

“No, I’m—” I started, speaking on instinct while I struggled up onto my knees, but I stopped short when I discovered I didn’t know the answer. Apart from the consistent ache in my leg and head, the rest of my body felt frighteningly numb; it took a considerable amount of mental effort to convince myself I hadn’t been paralyzed in the fall, but had instead pushed my Pain Reduction so intensely that it had completely removed most of my physical sensation. “I’m, uhm…I’m not sure.”

The buzzing sensation of active mana traced a line across my forehead, and I turned to find Lia kneeling at my opposite side. “What happened?”

“I haven’t quite figured out how to slow this thing down yet,” I chuckled, knocking on my prosthetic. “I’m fine.”

She traced her thumb across my forehead and held it up in front of me, showing off a line of fresh blood. “Fine?” Though we both had an air of joking familiarity in our voices, her eyes flashed intensely as she scanned my battered body.

“All things considered,” I countered with a grin. “Given that I just ran from Syndrai to the Doramese border with one leg, I’d say that’s a small price to—”

“Your shoulder is dislocated,” Val interrupted me.

I blinked up at her in disbelief, then followed her gaze down to my right shoulder and found the limb hanging limp at my side. “So it is,” I muttered. “You mind helping me with that?”

Without hesitation, Val lifted my arm out straight beside me and tugged firmly. I felt nothing, but I could immediately tell she had corrected the injury when I rolled my shoulder in a slow circle and found the motion unimpeded.

“Fine?” Lia repeated, her worry now fully apparent in her soft, pinched voice.

“Point taken,” I sighed. “It took…more focus than I’d originally hoped to make the run today. I’m going to need a few minutes to get my head back on straight—not literally. I hope.” I pointed up at the gatehouse with my freshly relocated arm. “Why don’t you two go check out the buildings while I meditate? I don’t plan on doing any more traveling today, so we might as well find somewhere comfy to sleep. Maybe they’ve even got a few beds around here somewhere.”

“There appears to be a barracks room of some kind beyond the gatehouse,” Val informed me, staring off through the stone to a room I couldn’t see. “I will go inspect it more thoroughly now.” She left to carry out her investigation, leaving Lia crouched beside me on the ground.

“I don’t like this, Lux,” she murmured, frowning as she continued to wipe the blood from the healed cut on my face. “It’s dangerous.”

“I’m not in danger,” I assured her. “Not serious danger, anyways—if falling down and dealing with a bit of pain is the cost of moving forward, I’ll gladly pay it. What’s the alternative? Me, sitting around in Syndrai doing nothing while everybody else does my work for me? No,” I shook my head. I had been resigned to that fate only a few days earlier, and the thought of returning to it sent a shiver down my spine. “I’m ready for this, Lia. I’m excited for it. The chance to push myself again, to get stronger, to prove that I’m not useless—this is what I’ve needed to get better. I haven’t felt this way in…Primes, I don’t know how long it’s been, but I’m not going to give it up because my leg aches.”

“You have never been useless,” she whispered, leaning her forehead against mine, “and you never will be.”

I rested against her for a moment, then planted a quick kiss on her nose before sitting up under my own power. “Thank you,” I smiled, wiping a smudge of my blood off of her forehead. “Now, I really need to meditate for a few minutes. I think powering down these enhancements is going to be a bit more…complicated than usual.” 

She let out a long sigh to make her displeasure known, but she climbed back up to her feet and turned towards the gatehouse. “I’ll come check on you in five minutes,” she said over her shoulder.

“Consider me warned.” My joking statement earned me a narrow-eyed glare, but she continued ahead and disappeared up the gatehouse stairs. I let my held breath hiss out from my lungs in a narrow, steady stream, expelling all of my concerns along with it as best I could. With all of my physical enhancements still amplifying my speed, strength, and reaction time, it took far longer than usual to slow my breathing back to a consistent rhythm, but I persisted in the meditative exercise until my body gradually began to relax.

When I finally allowed my attention to turn inwards to my core, I was greeted by a blinding signal flare of burning mana; every inch of my body shone like a lighthouse beacon against the otherwise black expanse of my mental world, illustrating just how powerful the enhancements that kept me running had been. Okay, I spoke silently to myself, time to slow down.

The world lurched around me as soon as the flow of mana began to recede, and I felt my mind being stretched in multiple directions at once. The slowing of my mental enhancements left even my thoughts feeling sluggish, and the weakening of my augmented physical prowess set me teetering from side to side. Simultaneously, the decrease in mana usage helped to soothe the ache in my head, but any relief I found was immediately offset by the violent nausea of mana withdrawals. I battled the onslaught of discomfort with determined, measured breaths until I managed to fight it down to a tentative standstill.

Throughout the endeavor, I left one enhancement burning at maximum strength: Pain Reduction. It wasn’t until I was fully confident I had returned to a state of relative equilibrium within my core that I began to poke and prod at the overtaxed magic. Daggers raked the length of my spine as soon as I tried to decrease it; I barked out a pained yelp as my body automatically pushed the enhancement back to its full effect. It’s just pain, I scolded myself. I can handle pain.

I clenched my jaw and pulled back on the active mana for a second time. I descended into the suffering as if I were wading into a pool of frigid water, submerging myself bit by agonizing bit while my body slowly adapted. Waves of healing magic passed over my residual limb in an effort to mend any injuries I had sustained in my sprint, but the mana danced over my skin unactivated; whatever damage I had done over the course of the day had been healed in the moment by my lingering enhancements, leaving a deeper, more insidious damage as the sole culprit of my current torture.

Nerves. That’s all this is—mangled nerves at the base of my leg. It was a concept I had silently internalized the moment I discovered the full extent of my injuries, but my deliberate meditation forced me to further scrutinize the idea. If this is just nerve damage, why can’t I heal it? I invoked my healing rune a second time and channeled my mana directly into the stump of my leg, but no matter how intently I focused on my pain, the sparkling green energy never took root. Why is this the limit? Of all the possible ways my magic could fail, why did it have to be—?

We can alleviate your suffering. The singular voice of the Chorus rumbled through my mind, deafening over the otherwise silent plaza around me. It is nothing to us.

I don’t need your help, I shot back automatically, immediately abandoning my self-pity. A violent spasm jolted out from my hip as I resumed my painful work, but I suffered the assault in silence, determined to show my strength to my darker half. I don’t need it, and I don’t want it.

An annoyed growl shook my chest. You will.

I sat in cautious silence for a full minute after the presence withdrew, waiting to counter any attempts it made to infect my thoughts with its subtle, creeping void, but the effort proved to be in vain. The slow progress in unwinding my Pain Reduction began again, and bit by bit, the world began to return to normal; I felt the cold touch of the tiled plaza beneath my folded legs, the warming embrace of my supple cloak, and an incredible set of aches and pains in nearly every inch of my legs, hips, and back. Above it all, the jolting nerve pain in my residual limb remained a torturous constant, but I eventually found a balance between pain and mana that allowed me to retake my feet without burning through my energy reserves or collapsing in an agonized spasm.

I crossed the stone plaza with a deliberate slowness, wincing at every plodding step until I finally arrived at the gatehouse. The space was only large enough to seat two guards: One would face back down the tunnel to handle any Doramese business, and the other would face across the road toward the matching gatehouse that flanked the massive stone doors, set up to receive the rare Kaldanic visitors. Two large levers were set into the interior wall behind the seats, no doubt part of the mechanism that controlled the sealed gates, and a single set of stairs ran up into the mountain wall, leading to a small living space bored out with the clean cuts of Stoneshaper precision. 

“You find anything up there?” I called up the passage, lounging back against a low desk in the gatehouse.

Lia’s head popped out from around the corner at the top of the stairs. “Four cots, a bunch of dried rations, and some very boring log books,” she answered, hopping her way down the stairs two at a time. “How’re you doing?”

“Better,” I answered. “Ready for the rest of our day.”

She arched an eyebrow at me and crossed her arms over her chest. “You said we were staying here for the rest of the night—and I was very ready for that.”

“Ah, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have work to do,” I grinned. I waved for Val to follow as she descended the stairs behind Lia, and the three of us filed back out into the plaza. “There’s something we need to take care of sooner rather than later,” I told the pair, rounding the corner of the gatehouse and slapping my hand on the solid stone wall that blocked our passage to Kaldan. “Halvaar had this door sealed for a reason. We need to make sure it’s closed behind us after we leave, and my method of opening things is…well, I don’t think there’d be much left to close after I finished with it.”

Lia’s eyes lit up when she caught my meaning. “Val and I can do it,” she answered me confidently. “We can Stoneshape it open again.”

“If we assume the Stoneshapers who sealed this gate did so bearing in mind that it should one day be reopened, I imagine it will be a simple matter to unseal them,” Val agreed with her. “The mechanisms in the frame and hinges that allow such massive doors to move are likely still entirely intact within the stone. We simply need to free them.”

Lia stepped up beside me and wove her fingers through mine against the door. “I can show you, if you want,” she offered gently. “You said you wanted to learn while we were on the road, right?”

“I did.” A gentle tendril of mana flowed out from my fingertips and swirled around her hand. “Now seems like the perfect time to start.”

A bright smile flashed across her face. “Okay!” she exclaimed. “Val, can you help me out?”

“Certainly,” Val answered, taking her place at my side and laying her palms flat across the stone.

“Okay, so…” Lia started, her eyes taking on a faraway quality as she seemed to peer back into her lessons with the Guildmaster. “The way they start Stoneshaping is a bit different from how we do magic. They do all of their invocations up front, and then they don’t really have to say anything once they start working.” She screwed up her face and shook her head, peeking up at me out of the corner of her eye. “I don’t really know how to explain it—I’ll show you what I mean.”

Twin fronts of amber and violet mana flooded the sealed door beneath my fingers as the pair began their tandem invocations. “Primeval of Earth, Creator of our world, channel unto me your blessing so that I may shape the stone in accordance with your will.” I felt their mana momentarily activate as Halvaar’s familiar words echoed over the empty plaza, but the doors themselves remained entirely unchanged.

“This is similar to how I was originally trained to use magic,” Val explained, keeping her eyes shut while she explored the stone ahead through her extended mana. “I…do not know how to assimilate it into your system of knowledge, unfortunately.”

“I haven’t had much of a chance to try changing the words yet, so we’ll just do it the way Halvaar taught us for now,” Lia added. “So, with that out of the way, now we can—”

“Wait, hold on a minute,” I interrupted. “What did you actually do with that? Nothing changed as far as I can tell.” Apart from the brief pulse of active mana I had felt when she spoke the initial words, there was no sign that her invocation had done anything at all; my extended energy found no indication that Lia was channeling any sort of enchantment within her body, and neither she nor Val had made any alteration to the door. “Do you need to say that part at all, or could you just go right into Stoneshaping without it?”

Lia chewed her lip for a moment as she considered the question. “I’m sure there’s a way you could do it without the prayer, but as of right now, it seems to be an important part of the process. The rest of what we’re going to do relies on it pretty heavily.”

“Okay,” I murmured, still unsatisfied by the unexplained phenomenon. “Go on.”

A fresh wave of golden energy surged through the stone, seeping deeper and deeper into the mountainside until the entirety of the hidden mechanisms was displayed in our shared Detection. “The next step is to infuse the material you want to Shape with mana. It seems like the Stoneshapers are doing something pretty similar to our Detection, but I don’t think they realize they’re doing it.”

“Guildmaster Halvaar instructed us that after sufficient practice, we would be able to ‘feel’ any imperfections within our desired Shaping material, but it is an instinctual sense that can be difficult to master,” Val recounted. “Without the knowledge that they are manipulating energy pulled directly from their own bodies, it would appear the Stoneshapers have only a vague awareness of the information it can provide. Given his experience and skill, I imagine the Guildmaster may have accidentally mastered the skill of Detection without knowing it.”

“That’s what I thought, too!” Lia exclaimed. “Seeing as we already know how mana works, we skipped what Halvaar said was one of the hardest parts of learning Stoneshaping.” I felt my focus being directed to specific points within the infused mountainside before us while she continued her lesson. “So, because we can see what we’re working with, it should be pretty easy to make the changes we need. The space between the doors has been filled in, and it looks like they sealed it to the top of the archway in multiple places…oh, but the hinges are still free! That makes it a lot easier!” Faint pulses of golden light highlighted the points of interest as she spoke. “It looks like it’s actually two sets of doors—the main set that opens into the cavern, and then an outer set that’s disguised to look like the mountainside.”

There was a long pause before either of my companions spoke again. “I’m…not really sure how to describe this next part,” Lia admitted. “Val, any ideas?”

“Guildmaster Halvaar described the process of Stoneshaping as ‘returning the gifts of Earth to a familiar form.’ It is a founding tenet of the Guild that all natural materials retain their original essence, which allows the Shaping process to occur,” she explained. “I believe this story is simply a tool used to prove their magic is possible, and the intent of the Stoneshaper provides the necessary framework for the magic to function.”

My teeth began to grind as I listened to the overtly mystical explanation for what was clearly a simple physical manipulation, but I did my best to redirect my frustration away from my teachers. “I think you’re right,” I nodded. “We’d be able to see something like that through Detection if it was real.”

Another silence grew between us, interrupted this time by a quiet mental voice. I…don’t think this part will make much sense to you no matter how we try to explain it, Lia said hesitantly. Watching us do it will probably be a lot easier—I’m sure you can figure it out if you can feel what’s going on.

No amount of meditative focus could stop the tips of my ears from burning. Okay, I managed to reply, thankful that we had shifted to silent conversation. Go ahead.

In spite of my embarrassed frustration, I watched the sea of intermingled mana shift through the sealed doors, coalescing around small sections of the stone that held the passage closed. Without warning, a bolt of bright amber light bloomed at the center of my Detection, and the mental projection it built in my head instantly changed; what had once been a solid vein of stone was now a loose stream of sand pouring down onto the ground between the now-separated doors. Bursts of color sparkled like fireworks as the pair continued their work, snapping along the seams of the door with quick, methodical precision.

I watched the process with steadily growing incredulity. Nothing about the art made sense within the rules of magic I had discovered over the course of my multiple lifetimes: Their energies activated without any form of invocation, either verbal or runic, and the magic didn’t appear to be sustained continuously from their initial prayer. Even the sensation of the magic itself was strangely foreign to me; the results seemed similar to the effects of my Shatter rune, but the Stoneshaping appeared to use much less mana and was far less violent in nature.

“I…don’t understand,” I breathed, sharpening my focus to search for the missing information that would vindicate my actively shattering worldview. “How are you activating your mana like that?”

“It’s the prayer,” Lia explained while she continued to work. “Like I said, I’m not sure how it works, but it’s definitely an important part of the process—I don’t think I could just walk up and start Stoneshaping without saying it beforehand.”

“But it’s not real,” I persisted. “Praying to the Primevals is just rationalizing how magic actually works—it’s not like they’re actually answering you and giving you the ability to Stoneshape.”

“While you are correct, all of the magic I was taught during my time in the Trinity Guard was rooted in the Unity Church’s system of prayer,” Val interjected. “It may not be magic at its purest form, but it is a perfectly functional method of accessing one’s mana.”

“Not for me,” I fought back stubbornly. Though I had yet to attempt the art of Stoneshaping myself, I felt the hot pressure of embarrassment building in my face in anticipation of the coming failure I knew I would experience if I attempted to replicate Lia and Val’s methods. “I can’t just pray to some fake gods and expect to start channeling magic I don’t actually understand. That’s not how it works—at least, it hasn’t for me. Clearly I’m some sort of defect, because you were both more than able to—”

A firm hand cupped my cheek and turned my face downwards, interrupting my whining. I opened my eyes to find Lia staring up at me with determined eyes and a gentle smile. “You don’t have to try it this way if you don’t want to,” she told me quietly, placing her other hand on my chest. “We have plenty of time to study how Stoneshaping really works on our way to Yoria. We’ll figure it out—together.”

An immediate, instinctual resistance flared up in my mind as I was faced with the option of admitting defeat. A stubborn retort formed on my tongue, but the hope I found in Lia’s eyes killed the bullheaded notion before it came to life. “I guess I should actually try it before I say it doesn’t work,” I groaned, rubbing wearily at my eyes.

“Yeah!” Lia pecked me on the cheek before turning back to the door, pulling my hand along with her. “Try it on a small chunk of rock at the bottom, just to see if it works.” A swirling tendril of golden energy led my Detection to a foot-long section of sealed stone at the bottom of the doors. “Say the prayer, then hold the image of what you want the stone to do in your mind while you channel your mana into it.”

I chewed my lip while I prepared to follow her instructions, feeling nervous despite the low stakes. “Primeval of Earth, Creator of our world, channel unto me your blessing so that I may shape the world in accordance with your will.” Even as I spoke the words, I knew the incantation had failed; the clear activation I had seen from both Val and Lia was nowhere to be found in my core, and I felt no change in the door beneath my palm. I did my best to follow Lia’s instructions regardless and spent the following few seconds silently willing the stone to fall apart, but it showed no sign of movement.

A long, deflating sigh punctuated the end of my attempt. “I figured as much,” I shrugged. “Another type of magic I can’t figure out.”

“You will!” Lia assured me. “You don’t have to master everything on your first try, Lux—you’re allowed to have a hard time like everybody else.”

You didn’t have a hard time. I left the bitter thought unspoken behind my placating smile. “Thanks, Lia. I’ll…get it eventually. For now, I bet Val would appreciate your help finishing the—”

The doors emitted a reverberating groan as they broke away from the stone frame and set their weight back onto their hidden hinges somewhere within the mountainside. “It is finished,” Val reported. “I did not notice any alterations to the mechanisms, so I believe the levers should now open the doors when we are ready to leave.”

I blinked at her in a moment of stunned silence. “I guess that’s that,” I shrugged, doing my best to keep my voice light. “Good work, you two.”

Lia looped her arm through mine and snuggled up to my side, humming at my praise. “So, now that that’s done, we get to relax, right?” she asked with a playful tug on my elbow. “I’m ready to sit down, have some food, and go to sleep. I forgot how tiring it was to run all day!”

“There is a small chimney in the barracks if you would like to heat any of our rations,” Val told us as we made our way back to the gatehouse. “I also found an ample supply of both clean water and beer.”

“You should’ve led with that,” I snorted. “Let’s enjoy the night off while we have it—we’ll be training in our downtime starting tomorrow.”

The offer of warm food and free alcohol had immediately hurried Lia’s skipping gait, but she skidded to a halt at the announcement of my plans. “Do you really think that’s necessary at this point?”

“It’s more necessary than ever,” I answered without hesitation. “I don’t expect that we’ll find anything particularly dangerous in Yoria—dangerous to us, anyways—but we don’t know what we’ll find when we get to the Eastern Forest. We need to be ready.” I gave her a playful nudge with my shoulder, hoping to relieve the wrinkle in her brow. “Our Doramese vacation is over as soon as we pass through those doors. It may seem like a million years ago at this point, but before we came here, we used to train every day.”

My tact successfully drew a small grin out of her. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she acknowledged, shoving me in return. “I meant more of, given how things have…changed, don’t you think that running will be enough training for you?”

Her delicate dance around my injury highlighted her true concerns. I caught my petty resentment before it managed to take root in my mind; Lia’s careful wording was proof enough that she expected the question would upset me, leaving me feeling more ashamed than angry. “If you think I’m going to start going easy on you because I’ve only got one leg, you’re going to be sorely disappointed.” The casual reference to my infirmity stirred a mix of emotions in my gut, but the relief of putting it out in the open outweighed my discomfort. “I’m going to be training harder than ever—and that means you are, too.”

“I look forward to the challenge,” Val chimed in.

Lia was more reluctant to answer; it was obvious that her concern for my wellbeing fueled her objections to my plan, but it seemed as if my uncharacteristic levity put the worst of her fears to rest. She tightened her grip around my arm, giving me a final squeeze before skipping ahead of me to file into the narrow gatehouse and up the stairs to the barracks.

Though we had all grown accustomed to the bleak stone surroundings of Doram, it was difficult to describe the long, uninterrupted room as anything other than depressing. There was no sign of the artistic adornment of Syndrai’s capitol on the straight-cut walls of dark brown stone, and the glass orbs enchanted to light the space were too sparsely distributed to banish the heavy shadows from the deep, empty corners. The room’s furnishings were equally drab: A low table sat at the center of the room’s kitchenette, flanked by cabinets for food and drink and a small fireplace, while the opposite end of the room held a single writing desk covered in journals and four unimpressive matching cots.

We managed to enjoy our last free evening in spite of the dreary conditions. The beer Val had discovered was a dark, potent stout that filled the room with the aroma of well-toasted malt, and it took only a few emptied bottles to fill our temporary home with a far more pleasant atmosphere. A clever Stoneshaper hearth with an inlaid metal warming tray allowed us to toast our rations while the fire heated and lit the room. We dined on toasted bread with melted butter and jelly, warm slices of fresh fruits from Marsta’s gardens, and a small tin of pastries direct from the presidential bakery; the meal was far more indulgent than necessary, but given the coming conditions beyond the shelter of the mountain walls, it felt appropriate to enjoy as much of the fresh food as we could before it froze in Kaldan’s harsh winter.

It was difficult to say how long we lounged in the barracks without a celestial projector to mark the passage of time beneath the mountain, but a consistent chorus of yawns from Lia and me marked the approaching end of our peaceful night. We hung our packs over the glass lamps, endured the arduous task of shedding our armor, and retired to separate cots; Lia seemed quite content in her perfectly-sized bed as she burrowed beneath my borrowed cloak for warmth, but Val and I were forced to curl up on our respective cots to keep our feet from dangling over the edges. The dull buzz of inebriation amplified my exhaustion, and I quickly found myself drifting off to sleep.

---

Pain woke me prematurely from a fitful slumber. My mind raced in time with my pounding heartbeat, struggling to find the reason for my panicked, ragged breathing and sudden upright alertness. Flashes of a familiar nightmare lingered at the edge of my thoughts in a cloud of malicious fog: endless forests, veins of voidglass, and head-splitting pain.

After a long moment of sightlessly scanning the room for threats, my eyes began to adjust to the darkness, revealing the same barracks I had fallen asleep in. The fire in the hearth had burned down to embers, leaving the blocked glass lamps and a faint glow from the stairway the only sources of light. I spotted the vague shape of Lia in the cot to my left, snoring softly beneath the supple fabric of my cloak, but the cot to my right lay empty with its blankets neatly folded back into place.

I took in a few meditative breaths to calm my racing heart before falling back onto my cot and staring up at the ceiling. The ceaseless buzz of unfocused anxiety dashed any hopes that sleep would return to me, and I pushed myself back up only a minute later and moved to the bedside to fetch my prosthetic. Each metal hook of the system of supporting belts sounded like a clash of swords in the silence of the barracks, but I managed to complete the process without waking Lia. I lingered a moment longer to slip into my shirt and pants before making my way to the staircase; the chill of the mountain cavern assaulted me as soon as I was free of my bedsheets, but I left the warming embrace of my cloak to its duty as Lia’s blanket and pressed on without it.

An empty plaza was waiting to greet me when I arrived in the gatehouse. I craned my neck out through the open door and surveyed the courtyard from beneath a furrowed brow. Where did you go? Mana rushed out along the ground, skating across the tiled plaza and out into the endless tunnel that led back to the north. It wasn’t long until my Detection found what I was looking for: A small circle of violet mana with Val at its center.

The sudden arrival of my mana stopped her in place, and I heard her voice echo through my mind. Good evening, Lux.

Hey, Val. I stepped down from the gatehouse and started out across the courtyard. You can’t sleep either, huh?

She turned and began to sprint back towards me as soon as I moved. Please, do not trouble yourself. I will return momentarily. She retreaded the half-mile she had already walked in a matter of seconds; by the time I had crossed the plaza, I saw her emerge from the shadows of the dimly-lit tunnel, difficult to spot against the darkness in her fitted black silk pajamas. Her powerful stride slowed as she approached, and she came to a graceful stop beside me. “Are you having trouble sleeping?”

“I guess so,” I shrugged. “It’s usually not an issue for me. If anything, I typically sleep too well—Marin would be the first person to tell you that.”

“Our return to Kaldan is not a particularly joyous event. Of all nights, tonight would be an understandable occasion to find sleep difficult.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that. I’ve been having this…I guess you could call it a nightmare. I’ve been woken up by it more often than not ever since my injury.” I moved to the gently sloping wall of the cave and leaned against it, thankful for its support as I closed my eyes and let out a long breath.

Val dutifully took her place beside me. “I see. What is the manner of your nightmare?”

“It’s hard to put in words,” I admitted. “It almost feels like I’m riding at the edge of a massive pulse from my Detection. There’s not enough time to see any one thing before it’s gone, and I’m left with this…blur. I know it’s trees—an infinite, impossible expanse of trees—and below it are these tendrils of voidglass, stretching out like spiderwebs right beneath the surface of the forest.” My fingers drummed against the stone behind me while I tugged on the still-raw memories of the dream. “That’s usually all I get. That, and pain, anyways. Sometimes, though, I see something at the end before I wake up. There’s a huge pillar of voidglass that runs for miles under the ground where all the webs connect. I don’t know what it is, but I know that I want it more than anything I’ve ever wanted—and I’m also more terrified of it than any monster we’ve faced.”

My words disappeared into the unbreakable silence of the tunnel beside us. “The Eastern Forest,” Val murmured.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. I’m just not sure why I’m seeing it—I’ve never been there before, and it’s not like I can see the future, but something about it definitely seems…familiar.”

“We have been planning to investigate the Eastern Forest ever since our discoveries beneath Shadowmine. After what we found here in Doram, it seems an easy leap for your mind to make in creating this nightmare—it is most likely nothing more than a manifestation of your anxieties.”

I arched an eyebrow at her. “Do you really believe that?”

She looked back at me in considerate silence. “No, I do not,” she answered after a short pause. “However, I had hoped the suggestion would bring you some small amount of peace.”

Her stony facade cracked just enough to reveal the beginnings of a grin which quickly made its way to my face as well. “Well, I appreciate the thought,” I laughed. “I’m not sure it really matters in the end. Sleep or no sleep, I’ll make it to the forest soon enough and see it with my own eyes.”

Though the mystery of my nightmare was no closer to being solved, its hold on my thoughts had weakened over the course of our short conversation. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall with a deep, contented sigh. The heavy draw of my breath carried a strange scent alongside the expected stale smell of dust and stone: A fresh, pungent humidity tickled my nostrils, promising the return of weather, wind, and life beyond the now-unsealed doors to Kaldan. I found the fragrance immensely comforting, and I allowed myself to enter a light meditative trance while I focused on each distinct note of the multi-layered scent.

Val seemed content to join me in the exercise. There was no sound in the abandoned courtyard apart from the gentle metronome of our breathing, and though I made no specific effort to do so, I quickly found myself matching the rise and fall of her chest with my own. Our unintended synchrony lasted until her breath abruptly caught in her throat, and the soft swish of fabric against stone told me she had moved. “Lux, there is something I wish to say to you.”

The alarm bells that began to ring in my mind were muted by the tranquility of our momentary repose, leaving me with an unusually clear mind. I opened my eyes to find that she had stepped away from the wall and now stood directly before me, only a few feet away. “Sure, Val.”

She straightened her already-straight posture and took a long breath. “I would like to apologize for the strife I caused between you and Lia with my ill-mannered confession at President Magnusson’s party.”

“I think we’ve been over this already, Val,” I said as gently as I could. “You don’t have to apologize for how you feel.”

“You misunderstand me. I am not apologizing for how I feel, nor do I intend to. My feelings for you have not changed—if anything, they have strengthened over this past week.” The casual reaffirmation of her confession would have been unsettling had it been from anybody else, but I found the blunt words comforting in Val’s rich, even timbre. “I am apologizing for the manner of my confession. After speaking with Lia, I now realize the true consequence of my actions. This may sound foolish to you, but I truly did not know the implications my words carried. I hope you can believe that.”

“Of course I do,” I answered. “I still don’t think you owe me an apology in the first place, but I appreciate it nonetheless.” A particular point of her explanation stuck out in my mind, inspiring equal parts relief and concern. “So…you’ve talked with Lia about it?”

“On multiple occasions. We had a forthright discussion on our return journey from Marsta after investigating the Warp facility. We also spoke about it multiple times in the days you were unconscious after your injury, but those instances were less fruitful—neither of us were in a position to think clearly. I believe that we have repaired the relationship I so carelessly put in jeopardy.” She paused for a moment and stared down at her slowly winding fingers. “I…hope that I can say the same for our relationship.”

“That’s entirely up to you, Val. I don’t feel like our relationship was ever in any danger—at least not on my side of things—but I’d understand if you felt differently. I didn’t exactly handle things as well as I’d have liked to, in hindsight.”

A wave of relief crashed through her impassive mask and swept away the lines of tension on her face, leaving a soft, dazzling smile in its wake. “It is a true blessing to hear you say that, Lux. You have been graciously understanding throughout this ordeal—I would like nothing more than for our relationship to continue as it once was, despite what my confession may have unintentionally implied.”

“Consider it done,” I nodded. A comfortable silence filled the cavern as Val retook her spot beside me and leaned against the tunnel wall, and our breathing retook its synchronized rhythm. Our heart-to-heart replayed in vivid detail in my head and left me marveling over its simplicity; Val’s unabashed directness had conveyed her true feelings in only a few words, and my uncharacteristic levelheadedness had allowed me to respond in kind. Though our conversation had reached its natural end, neither of us made any move to return to the barracks and end our peaceful evening together.

A dangerous flicker of curiosity sparked to life somewhere deep within my brain, creeping its way up through my subconscious with such ferocity that I found myself speaking before I had a chance to fully consider the thought. “Now I’ve got a question for you, Val.”

“Ask it.”

“Of all the people we’ve encountered over our adventures…why me?” I kept my eyes facing forward, leaving her just out of sight as I spoke. “I assume it’s not my dashing good looks or my outgoing, bubbly personality. If you don’t want to answer, that’s—” 

Soft, melodic laughter interrupted my backtracking, and I turned to find Val with a hand over her mouth. “I apologize for laughing,” she said, fixing a stray lock of auburn hair that had been knocked out of place. “You are correct, though—I put little stock in the physical appearance of others.” She paced forward for a second time, taking slow, meandering steps that led her in a slow circle before me.

“I suppose my good looks can only get me so far,” I laughed along with her. For a moment, I considered abandoning the line of questioning altogether, but I knew the lingering curiosity would torment me endlessly if I failed to find an answer. “All jokes aside, I guess I’m wondering what about me could inspire such…devotion. I know we’ve been through some tough situations together, but if this is coming from some misplaced sense of obligation, we have a more important conversation to have.”

A hard slant of her brow instantly cast out her playful demeanor. “I offered this advice to Lia in our earlier conversations, and now I see that it is equally as applicable to you as well—you must value yourself more, Lux. Much of Lia’s distress after my confession stemmed from her fear that she is somehow less deserving of your affection than other people in your life. I have assured her this is false—as I believe you also have—but it is now clear to me that you suffer from the same misconception.”

My previously impenetrable aura of calm cracked under the weight of her words, and I felt heat rise in the tips of my ears. It was an obvious truth on both fronts: My multiple attempts to dissuade Lia from comparing herself to Amaya was evidence enough of her lack of confidence; on my end, despite a sudden urge to prove Val wrong, I realized I couldn’t think up a single positive trait of my own beyond my skill in combat. I shrugged and looked away from her unyieldingly accepting eyes. “I, uhm…I appreciate the advice, but I’m not really sure if it’s…actionable. I don’t think my brain is wired that way—I just…don’t see what you see.”

Val pursued my fleeing gaze. “Then I will tell you what I see,” she murmured. She reached her hand up to my chest, but it froze in place an inch before it made contact as if it pressed against some unseen barrier. “I see kindness in spite of your attempts to conceal it. I see a fiercely loyal defender of the people you love. You are infinitely heroic in the face of danger, and you are willing to sacrifice your own safety to uphold justice without the expectation of recognition or repayment.

“You effortlessly embody the virtues I once falsely believed I upheld. It was your arrival in my life that allowed me to truly live for the first time, and I owe everything of what I am now to you.” Her pale-green eyes fell suddenly, finding a new focus on the back of her outstretched hand. “I am…intoxicated by the very essence of your being. It continually inspires me to be the best version of myself. I have said before that I am wholly inexperienced in this aspect of life, but…that is what love means to me. That is what I see in you.”

I stood in awestruck silence, my jaw fully agape. Whatever composure had possessed me before was entirely absent now; Val’s words had short-circuited my brain and left me speechless, but the silence growing between us screamed for a response. I reached up and clasped her hand between mine, then pulled it firmly against my chest. The warmth of her skin bled through my undershirt, adding more fuel to the furnace of my wildly pounding heart. A dark blush flooded her bronze cheeks, no doubt mirrored in my own pale complexion, but our eyes remained inexorably and inescapably locked.

“Val, I—” My voice died in my throat before the word emerged. The simple, four-letter word seemed as impossibly dangerous as it was undeniably true; entire wars raged through my mind in a single instant, waging discretion against raw emotion in an impossible battle. “I…I do lo—”

Her palm pressed into my chest and pinned me back against the tunnel wall. “Don’t,” she whispered. Her eyes glistened in the dim lamplight as she shook her head back and forth. “Don’t say it. For Lia’s sake…and for mine.”

The force of her sudden advance had all but locked us together against the cold mountain stone. Her hand remained clutched against my sternum, leaving our folded arms the only thing holding our bodies apart. I felt the rapid rise and fall of her chest against mine, smelled the fresh sweat that had begun to bead along her elegant neck, and saw the veil of mist that obscured the infinite depths of her olive eyes. The moment would have been indistinguishable from a dream were it not for the sharp, nagging pain in my collarbone where Lia’s gifted pendant dug into my skin, its metallic arms biting at my flesh under the weight of Val’s imposing frame.

My first attempt at speaking failed and forced me to swallow against a lump in my throat. “I won’t say it, then,” I breathed, “but…I hope you’ll still know it’s true.”

Time ground to a screeching halt and left us frozen in the aftermath of my labyrinthine answer. A moment of pure, unbound joy brightened every feature of her face, leaving me with a mental portrait I knew I would never forget through all of my lives to come. Sparkling trails of tears streaked down over her cheeks, released from their careful vigil in a final surge of overwhelming emotion. “Your words will sustain me in abundance for the rest of my days,” she said through a beautiful, blushing smile. “They are…more than I ever dared to dream of.”

Though her tear-streaked visage was nothing short of euphoric, her words inspired a sharp pang of sadness deep within my heart. “You deserve more than that, Val,” I shook my head, growing more aware of our physical closeness with every passing second. “So much more than I can give you.”

“No, Lux,” she stopped me. “It would be my singular, defining joy in life to remain at your side. My heart is sated—I require nothing more from you than your continued companionship. I will not speak of this again, nor should you. Above all else, I pray that my selfish indulgences will not come between you and Lia any more than they already have.”

“I, uhm…thank you,” I mumbled. As the adrenaline started to filter out of my system, the emotional fog began to clear from my mind, but the harsh light of reality it revealed left me almost equally lost for words. “I should…get back to bed, I think.”

“Of course. I will…resume my patrol.” Bit by bit, we carefully disentangled ourselves from one another; her trembling fingers arched atop my sternum and pushed away, removing the soft, warm heft of her weight from my chest and shoulders. She took a careful half-step backwards, then another, shuffling away until we were both well out of one another’s reach. “Sleep well, Lux.”

“Thanks, Val. Be safe.”

A final moment of charged silence stretched out between us before we both turned and walked in opposite directions. Every step I took sent my mind careening back to relive our just-finished conversation in full, replaying the emotional exchange over and over again in the span of a single second. I had only a dull awareness of the world around me as I walked; it seemed as if it would take hours to reach the gatehouse on the opposite side of the plaza, but before I knew it, I was already curling up on my cot in the dark barracks without any memory of when or how I had arrived there.

It was only when my eyes found the raven twist of Lia’s braid hanging from the side of her cot that my head fully devolved into chaos. Wars of logos and pathos raged atop the highest pinnacles of my mind, clashing like thunder too loud and deep for my conscious mind to fully comprehend, but I felt their most basic emotions in full. Love, guilt, lust, shame, joy, and fear all blared over the battlefield of thoughts in one cacophonous whine, reducing my mind to nothing but indecipherable static.

Whatever happens…I wasn’t wrong. A faint whisper of conscious, directed thought cut through the din, so miraculously quiet that only the most vital essence of my soul could hear it. Val deserved to know. It might be a wholly different experience than what I feel with Lia, but…it’s still love. I wasn’t wrong.

The small voice cut a large swathe of silence in my mind. Acceptance began to bleed out into my wild, untethered thoughts, taming the battling anxieties one by one until a tentative peace had been restored. It’s done. I can’t take it back—and I wouldn’t if I could. There was a brittle, hollow edge to my confidence, but I clung to it for dear life in favor of the whirling maelstrom of emotion it had dispelled. The only question now is…what happens next?

I had long since convinced myself that the rest of my night would be a sleepless one, so the crushing exhaustion that weighed my head to my pillow and shut my eyes caught me entirely off-guard. The last dregs of adrenaline filtered out from my blood and allowed my emotional weariness to fully consume me. It wasn’t long before my consciousness faded, and I fell into a sleep so deep that no nightmare could ever dare to wake me.

***


11. MASTER AND APPRENTICE

“I slept, uhm…fine, I guess. Didn’t really fit on the cot all that well, but I made do. What about you?”

“Oh, I slept quite well, thank you for asking,” Lia boasted, playfully dangling my cloak out between us. “We really need to figure out how to make more of these.”

I nodded my head and turned away, busying myself with the task of fixing the sheets of the cot I would never use again. “Add it to the list. Wait, no—I think it’s already on the list, if I remember right.”

The world went dark as a bundle of magically-warming fabric was dropped over my head. “I guess we’ll just have to keep sharing this one for the time being, then,” Lia giggled from somewhere behind me. I felt her plant a kiss on the back of my head before her voice began to recede into the distance. “Something smells good out here! What are you cooking, Val?”

My spine stiffened at the innocent question. I fought against the black folds of my cloak, tearing the upside-down garment from my head in a sudden panic while I raced to follow after Lia.

The answer to her question came before I made it to the gatehouse steps. “I am preparing the last of our fresh rations,” Val replied from somewhere outside. “I thought it would be prudent to test our new Stoneshaper tools before we subject them to less-than-optimal conditions.”

“Oh, good idea! How does it even—oh, wow! That’s so cool!”

I dashed down the stairs and found Lia crouching down beside Val a few dozen yards from the gatehouse. A compact camping burner was set up on the tile between them; faint wisps of smoke trickled out from a short, vented cylinder of polished metal, held aloft from the ground by a collapsible series of interlocking arms. Thin strips of lightly-cured meat sizzled atop the burner in a matching metal pan, lacing the air with a sumptuous, smoky aroma.

“There is a small supply of liquid fuel within the burner,” Val explained. “Once it is expended, the fuel reservoir can be removed to make room for firewood, which should be in ample supply in northern Kaldan.”

Lia closed her eyes and sniffed the air, then let out a contented sigh. “You know, I think the Stoneshapers have some pretty good ideas,” she chuckled, sitting cross-legged on the tile and warming her hands near the radiant heat of the burner. When I emerged from the gatehouse, she waved me over and motioned to the spot beside her with a wide smile.

I kept a cautious eye on Val while I crossed the courtyard to take my appointed seat. “That’ll definitely be handy,” I said with a nod to the Stoneshaper burner. “Certainly better than trying to start a fire on a mound of snow.”

“Indeed,” Val agreed, prodding at the strips of crackling meat with a thin set of metal tongs. She unstacked a set of three plates and divided out the freshly-prepared breakfast, handing it to us alongside a small tin of berries after she had put out the stove’s flame. “This is the last of our fresh food. We have enough preserves to last us roughly ten days of travel, though I imagine our trip will take no longer than five.”

“I guess that means we can eat double the food we usually do!” Lia grinned, happily helping herself to the offering of plump fruits. She loaded the empty half of her plate before offering the tin to me, but as soon as I reached out for it, she pulled it back with a devious grin and popped one more berry into her mouth with a satisfied hum. “So, Val, how did you sleep last night?” she asked between mouthfuls of food. “I assume you had the same problem as Lux with the short beds.”

“A cot is still far more comfortable than the ground, even if it is not made to accommodate my size,” she answered. “What little sleep I found was more than acceptable. I do not often sleep longer than four hours per night. After I awoke, I spent the early hours of the morning walking the northern passage and performing a gentle calisthenics routine.”

A half-dozen berries rolled off the edge of Lia’s plate as she recoiled in horror. “Primes, Val! Four hours? That’s it?!” She set down her plate and hunted after the rogue fruits, buffing them off on her pants before eating each of the escapees in turn. “How do you function like that?”

“My mind clouds with too much sleep. This is simply what my body has grown accustomed to,” she shrugged. “I find the extra time quite pleasant—early hours are often quieter and allow for easier meditation.”

Lia scratched her eyebrow, using the motion to hide the wide-eyed look of surprise and disbelief she shot in my direction. “Well, whatever works for you! Just don’t expect me to join you on any early-morning walks.”

A dull throbbing sensation in my temple alerted me to the fact that I had been clenching my jaw since their conversation began. I forcibly relaxed my locked muscles and leaned out over the burner to offer Val the significantly lightened tin of berries. “All yours,” I said in the most casual tone I could muster.

“Thank you,” she nodded, accepting my offering. Our eyes only met for a brief moment, but the shared glance was all I needed to see how foolish I was acting; Val wore her usual impassive mask without the slightest hint of embarrassment, shame, or smoldering passion hidden anywhere in her neutral expression. She had made her intention to never raise the point again abundantly clear in our early-morning conversation, but some suspicious, doubting part of me had refused to believe her until I saw her words in action.

“So,” I started, my voice relaxing with every passing second, “what do you think we’re going to find on the other side of those doors? Are we going to be swarmed by the finest warriors Kaldan has to offer as soon as we cross the border?”

“I am confident that we will not encounter any significant Kaldanic military presence on our journey,” Val answered. “The Golden Throne lacks both the infrastructure and the manpower to levy its forces on such short notice. I would be surprised to find any form of a standing army in Yoria, let alone the northern half of Kaldan.”

“Plus, I doubt anybody wants to go north after what happened at Shadowmine,” Lia chimed in. “Even though they aren’t coming out of the mine anymore, I’m sure a few of those…things are still crawling around out there.”

“That is true. Challa will no doubt have reported what she believes to be a successful operation in collapsing the mine entrance and stopping the Serathid invasion, but the Golden Throne would not have sent additional soldiers to retake our lost land. The abandoned towns in the north will no doubt remain empty until the spring thaw, at the very least.”

I chewed on my final bite of breakfast for far longer than necessary, savoring the slightly-charred morsel as best I could. “Sounds to me like we have a nice, peaceful trip ahead of us,” I chuckled, shaking my head at the impossible prospect.

“That is my hope,” Val said with a bow, somehow missing the sarcasm I had laced into my comment.

Her genuine statement replaced my dark chuckle with a more full-bodied laugh. “Well, if that’s the case, what are we waiting for?” I pushed myself up to my feet and turned towards the gatehouse. “Let’s go find out what Kaldan’s been up to.”

Lia hopped up and looped her arm through mine, happily clinging to my side while we made our way back to the barracks with Val trailing close behind us. An air of excitement permeated the long stone room as we prepared for the true start of our journey; though I had my concerns over what awaited us in Kaldan, an infectious energy bled from Lia’s every move, somehow lending vibrancy to the task of donning our armor. I stole a cautious glance at Val while I buckled my cuirass, still subconsciously searching for an outward sign of our earlier conversation, but her mottled scale armor had already returned and reinforced the steely look of determination in her eyes.

After a final look around the dark, dull space, the three of us returned to the gatehouse. My fingers twitched in anticipation as I rested my hand on one of the two levers that controlled the massive stone gates. “Ready?” I asked my companions.

“Ready,” they answered in unison.

A burst of mana rushed from my hand and suffused the mountainside when I threw the lever down. I watched in awe as the mechanisms hidden behind the stone activated; a scaled-up version of the counterweight system we had found in Shadowmine’s hidden door sprang to life just out of sight, vibrating the stone beneath my feet while it hefted the incredible weight of the mountain doors. Beams of silver light cut into the dim cavern and sparkled across the tiled floor. A final, reverberating boom echoed down the tunnel when the door collided with the cave wall, announcing to the world that the border was once again open.

Lia dashed down into the courtyard and peered outside. “Looks like it’s a bit earlier than we thought,” she called back to us. “I can still see the moon out—” Her words stopped short when she raised a hand to her mouth, emphasizing the wide-eyed shock on her face. Before I had a chance to ask what was wrong, she had already turned and sprinted headlong out of sight through the open border.

“Lia!” I shouted, vaulting out the gatehouse window to chase after her. My enhancements flared before I hit the ground, sharpening my focus enough to reorient my prosthetic before the impromptu jump sent me sprawling to the ground. “Lia, what’s—”

The enrapturing scent of fresh air filled my nose and lungs, answering the question before I asked it. My Enhanced Senses plucked out and intensified every note of the natural aroma, momentarily overwhelming me with fragrances I had nearly forgotten over my time beneath the mountains: Fresh snow mingled with wet dirt and old, fallen leaves, peppered by the sharp notes of evergreen trees and a faint, faraway smell of burning firewood. Lia stood a few dozen yards ahead of me with her face upturned to the dark predawn sky, purposefully hyperventilating in a moment of pure rapture.

“Primes,” I swore under my breath, burning my sinuses with the crisp air as I sucked in another deep breath, “that smells amazing!”

“I’ll never take fresh air for granted again!” she laughed. Her revelry ended a few seconds later, and she returned to my side red-faced and beaming. “Maybe we can just have Magnus and Halvaar come visit us next time.”

Crunching frost to my right alerted me that Val had caught up with us, and I turned to find her face half-obscured in a cloud of steam that poured from her nostrils like the breath of a wrathful dragon. “After visiting Doram once before, I remember my return to Kaldan. There is nothing quite like the first lungful of fresh air after an extended stay beneath the mountains.”

A giddy laugh escaped my lips while I fought against a bout of lightheadedness from my rapid breathing. “If we bottled this smell as a perfume and sold it to the Joined Cities, we’d be rich in a week—anyone who’s ever made the trip outside would buy it by the gallon.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea!” Lia agreed, teetering her way to my side. “You should talk to Aunt Ellie about that when we get back to Mayaan! I bet she’d know someone who could make it, and she’d definitely be willing to sell it!”

As my head cleared, I was surprised to find how sound the logic was in what had been little more than a casual joke. “I guess we should get moving, then!” I declared. “The only things standing between us and our well-deserved riches are the entire Shadebinder sect and a potential world-spanning war.”

I turned and surveyed the land that lay to our south; we stood in a forest at the base of one of Doram’s many mountains, surrounded by a healthy mix of barren, leafless deciduous trees and hearty snow-covered evergreens. The path forward had been well-shielded from the winter weather by both stone and tree cover, but I could see the unmaintained trail gradually disappear beneath a seamless blanket of snow the farther my eyes wandered. “Ready?” I asked, already crouching in preparation to sprint into the forest.

“No,” Val answered immediately.

Having levied the question more as a formality, I was taken aback by the unexpected answer. “No?”

“We should reseal the gate before we depart,” she explained, motioning with her head to the gaping maw of the mountain passage. “Also, I believe it would be best for the longevity of our equipment if we cleaned our plates and cooking implements before packing them away.” As she spoke, she held out the nested stack of Stoneshaper camping tools we had dirtied with our warm breakfast.

“Right. Dishes.” I accepted the armful of dishes with a suppressed laugh and made my way to a snowbank at the roadside. “If you two can handle the gate, I can take care of cleaning.”

“Okay! It’ll only take a minute,” Lia called out, joining Val at the border.

A trail of neon blue mana followed the pair back to the gate as I packed the loose snow before me into a makeshift sponge. Though my curiosity over the art of Stoneshaping had yet to be sated, I knew that another concerted effort to learn the skill would most likely dampen my otherwise superb mood, so I resigned myself to silently watching their magic through Detection while I worked on our chores.

Val followed the curve of the mountain out into the thicket of trees on our right, walking with her hand on the stone until her extended mana found a perfectly-disguised Stoneshaper panel a few hundred feet from the main road. A nudge popped the door open to reveal a lever that matched the one in the gatehouse; the hidden mechanisms within the mountain sprang back to life at its activation and heaved the massive slabs of stone back into place, leaving the mountain face looking like it had never been touched by human hands.

Gentle currents of amber and violet mana welcomed my watchful presence while my companions set to work. They drew my attention back through the nearly imperceptible seam in the stone, spreading out over the gates until my Detection projected a perfect blueprint of the structure in my mind. I was too far away to hear their words, but the movement of their lips brought the words of their invocation to life, and a pulse of energy in their extended mana told me it had once again worked as they expected. It was a seemingly simple matter after that to return the stone doors to their fused state; thin layers of rock peeled away from both the gates and the tunnel walls around them, swirling together in a moment of impossible magic before they resolidified into one seamless structure.

I chewed my lip and withdrew my extended mana, choosing to focus on the sharp chill in my fingers rather than the mystery of Stoneshaping. Our plates, pan, and burner were all washed, collapsed, and refitted into their compact cylinder by the time my friends returned. “Okay. Chores are finished,” I said, handing the metal tube to Lia. “Now are we ready to go?”

“Yes, I am,” Val answered. “I will take the front position, unless you hold any strong objections. I believe it will make the journey much easier if Lia and I break a trail ahead of you.”

Despite my momentary indignance, I knew that the difficulties I had faced during the previous day’s sprint would only be exacerbated by the mess of snow and ice awaiting us, and I relented to her offer without argument. “After you,” I bowed, moving aside to let my companions pass. Lia squeezed my arm and flashed a reassuring smile as she took her place at the center of our party, and the three of us promptly started our journey south.

It took me much longer to attain a reasonable running pace than it had the day before. We traveled at little more than an unenhanced jog for fifteen minutes while I struggled with the additional challenges of uneven terrain and unstable snow; all of the work I had done to understand my prosthetic’s operation was of little use in the slippery new environment, and I constantly found myself wobbling like a toddler taking his first steps. Even so, I continued to push the limit of my enhanced speed as hard as I could, resulting in far more slips and crashes than our previous day’s run. The heavy banks of snow that made the journey so difficult were a small boon in that respect, cushioning my many falls far better than the unforgiving stone of Doram’s tunnels.

Unfortunately, the difficulties the snow imposed on our travel far outweighed the benefits. An ocean of undisturbed white powder stretched out around us as far as my eyes could see; although the barren deciduous forest had provided some cover to the northern road, the snow continued to deepen the farther we traveled away from the sheltering heights of Doram’s towering peaks. When the drifts grew too deep for normal travel, Val drew her shield and held it out valiantly against the endless, oncoming tide, plowing through the accumulated snow as she sprinted ahead. The disturbed flakes whipped up into the air in a frenzy, leaving the shield-width trail shrouded in a swirling, localized blizzard that gave Lia and me no choice but to follow along blindly behind her.

Despite our early start, the cloudless sky was ablaze with the pinks and oranges of evening before our destination appeared on the horizon. The steep, shingled roofs of the town of Lakesyde peeked at us through the thinning forest on our right, coming into full view just as the sun began to disappear behind the faraway mountains that lined the Maw. A flat, uninterrupted depression in the snow to our northeast betrayed the hiding place of a massive lake, stretching out opposite the forest with its far bank hidden in the growing twilight. Given the long line of snow-covered docks, moored boats, and large warehouses built around the frozen bank, it was clear the now-abandoned town owed more than just its name to the buried lake.

When Val’s pace began to slow upon our entry to the town’s outer limits, I scanned our surroundings for the largest snowbank and launched myself into it, choosing the immediate, semi-controlled stop over what would have been an embarrassing attempt to slow myself on the frozen path while remaining upright. A stinging barrage of snow bit at my face and spilled down the back of my neck, giving me a small taste of the winter world outside of my magically-insulated cloak. I heaved myself out from the snowbank and brushed the powder from my hair as Lia turned back and hurried towards me.

“I’m fine,” I called out to her, pushing myself up to my knees. “Didn’t feel a thing.”

A wave of amber mana raced across my body as she verified my statement. I saw her wince when her Detection found how heavily I was relying on my Pain Reduction enhancement, and she immediately redoubled her effort to find any hidden injuries. “Are you sure you’re fine?”

I frowned at her quiet implication. “I am. I feel better than I did yesterday.” I could already tell I had pushed my enhancements even further than I had the day before in order to compensate for my lack of coordination, but the migraine that accompanied the significant draw on my mana reserves was much less crippling. The idea that my body was so rapidly adapting to my new reliance on the pain-dampening magic was equal parts reassuring and concerning; I knew that the withdrawals I would face when I finally relaxed for the evening would be severe, but the potential that I might regain a fraction of my former physical prowess made the coming discomfort seem worthwhile.

There was a long pause as Lia weighed my statement, but she finally relented with a sigh and a small smile. “Okay,” she said, offering out her hand. “Let’s go get out of the cold. We’ve got a whole bunch of options for where to stay tonight—why don’t we go take a look around and find something nice?”

I took her hand and pulled myself up, then slung my arm across her shoulders with a long sigh. “A little house shopping sounds fun.” An audible groan rumbled out from my chest as I shifted my weight off of my prosthetic and onto Lia’s welcoming shoulder. “I wouldn’t mind a place to sit down that isn’t covered in snow, either.”

“You can sit for as long as you want,” Lia smiled, leading us back to the main path where Val’s footprints plowed by to the town square. “I’m sure we’ll find some comfortable beds, too.”

“No, no beds yet,” I protested. “I told you last night—we’ve got a lot of training to catch up on.”

I felt her resistance to the idea in her slowing pace, but she humored me with a soft laugh. “Well, let’s at least unpack our gear and warm up a bit first,” she compromised. “We don’t all have magic cloaks, you know.”

“Oh, right.” I huddled closer to her side and billowed my cloak out behind us, pulling her inside its warming embrace. “You can wear it tomorrow if you want.”

“I was just teasing,” she chuckled, bumping me gently with her hip. “The cloaks we bought in Mayaan are warm enough. You’ve already got plenty to worry about—me and Val being a bit cold doesn’t need to be one of them.” We turned the final corner on our way to the center of town and found Val standing beneath a large, snow-covered pavilion. “Hey, Val! Find anything interesting?”

“As expected, the town is abandoned,” Val answered. “I have found signs of the initial Serathid attacks that caused Lakesyde’s evacuation, but they are well-buried. There are no tracks that would indicate recent activity in the area, human or otherwise.”

Lia and I shuffled into the covered space and kicked the snow from our boots. The pavilion sat on a collection of stone slabs that spanned the length of the hundred-foot-long town square. Hearty trees had been milled down to create support columns that lined the center of the pavilion every few dozen feet, each one impaled with a trio of metal hooks that held old, burned-out lanterns. A faint scent of old fish wafted down from the thick thatch roof that sat atop shadowy rafters, tainting the fresh air with an unshakable sour smell.

“This seems like as good a spot as any for a bit of sparring,” I said, nodding my head as I surveyed the area. “Let’s go find a place to stash our stuff so we can get started.”

Val pointed down the main drag to our east. “I believe the second house on the left would prove suitable for our needs. It appears to have two furnished bedrooms, each of which has its own hearth.”

“Perfect! Let’s get some fires going now so it’s nice and toasty when we’re done with our training,” I suggested, steering Lia in the direction of the appointed house.

Apart from the large drift of snow piled against the front door, the home in question showed little sign of its total abandonment; kitchen cupboards sat stocked with food, frozen and well-preserved by the bitter weather outside, and the common room was still decorated with small trinkets and personal effects, all of which could have been easily packed in a sudden evacuation. Val hunted down an armful of firewood from a snow-caked hut in a neighboring yard, and we quickly set to work warming the vacant structure, doing our best to ignore what our well-stocked resting place implied about its previous owners.

Night had truly fallen by the time we finished our preparations and returned to the pavilion. A half-dozen lanterns flickered to life behind soot-covered glass at the invocation of my Fire rune, creating a small bastion of light in the starless dark that clung to Lakesyde. Excitement tickled its way up my spine while we worked through a progressive series of stretches; discounting the first awkward tests of my prosthetic in Syndrai’s barracks, I had yet to fully explore the new limits of my combat prowess, and the chance to spar without the threat of mortal injury brought a lively energy to my gait.

“So,” I started, taking the last bite of a strip of jerky, “I thought we could start with a bit of hand-to-hand combat, move into weapon training from there, and then end the night with some meditation. We’re an odd-numbered group, so I figure the odd one out can work on mana manipulation in their downtime.” I unhooked my sword belt and set it at the foot of the pavilion’s center column, then shrugged out of my cloak. Frigid winter air assaulted me from all sides and immediately set my teeth chattering, but I knew that I would be overly warm soon enough. “Any complaints?”

“I’m not sure we’ll have enough space for full-on combat training—not with enhancements, anyways,” Lia answered. “I…don’t think this place could take it.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, I don’t think I’m ready to train at that level yet,” I said, addressing her disguised motives directly. “We should stick to unenhanced combat for tonight—or, at least, I should. If the two of you want to go at it full-force, I’d love to watch.” 

The compromise lifted the weight of concern from her shoulders, and she hopped forward with renewed enthusiasm. “Okay. No enhancements,” she grinned, tossing her cloak into a pile with mine and brandishing her empty fists.

Decades of training guided my movements subconsciously when Lia leapt forward and threw her first punch. The Zen-like, joyous trance of battle flushed my system with endorphins as we traded blows, giving me hope that my broken body hadn’t completely stolen my singular, defining purpose. Boundless confidence dismissed the usual suite of combat enhancements that had lingered in my system after our day-long run—minus the Pain Reduction that kept the agony of my residual limb at bay—leaving adrenaline as the sole guide for my prosthetic’s movements. My defensive posture made up for the clumsy movements of the metal limb, allowing me to dodge, parry, and throw punches as if I were still whole.

As our sparring match continued, it became abundantly clear that Lia was holding back her attacks. Though her punches flew with greater speed and power than I remembered from our previous training sessions, she seemed unwilling to capitalize on the shortcomings my prosthetic imposed on me. I found myself overextended after multiple overambitious strikes, and each time, I was allowed to slink away and regroup without punishment. “You should’ve put me on the ground by now,” I chided her after a particularly egregious and unpunished mistake on my end. “I don’t know what my new limits are—I need you to show them to me.”

She wiped a bead of freezing sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “We’re all a bit rusty,” she countered, settling into a low crouch. “There’s still time.”

My goading earned me a powerful flurry of blows in our next bout, but my weakened stance remained unchallenged for the rest of our sparring match. “Alright,” I grunted, stumbling back after a particularly winding strike to my left shoulder, “let’s call it there.” I waved my hand back and forth between my companions in a vague, wordless gesture while I steadied my breath; the primal panic brought on by empty lungs felt strange without any accompanying pain, which was well-subdued by my continued reliance on my Pain Reduction. “Val, you’re up.”

Having watched the whole of our match in reserved silence, Val eagerly sprang forward when called and took her place a dozen feet ahead of me. Lia remained panting at her side for a moment, glancing between the muscular frame of the King’s Shield and the hidden, alloyed shape of my false leg with obvious concern, but she strode to the center of the pavilion and leaned against its support without putting her worries into words.

“Same rules for you,” I called out to my new opponent. “No enhancements, just strength and skill. Show me where I’m lacking.”

A wide, unrestrained smile shattered Val’s impassive expression. “With pleasure.”

The combat that followed was a veritable clinic on exposing my new weaknesses. Every move Val made was perfectly designed to capitalize on my shortcomings; her quick motions and aggressive advances made me stumble over my own feet, and a combination of leg sweeps, low punches, and grapples were all focused specifically on my weakened left side. The first strike that found its mark in my injured hip ripped through my overactive Pain Reduction and sent me reeling with a pitiful yelp; Lia rushed to my side and offered out her hand in support, but I brushed off the gesture and threw myself headlong back into the fight, too enthralled by the battle to focus on my pain.

Every blow that connected with my prosthetic burned a new lesson into my brain, etched in permanent, bold font by the agony that accompanied it. I was turned away over a dozen times in the brief span of our battle, and each time I returned with strengthened determination, trying and failing to land a single blow against the untouchable knight until a final, twirling kick to my false knee threw me to the ground in a twitching heap.

“Enough!” Lia slid across the stone and gently laid her palms on my residual limb, infusing the battered flesh with a pulse of warm amber light. Though I appreciated the gesture, it was entirely in vain; her mana was a single drop in the ocean of crackling blue energy that already flooded my body with numbing magic. “Lux, are you—”

“Good,” I grunted. “I’m good, Lia.” I propped myself up on an elbow and craned my neck up to address Val’s towering form. “Good fight,” I chuckled darkly.

“To you, as well,” she answered with a bow of her head. “Though you have certainly slowed since your injury, you are still a more fearsome opponent than any I faced during my time as Commander of the Trinity Guard.”

“I guess I’ll take that as a win,” I scoffed. Dull throbs of pain lurched up through my hip into my spine when I rolled up onto my knees and crawled to the nearest support pillar, vacating the practice space. “I need a few minutes to recover,” I said through a deepening grimace as my fingers massaged the battered flesh at the seat of my prosthetic. “You two can finish warming up together before we all move on to weapons training.”

A series of sharp pops snapped out of Lia’s knuckles while she flexed her hands into fists at her side. “I’d love to,” she muttered, pacing away to take her place across from Val. “Enhancements?” she asked with an expectant raise of her eyebrow.

“Perhaps we should start from zero and advance as the match progresses,” Val offered, her face still alight with excitement.

Lia pursed her lips and offered a stiff nod in response. I felt a menacing focus radiating out through her extended mana, but before I had a chance to investigate further, she threw herself forward and began their match.

The full might of Lia’s combat prowess was immediately on full display, showing me just how much she had held back during our initial fight. Her lithe form slipped across the stone with incredible ease, sliding in and out of Val’s guard with masterful dips and pirouettes that always left her just out of reach of retaliation. The challenge only served to widen Val’s smile; her hearty, full-bodied laughs echoed in the rafters of the pavilion while the pair spun in their brutal dance, the sound of which seemed to deepen the dark lines on Lia’s face. Each clash arrived faster and more forcefully than the one before it as their combat enhancements flared to life, whirling my companions around in increasingly flashy displays of grappling, striking, and footwork that became difficult to track without activating enhancements of my own.

Their fight ended so quickly that I nearly missed their final blows in the span of a single blink. Lia feinted to the left before dashing straight ahead with her fist cocked back in preparation for a devastating uppercut, but Val correctly read her intentions and responded with a straight jab that caught Lia square in the nose and sent a gout of blood spilling down over her chest. However, it quickly became apparent that taking the blow had been part of her gambit from the beginning; she clasped the blood-coated fist in both hands and flipped into the air, wrapping her legs around Val’s neck and torso and torquing her extended arm at the elbow.

“I yield!” Val shouted immediately, using her free hand to pull up against Lia’s hanging weight and save her elbow from dislocating.

Lia untwined her legs from Val’s torso and slipped down into a handstand before righting herself with a lazy back handspring. “Nice punch,” she spat, sending a glob of crimson spit onto the stone while she made her way to the pavilion’s edge. After shoving one of the sheltering tables aside, she scooped up a small pile of snow and began to clean the blood from her face and chest as healing magic reformed her broken nose.

A similar shower of green sparks rushed down Val’s arm and danced over her damaged joint. “That was well-executed, Lia,” she praised. “I seem to recall seeing that technique somewhere before. Did you learn that from—”

“Marin, yeah,” she interrupted. Tossing the tainted snow out into the darkness, she returned to the center of the pavilion and crouched down at my side. Her bitter expression melted away as she traced her finger along the lines of my palm and watched me with gentle concern. “How are you feeling? Is your leg okay?”

Having completely lost myself in the spellbinding martial display of their sparring match, it took me a moment to reassess myself. “I’m good,” I answered. “Ready for round two, if you are.”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” she sighed through a forlorn smile. After helping me to my feet, she retrieved her paired swords and shooed Val away from our combat space, clearing the way for our weapon training to begin.

The combat continued in the same vein as our unarmed sparring match. To her credit, Lia aimed a small handful of attacks at my weakened side, but it was clear the attacks were only made in an effort to appease me; the blows were weaker and more telegraphed than her usual whipping strikes, and she refused to press the advantage her deft footwork and speed afforded her. On the other hand, my match with Val was even more punishing when her weapon was added to the equation. Though I felt far more comfortable fighting with my sword in hand, the beautiful, unorthodox movements of her shield-only fighting style drove me to the ground multiple times, each instance more painful than the last.

I had to call off the fight far earlier than I’d hoped; after momentarily losing consciousness in the wake of a devastating strike to my false shin, I crawled away to recoup and left my companions to their own battle. It was much harder to observe their combat while fighting to regain control of my Pain Reduction, but it was obvious that Lia’s ferocity had only increased since their earlier match. Her paired onyx blades flashed and reformed the massive greatsword of the King’s Sword, crashing down on Val’s glittering aegis with bone-shattering might. The savage battle continued until an errant swing of the King’s Shield cracked one of the trunk-like supports of the pavilion and sent a shower of splinters skittering across the stone slabs, freezing both combatants in place.

“Let’s call that a draw,” I called out from my place on the floor. “I’m sure the people who lived here will be back eventually—they’d probably be disappointed to find their trading hub collapsed.”

“I apologize,” Val bowed. “It is quite easy to lose control when facing such a skilled opponent.”

Lia ignored the compliment and turned away, panting from obvious overexertion while she wiped fresh sweat from her brow. “So…our training’s finished now,” she started, sucking in a deep breath to steady her heaving chest. “Why don’t we head back inside and have some dinner? I’m starving.”

“Not yet,” I countered, levering myself up from the stone with my sword. “There’s still something I need to work on.”

“We can do our meditations later!” she fought back with an exaggerated whine. “You’ve got to be hungry, Lux. Maybe you don’t feel it because of the Pain Reduction, but you need to eat.”

My eyebrow twitched at the suggestion, but I simply shook my head in response. “Not meditation.”

“What, then? Is there something you wanted to research from our list, or was—” A look of sudden recognition lit up her face and interrupted her questioning. “Oh, Stoneshaping! I don’t think we need to worry about that tonight, but if you’re really stuck on the idea, I’d be happy to help you! After dinner, of course,” she finished with a playful grin.

Gears whirred in my mind as I began to automatically assemble the beginnings of a protecting, self-serving lie, but I cut the thoughts short. She deserves the truth. This truth, at least. My thumb spun around the gold-banded hilt of my sword while I gazed at my wife, taking a moment to prepare myself for her response to the coming truth.

“I’m going to start training with void.”

The rosy flush in Lia’s cheeks drained away while she stared at me in wide-eyed shock. “Lux, that’s—why? Are you…sure that’s a good idea?”

“Yes,” I answered firmly. “You already had the right idea—both of you did. The night before we left for Doram, when I…told everyone about the void, you both said that I should learn to control it. I should’ve listened, but I was terrified—about what it might do to you, and about what I might find out about myself.” A sad smile tugged at the corner of my mouth as I looked back on that night with fresh eyes. “I’d probably still have my leg if I’d taken your advice.”

“No!” Lia rushed forward and cupped my face in her hands. “Lux, you can’t blame yourself like that! What happened to you isn’t your fault!”

“It is,” I countered softly, mirroring her gesture with my free hand. “I’m not upset about it, Lia—oddly enough, I actually feel a bit relieved. I have undeniable proof that I was wrong, and I know exactly what I have to do to make things right.” I traced my thumb along the line of Lia’s jaw, dismayed by the cold, clammy feel of her skin as her anxiety set in. “It’s the only option I have left. I can’t run, or hide, or pretend it doesn’t exist anymore. If I’m going to make sure we’re all safe, I have to learn how to control it.”

“Do you believe it is possible?” Val’s voice was a welcome distraction from the dread I found in Lia’s eyes. “Can you control the void without losing yourself within it?”

“I can.” Unwavering resolve bolstered my immediate response, but I left the source of my confidence unspoken. “I know I can.”

“But, Lux…” Lia trailed off, her hands falling down to my chest. A faint, crackling sound escaped her lips when she tried to speak again; she immediately clamped her mouth shut and ground her teeth, then sent a dim pulse of mana out through her palms and into my chest. I can’t lose you again, Lux, her voice sounded in my head. What happened under Doram…I don’t want you to go through that anymore. I know I said you should try to learn how it worked, but that was before I knew…what it all meant.

I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a tight embrace. “I know you’re worried, Lia, but I have to do this. I want to do this—learning to control the void is the only chance I have to stay here when we’re finished.”

Her fingers tightened around the collar of my shirt at the mention of my inevitable departure. “You shouldn’t be alone,” she persisted, pressing her palms into my collarbone. “It’s too dangerous. I can come with you to—”

“No,” I cut her off, pulling away from our quick embrace with a sudden jolt. “You should go eat with Val. I won’t be gone long.” Turning to hide from her disappointed gaze, I returned to my cloak and sword belt and busied myself with my preparations.

“Come, Lia. I will brew us tea to accompany our meal and rid our bones of this chill,” Val offered. “The Stoneshapers provided us with a multitude of options—you may choose whichever suits your tastes.”

The gentle lilt in her voice assured me that she planned to do her best to raise Lia’s spirits in my absence, lifting a heavy burden from my shoulders. “Oh, save some for me!” I perked up, turning to Val with a thankful smile. “I won’t be too long.” An automatic apology perched on the tip of my tongue when I caught sight of Lia’s tight-lipped frown and wide, hurt eyes, but I fought off the impulse and planted a silent kiss on her forehead before heading out into the snow and leaving the pair behind.

A patchwork of heavy clouds left Lakesyde shrouded in darkness as I wove my way through the snow-covered streets, forcing me to navigate with a small pulse of Detection as soon as I was out of range of the flickering torchlight of the pavilion. I caught a faint wisp of amber energy a few feet behind me, snaking its way along the path of my boot prints in the snow, but it retreated the instant my mana revealed it. My breath clouded the air ahead of me while I let out a heavy sigh and pinched the bridge of my nose; though I understood her fears, the threat of Lia’s mana arriving at the wrong time during my training added an extra layer of complexity to my already murky plans. I doubled the radius of my Detection and continued my trek to the edge of the frozen lake, then circled along its bank until I found a large rock isolated from the crowd of dock houses and piers.

I cleared the stone of snow and sat down in my usual meditative stance at its center. A sea of crackling blue energy crashed against the borders of my core in a Pavlovian reflex to my posture, but I held the mana at bay in preparation for my new form of training. Closing my eyes and turning my attention inward, I pushed my focus down into the blinding depths in search of my tenuous ally. I need—

A pulse of deathly energy rippled out from my core and slithered into my extremities in a perverted imitation of my meditation ritual. We know what you need. The Chorus rumbled through my mind, my own voice chief among the discordant rabble of past victims. You desire knowledge.

Yes. I channeled the void in a lazy circuit through my body, practicing my control over the borrowed power. If we’re going to survive what’s coming, I need to understand what you—no, what we are. There are things we’ve done with void that I can’t do with mana alone. I need to learn how, and why.

Good. The disembodied voices oozed with smug satisfaction, sharpening every word with a haughty arrogance I knew far too well. Acknowledging your weakness is the first step in overcoming it.

I ignored the barbed taunt and maintained focus on my dark channeling. Learning how you transform mana into void would be a great place to start, but I assume you’re still unwilling to—

Correct, the Chorus boomed over my thoughts. You cannot be trusted with that knowledge. Your allegiance to that abomination is proof enough of that.

I’m not allegiant to it, I snapped. You might be able to sneak away and hide from whatever that Voice is, but I can’t. I have to coexist with it just as much as I have to coexist with you. Plus, I have part of that knowledge already—it's how I found you in the first place. Learning how to optimize it would only—

YOU HAVE DONE NOTHING WITHOUT US. Thunder filled my mind and shook the entire world around me, forcing me down into a low hunch. YOUR BELOVED IMPOSTER HAS LIED TO YOU. YOU HOLD NO POWER BEYOND WHAT YOU STEAL FROM US, CONSCIOUSLY OR NOT. I felt an itch beneath the surface of my skin as the deathly energy circulating through my system began to burn, suddenly awoken from its painless dormancy by my darker half. Wisps of black smoke seeped out from my trail of scars and swirled up into the cold, starless night.

I weathered the Chorus’s rage in penitent silence, knowing that any rebuttal would only lengthen my abuse. An unintelligible rumble remained once his furious tirade ended, filling my mind with discordant noise that took several minutes to fully subside. “Not that, then,” I murmured once my thoughts had cleared. “As long as you’re willing to give me the energy when I need it, that’s all that really matters for now.”

You will have it for as long as our interests continue to align, the Chorus replied, its voice returned to its usual cool timbre. We are one, whether you remember it or not. We will know when you need our power, most likely before you know it yourself.

Let’s keep it limited to when I ask, I replied, momentarily disquieted by the offer. Can you teach me how you…I don’t know what to call it. Teleport, I guess? The sound of breaking glass echoed through my head while I sifted through memories of our intermingled fights, each one punctuated by a smoking, shattered wound in reality. Movement like that doesn’t seem possible, but…well, we’ve done it, so I know it is.

It is not possible through your limited scope of understanding, he scoffed. Your view of the world is narrow—confined only to what you believe to be possible. The void exists beyond your world, and as such, you fail to comprehend it.

Okay, great. Explain it for the plebian, if you don’t mind.

My neatly-channeled void broke free of my command and rushed out onto the frozen lake ahead of me, projecting a map of crimson light inside my head. The void is infinite, omnipresent, and eternal. It is the true nature of reality, from which all things are born and to which all things return. Your entire existence has played out inside little more than a grain of sand set adrift in the ocean—a single point of aberrant light amidst the darkness. The creeping front of dark energy lanced up into the air and shattered through space itself, leaving a smoking wound in reality hovering above the lake a few hundred yards away. Awareness that the void surrounds the borders of your light-filled prison is the key to escaping it.

The sound of breaking glass echoed out over the snow again, this time originating just a few feet from my head. I tumbled to the side in a reflexive dodge roll and ended up face-first in a drift of snow when my prosthetic found no purchase on the ice beneath me. The Chorus continued its haughty dictation while I wiped the snow from my face and stared up at the second wound in reality only an arm’s length away. Manipulation of this liminal space is only impossible in the foolish, rigid laws of your narrow slice of reality. What remains inexplicable by mortal means is no more complicated than taking a single step into the dark.

I found the instruction in his prose clear enough, but I hesitated at the boundary to the warped passage into the void. So, if you know how to go back into the void whenever you want, does that mean you know how to go to…other worlds, too?

Have you listened to nothing we’ve said? he asked with a disgusted huff. The void between worlds is infinite. It would take eons to find another, no matter how numerous they may be. The overconfident Chorus suddenly quieted, taking an uncharacteristic pause. When it spoke again, it sounded as if nearly all of the stolen voices had faded away, leaving my own voice speaking alone. We would have returned to her already if we could.

For a brief moment, I felt a pure, uninterrupted connection to the shattered fragment of my psyche as a perfectly synched rush of nostalgia and loss overtook us. I stepped forward into the smoking portal without a second thought; a single instant of weightlessness tugged on my stomach when I blinked through the darkness, then returned to the world in a different place. A gentle gust of wind rolled over the unblemished expanse of snow surrounding me, dissipating the smoking wound in reality that floated beside me and its twin that remained at the shore of the lake, now hundreds of yards away.

Though you no doubt failed to notice, we ensured the creation of both an entrance and an exit from the void before allowing your movement. The humanizing vulnerability I had heard moments earlier was entirely erased from the multitudinous Chorus as it resumed its lesson. The boundary between life and death is only reinforced on one side. It is a simple matter to break free from this world, but returning from the void is nigh impossible without internal intervention.

But…why? Why is it like that?

You would not exist if it were otherwise. That is why, he snapped. Life is defined by its repulsion of death, and yet death follows life all the same. The essence of death will always return to the void from which it came—life has no recourse nor desire to stop it—but life would not exist at all if it could not hold back the void. Necessity dictates that the energy of death be allowed to leave your world, not return to it.

My brow furrowed as I struggled to retain and understand the unexpected metaphysical lecture. How could you possibly know all of this? Is any of this actually true, or are you just making it up as you—

Indignant thunder roared through my head and overtook my thoughts. YOU EXPECT US TO UNDERSTAND THE FOUNDATIONAL REASONING OF THE UNIVERSE, BEG US TO EXPLAIN IT TO YOU, AND THEN QUESTION OUR ANSWER?

I hung my head and held up my hands in submission, regretting my instinctual skepticism. I’m sorry—that’s not what I meant. It’s just…very difficult to wrap my head around what you’re saying.

These are the laws of the universe as we have seen them, the Chorus answered. We have not lied.

I believe you. Forced into agreement with the wrathful voices, I internalized the information as fact and attempted to reconcile it against my experiences. The Serathids showed up because the Shadebinders opened a passage for them from the void. It was the same in Hedaat, too—the Dominion was only able to spread because the cultists in Bahruut created their Conduit for them. Even Alderea had disciples to summon Kalateth, but…I frowned as a single, recurring point continued to elude me. The only thing that doesn’t make sense is…us.

Us?

How is it that we’re even here? Unless you’re saying someone summoned us to each of the worlds we’ve been to, how did we break through from the void?

What willful ignorance. That passage has NEVER been of our own accord, he snarled in response. We’ve told you time and time again—that ABOMINATION is perverting the natural order. Its machinations are beyond us, both in reasoning and in capability. Rid any thoughts of analyzing its desires from your mind—our focus is to remove its influence, not understand it.

Right. The half-hearted answer was all I could muster in response to the Chorus’s demand; having long since resigned myself to never fully understanding the nature of my existence, the sudden influx of answers left me feeling untethered, as if everything I had just heard was a hazy dream. A barrage of questions battered the edges of my mind, but I chose to suppress my inquisitive nature in favor of keeping my darker half in a more amenable mood.

Shaking away my daze, I took a moment to scan the faraway horizon and reassess my situation. Miles of snow separated me from whatever lay at the opposite edge of the frozen lake; when my vision failed to penetrate the cover of night, I retook control of the latent void lingering within my body and used it to fuel another pulse of Detection that rebuilt the neon crimson map inside my mind. How do I go about breaking this…boundary?

A self-satisfied thrum reverberated through my chest. Release your hold on the outermost limit of our power. Watch where the essence gathers according to its own will.

I halted the advancing edge of my void Detection and attempted to diffuse the deathly energy up into the air and out of my control. The reflexive protection I had always encountered when performing the same action with mana was nowhere to be found; if anything, the dark power seemed more than eager to slip its bonds and escape my influence. Sparkling clouds of red light surrounded the farthest border of my mental map as the dark power seeped into the air, but as the Chorus had alluded, it failed to follow the path I expected. As opposed to my prior experiments with mana where the energy grew more and more disparate until it dissipated entirely, the void remained bound together in swirling bands of deathly power that disappeared all at once, slithering out through invisible gaps in reality like sand streaming through a sieve.

The void surrounds us, always, the Chorus oozed, as close to a whisper as it had ever been. We feel it in the air—a near-indiscernible miasma of death lingering in the wake of an entire history of lives lost, sacrificed, and stolen, stuck on the wrong side of the boundary. I felt him push a fresh surge of void to the edge of my Detection, refueling the rapidly evaporating cloud of crimson death. Concentrated, though, it finds its escape—liminal passages, invisible to the eye, designed to maintain the tenuous balance of life and death. This is what we exploit. Allow our energy the freedom to burrow through the boundary, then seize control and tear open a wound around it.

Subtle, insidious pressure began to build around the edges of my mind. My darker half made no effort to hide his pleasure at our blossoming unity, leaving me hesitant to carry out his orders. The power I had spent so long convincing myself I needed waited at the edge of my Detection, but a tangible barrier of echoed warnings and long-fueled anxieties kept it at bay; I knew I stood at a threshold more dangerous than I could comprehend, and, once I crossed it, I would never be able to go back. Though her mana had yet to return since her first attempt to watch over me, I could still feel Lia’s essence pulling me back from the brink with a desperate strength; the replica projector that hung around my neck flashed like wildfire in the night as its latent amber energy seeped down through my chest and into my heart.

They will not survive what is to come without our power. The booming choir shook my resolve, unwinding the threads of support hidden within my mind. We are their only salvation. Embrace your true nature. It is the only way to—

A flicker at the far boundary of my Detection interrupted the Chorus’s bewitching influence. We watched in stunned silence as an aura of rotten orange energy crept across the crimson field displayed in my mind, its circular edge growing wider and wider until the source of the aura revealed itself; a long, menacing blade cut through the curtain of void that marked the edge of my dark Detection and crunched down into the frozen lake beneath it. The scythe-like arm strained as it hauled a hulking mass of chitin into view, suspending the orb-like body of a lone Serathid just inches above the undisturbed snow. It clattered forward with a slow, lurching gait, slipping and sliding while it wove a sightless path to the west, seemingly unaware of our presence.

ABERRATION. MONSTROSITY. The sound of shattering glass exploded just behind my head, and I felt myself falling backwards into the void before I had a chance to fight for control of my movements. My instantaneous journey dropped me only a dozen yards away from the clattering beast; smoke poured from the monochrome edge of my manasteel blade, hissing against the cold night air while I stalked towards my isolated prey with a singular purpose: DEATH.

Wait! Regaining my bearings, I pulled back on the void that drove my advance and slid to a tentative standstill. This is our chance to see one while it’s alive—through our Detection, anyways. We could learn something about them.

THERE IS NOTHING TO LEARN FROM THIS TWISTED CREATURE.

It was only after appearing directly within the beast’s deathly aura that it took any notice of us. Its meandering path across the lake angled in our direction, but it still skittered and stumbled like a wounded animal as it attempted to hurry towards its new quarry. Look at the way it’s moving, I argued, entirely unconcerned by the approaching threat. There’s something wrong with it.

ITS EXISTENCE IS WHAT IS WRONG—

Calm down. I thought the words before considering what punishment they might earn me, but to my surprise, I found the Chorus receptive to the informal response. We began to backpedal through the snow, easily matching the pace of the approaching Serathid. The aura of deathly power emanating from the beast, diminished in size and intensity from its usual expansive field, did nothing to shield it from our void Detection; disfigured bones and organs pulsed in a vile distortion of the human form, no longer hidden as they once were to my mana-fueled inspections.

The sight was as fascinating as it was revolting. How did this happen? I asked the Chorus. What could’ve turned humans into this…aberration?

Shadebinders. The answer came matter-of-factly. They may have different names in different worlds, but there will always be those who look to pervert the natural order of life and death in a desperate bid for knowledge, power, and immortality. An infinite number of worlds have tried, and an infinite number of worlds have failed. Death cannot create life—the pale imitation you see before you is proof of that.

Except for us.

Except for us. A yawning pit opened in my stomach as the crushing gravity of our existence finally came into focus. You see it now—why our power must be kept secret. We are an impossibility. What we can do is beyond anyone or anything that has ever existed. It is why your false idol has taken such a keen interest in keeping you alive. Arhythmic clacking from the Serathid’s bladed arms against the ice was the only noise in the otherwise frozen night; the broken metronome was the sole thing keeping my infinitely-expanding mind rooted to the physical world, constantly forcing me into an equally off-tempo retreat. Do you understand?

I…do. Crimson waves of void energy sparkled under a new light in my mental map. An impossible sea of deathly power surrounded me, created from the spark of life that resided deep within my core, and it bent entirely to my command. I felt it flow across the advancing Serathid, revealing not only its physical form, but also its most primal desires that bled out through every inch of its fetid aura. It’s starving. Freezing to death.

Good. Its suffering is penance for its existence.

A quick flourish of my smoking blade marked the end of my backpedaling. I stood perfectly still as the beast advanced, driven into a desperate charge for its final chance at sustenance. The long talons of its wolf-like back legs dug into the ice and launched it like a missile with both bladed arms pointed down at my center of mass. Its aerial assault revealed the final outward remnants of its human form: A circular maw lined with multiple rows of sharp, rotten teeth and a set of hollow, leathery sockets that would once have held its eyes. Sickened, I released the last tethers of control on the circulating void in my system and gave my body over to the Chorus.

It took little more than a casual step to my right to avoid the plunging attack, and we caught the beast squarely in its hardened carapace with a devastating upward thrust of our bastard sword. A plume of black fire swirled up into the air as the tip of the blade emerged from the top of the beast's back; it took a single, gurgling gasp as it suffered upon the dark pyre before falling completely limp. Our sword flickered out of existence and allowed the Serathid corpse to collapse into the snow, then reappeared in our hand in a reverse grip. The blade plunged down into the dead creature’s back, splitting through chitin, leathery skin, and bone until it impacted the sheet of ice beneath us. Crackling lines of dark flame raced out across the whole of its orb-like body and wreathed the corpse in a veil of smoke and fire, quickly burning through its hulking mass until nothing remained before us but a splash of viscous blood and a swirling cloud of ash.

We are finished for tonight. Without warning, the Chorus disappeared from our joined consciousness and retreated back into my core, withdrawing our extended aura of void as it went. The dark power changed abruptly as it passed the boundary of my mana reserves, transforming from the smoking energy of death back into the pure, crackling blue energy of life.

I wavered like a lone leaf in the autumn wind, feeling hollow and alone within my own body. Part of me wanted to hunt down my darker half and continue our training, but the vacuous space left in its wake sapped whatever motivation remained in me. The knowledge he had imparted weighed heavily on my mind as I turned and began the long, lonesome walk back to our borrowed home; I had yet to fully seize his power on my own terms and cross the final line in the sand I had drawn for myself, but at the same time, I felt as if I had passed the point of no return. The opportunity to make the decision for myself had already come and gone, leaving me with little choice but to follow the preordained path and hope it would emerge from the darkness somewhere on the other side.

***


12. WATCHERS

A violent shiver woke me from dreamless sleep. My hands groped blindly at the spot next to me in search of warmth from Lia’s dozing form, but I found the sheets cold and vacant. I pushed myself up with a wordless grumble and surveyed the bedroom; dim pre-dawn light snuck through the cracks in the shuttered window, revealing a long-extinguished fire in the hearth and an empty space where Lia’s belongings should have been on the chair in the corner of the room. “Lia?” I mumbled, wiping my eyes as I slid to the bedside. “Where—?”

Here. The word reverberated through the blanket of amber mana that covered the entirety of the room. A slow, sleep-clouded pulse of Detection followed her golden energy back to its source on the front step of the house where Lia sat bundled in my cloak with a mug of steaming liquid clasped in each hand.

Contented for the moment, I withdrew the probing mana and reached down to the bedside floor where I had stashed my prosthetic and fastening belts. My fingers slipped across the loops and fasteners with unconscious dexterity, already well-practiced in manipulating the mechanisms necessary to secure the Stoneshaper relic in place on my residual limb. It was only by a chance sweep of my eyes that I noticed a disturbing issue in the socket of my false leg: The padding that lined the interior of the limb was coated with dark rings of blood, leaving the cloth more red than white. Whatever injuries had left the stains were nowhere to be seen on my unblemished flesh, no doubt healed and reopened dozens of times as we ran through the Kaldanic countryside, but the sight of the old blood was enough to send a winding twinge of discomfort up into my hip.

A heavy sigh whistled through my clenched teeth while I hopped across the room to fetch a fresh roll of padded cloth. When the lining was replaced, I tossed the soiled cloth into the fireplace along with an armful of kindling and set it alight with a quick burst of mana, then returned to the task of readying myself for another day of travel. The night’s chill still lingered deep within my bones even after I had donned my clothes and armor, so I hurried my way out to the front step in search of more effective relief.

“Good morning,” I sighed, taking a seat beside Lia.

“Morning,” she echoed. She held out one of the mugs in a wordless offering, keeping her eyes fixed on the brightening horizon.

“Mind if I take my cloak? We can share, if you want.”

She repositioned herself to one side of its warming embrace and tossed the rest over my shoulders; though the cloak wasn’t large enough to fully encircle the both of us, and gusts of cold air still spilled in from its open front, the magic-imbued fabric immediately drew a relieved groan out of me.

“Ah, thank you.” I took a long sip of my mystery beverage and matched the line of her eyes out towards the rising sun. Surprisingly sweet notes countered the bitter, earthy taste of dried tea leaves, distracting me from the fact that the drink was far colder than I had hoped. “This is good.”

“Val made it,” she answered. “She’s out for a walk right now. She’ll be back soon.”

“Mhmm.” The first rays of sun cut out from behind the twin peaks of Shadowmine far in the east, shedding fresh light on the palpable tension between us. Lia had been fast asleep by the time I returned from my clandestine training the night before; I knew that our parting at the pavilion hadn’t left us on the best of terms, but I had yet to think up the words to broach the topic. “Do you…want to talk?”

“Not really.”

“That’s…even more of a reason for us to talk, I think.”

“Why? What’s the point? You already know what I’m going to say. I already know what you’re going to say. Neither of us are going to change our minds, so there’s no point in talking about it again.” The biting words steamed away in the cold morning air, dispersing over the beautiful, snow-covered town of Lakesyde.

Her open hostility slipped past the protective embrace of my cuirass and cut into my chest, leaving a raw, aching wound behind. “That’s not fair. You can’t decide how a conversation’s going to go before it even h—”

“Train me to use the void like you do.”

My nails raked my mug of luke-warm tea, chipping flecks of old clay from its hand-molded face. There was no counter to her verbal checkmate; the response she knew was coming unquestionably proved her point, but it was a response I refused to change. “No.”

A dark, forlorn smile flashed at the corner of her mouth, but a tepid sip of her tea erased the expression. “Like I said,” she breathed, turning her eyes up to the glorious blaze of pinks and oranges of the sunrise sky, “there’s no point.”

“So that’s it, then? You get an answer you don’t like and you decide we’re not talking anymore?” The words tumbled out of me too fast to fully weigh, uncorked by the hopelessness that tinged her voice. “I know you’re not happy with how I’ve been handling things lately, but you don’t get to dump this all on me like I’m doing it just to give you a hard time. This hasn’t been a particularly banner week for me either, Lia, but at least I’m still trying. I’m sorry that I’ve never had my leg cut off before—I’ll handle the next bodily infirmity better, I promise.”

Lia’s finger traced a slow circle around the rim of her clay mug. I knew my words had gone too far, but the reproach I deserved over what I’d said was nowhere to be found when she finally spoke again. “I’ve thought about what our last moments together will be like every day since you told me that you’d eventually get sent away. I usually imagine it like you’re dying—it’s nearly happened a half-dozen times by now, so it’s not hard to do. It was Virram’s soldiers at first, then Serathids for a while, and then it was Mimics.” Her finger stopped its languid rounds, and her eyes fell to the wavering surface of her tea. “Now it’s just…you. Pushing yourself too hard, burning yourself away until you disappear, right before my eyes.”

Her despair crushed the air from my lungs, constricting my throat and chest until I saw spots dancing at the edges of my vision. “Lia,” I croaked, “I—I’m…that’s not—”

“Stop,” she interrupted me softly. She drained the last of her tea, set the mug on the stoop beside her, then slipped out from beneath my cloak and stepped down into the snow. “I promised that I would train as hard as I could so that I could keep you safe—that I wouldn’t leave your side, no matter what.” She pulled the hood of her heavy winter cloak up over her head, hiding what little I could see of her face. “I’m…not sure how to do that right now, but I’m going to figure it out. I’ll do whatever it takes—whether you want me to or not.”

Before I could find it in myself to respond, the faraway crunch of snow heralded the end of our private conversation. “I have returned,” Val announced, appearing a moment later at the end of the road. 

“Welcome back!” Lia called out cheerily. “Lux is finally awake, so we can get going as soon as you’re ready!” She skipped her way down the road, dodging Val’s return with a playful spin. “I’m going to go check out the eastern road. Meet me at the edge of town!”

I sat helplessly on the step and watched her go. Her calm words had chilled me far more than the winter air ever could, but a petulant feeling of ingratitude shielded me from the worst of my guilt. I’m doing this for you.

“Good morning, Lux,” Val interrupted my sulking. “You look…rather ghoulish, if I am being honest. Are you feeling well?”

“Well enough,” I grumbled, mashing my palms into my face to erase whatever expression had given me away. “It’s not me you should be worrying about.”

“I spoke with Lia at length last night,” she replied casually. “It was not a direct conversation by any means, but it is clear that she is worried about you.”

“She’s just…it’s—she’s so naive.” My irritation passed its tipping point, and I threw myself up to my feet in a huff. “I don’t know why she can’t understand the danger of all of this. The world is actively falling apart around us, and all she can think about is whether or not my leg hurts. This is so much bigger than any of us—we can’t afford to waste time thinking about our wellbeing when every passing second brings the Shadebinders closer to carrying out their schemes. People are dying out there, and it’s only going to get worse unless we do something about it.”

The catharsis of speaking my frustrations aloud unwound a deeper knot of anxieties and drove me into a frenetic back-and-forth pace along the frozen road. “Don’t even get me started on the void stuff. Does she actually think I’d let her anywhere near my training after what’s happened? It killed her, Val—it literally killed her, and she’s still asking me to train her to use it! What the fuck am I supposed to say?! How could she ever expect me to say yes to that?”

A firm hand on my shoulder caught me mid-step and broke me out of my rut. “Take a breath, Lux,” Val instructed.

The order drew my focus to my frantic, shallow breathing, and I took a moment to close my eyes and pull myself out of my tantrum. “I can’t let her get hurt again, Val,” I murmured. “I’d give anything to turn around right this instant and go back to our life in Lybesa—I swear on the Primes, I would, but…I’m the only one who can stop them. I have to keep going, no matter what that means for me.”

“There is a ruthless calculus inherent in all warfare. It is, at its very essence, inhuman to treat lives as little more than numbers, but the task is as necessary as it is unfortunate. You and I are soldiers—the nature of our lives has numbed us to this cruelty—but that is not how Lia sees things.” She removed her hand from my shoulder and took a single step back, tipping her head down the road that Lia had taken. “Lia values your life for more than what it can do for the greater good of the world. She does not balance the scales in the same way you and I do.”

I raised an eyebrow and pursed my lips, annoyed by the clarity of her analysis. “And how do your scales balance?”

“I would prefer not to measure them at all,” she answered diplomatically. “I am not here to pass judgment. It is clear to me why Lia is upset, but I also understand your course of action and your reasoning behind it. Unfortunately, I do not see an easy path forward for any of us.”

“There never is.” I looked up and let out a long groan, sending a plume of steam up into the clear morning sky. “You should probably go get your things. Lia’s waiting for us.”

“Of course. I will only be a moment.”

A lingering sense of obligation tugged at the back of my mind as the snap of frost beneath her boots trailed away. “Val, wait,” I called after her.

She slid to a halt at the base of the stairs. “Yes?”

“I know it’s not fair to ask this of you, but can you make sure Lia’s okay whenever you get the chance? She doesn’t want to talk to me about this kind of stuff right now, and, well…it’s not going to get any easier for her from here on out. I have to keep training—on all fronts.”

“With pleasure,” she answered with a bow. “Similarly, I will always be available should you ever need to talk.”

Heat flashed through my cheeks. “Thank you,” I said, awkwardly matching her bow to hide my face. My nails raked across the now-mangled face of my mug in the silence that followed her departure, picking away whatever decorative flecks of paint remained with an unconscious scrutiny. I managed to regain my composure by the time she returned with her full complement of gear, and we made our way to the eastern edge of town.

We found Lia standing atop a tall bank of snow a few hundred yards beyond Lakesyde’s limits; she waved us down as we approached, then dismounted her frozen perch with a graceful slide and met us on the road. “Ready to go?” she asked through a playful grin.

Her sunny disposition only deepened my anxiety. The fact that she could so effectively mask her discomfort left me wondering how much I had missed in the preceding days, but I had little time to ponder the implications of the thought; Val drew her shield from its mount on her back and took her place at the front of our party, and our trek across the Kaldanic countryside began again in silence.

The day of travel that followed was blessedly quiet. My encounter with the Serathid the night before had lingered in my mind as a dark portent of things to come, but our trio of Detection auras found nothing apart from the usual winter wildlife over the course of our day of nonstop sprinting. The peace allowed me to fully channel my focus into the operation of my prosthetic; there was no doubt in my mind that I was growing more reliant on my Pain Reduction enhancement, but even though the momentous amount of mana fueling it burned away faster than it had the day before, the comfort and freedom of movement were worth the risk.

Our journey found its end in the unassuming expanse of snow encircled by Kaldan’s northern crossroads. Three unkempt paths wound their way out into the early twilight: a well-buried path to the north leading back to the distant mountains of Doram, the familiar eastern road to the twin peaks of Shadowmine, and the wide southern road that would eventually lead us back to Yoria.

As opposed to our comfortable stay in Lakesyde, our lodging for the night consisted of a humble campfire and tent amidst an open ocean of snow. Our closest option for real shelter was the mining town nestled at the base of Shadowmine’s farther mountain, but the prospect was unappealing on multiple fronts: Not only would it require two hours of running in the wrong direction, but a series of partially-buried ruts in the snow from the southern and eastern roads told us that travel to and from Shadowmine had resumed at some point during our absence from the country.

When it became clear that we would be braving the elements for the night, I sent out a bolt of mana to suffuse a large swath of snow at the center of the crossroad, then flared the energy to life with an invocation of my Fire rune. Banks of heavy fog rolled out over the winter fields as the snow instantly sublimated, leaving a wide clearing of damp, matted grass in its wake. The oblong space was far larger than was necessary for a simple camp, but perfect for a practice ring.

I dropped my gear at the clearing’s edge and turned to address my compatriots. “We don’t have much daylight left—let’s get our training out of the way now before we lose it completely.”

“You two go ahead,” Lia replied with a wave. “I’d rather get our camp set up before dark.”

“Are you…sure?” I asked hesitantly, the thought of our morning argument tempering what would have otherwise been a playful taunt. “We can all help out as soon as we’re—”

“No, it’s fine!” she insisted with a gentle laugh. “I can train with Val later—I’d rather get a fire going and warm up some food.” Her gaze met mine as a smile spread across her face; although her expression was soft and warm, her eyes were lusterless, hollow discs of dull amber devoid of their usual infectious spark. “We’ll need something to do when you go off to train on your own, right?”

The false innocence of her question burned a hole through my chest. “I guess you will,” I growled. “C’mon, Val. We’ve got work to do.” I trudged to the opposite end of the clearing without waiting for a response, fighting back against the growing tightness in my throat.

Val dutifully followed along behind me, taking her place in our makeshift sparring arena and drawing her shield. “I know that you are both upset, but I do not know what I can do to help,” she said, keeping her voice low. “If there is anything you need from me, please—”

“I need a sparring partner,” I spoke over her, drawing my sword from the scabbard on my hip, “and it looks like you’re the only one available.” The worn leather grip beneath my fingers sent an immediate pulse of relief through my tensed muscles and began to unwind my lingering enhancements; compared to our first day of travel, it was a simple matter to deescalate the usual suite of amplifying magics, but I left my Pain Reduction untouched, knowing I would need it even more in the coming minutes than I had during our day-long sprint. “Can you do that for me, Val?”

“I am at your command,” she bowed, taking a ready stance behind the glittering face of her stained-glass shield.

My frustrations drove me forward in a whirling rush of manasteel. The ferocious strength of my assault caught me entirely by surprise; with my mind distracted by the day’s events, my well-honed battle instincts took hold of my movements and sent me dancing around my foe with a grace I thought I had lost forever. Blows rained down on the King’s Shield from every angle, filling the darkening fields around us with the violent crash of metal against metal. I could tell by the wicked grin on Val’s face that my proficiency hadn’t gone unnoticed, and she quickened her pace to match me blow for blow.

Unfortunately, my reinvigorated assault was as fleeting as it was euphoric. I began to feel the limitations of my body catching up with me; my prosthetic started to drag and catch during my more daring maneuvers, and the pain in my damaged limb bled through the overwhelming wall of mana that fought to suppress it. Though I could have easily compensated for my flagging stamina with the crackling reserves of mana that lit up my core, I left the usual suite of combat enhancements inactive, choosing instead to push my body to its natural failing point. Val was more than willing to accommodate the decision; while I managed to stay upright for far longer than I had the night before, I was driven to the muddied ground four times, and each failure kept me prone for longer than the one before it.

I called off our match after a direct blow to my chest stole the wind from my lungs and brought black spots to the corners of my vision. “G—good fight,” I wheezed, hugging my chest while I writhed through the mud. Healing magic rushed to mend my broken bones, but the sparkling energy lingered far longer at the base of my missing leg than it did in my shattered ribs. “I…almost had you there…once.”

Val crouched down on the balls of her feet beside me, her beautiful scale armor still unblemished by the ruined field of mud beneath us. “Indeed you did,” she agreed. “I cannot tell if it is due to an increase in your physical prowess or simply your undying tenacity, but your improvement is quite remarkable.”

“Let’s call it…a bit of both,” I panted. “I told you—I just need to keep training. I need to find my limits before I can figure out how to fight through them.” I allowed myself a few more seconds to savor the sweet embrace of the earth beneath me, then pushed myself up to my knees. “Thank you for helping me. It means…more than you know.”

“I am forever at your service,” she chuckled softly, offering out her arm to help me up to my feet. “It is quite a self-serving offer, but I am glad you can find benefit in it.”

I used the crook of her arm to pull myself up to my feet, then took a moment to survey our surroundings. A flickering light shone from somewhere behind an impromptu canvas barrier at the far end of the clearing, displaying faint, shadowy silhouettes that danced back and forth as Lia continued to establish our campsite. Dense banks of clouds blocked the moon and stars above us and left the rolling fields of snow beyond the clearing in total darkness; I sent out a pulse of Detection to scan the icy gloom, but I immediately encountered the watchful gaze of a familiar presence.

Tea’s ready, Lia’s voice spoke through our overlapping mana.

Val and I returned to find a cozy campsite hidden behind the canvas wall. Two of our tents were set up near the edge of a small, stone-lined fire pit, with the third stretched out as a barrier behind them to redirect any escaping heat from the fire. Our Stoneshaper burner popped and hissed in the center of the fire pit while it valiantly warmed a pot of steeping tea; the small flame of the burner was enough to illuminate the camp with a pale white light, but it did little to warm the winter air around us.

“Here,” Lia said as she passed us each an empty metal cup. “I don’t think that burner has much fuel left, so get some tea while it’s hot.”

Val accepted the offering and poured us a round of drinks while I retrieved our trail rations. The lack of seating left us no choice but to sit on the frozen ground, and we quickly grouped up shoulder-to-shoulder in an effort to save what little heat we could. I couldn’t help but feel a childish twinge of annoyance when Lia chose the spot on the opposite side of Val, separating herself from me with a bulwark of pearlescent steel.

“Thank you for setting up our camp, Lia,” Val said once we were all seated. “This is certainly far from ideal, but we should only have one more night without shelter before we arrive in Yoria—our current pace leaves us only a day and a half from the capital. We will be passing Myca on our way, but I believe it would be wise for us to stay well clear of the town. The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”

“Agreed,” I mumbled through a mouthful of frozen bread. “It’s been an uneventful trip so far. I’d like to keep it that way, if possible.”

“I don’t think we’ll have that option much longer,” Lia sighed. “Unless you’re planning to scale the walls and sneak through the city, we’re going to get noticed the second we try to enter Yoria.” She paused for a moment and regarded Val with a drawn brow. “What do you think will happen when they see us?”

“I am unsure,” Val admitted. “My return to Kaldan will cause a great deal of confusion. To my knowledge, it is still thought that I perished in the assault on Shadowmine. I will no doubt be ordered to stand before the Golden Throne and explain myself, but I do not imagine my presence will warrant a full military response. For the two of you, however…I just pray the new king regent is wise enough to request an audience with you before taking any rash action.”

“The diplomats in Doram recognized us, and we’d definitely never met them before,” Lia mused. “They must have put up more posters of us after Virram died.”

Her mention of the late king warmed my chest with a dark flicker of pride. “There’s no use in worrying about it,” I shrugged, taking another bite of my dinner. “We’ll only be in Yoria long enough to have a meeting with this Alexander guy. They’ll either escort us to the throne room, or they’ll try to stop us and we’ll go in anyway.”

“What are you planning to do once we find him?” Lia’s voice sounded thin and faraway, echoing out from her hidden spot behind the bulk of Val’s armor. “You do have a plan, right?”

“Of course I do,” I answered matter-of-factly. “We’re all going to have a nice, long chat. We’ll find out all about the regency and why the Golden Throne declared open war on the entire world. If he’s a reasonable man, I’m sure we can convince him to give up that pursuit.” I turned the steaming cup between my palms and stared out into the darkness, imagining our coming meeting with the mysterious regent with a growing grin. “If he isn’t…well, I can be very persuasive. I’m sure we’ll find a way to work everything out.”

“You can’t kill him, Lux,” Lia rebuked. “Another power vacuum would just lead to more—”

“I know that,” I snapped, leaning forward to glare at her. Blood rushed through my cheeks in an automatic response to her accurate indictment; while I hadn’t planned an outright murder of the new regent, my intentions had been equally as sinister, mirroring the dark efficiency of my interrogations in Syndrai’s dungeons. “There are plenty of ways to be convincing that don’t involve murder—or torture, before you try to throw that in my face, too.”

An exasperated sigh announced Lia’s face as it popped out from behind Val’s shoulder with pursed lips and a heavily furrowed brow. “I’m not throwing anything in your face,” she shot back, “but what else am I supposed to assume from that? We don’t have the money to bribe an entire country, and I doubt you’re planning to enlist yourself to the Throne’s service again. What else could you have meant?”

I rocked back on my heels and took another sip of my pale, bitter tea. “Maybe we just won’t go, then,” I huffed. “We could save a few days of travel by heading straight to the Eastern Forest. This whole diversion to Yoria is just—”

“Lux, we must visit the capital,” Val interrupted me. “It would be irresponsible to allow this war to continue unchecked. Guildmaster Halvaar and President Magnusson are counting on us, as are our families back in Lybesa.” A soft bite of her lip told me she had more to say, but a contemplative silence preceded the thought. “I also have…other business to attend to in Yoria.”

“Other business?” The conversational curveball disrupted my brooding with a spark of curiosity. “What kind of business would that be?”

“I wish to visit my parents,” she answered quietly. “I have not seen them since the day before we departed for our mission to Attetsia.” Her eyes stared straight through the dimming white flame of our camp stove, no doubt reliving the memory in her mind. “They were certainly told that I perished beneath Shadowmine. I would like to assuage that notion. They also deserve to know of Marin’s whereabouts—I know they would be delighted to hear of her exploits since she moved to Attetsia.”

“Oh. Yeah, that’s…sure.” A sudden moment of self-reflection left me disappointed with how little thought I had given to Val’s life beyond her post in the Trinity Guard. The silence left in the wake of her explanation magnified how immature my earlier squabble had been, and I let out a long sigh as regret stewed in my gut. “We’ll go to the capital,” I relented eventually. “As long as the entire city isn’t trying to murder us, there’s no reason we can’t stop by to see your parents, Val. After our meeting, we’ll take a day to resupply, eat some fresh food, and sleep in a real bed before we start the next leg of our journey.”

“Thank you, Lux,” Val bowed. “My parents’ safety has weighed heavily upon my mind since the first reports of the Serathid invasion, and I carry the burden of allowing them to believe I fell in the assault. It will be good to see them again.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek as another spike of guilt stabbed through my chest. Over the time I’d known her, I had come to recognize a variety of subtle emotional indicators in Val’s expressions, yet I had failed to see past her steely facade into what had clearly been a harrowing period of her life.

Lia spoke before I was able to put the feelings into words, saving me from my half-formed apology. “We didn’t have much of a chance to look around the last time we were in Yoria,” she recounted, her voice far softer than before. “I used to go with my father whenever he had wares to deliver to the markets. Everything looked so…miraculous back then—Yoria was the biggest city I’d ever seen.” She disappeared behind Val’s armored silhouette again, taking a quick pause to finish her tea. “I wonder how it’ll look now.”

The contemplative thought left our camp in silence. Our flickering camp burner was the only way to mark the passage of time in the moonless night, its white flame dimming in time with its dwindling fuel reserves until the fire burned out altogether with a final sputtering gasp. Three bursts of brilliant mana rushed out across the field in unison, replacing our darkened view of the world with perfect neon replicas within our minds.

“There’s a forest about a mile down the road towards Shadowmine,” Lia commented. “We’ll want to get some wood for a real fire before we settle in for the night.”

I stretched my arms above my head and took a deep breath of crisp winter air in preparation of my evening chore, but Val leapt up and hurried to the edge of the clearing before I could take my feet. “I will return shortly,” she called out over her shoulder, leaving the camp behind before I had a chance to respond.

The silence that returned in her absence was a stifling, bitter thing. I resented its very essence; the comfortable, unforced quiet Lia and I had always shared had been stolen from us, mutated into an oppressive aura of tense expectation, and despite the fact that it was our strained relationship at the center of the issue, I felt as if the change had been entirely out of our control. Our overlapping zones of Detection left us nowhere to hide no matter how far we averted our eyes; I saw every uncomfortable tap of her foot and shift of her gaze just as she watched my grinding teeth and wringing hands.

Hopeless frustration forced my eyes to the ground. I could barely discern the outline of my own boots through the dark, but what little light remained in the world caught on the gilded curve of my necklace. My hand darted out on its own and scooped the dangling relic up from the end of its chain, then pressed it tightly against my chest. A wave of pure, golden energy radiated through my body; as opposed to Lia’s watchful aura of Detection that carried the complicated swirl of disappointment and worry, the energy stored in the necklace’s gemstones was filled with nothing but untainted love and care.

“You know that I love you, right?”

Lia tensed at the unexpected sound, but her body quickly sunk into an even deeper slouch. “Of course I do,” she murmured to the darkness. “And you know that I love you, too.”

“I do,” I answered. “There’s…there’s just something about this place, Lia—something off. I can’t explain it, but every time we come back to Kaldan, I feel terrible. I never seem to notice it when it’s happening—only after it’s already too late.” My thumb spun around the outermost ring of my golden replica, caressing the bountiful light it held. “We’ve only been here for two days. How did things get so shitty?”

She held her head in her hands and sighed. “Everything feels so…I don’t know. Far away, I guess? Like we’ve been here for months, there’s still months ahead of us, and we’re just…stuck like this.” She pulled her knees up against her chest and rested her chin atop them. “I feel like there’s nothing I can do.”

I reached my hand out into the darkness, offering her the only support I could. “We’re almost there, Lia,” I assured her. “I know things are hard now, but we’re so close to finishing this. Once the Shadebinders are gone, we’ll go back to Lybesa, and everything will go back to the way it was before. We’ll live the rest of our lives the way we want to.”

Her gaze fell to where my fingertips hovered only a few inches away from hers. “Are you sure?”

The unsteady waver in her voice only solidified my own resolve, and I spoke with a conviction I knew I didn’t possess. “Nothing is going to take me away, Lia. We’ll get our life back—I promise.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she replied, leaving my gesture unanswered. “Are you sure things will go back to the way they were?”

The question shattered my false conviction. “Lia, I…what do you mean?”

A bolt of violet lightning crashed through us before she could respond. We have been discovered, Val’s voice reported to us. Kaldanic scouts spotted our fire and reported the activity to a large encampment near Shadowmine. They have dispatched a force to investigate—it will arrive at our camp within the hour.

Our overlapping fields of blue and amber mana swirled together in an adrenaline-fueled rush, crashing back in equal parts to merge our consciousnesses together. Sparks exploded in my mind as the energy cascaded through my body: Longing and nostalgia welcomed Lia’s presence in, but a deeper terror shrieked in anticipation of what she would find within the hidden corners of my mind. “Lia—!”

I had just enough time to utter her name before a gut-wrenching force yanked our energies apart; her mana violently disentangled itself from mine and was shunted out to the surface of my skin, carried on the surface of a razor-thin wave of void energy. A bout of nausea knocked me to my knees as my vision doubled, went black, and returned to normal all within the span of a second, and a sucking, vacuous trail burned along my spine where Lia’s mana had momentarily filled me.

“Lux,” I heard Lia moan from somewhere behind me. “Lux, what—what happened?”

Crawling towards the source of her voice, I found her lying on her side in a tight ball, her eyes squinted and buried behind her arms as she fought through what I could only assume was a similar suffering. “I don’t know,” I replied, only half-lying. “Are you okay?”

“I think so.” She pushed herself up on her elbows, swaying from the effort. “We can…pack up our things, and get out of here…as soon as Val’s back,” she panted, fighting her way up to her feet.

A flash of light illuminated our darkened camp when my sword materialized in my hand. The comfort of my manasteel blade banished the last of my disorientation and allowed me a moment of cold, militaristic clarity. “We’re not running,” I announced. “This is our chance to find out what’s waiting for us in Yoria.”

“You just said that we shouldn’t draw attention to ourselves,” she argued. “We don’t have to give ourselves away—I can help you use Val’s Disguise magic, or we could just run to—”

“No,” I cut her off. “We can’t stay hidden forever—that’s what you just said. Now that we’ve been given the option, I’d much rather confront a handful of soldiers than an entire city guard.” The quiet calm of approaching battle electrified my thoughts, and a rhythmic pulse of rainbow lights from my sword heralded the activation of my combat enhancements. “No amount of illusory armor is going to disguise the King’s Shield and the Umbral Flames, and no matter which way we go, we’ll be leaving an obvious trail behind us in the snow. We’re not running—we’ll face them on our terms.”

Lia’s aura flared to match my own. “This doesn’t have to be a fight, Lux,” she said in a slow, careful voice.

“That’s up to them.”

“No,” she intoned, “it’s up to you.”

Her warning held me in place for a long, tense moment, but a burst of information from Val’s extended mana broke me free from my hesitation and sent me sprinting into the darkness: A brigade of two dozen soldiers marched in perfect time through a field of mana-infused snow, led by a tight formation of five horsebound knights. That’s a strong response for a campfire sighting, I mused, projecting my voice to both of my companions. Seems like they might have orders to take any travelers as—wait a minute. Val, is that—?

Challa, yes, she answered. The fresh-faced young woman I had seen through Val’s eyes during her ill-conceived assault on Shadowmine rode the tall white destrier at the center of the advancing soldiers’ formation, but a stark change in her adornments and demeanor had left her nearly unrecognizable; no longer the terrified, teary-eyed girl that had reluctantly accepted command of the Shadowmine raid, Challa wore a chiseled, stoic expression and a suit of fine plate armor emblazoned with the gilded crest of the Golden Throne. It appears that my post has served her well.

The sight of the royal sigil set a hard line in my jaw and brow. Let’s hope she remembers you fondly. We’re on our way to you, and then we’ll meet them on the road.

There was a long pause before she responded. As you wish.

I felt the distinct pressure of two mana signatures monitoring me as Lia and I ran to meet Val. Their unabashed scrutiny raised a bitter taste at the back of my throat; the sudden wariness of my every move seemed entirely unwarranted, killing any motivation I had to further discuss our rapidly-approaching confrontation. Instead, I turned my focus inwards and peered down into the limitless depths of my mana reserves.

Hey, you, I prodded. What did you do back there? How—

We protected ourselves from invasion, the Chorus answered. Once her essence takes root, we cannot remove it. If she had come to harm in the coming battle, you would have blamed us for your own failure to protect her. It is clear that you lack both the willpower and the ability to control that power, so we—

I’m not chastising you, I interrupted. I’m trying to thank you. Lia…isn’t safe when we’re joined like that. A pang of guilt hit me as the flimsy excuse folded under its own weight, but I refused to address the emotion any further. This is for the best.

Agreement, for once, the voices replied, oddly soft and affable as they faded back into the light. Continue forward. We are with you.

The heartening words brought an unexpected lightness to my step and a soothing rush of relief to the lingering burn left where Lia’s mana had attempted to join with mine. I carried on with renewed vigor, following the fresh tracks through the snow until they led us to Val, then continued with her towards the eastern horizon where the approaching army lay hidden behind miles of darkness.

How should we proceed, Lux? Val asked through our pooled mana. Do you have a plan?

I’d like you to take the lead on this one, Val. Challa’s a lot more likely to talk to you than to us—if you can find out what the situation is in Yoria before we get there, we’ll be a lot better off. I shot a quick glance over my shoulder at Lia, acknowledging her watchful gaze with a sharp raise of my eyebrow. I’ll be on my best behavior.

Something about my plan drained the tension from Val’s shoulders. I will speak with Challa. She held me in high regard for the short time we spent together—I pray that opinion has not changed in my absence.

With our course settled, we made the remainder of our trip in apprehensive silence. I studied every facet of the approaching force through my Detection while we ran, building a thorough catalog of their weapons, armor, and supplies. My wartime accounting had finished thrice-over by the time the platoon appeared at the farthest edge of our vision: An ill-defined blur of shimmering orange light bobbed up and down in the night, resolving into a dozen individual torches encircling the Kaldanic soldiers. We slowed our sprint to match their unenhanced march, and Val took the lead as we encroached upon the expanding circle of torchlight.

“Primes alive. He was right.” Challa’s whispered curse rang clearly in my ears as she regarded our trio from atop her towering mount. A closed fist held above her head halted her formation a half-dozen yards away from us. Metal clattered against metal as she dismounted the warhorse and strode forward through the snow; the square tower shield affixed to her back banged against her armored boots when she hit the ground, dwarfing the girl’s spindly frame even in her full complement of plate armor. “I did not expect I would ever see you again,” she said, resting her hand on the longsword sheathed at her hip as she regarded us with narrowed, steely eyes.

“It brings me great joy to see you well, Challa,” Val answered. “Thank the Primes it is under better circumstances than when we last parted.”

Her genuine pleasantries did little to soften the taut lines that darkened the young girl’s face. “You should not be here.”

“And yet, here I am.” A ripple of concern passed through the assembled soldiers when Val reached behind her back, drew her shield, and planted it in the snow at her feet, carrying out the action with slow, deliberate movements. The flickering torchlight refracted in the relic’s stained-glass face and sent a hundred beams of dancing light out into the night ahead of us. “I have no doubt that I remain a criminal in the eyes of the Golden Throne. My mere existence is cause for concern, but I beg of you—please believe that we are here in Kaldan’s best interest.”

The lazy curls of muddy brown hair that framed Challa’s face swayed from side to side as she mirrored Val’s gesture, awkwardly heaving the weight of her tower shield into the ground before her; the slab of steel was too large for the girl to wield effectively and stood so tall that only her head was visible behind it. A familiar moon and stars sigil was painted on the front of the valiant bulwark, but the mundane design of the shield failed to capture the awe-inspiring visage of its inspiration.

I choked on a suppressed laugh when the sigil revealed itself; my Detection had failed to find the pattern through its monochromatic blue shine, but it was the perfect cherry on top of the obvious mimicry that stood before us. Luckily, the stifled noise of my laugh was lost to the darkness, leaving a sidelong glare from Lia as its only consequence.

“I know why you are here,” the young girl announced. “That is why we are here.”

“Tell me, then—what is our purpose in Kaldan?”

“You are here to stop the Unity Reclamation, and to murder our King.”

“We are not—” Val stopped short and cocked her head to the side, reconsidering the words of Challa’s forceful accusation. “Kaldan has no King.”

“King Stratta has done more good for this country in a few short weeks than the entire Yorrell line did in generations,” she shot back, a heated defensiveness coloring her voice. “He was the only man on the regency council willing to put aside personal gain for the betterment of Kaldan. His ascendancy was chosen by the people, not the corrupt nobles who coveted the throne to line their own pockets.”

A shiver ran down my spine at the sudden display of zealotry. As much as I wanted to dismiss her words as another cheap attempt at imitation, the information fit too well with what we had learned from the Kaldanic diplomats in Doram. Their distaste for Alexander Stratta had been openly apparent, and they had dismissively referred to the silver-tongued upstart as a man of the people; Challa’s claim that his ascent to the throne had been driven by Yoria’s masses brought further merit to the diplomats’ confusion over his self-styling of king, but it failed to fully explain how he had bypassed the rest of the regency council and stolen the throne.

My feelings of skepticism and foreboding were echoed in the commingled auras of my companions. “Kaldan cannot support a war of this scale,” Val warned her. “Whatever good this man has accomplished will be undone if the country falls to ruin. I do not know what he promised you, Challa, but I can assure you that—”

“It wasn’t a promise, Com—Valandra,” Challa corrected herself, the false steel in her voice wavering. “It was truth. King Stratta revealed to us what the bloated nobility of Yoria was content to hide—the Golden Throne was forged by heretics. The miserable state of our world is punishment for straying from the path of Unity. This was no accident—we were purposefully led into darkness by our rulers.” The talking points from Stratta’s letter were brought to life again with an indoctrinated, military fervor, spoken this time without a hint of hesitation or disbelief.

“We know this,” Val replied. “Though we are intent on putting an end to this needless war, our true purpose in Kaldan is—”

“Enough!” Challa snapped, her voice finally breaking free of its faux restraint. “You’re nothing but a pawn, Valandra! Your time serving the Golden Throne was spent under the thumb of the Shadebinders. Whether it was your intent or not, you furthered Virram Yorrell’s selfish ambitions and led Kaldan into darkness, and now…” As she trailed off, she turned her eyes to meet mine for the first time, leering at me as if I were a wild, lurking beast. “Now you’re one of the Umbral Flames.”

My blood ran cold as Challa’s words bounced around inside my head. How could they know about the Shadebinders? I had dismissed her earlier points on the grounds of blind idolatry for her new king, assuming that Stratta had simply taken advantage of the nation’s fear through the lens of religion, but his apparent knowledge of the Shadebinders proved there was merit to her claims. This is a trick. It’s another scheme to throw us off their trail. A building fire in my chest chased out the chill slithering through my veins; I had long since grown used to the malevolent moniker thrown at Lia and me, but including Val in the title burned me with righteous indignity.

“If this is what you think of me, I have failed you,” Val murmured, turning away from the assembly before us. “In spite of my best efforts, my legacy could not preserve your faith in me. I am sorry.”

“You were dead.” The phrase came as an accusation, cutting with a sharpened edge of grief. “I saw it happen. No one could have survived what happened to you at Shadowmine. I knew it was true—everybody did…except for King Stratta. He knew who your true allies were, and he believed they would save you from the dark fate you’d earned.” The night was almost dark enough to hide the tears that shone in Challa’s eyes as she continued. “I didn’t want to believe him, but seeing you now…I know he was right. You couldn’t have survived unless you were in league with them this whole time.”

“They are half-truths, Challa. Alexander Stratta is leading you astray—to what end, I cannot say, but it is clear he has brought to light only the most convenient secrets of the Golden Throne to sway your favor and further his own ends.” Val pulled her shield up from the frozen ground and took a slow step forward, extending her empty hand out before her as she walked. “I can show you the truth—the entire truth—but you must trust me.”

“No.” The young commander wiped a hand over her eyes, blotting away the leaking emotion. “I must do my duty.” Her hand snapped up into a fist above her head, then gave a sharp wave in our direction. The wordless order drew a flurry of movement from the platoon behind her as a half-dozen soldiers from the center of the formation rushed up between the line of warhorses and formed a tight line behind Challa’s entrenched position, their torchlight gleaming on the polished head of six drawn crossbow bolts.

“There is a standing order to execute the Umbral Flames on sight. By his infinite grace, King Stratta has bent this order—if you throw down your weapons and submit yourself to our custody, you will be taken to Yoria to await trial for your crimes.” Though the fierce look of determination had returned to Challa’s eyes, her voice had yet to regain the same strength. “It is more than you deserve.”

My head swam as a bevy of thoughts crashed down on me all at once. Rage flared to life in the deepest recesses of my mind, fueled by every injustice the Golden Throne had brought down on me, but the emotion was opposed by tandem fronts of violet and amber mana buzzing across my skin. Their auras lacked the slightest hint of concern over the imminent threat before us, instead focusing entirely on me and my reaction.

Stay calm, Lux, Lia’s voice echoed in my head. They can’t hurt us.

“Challa, please,” Val begged, her outstretched hand trembling as she peered back over her shoulder at me. “Do not do this. It is for your safety that I am—”

“I won’t ask you again,” the young woman interrupted her. “Throw down your weapons and surrender.”

“No.” The growling word rumbled in my chest as I stepped out of Val’s shadow and stood at her side in the torchlight.

Lux, stop! This is our chance to get into the city! Lia spoke into my mind in a panicked rush, fully at odds with the calm, lithe movements that brought her to stand beside me. They’re going to bring us to the dungeons in Yoria. We’ll get into the keep without having to fight at all!

A volatile silence gripped the clearing, threatening to explode into a whirlwind of violence at the flick of a trigger. “King Stratta told me you were a prideful man,” Challa spat. “It will be your downfall.”

Deep, hideous laughter boomed out from my stomach. “It sounds as if your dear King knows quite a bit about me—I can’t wait to meet him in person. Unfortunately for you, we’ll be doing so on my terms, not yours,” I said, my words reeking of false courtesy. “I’ve been to your dungeons before, and I don’t plan on going back anytime soon.”

Flaring nostrils and a furrowed brow darkened the lines of Challa’s face. “You’re in no place to negotiate. You’ll either leave this field in chains, or we’ll drag your corpses back to Yoria.”

“Oh, so bold!” I grinned at her. Spikes of amber mana battered the base of my skull in a desperate attempt to join with my core, but a rippling barrier of deathly energy kept Lia’s efforts at bay. “Tell me, Challa—are you ready to watch your soldiers die on your orders? Are you willing to let them fall just to satisfy your honor?”

“I’m not afraid of you.” To her credit, the young commander seemed to believe her own words; the uncertainty with which she addressed Val was nowhere to be found in our conversation, now replaced by an unblinking, unwavering disgust. “You will comply—we know your weakness.”

A dark curiosity widened my twisting smile even as a twinge of discomfort lanced through my injured leg. “I wasn’t aware I had any. Please, enlighten me—what’s my weakness?”

Though the seafoam-green light of her mana remained entirely untapped within her core, I felt her utter loathing radiating into my extended aura. To answer my question, she raised her hand into the air and snapped her fingers, prompting her assembled archers to aim their loaded crossbows directly at Lia’s chest.

I saw her lips moving while she continued to bark her scathing demands, but the words never reached my ears. All color drained away from the world in an instant, replaced by monochromatic shades of gray and the buzzing crimson light of my void Detection laid atop it. My sword flashed into existence with its tip pointed at the center of Challa’s shield, summoning a brilliant pyre of black flames that filled the space between me and my foes. “Drop. Your. Weapons.” My voice boomed atop a stolen Chorus, filling the field with rolling, discordant thunder.

“Do as he says!” Val pleaded, the urgency in her voice backed by a knowing fear. “This is not worth your lives!”

A hand clamped down on my shoulder from somewhere behind me as Lia attempted to physically restrain me from the coming slaughter. Her sudden movement drew a startled yelp from the nearest bowman, accompanied soon after by the metallic click of a trigger and the angry snap of his crossbow’s arms. Lia dipped to the side, placing her well out of the way of the bolt’s intended path, but the deadly missile never arrived; it vanished from existence halfway to its mark through a smoking wound in reality, reappearing a moment later from a matching pocket of darkness a few inches to the right.

The displaced bolt whistled back towards its master and struck him just above his collarbone, exploiting the gap in his armor where a smarter man’s gorget would have been. A sickening gurgle escaped his lips while his hands scrabbled uselessly over the bloody wound. Immediate cries of shock and horror arose from his surrounding allies, but a single, wrathful bellow drew my attention: A foot soldier from the center of the platoon sprinted forward with a harrowing war cry, his face a contorted mix of sorrow and fury as he charged at me with his longsword thrust out before him.

There was no distinction in my mind between the thundering Chorus and my own desires as I watched the man foolishly approaching his certain death. Show them the Umbral Flame. The world disappeared behind a comforting flash of darkness when the void swallowed me whole, stealing me out from beneath Lia’s iron grip. I returned to the world sword-first, driving the point of the flaming blade up through the unsuspecting soldier’s chest and lifting him into the air. His agonized scream disappeared in the roar of deathly flames that swirled up into the night sky.

Lux, STOP! Lia’s voice hammered down on my conscience too forcefully to fully ignore. Please! This isn’t you!

A competing urge to tear through the assembled chattel coursed through my veins, but the golden energy bearing down on me from all sides reminded me that the desire wasn’t entirely my own. I pulled back on the void fueling the inferno above my head and allowed the residual ash of my last victim to fall, floating through the winter air like delicate flakes of black snow. Now we end this, I instructed the Chorus, dismissing my sword as I turned my gaze back to Challa. My left hand slipped down to the tapered grip of my dagger while my right reached out into the empty air before me, groping blindly for something I couldn’t see but knew was there.

The familiar explosion of shattering glass filled my ears, and my hand immediately found its mark. I clamped down hard and pulled myself forward through the void between worlds; when I reappeared in the clearing, my right hand gripped Challa’s shoulder, and my left pressed the voidglass dagger to her neck. “Are you satisfied yet?” I hissed in her ear, delighting in the horrified shudder that shook her body.

“Lux, no!” Val cried out, dashing across the snowy field with Lia hot on her heels. They skidded to a halt a few feet away, each of them watching me through tight, anxious eyes. “Not her, please. Not her.”

Seedlings of doubt took root in my mind at the sound of Val’s desperation, but the burning void rampaging through my body suppressed their growth. “You have a benefactor, Challa. Make sure you thank your Primes that Valandra was here today,” I breathed, spinning us away from my companions’ judging eyes to face her assembled army. Those who hadn’t broken ranks and fled into the night watched the scene unfolding before them in terror from behind their trembling shields.

“Nobody else has to die tonight,” I announced in a loud, authoritative voice. “Like Valandra attempted to tell you, we’re not here to fight. We just want a meeting with your new King.” I flicked the point of my dagger towards the remaining trio of mounted knights before us, releasing the deathly pressure on Challa’s throat. “Send your fastest rider back to Yoria and tell them we’re coming. My party will be arriving there the day after next, and we’ll be expecting to find the gates open and the guards accommodating.” Tense silence fell over the clearing once again while the soldiers remained frozen in place, their eyes locked on their trembling commander. “Give the order, Challa,” I murmured, tightening my grip on her shoulder.

Though I couldn’t see her face behind the disturbed tousle of brown hair, the pitiful sound of the young woman’s voice told me she had broken. “D—D—Darren,” she stammered, “g—go. Warn—I—I mean, t—tell them.”

“Good!” I encouraged her with mocking enthusiasm before turning my attention to the man she had addressed. “Darren, if I could give you a bit of advice before you go. Tell your new king that the Umbral Flames are coming, and that the continued existence of your capital is contingent on his very best behavior. If I see a single weapon pointed in our direction—Primes, if I so much as see a distasteful look—I’ll burn the entire fucking city to the ground.” A wide smile juxtaposed my menacing warning. “Now, you better get going! It’d be a shame if we got there before you did!” I shooed him away with a wave of my hand, and the man dug his heels into the side of his horse and fled into the night.

“And with that, I think our business is concluded for the evening,” I announced after a long, hushed pause. A gentle shove knocked Challa into a trembling heap at my feet, and I took the opportunity to sheathe my dagger and address the rest of the cowering commander’s men. “Time to go our separate ways. I’m a rather private person, so I’d rather you leave our camp in peace.” I spun on my heels and started back in the direction of our camp, calling over my shoulder with a final, singsong warning. “If I see anybody within a mile of the crossroads, I’ll kill them!”

The chill night air nipping at my exposed face brought a welcome relief from the heat of battle that had overtaken me. As my adrenaline faded and my vision began to regain its color, I allowed my mind to wander back and reflect on the confrontation without the tug-of-war of the Chorus’s wanton desires and Lia’s pacifying mana. Challa’s overzealous defense of her new king had been far more informative than I’d expected; though I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t another ploy to secretly further the Shadebinders’ ambitions, the fact that Stratta’s holy conquest was based on purging their existence from the world left me oddly hopeful that the coming war would prove less problematic than I had feared.

A flash of movement at the outer edge of my Detection returned my thoughts to the world around me. Darren rode through the snow ahead of us with reckless abandon, driving his horse far harder than was safe on the frozen nighttime road. In the opposite direction, Challa had only just retaken her feet with the help of two of her underlings, keeping her puffy, tear-stained face hidden behind the sheltering wall of her shield. It’s for the best, I reassured myself. Better to break her of her delusions now than let her believe she could actually replace Val.

My growing satisfaction with the evening’s events was immediately dampened when I turned my attention to my companions. The grim quiet that had followed us out into the darkness was echoed in the stony expressions they wore, and their overlapping fields of extended mana pressed down on me with an oppressive weight while we made our way back to the thicket of trees where Val had abandoned our firewood. The image of my knife on Challa’s neck was no doubt the main driver of Val’s reticence, but Lia’s continued scrutiny struck me as unfair; my overwhelming show of force had not only ended our confrontation before it devolved into an all-out war, but it had also earned us safe passage through the gates of Yoria, tying up a loose end for which she had chastised me only minutes earlier.

Our tense silence failed to resolve itself by the time we returned to our camp. Val arranged a load of wood into the fire pit that Lia had readied and set the kindling ablaze. The sudden burst of light revealed two sets of hard, unmoving eyes watching me from across the fire; it was obvious from Lia’s clenched jaw and thinly pursed lips that she was expecting either an apology or an explanation, but I was lost as to the specific nature of her grievance.

“So…” I started, raising my eyebrows at the pair. “All things considered, I’d say that went pretty well, don’t you think?”

Lia seethed at my jovial tone, but it was Val who spoke up first. “It was difficult to see Challa that way. This was not a path I would have chosen for her, but all the same, I fear I was the one that put her on it. She is such a gentle girl—my footsteps are not ones she should follow to find the life she deserves.” She averted her eyes before she continued, her voice softening to match the crackling fire between us. “I am…glad she is unharmed.”

I allowed a wave of guilt to pass through me as penance for causing Val to worry. “She’ll be okay,” I comforted her. “Hopefully, tonight will make her reconsider her life choices. Command and glory aren’t all they’re cracked up to be in practice. Stratta’s probably been whispering in her ear about—”

“Stop it,” Lia’s voice snapped like a whip. “Both of you.”

The inclusion of Val in her demand caught me off-guard. “Stop what?”

“Stop pretending like what just happened is okay!” She took a step towards the fire and jabbed a finger over it in my direction. “You murdered those men, Lux! Not because you had to, but because you wanted to.”

Of all the reasons I had expected her to be angry at me, my brief fight with Challa’s men had never crossed my mind as the culprit. “Where’s this coming from, all of a sudden? When did you become a pacifist?” I shot back, my voice rising to match hers. “Those men tried to kill us, Lia. I didn’t pick that fight—they did. I’m just the one who ended it.” My throat tightened as my last vestiges of doubt flared to life at her accusations, but an easy pulse of void brushed aside the hesitation and allowed me to focus on my irritation. “Whatever crisis of conscience you’re having conveniently ignores the fact that you’ve killed people, too—if you’re going to call me a murderer, you’d better hold yourself to the same standard.”

Her eyes grew wide with shock. “How do you not see the difference here?! I fight to protect people. I’ve never killed someone who didn’t pose a direct threat to either us or—”

“That’s what I just did!” I yelled over her. “I’m fighting to protect you, like I have been since I showed up in this miserable fucking world! That’s all I’ve ever done!”

“Don’t you dare use me as an excuse to justify what you’re doing,” she growled. “Those men were not a threat to me, and you know it.”

I brushed her off with a dismissive flick of my wrist. “You can believe whatever you want to believe—I don’t care. I’m not putting our lives at risk because some fucking moron with a crossbow doesn’t know how strong we are. If someone attacks us, I’m going to stop them. End of story.”

“Lux, please take a breath,” Val implored, slowly rounding the fire with her hands held up cautiously before her. “It is clear you are upset, but we should not—”

“You stay out of this!” I snapped, whirling the whole of my anger in her direction. “If I want your analysis, I’ll damn well ask for it!”

The rebuke knocked her back a step and shattered her steely demeanor, leaving a pinched brow shadowing her uncharacteristically timid eyes as she withdrew. “I…yes,” she murmured, shaking her head. “I am sorry.”

“Lux, this—this isn’t you.” An unexpected tenderness entered Lia’s voice when she spoke again, her earlier vitriol nowhere to be found. “The fact you can’t see that something’s changing you…it’s scaring me.”

“This is who I’ve always been, Lia. If you think otherwise, you haven’t been looking hard enough.” Her accusation threw fresh fuel on the pyre of righteous indignation burning in my gut. “I’ll kill a thousand more soldiers if it means keeping you safe. If you don’t like it, close your eyes.”

“No,” she shook her head. “No, you’re wrong. I refuse to believe it. I know this isn’t you—this is her influence.” A cold slant narrowed her eyes as she stared across the camp at me, her arms crossed tight across her chest. “Amaya’s been talking to you again, hasn’t she?”

It felt like a splinter was pulled from my mind when the true cause of Lia’s concern was finally revealed. “Oh, that’s what this has all been about?” I asked with a dark laugh. “All of this fake concern over those soldiers is just another way for you to make me feel guilty, isn’t it? I hate to burst your bubble, but I haven’t heard that voice for d—

Is she talking about me, love? As if on cue, Amaya’s voice appeared with a delicate giggle. Does she really think I’m such a bad influence on you?

LEAVE US IN PEACE, IMPOSTER. The Chorus rumbled out to meet her before I could respond, filling my mind with a discordant shriek. YOUR IMITATION DEFILES HER MEMORY.

Always so dramatic, Amaya answered with an audible roll of her eyes. If your blushing bride is looking for someone to blame, she should point her finger at him, not me.

Shut up, both of you, I thought back at the bickering pair. My sudden outward silence had caught both Lia’s and Val’s attention, adding another layer to my deepening frustration. This isn’t the time for—

WE WILL NOT BE SILENCED, EITHER BY YOU OR THIS ABOMINATION. The mental pressure of the Chorus’s booming edicts brought on a heavy wave of vertigo, and I felt myself begin to sway in place. IT IS YOUR MIXED ALLEGIANCE THAT ALLOWS IT TO POLLUTE YOUR THOUGHTS. WE WILL NOT ABIDE IT LINGERING HERE UNOPPOSED.

Oh, you’re not going to abide me? Amaya shot back in a tone of haughty confidence. What are you planning to do about it? Scream like an impotent child, like you always do?

YOU BELIEVE YOURSELF TO BE OMNIPOTENT. OMNISCIENT. The heat burning in my chest exploded out into my limbs, sending curls of black smoke out through the cracks in my armor in the process. THEY ARE MISPLACED BELIEFS. WERE YOU NOT SO COWARDLY, WE WOULD SHOW YOU YOUR ERROR WITH FINALITY.

“Lux!” Lia’s voice cut through the thunder of my dueling ghosts. Traces of golden energy wove across my body as she stepped forward with her hand outstretched, ignoring the obvious danger of her actions. “Lux, what’s wrong? What can I do?”

“Stop,” I growled, stumbling over my unwieldy metal limb in an effort to retreat. “Stop it.”

Such strong words! Amaya laughed. Tell me—what would a disposable, forgotten fragment of an unremarkable man know about the nature of omnipotence?

A wordless howl of rage filled my mind as dark flames burst from my scarred arm. Every cell in my being screamed for impossible revenge, but the only foes standing before me were Lia and Val, each of whom continued to step toward me with looks of growing concern. “Stop, please,” I panted, digging the heel of my hand into my temple while I continued to stagger backwards through the snow. Panic constricted my chest as I watched my words fall on deaf ears; Lia’s mana drilled into the unconscious layer of void burning at the surface of my skin, growing ever closer to the disembodied voices warring inside my head.

OUR EXISTENCE PROVES YOUR FRAILTY. WE POSSESS A POWER UNKNOWN TO YOU—ONE YOU WILL NEVER CLAIM AS YOUR OWN, NO MATTER HOW DESPERATELY YOU PURSUE IT.

“Lux, you don’t have to fight this on your own! Please, just let me in! Let me help you!”

Your existence proves my benevolence. The wretched amalgamation of souls you claim as personhood exists only to satisfy my morbid amusement.

Spots swam in my doubling vision as the mental pressure threatened to steal my consciousness. In a final act of desperation, I took hold of the deathly energy polluting my body and drew it back towards my core, condensing the creeping void into a single, concentrated ball of malevolence. “I SAID STOP!” I forced the void out of my body with a thundering bellow, suffusing the ground beneath me with a pulse of pure darkness. An explosion of expanding crimson light instantly exiled the shrieking voices of the Chorus and Amaya’s chilling presence from my mind, replacing them with mile after mile of perfectly detailed Kaldanic fields. When the poison was completely drained from my veins, I severed my connection to the extended energy, leaving it to evaporate back harmlessly back into the void between worlds.

The ragged wheeze of my own panting was the only sound that remained when clarity returned to me. Lia stood just an arm’s length away with her hand held up over her heart, her amber eyes wide and fearful. The silence that remained in the wake of the deafening mental war was quickly filled by my memory of our impassioned argument; without the insidious influence of the Chorus’s rage, I was forced to listen to the truth of Lia’s accusations and the venom in my deflections.

“This is who I am, Lia,” I intoned solemnly. “Nobody forced me to be this way—I chose this myself. If my soul is the cost of stopping the Shadebinders and keeping you safe, I’ll consider it a bargain. Nobody’s going to stop me from ending this—not even you.”

“I don’t want this, Lux,” she whimpered. “I just want you. We can do this together if you—”

“No,” I cut her off. “I already lost you to this once, Lia. I…can’t lose anybody else.” A gentle gust of winter wind blew past my face, and for a brief moment, I was transported back into a frozen, dismal memory: I stood before a tomb built from polished stone, half-buried in the snow of Hedaat’s eternal winter. A marble sarcophagus rested upon a dais at the center of the open crypt, emblazoned with an etching of a dahlia flower and meticulously cleaned of dust and cobwebs despite its age.

A single blink of my eyes was all it took to dissolve the vision and return the sight of Lia’s tear-soaked visage. “This will never end for me, Lia. Every loss, every scrap of grief…it’s stuck to me for eternity.” Though the umbral flames had long since evaporated from my arm, a stifling heat still burned just beneath my skin, steadily growing in intensity until I was forced to slip out from beneath my cloak and expose myself to the winter air. “I’m doing what’s necessary to survive. If you don’t like it…you should go. Go back to Lybesa and live a life worth—”

“You don’t mean that!” Lia cried, her voice shattering into a thousand pieces. “You can’t!”

My hand balled into a fist around the supple fabric of my cloak as I strained to keep my resolve. “I…need to be alone,” I murmured, tossing the cloak to Lia. “I need to think.” Without waiting for a response, I turned to the darkness in the east and began to walk, aimlessly dragging my limbs through the snow until the soft sound of Lia’s sobs were far behind me. I knew the noise should have filled me with well-deserved regret, but I struggled to feel anything at all; my efforts to banish the raging voices in my head had left me a hollow, burned-out shell of myself, unable to confront the reality crashing down around me.

The overcast night made it impossible to know how long I had walked before my senses began to return to me. Unwilling to risk extending my mana and accidentally encountering Lia’s heartbroken Detection, I squinted through the darkness around me with the benefit of my Enhanced Senses, spinning in place until I finally spotted the twin peaks of Shadowmine in the distance. My eyes tracked down from their snow-capped heights to the eastern horizon, locking onto a point too far away for even my magically enhanced vision to find.

The Eastern Forest. A quiet dread filled the vacuous space within me while I stared at the true source of my anxieties. I could just…go. I could end this right now, before Lia and Val get hurt. I took an unconscious step forward, drawn to the idea before I could fully comprehend it. Whatever’s out there is my responsibility. They shouldn’t have to suffer because of—

A gentle tap on my sternum derailed my train of thought and froze me in place. My eyes fell to find Lia’s Unity offering dangling at the end of its golden chain; each of the miniscule gems set into the bauble’s gilded bands twinkled in the lightless night, hinting at the oceans of golden energy hidden within them. I slowly raised a hand to calm the spinning trinket, fighting off a strange, wordless anxiety that begged me not to touch it.

Peace found me as soon as my fingers brushed the icy metal. Lia’s radiant warmth cascaded throughout my body, filling the empty void my dueling tormentors had left in their wake and diving straight into the infinite depths of my crackling mana reserves. Although the pendant was entirely disconnected from Lia’s core, I felt my senses doubling as if she were standing directly at my side; stored visions of our life together flashed before my eyes, each one perfectly accompanied by the full breadth of her sensations and emotions in the moments they depicted.

I fell to my knees and hung my head in shame. The poisoned words we had flung at one another seemed a distant, unimportant memory in the face of her overwhelming devotion. Though it had been well-hidden and expertly repressed by my darker half, the unbreakable thread of love that bound Lia and me together resonated in my core, drawn back into perfect clarity. I’m sorry, I told the ethereal memory. I love you more than anything. This is all I can do to keep you safe. I’m trying as hard as I can.

The swirling sea of golden light offered no outward response, but the unbridled joy and love coursing through me brought me all the absolution I needed. I gave the necklace one final squeeze before I let it slip through my fingers and broke my connection to the tender mana stored inside; though my abrupt return to emptiness left me disoriented, the brief moment of tranquility had fully cleared the fog from my mind and the burning in my chest. A heavy sigh raised me up to my feet and set me on my way back to camp. I knew too well the strife that awaited me upon my return, but I continued onward regardless; it was a discomfort I knew I deserved, and I hoped it would linger in my thoughts for the rest of our journey as a reminder of my nascent darkness.

***


13. GOOD COMPANY

That conversation didn’t go quite like I expected it to.

It seems to me that it went exactly like you expected it to. Showing up just to fuck with me, then goading him on like that—you knew what you were doing.

Coming to his defense already, love? It sounds to me like you’ve grown quite attached to your shadowy friend. What’s that cute little saying the locals use? “Tight as twinpeppers?”

If you’re trying to tell me it’s a bad idea to train with him, you probably should’ve thought about that before you told me how to find him in the first place. Ignoring him isn’t an option anymore. There’s no going back to the way things were, so I can either play along or get punished. That’s an easy decision—at least now I’m learning something between his fits of rage.

Yes, you’ve been quite the studious apprentice these past few days, haven’t you? All of your secret little meetings I’m not meant to see and conversations I’m not supposed to hear—if I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s been turning you against me.

Is that what this conversation is about? You’re jealous?

I’m worried, Elden—worried about you. He might share his hidden knowledge and fill your ears with honeyed screams, but it’s all in service of his own goals. It’s dangerous to believe everything he tells you.

I’m not stupid, Amaya. We’re both just a means to each other’s ends—this relationship only lasts for as long as our goals are aligned.

The fact that you think you’ve found common ground only proves my point, love. I’m sure he sold you on some sob story that tugged your ever-tender heart strings, but for you to actually believe it is—

I’m sorry, are you saying you legitimately don’t know what he told me? All his blathering on about how your arrogance blinds you and his special knowledge that circumvents your control—that was actually true? Here I was thinking he was just bullshitting me, but it turns out that—

He wants you to help him murder everyone who’s ever wronged him. You and I are both at the top of the list, but you’ve put your personal differences aside for the moment to focus your hatred on me.

No, that’s…not entirely true.

Please, Elden. You may be good at lying to your paramours, but you can’t hide things from me. I know you better than that.

He was lying, then? If that’s the case, what was the point of this whole charade?

Oh, he’s telling the truth—at least on that front. Much to my chagrin, he’s managed to hide your intimate little chats, even from me. That doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s happening, of course—it would be obvious to anyone paying even the slightest bit of attention.

So, what now? Are you here to tell me to stop talking to him, or to lecture me on how much he’s changed me?

Of course not, love. I’m only here to make sure you’re okay. Unlike your current wife, I know exactly what you’re going through.

That’s not her fault. She’s worried about me—they both are. They just… I don’t know why they won’t listen to me. They’re treating the void like it’s some flesh-and-blood monster that can be killed if we all work together. If there’s a single Shadebinder out there that’s as skilled as Kari, I’m the only thing standing between them and an agonizing death.

You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Elden. I understand.

Thank you. I…didn’t know how much I needed to hear that until just now.

I’m here whenever you need me, forever. If you ever want to talk, all you h—oh, dear. It looks like our time is up.

It doesn’t have to be. There’s no reason you can’t—

You’ll want your full attention on the task ahead of you. If you need me, you know how to find me. Until then, trust your instincts, and please—don’t believe everything he tells you.

The pleasant chill of Amaya’s presence drained from my mind and returned me to my self-induced isolation. A bitter wind whistled just outside the confines of my cloak, whipping an unending onslaught of heavy snow up into my face; the storm had started the morning after our encounter with Challa’s platoon and had worsened over every intervening hour, culminating in the total whiteout that currently blinded me and my companions on our cross-country sprint. My Detection was the only thing enabling me to see that our destination was finally within reach: The foreboding walls of Yoria stood in neon detail two miles to our south, their open gates surrounded by an imposing assembly of well-armed soldiers shivering and half-buried in the aggressive snowfall.

I impressed the image of the approaching capital onto the overlapping auras surrounding me and received two quiet pulses of acknowledgement in return. The three of us had shared less than a dozen words in total since my return to the crossroads two nights earlier; the following day of travel had been made in unbroken silence, continuing long into the night before finally stopping to make camp well outside the borders of Myca. A continual stream of apologies and rebukes had filtered through my head ever since our argument, but the words to express my thoughts had never properly aligned, leaving me with little to offer apart from a muddled aura of regret and resentment.

Those are not all Yorian guards. The unexpected sound of Val’s voice in my mind made me wince. There is a foreign sigil I do not recognize.

Having ignored the finer details of the awaiting force in favor of quickly estimating their military might, her assessment caught me off-guard. Upon further inspection, I found that the majority of the mustered soldiers were adorned with an unfamiliar crest on their dense winter surcoats: The sigil of the Golden Throne I had come to associate with capital guards was superimposed atop a giant Unity pinwheel, leaving the royal imagery rather diminutive in comparison to the zealous display of religious association. Seven men among the more than two dozen soldiers were conspicuously garbed in the more traditional Yorian attire: The scuffed and dented edges of their gear paled in comparison to the newly-forged equipment of the Unity guardsmen, and they lacked the earnest rigor of their more attentive peers.

Does the Unity Cathedral have its own guard force? I silently asked my companions as our approach began to slow.

No. One of the central tenets of Unity is an opposition to violence, Val answered in kind. There has never been a standing force under the command of the Cathedral in the entire recorded history of Kaldan.

These must be soldiers for the Unity Reclamation, Lia mused, her mental voice a sweet, soothing sound after its long absence. King Stratta’s probably using as much Unity imagery as he can to try to justify his war to the people. That doesn’t explain where he got the soldiers, though. If Yoria’s guard force is still intact, where did all of these men come from?

I grimaced as another layer of intrigue obscured the already opaque schemes of the new king. We’ll find out soon enough, I replied. This circus tells me Darren made it back with our message. If Alexander Stratta is half as wise as Challa made him out to be, he should be expecting us at the keep. Let’s not keep him waiting.

The lone, wavering call of a war horn announced our approach from atop the city wall. Unity and city guards alike snapped to rapt attention when we finally appeared from the swirling depths of the blizzard; the men and women lining the path to the northern gate all stood with downturned faces, staring pointedly into the snow at their feet. My chest swelled with pride as we strolled past the complaisant assembly, and I allowed a wide grin to spread unchecked across my face.

Passing through the open gate revealed that our welcoming party extended far beyond the city’s outer walls. Yoria’s main thoroughfare was dotted with a seemingly endless string of guards, extending as far into the distance as I could see through the storm. The utter silence that blanketed the capital city sent an unsettling prickle down the back of my neck and kindled a flame of suspicion in my mind. Their strict adherence to my warning was suddenly washed in a more sinister light; the show of overwhelming force served as a display of absolute control over the newly-erected army, purposefully assembled for both the citizens and the Umbral Flames to see.

Stranger still was the inexplicable mix and arrangement of the city guard amongst the Unity soldiers. Our unbroken wall of watchers stood in similar poses to those at the gate, roping us in with an unbroken chain of downcast eyes and seven-colored pinwheel sigils, but at every offshoot and intersection to the main drag, a Yorian soldier stood guard in the opposite direction with their back to us and their eyes trained on the abandoned city streets.

This is…wrong. A tendril of mana shot out from my core and sped along the line of guards to our right, searching for an explanation to silence my rapidly growing disquiet. Unfortunately, what I found only served to further fuel my fear: The unbound mana indicative of heavy Warp usage radiated out from the shattered core of each Unity soldier, burning away their vital energy at an untenable rate. An eerily similar mix of unearthly calm and unwavering resolve bled out through their overlapping auras, repeated time and time again no matter how far through their ranks I scanned.

Their unity stood in stark contrast to the disparate demeanors of the Yorian guards. The nearest soldier, a woman posted at an alleyway to our left, stood trembling with a fear so palpable I could sense it even before my mana reached her. A city guard farther down the road tensed when he heard our approach and kept his eyes trained on the shuttered buildings lining his side street, grinding his teeth with an ever-increasing ferocity. Through all of the tension, fear, and frustration I found, only one thing remained constant between the scattered soldiers: A static-filled cloud of confusion lingered in their minds, just strong enough to overpower whatever emotion troubled them and keep them in line with their holy counterparts.

I felt my pulse quicken as my suspicion began to deteriorate into paranoia. Similarities between the Unity army and Doram’s Mimics scratched at the edges of my consciousness, further strengthening the sense that I was missing a key piece of information that would make my surroundings make sense. We’re walking into a trap. Something’s not right here, but…what is it?

A faraway horn echoed down at us from the keep at Yoria’s center, answering the earlier call from the city’s lookout. They know we’re here. They’re ready for us, I warned myself. This is all part of their—

Lux, something’s happening at the keep. Lia’s mental voice appeared through a thin tendril of amber energy that tugged on my stagnant mana reserves. I…can’t see the throne room.

My mana flashed out through the city in an instant, joining the already-expanded auras of my less distracted comrades. I followed Lia’s winding trail of Detection up the road to the keep, tracing a familiar path through sealed gates, well-guarded foyers, and bustling hallways until I encountered the source of her concern: The heart of the castle was hidden from our mental maps behind a perfect circle of darkness that our mana refused to illuminate.

It’s like the power the Serathids have, Lia said with grim recognition. Do you think they captured one and brought it into the keep? I doubt they even know the Serathids have that power, but…this seems like a pretty intentional effort to block our Detection.

I forced a fresh wave of crackling energy into the obscuring boundary and was immediately met with a stomach-churning sense of vertigo. As opposed to the mana-repelling aura of the Serathids, the field of darkness before us offered no resistance to my influx of energy; instead, the extended mana simply dissipated the instant it crossed over the established threshold, stolen away from my command no matter how hard I tried to maintain my connection. It’s not a Serathid, I answered uneasily, but I don’t know what else it could be.

It is the power of the King’s Grace, Val interjected. I cannot say it for certain, as I have not seen its operation firsthand, but I read extensively about each of the King’s Primes during my time as Trinity Guard Commander. It is said that the King’s Grace has the ability to completely sever the Primeval connection of anyone not attuned to the relic—only its master and those they bless can perform magic within its holy aura. Given what you have taught me, it seems a simple leap of logic to assume the artifact simply blocks the nearby activation of mana for anyone not chosen by its wielder.

I’d like to say they just got lucky, but I think this is more than a coincidence, Lia murmured. They’ve been preparing for this. Whoever’s in charge now is a lot smarter than Virram ever was—not like that’s saying much, but we’ll have to be cautious. I know we’ve fought worse than this before, but we’re going in blind.

I glared up at the storm-shrouded keep as we continued our march through the silent, frozen capital, drawing closer to its ever-growing danger. No, I answered her, not blind. A fresh pool of void energy was already waiting for me at the edges of my core by the time my plan had fully formed. I sent the deathly power screaming out along the trail of my already-extended mana, overlaying my mental map with a second image of the world in crimson light. Let’s see who you really are, Alexander Stratta.

Lux, no! Lia dashed to my side and wove her fingers through mine, pinning my arm to her side. Don’t kill him! We need to find out what’s going on wi—

I’m not going to kill him, Lia. Do you really think I’m that stupid? I snapped. The tide of void swept over the keep, flooding through maze-like halls and winding up marble stairways on its unflagging journey to the throne room. If they’re going to stop us from using mana, I won’t use mana. I have other options now. My chest thrummed with pride when the wave of dark energy passed cleanly through the barrier that held our mana at bay, filling the hole in my Detection with an ominous glow. If they’re going to call us the Umbral Flames, then that’s what they’re g—

The completed image of the throne room stole all conscious thought away from me and brought my march to a sudden halt. A disfiguring layer of voidglass was wrought into the very essence of the once-proud Golden Throne, leaving the iconic symbol of Kaldan’s might permanently twisted into a looming shade of its former glory. The malformed remains of Virram Yorrell had been chipped away to make room for the throne’s new master, but the memory of his suffering lingered in every atom of the royal seat; an untouched ocean of death roiled just beneath the surface of the voidglass and shone out through my dark Detection like a beacon in the night. In spite of the horrifying magnificence of my work, my attention was focused entirely on the man sitting atop it: Although the symbol of his company was absent from his regal attire and a woven crown sat atop his ponytailed head, the visage of the Elta’sahn Company’s Strategist was impossible to mistake.

Lux? Val’s voice sounded fuzzy and far away as she approached, entirely unaware of the raging tide of void running beneath her feet. Are you well, Lux?

A wordless roar filled my mind at the sight of the Strategist’s infuriatingly smug expression. Mana exploded through my body as I lunged forward with no thought to discretion, sprinting through the snow as fast as my false leg would allow. Of course. Of course it’s him, I cursed myself silently, furious that I had failed to put together the now-obvious clues. I should’ve known he wouldn’t just disappear. This was probably his plan from the beginning—he would never be content to work under someone like Virram.

Lia and Val jogged into view a moment later, both of them easily keeping pace with my pitifully diminished top speed. “Lux, what are you doing?!” Lia shouted, staring me down with hard, narrowed eyes. A dissonant clangor of bells and blaring horns filled the city, whipped into an immediate frenzy by our unprompted shift to magically-enhanced speeds. “Hey! Don’t ignore me—what’s going on? What’d you see?”

Neither her harrying questions nor the blaring klaxons of the capital were enough to divert my attention from the image burning at the forefront of my mind. The sound of the alarms appeared to do little more than amuse the Strategist; with a widening grin, he waved away a trio of guards and turned his focus to the double doors at the far end of the chamber, flicking idly through the pages of a massive tome on the right arm of his voidglass throne while he awaited our arrival. A score of what I now knew to be Company men stood at the foot of his dais in a rigid phalanx, flanked by another dozen archers positioned beneath the still-shattered window behind the throne.

I was so enthralled by my loathing that I failed to notice the shining bulwark that blocked the road directly ahead of me. I crashed into Val’s chest at full speed, thoroughly winding myself as I bounced off of her unmoving breastplate and tumbled into the snow beside her. A panicked wheeze escaped my lips as I scrabbled to my feet in a daze, autonomously fighting the half-recognized obstacles before me in my wrathful quest to reunite with our old foe. It took a sharp yank on the front of my cuirass and hand cupped around the side of my face to fully break my trance; Lia’s amber eyes were the first thing I truly saw when my focus returned to my physical form, staring up into mine from just inches away.

“Lux, look at me.” Though the hand that rested on my cheek was gentle and warm, Lia’s grip on my cuirass was as unyielding as stone. “What do you see?”

A dark, driving drumbeat deep within my chest forced me into one final attempt at freedom, but the futile effort earned me nothing but a harsher stare. It took the whole of my willpower to withdraw the void that illuminated the Strategist’s self-satisfied smirk; I waited until the deathly energy was fully recalled and reintegrated into my core before I attempted to communicate what I had found, remembering all too well the insidious proclivities of my darker half. When my shift back to mana was complete, I spoke silently into the minds of my companions. It’s the Strategist. The new regent of Kaldan is the leader of the Elta’sahn Company.

“No,” Val cursed through clenched teeth. Her flared nostrils and sharply darkened brow spoke to her storied history with the elusive man; though the encounter we had all shared with the Strategist and his General in Attetsia was more than enough to earn her unguarded ire, I knew the roots of her distaste for the Company ran far deeper than a single confrontation. “This cannot be.”

“So that means that these are—” Lia raised a hand to her mouth, cutting off her thought before she could speak it aloud. These are Company soldiers, she finished silently. He’s controlling the capital with his own personal security force. Maybe this wasn’t the will of the people after all—maybe it was a coup.

There’s only one way to know for sure, I replied, leaning my head to the side to stare past Lia’s face at the hilltop castle ahead of us.

We cannot trust a single word that man says, Val growled. If he offers us peace, know that there is a sword waiting for us in the shadows.

Duly noted. I placed my hand atop Lia’s vice-like grip on my cuirass. We need to go.

Lux, I… Please stay calm. For me. She intercepted my gaze as her fingers slid down my chest; though her hand no longer held me in place, I felt rooted to the ground all the same under the weight of her desperate, longing eyes. Please.

A near-imperceptible nod was my only response to her pleas. Let’s go. Our sprint resumed as suddenly as it had ended, cutting a whirling channel through the storm around us. New sirens blared out from hidden alcoves throughout the city and heralded our arrival in the courtyard at the base of the imposing stairway that led to the front gate. The empty, snow-covered plaza was a pale and ghostly sight compared to my last visit; cheering crowds had welcomed us back to the keep as valiant heroes who had triumphantly led a bruised and broken Strategist to his inevitable fate in the Yorian dungeons.

His obvious escape from justice rekindled the dormant fire in my chest. Though I had banished the snaking tendrils of void from my system, I could still feel the writhing presence of the Chorus watching the world through my eyes, glaring daggers at every Company soldier that stood in formation beside the open gates of the keep. Unity sigils watched over us from every conceivable angle when we stepped out of the storm and into the grand foyer; the earlier bustle of diplomats and servants had been replaced by stoic guards armored in holy regalia, standing shoulder-to-shoulder in a human wall that funneled us towards the main hall.

Hey, you, I murmured directly into my core. Be ready. I’m going to need you before this meeting’s over. A horrible sense of unease clawed at the edges of my mind as we passed rank after rank of statuesque soldiers. Something’s happening here that goes way deeper than Company loyalty—something sinister.

WE SHOULD REDUCE THIS WRETCHED EDIFICE TO ASH AND BE DONE WITH IT. WE ARE OWED RETRIBUTION. THE STRATEGIST DESERVES TO SUFFER.

He does, I answered without a moment’s hesitation, but not before he’s told us what we want to know. The Chorus made its displeasure known with a thunderous huff, but it retreated back to its watchful place in my core without a fight.

It was a full five minutes of dense, suffocating silence before we arrived in the palatial entry hall that led to our final destination. Similar in size and shape to the throne room itself, the sprawling corridor was far grander in construction than its function demanded; stout stone columns towered up into murky darkness at regular intervals along our carpeted walkway, so imposing in their size and construction that the guards who stood between them appeared incredibly small and unimposing in comparison. The paintings, statues, and historical decorations of the Yorrell royal family that once lined the overlong hall had vanished since our last visit, replaced instead by banners depicting the creation of the eight Primevals, shrines of multicolored candles burning at the foot of every pillar, and other desperate, brazen attempts to instill a sense of piety in whoever walked the length of the seemingly endless passage.

A flicker of movement drew my attention to the far door where my Detection met the smothering aura of the King’s Grace. For the first time since we had reached the city, one of the Company soldiers reacted to our presence: A young woman broke from formation and slipped into the throne room as soon as we arrived, raising a hand over her head before she disappeared into the unseeable space without a sound.

My stomach dropped out from beneath me as the ominous barrier of the King’s Grace suddenly rocketed forward, dissolving our mana as it sped across the entry hall. I took a deep breath on instinct and braced myself as if I were about to plunge into a pool of icy water. Stay alert, I warned my companions while the wave of darkness made its ravenous approach. There’s a trap waiting for us somewhere beyond those doors. Don’t let—

***


14. KING REGENT

Pain forced me back into consciousness. The muffled, faraway sound of my own agonized screams grated in my ears, but the cries echoed away into a world of darkness. My memories failed to illuminate what had happened to me, where I was, or if my Lia and Val had met a similar fate. On instinct, I attempted to withdraw into the hidden bastion within my mind and escape the vivisecting pain that continually shredded its way up and down my spine, but I found no relief in the mental stronghold; unlike the all-too-familiar burning of void flames, my current torments followed me to every secret corner of my mind.

Although it felt as if eternities passed as I writhed at the hands of my unnamed torturer, my other senses began to return to me bit by agonizing bit: faint orange smudges streaked through the darkness, resolving themselves into flickering wall sconces that illuminated faceless, shadowy figures hovering above me; a firm, consistent pressure pushed down on my shoulders, pinning me into a solid surface beneath my back; and a chorus of whispers began to cut through my unending shrieks, coalescing into a single, repeated word.

“Lux!”

The sound of Lia’s voice jump-started my brain, returning me to clarity in a sudden, horrible rush. I found myself spasming on the ground of the entry hall, held in place by both Val’s and Lia’s hands on my shoulders. Their fresh looks of fear and concern told me I had only been incapacitated for a matter of seconds, not the days, weeks, or years I had imagined. My suffering was centered on the mangled mess of nerves in my injured leg; the pain of the injury I had knowingly exacerbated over the course of our journey from Doram had returned to me in full force, demonstrating with sadistic enthusiasm just how much I had come to rely on my magical enhancements to function at a fraction of my former glory.

I squinted my eyes shut and focused as much of my attention as I could down to my rune-etched ring, picturing the symbol for Pain Reduction in my mind, but the relief I expected was nowhere to be found. Desperate to escape the pain, I ripped the ring from my finger and held it up to my eye, hoping I could activate the magic manually. “Pa—Pain Reduction,” I groaned through clenched teeth. A pitiful whine caught in my throat as the agony continued unabated, and I thrashed against my companions’ immobilizing hands in impotent frustration. “Pain Reduction!” I wailed, unable to comprehend my mana’s failure to activate. “Please, Pain Reduction! Pain—”

It took my panicked mind far too long to find the true source of my agony, but the revelation was shocking enough to force me into a single moment of stunned clarity: The endless sea of mana in my core was gone, blocked by an impenetrable barrier of obscuring static that left the entirety of my body dark. The King’s Grace.

“Get—argh!” Another tormented scream interrupted my strained, rasping words. “Out! Get me out! The—the King’s Grace!”

“We cannot,” Val answered me, biting her lip. “The influence of the King’s Grace has expanded. We cannot find its end.”

“Lux, you’re going to be okay,” Lia blindly reassured me. “You’re strong—you can get through this.”

My body spasmed as another torturous jolt shot up my spine. An immediate ache filled my head when my skull bashed against the stone floor beneath me, bringing a strange relief as my attention was split between my broken body and my concussed brain. “No—no more,” I begged, craning my head backwards to stare at the exit behind us. “Get me out, please.”

“Look at me, Lux.” Lia’s firm hand turned my face back up towards hers, locking it in place only inches from her flushed complexion. “Look into my eyes. It’s just you and me—nothing else matters. I’m here, and you’re going to get through this. All you have to do is keep breathing, in and out, and focus on me.”

A constant stream of soothing affirmations poured over me while Lia tethered me to consciousness in the amber pools of her eyes. My body autonomously reacted to her commands and slowed my arrhythmic breathing to match her gentle dictation, but my mind raced faster than ever in spite of her calming words, searching for my own, more immediate solution. After a near-century of perfect mastery over my mana, the total lack of connection to the innate energy left me feeling nauseated and feeble; the simple act of introspection required to view what was once my infinitely crackling reserves strained my abilities to their limit and left me stranded at the darkened borders of my core with an ever-expanding sense of hopelessness.

I know you’re in there. I need your help. I impressed the thought onto the impenetrable barrier, praying to the only gods I knew as a new wave of pain burned out through my hip and drew another whine from my rasping throat. You can have control—just make it stop. Please, make it stop. When the booming Chorus failed to respond, I doubled down in my efforts to break through the unbreakable barrier, changing the focus of my desperate pleas. Amaya, please—I need your help! Please, save me!

The silence that answered my prayers struck me more vitally than any weapon ever had. It was only after my final bastion of hope had fully shattered that I noticed a disturbance in the suffocating aura constricting my core: Infinitesimally small curls of smoking void leaked through the static barrier, dissipating nearly as soon as they appeared. I seized the power without a single thought to where it had come from or how it had bypassed the King’s Grace. The twisting dregs of void did little to dampen my pain on their own, but the knowledge that I wasn’t entirely powerless brought me a far greater solace.

“Lia, Val,” I grunted, my attention finally returned to my surroundings, “help me up.”

Lia’s eyes widened at my sudden request, but she steeled herself with a sharp nod and offered out her arm. Val released her pinning hold on my chest and knelt at my side with a steadying hand beneath my shoulder. “On three,” Lia murmured, clasping my forearm with both hands. “One…two…three!”

The shift from my supine position immediately incapacitated me with a new burst of stabbing pain, and I fell helplessly into Lia’s waiting arms. “Good job,” she whispered, squeezing me tight around the chest. “We can carry you if that w—”

“No,” I cut her off with a labored grunt. “Just…my left side. I can’t…put weight on it.” The thought of walking on my unyielding prosthetic brought a fresh sheen of sweat to my brow, and I grappled myself up onto my good leg with the help of Lia’s supporting shoulder. “Okay,” I panted, flicking my hand towards the throne room door, “let’s go.”

“What?! No! You can’t go in there like this!” Lia exclaimed. “We need to get you out of here!”

“Take. Me. In.” I paused to give her a chance to meet my demand, but when she remained obstinately still, I turned to Val and reached out my free hand. “Val, help me,” I ordered, scrabbling to shift my weight to her plated shoulder. “Take me—”

“No!” Lia stopped me. “No. I’ll do it.” She shot me a final glare out of the corner of her eye before she began our long walk to the throne room, taking small, hesitant steps to accommodate my hobbling pace. The Company guards that stood watch along the length of the entry hall continued to ignore us as we passed by, all of them apparently undisturbed by my tortured howls and spasms. Two soldiers wordlessly pushed open the double doors for us when we arrived, then sealed them behind us as soon as we had passed the threshold.

They’re letting us keep our weapons? It took an impressive period of silence for me to remember my thoughts were now private, cut off from the extended auras of amber and violet light I had grown accustomed to living within. His mistake.

Little had changed in the cavernous throne room since my previous wrathful visit. The hall was still lit by an impressive array of torches, candles, and hanging lanterns, all assembled to replace the light of the still-blocked and broken stained-glass window; a massive curtain made from heavy, wine-colored cloth was now draped over the gaping wound in Yoria’s pride, billowing under the force of the winter storm just beyond it. Strangely, the guard force I had seen through my dark Detection was greatly diminished, with only eight armored Company soldiers standing before the dais that held the voidglass throne and the false King of Kaldan.

“Welcome, my honored guests! It is so good to see you again.” Even in my pain-addled state, the voice of the Strategist managed to send a shiver down my spine. He stood at the foot of his stolen seat with his arms wide, watching my shuffling approach with a twisted, mocking grin. His Company regalia had been abandoned for a suite of royal adornments, but he had somehow managed to maintain the spirit of his garish fashion sense all the same; a new crown of woven gold replaced his overlarge feathered hat, matching the flashy pins, belts, and gilded chains that decorated his fitted tunic, breeches, and boots. A rainbow cloak embroidered with the Unity pinwheel flowed out behind him, adding one final eyesore to his gaudy attire.

I locked my jaw to avoid any pained outbursts during my torturous walk down the length of the throne room. You’ll pay for this, I glared up at him, suffering the indignity of my assisted walk under his hawk-like gaze. I won’t make the same mistake twice—you aren’t leaving this room alive.

“My, my, Lux. It seems as though our time apart has been less kind to you than it was to me,” he taunted, his animated frown mismatched with his sharp, shining eyes. “I heard quite a commotion in my entry hall just now—did you have an accident?”

Lia’s guiding arm around my chest stopped my instinctual lunge forward, saving me from the agony the action would have brought. Vicious threats danced at the tip of my tongue, each one more brutally detailed than the last, but my hesitation allowed another voice to break our silence first. “Mind your tongue, pretender,” Val growled, her loathing for her old foe entirely unmasked. “You would do well to remember the circumstances of our last parting.”

“Oh, bother. My dear Valandra, this is such a shame,” he said with a shake of his head and a dismissive click of his tongue. “It’s been little more than two months since you abandoned your post, yet it seems as though you’ve forgotten even the most basic etiquette!” His cloak billowed out behind him as he spun and settled back onto his dark throne, resting his goateed chin on his fist while he lazed to one side. “Let me help you out—the proper affectation when addressing me would be ‘my King.’”

“You are not my king!” she roared. Her arm slipped the glittering shield from the hook on her back and slammed it down into the floor in a single, fluid motion, sending a reverberating tremor through the stone. “You are a charlatan—your presence upon that dais is an insult to every man, woman, and child in Kaldan.”

The Strategist’s eyebrows shot up and lit his wide eyes with delight. “Now there’s a sight!” he laughed, ignoring the string of biting insults. “A broken shield for a broken Shield! Much as I’m loath to admit it, not even I could write such perfect poetry. To see the iconic sigil of your authority so thoroughly shattered is—”

“You might want to choose your next words more carefully.” My sword sang as it escaped its scabbard, interrupting the false king’s taunts. “The Strategist of the Elta’sahn Company should leave a better epitaph behind than this.” Though I managed to maintain an intimidating facade, I knew my threat was empty; between my incapacitating injury and my total lack of mana, Lia’s firm hand gripping the back of my cuirass was more than enough to stop me from carrying out my dark desires.

“Ah, he speaks! I was beginning to worry you’d lost your tongue alongside your gait,” the Strategist laughed. He turned his eyes down to the ancient tome balanced on the arm of his throne and traced a finger along its open face, seemingly unconcerned by the imminent mortal threat standing before him. “Unfortunately for you, your mission here betrays you—you can’t very well interrogate a corpse, and you wouldn’t have made such a show of announcing your arrival if you had simply intended to kill me. You mean me no harm today—none of you do.”

The cool, mellifluous flow of his voice burrowed into my mind and set my skin crawling. My hand tightened around the grip of my sword while I fought against its pervasive influence; I had willfully forgotten how thoroughly our conversations in Attetsia had unsettled me, and the sudden return of his overly-agreeable tone set me even further on edge. Every word out of his mouth oozed with layers of irony, forcing me to turn them over and over in my mind in search of hidden intent.

He doesn't deserve death, I thought bitterly, lowering the point of my sword with a final, indignant stare. Not yet.

“Reason prevails!” he crowed. “It would’ve been such a shame to go through all of this trouble just to soil the occasion with needless violence. I’ve been looking forward to this meeting ever since your forceful declaration made its way through my city’s gates. Now, put your weapons away and ask of me what you will—as a wise man once said, open and honest discourse will never be found at the point of a blade.” He lazed back in his oversized chair, weaving his fingers behind his blond ponytail with exaggerated care. “That wise man, of course, was me.”

I returned my sword to its scabbard with a forceful shove, leaving my hand firmly clenched around its pommel. “You have quite the abundance of extra protection for someone so confident in the strength of his discourse,” I quipped, pointing my chin at the statuesque Company men standing guard between us.

He raised his hand to cover a theatrical gasp. “Of course! Where are my manners?” The line of soldiers all snapped to attention at a single clap of the Strategist’s hands. “Men! While I appreciate your fervor, I can assure you that I am perfectly capable of managing our guests on my own. Your presence is no longer required—consider yourselves dismissed for the rest of the day.”

I watched in total awe as the procession marched to the back corner of the chamber and disappeared through the inset barracks door. This is…a trap. It has to be. The cocksure smirk emanating from the throne only served to strengthen my paranoid thoughts, but despite how fast my mind spun, I couldn’t puzzle out the Strategist’s baffling order. It’s like he wants us to try to kill him, but…why? He’s too self-absorbed to let himself be bait like this. He must have some sort of failsafe, but what could he be so confident in that he—

A loud, overemphasized yawn broke our uneasy silence. “What, nothing to say, Lux?” the Strategist tittered, drumming his fingers along the open page of his ancient tome. “I’m beginning to think I may have overestimated you. Here you are, face to face with the man you demanded to see, and yet you stand before me mute. Given the nature of your threats, I had imagined our conversation would be far more entertaining.” The hollow thrum of his fingers against the weathered page stopped suddenly, and a wide smile spread across his face. “Tell me—are you truly so incompetent that you would come this far without a plan?”

His slithering voice filled my mind with a disorienting cloud of frustration. I felt a deep, tangible compulsion to respond and disallow him the victory of my silence, but the only words I could think to muster were the truth. Our plan didn’t account for you being king. Pressure began to build in my chest, growing stronger with every passing instant until it felt as if the words would burst out of me of their own accord.

“We did not come here to trade words with a snake like you,” Val hissed, saving me from the indignity of the truth.

“I warned you once already to address me with my due respect, Commander,” he sniped back at her, his playful tone suddenly cold and venomous. “Do not make me warn you again.” The amiable smile returned to his face with unsettling quickness in the wake of Val’s glowering silence. “Despite her rudeness, your broken Shield does raise an interesting point. You clearly came to conduct an interrogation, and yet, you seem entirely off-put by the notion of interrogating me. Could it be…?” he trailed off, tapping a finger on the tip of his goateed chin and raising his eyebrows expectantly.

“We came to talk to the new king, but we didn’t know that the new king was you,” Lia answered flatly. Her face held the composure that Val’s lacked as she stared back at the Strategist’s giggling visage with impassive confidence, seemingly far less concerned by the indignity of our ignorance than I was.

Giddy laughter poured from the new king’s mouth in spite of his efforts to stifle the noise with the back of his hand. “Oh, I hope you—” A deeper, full-bodied laugh doubled him over with exaggerated vigor, leaving him hugging himself around the waist and struggling to catch his breath. “I apologize, Lia,” he managed to gasp after his fit had subsided down to soft, lingering chuckles. “I hope you know just how much I appreciate your honesty. It’s now abundantly obvious to me that you’re the true brains of your little cadre, but you must admit—your consort’s idiocy makes our little reunion infinitely more entertaining.” He leaned back against his oversized throne and wiped a tear from his eye. “You really didn’t know, Lux? Not even an inkling? The purposefully-crafted surname of Stratta did nothing to spark your memory?”

“I forgot that you existed the moment you were out of my sight,” I lied brazenly. “You’re not nearly as interesting as you think you are.”

“Even after all the time we spent together? You wound me, sir!” he exclaimed, placing a hand to his chest in mock offense. “Such callous cruelty is difficult to believe, even from one as monstrous as the Umbral Flame! Still, in spite of your unrequited affection, I must admit I’ve thought about you and your darling companions quite often since our last parting. You’ve made an impressive name for yourselves since then—or, at least, the two of you have,” he said, waving to Lia and me. “Valandra’s infamy ended with her death in Shadowmine. It’s a shame how quickly we forget our fallen heroes—her attempt to reclaim her former glory did little to beguile those of us who remember her crimes.”

“My expedition to Shadowmine was not made in search of glory—it was to protect Kaldan and its people,” Val argued, her grip on her planted shield audibly tightening. “Selflessness is no doubt a foreign concept to you. Perhaps it is fitting that you are Virram Yorrell’s successor, after all.”

The Strategist’s cocky smile tightened in sync with his brow, drawing a set of harsh lines across his face. “It’s clear that you’ve languished without the guiding strings of your puppet master,” he intoned, his voice filled with gravel. He tapped out an agitated rhythm on the face of his open ledger, tilting his head slowly to one side in an exaggerated display of profundity. “I’ll do you the favor of reminding you who your betters are.”

I suddenly felt Val’s gauntleted hand clamp down on my shoulder, and a sharp intake of breath hissed just beside my ear. A lance of pain raced up my spine as I jolted away from the unexpected contact, but she matched my movement with a desperate intensity. “Lux,” she whispered, her voice wavering with uncharacteristic fear, “he h—”

“Silence!” The Strategist’s booming edict echoed down from the dais, cutting short Val’s urgent message. “You will speak when I address you, Valandra, and not a word more. Should you fail to meet this order, I will stop being so graciously accommodating.” The oozing charisma that had turned my stomach only moments earlier seemed a sweet memory in comparison to the utter lack of humanity his voice now carried. “Do you understand?”

Her wide eyes met mine for an unsettlingly long moment before she stepped back behind her shield and bowed her head. “I understand,” she murmured, the words forced through clenched teeth.

A single sigh of overstated relief was all it took to return our host to his saccharine demeanor. “Apologies, friends—where were we?”

I found myself at a total loss for words, too stunned by the baffling exchange that had just taken place to even begin to process his question. “You were just going on about how much you’ve missed us,” Lia answered the Strategist with a placating smile, having retained far more of her composure.

“That’s right!” he exclaimed with a snap of his fingers. “Unfortunately, my line of work has surrounded me with an overabundance of sycophantic nobles and uptight militants, all of whom are dreadfully boring—it’s not often I meet people as fascinating as you two, and even rarer still do I find such remarkable people I’ve never even heard of. Luckily for me, I discovered I shared a mutual interest in the Umbral Flames with the late king Virram Yorrell, and he was more than willing to share what little he knew about you once I had been smuggled out of his dungeons and installed in his court.”

“That’s a dangerous pursuit,” I growled. “The last man to meddle in our affairs came to regret it in the end—what’s left of him is still embedded in the throne beneath you.”

“Ooh, but how could I resist such a glorious mystery?!” he squealed with delight. “A man without renown, history, or verifiable relations of any kind arrives at Yoria’s gates out of the blue. He’s immediately arrested for a brutal assault, but he breaks free from the capital dungeons—a feat never before accomplished—and nearly escapes the country before he is arrested in Atsal with a mysterious young woman at his side. This man goes on to thwart the Attetsian uprising, murder two members of the Trinity Guard, and so thoroughly destroy the Mountain Gate that trade between Kaldan and Lybesa is nigh impossible.

“And what of his captivating companion?” he continued, his voice growing louder and more theatrical with every passing word. “An unremarkable woman, born to an unremarkable family in an unremarkable town, lives an unremarkable life until the day she is abducted by a corrupt posse of guardsmen in an attempt to extort her poor father. She escapes the dungeon alongside this mysterious man, and in less than a month’s time, she’s become a warrior so fierce that she can stand toe-to-toe with the General of the Elta’sahn Company, a man revered as the greatest warrior alive.” He paused to survey the object of his fascination, his eyes glinting with a hunger that fell somewhere between curiosity and lust. “Were she not standing before me now, I would believe such a woman existed only within the pages of a fairy tale.”

“You flatter me,” Lia laughed, offering him a shallow bow. “It’s a far more impressive story when told by such an expert orator.”

A gleaming smile of pure delight spread across the Strategist’s face. “My dear Lia, that is only the beginning—the account of your astounding origins pales in comparison to the tales of what you’ve accomplished since our last parting.”

“Oh?” she cocked her head to the side. “What tales might those be? As I understand it, Virram Yorrell’s knowledge of us ends on the day we passed beyond the borders of Kaldan.”

“Save for a few scraps of common gossip, you would be correct, but that is not where my knowledge ends,” he grinned. “It's incredible what one can deduce with an eye for detail, an insatiable appetite for information, and an ever-sharpening mind. Leveraging my connections in Virram’s court and council made it a simple matter to piece together the disparate clues any other man would see as unrelated happenstance. From there, all I had left to do was interpret that information through the lens of your most probable actions—and while you remain a beautifully evolving mystery, my dear Lia, your wounded compatriot is laughably easy to predict.”

“Bullshit,” I spat. “You know nothing about me.”

He let out a long, patronizing sigh. “You’re here, aren’t you, Lux? How do you think that came to pass?”

I answered with an annoyed grunt and a heavy roll of my eyes. “If you think you can take credit for every event of the past two months, you’re even more of a self-aggrandizing piece of—”

“After escaping through the Mountain Gate, you hid yourselves in the emberwood forest north of Mayaan—a natural place to take refuge, given its expansive size and limited accessibility,” he interrupted, unperturbed by my dismissive insults. “Using the small fortune gifted to you by Virram and the unknown faces of Hana and Marten Corell, you purchased a plot of land well-removed from civilized society and, alongside the younger Sesaude sister, lived in undisturbed peace for nearly a month—a peace which was eventually broken by the arrival of the elder Sesaude.”

The mention of the Corells was no less infuriating in the silver-tongued speech of the Strategist than it had been in Virram’s arrogant threats, but I found myself unable to interrupt the entrancing words of our host. “Flagrantly abandoning her post, Valandra crossed the border to Lybesa and sought to enlist your aid against the terrifying new threat that had crawled out from the darkness beneath Shadowmine. Given the terms of your last meeting, it was no surprise that she returned to Kaldan unaccompanied five days later, but her message had been successfully delivered.” He paused in his retelling and turned his attention to Val. “Am I correct, Commander?”

To my surprise, Val gave the man a sharp nod in reply. “Yes,” she said quietly, “that is correct.”

“Just so!” he crowed. “Unfortunately for the two of you, it wasn’t long after your unexpected visitor left that the very same beasts arrived in Lybesa. Whispers of their monstrous invasion floated back through the shattered remains of the Mountain Gate, telling tales of their unopposed rampage across the country—unopposed, of course, until they reached Mayaan. The first Serathids to plague northern Lybesa arrived, and coincidentally disappeared, on the same day the preternatural pillar of umbral flame scorched the forest just west of the border.” His attention fell to the glittering throne beneath him, and he traced a mournful finger along its jagged voidglass armrest. “Perhaps the Golden Throne should have heeded the warnings of the Unity Cathedral after all.”

“Oh, only the most ingenious mind could’ve pieced all of that together,” I mocked. A storm churned in my uneasy stomach while I derided the man; it was clear that his histrionic retelling of our past was aimed at some greater revelation, and each correctly connected point further unnerved me. “Can we skip ahead to the part where you’re done talking?”

The Strategist’s unruffled demeanor never wavered while I made my petty quips, and he waited patiently for me to finish before continuing his tale as if I had never spoken. “Now, as I mentioned before, the noble sacrifice of our beloved Commander Sesaude is a well-known tale amongst my citizenry. The loss of Yoria’s icon in Shadowmine would no doubt have been one of the most notable events in our recent history—if not a slightly tarnished one—and so, ever the scholar, I took it upon myself to chronicle her final moments. The brave men and women who escaped Shadowmine that night all had valiant stories of battle to share, but it wasn’t their glory I was interested in—it was the details deemed too inconsequential to include in an official military debriefing. In asking the correct questions, I discovered the hidden pattern even the militiamen themselves failed to see.”

It’s a lie—a bluff to goad me into telling him what actually happened at Shadowmine, I assured myself, steeling the resolve I had allowed to slip in my pain-addled state. Nobody knew we were there that night.

“A gust of wind, a nudge on the shoulder, a dark shadow slipping through their retreating ranks, and a final moment of silence before the shaft was sealed.” The Strategist let out a soft sigh, basking for a moment in his own brilliance. “Some believed the Shield had repelled the advancing wave of beasts—others announced with conviction that she had fallen—but the fact that Valandra Sesaude perished in Shadowmine was unquestioned. It is a fact I myself may have believed, were it not for a shocking report from the Mountain Gate, dated only two days before the assault.” He spread his hands as if he were unrolling a small scroll and held the mimed paper up to the light, reading aloud in a terse, militaristic voice. “The Umbral Flames have returned to Kaldan. They slaughtered a pair of Serathids with ferocious ease, interrogated our surviving soldiers, and then sprinted off into the northern countryside so quickly that we were unable to track their movements.”

“What a wonderful little story,” I sneered. “Are wild theories like this the new standard for solid evidence in the eyes of the Golden Throne nowadays? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised—your entire kingship is just lies on top of lies, so the truth probably doesn’t have much of a place in your court. Are there any other inconvenient crimes or atrocities you’d like to pin on us while you’re at it?”

He snapped his fingers as his face lit up. “Now that you mention it, there are! If it’s evidence you’re after, allow me to name King Virram Yorrell, his most trusted Councilor Gullen, and the King’s Reach as the most recent victims of the Umbral Flames. I trust we don’t need to discuss the first two—not only did you admit to the acts of wanton violence just moments ago, but dozens of nobles and surviving guardsmen placed you by name, moniker, and description in the throne room that night.

“Brekkan, however, is a different story. Reports from the Mountain Gate only a few days after your brutal appearance in the capital somehow place you on the opposite side of the country alongside your lovely companion and a third, mystery figure. Our sentries failed to witness the slaughter themselves, but the headless corpse of the King’s Reach was all that remained for them to find—his namesake weapon had vanished along with the trio of travelers.” His finger flicked through the air, pointing to each of us in turn. “However, the fact that each of you now wears one of the gemstones from his namesake bow seems like solid enough evidence of your involvement to me.”

The sound of my words being twisted back at me filled my mouth with the acrid taste of iron, but try as I might, I couldn’t find the words for the bitter retort I so desperately needed to throw back at him.

“Well, as much as these stories have been a lovely distraction, this isn’t exactly why we’re here,” Lia chirped, her demeanor still perfectly cordial. “We did have some questions to ask.”

“Of course, of course,” the Strategist replied, placing a hand on his chest and bowing his head. “You’ll have to forgive me, Lia. I’m sure you’re familiar with my proclivity for bloviating, particularly when it puts my brilliantly crafted stratagems on display, and it's been so long since I’ve had a chance to speak so openly with friends.” He lazed back in his voidglass throne and turned a page in his kingly book, scanning its contents with smug detachment. “However, my pontificating was not entirely pointless. You’re here as a direct result of what the three of you discovered beneath Shadowmine that fateful night—the very same discovery that fueled our late king’s torture.” His eyes snapped up from the page and bored straight into my soul. “You’re here because of the Shadebinders.”

My blood ran cold as the point of his winding tale finally revealed itself. “So you do know about them,” I hissed. The grip of my sword tingled beneath my clammy palm, begging to be drawn and driven through the chest of the grinning regent seated before me, but an anxious buzz clouded my mind and tempered my violent thoughts with a desperate need to learn just how far the Shadebinders’ dark influence had spread.

“Of course I do! I’ve told you before—it’s a necessity of my profession to know things, and I take my work very seriously. The death of Virram Yorrell revealed a fascinating weave of clandestine knowledge which took several weeks to untangle, and what I found at its core was…disturbing, to say the least.” He stood up with a flourish of his rainbow cloak and faced his ruined throne, clicking his tongue in disapproval. “A heretic cult operating in secret with the direct blessing of the Golden Throne, passed down from ruler to ruler for generations and hidden from all but their closest council—truly a shocking revelation.”

“And now it’s passed down to you,” I growled. Everything we had seen since arriving in the capital suddenly took on a far more sinister light; the perfectly obedient Company forces evoked memories of the coordinated Mimic attacks from Doram, and their Warp-affected mana signatures were a sharp reminder my battle with the Strategist’s corrupted soldiers in the Attetsian plaza. “You used it to take over the city, didn’t you?”

“Oh, Lux, no!” he whined, throwing his head back in an overexaggerated tantrum. “No, you’re smarter than this! You may have willfully ignored the signs of my ascent to the throne, but you can’t convince me that you haven’t heard about Kaldan’s Unity Reclamation. How do you think such a fervently pious movement found its support among the people?” He held up a finger before I could retort. “I’ll tell you how. As soon as I discovered the full extent of the Shadebinders’ corruption, I reported it in full to both the regency council and the citizens of Yoria.”

“Liar,” I snapped. “You’d never give up a power like that.”

A wrinkle darkened his brow as he winced in indignation. “You seem to hold a very negative opinion of me, Lux, and I don’t know why. If I had to make a guess, though, I would suspect a certain dishonored ex-member of the Trinity Guard has been whispering terrible things about me in your ear. I’d like you to try and think for yourself for a moment—when have I ever lied to you?”

“You’ve done nothing but—” The words lashed out of me with automatic vitriol, but my throat tightened and cut me off before I could finish the thought. He’s…he’s a liar. I struggled to string the simple idea together through a sudden mental din; every word the Strategist had ever spoken to me echoed through my mind all at once, overpowering me with the invasive, saccharine sound of his arrogant voice. Don’t believe him. Don’t listen. I tried to parse his creeping words in search of the deceit I knew should be there, but no matter how desperately I searched, I always spiraled back to a disturbing truth.

The insistent tap of his finger on the open page before him instantly silenced the echoed chorus of his remembered voice. “Let me put your mind at ease,” he said with a bewitching smile. “I swear before the Primevals themselves that I have never lied to you. Everything I have said today has been the truth, and it will continue to be so. I respect the two of you far too much to sully our relationship with falsehoods.”

I felt incredibly small within my own body in the face of his declaration. It’s…the truth. There was no line of logic strong enough to explain my sudden change of heart for the man I had come to so revile, but the unshakable confidence with which he spoke left me unquestioningly convinced that his words were genuine. “You…actually told them about the Shadebinders?” I asked in a thin, halting voice. “Why?”

He crossed his arms and put on a playful pout. “Is it so hard to believe that I hold the best intentions of Kaldan at heart?”.

“Yes,” Lia answered without hesitation, “it is.”

His devious grin instantly returned to his face. “As sharp as ever, my dear. You may have correctly surmised that my Unity Reclamation is, of course, to my own benefit, but that realization has blinded you to its grander machinations. I could no doubt have taken the Golden Throne with the help of the Shadebinders, but to what end? The stolen seat would only last as long as I tethered myself to those self-important apostates.” His lip curled in an uncontrolled sneer, momentarily breaking his carefully-crafted illusion of affability. “No, I could never stomach such an arrangement. Luckily, I found a second path forward—the truth. Revealing the full extent of the heretical darkness that had infected Kaldan’s beloved rulers for so very long benefitted me far more than lies ever could.”

He held up a manicured finger as he continued, enumerating his accomplishments with kingly grace. “My honesty earned me the devotion of both the citizens of Yoria and the Unity Cathedral, and uproarious calls for Alexander Stratta to take the throne earned me my new position. Naturally, my first act as King was a call to arms against the Shadebinders and a return to the teachings of the Primevals’ Unity. This Unity Reclamation, as it came to be called, was unanimously supported, earning me my second round of boons. Kaldan’s desperate need for soldiers provided an excuse to hire the full force of my Company, and the bountiful coffers of the Golden Throne stood ready to pay the fee in full.”

“So you’re…actually doing it, then?” I asked, awestruck by his story. “You’re hunting down the Shadebinders?”

“Yes—in a manner of speaking. Only two Shadebinders remained in the Kaldanic sect at the time of my ascension. Their leader, Horace Odwell, has yet to be found, but he will no doubt be apprehended once he returns from whatever dark business sent him eastward.” A shiver ran down my spine at the mention of Odwell’s name, confirming beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Strategist’s information on the Shadebinders was correct. “However, the second member of their order was already in our custody by the time I made my proclamation—Councilor Eppet had been enjoying the hospitality of the Yorian dungeons for nearly a week before I discovered the true extent of his dark transgressions.”

Tatters of ghostly white cloth swirled before my eyes as old nightmares became new again, reacquainting me with the sneering faces of Virram’s three closest conspirators. “I’d assumed we would find Eppet ruling the place when we arrived—either him or Olten, or both,” I murmured. “They probably had their own plans to seize power the instant Virram was dead.”

“My thoughts exactly,” our host smiled. “Both men swore their allegiances to me the instant it became clear I would be succeeding the young king. Of course, I had no need for sycophantic turncoats on my council, and they were rewarded for their loyalty with new employ in Kaldan’s dampest penal cells.” He interrupted himself with an amused giggle, then let out a long, wistful sigh. “Interestingly enough, it turns out that Olten had been left entirely ignorant of the Shadebinder plots—something to do with his undying piety or some other such nonsense. However, once Eppet’s crimes had come to light…well, one can never be too careful in matters of security.”

An immense wave of relief rushed through my body and banished the tormenting specters of Virram’s councilors from my mind. “You killed them. Both of them.”

“I learn my lessons well, Lux,” he answered coolly. “I’ve survived a rather educative encounter with a live Serathid, and I sit upon the desolation of a man who delved too deeply into the darkness of the Shadebinders. I will not abide their presence in any form, nor that of any who support them.” An unexpected shadow furrowed his brow and pursed his lips, and he leaned forward with a thoughtful hand on his chin. “Your condition here before me is a chilling validation of my fears. For such a fearsome warrior, your time opposing the Shadebinders in Doram has left you distinctly worse for wear—not only have they marked your face with their insidious corruption, but they also took your leg. I hope you believe me when I say you have my deepest sympathy.”

I had to physically catch my jaw from falling slack, and it was only by the grace of Lia’s supporting shoulder that I remained upright. “How do you know about that?” Lia asked, filling the silence I was helpless to break myself.

“As I said before, logical deduction is a strength of mine,” he boasted from behind a puffed chest. “Your acts of bravery beneath Shadowmine were obviously motivated by something beyond a loyalty to Kaldan. Whispers of the silent invasion of Doram have been in my ears for months, and it seemed like a perfect destination for the two of you to continue your acts of heroism after your second escape through our borders. My discovery of the Shadebinders confirmed the link between the two events, along with a variety of other things.”

He tapped a finger against his cheek and traced a zigzagging line down his neck. “I believe they call those markings Shadelines—a clear indication that one has participated in their tainted rites, though I’m sure that in your case, it was an unwilling participation.” A curling smirk punctuated his momentary pause. “Having watched your excruciating journey across my audience hall, it’s quite obvious that your left leg has been replaced by a prosthetic—one with an incredible level of functionality, to be sure, but the hitching swing and stiff heel-toe movement betrays its mechanical nature. You’re also wearing a pendant depicting Jor’s celestial projector, the single most famous icon of Doram. I believe it would be safe to assume you’ve acquainted yourselves with the master of the Stoneshaper’s Guild. Who else could craft such exquisite relics?”

Lia’s fingers wove between mine and gripped my hand; the flow of golden mana I had come to expect from her presence never arrived, but I felt the intent of her gesture all the same. “That’s almost right,” she answered, mirroring the Strategist’s smug expression.

“Almost?” The word fell from his mouth with quiet wonder, mirroring the sparkle that lit his wide eyes. “Pray tell, my dear, where have I gone astray?”

“You were right to assume we met Guildmaster Halvaar—both he and President Magnusson became fast friends of ours during our stay in the capitol. However, he didn’t make Lux’s necklace. I did.”

“You did?” A soft puff of laughter escaped his lips as his eyes darted back and forth between her face and the gilded replica dangling from my neck. “Marlia, you never cease to delight and amaze! A devilish fighter, a capable diplomat, and now an incomparable craftsman, all rolled up into one utterly enchanting package. Should you ever find yourself in need of employment, I can guarantee you a position on my closest council.”

His proposition drew a low, animalistic growl from deep within my chest, but Lia tightened her grip on my hand and spoke up before I could level a response. “A gracious offer, but one I could never accept,” she answered with a shallow bow. “I have no interest in furthering your war efforts—neither this Unity Reclamation, nor whatever scheme comes after it.”

“That’s right!” he exclaimed suddenly. “This inquisitive mind of mine proves more trouble than it’s worth sometimes. I often find myself embarrassingly preoccupied.” His fingers riffled through the yellowed pages of his ponderous book, flipping until a satisfied hum revealed his quarry had been found. “Before all of this pretense and shared history got in our way, you were here to ask the new King of Kaldan questions about the Unity Reclamation. I have no doubt that I’ve answered many of those questions already, for which you can thank me when this discussion is finished, but it appears there are yet still some questions burning in your hearts.”

“You threatened the entire world with war unless everyone complies with your demands and opens their borders to your soldiers,” Lia declared, seemingly unfazed by the man’s silver-tongued speech. “Hunting down the Shadebinders and their accomplices might be a noble goal, but you’re going to get thousands of innocent people killed in the process. We can guarantee you that Doram isn’t going to let you in without a fight, and I doubt Lybesa will be any more agreeable. You’re going to regret it if you follow through on your threats—especially when we’re the ones standing against you.”

His eyebrow floated up into a high arch, scornfully presiding over the audience below him. “It seems that I was somehow unclear before—please allow me to set the record straight.” He placed one hand flat on the open page before him and the other across his heart. “I have no intention of sending my men to their deaths in a needless war. Believe me when I say that my Unity Reclamation will not cause even a single drop of bloodshed—apart from the blood of the Shadebinders, of course.”

Static tingled across the surface of my skin, giving physical form to the indistinct buzz of frustration that already controlled my mind. Each new vow the gilded monarch offered us seemed to contradict the last, and yet I believed every cloying word without question as they burrowed into my brain. “Why bother with the charade, then?” I demanded, rubbing at my temples to relieve the building pressure behind my eyes. “You’re already king—you don’t need a war or a scapegoat to take the throne. Why pick a fight you don’t want? Just hunt down the Shadebinders and be done with it.”

“To whom are you addressing your query?” he asked with a cocky smirk. “That may be a valid concern when levied to Alexander Stratta, newly appointed ruler of Kaldan, but it’s a rather foolish question for the Strategist of the Elta’sahn Company.” A cold glint entered his eyes as his gaze shifted to my right. “Valandra, I believe this conversation has entered your incredibly narrow area of expertise. Please explain the logic of my actions to your associate.”

I saw the faintest flash of olive in the corner of Val’s eye as she timidly peered in my direction from behind her shield. “Declaring a war of this scale requires an immense military operation. Kaldan lacks such a force on its own—I stated as much when we first learned of the Reclamation—but with the full might of the Company, the declaration can be considered a legitimate threat.” She paused in her explanation and looked back to the Strategist, waiting until he motioned for her to continue before she spoke again. “War is extremely profitable for a hired militia. In the months it takes for the Golden Throne to fully outfit the Company’s soldiers, muster them alongside the Throne’s own military, and station them at Kaldan’s borders, the Elta’sahn Company will have already received its greatest windfall since its founding.”

“A bit lacking in nuance, as expected, but an apt analysis nonetheless,” he shrugged. “When I first donned the persona of Alexander Stratta, I was ready to endear myself to Virram’s court and enjoy a few quiet years of political intrigue to grow my influence—it’d been so long since I’d taken a vacation from my Company duties, you see. However, the power vacuum left in the wake of Lux’s visit to the throne room was far too tempting to pass up. Why waste time pursuing the favor and business of lesser nobles when I could simply claim the riches of Kaldan directly?

“This, of course, leads to your current question. I could quite easily have emptied the Yorian vaults and disappeared into the night, abandoning the name of King Stratta to its well-earned revilement. But what then?” He spread his arms out before him and gestured up to the towering, shadowed ceiling of his throne room. “How could I abandon the power of the Golden Throne for such short-sighted gain? The Elta’sahn Company would be funded for my lifetime, to be sure, but I have the incredible chance to secure its operation for generations.”

“How long do you think you can bleed the royal coffers?” Lia countered. “If you hadn’t noticed, Kaldan’s not particularly sustainable at the moment. The Mountain Gate is permanently closed, Shadowmine is out of operation, and your relationship with Attetsia is strained, to say the least. Steal it all at once or over the course of a few months—you’ll bankrupt the country all the same.”

The Strategist rested his chin on his folded hands, hiding all but the twisted corner of his smirking lips. “Were you speaking to Virram Yorrell, you would be correct. However, under proper leadership, Kaldan will flourish to even greater heights than it has seen in decades,” he boasted. “The Mountain Gate will be cleared by summer—it may never function again, but an open gate is sufficiently conducive to trade. My Unity Reclamation will bring both Doram and Lybesa to the negotiating table, at which point I will reveal my discovery of the Shadebinder plot and my subsequent casus belli. Given my…persuasive nature, I’m confident that a new era of diplomacy and commerce will allow all of us to thrive.”

Silence descended on the throne room in the wake of his self-assured answer. Circular loops of conflicting logic left me too overwhelmed to formulate a response; all I could do was stare up at the crowned man from beneath a furrowed brow. The Strategist is a liar, but he’s telling the truth. The Golden Throne is corrupt, but they’re fighting the same enemies that we are. There’s a war coming to Doram and Lybesa, but there’s no real danger. Every attempt to resolve even one of the inconsistencies pushed me further into my mental fog, leaving me confused as to why we had come to interrogate the king in the first place.

“Out of questions already?” he asked with a lazy chuckle. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised—my ramblings have been nothing if not thorough. If you’ve truly sated your appetite for answers, perhaps you could provide me with one—what do you intend to do now? Will you chase down the remaining Shadebinders with me? Will you go home to your family, safe in the knowledge that my Company men have no intent to cross the Lybesian border?”

A second silence fell, far heavier than the first. Two pools of vivid amber peered up at me as Lia scanned my face with pointed intent; her softly arched eyebrows told me that she was prepared to wait for me to answer, allowing me the final choice in just how much we should reveal to the man who had once been our enemy. “We’re going after Horace Odwell—on our own,” I answered after an uncomfortably long pause. “He’s planning to activate another Shadebinder artifact somewhere in the Eastern Forest. We’re either going to find him before he does it, or we’ll clean up whatever mess he’s left behind.”

“Yes, I’d read as much in his journals,” the Strategist mused. “Such a strange decision for a man so confident in his brilliance. Even the Shadebinders should know that there’s nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.”

The cursed words rattled through my overfull mind, but I lacked the mental capacity to pursue the turn of phrase any further. “Even so, that’s where we’re headed. If things go as planned, this trip will put a permanent end to the Shadebinder order.” The sound of my own voice fanned the flames of frustration that burned in my chest; my deepest instincts continued to fill my brain with wordless alarms of distrust, but I spoke with a strange level of respect I had no conscious control over. “What we do after that is our business, but I’ll tell you this—wherever we go, we’ll be watching you. If your Company takes a single step beyond the borders of Kaldan, the three of us will be there to stop them, and we won’t be nearly as agreeable then as we are now.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it!” he exclaimed, thumping his fist down onto his ledger. “Unlike our previous ruler, I understand the concept of boundaries, especially when it comes to you two. Once our interests are no longer aligned, I swear to you that we will go our separate ways in peace. Until that time, however, you are more than welcome to any accommodations I can offer you within the city. I imagine you will be looking for a place to rest after your long journey?”

My skin crawled at the reassuring sound of his hospitality. “Two nights. We’ll take the day to prepare tomorrow and leave the morning after. Assuming you can convince your subjects to leave us alone, it’ll be a quiet, uneventful stay.”

“Oh, of course!” he answered through a beaming smile. “My Company has already dispersed throughout the city to spread the word that your names and actions have been wrongly maligned by the corrupted Virram Yorrell. They left the keep as soon as you arrived—you may consider it presumptuous, but I knew that we would establish a common cause before our meeting came to an end.” His expression soured when his eyes turned to Val, and he waved a dismissive hand in her direction. “This revision of history applies only to the two of you. Your Shield, by all accounts, is dead—I see no need to revive her. She will be safe, by order of my Company, but I give no guarantees that she will be welcome should the people recognize her.”

“Our crimes are more real than hers ever were,” I fought back. “There’s no reason to keep this—”

“As for your lodgings,” he bowled over me, “the former home of Alexander Stratta stands empty in the northern residential district. I expect you will find the property far more private than the various inns and rentals of Yoria’s commercial districts, but should you find my offering somehow distasteful, you are free to patronize one of our many fine establishments at the Throne’s expense. Inform any member of my Company of your decision, and they will see to it that you are taken care of in both housing and provisions. As our interests are aligned at the moment, I am more than happy to support your eastward journey in whatever way I can.”

A firm tug on my hand stopped me before I could revive my argument. “Thank you for your continued hospitality,” Lia answered with a deep bow. “We’ll no doubt make use of your supplies before we leave for the Eastern Forest, but for the moment, a place to rest and stay warm is all we need.”

The Strategist’s smoldering eyes lingered on Lia’s face with an obvious, lascivious intent. “It is my most poignant shame that we made our first introductions under such terrible circumstances,” he said with a longing sigh. “Had our paths crossed upon friendlier terms, I believe our relationship would be far more agreeable today.” With a quick flick of his wrist, he snapped shut the ancient tome beside him and set it in his lap, tracing his thumb across its weathered cover while he continued. “If this is truly the last day we see each other, please remember that you will always have a steadfast ally in the Golden Throne for as long as I sit upon it. Despite our…differences of opinions, we are pursuing the same goal—safety and prosperity for those we care about.”

A dozen separate frustrations tore at my brain at once, leaving me ambiguously irritated. “Let’s go,” I grunted, turning my back on Kaldan’s King for what I hoped was the final time. Unfortunately, a spasm of pain undercut my silent exit, forcing a nearly suppressed whimper out from between my pursed lips; a combination of time, latent void energy, and my perfectly statuesque posture had allowed me to forget the agony of my ruined leg, but my sudden movement reminded me of my infirmity with brutal efficiency. Lia caught the entirety of my weight on her shoulder and kept me on my feet, and under her careful guidance, I took my first step towards the impossibly distant exit to the throne room.

“Oh, before you go, I do have one final request of you.” Though I refused to look back at the ruined throne again, I was forced to stop and listen to the Strategist’s parting words. “This has no doubt been a difficult day for all of you. Pride is not an easy thing to put aside, and I daresay we have tested that fact to its absolute limit here today. When you leave here, please don’t let our meeting linger in your minds. Reflecting on what was said, wasn’t said, could have been said—such thoughts will poison your peace. It goes without saying that the information shared here today cannot be discussed with anybody beyond the walls of this room, but I believe it would be for the best if it was not discussed ever again. Let it fade into the past, and let us move forward into a new era of cooperation and Unity.”

A horrible spike of nausea punched through my pain and disorientation, doubling my vision and threatening to evacuate the contents of my stomach onto the plush carpet beneath our feet. “Go,” I whispered in Lia’s ear, lurching forward as best I could in my dilapidated state. “Go, please.” Step by agonizing step, she guided both me and a taciturn Val back to the imposing double doors at the far end of the hall, shepherding us away from the man who had bested our impossible strength with nothing more than words.

***


15. IN HER ARMS

“Ale—strongest stuff you’ve got.”

“I’ll also have an ale, please.”

“Water’s fine, thanks!”

Our server hurried away after a small bow, deftly weaving her way through the crowded tables of one of Yoria’s many taverns. Though the gusting winds had calmed during our time in the keep’s throne room, the lingering storm continued to bury the capital in an ever-deepening blanket of heavy snow, driving all foot traffic indoors in search of warmth and refreshment. Luckily, the winter weather provided an excellent excuse for our deep-hooded cloaks, and the three of us seemed no more out of place than any other patrons in the cramped, lamplit room.

“It’s still weird to hear you talk like that,” I told Val, momentarily off-put by the bubbly affectation of her voice.

“Despite our permission to stay in Yoria, I still believe it would be best to avoid unnecessary recognition—for myself, in particular,” she murmured in her usual parlance. “Unfortunately, my manner of speaking is well-known among the locals.”

“It’s fine, Val,” Lia reassured her. “Nobody’s looking for you. We’re the ones who need to be careful—we walked by at least a half-dozen posters with our faces on them on the way here. Like you said, the less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”

I grumbled in begrudging agreement. “I still don’t think I needed to leave my sword at the house.”

She rolled her eyes at my childish whining. “Normal people don’t walk around the city armed for battle, Lux, and they definitely aren’t armed with weapons like ours. Do you really think people wouldn’t notice the missing King’s Primes being carried around the city?”

“That’s different—my sword’s not an icon.” The petty argument was as useless as it was redundant; I had levied the same complaints when we first arrived to the Strategist’s former home in the nobles’ district, but my defiance was outnumbered and overruled before we embarked on our journey to find food and drink for the night. Fortunately, the argument had won me the concession of keeping my dagger on my hip, and even though the black blade was empty of any traces of void energy, I still found a comforting warmth in its presence; it was as if the prayers I had spoken over it at Amaya’s command in the moment of its creation held real power, returning in my moment of need to offer a tangible relief from the disquiet brewing at the back of my mind.

“I don’t know why you’re the one complaining. Val and I are the ones who are actually unarmed here,” she argued back. “If you need your sword for some reason—which you won’t, unless you go out looking for trouble—you can just summon it.”

The logic perfectly foiled my argument for a second time, but it continued to do little for my peace of mind. “Fine. You win again,” I muttered with a dismissive wave. 

Lia’s eyebrows flicked upwards as she chewed her lip, but the moment of distress passed before she responded. “I’m not trying to win, Lux. I just want us to get out of here without a—”

Our drinks are on their way. Val’s mental voice announced the movement we all saw through our overlapping auras of Detection and brought an abrupt end to our conversation.

“Here you are!” the young woman announced as she set our drinks on the table. I grimaced at the pale, frothy liquid in the mug before me, preemptively disappointed by the thin brew. “Is there anything else I can get for you? Some food, perhaps?” our server asked.

“I’ll take a plate of whatever’s warm and ready to serve,” Lia answered with a charming smile. “I’m starving.”

“I’ll have the same,” Val chimed in, “and if you have any fresh bread, I’d be grateful for it.”

I took a sip of my drink and confirmed the worst of my fears: The watered-down ale hardly tasted of anything at all, lacking the punch of alcohol I was hoping for. “Another ale,” I ordered, taking another unsatisfying gulp.

“I’ll be happy to refill your cup as many times as you…” She trailed off as I continued to drink with an unsightly vigor, upending the cup in a single draft. I wiped the spilled ale from the corners of my mouth and shoved the empty vessel to the edge of the table. “Two plates and another ale,” she nodded, offering us a nervous smile before she collected my cup and hurried back towards the bar.

“You need food, Lux,” Lia chided me. “We haven’t had a proper meal since we left Doram, and we were running all mor—”

“I can’t quite put my finger on it, but something about today seems to have spoiled my appetite,” I interrupted. In truth, the lukewarm drink was a welcome relief in my empty stomach, but it wasn’t the relief I was hunting for. The blissful return of my mana when we escaped the influence of the King’s Grace had allowed me to reactivate my Pain Reduction and regain mastery over my body, but it had done little to settle my mind; even the comforting warmth of Lia’s amber aura had failed to bring me peace after our thorough humiliation at the hands of the Strategist, and judging by the impotent taste of my liquid meal, drinking wouldn’t do the trick, either. “I’ll be fine.”

The fight drained from Lia’s face through a long, quiet sigh. “We should make a list of what we need for supplies,” she said after a small sip of her ale. “If we’re only staying for a day, we’ll want to make our request as soon as possible.”

“I agree. I believe it would be best if we requisition a new tent and sleeping rolls alongside the replenishment of our rations,” Val suggested. “Our current gear has yet to truly dry out from the snow and has begun to grow musty.”

“Oh, good point!” Lia nodded. “We should try to find some fuel for the stove, too. Did Halvaar say whether we could use lamp oil for that?”

The words of their continued conversation joined the unceasing rabble inside my brain and disappeared into the sea of unintelligible noise. My fingernail traced along the rough wooden edge of our tabletop, absentmindedly picking at an errant splinter as my eyes stared blankly across the tavern. This is…wrong. Lingering adrenaline sent an electric shiver down my spine, refreshing the nebulous agitation that had plagued me since our trip to the keep. The pressing feeling of undefined danger spurred me to action, and I found myself scanning for threats among the crowd for the dozenth time; a field of weak, multicolored lights surrounded me on all sides, expanding out beyond the walls of the bar and into the surrounding buildings, but just like before, there were no obvious threats or signs of danger in the undeveloped mana signatures of Kaldan’s citizens.

My failure to find the source of my anxiety only strengthened the blaring alarms inside my head. They’re in danger. Figure it out before it’s too late. Helplessness began to tighten its stranglehold on my chest, squeezing on my heart and lungs until stars swam before my eyes. Desperate for relief, I turned my focus inward and pressed my consciousness down to my core. Hey, you. I need your—

A shrieking whirlwind filled my ears in the instant I made contact with the Chorus. There were no words within the deafening maelstrom, but the raw emotions it imparted were all too clear: Fear, rage, and confusion flooded through me in a perfect reflection of my own thoughts, amplified a thousandfold by every stolen sliver of humanity. You…don’t know either? I pulled myself away from the cacophony and sheltered myself in the comparatively quiet whirl of my own thoughts. Although it had become increasingly apparent that my darker half was far from all-knowing, the fact that it was as confused and paranoid as I was left me shaken.

A jarring impact on the tip of my boot snapped me out of my daze. Three sets of eyes watched me with varying degrees of concern as I blinked and refocused on the waking world. Our server stood beside me with a platter clutched tightly against her chest, waiting through what was no doubt a concerningly long silence after whatever question she had asked me. Val and Lia both had steaming plates of food set out before them; a bed of mashed blue tubers supported a slab of unidentifiable meat smothered in a dark brown gravy, and a round loaf of crusty bread sat on a small plate at the center of our table. My mug had been returned to me, filled to the brim with ale and dripping with a tall cap of foam.

“That’s all for now,” I murmured, making my best guess at the answer to a question I hadn’t heard.

Her relieved sigh told me I had guessed correctly. “Wave me down if you need anything else!” she said with a quick bow before disappearing back into the crowd.

Alluring whiffs of meat and fresh bread tickled my nose and drew a violent gurgle from my stomach, but my pride allowed me no other option than to lower my head and sip from my overfull cup. “It’s better the second time around,” I murmured, wiping a line of foam from my upper lip.

Raucous tavern noise filled what was otherwise an uncomfortably quiet meal. Lia and Val attacked their plates with the expected gusto of hungry travelers, but each woman shot me multiple surreptitious glances over the course of her dinner, no doubt taking quiet estimations of my mental state and measuring how quickly I was consuming my ale. The near-permanent crease in Lia’s brow finally relaxed when I ripped a small chunk of bread from the half-eaten boule, but by the time I had finished my second mug of ale and received a third from our timid waitress, there was little room left in my stomach for solid food.

What started as a dull throb behind my eyes quickly grew into a splitting ache that ringed its way around my head, exacerbated by every expectant glance from my companions. I could hear their patronizing questions in my head before they asked them, and my lack of answers only furthered my aggravation; I had no explanation for why I was so on edge, no recourse to fix it, and no patience to describe the inexplicable feelings.

It was Lia who first found the courage to break the silence. “So…where do your parents live?” she asked, motioning with her half-empty mug of ale to Val.

“My father operates a forge on the Ironwalk,” she answered. “They live just behind it in a modest home among the other craftsmen of Yoria.”

“Oh, I love the Ironwalk! I used to go there all the time as a kid when my father had deliveries to make,” Lia smiled. “The sound of all the hammers, the smell of the fires, the bustle of the street—that must’ve been an exciting place to grow up!”

“It offered a unique environment to young children, to be sure. The layout of the district leaves little room for yards or parks, so Marin and I spent the majority of our time playing among the crowds with the other artisans’ children. Such a dynamic atmosphere was far better suited to Marin than to me, however—she would often convince strangers to participate in her games and fantasies, while I was more likely to apprentice myself at a neighboring forge for the day.”

Lia’s eyes grew wide with excitement. “Maybe I met you guys when we were kids! Did you ever play Eights, or Chimera Chase, or Prime of—”

“Prime of the Day, yes,” Val nodded, a warm smile gracing her face. “It is possible you met Marin in her youth, but you and I most likely did not cross paths. I began apprenticing with various craftsmen on the Ironwalk on my thirteenth birthday in an effort to physically prepare myself for a post on the city guard.”

“Yeah, that would make me about…four years old at the time,” Lia chuckled, pausing to take another sip of her ale. “You must be excited to see your parents again, huh? How long has it been?”

“Too long,” she replied with a sad shake of her head. “I had convinced myself that my duties as Trinity Guard Commander were more important than any personal attachments—a belief I now see could not be further from the truth. I had little need of money during my command, so a large portion of my salary was diverted to them in hopes that financial compensation was an acceptable replacement for my presence.” She fell silent for a moment and stared down at her empty plate. “The last time I saw them was ten months before our mission to Attetsia. It has been over a year now.”

“Given everything that’s happened since then, I’m sure they’ll be excited to see you,” Lia said, offering her a reassuring smile. “I can’t wait to meet them!”

“You…wish to meet my parents?”

Lia leaned forward excitedly and bobbed her head. “Of course I do! I’d planned on going with you anyways—you know, given the circumstances and all—but I would never pass up a chance like this! We get to see where you came from, and how you got to be who you are!” She seemed to recognize her own sudden enthusiasm the instant she stopped talking, and she sat back with a sheepish grin on her face. “Unless, of course, you don’t want us to come. We obviously don’t want to intrude on a personal moment.”

“No, I…” Val trailed off. I caught a furtive glance out of the corner of her eye, and her brow shot up when she realized I was watching her. “I would greatly appreciate your company,” she answered, immediately bowing her head to hide from my gaze.

“Then you’ll have it!” Lia smiled triumphantly. She finished the last of her ale, let out a contented sigh, and set the empty cup down on the table with a loud clack. “Well, I’m satisfied. There’s nothing like some hot food and mediocre ale to make me sleepy. I’m ready to head back for the night, unless either of you want some more to eat.” Though the last statement was addressed to the both of us, her eyes rested squarely on me while she spoke.

I met her gaze with an arched eyebrow and drained my third mug of ale, maintaining eye contact the entire time. When the cup was empty, I lazily stifled a burp, reached down to the coin purse on my belt, and fished around in its magically expansive reserves until my fingers found the stein imprint they were searching for. “Let’s go,” I muttered, tossing a pair of the silver coins onto the table as I stood up.

Our server materialized at the tableside when the three of us started to make our exit. “Thank you for coming!” she called after us, quickly pocketing the silver steins as she began to clear our table. “Stay warm!”

A blast of frigid air hit my face when I pulled open the heavy tavern door. The snowfall had finally stopped over the course of our meal, but the clear night had grown bitterly cold in its wake. I resettled myself inside my cloak before leading my party out into the aftermath of the blizzard; knee-deep snow filled the streets of the city, but narrow footpaths carved out by determined pedestrians allowed us to travel with minimal effort. Frost-coated streetlamps made a valiant effort to light the way ahead for us, but it was only by the grace of our Detection that we were able to track our way back towards the nobles’ district.

The empty, snowbound streets allowed us to make a quick return to the vacant home of the Strategist. Nestled up against the border of Yoria’s expansive gardens, the two-story building was beautifully constructed from crimson bricks and pitch-black iron accents, yet it seemed somehow modest compared to the sprawling, fenced-in estates that neighbored it. Luckily, none of the residents appeared interested in traversing the heavy snow, and we remained unnoticed as we pushed through the half-filled tracks we had left on the front walk and shut ourselves in for the night.

“Primes, it’s cold!” Lia exclaimed through chattering teeth. “Couldn’t the Shadebinders have waited until spring to start all this nonsense?” A pulse of golden energy passed over me and instantly illuminated the house, simultaneously bringing life to a wide array of candles, lamps, and fireplaces. From where we stood at the entryway, I could see almost the entirety of the first floor; the wide-open space circled around a staircase at the center of the house, connecting a sitting room with a massive fireplace, a dining room with a table long enough for at least a dozen people, and a kitchen that housed an expansive set of hanging cookware and a large oven.

“It is unfortunate that our enemies are so inconsiderate,” Val agreed, shaking the snow from her boots and cloak. “Primes willing, the sun will return tomorrow and rid us of this chill.”

“Let’s hope. I doubt the road to Malt is going to be cleared by the time we’re ready to leave, but it could at least be warm.”

“Given the recent Serathid threat, I do not expect the plow teams to be assembled this season. Even though the invasion has been eliminated, that news has more than likely not disseminated throughout the country—it will no doubt be a quiet winter for Kaldan.”

Lia snatched up Val’s winter garments, then paused in front of me and held up her laden arms. “I’ll take those for you,” she offered, motioning to the boots I was struggling to remove. She waited patiently for me to slip the remaining heavy boot from my unfeeling metal foot, then took it and the rest of my gear with her to the fireside, laying them out on a conveniently-placed footstool.

I watched her flit around the room with a growing sense of confusion. How does she not feel this? My hand scraped absentmindedly along my scarred collarbone, digging at the suffocating pressure that had taken up a seemingly permanent residence in my chest. How is she…fine? I turned to Val, desperate to find a common ally in my implacable unease, but the soft smile she offered to my attention only furthered my dismay. Neither of them. Neither of them knows that something’s off—something’s wrong, lingering over us no matter where we go, and I can’t figure out what the f—

“Lux?” Val knelt down to where I sat at the entryway, staring up at me with a curious arch in her eyebrow. “Would you like assistance to—”

“No,” I blurted out, pushing myself to my feet, “I’m fine. Just thinking.” I paced into the sitting room only half-aware of my surroundings, avoiding the vague, shadowy shapes of furniture and fine decor that littered the space. “We should…get some sleep. It’s been a shitty day—let’s end it before it can get worse.”

Lia hurried to my side and wrapped a snug arm around my waist. “I was about to suggest the same thing—about the sleep part, anyways.” She bumped me gently with her hip and pointed out into the kitchen. “Do you want anything before we go up? There’s not much for food, but I’m sure there’s something left in the larder, and you could definitely use some water.”

“That swill at the tavern was more water than ale,” I complained. The effects of the thin drink had failed to take hold, even after my third serving; whatever mental relief I’d hoped to find at the bottom of the cups was fully countered by the enhancements keeping me upright and free from pain, neither of which I was willing to compromise for alcohol-assisted peace of mind. “I’m just tired.”

“Okay then,” she nodded. “Let’s get some sleep.”

Val followed along behind us as we made our way upstairs. In stark contrast to the gaudy first floor, the landing at the top of the staircase was little more than a single hallway lined with a half-dozen polished emberwood doors. Two bedrooms were already claimed by our deposited gear, with a third standing empty across the hall; an expansive walk-in closet, an office lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a bathroom at the far end filled the remaining rooms, each one scanned by my Detection twenty times over and confirmed to be free of the corrupting influence of the Strategist or the Shadebinders.

“Sleep well, you two,” Val said, leaving us at the door to the master suite.

“Goodnight, Val!” Lia answered. “I’m excited for tomorrow!”

“As am I.” She hesitated at the door to the guest room for a moment, then met my pensive silence with a shallow bow of her head before disappearing into her chambers.

Lia let out a contented sigh as we followed suit and entered our bedroom. “I’ve been looking forward to this from the moment I laid eyes on it,” she grinned, nodding to the massive bed at the center of the suite. “We’ve stayed in some nice places before, but I’ve never slept in a bed this big. Do you think it’s as comfortable as it looks?” Without waiting for a response, she rushed forward and threw herself onto the center of the mattress, bouncing up into the air with a soft giggle.

When I failed to follow her lead, she rolled herself up to the edge of the bed and patted the spot beside her. “Come sit with me,” she said, her earlier enthusiasm suddenly replaced with a tender, calming tone. My hand traced its way up to my shoulder and began to blindly fumble for the clasp of my cuirass, but I made no conscious effort to carry out the task; the world around me hardly seemed real through the obfuscating haze of lingering confusion and adrenaline, and the thought of removing my armor sparked a deep pang of fear in my heart.

I felt Lia’s arms wrap around my torso before I even registered that she had moved. “We’re so close, Lux,” she whispered into my chest. “We’ve come so far, and we’ve been through so much…and you shouldn’t have to keep pushing yourself like this, but I know you’re never going to stop, no matter how many times I ask you to.” Amber waves of light washed over me, each swell more powerful than the last as she poured the entirety of her essence into her words. “I’m not going to let you go. Whatever it is you’re fighting in there, I won’t let it take you away from me—no matter what it takes.” Her hand slid up my chest and brushed my cheek, tracing the jagged scar that disfigured my face. “I love you. Forever.”

I wanted nothing more than to accept the comfort she offered, to escape the unending torrent of wordless screams that echoed inside my mind, but her closeness only drew out a new facet of my exhaustion. The sharp words and uncomfortable silences we’d shared only days before seemed a distant memory beyond the impenetrable fog of our meeting with the Strategist, but just as distant was the easy, unconditional love for her that I knew burned somewhere within me. “I know,” I murmured, the words nearly inaudible through my tightened throat. “I love you.” The echoed sentiment came from pure reflex; though I failed to find the emotion to make the words ring true, they were the only words I had to offer her.

My hollow affirmation brought a brilliant spark of hope to her eyes. “We’re safe now,” she continued, cradling my face in her hands. “It might only be for a few nights, but we finally have a moment to catch our breath. You don’t have to worry about what’s ahead of us, or what happened to get us here—the only thing that matters right now is you and me.” Her fingers danced across the surface of my skin, trailing down my neck to curl around the lip of my armor. “Come to bed with me. Even if it’s just for tonight—even if it’s just for an hour—let me take care of you.”

The gentle tug on my cuirass threatened to knock me off-balance. “No, I…I can’t,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “It’s too much—my head. I can…barely think, and—”

Lia’s lips met mine and interrupted my weak protests. Long-forgotten beacons flared somewhere deep within my shrouded mind, switched on by my most primal instincts, but whatever love and lust I should have felt were brutally choked out by a crushing sense of claustrophobia. “You don’t have to think, Lux—just relax,” she whispered, pulling on the straps of my armor. “I promise that—”

I smacked away her hands before they could fully unfasten my chestpiece, lashing out like a cornered beast. I staggered back a step, confused, staring down at my trembling hands as I attempted to fully process my own actions. “I—I’m…sorry,” I stammered. “I—I don’t know…why I…”

“No, Lux, don’t apologize. That was my fault. I pushed you too hard—I’m sorry.” Had my mind been my own, the sight of her broken smile would have shattered my heart. “Will you…come sit with me, at least?”

She’s not safe. You’re going to hurt her. The sudden clarity of my thoughts was frightening; my adrenaline had finally found itself a purpose, sharpening the unintelligible tempest that polluted my mind into an undeniable truth. Memory distorted into nightmare as my brain rushed to convince me of its new discovery; it impressed upon me vision after falsified vision of what could have been, forcing me to watch as I swatted away Lia’s delicate hands again and again with increasing violence, escalating until my autonomous action had drawn my voidglass dagger and plunged it straight into her heart.

“No,” I breathed, blinking away the nightmares until Lia’s stunned visage returned. My hands darted to the belt that fastened the dark blade to my hip, scrabbling at the hook until it fell to the floor at my feet. “No, I—I’m sorry. I…need to think.” I kicked the dagger well out of reach as I stumbled back towards the door, turning away to escape my shame. “I’m sorry.”

“Lux, I—”

The door clicked shut behind me and cut short Lia’s wavering words. I staggered across the hallway as a passenger within my own body, completely dissociated from the physical world. What’s happening to me? Every movement I made was suddenly dissected with unrelenting scrutiny; I had no awareness of the desires guiding my slow, shaking movements that ferried me to the Strategist’s study, and my panicked mind searched with increasing desperation for answers. Why are you doing this? Memories of the Chorus’s influence over my body forced my attention inward, but a cloud of stolen, shrieking faces met me at the border of my core and held me firmly at bay, reminding me of the nonanswer I had already found.

My mindless movements deposited me in a high-backed chair behind a massive desk. If it’s not you, then…what? I deflated onto the cluttered desktop and clutched my head in my hands, digging my fingers into my scalp in a useless attempt to relieve the pressure bursting inside my skull. The instinct for detecting danger that had served me so well over the course of my multiple lives now seemed intent on tearing my mind to pieces. Why…am I…?

You seem troubled, love.

A single point of blissful cold blossomed at the epicenter of my mental storm. Amaya! Please! My consciousness surged towards her welcoming presence, seeking whatever shelter I could find from the whirling chaos. Something’s happening to me—there’s danger, somewhere, but I can’t…I don’t—

Hush, Elden. You don’t need to be afraid. Every word of her nostalgic voice resounded in my ears with perfect clarity, bringing an immediate, idyllic relief. I’m here with you now. You’re safe. Little by little, her icy presence expanded its sphere of influence within my mind; the unplaceable sense of impending danger began to wane, allowing me to take my first full breath since we had returned from our dinner. Adrenaline finally began to drain from my system, but its absence left me trembling like the dying flame of a spent candle.

Amaya, I…I don’t know what’s happening to me. I held my head in my hands and leaned the entirety of my weight onto the sturdy desk before me, feeling the weight of my exhaustion in full for the first time. I’m falling apart, and I’m not strong enough to stop it.

That’s not true. You’re—

No, it is true, I fought back. I’ve finally passed my breaking point, and no amount of Stoneshaper technology or unearned love can put me back together as strong as I was before. The pitiful thought echoed back at me through the now-empty void within my mind, amplified in its power by my state of utter debilitation. I’m going to get them killed. I feel it like a curse carved into my bones—I know it’s true, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. It’s going to happen, and keep happening, over and over again, losing and failing no matter how hard I try or how much I suffer, watching everyone I love die until I burn away to d—

The delicate brush of soft, warm velvet tickled the side of my face and fully emptied my mind, redirecting every ounce of focus within me toward capturing the impossible sensation. You are not broken, love, Amaya whispered, her breath hot in my ear. Two gentle hands caressed my shoulders and pulled me into a tender hug, pressing down on my back with a welcoming warmth. You are the strongest man I’ve ever met. Nobody else could carry the weight of the world on their shoulders like you do—it’s a task unfair to ask of any one man, but you choose to carry it in spite of yourself. It is by your strength alone that this world continues to exist.

I knew that the otherworldly illusion would shatter if I opened my eyes, so I chose to remain in darkness, giving myself over to the bliss of Amaya’s embrace. You’ve earned your rest, love, so please—take it. Even if it’s only for tonight, I can shoulder your burdens for you. Tension melted from my body under her ethereal guidance, bringing physical relief alongside the growing quiet within my mind.

I, uhm…thank you. The absence of mental noise felt almost as stifling as the chaos it replaced. There was no room for curiosity, concern, or thought of any kind within the silence; Amaya’s protective aura became my whole world, freeing me from the burdens of fear and fated responsibility. I’m just…so tired.

I know. The velvet of her drooping ear brushed against my face again, this time accompanied by her warm cheek nuzzling against mine. You’re safe now. You can sleep for as long as you need.

I clung to the warmth of her presence with all of my might as my consciousness began to fade. The familiar embrace pulled me down into the dreaming depths of my mind, banishing the world around me in favor of a long-cherished memory: A warm breeze carried the scent of freshly-cut grass to my nose, cooling the dappled light of the summer sun that beamed down onto my face through the sheltering branches of a towering, shady tree. My lips curled into an easy smile while I dozed in Amaya’s arms, and I slipped gratefully into a deep, peaceful sleep.
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16. TIPPING POINT

A soft knocking sound roused me from my dreamless slumber. Synapses fired off at random as I scanned my blurry surroundings, confused as to where I was or how I had arrived there. My muscles screamed in protest when I pushed myself into an upright position and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I found myself seated before a massive emberwood desk topped with a slab of banded marble; the tabletop was littered with a wide variety of ledgers, scrolls, and old books, all of them marked with a multitude of colored ribbons and arranged in haphazard piles in a semicircle around the empty space where my face had rested moments ago. The full light of day poured into the study through a tall, narrow window positioned directly behind me, the only interruption in what was an otherwise unbroken chain of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves encircling the room.

The knock came again, gently rapping on the solitary door across from me, this time accompanied by a voice. “Lux?” Hesitance undercut the full tone of Lia’s voice as she called out to me from the hallway. 

Lia. Memories of the previous night struck me like a bolt of lightning, forcing me up to my feet in an uncoordinated rush. Though it was difficult to parse the ill-defined inferno of panic that had thoroughly scorched my mind, Lia’s look of utter dejection as I fled our chambers had burned itself into my retinas, making my ultimate refuge in Amaya’s presence all the more egregious. I stumbled over my unwieldy prosthetic as I hurried to the door, too disoriented by my guilt to activate my combat enhancements and ease my journey.

I pulled the door open just in time to interrupt another knock. “Lux, are—oh,” she said, swinging her fist through empty air. “Hi.”

“Hi,” I echoed, bowing my head to avoid the beautiful depths of her amber eyes for as long as possible. Based on the half of her body I could see, she had redressed in her armor and traveling cloak, but the twin scabbards of the King’s Sword were still absent from her hips.

When I finally summoned the courage to meet her gaze, I found the beginnings of a dubious smile on her lips. “I was going to ask if you managed to get any sleep, but that seems a bit obvious, now,” she remarked with a quiet laugh, her fingers twirling the end of her long, flowing braid. “You’re a mess.”

I reached up and pawed at my hair, following the line of her eyes until I found the target of her comment: The overgrown black mop atop my head was tousled and twisted, somehow simultaneously standing on end and plastered to the right side of my face. “I guess I am,” I agreed, happy for the distraction.

“You look…better, though,” she continued. “Are you feeling better?”

Heat blossomed in my cheeks and quickly burned its way up to the tips of my ears. “Yeah. I, uhm…I think so, anyways.” The fact that I could maintain our simple conversation meant I was infinitely more well-off than I had been the previous night, but I had yet to perform the introspection necessary to follow up on the disturbing series of events. “I’m sorry about wh—”

“You don’t have to do that,” she blurted out, taking a half-step forward. “I wasn’t looking for an apology—I just wanted to make sure you were okay in here.” With slow, deliberate movements, she reached out and took my hand between hers, rubbing her thumb over my palm in gentle circles.

“Oh.” I dropped my gaze down to our joined hands, unable to stomach my own reflection in her wide, loving eyes. “Thank you.” An expectant silence followed my mumbled thanks; I had no doubt that Lia was hoping for any sort of explanation as to what had come over me, but reliving the experience for a moment longer than I had to seemed unbearable. “What, uhm…what time is it?” I asked, craning my neck back to stare at a surprisingly blue sky.

“It’s almost noon,” she answered. “Val and I both thought it would be best to let you sleep for as long as you wanted, but I started getting worried after we had lunch.”

“Sor—I mean…thank you. Again,” I caught myself before I finished the apology in full. “I definitely got the sleep I needed.”

Lia’s grip tightened around my hand, and she pulled me down to place a quick kiss on my cheek. “Good,” she smiled. “There’s some food left downstairs if you’re hungry. You should eat it even if you aren’t hungry, honestly.” She led me out into the hallway by my hand, walking backwards towards the stairs while she guided me with a firm, steady grip. “After that, we’re all going to head down to the Ironwalk for the afternoon. We finally get to meet Val’s parents today!”

Her infectious excitement wormed its way through my chest and took root in my heart. “Now there’s something to be excited about,” I grinned, letting my feet respond obediently to her insistent tugging. The nature of the Sesaude progenitors was a mystery that had often intrigued me during our time with Valandra and Marin; apart from their obvious physical resemblance, it was difficult to believe that Val’s steely reserve and Marin’s hot-headed boisterousness had resulted from the same upbringing.

“I know, right?!” she exclaimed. She gave my hand a final squeeze before she let it go and turned to walk side-by-side with me down the stairs, seemingly confident in my ability to remain upright under my own power. “I’ve been thinking about it all day—my current bet is that her dad is just like her, and her mom is just like Marin.” Her hand slipped into her pocket and returned with a small silver coin. “What do you think? Want to put a stein on it?”

“I’ll take that bet.” I fished a matching coin from the pouch on my belt and held it up to catch the light. “Val used her mother’s name as her alias when we passed through the Mountain Gate. I’m guessing that means she’s closer with her than her dad.”

“How does that make any sense?” she snorted. “It’s not like she could believably use her father’s name as an alias, even if she was closer to him.”

My confidence remained unshaken in the face of her obvious logic. “I guess we’ll see,” I shrugged, slipping the silver stein back into my pocket.

“I guess we will.” She danced her way ahead of me and spun back on her heel, billowing her cloak out behind her as she twirled. “Seeing as you’re going to lose that bet, you could just spend that stein on a dinner for—”

“Wait.” My voice interrupted her before my thoughts could catch up, responding instinctually to a glimpse of an all-too-familiar belt around Lia’s waist. The illusion of levity she had so meticulously built for me was shattered in an instant, and I felt my voice strain. “Why are you wearing that?” I had only caught a brief flash of it during her pirouette, but I instantly recognized the unadorned leather sheath that held my voidglass dagger cinched tight over her armor.

Her hand slipped back into the recesses of her cloak, confirming that she understood the exact nature of my question. “You left it in our room last night,” she answered calmly.

“But why are you wearing it?” I persisted sharply, trying and failing to maintain my fragile composure. An incessant buzz droned to life at the back of my mind, foretelling a second descent into chaos, but an unexpected force rushed out to meet it: A river of frigid energy surged through my brain and muted the disorienting sound before it had a chance to worsen, leaving my thoughts clear and focused.

Her eyes never left mine as she unfastened the belt and pulled it out into the light, cradling the sheathed weapon in both hands. “I’m taking it off,” she continued in her low, even voice. “I’ll go put it back with our things, and then we can go eat s—”

“Give it to me.”

A painful arch bent her brow, and she bit down on her lip as her head tipped to one side. “Please don’t do this, Lux,” she begged me. “We don't have to do this right now.”

I knew that the dark blade was entirely drained of its deathly energy from my training sessions with the Chorus, but I was painfully aware of what even the faintest wisp of lingering void had the power to do to her. “I’ve told you this before—the void isn’t some monster you can fight or a puzzlebox to solve. It’ll kill you.” After a purposefully measured breath, I held out my hand and gestured to the dark weapon. “You shouldn’t be wearing it.”

“I’m wearing it so you can’t.” The calming timbre of her voice was entirely absent when she spoke again, replaced by a gravel-filled rasp that sharpened each word down to a piercing point. “You’re already killing yourself by listening to those voices in your head—you don’t need this thing poisoning you while it's strapped to your hip everywhere you go.”

My hands tightened into fists against my legs. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Because you won’t tell me what’s going on!” she shouted. “And even if you won’t let me into your head, it’s obvious to anybody who takes even a single second to look at you that you’re not okay. Are you going to pretend that what happened last night is normal? Do you really think you can convince me that you have all of this under control?”

“I don’t need you to tell me what I do and don’t have under control,” I snapped. “You obviously haven’t noticed it, but something’s wrong in this city, Lia. It might not be the Strategist causing it this time, but it’s happening right under his nose.” An indignant heat roared in my chest, fanned to even greater heights by a steadily-encroaching panic that fought against Amaya’s protections at the borders of my mind. “None of those ‘voices’ caused what happened to me last night—they’re the only reason I’m back under control.”

She flinched at my final statement, and I saw the line of her jaw harden in time with her brow. “It’s not her,” she growled. “No matter how much you wish it was.”

“Don’t.” The word was all I could muster in the wake of her devastating verbal blow; I was simultaneously terrified that I had somehow revealed the full extent of my earlier betrayal and enraged that she would stoop so low as to use Amaya’s memory against me. Formless waves of anxiety and resentment washed over my mind, dimming the edges of my vision until all I could focus on was the outline of my dagger resting menacingly in Lia’s hands and the echo of her barbed words swirling around us.

Just before my mounting agitation overwhelmed my body entirely, a cool, soothing presence coalesced at the forefront of my mind, replacing Lia’s words with a different memory: the scent of my homemade furnace, the steady weight of a freshly forged voidglass dagger in my grip, and the comforting ice of Amaya’s consciousness pressed against my own as I spoke a quiet, unholy prayer. This glass will form a blade to control the void—a conduit to channel the darkness. I pray that no matter how far I fall into the darkness, it will always bring me back.

The visions dissipated far too soon to fully calm my temper, but they succeeded in grounding me back in the present, where Lia’s frustrated, unrelenting glare met my own. The silent standoff that followed threatened to last an eternity, but Val appeared from the dining room and interrupted our glowering before it had a chance to worsen. “Good morning, Lux,” she said with a quick bow, hesitating in the doorway. “We set out a small plate for you at lunch. If you are hungry, please help yourself to anything you would like.”

Lia seized the moment and dashed up the stairs three at a time, making it halfway to the second story before I had time to turn to watch her leave. “Thanks, Val!” she chirped. “I’m just gonna put something away in our room and then I’ll be ready to go!” Though the shadows darkening her face had given way to a radiant smile, the happiness died long before it reached her eyes; the placid pools of gold were lusterless and hollow, staring straight through me as though I didn’t exist. She hopped up the remaining stairs and disappeared into the bedroom, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

“Fuck,” I swore under my breath. I strode off into the living room, pacing aimlessly around the looping first floor in a futile effort to dispel my sudden surge of pent-up energy. As much as I attempted to convince myself that Lia’s taunt had been both unjust and undeserved, creeping tendrils of guilt punched through my angry facade and left me in doubt.

My hurried pace through the house brought me back to the base of the stairs and left me face-to-face with Val. “Primes,” I swore again, skidding on my heels to avoid a collision. “Sorry.” Based on the loop I had just walked, there was no doubt in my mind that she had heard every word of my fight with Lia. The thought of discussing it with her twisted my stomach into a different set of knots entirely, so I quickly turned and attempted to take a second lap.

A creaking floorboard told me I was no longer alone in my pacing. “Lux, wait,” Val called after me, catching me by the shoulder before I could escape into the living room again. I flinched at her unexpected touch, but I steadied myself with a deep sigh and turned to face her. A stray lock of vibrant auburn hair bounced beside her face, drawing my attention to a slight flush in her bronze cheek. “It was not my intent to overhear, but it is clear to me that you are troubled.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I murmured, shaking my head. “It’s not your problem, it’s hers.”

She turned to peer up the staircase. “I am…sorry that the two of you are struggling. These are difficult times for all of us, but especially so for you,” she continued. Her hand brushed down from my shoulder and squeezed my upper arm as she stepped closer. “I am forever at your service. If there is anything you wish to talk about with me, I will—”

“For fuck’s sake, Val, not now!” I hissed, lurching out of her reach. The guilt-ridden memory of our shared confessions fused with my lingering shame and muddled my thoughts, leaving me glaring at her in stunned silence.

“No, no! That is not—I was not trying to—” Val stammered. “Lux, I swore to you that I would not pursue such a thing. You must believe me, I meant only to say that I wish to help in any way I can—for both of you.”

I scrunched my eyes shut and stared up into the ceiling, struggling to take a simple meditative breath. “Right. Fine. Sorry.” I slipped past her and headed towards the front door, staying far out of her reach as I went. “I’ll be outside whenever Lia’s ready to leave.”

“Please wait.” My hand crushed down on the doorknob, permanently deforming the metal while I debated whether I should oblige her request. A burst of cold air blew through my tangled hair when I pulled the door open but, against my better judgment, I lingered at the threshold and stared back at her expectantly. She quickly averted her eyes and offered me a diffident bow, then motioned to the dining room. “There is food for you at the table. You have barely eaten for three days now—please have something before we leave.”

I rolled my eyes and shot her a final disappointed glance before stepping out into the snow and closing the door behind me. Although Val’s point was valid, the simple thought of food was enough to make me nauseous; I had lost my appetite long before we arrived in the capital, and my meal of ale and bread the night before was more than enough to stave off any noticeable effects of dehydration or starvation for at least another day.

The cold air swirling about my head and shoulders offered me a welcome distraction from my gloom. There was no hint of the brutal blizzard in the cloudless blue sky above me, but the knee-deep snow that blanketed the nobles’ district was an inconvenient remnant of the days-long storm. A channel had been cut down the center of the icy road before me, wide enough to walk three abreast and banked on either side by a nearly chest-high wall of plowed snow. I failed to spot any foot traffic from where I stood on our front stoop, but a quick scan from my Detection revealed that life had returned to the streets closer to the city center: Horse-drawn plows cleared new paths down Yoria’s side streets, children frolicked with joy as they swam through engulfing banks of snow, and the narrow channel of cleared cobblestone swarmed with people going about their daily lives without the supervision of an ominous wall of Unity guardsmen.

“Don’t worry about it, Val. It’s time to go see your parents!” Lia’s chipper voice floated out through the closed door, announcing the arrival of my companions a moment later. She took in deep gulps of the crisp morning air while she surveyed the sparkling world around us. “Oh, the plows!” she clapped excitedly, leaping into the undisturbed snow ahead of us. A loud laugh echoed through the empty neighborhood as she scrambled up the side of the bank and toppled down into the cleared path. “I always wanted to ride on one of those when I was a kid.”

I felt a gentle thrum in my heart when her face popped up again from behind the bank, but I crushed the feeling before it could spread to my mind, fully determined to hold onto my righteous anger. She’s trying to get a rise out of me. Orbs of melted snow shimmered in the length of her dark braid, glittering like a thousand flawless diamonds in the afternoon sun. Like this whole thing is my fault. She hopped backwards down the road with a beautiful smile on her face, waving for Val and me to follow her back into town. Like I’m not doing everything I can to keep them safe.

The bitter thoughts propelled me forward, following closely behind Val as she broke a wide path towards the street. A single flare of my enhancements launched me over the snowbank, saving me the indignity of an awkward clamber on my prosthetic, and we hurried down the road to catch up with Lia.

“So, Val,” she started once we arrived beside her, “you must be excited to see your parents again, right?”

“Excited is…not the word I would use,” she answered haltingly. “I have missed them dearly, particularly since my reunion with Marin, but…it has been a long time since I have been away, and the Golden Throne’s recounting of my recent deeds has clearly been unkind. I pray they have not taken the words to heart, but moreover, I am concerned that my dishonor may have brought them undue hardships. My father plies his business on the Ironwalk, but he has always contracted directly with the city guard for maintenance and repair jobs—it is possible that their relationship was ended due to my—”

“I’m sure that’s not the case, Val,” Lia interrupted her. “Virram might have been spiteful, but he was also stupid. I doubt that thought ever crossed his mind—it’s far too devious a plan for him.” Harsh words directed at the former king brought a reliable grin to Val’s face, and Lia’s grew to match it. “They probably have heard that you died in Shadowmine, though, but that’ll just mean the reunion is even better! Plus, you have news about Marin for them, and they’ll probably be thrilled to hear that she’s not with Daeron anymore.”

“They may be more pleased with that development than with my survival,” Val agreed. Laughter pealed through the nobles’ district for a second time, far more raucous than the first and accompanied by the softer, more melodious addition of Val’s chuckle. The joyous chorus continued over the course of our short walk to the district’s edge, but my companions grew quiet when the faint lights of foreign mana signatures appeared at the edge of our tripled Detection.

I watched the teeming sea of strangers approach from beneath the shadows of my heavy hood, scanning civilians and guards alike with growing discomfort. My hand swiped through empty air at my hip, missing both the grip of my voidglass dagger and my manasteel sword, and I felt the lines of my face harden into an even deeper scowl. Though Amaya’s residual presence at the edges of my mind had stifled my crippling panic from the night before, the feeling was not entirely absent; I knew that danger lurked somewhere ahead of us, and in spite of my constant searching, I had yet to identify the cause of my alarm.

Luckily, our integration into the bustling city center was without incident. Most people were far too busy to pay us any mind; the single pass of the horse-drawn plow had left Yoria’s citizens with the task of clearing their own houses and businesses of the remaining snow, filling the air around us with a fine, sparkling powder. Lia led the way down street after winding street, offering friendly good-morning’s and how’s-it-going’s to people passing in the opposite direction. Val and I both kept our heads down, navigating more by the mental map from our Detection than our view of the crunching ice beneath our boots.

I caught the scent of the Ironwalk long before it came into view: Hot steel and burning coal pulled me forward by the nose, leading me towards the nostalgic aroma of my days in Alderea. A beautiful clangor of hammers welcomed us as we turned the final corner of our journey and revealed the craftsman’s street in its full glory. Sprawling archways of woven metal leapt back and forth across the narrow alley and formed a makeshift canopy above the Ironwalk; the style and craftsmanship of the patterned weave changed every few dozen feet where it connected with a towering metal post, each of which was driven into the ground at the foot of a blazing forge. The offering in each stall was instantly apparent based on the decoration of the artisan’s post, varying from weapons to armor to horseshoes and beyond. Each property was fronted by a smith’s workshop that stood open to the canopied street and allowed the active work of its owner to serve as advertisement of their skill. Behind each forge stood a modest homestead, packed so tightly along the narrow street that each house was adjoined to its neighbors on both sides.

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of reverent awe as we strode through the craftsman’s paradise. Had our circumstances been different, I would no doubt have sought out whoever presided over the space and asked to purchase my own stall, but even my dire feelings of foreboding weren’t enough to completely quash my wonder. Ashedown would’ve loved this place, I reflected, quietly imagining the towering man’s reaction to my surroundings. He never would’ve wanted a shop here, but he’d have visited every day.

Val hurried to the front of our party and shouldered her way through the crowded alley, her earlier apprehension entirely abandoned. Though the foot traffic thickened the farther we ventured along the Ironwalk, our final destination was an empty shop nestled between two far-busier neighbors. An unassuming forge sat untended at the front corner of the property, still glowing with the light of old coals that told me its master was somewhere nearby. Two tables stretched across the majority of the storefront beside the furnace, displaying a wide array of goods for sale despite the dearth of patrons: Nails, screws, and various metal fixtures made up the bulk of the product, but a modest selection of small hand tools and unadorned knives rounded out the offering. The sound of a hammer against wood pounded out from an enclosed workshop attached to the house in the back corner of the yard, but our presence at the shop failed to summon anyone to attend us.

There was a long pause as Val stared at the workshop and listened to the rhythmic beat of the hammer, but she eventually shook off her hesitation and bypassed the shop tables, stepping up to the front door of the house. Her hand brushed across the undecorated wood of the entryway, tracing the line of some unseen memory from her past, then balled into a fist and knocked with a sudden, irrevocable fervor.

“Just a minute!” A boisterous voice yelled out in reply. “Someone’s here for you, Arc!” Silence answered the woman’s call, and an annoyed huff snuck out through the weathered cracks in the entryway a moment later. A hurried set of footsteps creaked over old boards on the way towards us, and our hidden host was already speaking by the time she began to open the door. “Arc’s in the shop packing up an order, but I can h—”

Anise Sesaude froze when she looked up to greet her unexpected guest. Her fair, freckled cheeks paled in the face of what could only be a ghost; the crow’s feet at the corners of her bright green eyes intensified as she stared with ever-growing wonder, and the flowing river of fiery orange-red hair that spilled down over her pale-yellow blouse rippled as she began to tremble. “Valandra?” she whispered, reaching a lined hand up to caress her daughter’s face.

Val caught the hand and held it to her cheek, confirming that she had returned in the flesh. “Hello, mother,” she answered, a relieved laugh breaking her usually steely voice. “I am—”

Anise wrapped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders and wrenched her forward, forcing Val to double over to accommodate the embrace; even on the tips of her toes, Anise was still a few inches short of five-and-a-half feet tall, but there was a practiced ease in the leaping hug that enfolded Val’s towering height. “I knew,” she cried, her voice muffled in her daughter’s shoulder. “I knew you’d come home. Primes, I knew!”

“I am sorry I could not return sooner,” Val answered, melting into her mother’s arms. “You have been on my mind ever since the Serathids first appeared. I wanted to return and ensure your safety, but my presence has been required elsewhere. Leaving you questioning my fate has been a cruel punishment you did not deserve—I apologize for—”

“Valandra, you’re alive!” Anise exclaimed. “There’s nothing to apologize for!” She pulled back just far enough to gaze up at her child’s face, knocking another stream of joyous tears loose from her eyes. “Oh, I’ve been dreaming this day would come since the moment you left. I prayed to every Primeval, every morning and every night, begging that they’d preserve you through whatever awful things were happening out there, and now—and now you’re back!” She stifled a soft sob in Val’s chest and shook her with unbridled vigor, whipping the imposing knight from side to side as if she were a small child again.

“Mother, I—” A spirited laugh filled the empty workshop as Val momentarily gave up on her protestations and reveled in the exuberant embrace. “I believe we should continue this conversation inside,” she said once her feet were firmly planted on the ground again. “There are no doubt people here who would be less inclined to celebrate my return.”

“Let the Serathids have them, then!” Anise blustered. “If anybody’s got something to say about my daughter, let them say it to my f—oh!” Her wrathful search for anybody foolish enough to question Val’s return ended when she spotted Lia and me standing quietly a few yards away, apparently noticing our presence for the first time. “I didn’t—I’m sorry, are you…here for Arc?”

“No, sorry,” Lia laughed, pawing at her face with the back of her hand to wipe away a sympathetic tear. “We’re, uhm…we’re here with her.”

“Mother, these are my friends, Lia and Lux,” Val introduced us, her face flushing at her mother’s widening eyes and excited smile. “They have been my companions for the past few months, and they are most assuredly the only reason I am still alive to see you today.”

“It’s so nice to finally meet you!” Lia exclaimed. “Val doesn’t say much, but what little she does say goes a long way. I’ve heard wonderful things about you!”

An amused grin flashed across Anise’s face when she heard her daughter’s nickname, but it was eclipsed by a moment of unmistakable recognition that knocked her jaw slack as she stared back and forth between Lia’s face and mine. I offered her a sharp nod, too concerned with my watch over the crowd behind us for any further pleasantries. Her Marin-like outburst had turned a few heads among the passing patrons, but luckily, our exuberant gathering had yet to warrant more intense scrutiny.

“We really should go inside,” I insisted, warily tracking a pedestrian whose gaze had lingered on the back of my head for a moment too long.

A look of concern wrinkled Anise’s brow at my repeated request for privacy, and she gave us both an animated bow in response. “Where are my manners?! Of course, please, come in!”

Although I had already mapped the entire house with my extended mana, I was still surprised at how cramped the space felt once I was physically inside it. The front door led directly into a small dining room just wide enough to fit a stout table with four chairs around it, and a small kitchenette was packed into an equally-tight room beyond it to our left. A narrow hallway ran straight ahead of us along the right wall of the house, leading to a cozy sitting area and a staircase that spiraled up to a similarly cramped second floor that housed two bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. Two doors in the kitchenette led to the final two spaces of the house: One opened into a pantry packed floor-to-ceiling with preserves, dried meats, wine bottles, and a wide variety of spice jars, while the other led back out to the enclosed workshop that sat behind the forge.

Anise rushed ahead of us into the kitchen and banged her fist on the workshop door. “ARC!” she shouted. “Get in here! Your DAUGHTER is home!”

The sound of her husband’s relentless hammer finally fell silent, but the reprieve lasted only a few seconds, resuming again with no indication that his work was nearing its end. “Primes take that man!” she cursed, giving the door one final smack before rushing back to where we all stood in the dining room. “Your father’s been working nonstop ever since that new King made his Unity…such-and-such,” she explained, slipping an arm around Val’s waist. “I’m sure he’ll come out to see you soon.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Val answered. “I understand that he is busy with his work, even more so than usual given the circumstances.”

Anise pursed her lips into a sad smile and squeezed Val tight against her hip. She held her there for a long moment of silence, closing her eyes as she rested her head against her daughter’s shoulder, but she broke off the sidelong embrace with a final sigh and looked back at Lia and me with renewed interest. “Please, sit down!” she said, pushing a pair of chairs out towards us with a deft kick. “You’re making me nervous standing there like strangers! Let’s fix that—I need to hear all about my daughter’s new friends!”

Lia happily accepted the offer and sat down beside our host, resting her chin on her folded hands. “What would you like to know? We’re an open book!” she exclaimed, peeking up at me out of the corner of her eye with a mocking grin. “Isn’t that right, Lux?”

I bit down on my tongue to stop my eyes from rolling as I took the seat beside her. “I actually have a question for you first, Anise, if you don’t mind,” I said, not pausing to wait for an answer. “You said that Arc’s been busy ever since the Unity Reclamation. I assume he’s fulfilling an order for the Golden Throne?”

“Reclamation, that’s it!” she said with a snap of her fingers. “You’ll have to forgive me—I don’t think I’ve had a decent night’s sleep since that damned announcement. The Ironwalk’s been running day and night to meet these orders, and the Throne keeps asking for more no matter how much we send them.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and shook my head. “Wringing you all dry for the sake of Unity,” I muttered. “I’m sorry to h—”

“No, no, it’s the opposite!” Anise interrupted me. “The Golden Throne put out open contracts for gear and supplies, and they’re paying well above the usual rate to anybody who can meet them. Everyone’s been running themselves ragged ever since, and for good reason—we’ve made more from these contracts than from an entire season of running the store, and it’s only been a few weeks!”

The news initially caught me off-guard, but I realized the beauty in the Strategist’s scheming a moment later. Currying favor with the locals and arming his Company at the same time, all at the Throne’s expense. My dark mood grew darker still as I caught myself admiring his shrewd plan, and I did my best to purge all thoughts of the man from my mind.

“I am glad to hear it,” Val interjected on my behalf. “I had grown worried about how the two of you would fare here after my salary from the Trinity Guard was discontinued. I have acquired quite a sum of—”

“Primes, Valandra!” her mother snapped. “You shouldn’t be the one worried about us! The worst thing we have to worry about here in the city is the market running out of tubers early, but you’ve been…well, I don’t even know where you’ve been, but ever since the Throne first—ever since they—!” Her hands darted out and clamped down on Val’s arm, squeezing the limb with a white-knuckled intensity as she struggled to reclaim her faltering voice. “They said so many awful things about you. I didn’t believe them for a second—not for a single second, Valandra—and then we heard the story about Shadowmine and those awful monsters, and…”

Her voice failed her for a second time, but Val pulled her forward and comforted her in a sheltering hug. “I am here now,” she murmured. “Much of what you have been told about me has been exaggerated, manipulated, or fabricated entirely. However, the truth of the matter may be even more unbelievable than the lies of the Golden Throne—I find myself questioning my own experiences more and more as the days go by.”

“Tell me,” she insisted. “I want to know everything that’s happened to you.”

“It is…a long tale.”

A sharp laugh strengthened Anise’s wavering voice, and she wiped her rosy, tear-stained cheeks on her sleeve. “We’ll need drinks, then!” She hopped up from her chair and hurried into the adjacent kitchen, where she rummaged through the pantry and hopped from step-stool to step-stool to access the lofty cabinets that lined the room.

I felt a probing tendril of violet mana wrap its way up to the base of my skull, and Val’s voice appeared in the back of my mind a moment later. I will only tell her what you are comfortable revealing, she said silently. If you believe it would be better not to explain the details of our—

You don’t need my permission to talk, Val, I answered in kind. Everybody already knows about the Shadebinders—there’s not much left to hide at this point. In spite of the uncomfortable feeling of authority her offer instilled in me, I felt an equal amount of relief for a worry I hadn’t consciously realized. Feel free to leave out any…specific details about me, though.

A pulse of acknowledgement rippled through her extended aura before the energy withdrew, leaving me alone with my thoughts once again. Anise returned soon after with an unlabeled bottle and four mismatched cups. “Alright. Let’s hear it,” she demanded, pouring out four equal servings of a deep crimson liquid. “I want to know everything—where you’ve been, what you’ve been doing, how you three met, all of it.”

I accepted the offered cup and took a heavy pull from the liquid inside without any effort to identify the beverage or appreciate its bouquet. A harsh tang of vinegar spoiled whatever flavor the aged wine was supposed to have, but the pungent fumes of alcohol that burned in my nose eased my lingering sense of discomfort. Finally satisfied, I settled back in my chair with my cup clasped tightly in my hands and prepared for Val’s stories alongside the rest of her audience.

Having expected to hear a recounting of our first meeting in Virram’s throne room, I was caught by surprise when she began with a tale from almost a year before I had unceremoniously arrived outside the gates of Yoria. Her description of a minor encounter with Attetsian dissidents to the south served as a stark reminder of just how fleeting my time with her and Lia had been; her casual mention of events so recent in Kaldan’s history that I had no familiarity with forced me to realize that everything the three of us had gone through together was only a small fraction of their lives, and an even smaller one of mine.

The accounts of her work under Virram’s command were understandably brief, and the story of our mission to Attetsia began soon after. Anise had remained quiet throughout Val’s initial reports, but she began to interject with questions once Lia and I had been introduced to the story. Lia enthusiastically added our histories to the mix, reciting the now well-practiced story of our unjust imprisonment, escape, and subsequent recapture in Atsal. The pair went off on a jovial tangent when the Corell family name was mentioned; it seemed as though Marten was a well-known entity among the craftsmen of the Ironwalk, including the Sesaudes, and his sudden disappearance had been the object of much popular conjecture for weeks after our flight to Lybesa.

Over the course of the following few hours, the entirety of our history with Val was cataloged and analyzed under the enthusiastic scrutiny of the Sesaude matriarch. While she had initially seemed interested in following our journey beat by beat, the linear narrative derailed entirely once Marin became involved; after an abbreviated summary of the younger Sesaude’s adventures and an explanation of her current absence from our party, Anise began to weave tales of both her daughters’ childhood exploits into the conversation, linking the anecdotes to our story in increasingly tangential and unrelated ways. The heartwarming smile that continually brightened her expression while she reminisced about her children was a perfect match for the rare, unguarded grins I had seen from Val during our travels, solidifying the familial resemblance that their mismatched complexions and statures lacked.

I spent a majority of the afternoon sipping on my sour wine in contented silence. Most of Anise’s questions were asked of Val and Lia, and the few that she levied directly at me were far simpler in nature, requiring only a few words in response to satiate her otherwise ravenous curiosity. Thankfully, she was far more concerned with how and where we had been living and the people we had met on our travels than with the gruesome details of our battles, enabling Val to graciously omit as many of my dark deeds as she could while still maintaining an accurate narrative.

Slender beams of brilliant orange-gold light spilled through the front window by the time our story returned us to the present. The tail end of our journey had been relayed with little alteration; we thwarted the Shadebinder plot in Doram, heard about the Unity Reclamation from a group of Kaldanic diplomats, and traveled back to the capital to ensure the new ruler hadn’t followed in the previous king’s corrupted footsteps. As she had at multiple points throughout Val’s dictation, Anise scrunched up her face at the mention of Virram’s name and emphatically cursed his memory, an act that brought me far greater joy than I let on. Interestingly, Val made no mention of the true identity of Kaldan’s new ruler or the information he had revealed in our meeting, but I was more than willing to leave the topic untouched as much as possible.

“Oh, I wish you were here to stay!” Anise lamented, fitfully tugging on Val’s arm as if doing so could keep her daughter permanently seated at her table. “It was terrible not knowing if you were…still out there, but now that I know you’re safe, watching you leave again feels—well, it’s not worse, of course, but it’s…” She trailed off with an exasperated sigh. “Do you really have to go?”

“Yes,” Val nodded solemnly, “I do. However, I promise that I will not be away so long again—and certainly never under such uncertain circumstances. We will return here once our business in the Eastern Forest has concluded.”

“Why are you going there?” Anise asked, regarding us all with an arched brow. “There’s nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.”

“So I’ve heard,” I muttered. The continued repetition of the ominous mantra had taken on new meaning since our arrival in the capital, shifting from an unsettling coincidence to a grating reminder that I was still woefully unprepared for whatever had infected my nightmares from beneath the shadowy roots of the endless forest.

“That may be true,” Val continued diplomatically, “but our interest does not lie in the value of the pore trees or the soil. It is our hope that we can bring a permanent end to the Shadebinders on this expedition.”

“Primes willing,” Anise intoned. “What are you going to do after that?”

“After?” Val asked, curiously tilting her head to one side.

Her mother blinked at her in confusion. “You said that you’re going to get rid of the Shadebinders. If you do that, all of this craziness from the past few months will be over, right? Your mission will finally be done.”

“Hopefully!” Lia replied. “We’re not exactly sure why, but we think the leader of the Shadebinders is out in the Eastern Forest somewhere. There’s a chance we’ll have to track down a few of his followers or artifacts, but with a little luck, this whole thing will be over by the time we make it back to Yoria.”

“Right. Exactly,” Anise nodded, her bright green eyes peering intently into the pale olive depths of her daughter’s. “You’ll be free to do whatever you want after that! I know it’s not something you’re used to, Valandra, but you’ll be the one deciding what you do next. Forget about Kaldan, the Golden Throne, and the Shadebinders—what do you want?”

Val pursed her lips as she stared back at her mother, her stoic expression concealing whatever thoughts were clearly churning behind her solemn eyes. “I have not given the matter much thought,” she murmured. She flashed a subtle glance in my direction as she folded her hands beneath her chin, but my lingering gaze caught her in the act; surprise chipped through her impassive mask and darkened her bronze cheeks a shade as she quickly averted her eyes. “It is…something I will have to consider, I suppose.”

It had taken months of practice to learn how to interpret Val’s tenuous microexpressions, but Anise was decades my senior in the art: She expertly traced the line of her daughter’s attention and regarded me with an inquisitively arched brow, trying and failing to hide a Marin-like grin in the process. Fortunately for me, her impish expression gave way to a pleasant smile, and she left the curious interaction unmentioned in her next line of questioning.

“So, what about the two of you?” she asked, spinning in her chair to face Lia and me more directly. “What’ll you do when this is all over?”

A long, warbling sigh deflated Lia back into her chair. “Relax, I hope,” she laughed. “I think this journey has earned us a few months of rest. Maybe even a few years, if we’re lucky. We’ve got our new house waiting for us back in Lybesa—it’d be great to get a chance to actually enjoy it for a while.” She turned to me with a wide smile and let out another sigh. “Wouldn’t that be nice, Lux?”

My skin crawled under the oppressive weight of her question. Though her tone and expression revealed nothing but a genuine longing for home, I knew that there must be resentment hidden just beneath her well-practiced mannerisms; the words of our continual fighting buzzed like an agitated wasps’ nest in my mind, dueling against the compounding layers of guilt that both Val and Amaya’s comfort had rightfully earned me. The poisonous thoughts twisted through my mind, distorting even my most cherished memories of the home we had built together as I tried to picture our return to the hidden sanctuary amidst the endless emberwoods of Lybesa. It wouldn’t be the same, I thought bitterly. Even if we could go back someday.

“That would be nice,” I echoed, uncomfortably aware of the silence I had allowed. “I could use some rest.”

“We all could,” Val agreed. “We have borne this burden far too long already. It will be good to see it finished.” 

“Well, when all those burdens are un-borne, make sure you at least come by and visit!” Anise said with a cheery smile. “I don’t expect you’ll want to come back to Yoria permanently—Primes know you’ve been through enough here already—but we’d love it if you could stop by now and then.”

“Once we’re sure the trip is safe, we’ll bring everyone to visit!” Lia promised. “Marin will definitely want to bring Tyr and Siv to show them the capital and introduce them to you, and I’m sure my parents have friends they’ll want to visit in Tolamar. Oh, maybe we could convince Aunt Ellie to come, too!”

Her dreamlike plans deepened the resentful barbs that had taken root in my chest. “Let’s save the planning for after we’re back,” I groused, absentmindedly toying with my empty wine cup. “An ancient order of heretics that are trying to tear the world apart is still standing between us and our vacation plans.”

My embittered words brought an abrupt end to the optimistic conversation. Lia made no attempt to meet my darkened gaze, her bubbly enthusiasm unaffected by my grumbling, but Anise regarded me with an arched brow that seemed to waver back and forth between curiosity and concern. “Lux is right,” Val said eventually. “We must keep our minds on the present. As much as I am loath to say it, I believe it is time for us to take our leave. We still have preparations to make before our expedition tomorrow.”

“Oh, I know, I know,” Anise groaned. “I’ve kept you here too long already, but it hardly feels like it’s been a minute.”

Val stood up and sidled through the narrow space to stand behind her mother’s chair. “I will be back. When I return, we can talk for as long as you would like,” she promised, crouching down to more comfortably hug her around the shoulders.

“I can’t wait,” Anise answered. Her eyes scrunched shut as she clasped her daughter’s hands tightly against her chest, but the look of joy on her face slowly faded to one of unexpected consternation. “Valandra, before you go…” she started hesitantly, keeping her eyes firmly closed. “You should see your father. I…know he’ll be happy to see you well.”

It felt as if Anise’s request sucked the air from the room, silencing everything but the unending beat of the unseen Sesaude’s hammer. “Yes, I should…speak with him,” Val breathed, turning towards the workshop door. A pit opened in my stomach when I saw her usual unreadable visage crumble away, replaced by an expression I had never seen her wear: Her imposing form appeared to collapse in on itself as every muscle in her body defensively contracted, leaving her to stare at the simple wooden door with a desperate hesitance that neither Mimics nor Serathids had ever inspired. “It will…only take a moment.” She remained frozen in place in spite of her words, the rippling of the muscles in her jaw the only movement from her otherwise statuesque form.

“Do you mind if I come with you?” I heard the words leave my mouth before I knew that I had spoken them. “I was hoping I could talk to him, blacksmith to blacksmith. The Stoneshapers were definitely impressive, but their work lacked a certain…hands-on quality that I’ve been missing.”

My voice snapped Val out of her trance and allowed her to regain her footing. “Yes, that would…thank you,” she murmured. She took her first step towards the door, then paused again to look back at the table. “We will not be long, Lia,” she said with a shallow bow. “If you would prefer, we can—”

“I’ll make sure to keep Lia company,” Anise interrupted, her voice still soft and reassuring.

“Very well, then.” Val waited until I was at her side before advancing towards the workshop. Her slender fingers clasped the doorknob but made no move to open it; every repeated crash of the blacksmith’s hammer caused her extended hand to flinch, chipping away at her brave facade until my unyielding knight had transformed into a trembling child before my eyes.

My vigilant field of Detection pressed down on the base of her skull, imparting my voice directly into her mind. Are you okay, Val? Is there—

A sudden, jerking movement twisted the doorknob and threw open the exit into the workshop. I am fine, she lied, taking an uncertain step forward. Towering stacks of shoddy wooden crates greeted us at the entrance to the shadowy space, blocking my view of what lay in wait within it. My Detection measured the entire room to be little more than two dozen feet across and only half as wide, lit by the fading light from a window that faced the Ironwalk opposite us and a single, brave oil lamp that hung above Arc’s workbench. The fruits of his labors were displayed all around us as we wove back and forth through the overpacked storage area: Shields, swords, and a wide assortment of armor filled the makeshift boxes to the brim, all of the gear unadorned, unpolished, and clearly unloved. 

Although I had already held a crisp image of the man in my head for the entirety of our afternoon of shared stories, seeing Val’s father with my own eyes finally completed my assessment of the imposing figure. Standing a few inches taller than me at his full height, the smith was built entirely of hard, lean muscle that glistened with sweat beneath his soot-stained leather apron as he drove nail after nail into the side of a partially finished crate. Arc’s umber skin contrasted vividly against the dense salt-and-pepper curls he wore pulled back in a loose ponytail; his graying hair was complemented further by two fuzzy, rounded ears that stood pitch-black atop his head, revealing the source of Val and Marin’s demihuman heritage.

In spite of the fact that his workbench faced the path we followed as we entered, he made no indication that he had noticed our approach. Val wrung her hands behind her back and stared down at her boots, obediently waiting to be called on. When no such invitation to speak arrived, she pointedly cleared her throat, but the gesture similarly failed to earn his attention. “Hello, father,” she said eventually, keeping her head bowed. “I have returned.”

His hammer crashed down one final time before he finally raised his eyes to acknowledge us. Two discs of pale slate gazed out from beneath thick, angular brows, boring straight through us without a single hint of joy or relief at the return of his heroic child. “I can see that.” Arc’s rich, tenor voice was remarkably soft, but it cut through the silence with a stiletto point. He hefted his finished project onto one shoulder and carried it away to a low table at the far wall, turning his back to us as he began to load a stack of identical, crudely made shields into the container.

“I…came to see how you have fared since I left,” Val continued. A strained tone of congeniality colored what was otherwise a frail, wavering voice that threatened to break apart at any second. “Mother seems well. She says you have been busy as of late with a bountiful contract from the Golden Throne.”

“We have been preserved only by the graces of the Primevals,” he intoned to the wall. “Sacrifices have been necessary to maintain our position on the Ironwalk in your absence. Your forfeiture of duty has done irreparable damage to the Sesaude family—I have staunched the bleeding of your fiduciary abandonment, but the dishonor from your betrayal of the Golden Throne has tarnished our name beyond repair.”

My jaw nearly hit the floor in the wake of his immediate and unjust accusation. “Abandonment? Dishonor?” I sputtered. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

A half-stifled gasp cut through the air beside me. “Father, I am—you have my deepest apologies for your hardships,” Val fumbled, folding herself at the waist in full subservience to the bitter man before us. “My actions have always been in the interest of preserving both our family and the whole of Kaldan—even if that meant abandoning my post in the Trinity Guard. Virram Yorrell was the source of my ill-repute, but it was h—”

“I have no interest in your excuses,” he snapped, staring back over his shoulder with a single, piercing eye. “Apologies will not mend my reputation. Only the desperate and the ignorant choose to do business at our shop after your disgraceful flight from du—”

“Maybe you’re losing your business because everyone’s realized your product is shit,” I barked over him. “If I hadn’t heard you banging around in here all day, I would’ve guessed that all of this trash was stolen from the slag heap of a failing novice.” I pointed past him to the sad pile of gear still waiting to be packed away. “Is that really the quality you want to stake your name on? I’m surprised the Throne’s willing to take your crates of junk to satisfy their bounty.”

I felt an immense surge of satisfaction when the line of his chiseled jaw hardened beneath his close-cropped silver beard. He abandoned his work and turned to face me in full, looking me up and down in glowering silence, but when he finally spoke again, his vitriol was once again directed at his daughter. “It should come as no surprise that this is the caliber of man you would choose to associate with,” he growled. “Your actions reveal the truth of you, Valandra—not only have you allied yourself with this profaned Umbral Flame, but you have brought his evil to my home.”

“Father, please,” Val begged. “You must have heard the declarations yesterday. Virram Yorrell’s lies have been proven false—Lux is—”

“The woman who abetted the murder of our nation’s monarch would speak to me about the word of kings?!” he yelled, slamming his hand down on his workbench. “I have lived those words, child! I have suffered under the yoke of royal condemnation due to your actions, and I have borne that burden without complaint.”

He drew up to his full height and stalked forward, jabbing an accusing finger out towards his daughter. “If you are so wise as to divine truths and falsehoods from royal proclamations, explain to me how it is that you still draw breath. The Golden Throne declared that you had fallen in an unsanctioned assault on Shadowmine, but yet, here you stand.”

Val’s face scrunched up with grief as she stared into the floor, silent amidst the storm of her father’s abuse. I could feel the worn grip of my bastard sword scratching against my palm through the ether as a thousand stolen voices shrieked at me in unison. HE WILL SUFFER. As much as I wanted to oblige their cacophonous order, a steadfast wall of iron held firm in my mind and kept my body from falling to temptation. The sweet catharsis I would take from Arc’s death paled in comparison to the suffering it would inflict upon Val, and despite their calls for misery, no part of the whirling Chorus within me took pleasure in the thought of her pain.

Her silence spurred Arc on in his cruel tirade. “No excuses, now? No hidden truths to justify your inexplicable survival?” He stared down at her with cold, unfeeling eyes, his face drawn so sharply that it appeared his visage was carved entirely from stone. “Keep your face hidden when you leave here today—news of your resurrection would soil what little honor was returned to our name by your redemptive death.”

“That’s enough.” I shouldered my way between the two and forced Arc back a step from the looming perch he held over his daughter. Val had yet to react to the vicious berating, but the weak, ragged sound of her breathing was enough to boil my blood. “You have no right to talk to her that way. If you knew even a fraction of what she’s done to keep your miserable excuse for a smithy safe, you wouldn’t—”

“Get out,” he fumed, his voice rumbling in his chest like a skulking beast’s warning growl. “I will not stand here and be lectured by criminals and oathbreakers in my own home. Leave now, and take her with you—she is no child of mine any longer.”

A small, childlike whimper cried out from behind me as Arc’s vicious words finally cut through his daughter’s armor. The heart-wrenching sound spurred me into action, driving me forward with a menacing gait until my chest bumped against his. “Make me,” I breathed, watching him with a wicked smile. “Make me leave.” My hand darted out to the toolbelt he wore about his waist and drew out his finishing hammer, which I held up handle-first between us. “Better yet, why don’t you just kill me? Make yourself useful for the first time in your miserable fucking life and put this hammer right between my eyes.” I tapped the center of my forehead with two fingers, jamming my face up into his until the choking cologne of sweat, coal, and iron dust filled my nostrils. “If you care so much about your precious legacy, try and claim it—become the man who killed the Umbral Flame.”

A gentle tug on my cloak and a thump between my shoulder blades broke my sadistic focus. Ripples of violet mana flooded into the base of my neck where Val had buried her face in my hood, hiding her tear-streaked visage from the world. There were no words imparted through her aura, but no words were needed to understand her suffering. A terrible mire of protean desperation filled my mind as her emotions overwhelmed me: She was desperate to escape, desperate to make him understand, desperate to be loved, and, through it all, desperate to see her father unharmed.

With deliberate calm, I reached behind my back and firmly clasped one of Val’s hands, holding it until her initial shock faded and her fingers wove into mine. You’re safe. In spite of my righteous anger, I imparted the silent words with a slow, comforting tone, offering her what little solace I could as I sheltered her from her father’s burning gaze.

Eternity passed in the depths of his steely, unyielding eyes as I awaited his decision. The malicious urges of my darker half waited anxiously to see even a single twitch that could be used as justification for the brutality I craved, but the bastion of rationality standing in Val’s defense knew that no matter his response, Arc would walk away from our confrontation under his own power in the end.

It was with little more than a flare of his wide nostrils and a sustained, hissing sigh that the spiteful man backed down from our volatile standoff; Arc turned away without a word and walked back to his workbench, resuming his labors in unapologetic silence.

“Pathetic,” I spat. “After all your talk of honor and responsibility, you’re nothing but a coward.” It took a concerted effort to fully suppress my vindictive blood, but I managed to turn my back on the smith and attend to my shell-shocked companion. “Let’s go,” I murmured, leading Val by the hand towards the nearest exit.

Metal clashed against metal behind us as Arc slammed another shield into the crate. “Do not think that your words have—”

I whirled back and launched his stolen hammer across the shop, interrupting his parting jab with an explosion of shrapnel as the whirling tool annihilated his recent work. “You’ve lost your right to talk, so shut your mouth and listen,” I commanded, every inch of my body vibrating with barely contained rage. “You are, without a doubt, the most appalling failure I’ve ever met. It would take me days to impart the full nature of your absolutely staggering inadequacy, but considering just how fucking delusional you are, I’ll sum it up for you as concisely as I can. You are a cruel, joyless husk of a man whose name will be mercifully forgotten the instant you cease to draw breath. I’ve known you for less than five minutes, and it’s already abundantly clear that even those closest to you tolerate you purely out of familial obligation. You overvalue your perverted judgments of honor and justice, blindly blaming the world around you for your own shortcomings, and you stake the entirety of your worth on uninspired, apprentice-level craftsmanship.

“But somehow, even considering the complete and utter shitshow of a person you are, it could all still be forgiven so easily, because at the end of the day, you’re still Valandra Sesaude’s father.” I tightened my grip on Val’s hand, channeling the entirety of the rage she deserved to feel towards the man who had betrayed her. “All you had to do was love her. That’s it. It was so simple. But you managed to fuck that up, too, didn’t you? Your daughter is one of the greatest heroes Kaldan has ever seen, and you have the audacity to stand here and lecture her about honor and responsibility. What the fuck do you know about honor? What do you think you’ve done in this pathetic shack that even comes close to the things she’s done out there beyond the safety of Yoria’s walls?”

My breath rasped in my throat as emotion began to constrict my chest, but Val’s violet aura danced across the surface of my skin and centered my resolve. “Every second that Valandra exists brings more glory to the Sesaude name than a thousand of your meager lifetimes ever could. You’ve lost your chance at creating an enduring legacy, but time will grant you a kindness you certainly don’t deserve and scour your name from history, erasing the eternal humiliation of your bastard existence.” The flame of fury burning in my heart finally sputtered out, and my voice sank to a low, crackling rasp as I brought my benediction to an end. “I hope that knowledge brings you shame until the day you die, Arc Sesaude.”

Unable to stand the sight of his scowling visage a moment longer, I turned back to Val and nodded towards the door. “Let’s get out of here,” I repeated.

It was difficult to hold her gaze without immediately throwing myself back into the workshop and unleashing the full force of my wrath upon her prideful father; her flushed, tear-streaked face refused to dry no matter how many times she wiped it, and her pale olive eyes were narrowed and bloodshot beneath a pinched brow. “Yes,” she whispered, bobbing her head. “Please.”

I gave her hand one final squeeze before letting it fall to her side, then strode past her and kicked down the door with the full force of my pent-up rage. The weathered slab of wood ripped from its hinges and rocketed out into the yard, smashing through the closest of Arc’s display tables before it disintegrated into splinters. Satisfied with my work, I stepped out into the path of destruction and motioned for Val to join me, eyeing the crowd of startled pedestrians on the Ironwalk with cold detachment.

Lia burst out from the front door in a graceful leap, landing in a ready crouch with her bare fists held up in a defensive position. A pulse of golden mana flooded the yard as she made her snap assessment; the look of concern in her wide amber eyes dulled as she took in the full scope of the situation, sharpening down to harsh slits when she realized that the only threat before her was me. “Lux, what—?” Her brow snapped upward when Val emerged from the doorway beside me, her face glistening in the last rays of sunlight. “Primes, what happened in there?”

The only answer I could form was a string of vile curses, so I instead clamped my jaw shut, shook my head, and let out a low, bestial growl. My focused hatred for the man I had only just met was weakening by the second, but the wild surge of emotions had reawakened the dark rumblings of the Chorus at the back of my mind; distorted memories of the Strategist smiling down at me from atop his voidglass throne revitalized my failing fury and left me fuming amidst the remnants of my destructive outburst.

“I am fine.” Val’s tremulous voice cut through the indistinct rabble scrambling my thoughts. She waved away the offer of Lia’s supporting shoulder and nestled herself as deep as she could into her hooded cloak, turning to hide her face from the few brave onlookers who remained on the road beside us. “Please, Lia—I would like to leave. We can…talk later.”

Lia chewed on her lip for a quiet moment, but her discretion quickly won the battle against her curiosity. “Okay,” she nodded, striding forward and looping her arm around Val’s waist. “When we get back to the house, we’ll talk.”

“I would like that.”

I ground my teeth as an unwarranted flare of annoyance rippled through my clouded mind. “The sooner we’re out of this damn city, the better,” I grumbled, shoving past the remaining shop table and returning to the now-emptied Ironwalk. “Every time I think it can’t get any worse, it finds a new way to fuck us over. I’d say we should just leave now, but it’s already—”

“Lux, wait,” Lia interrupted my rambling. I turned to find both of my companions lingering at the fencepost staked beside Arc’s forge. “We’ve still got one more stop to make before heading back to the house.”

“No,” I snapped, unabashedly revealing my lack of patience. “We’re done. Whatever it is can wait until after we’re—”

“No, it can’t,” she persisted. “We need to go to the keep to pick up our supplies for the mission.”

The icy hand of dread squeezed my chest and forced the air from my lungs. “They can deliver it to the house,” I mumbled, instinctively backpedaling away from the idea. “We don’t need to go there.” The notion of returning to Yoria’s keep was enough to silence even the Chorus’s disjointed thoughts; though my mind refused to allow the memory of our previous day’s visit to fully surface, a residual spasm of pain jolted out from my injured leg and reinforced my primal desire to avoid the place at all costs.

“When we made our requisitions this morning, the guard told us it’d be ready at the keep by nightfall. You don’t have to come with us if you don’t want to—I’m sure that Val and I can handle carrying—”

“This isn’t about me,” I snapped. “Do you really not see how terrible of an idea this is? You’re actually taking them at their word on this?”

Lia glanced up at Val with an arched brow, waiting until the unsteady knight gave her a small nod to remove her supporting arm and hurry down the street after me. “Lux, we’re not in danger here,” she whispered. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

My cheeks flushed with hot, indignant blood. “I am not afraid—I’m just not stupid enough to willingly walk back into that place unarmed and not expect an ambush.”

The encroaching shadows of dusk accentuated the hard lines of her face as her infinite patience finally ran out. “What’s the point of lying about this, Lux? Who is it that you’re really trying to fool?” she lashed out, her uncharacteristically loud voice echoing down the empty Ironwalk. “You know that nobody believes you when you say that you’re okay, right? Val and I know it, the Strategist knew it—even Anise asked me what was going on with you as soon as you left the room!”

“Oh, am I embarrassing you? Is that what this is about?” I fought back. “I’m sorry if I haven’t been the paragon of kindness and compassion lately, but in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been dealing with some minor inconveniences!” A resonant hum filled the air as I rapped my knuckles against my prosthetic limb for emphasis. “What is it you want from me, Lia? I’m doing everything I can to make sure we all get through this alive, but you aren’t willing to—”

“Don’t you blame this on me! We’ve been doing everything we can to support you, and you’re just throwing it all away to listen to the voices in your head!”

“How dare you—”

“How DARE I?!” she shouted over me. “How dare YOU! After everything we’ve been through, YOU’RE the one who’s going to throw it all away because you’re too stubborn to accept our help!” She stretched herself up onto the tips of her toes and jammed her flushed, wild face up into mine. “That voice isn’t Amaya, Lux. I don’t know what that thing is, but it’s trying to turn you against us—it wants you alone, and angry, and confused, and you’re giving it exactly what it wants!”

“Why won’t you just LISTEN to me for once?!” I roared, channeling weeks of pent-up emotion into the words. “I’ve told you over and over again that staying with me is going to get you killed, and you have the gall to tell me I’m being manipulated into distancing myself from you? I’m SAVING you, Lia!” The beautiful, shimmering pools of gold that consumed my vision were set into a face twisted by rage and sorrow, ripping grievous wounds through my heart with every hateful word I hurled at them. “This is my mission—no one else can do it. It’s the whole fucking reason I’m even in this world to begin with, and I’m going to be the one to finish it!”

“Oh, really? You’re going to do it?” Her voice fell to a chilling whisper, lashing out like a striking snake with every word. “Tell me, Lux—how do you plan on doing that? You barely survived taking out the Mimics, and you needed our help to do it. Do you really think you can handle whatever’s waiting for us in the Eastern Forest by yourself, the way you are now?” She jabbed a finger into my sternum hard enough to knock me back a step. The cloud of white-hot rage consuming my thoughts distracted me from my enhancements, and I wobbled as the knee joint of my prosthetic momentarily hitched. “Val and I were with you in the keep yesterday—we saw how broken you really are behind all that mana.”

Wordless, numbing shock consumed me in the wake of her ultimate rebuke. I felt my mind unraveling, torn asunder by the truth of her words; had they come from anybody else, I would have simply rejected them in anger, but hearing them spoken in the voice that had always supported me with nothing but love and understanding was enough to shatter the mental barriers repressing the worst of my mortal fears. The world spun before my misty eyes while I staggered backwards in an unsightly retreat. “Fine,” I rasped. “You clearly don’t need me. Go to the keep and get yourselves killed—see what I care.”

“No, that’s—” she called after me as I stumbled away, regret already breaking through her frustration. “Lux, wait, I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t wait up for me,” I barked half-heartedly over my shoulder, unable to meet her gaze again. “I’ll limp back to the house as fast as my broken body will let me.”

I paid no heed to Lia’s apologetic cries as I stalked through the lengthening shadows of the Ironwalk. My body autonomously carried me down unfamiliar paths, taking every twisting alleyway and snow-filled side street in an effort to outrun the echoing sound of her voice. A deep-rooted desire for an escape was the only thing driving me forward: An escape from the pain awaiting me in the Strategist’s keep, from Lia’s persecution, and from the truth that I knew existed in her words.

***
 


17. REUNION

RETRIBUTION.

Though night had fallen over Kaldan’s capital, Yoria’s streets still bustled with life. I floated amidst a sea of dim, flickering lights, guided on my way by the constant flow of ghostly mana signatures, little more than apparitions in the glare of my blinding energy.

SUFFERING.

The world passed me by in a muddled blur of vision and Detection; neither stream of information truly registered in my emptied mind, stranding me in an unfamiliar, ever-changing maze. I had long since lost my initial urgency—Lia had made no move to follow after me as I fled from our vicious argument—but my body carried me forward regardless, following a meaningless command.

JUSTICE.

The only constant in my endless wandering was the crashing thunder of the Chorus. It had started as indistinct noise, each stolen voice too bound up in my surging emotions to find an intelligible consensus, but the longer I walked, the more its words began to coalesce. Every booming edict was accompanied by a strengthening pulse of void; the deathly power coursed through my veins intently, finally bringing purpose to my stringless marionette of a body.

YOU HAVE DENIED US OUR DUE FOR LONG ENOUGH. WE ARE OWED.

My mind shuddered as the Chorus found unity in its purpose once again, its echoing call demanding an answer. Unable to both perceive my surroundings and construct a sensible answer, I ceded full control of my physical form to my darker half and directed the whole of my attention inward. What are you talking about?

WE MADE AN ACCORD, it roared in response. The multitudinous voices shrieked at me from all sides, accosting me while I floated through the cavernous darkness inside my mind. WE HAVE SHARED WITH YOU OUR KNOWLEDGE OF THE VOID AND KEPT YOUR PRECIOUS FAMILY SAFE, AND YOU HAVE GIVEN US NOTHING IN RETURN. OUR VENGEANCE HAS COME DUE.

Nothing?! I’ve given you everything! You’ve been free to come and go as you please, tormenting me whenever the mood strikes you, and you’re still complaining it’s not enough?

IT WILL NEVER BE ENOUGH WHILE HE IS STILL ALIVE.

Half-formed memories manifested themselves in swirling clouds of dark smoke, surrounding me with an assault of arrogant smiles, shrewd eyes, and silver-tongued speech that left no question as to the nameless culprit of the Chorus’ anger. I found myself in a rare moment of synchronicity with my darker half; in spite of my own hatred for our old foe, my mind refused to linger on any one memory of the Strategist, leaving my thoughts in a similar spiral of unfocused, wrathful emotion.

You know we can’t…do that, I replied, unable to fully manifest the words of my true desires. We have more important things to worry about right now.

A torrent of fury answered me, but to my great surprise, it came alongside a quiet, begrudging agreement. WE ARE NOT AFRAID OF HIM, the stolen voices boomed, answering an unasked question. HE HIDES BEHIND HIS STOLEN RELICS LIKE A SNIVELING COWARD. WITHOUT THEIR POWER, WE WOULD ALREADY HAVE—HE WOULD BE—

The cohesive voice of the Chorus dissolved into a screaming choir of frustration without finishing the thought. He caught us off guard, I agreed. It wouldn’t happen like that again.

My pacifying response cut through to the lost shard of my consciousness and began to quiet his furious army. It wouldn’t happen like that again, he echoed, my own voice now chief among the Chorus. Even so, we are still owed. If it will not be from him, we will find our due elsewhere—with or without the blessing of your keepers.

They aren’t my keepers, I fought back, my frustration flaring as his words poked at the still-open wound from Lia’s cutting rebukes. I don’t care what she thinks about it—I’m doing what has to be done to save her. We can argue about it when it’s over. A familiar pit opened in my stomach at the thought I always left unspoken. If I’m still here.

They cannot hope to understand what we are. Our nature is beyond them.

I know. You’d think I would’ve learned that by now. 

It is no surprise that you haven’t—you are a hopeless fool.

I found the Chorus’s petty insult oddly endearing. Right. I forgot about that.

You would do well to remember it. It is in our power that you will find your salvation—the power to save your family, and the power to escape the reaching grasp of that thieving VOICE.

It was only after the final word of my darker half thundered away that I realized my mind had finally fallen silent once again. I know, I repeated. You’ve been…surprisingly straightforward these past few days. I suppose I should thank you for that.

There was a long pause before the Chorus spoke again. It is in our own self-interest. We are one—our goals cannot be achieved if you are too weak to pursue them.

I’ll do my best not to hold us back, I answered with a glib chuckle. I wouldn’t want to keep you from your glorious retribution. Not that there’s much to be had at the moment, but when there is, you’ll have—

It is before us now.

It’s…it’s what? The ominous statement reminded me with a sudden urgency that I was made of more than just my thoughts. I followed the dull sense of pressure that anchored me to the physical world, floundering upwards through the darkness until I surfaced with a choked gasp. My body swayed under its own clumsy weight as I analyzed my surroundings; the creak of heavy wooden signs on old chains placed me somewhere in one of Yoria’s commercial districts, but the thigh-deep bank of snow I found myself standing in told me it was an area far less trafficked than the Ironwalk and its surrounding shops. A solitary lamppost behind me did its best to light the worn placard hanging before me, but it was only by the light of the moon and stars that I could read the faded letters.

The Trader’s Pavilion Inn. My brain itched as the familiar name echoed through my mind. The establishment’s sign held an unimpressive rendition of an overflowing stein and a simple bed that advertised its universally recognizable function, but it did little to spark a specific memory of the drab, two-story building behind it. Why do I know this place? When did—

My eyes grew wide when the recollection finally came. Melrose. Sherman.

The first of many to wrong us in this wretched world, the Chorus jeered.

I watched the vivid memory play out before my eyes with mounting disgust. Melrose’s friendly smile and kind words lowered my guard without a second thought, sending me on my way through Yoria’s rolling gardens with a dumb, easy grin. Sherman offered his sage advice with grandfatherly ease, no doubt beside himself with the choice mark Melrose had sent his way, and I retired to the predetermined room to have my pitiful, nostalgic dreams. Pathetic, I cursed at myself. Multiple lives, decades of experience, and I walked into the first trap available.

You are a hopeless fool.

No—not anymore. Whoever that fool was is long dead. The insult was far less amusing the second time around; a fire lit deep within my chest, tensing all of my muscles in preparation for what I knew was coming next. Our old friends would do well with a reacquaintance.

YES. SHOW THEM WHO WE ARE.

My waning conscience shot off every warning flare it could in the final moments before I reached the heavy wooden door to Sherman’s inn: Fear of what I was about to do clawed its way up my spine, regret over how far I had allowed myself to fall into the Chorus’s influence tried to bind me in place, and shame for what Val and Lia would think of me if I gave in to my darkest impulses begged me to turn back out into the empty street. The feelings coalesced into a single moment of indecision, freezing my hand in place inches away from the door’s latch.

IT IS TIME TO TAKE OUR VENGEANCE UPON THOSE WHO HAVE WRONGED US.

A meager flame of void energy burned away my hesitation in an instant. Vengeance, I agreed, the corner of my mouth curling into a wicked grin. I threw my shoulder into the snow-caked door and hauled on the latch, answering the sweet, clarion call of cruelty that awaited me inside with rapidly growing glee.

Shadows held dominion over the deceptively long common room, staved off only by a crackling fire in the hearth and a smattering of candles across the walls and tables. Though the unplowed walk to the tavern door had already betrayed the building’s disuse, I counted a paltry three patrons among the myriad empty tables: A man with greasy silver hair and a slender set of cat-like ears was passed out amidst his emptied cups in the far corner of the room, and a couple in heavy winter cloaks occupied the table closest to the fire, their quiet chatter indistinct over the snapping of the hearth. I held no particular interest in the uninvolved Yorian citizens, but I was pleased to see them nonetheless: My long-awaited retribution deserved an audience.

“What can I get for ya, stranger?” a familiar voice called out to me, disembodied apart from a small tuft of white hair bouncing up and down behind the bar.

“An ale,” I answered, stalking my way to the nearest stool. “Strongest one you’ve got.”

“Aye, and you’ll be needin’ it, too,” he quipped. “Prime of Ice saw fit to bless us with its gifts, didn’t it? We’ll all be fightin’ that cold for weeks to come.”

My skin prickled with excitement as I took my seat at the corner of the bar and peered down over the counter at the diminutive man’s back. “I nearly had to swim through that snowbank to get to your door,” I remarked, throwing my hood back and brushing the hair from my eyes in anxious anticipation of a face-to-face reunion. “Storms like these must not be good for business.”

“No, it’s the opposite!” he chuckled, waving away the notion over his shoulder while he fetched a stein from a low cabinet. “A little bit of snow won’t keep people from their ale, now, will it? You still made it here in one piece.”

There was a long pause as he struggled with the glass, wiggling himself side-to-side to heft it into position beneath a large cask set into the bar, but it wasn’t until he had completed the task and turned around that I understood the source of his difficulties: His right arm was pinned to his chest in a makeshift cloth sling. My heart soared as I relived the moment of his injury at my hand; I savored the weight of the stolen dagger on my palm, watched it spin end-over-end across the rented room and bury itself deep within the man’s shoulder, and reveled in the sound of the flat of my sword cracking against his skull.

“An ale for ya,” he announced, raising the stein up onto the bar with his good arm. The groan of old wood betrayed his hidden step stool behind the counter as he climbed up to my eye level. “Now, are ya lookin’ to get some food as well, or are…?” His voice faded into an airless rasp when he finally met my gaze. Color drained out of his ruddy complexion, leaving his face sallow and sagging as he blinked at me in wide-eyed terror. “Lux.” My name whistled through his missing teeth, somewhere between a curse and a prayer.

I offered the man a wide, malevolent smile before accepting the foaming stein he had set between us and taking a heavy pull of the dark liquid inside. My eyebrows shot up in surprise as the drink splashed across my tongue; hearty flavors of roasted barley and bitter coffee carried a potent punch of alcohol that left me far more refreshed than any of the other liquid comforts I had sought out since our arrival in the Kaldanic capital. I let out a contented sigh and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, making sure to hold eye contact with the still-paling face before me. “Hello, Sherman. It’s been a while.”

His dark brown eyes darted away to steal a glance at the door that led out behind the bar. “What’s yer business here?” he growled, bravely holding his ground atop his stool.

“No business, Sherman—this is a pleasure call!” I exclaimed, clapping him jovially on his wounded shoulder. The small man let out a pained grunt as he hopped backwards, noisily jostling a rack of hanging glasses when he collided with the bar behind him. “I just happened to find myself in the area for a few days, and I thought it might be fun to pay my oldest Yorian friends a visit!” I continued, ignoring his distress. “How’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in, what, two months? Three? Where does the time go?”

I couldn’t help but feel a patronizing sense of respect for the steadfast barkeep before me; in spite of the obvious dread my presence had inspired, he had somehow maintained enough of his composure to overcome both his fight and flight reflexes. His eyes narrowed as he straightened his posture and motioned to the exit with his chin. “Get out,” he grimaced, massaging his wounded shoulder. “Yer no friend of ours.”

“Of ours?” I drawled, leaning forward onto my elbows. “Does that m—”

“Of mine,” he barked over me, a flash of anger tightening the sagging lines of his face. “Yer no friend of mine, and we both know it. Everything’s gone to shit since the day ya first darkened my doorstep, and I’d prayed to never see yer sorry face again.” Sherman began to pace as he talked, carefully repositioning himself behind the bar to stand between me and the door to his back room. “I’ve heard what the Throne’s said about ya—murderin’ the King, stealin’ the Primes, all of it. If ya came to kill me, stop draggin’ this along and just do it. I’ve got no interest in playin’ yer sadistic games.”

The Chorus thrummed deep inside my chest as we paused to consider the temptation of accepting Sherman’s ultimatum; although the image of his lifeless eyes brought another wicked smile to my face, a devious plot taking root inside our shared consciousness promised a far more succulent revenge if he remained alive. “Where’s Melrose, Sherman?”

His facade of righteous anger failed him in an instant. “Gone,” he whispered, staring through me with hollow eyes as he shook his head. “Long gone. She wanted nothin’ to do with this place after what ya did to her.”

I offered him nothing in response apart from a slow tilt of my head, stretching out the tense silence between us as long as I could to watch him squirm under the weight of his obvious lie. “Is she now?” I knew I could confirm my suspicions with a simple pulse from my Detection, but my burgeoning pride drove me to more theatrical lengths in order to prove my point: I finished my beer in three hearty swigs, took a moment to savor the heady rush of alcohol seeping down through my empty stomach, then promptly threw the empty stein at full force into the stocked cabinet behind the bar.

The clay vessel exploded on impact and shattered a half-dozen bottles along with it, showering my stunned barkeeper in broken glass and a waterfall of dark liquid. Sherman recoiled away from my unprompted assault and shielded his nearly-bald head from the falling shrapnel, but a sudden look of terrified realization creased his weathered face and sent him sprinting away down the length of the bar.

A barking laugh escaped my lips as I watched him race with reckless abandon to cover his lie. Unfortunately for him, his efforts came up just short of success: The door to the back room burst open a moment before he reached it and caught him square in the nose, sending him reeling backwards into a collision course with the raised counter and knocking him roughly to the floor.

“Sherman, what th—Oh, Primes, Sherman, I’m sorry!” A slender woman leapt out through the open door and immediately knelt down at the small man’s side. Her gray, lupine ears were folded flat against the top of her head in distress, nearly disappearing into her bob of charcoal hair, and a matching silvery tail flicked nervously back and forth behind her. “What’s g—”

“Back,” he groaned, dazedly fighting off her attempts to inspect the bloody gash on his nose. “Go back.”

“That one’s gonna leave a mark,” she sighed, ignoring his protests. “I wouldn’t have kicked the door open like that if you weren’t breaking stuff out here, you know. What was—” A harsh, choking sound cut her question short when she scanned the length of the bar and found me sitting at the far corner with a carefree smile. 

“Hey, Melrose,” I waved. “It’s been a while.”

The false pleasantry was still on my lips when she threw herself into a tight combat roll and disappeared behind the bar. My body shuddered with pleasure as a rush of mana activated my Combat Enhancements, sharpening my senses and slowing the world around me to a crawl. “There’s no need for that!” I laughed, tipping forward on my stool to peer behind the counter. “I’m just here to—”

Melrose sprang back up to her feet with a crossbow leveled at my face. The pure hatred contorting her face filled my heart with joy; I enshrined the image in my mind, detailing every facet of her wild green eyes that glared down the sight of her loaded weapon with deadly intent. The single moment stretched on for what felt like an eternity under the power of my Combat Acceleration, locking us in a staring contest that I refused to lose.

“Melrose, don’t—!”

The sound of Sherman’s desperate plea was instantly drowned out by the soft, mechanical click of the crossbow’s trigger. My Enhanced Senses amplified the noise until it was a deafening thunder in my ears, rivaled only by the feral howls of excitement both I and the Chorus let loose. The bolt made its sluggish advance through the air between us, every second of its flight stretching into an impatient eternity before I could reach out and pluck the missile from its course just inches before it found its home in my eye socket.

A sardonic grin curled my lips when realization finally etched Melrose’s face with the shadowy lines of fear. “Really? Out of all the things you could’ve done, you thought that was your best option?” I twirled the crossbow bolt around in my fingers with a casual flourish and pointed it back in her direction. “I thought our last meeting would’ve taught you that pulling a weapon on me never works out in your favor.”

A sharp hiss cut through her pointed teeth. “Fuck you,” she spat. “Get out.”

“What, after I came all this way to visit?” I pouted. “I haven’t even—”

“Get. Out.” The unloaded crossbow rattled as Melrose’s entire body shook with fury. “I won’t tell you again.”

“Oh? Tell me, then—how is a one-handed thief going to make m—” 

I cut short my cruel taunts and slipped down onto one knee when Melrose lobbed the entirety of her empty weapon at my head. Tremors in the wooden floorboards telegraphed her reckless advance from the opposite side of the bar; it seemed as if the entire inn shook as she launched herself up onto the counter, and a pair of bar stools crunched into splinters when her momentum threw her to the floor in a chaotic tumble a dozen feet ahead of me. She scrabbled through the wreckage like a wounded animal, keeping her predator well within her view the entire time, but when she finally found her feet again, her hand was clenching an old, familiar dagger.

ENOUGH.

A blinding bolt of mana crackled out from my core, so overcharged by my sudden wrath that arcs of electric-blue plasma burned branching patterns into the well-trodden floorboards and arced up into the air between us. The energy annihilated her unconscious mana barriers and ran rampant through her body, forcing every muscle fiber it found to constrict to the full extent of its power. She had time for a single panicked gasp before her entire body went stiff, leaving everything locked in place like a corpse in rigor mortis except her darting, horrified eyes.

I dashed forward and caught her by the shoulder before her statuesque body toppled to the floor. “You know, if you’d have had even a single ounce of self-control, we could’ve had a nice, peaceful conversation here tonight,” I said with a disappointed sigh. “Your inclination towards violence is th—”

“By the Primes, what’ve ya done to her?!” Sherman’s bloodied face hovered just above the bar, raised into view by a supporting step stool. “Mel! Mel, what’s wr—”

“If you’re truly concerned about her wellbeing, then you’ll SPEAK WHEN YOU’RE SPOKEN TO!” I bellowed, my voice fracturing into a dissonant choir. Two sets of pounding footfalls filled the silence that followed my booming edict, echoing out from somewhere behind me as the patrons by the hearth sprinted to the exit in terror. I paid the fleeing couple no mind; nothing in the world mattered more than the vengeance I was ready to extract from the two people who had set me on my path of no return.

When I was certain Sherman had understood my command, I bent down and yanked the dagger from Melrose’s overwrought grip. “As I was saying,” I continued in a far more controlled tone, “it’s your violent nature that keeps putting you in these situations, Mel. You’ve got no one to blame but yourself.” My fingers tapped along the uneven grip of her weapon in a moment of joyous reunion before I raised the blade up to rest on her shoulder. “If you hadn’t pulled this on me that night, you’d still have your hand, Sherman’s arm would still work, and we wouldn’t all be standing here right now.”

I swayed from side to side with a contented smile while the panic grew in Melrose’s eyes. “If I’m being totally honest with you, Mel, I wasn’t actually sure you’d be here tonight. I knew Sherman would be here, of course—he never really struck me as the kind of guy who’d have hobbies—but you?” A loud, rolling laugh echoed through the empty bar as I walked a quick circle around my spasming victim, taking in the full sight of her pitiful form: The alluring red dress she had worn at our first meeting had been replaced by a dark blue skirt, a matching leather corset, and a white blouse with sleeves long enough to hide her missing hand. “Well, just look at you! It makes sense that you’d leave your old schemes behind given how the last one worked out for you, but a barmaid?! What a treat!”

I paused my thespian monologuing and watched her with an expectant tilt of my head, waiting for a reply I knew she was powerless to give. A sudden convulsion rocked her chest, drawing a horrible, grating gurgle out from her bulging throat. “I’m sorry, what was that?” I asked, leaning my ear down next to her mouth. “Do you have something to say?”

“Enough of this, Lux!” Sherman’s small tuft of white hair bobbed its way to the end of the bar and revealed the diminutive man in his full glory. He stood behind me with both of his arms outstretched, wincing in pain at the effort. “Kill me instead! She was only ever followin’ my orders—none of this was her fault. I’m beggin’ ya, just let her—”

Melrose’s dagger found its mark in his shoulder for a second time and knocked him to the floor, burying itself up to the hilt with pinpoint accuracy from the force of my magically enhanced throw. “You’re not dying yet, Sherman,” I shouted, speaking over his agonized roars. “You haven’t earned that right—and you’ve got a long way to go before you do.”

His cries of pain sang in my ears like a swelling symphony. “Do you hear that, Mel?” I asked, closing my eyes to savor the pathetic whines. “That’s the sound of your failure coming due. All of your scheming, your lies, your thieving—do you think it was worth it? Are you happy with how you’ve spent your life?” My hand clamped around the bottom of her jaw and turned her face up towards mine, revealing the full extent of her suffocating, gray-blue pallor. “Are you proud of what you did to me? Setting me up, trying to rob me, condemning me to the dungeon as petty revenge for your own failure—did you enjoy it as much as I’m enjoying this?”

The light of consciousness began to fade from her bloodshot eyes as they rolled wildly around inside her skull. “ANSWER ME!” I raged, furious at her failure to meet my impossible demand. It was only when her pitiful spasms began to weaken that I released my paralyzing enchantment on her chest, lungs, and throat. The burning mana withdrew with surgical precision, allowing her to suck in a desperate, rasping lungful of air while the rest of her body remained entirely immobilized. I laid no claim to the masterful manipulation of my power; a wordless agreement had granted the Chorus full control of my near-infinite mana reserves, allowing me to focus my full attention on pursuing our well-deserved vengeance.

I heard the beginning of a reply form on Melrose’s lips, but a spluttering cough interrupted her before the words could form. “Oh, please, take your time,” I condescended, shaking her back and forth like a ragdoll. “Just make sure that you consider your next words very carefully. As a fun little game, why don’t you pretend like your life depends on them, hmm?” 

A long, whistling breath finally managed to quiet her spasming gasps. “You…deserved it,” she whispered. “You’re a monster.”

Color faded from the world around me as I stared down into Melrose’s swollen, bloodshot eyes and found her resolve firmly unbroken. Howls of unbridled fury filled my mind with torturous intent; an overwhelming desire to crush her jaw in my fist and bask in her ruined, gurgling screams nearly turned the fantasy into reality, but I knew the catharsis would ring hollow in the knowledge that her spirit had never faltered.

WE WILL NOT BE MADE A FOOL BY THIS WORTHLESS WRETCH. DESTROY HER.

I felt my fingers tightening around her chin, strengthening in time with the Chorus’ growing rage, but the embittered scraps of humanity that still remained within me caught the impulse before her bones began to shatter. Not yet, I fought back against the maelstrom of voices. She’ll be begging us for death soon enough.

A low, ominous laugh rumbled out from my chest while I dragged her taut form across the room by the jaw, closing the distance between us and her wounded conspirator. “That’s a serious accusation, you know—calling me a monster,” I chatted casually, glancing between her and the squirming bartender on the floor beneath us. “What have I ever done to earn myself such a title?” Without warning, I stomped my heel down on the dagger in Sherman’s shoulder with the full force of my weight. The blade drilled down through muscle and bone with a sickening crunch and pinned him to the wooden floorboards, drawing one final scream of pain from the man before shock rendered him unconscious.

Melrose’s breath hitched in her throat at the sight of my violent outburst. “You’re sick.” I felt her hissing words buzz over my palm, each one growing in strength as her voice returned to her. “You’re trying to pretend this is…some sort of justice for what happened before, but we both know that’s not true. You’re getting off on this…because you’re a twisted, perverted monster…but I’m not going to give you what you want. Either kill me or leave—I’m done playing your games.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, Mel! The games are just getting started!” I laughed. A gentle push rocked her paralyzed body backwards into a collision course with a nearby barstool, but I withdrew the mana locking her muscles in place a moment before she made contact; the return of control gave her just enough time to flail like a fish out of water before she crashed into the stool, and she toppled to the floor with a painful bounce. “Oh, good, it looks like you can move again!” I exclaimed as she attempted to scramble back to her feet. “Seeing as our bartender is currently incapacitated, why don’t you go be a good little barmaid and get me another ale? That first glass was surprisingly good, and I think I’d like another one bef—”

“I said, I’m done,” she barked. “You’ll need the King’s Word to convince me to serve you.”

I let out an audible groan and rolled my eyes. “Well, if it’s the word of the King you need, I’ll have you know that the new monarch of Kaldan has decl—”

“You’re not that stupid, right?” she interrupted. “I said the King’s Word.”

An inexplicable sense of concern raised the hair on the back of my neck as I puzzled over the odd emphasis. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me on this one,” I admitted with a shrug. “If the ‘King’s Word’ doesn’t mean the word of the King, you’ll have to expl—oh, of course!” I slapped my palm to my forehead and let out a sharp laugh. “That’s one of the King’s Primes, isn’t it? I’ve had the pleasure of seeing the King’s Sword, Shield, Strength, Reach, and Grace in action—the former four of which are now a part of my own private collection—but the Word is still unfamiliar to me. Tell me, what sort of wondrous item is it? Perhaps I’ll look for it next time I’m at the keep.”

My rambling had allowed Melrose ample time to find her shaky footing and take a half-dozen steps back from where I stood over Sherman’s unconscious form to a safer position behind an upright duo of bar stools. Her burning hatred had condensed itself into a glare so severe that looked as if it would never leave her eyes again. “Why don’t you go look for it now and leave us the fuck alone?”

“If it’s the only way I can convince you to get me another drink, maybe I will.”

I could tell by her deepening sneer that she believed the quip just as much as I did. “It’s an oversized old book that makes people do whatever you want. Primes forbid you ever get your hands on it—I don’t even want to think about the sick things you’d…”

Her words evaporated into a high-pitched drone in my ears. The book. The anxiety that had consumed me the night before returned all at once, casting me back into the chaos of blaring alarms and directionless fear. The Strategist’s book—if that was the King’s Word, that means he was…he was—

Walls of obscuring fog billowed through my mind as I waded back into the memories of our meeting with the new king. No, focus! The active resistance keeping me out of my own thoughts dumped fuel on the fire of my panic, furthering my struggle to keep a coherent line of reasoning alive. The King’s Word can…control people. Those soldiers, on our way into the city…if that was the King’s Word, then that means…the Strategist had the King’s Word that day, and I’m…it’s in my head. It’s in my head. I felt my fingers scrape across my scalp in an attempt to physically dig out the corrupting influence I knew existed somewhere just beneath my skull. It’s in my head, HE’S in my head, I can’t see it but he’s in my head, WHY CAN’T I SEE—

Take a breath, love. You’re not thinking straight. The angelic grace of Amaya’s presence descended upon me the moment before my mind tore itself apart. You already solved the riddle—all you have to do now is look at the answer.

Her chilling energy rushed through my body and purged the Strategist’s lingering influence, but the thoughts that remained after the fog was cleared still seemed incomplete. Amaya, I don’t understand. If the Strategist was using the King’s Word for some kind of mind control magic, I would’ve seen it. Maybe not in the moment, but I’d definitely see it now—all I’ve been doing is looking for the source of what’s been driving me insane, and the only thing in my head is my own mana.

And therein lies the problem. My mental silence in the face of her quippy retort earned me an exasperated sigh. Elden, you’re smarter than this. The ability to alter someone’s thoughts isn’t exactly useful if the target knows their thoughts are being altered, is it?

No, but…no, it isn’t.

The residents of Yoria are a simple people, love. They hear their King’s Word, and they obey. Without a working knowledge of mana and its hidden machinations, it would no doubt feel as if whatever thought popped into their head came of their own volition, but you aren’t so pedestrian in your understanding of the world. Such an intrusive thought would no doubt cause a sense of discomfort—an itch at the back of your mind, or, perhaps, the feeling that—

The feeling that we’re in danger. My body shuddered from the immense catharsis of her revelation, finally freed of the poisonous fear that my mind was failing me. It was my own mana this whole time. I…never would have seen it on my own.

Quite an elegant trick, isn’t it? Twisting the mana of your victim without leaving a trace of your own behind. It begs a certain question, though—to what end was the trick used?

THE STRATEGIST DECEIVED US.

Oh, very good! Amaya answered the Chorus with a patronizing rise and fall of her voice. Happy to hear you’ve been following along. Without the constant interruptions, I was starting to—

HE WILL SUFFER FOR WHAT HE HAS DONE.

Now, that’s more of what I was ex—

He’ll do more than suffer, but not before he tells us exactly what he lied about. If he’s been in league with the Shadebinders this whole time, we’re in more danger than I thought.

Oh, not you too, love! You shouldn’t take etiquette lessons from such a brutish—

HIS WARDING RELIC WILL DISCONNECT US FROM OUR MANA—

—but not from our void. He doesn’t have the element of surprise on his side anymore—if we convert our mana into void before the King’s Grace hits us, we’ll have all the power we need to finish this.

WE WILL REQUIRE FULL CONTROL. HALF MEASURES WILL NOT SUFFICE.

Take it. This is the only way.

Elden, wait! Don’t make such a rash decision without—

WE ARE BEYOND THE REACH OF YOUR INFLUENCE, WITCH. YOU WILL NOT DETER US FROM CLAIMING WHAT IS RIGHTFULLY OURS. WE ARE ONE.

A familiar, dark warmth sparked to life in my core and raced out along the latent mana pathways in my body, filling my veins with a deathly heat that banished Amaya’s icy presence. The void continued to flow until it had suffused out to the surface of my skin, but the ravenous black flames I had come to associate with the overwhelming power of the Chorus never appeared; instead, an electric layer of overcharged mana buzzed alongside the void at the outer edge of my body, constantly interchanging the energies of life and death in a masterful display of our true power.

THAT ABERRATION CANNOT CONTROL YOU NOW. WE ARE FREE TO TAKE OUR VENGEANCE. Though I expected a level of overstated bluster from my darker half, I was surprised to find that Amaya’s Voice was entirely absent from my head when his booming edicts ceased, replaced instead by an ever-present whirl of excited whispers from the Chorus over our coming triumph.

“Sorry, Mel, but something’s come up—I’ll have to take a rain check on that…hmm.”

It was only then that I realized Melrose had disappeared at some point during my dissociative episode. Sherman’s bloodied body was still prone at my feet, pinned to the floorboards by his accomplice’s dagger, but there was no sign of the helpless barmaid with whom I’d been in conversation just moments before. How long was I out?

IT IS OF NO CONCERN TO US NOW. WE HAVE FAR MORE PRESSING MATTERS TO HANDLE.

Right. Accepting Melrose’s escape as an unfortunate necessity, I left the barkeep to his bleeding and made my way to the door. However, I had barely taken a step when my Enhanced Senses picked up the sound of scraping armor and heavy footfalls beyond the tavern door. “Oh, Mel,” I murmured, pulling my hood back up over my head, “you really shouldn’t have.”

The door burst open with a crash and filled the entryway with a gust of snow as four soldiers hurried in from the unplowed street. As opposed to the Unity-adorned guardsmen of the Strategist’s newly outfitted Company, the cadre of men before me were dressed in the classic blue-and-gold vestments of the Yorian guard, proudly displaying the Golden Throne on their padded winter tabards. They stood four wide behind a wall of Kaldanic moon-and-star shields, each of them scanning the scene before them with varying levels of military decorum.

“That’s him! That’s the man who attacked us!” Melrose’s tearful cries rose up from somewhere behind their bulwark. “Please, you have to stop him!”

“This is a less impressive trick the second time around, Mel,” I called out to her. “Did you ever stop to consider what might happen to these poor men if—”

“No, please!” A pitiful wail filled the bar as Melrose continued her charade. “He’s been coming after us for months! I don’t know why he’s doing this!”

One of the guards stepped forward and pointed the tip of his sword out at my chest. “Throw down any weapons you might have, then hold your hands above your head,” his voice snapped with conviction. “You are now in the custody of the Golden Throne. You will be taken to the dungeons until the full details of your crimes can be collected, reviewed, and judged.” The young man peered at me with an easy confidence that told me he had yet to recognize my shadowy face; his bright blue eyes sparkled in the dim lamplight, full of heroism and dutiful pride, and he winced at each belabored cry from the fair, terrified maiden hidden behind his knightly bulwark.

I raised my arms above my head deliberately and offered my captor a soft smile. “It was your decision to involve them,” I continued, speaking directly through the advancing soldiers. “Remember that.” Had the Chorus not already fully integrated itself with my mind, my unconditional act of surrender would no doubt have sparked wrathful protest from my darker half, but I instead enjoyed a moment of quiet anticipation alongside him as Melrose’s unwitting pawns approached. Their bold leader kept his blade trained on my heart while two of his companions flanked me, each wielding a set of heavy iron manacles.

The final man of their assembly turned back to attend to the now–openly weeping barmaid; although his voice was little more than a gruff whisper, the pacifying words rang clearly in my ears. “‘S’alright now, miss,” he murmured, placing a gauntleted hand on her shoulder. “He can’t hurt ya no more.”

“He’ll just come back!” she whined, throwing herself against his chest with a desperate intensity. “He’s already attacked us once before! He’s not going to stop coming after us!”

The encroaching guards yanked my upraised arms down behind my back and snapped their cuffs around my wrist. “Don’t think you’ll hafta worry ‘bout that anymore, miss,” Melrose’s protector assured her, nodding his head in my direction. “He won’t be gettin’ out anytime soon.”

“But what if he escapes again?”

A gentle gust of wind whistled in through the open door, underscoring the sudden, deadly silence that had fallen over the guards. “Again?” The word fell from his mouth with a knowing terror. “Alain, is…is that—”

“Take off his hood,” their noble leader commanded, the confidence that had so securely hardened the lines of his face now shaken. A rough tug at the back of my cloak revealed my proud, scarred face to a round of startled gasps. “The Umbral Fl—” Three sickening snaps cut short the whispered moniker; my mana whipped out at the trio of soldiers surrounding me, crushed down through their unconscious defenses, and shattered the full length of their spines into dust, all in a single instant. Each man collapsed into a heap without a sound, leaving the man at Melrose’s side as the sole survivor of his squad.

I allowed him the grace of a single, horrified scream before his fate came due as well: A smoking tendril of void wrapped up around his torso and slithered down into his core, corrupting the dim pool of ochre mana that lay dormant within him. Black flames erupted out from the cracks in his armor and consumed him in a swelling, monochromatic pyre. The brutal display was as brief as it was violent; Melrose had only just begun to recoil away from her burning savior by the time an empty set of charred, voidglass-speckled armor clattered to the floor, leaving nothing but a swirling cloud of ash in its wake.

Another flash of mana freed my bound hands and pelted the corpses at my feet in a hail of shattered metal. “Was it worth it, Mel?” I asked, stepping over the contorted body of the young, virtuous knight. “Is this what you wanted?”

Her wide eyes remained stuck on the empty air before her, searching in vain for the kind, weathered face that had comforted her only moments before. A low moan escaped her slack jaw, wordless and weak in shock, but it quickly grew into a shrill scream. Her hand shot up to paw at her flush, sootstained face, leaving her to stare down at her freshly darkened fingers in horror. She hugged herself around the waist and let out another hysterical shriek as the totality of the scene crashed over her; a desperate lunge threw her out through the open door, and she slipped and scrabbled through the dense bank of snow in an unsightly attempt at escape.

Fresh waves of void energy rippled down my arm and coalesced in the tips of my outstretched fingers. My deepened bond with the Chorus turned my intentions into action without the need for conscious thought: A smoking wound in reality ripped open the empty air before me and allowed my hand to grasp something far out of reach. Soft, warm flesh seized up beneath my iron grip, an anchor in the darkness as I pulled myself forward through the void and appeared in another space; Melrose’s disbelieving eyes stared up at me just outside the door to the Trader’s Pavilion Inn, bulging and red under the strain of my choking fist.

I allowed myself the single moment of victory to revel in her utterly broken spirit, then hurled her back into the bar. Her body bounced like a ragdoll across the floorboards until it skidded to a stop beside the bloodied, unmoving body of her short-statured partner, at which point she curled up into a tight ball and let out an anguished sob. Finally satisfied with our exacted justice, I turned back to the empty street and stared off through the darkness, tracking the sprawling line of streetlamps through the city until my eyes landed on the keep far above it.

HE WILL SUFFER AS SHE HAS. WE WILL MAKE HIM UNDERSTAND THE FULL EXTENT OF HIS TRANSGRESSIONS.

A smile curled my lips as I nodded in agreement with my darker half. “Have that beer ready for me by the time I get back, Mel,” I called out over my shoulder, taking my first step towards the ultimate justice that awaited us. “I think I’ll be in the mood to celebrate.”

***


18. DARKEST HOUR

Dust. Stone. Blood. Steel. Blackened flesh. Burning hair.

I tipped my head back and stuck my nose up into the air, flaring my nostrils to capture as much of the enrapturing potpourri as I could. It was a blend of scents that had grown familiar to me throughout my many lives of battlefields, dungeons, and death, but the intoxicating mix had never smelled quite as good as it did wafting through the halls of Yoria’s keep. I danced forward across a sootstained carpet with my eyes closed, delicately stepping over scraps of molten armor and spinning through clouds of flitting ash as I followed the glowing red light of my void Detection.

Kaldan’s capitol shone with hundreds of crimson stars under the watch of my deathly eye. Scores of Company men patrolled the perimeter of the keep from every conceivable angle; it appeared as if the Strategist had wisely strengthened the number and measure of his scouts since our last meeting, each one of them armed and armored with the spoils of the Ironwalk’s open bounty. The swarm of soldiers was bolstered by a more clandestine rank of sentries lurking in the shadows of the keep’s many towering spires and alcoves, waiting with war horns in hand to spot my arrival and alert the entirety of the Elta’sahn Company.

Unfortunately for them, the guard force they had left within the keep was sorely lacking in comparison to the legions assembled without; it had taken only a single jump through the void to bypass the whole of their defenses and arrive unharassed in the bowels of the capitol. The cavernous stone halls stood empty and unguarded apart from the rare duos of Unity-garbed soldiers stalking their predetermined rounds; two pairs of the unlucky guardsmen had crossed my path since my unannounced arrival, and their ashen remains perfumed the otherwise stale air on my unending forward trek.

To my great delight, my dark Detection had found the Strategist in the same spot that fate had drawn me back to time and time again: The voidglass remains of the Golden Throne shone like a sanguine sun beneath the gaudy king as he chatted with a trio of young women garbed in the plain robes of the Unity Cathedral. He spoke down to them from his royal dais with an easy smile, chuckling amicably along with some unheard joke, but all the while, his left hand traced languid circles across the open page of an oversized, ancient tome balanced on the arm of his crystalline throne. Although my mana was held firmly at bay just outside the throne room by the constant vigil of the King’s Grace, I still saw the active glare of magical energy burning out from the innocuous relic through my extended void, confirming for me what Melrose’s offhand comment had revealed.

DECEIVER. CHARLATAN.

I fumed at the sight of the holy artifact, now painfully aware of what it was and how easily it had manipulated me during our first meeting. The constant interchange of void and mana suffusing my body tipped wildly out of balance as my thoughts aligned with the raging Chorus in my head. We know his tricks now. They won’t work on us again.

THE VOID WILL SUSTAIN US WHEN OUR MANA FAILS, BUT HIS ACCURSED BOOK WILL STILL TWIST YOUR THOUGHTS.

The King’s Word works by turning our mana against us. That can’t happen if we don’t have any mana left.

Genuine shock quieted every voice in the Chorus at once, leaving only a few hushed tones whispering behind my own clear and measured voice when it eventually spoke again. A bold strategy—one that will require our full control to execute and maintain.

Do you see any other way to do this?

No.

Then we’ll do it. The answer came without an ounce of trepidation or remorse; whatever vestiges of lingering fear over the Chorus’ corrupting influence had died the instant we learned the full extent of the Strategist’s transgressions. I knew the power coursing through my veins was only possible through a complete acceptance of my darker half, and only a full mastery of that power would allow my broken body to function within the boundary of the King’s Grace.

It is past time we became what we were always meant to be. Our power is unrivaled—the Strategist will soon find that his meager trinkets amount to naught in the face of death incarnate.

A shudder of anticipation ran down my spine as beautiful visions of the Company leader’s death played out behind my eyes, each one more gruesome and viscerally detailed than the last, but I clenched my teeth and fought back against the alluring call. We can’t kill him yet, I replied, grimacing at the sour words. He used the King’s Word to hide something from us, and we need to find out what it was.

The nature of his falsehoods is unimportant in—

No, it is important, I fought back. He knew about Odwell and his plans, which means he’s read the journals from Shadowmine. Our mission to the Eastern Forest is pointless if the Strategist has been working with the Shadebinders this whole time—we’ll be off running through the woods while he’s back here on the Golden Throne bolstering their ranks. This doesn’t end until every last Shadebinder is dead, so we need to know exactly what he’s been plotting—and that means keeping him alive until he tells us.

Do not patronize us with lectures of stakes and schemes—we are not some mindless beast incapable of higher comprehension. My hands balled into fists as my darker half assumed control of our shared vessel, but I recognized the tone of begrudging acceptance in my echoed voice. The Strategist’s death will not be a gift given freely. Admitting the true depths of his falsehoods will be only one of many repentances.

A long, slow sigh hissed out from my lungs, draining days’ worth of pent-up tension in a single breath. It ends tonight. The Strategist, the Company, the Golden Throne—it all dies with him.

YES. Twirling ribbons of void whipped out along the patterned stone beneath our feet and disappeared around the corner ahead of us. A smoking pile of voidglass wreckage greeted us when we turned the corner a moment later, now the only remains of what had once been a pair of Unity guardsmen foolish enough to incidentally cross our warpath. IT IS ALMOST TIME. Though I had paid little attention to our exact location over the course of our death march through the keep, a familiar, faded banner of the Unity pinwheel hanging on the wall to our left alerted me that we were approaching the throne room’s entry hall.

It would be a shame if the Strategist’s preparations for our arrival went unappreciated. Let’s take a look at what he has planned for us. The web of deathly energy trapping the image of our quarry within our mind blazed to life and sharpened into deathly focus. A surprising array of weaponry shone with crimson light beneath the Strategist’s gaudy attire: A long, curved dagger was sheathed on his hip, with two more hidden in his sleeves and a third stashed in his boot. The voluminous heft of the King’s Word hid a deadly trio of slender throwing needles on the arm of his throne, and both a loaded crossbow and a pair of exquisite shortswords hung out of view on the back of the crystalline seat.

Such arrogance, the Chorus laughed. Does he truly believe that his pitiful implements could harm us?

He’s going to be sorely disappointed if he does, I agreed. As amusing as it’d be to see him try to actually use those things, I don’t—oh, and what’s this? Our expanding tide of void flooded down from the throne room’s dais and crept under the doors at the back of the chamber. The small audience room that had once belonged to Virram’s councilors stood empty, coated in a heavy layer of dust that spoke to its disuse since Olten and Eppet had been executed in Yoria’s dungeons, but the barracks hall opposite it was packed with over two-dozen Company soldiers in their freshly forged Unity regalia. It looks like he’s not as confident in the strength of his discourse as he says he is.

They will be as sheep to the slaughter. A fresh flame of desire sparked to life in our stomach and increased our pace through the lonely halls, driving us towards the promise of new voices for our burgeoning Chorus. Tell me—how many screaming pyres do you think it will take to break the hold of the King’s Word? Will they watch in silence, absolute in their devotion to their master, or will the sight of ultimate suffering shatter their spirits?

There’s only one way to find out.

Our cacophonous laugh cut brazenly through the silence of the empty passageway, echoing off the stone walls like rolling thunder. We watched with dark amusement as the atonal noise reached the ears of the trio standing watch at the doors to the throne room; the faint scrape of metal on metal echoed back at us as two swords were drawn in preparation for our approach, but the third member of their watch lowered her shoulder into the door behind them and slipped into the main chamber. She immediately slammed the passage shut behind her and yanked down on a lever built into the towering door’s frame; a cascade of telescoping metal rods burst out from hidden channels in the keep’s thick stone walls and barred the entry shut a dozen times over, leaving her companions permanently stranded in the entry hall with our approaching tide of death while she sprinted towards the throne.

“The time has come.” We spoke the words aloud in a lone, steady voice. The primordial duality of our existence ceased in a single moment, blending the void-tortured shard of consciousness back into the fold of its unwitting creator. The stolen swarm of voices that filled the Chorus was gone, unraveled from our essence and restrained somewhere deep within us, allowing us a moment of undisturbed peace to turn our attention inward to the churning mana in our core.

Tendrils of void energy pierced the surface of the crackling ocean and twirled down into its infinite depths, corrupting the light of our vital essence with an insatiably expanding web of darkness. Our body trembled under a sudden assault of brutal, dichotomous pressure; it felt as if we were being simultaneously crushed and pulled apart, with two centralized pockets of unrelenting force focused on our wounded leg and the base of our skull. The strain mounted in perfect contrast to our diminishing mana, growing more powerful by the second until it threatened to shred our physical form to nothingness. The edges of our vision began to fade, stealing away light and color from our surroundings until the only thing that remained in the world were two monochromatic pinpricks.

A single moment of vertigo, a gentle pop at the back of my neck, and a flash of brilliant crimson punctuated the end of my energy’s conversion in a sudden anticlimax. I felt the fruits of my labors long before I regained the awareness to search for them; an uncanny lightness had taken hold of my limbs in the wake of the brutal, suffocating pressure, and an itch beneath the surface of my skin begged me to release the new power that held dominion in my core. It was unsettling to find a bottomless pit of void energy where the beacon of electric mana had stood defiant for nearly a century, but the quiet promise of glorious retribution that emanated out from its infinite depths countered the worst of my unease.

“What is this…taste?” I asked aloud, raising a hand to my mouth to trace the line of my lips with my fingertip. “Is the air of Yoria’s keep truly so acrid?” A smear of gray soot discolored the scar-stained flesh of my right hand, answering the rhetorical question and bringing a wicked smile to my face. “Ah, of course. It’s been so long since I’ve tasted the delights of the world for myself.”

It was only after my body began to move without my guidance that I realized the true extent of our success. My brief moment of perfect unity with the Chorus had come to an end when the nature of my core reversed, and the switch had left me entirely dissociated from control over my physical form. The feeling was one I had become unfortunately well-acquainted with in my past wars against my darker half, and yet the sensation was still entirely alien within the context of my willing transfer; what had normally been an anguished struggle for control of a stolen, flame-cloaked body was instead an almost transcendently calm exercise in self-examination.

It…worked. I’m alive. On instinct, I attempted to speak the words and pinch my arm to confirm the idea was true, but neither action came to pass.

“You doubted me?” I laughed. “After all this time, did you truly believe I could fail us now, when justice is finally at hand?” I took my first step towards the final turn in the hallway, slowly rolling each of my shoulders in turn as I ran through a quick bodily assessment. “I would never let something so trifling as death interrupt what we’ve worked so hard to achieve.”

The simple act of moving left me marveling over my new disembodied perspective. Impulse and action were entirely decoupled from one another in my spectatorship: I could sense the thoughts that directed my body and the muscles moving in response, but both were originated and executed by a force of will outside of my own. My essence existed somewhere in the infinite blackness of our pure, void-filled core, privy to my darker half’s stream of consciousness but completely freed of the onus of responsibility and control.

This is what he’s been doing this whole time—watching through my eyes, listening to my thoughts, and waiting for an opportunity to exert his control. The thought that would have terrified me only weeks before was now an enlightening experience; I poured myself out into the field of extended void and immersed my mind with its infinite detail, leaving the operation of my body to its new pilot with unquestioning trust. I watched the Strategist’s sentry sprinting down the throne room’s procession, counted the number of decorative candles in the entry hall, and probed at the fascinating array of void-fueled Combat Enhancements weaving their way through my body, examining each subject with the same level of detached curiosity.

“Let’s go greet our friends, shall we?” I grinned. “We’ve kept them waiting long enough.” My pace quickened as I rounded the final corner, and I strode into the entry hall with an energetic, springing gait. “Good evening, gentlemen!” I called out across the expansive chamber, waving to the waiting guardsmen while I made my final approach. “I have business with your king regent—I believe he’s expecting me.”

“You are to be executed on sight by order of the Golden Throne,” the nearest guard spoke in a low monotone, keeping his sword at the ready with an impossible resolve. “You will not pass through these doors.”

“Killing the Umbral Flame is quite a tall order!” I laughed. “Did the Golden Throne happen to tell you how dangerous a task that would be? Any mention of how many fine, upstanding soldiers like yourselves have tried and failed to carry it out?” I tipped my head from side to side, staring intently at each man from beneath a raised brow. “No? Well, in that case, let me be the first to say it—you don’t have what it takes. Your benevolent ruler knowingly signed your death warrants the moment he stationed you at these doors and told you to do your duty, all for the sake of keeping up appearances.”

I sauntered forward through their uneasy silence, weaving on the balls of my feet with an exaggerated swagger until the tip of the guard’s sword tapped against my cuirass.  “The fact that you haven’t tried to kill me yet tells me you’re both smart men with good survival instincts. Smart men like that would never have chosen this post—you’ve obviously heard tales of the Umbral Flame’s atrocities, and even though it seems like the entire keep knew I’d be here tonight…here you stand, waiting to greet me.” I clicked my tongue in disapproval, drumming my fingers on the flat of the soldier’s blade in an absentminded rhythm as I stared him down. “No, if I had to guess, I’d say you were compelled to take this post against your better judgment, and that just doesn’t sit well with me.”

My tapping came to a sudden stop, and I gently pushed down on the face of the blade resting against my sternum; though his arm trembled with exertion, I overpowered his resistance with a single finger, lowering his weapon until its point faced the plush carpet beneath our feet. “I’m going to give you two a choice. Abandon your post and live, or stand your ground and die. Simple, straightforward—easy.” A brilliant crimson projection illustrated their struggle within my mind; shifting eyes, pounding hearts, and pouring sweat all pointed to their obvious fear, but neither man moved an inch to accept my offer. “So—what’ll it be? Life or d—”

The soldier standing before me wrenched his sword up in a desperate swing at my chin. I watched the impossibly slow attack from my void-accelerated perspective, allowing it to fly true on its fatal path towards my throat, but the strike never reached me; a crimson tide gushed out from his nose and eyes as he suddenly convulsed, sending the blade well wide of its intended target. The blood washed down over his holy regalia, bringing a sanguine unity to the seven-colored pinwheel that proudly adorned his chest. A single, violent jerk twisted his head to the side, leaving his lifeless eyes staring through his compatriot before he fell into a peaceful heap between us.

“I’m not going to explicitly say that was the wrong choice, but it’s not the one I would’ve picked,” I grimaced, prodding the bloodied corpse with my boot. “Now, I really do have business with the Strategist, so I’d prefer it if you made your decision quickly.”

A clatter of steel echoed through the cavernous hall when the remaining guard dropped his sword and shield and stumbled backwards. Violent tremors shook his hands as he reached up to cradle his head, and he let out a long, sonorous scream. “It’s agonizing, isn’t it? That insidious fog of the King’s Word.” My whispered words of commiseration drowned in his sustained bellows, but I continued speaking all the same. “I’d never felt so helpless in all my lives. You have my sympathy, and my word—the Strategist will face justice for what he’s done to you.”

My murmured promise snapped him out of his fugue state. His eyes went wide with the terror that should have been there since the moment I arrived, and he held up his trembling hands in a clear gesture of surrender. “Go,” I commanded, nodding back towards the exit. The single word was all he needed; he sprinted away without a single glance back over his shoulder and disappeared into the maze-like depths of the keep, leaving me alone at the barred entrance to the throne room.

“It would seem that even the all-powerful King’s Word has its limits,” I mused, stepping over the corpse at my feet with a soft squelch. My hands traced over one of the large double doors, passively following one of the carved lines of the Golden Throne insignia while I pulled on the dark energy that flowed through the bars on the opposite side. “Our waiting king has overestimated his influence.”

What did you do to him? The image of the bloodied corpse remained firmly etched in my mind with vivid crimson light, its utter destruction tantalizing to my detached analysis.

Licks of umbral flame flickered along the iron crossbars that held our passage closed, growing in strength with every passing second. “Hemorrhagic aneurysms. A far more efficient method of execution than your primitive Shattering,” I remarked offhandedly.

But how? What did you actually do to c—

“The void holds powers irreplicable by mana alone. Death is not limited by the bounds of flesh and blood, nor by the suffocating scope of mortal understanding.”

The dismissive lesson silenced my pedantic questioning. I turned the whole of my focus back to my active web of void energy, following each burning thread to determine its function without invoking further scorn from my disdainful mentor. A constant aura suffused my body with a deathly simulacrum of my usual suite of Combat Enhancements, sharpening my senses and accelerating my thoughts, but it was a single, inconspicuous aspect of the whole that caught my notice: a gentle ebb and flow of viscous death circulated through my residual limb and left it entirely pain-free, allowing me to forget about my prosthetic for the whole of my journey through the keep.

My leg. The pain, it’s—it isn’t masked, it’s just…gone.

“A blessing you so obstinately refused to accept only days ago,” I chided. “Pain belongs to the void—a lesson you should have learned by now.” Faint curls of black smoke seeped up from the carpet beneath me when my work had finally finished; rivers of molten slag flooded down the interior of the double doors, burning deep channels through the sturdy wood and setting fire to the expansive carpet. “I think this has been a sufficiently dramatic announcement of our arrival,” I smirked. “Time to make an entrance.”

I lazily kicked open the towering doors, filling the throne room with a thunderous boom as what remained of the barricade disintegrated. Freshly forged voidglass cracked beneath my feet while I stepped through the wreckage with the confident gait of a hale and hearty warrior. Viewing the massive chamber through my own eyes left me strangely underwhelmed; with the towering stained-glass window still shattered and blocked by a billowing curtain, the lamps hanging from the hall’s supporting pillars were hardly enough to reveal the carpet that stretched along the central walkway, leaving the outer wings and the cavernous, vaulted ceiling cloaked in shadow.

The trio of Unity priestesses and the final guard from the door had all evacuated the chamber during my prolonged, theatrical entrance. Eight soldiers stood shoulder-to-shoulder in their place at the foot of the dais, seemingly unfazed by my destructive display and ready to give their lives for the contemptuous smile that shone through the murky darkness above them.

“Lux, my friend!” the Strategist exclaimed, his luscious voice echoing through the empty hall to assault me from all sides. “I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon! To what do I owe the honor of this late-night visit? If you’re here to pick up your traveling supplies, I’m afraid to say you’ve walked these winding halls for nothing—my men stationed at the front gates would have been far more equipped to help you than I am.”

“Oh, I’m sure they would’ve been—them, the hidden guards you posted on the roof, and the rest of your personal army of Company men patrolling the grounds,” I called back, matching his cocksure tone. “Unfortunately, your masterful preparation has gone to waste. You see, I’m not here for supplies, but conversation—a nice, private chat between the two of us.”

“In that case, you’ve come to exactly the right place!” he laughed. “I’ve never been one to turn down the offer of stimulating conversation, but I must admit that the nature of your unannounced arrival gives me pause—I had imagined we might never meet again after our last parting.” His hand spread out over the face of the King’s Word as he eyed me with hawk-like interest. “Tell me, Lux. Is conversation the only purpose of your visit here tonight?”

He doesn’t know. I watched with unbridled glee as a sudden flash of activated mana sparkled out from the face of his holy relic and surged down from the dais; the energy washed over his assembled soldiers, disappearing from the view of my void Detection as it settled over their minds, but the creeping energy passed over me without effect. He still thinks he’s in control.

“You wound me, my king!” I cried out in mock distress. “I stand before you tonight with only the noblest of intentions—the pursuit of knowledge. I have questions that need answers before we embark on our eastward journey.” I unhooked the fastening of my cloak and threw it to the side in single, fluid motion, then offered my onlookers a sharp pirouette. “To put your mind at ease, I stand before you tonight entirely unarmed. After all, as a wise man once said, open and honest discourse will never be found at the point of a blade.”

A curious arch had bent the Strategist’s brow at my flippant response, but the look of concern flitted away as quickly as it had arrived; his congenial grin returned a moment later and widened to a beaming smile when I finished my flattering quote. “A wise man, indeed! I’m thrilled to see that you’ve taken those words to heart—no doubt under the advice of your enchanting companion Marlia.” He lazed back in his voidglass chair with a self-satisfied smirk and began to drum his fingers on a yellowed page of his ancient tome. “Now, let’s not delay any longer! You clearly have questions, and I, no doubt, have answers. Please rest assured that I will tell you nothing but the truth, as I always have.”

My skin prickled as his silvery voice slithered into my ears, but the sensation was spawned entirely by contempt and loathing; his continual attempts to beguile me with the power of the King’s Word remained ineffectual, providing me with enough smug satisfaction to maintain my aloof composure. “The things I’d like to talk about are rather…sensitive in nature. I think it’d be best if we were truly alone before I—”

“Oh, if it’s my retainer that worries you, worry no longer! You have my royal permission to speak freely before them,” he interrupted with an easygoing wave of his hand. “I’m sure that their presence here will be purely ornamental, but I have recently been informed that I have a kingly duty to my own safety. I trust these men with my life, of course, but more importantly, I also trust them with my secrets. These soldiers will never breathe a word of what is spoken here tonight to another soul—of that, you have my strongest guarantee.”

A devious twitch of his manicured blonde goatee put the final bow on his delicately woven layers of subtext, leaving the true meaning of his words for me and me alone. “In that case, let me ask my first question for their benefit,” I replied with false courtesy. “Do the men of your Company know they’re under the control of the King’s Word?”

I basked in the well-earned silence left in the wake of my conversational sledgehammer. The revelation had little effect on the wall of unfeeling steel stationed before me, but the man sheltered behind it was caught entirely off-guard; a jaw hung slightly slack erased the Strategist’s confident smirk and left him in a rare moment of pure puzzlement. His eyes fell down to the relic in question, then flicked back up to me, narrowing down to slits as if his focus could pierce my armor and find the clandestine knowledge hidden within my mind.

“Brilliant!” he exclaimed, marking his erratic shift in demeanor with a round of sharp, echoing applause. “It seems my initial estimation of you was correct after all, Lux. You never fail to fascinate me!” His rainbow cloak danced in the lamplight as he hopped to his feet and began to pace back and forth before his voidglass throne. “The men of my Company served me with unquestioning loyalty long before the King’s Word came into my possession, but to answer your earlier question, no—they are entirely unaware of how it has affected them.”

The direct, sociopathic admission of his manipulation left even my void-fueled mind momentarily unsettled. “If that’s true, I guess I should apologize. I’ve given away your little secret.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he smirked. “Such a simple tactic may have worked against the previous owners of the King’s Word, that much is true. Historically, its incredible power has been wasted by the lesser minds of its masters—they wielded it with all the subtlety of the King’s Strength, issuing brazen orders and demanding unquestioned subjugation. Revealing such an obvious manipulation would be enough to break its hold over anyone with even a modicum of willpower.” His animated pacing came to a sudden halt, and he held his arms out wide and gazed down over his brainwashed guards with a haughty grin. “My genius, however, has elevated the power of the Word to heights not seen since its creation at the founding of the Golden Throne.”

I nearly choked on his self-aggrandizing monologue, but I knew that my silence would carry me further than any quip.

“You see, just as the King’s Sword requires a master swordsman to draw out its true potential, so, too, does the Word require a master orator,” he continued as expected, returning to his slow, methodical pacing. “My dialectical ingenuity was often likened to the enchanting power of this Primes-blessed relic during my time as Elta’sahn Company Strategist. Combining that skill with the Word itself has shown me just how incompetent its former masters were.”

He paused at the arm of his throne and drew his fingers across the open face of the book in question, lingering at its edge with an unexpected tenderness in his downturned eyes. “Be at peace. I am not your enemy,” he murmured, his voice no louder than a whisper in a lover’s ear. “You mean me no harm. Our interests are aligned. I’m telling you the truth. Don’t let our conversation linger in your mind. Keep what was said here a secret.” A vicious grin curled his lips as he turned to peer at me out of the corner of his eye. “Undetectable in their simplicity, each command protects the others as they interlace to form an indelible web of control. Such obvious genius could never be denied in earnest—not even by you, my dear friend.”

“I’m not sure the guards I met on my way in would agree with your assessment,” I replied, finally breaking my measured silence. “Your genius forced them to march to their deaths.”

An annoyed sigh blew him back into his crystalline seat, and he glared down at me with reproach. “You’ve clearly been informed by legends and exaggerations—or, perhaps more likely, by your scurrilous Shield,” he snapped, his features drawing taut at the mere mention of Val’s moniker. “The King’s Word lacks the ability to enforce what would be considered a fatal command. It seems the self-preservation instincts of the human mind are more formidable than my holy relic, but it’s a limitation I dearly appreciate—such a power would threaten the order of our civilized world, even in my careful hands.” He made a show of stretching up to his full height and peering out through the darkness behind me. “Based on your self-incriminating indictment, I assume the loyal men and women assigned to my guard detail have met most tragic ends at the hands of the Umbral Flame. Know that any physical resistance you encountered was fueled by an unwavering devotion to their leader, not obligation to my Word, and their bravery will never be forgotten as long as I still draw breath.”

“That sentiment might not be as meaningful as you think,” I growled.

“Oh, how devious!” he giggled. “Speaking such brazen words to the King of Kaldan would normally warrant a swift and judicious death, but seeing as you’re here tonight for conversation—and only conversation, by your word—I will instead do nothing but pose a simple question for your consideration.” His fingers riffled through the pages of the King’s Word, uselessly drawing on its power once again. “You’re here tonight to condemn me for my actions—you’ve made that much abundantly clear. However, before you lay another baseless accusation at my feet, consider this—between the two of us, who truly deserves condemnation?”

The insinuation immediately brought the taste of bile to my tongue, but the Strategist held up a finger and eagerly rushed out to the edge of his dais. “Remember, Lux, we’re speaking honestly with one another tonight,” he chided, lazily resting his elbows on the shoulders of his nearest two soldiers. “Now, since you have arrived in my great city, I have welcomed you and your companions as honored guests, cleared you of all warrants and obligations, housed you, offered you supplies, shared with you long-held secrets of the Golden Throne, and answered your every question with nothing but honesty. In comparison, y—”

“You’ll want to choose your next words very carefully,” I warned. Rivers of burning void flooded my veins, reinforcing my last nerve against the unending assault of the Strategist’s sickly sweet voice. “You may find me a bit more volatile now that your Word has lost its bite.”

“Oh, Lux,” he answered with a pitying groan. “I don’t need the King’s Word to manipulate you.”

A bolt of crackling death made it halfway to the dais before I was able to suppress the instinct to prove him wrong. “Now, as I was saying,” he began again, completely unaware of how close he had come to a shrieking, fiery death, “your actions seem a bit more questionable in comparison. You threatened the life of my newly appointed First Company Commander and murdered two of her men, in spite of the fact that they were ordered only to escort you back to the capital. Since then, you—”

“Enough,” I interrupted. “I’m done with th—”

“You’ve threatened my life on multiple occasions,” he continued, raising his voice to speak over me, “you’ve trespassed on royal grounds—”

“I said ENOUGH—”

“—and murdered countless members of my Company, all of whom offered you no resistan—”

His monologue came to a sudden end when a wall of black fire exploded out from the base of his raised dais and consumed the line of statuesque guardsmen. I took a moment to appreciate the reprieve from his ceaseless chatter and savor the sound of the crackling flames and the short-lived screams of the men within it. The surging void that fueled my umbral pyre increased with every passing second, fanning the flames until the throne behind them sparkled with pure, monochromatic light. When the conflagration ceased, the space between me and the Strategist was left empty apart from the smoking remains of the Unity soldiers: a scattered array of armor crusted in voidglass that glittered in the lamplight, sitting atop the ashes of the men who had worn it only seconds earlier.

I took a single, menacing step towards the throne and stared up into the awestruck eyes of the king, regarding him with a wide, mocking smile. “I’m sorry, you were saying something?”

My witticism echoed away without acknowledgement. The sudden display of overwhelming power had forced an obvious paradigm shift upon my arrogant host, and I watched the new worldview take hold of him in real time; he turned his wide-eyed gaze down to the floor and cocked his head curiously to one side, staring through the stone at his feet to some faraway point in space before abruptly rushing to the edge of the dais and crouching down to sift his fingers through the fresh cinders. A sudden look of revelation brightened his face and sent him scurrying back to the throne, where he flipped through the pages of the King’s Word at a frenetic pace, seemingly unafraid of the monster to whom he had turned his back.

“It shames me to say that my exhaustive research has been incomplete until this very moment.” His hushed voice reached my ears only by the grace of my Enhanced Senses as he spoke directly into his voidglass throne. “There are so few people who have witnessed the physical manifestation of the Umbral Flames and lived to tell the tale, and fewer still who maintained the presence of mind to describe it in the necessary level of detail. I have collected every scrap of information that exists—survivor debriefs from the Attetsian courtyard, interviews with the noble guests at King Yorrell’s final dinner party and the first guards to arrive after his death, autopsy reports from the slain guards on the night of your escape from the dungeons—and yet none of them imparted even a fraction of the grandeur of what I’ve seen here tonight.”

I swelled with pride at the overdue recognition and let out a contented hum. “You’ve certainly changed your tone.”

The pages of the Word slipped from his fingers as he finally turned to face me again. His signature look of easy arrogance had been replaced with a dire, drawn expression, sharpened by harsh lines of shadow on his jaw and brow. “A man cannot survive on pride alone,” he answered with a reverent bow of his head. “I have yielded to your power once before in Attetsia. A bolder man would rather fall upon his sword than surrender an ounce of his warrior’s honor, but I suffer no such venerable compunction—my pride will do me little good upon my final Unity with the Primevals.” He paced forward with his hands held wide, making an obvious show of his submission. “Just as I had no intention of falling beside my General, I have no intention of joining Virram Yorrell upon his sepulcher throne.”

“You know, if you hadn’t told me, I would’ve guessed that was exactly what you were planning this evening!” I exclaimed with a bitter laugh. “You’ve made some rather provocative statements tonight, my friend. Tell me—did you really think you had the upper hand?” My head swam with an intoxicating feeling of power at the sight of the king’s subservience. “I’m not sure you know just how close you came to joining your men on the pyre.”

“It was a grave miscalculation born from an unsightly gap in my knowledge,” he conceded. “I have devoted my entire life to sharpening my intellect against every topical whetstone known to man, from the most broad-spanning disciplines to the most obscure trivia—I am an unrivaled tactician and an unparalleled negotiator, but I would also wager that my knowledge of Jor’s Second Ring mining operations is more detailed than most Stoneshapers’. I’ve found an easy mastery of everything I’ve put my mind to, apart from one eternally vexing topic.” A look of legitimate struggle further darkened his brow as he fought to name his failure, eventually succeeding in muttering a single, embittered word. “Magic.”

“I would’ve thought that magic would come easy to such a godly man!” I mocked. “The Primes must be stingy with their blessings—you drenched the whole city in their colors, but they still haven’t seen fit to lend you their power. That must be frustra—”

“We both know that isn’t true,” he interrupted. “Magic is not a blessing from the Primes.”

I blinked up at him with genuine surprise. “That sounds like blasphemy, my king.”

“Blasphemy and truth are not mutually exclusive concepts.” It was strange to hear the Strategist’s voice without its jovial lightness; there was a jaded grating in his tone that spoke to an age far beyond what his ageless face betrayed, finally revealing the decades of experience he so often boasted about. “The magic of the Primevals exists in an illogical dichotomy at even its most fundamental level. Putting aside the absolutely ludicrous belief that the creators of our world are waiting in inactive silence to freely lend their powers through the strictures of religious incantation and unwavering faith, the physical manifestation of those powers is, in and of itself, wholly impossible. And yet, though I know that to be true, I have seen that impossible magic with my own eyes on a near-daily basis.”

His fists clenched against his royal breeches as he spun in a tight circle and paced back towards his throne, billowing the rainbow of his Unity cloak out behind him. “It can’t be as simple as intoning the words—I’ve said them myself far too many times to count. Faith is not the catalyst either, for I know too many faithless priests who still possess the gifts of the Primes.” He paused in his ranting to stare up at the fluttering curtain that hung over the remnants of Yoria’s once-proud stained-glass window, his sharp, ragged breaths filling the silence he left in his wake. “If someone as bullheadedly foolish as your Shield could master the art, why couldn’t I? She was nothing before she stole her name from that Primes-blessed relic, while I had spent every waking moment of—”

A hideous cackle filled the chamber as I doubled over in a sudden fit of laughter. “Oh, how sad!” I hooted. “Is that the point of this whole story? Your gods aren’t playing fair, so you stole one of the King’s Primes to make up for your deficiencies?”

“Yes,” he whispered, reaching out a loving hand to the King’s Word. “In spite of my infinite knowledge, the glorious gift of the Primes had always evaded me until I found this wondrous tome. It provided the spark that lit the wildfire which still burns through my mind even now—a tug at the edge of my consciousness leading me ever onward like the unraveling thread of an overworn tunic.”

His rare moment of genuine vulnerability vanished as sudden passion filled his voice. “Pursuing the Word’s tantalizing mysteries stole the entirety of my focus for weeks, but my reward was well worth my effort—at long last, the energy of creation itself had been revealed. With every incantation, I felt the power of the Word weaving through me. It burrowed ever downward, calling out with a ravenous hunger until it found an echo in the very core of my being—a spark of godly energy made of my own soul, so pure and bright that it outshone even the light of the Primevals themselves!” He strode out to the edge of his raised dais and spread his arms wide, staring out into the darkness behind me as if to accept a round of raucous applause for his manic soliloquy. “My power was unquestioned, and it grew stronger with every passing day. I saw limitless potential stretching out before me—what would I be capable of in a week’s time? A month? A year?”

The passion slowly faded from his fiery eyes as they fell to meet mine. “It was a joyous confidence, benign in its unending inspiration to strive for new heights, but I allowed it to spread unchecked for far too long. That confidence festered into a malignant pride—one that clouded my judgment and fooled me into believing I had ascended beyond the concerns of lesser men like you. When I was warned of your party’s imminent arrival, I was exhilarated at the chance to prove myself—to show the world that my newfound power was unrivaled by all but the Primevals themselves.” A dark grimace curled the corner of his lips as he sat down on the edge of the dais and dragged the tip of his polished boot through the ashen destruction beneath him. “It’s difficult for me to admit just how wrong I was, but after the things I’ve seen tonight…it seems I’ve been little more than a child playing Eights in the shadow of your godhood.”

While a twisted sense of amusement had initially been my motivation for goading on the Strategist’s rambling, the revelation that he had discovered both the nature of mana and the ability to wield it left me hanging on his every word with a growing sense of dread. “I don’t put much stock in the praise of dead men,” I growled, taking another threatening step towards the throne. “Do you even realize how much you just admitted? All of your schemes, your lies, your manipulation—after all of that, did you really think that a few words of half-hearted flattery would save you?”

“I am uncomfortably aware of the fact that my continued ability to draw breath lies entirely in your hands,” he answered with a nervous chuckle. “Though my story may have been overlong and abundantly complimentary, it wasn’t an attempt to escape my fate. My existence is now contingent upon my continued value to you, and in this moment, the only value I can offer is truth.”

“Truth,” I spat. “How many times have you promised me that?”

“As many times as it was convenient for me, no doubt. However, in this case, telling you the truth is finally my only option.” He offered me a wry smile, but the expression quickly faded when he saw his attempt at levity had failed to lighten my deadly grimace. “Consider it like this. Lying would irrevocably seal my fate—without the power of the King’s Word on my side, any falsehoods I offered you tonight would eventually earn me a similar end as that of the previous holder of the Golden Throne. However, if I provide you with nothing but scathing, self-incriminating truth, I could prove that I am worth far more to you alive than dead. As unlikely as that outcome may be, it’s the only hope that remains to me, and I intend to cling to it as tightly as I can.”

Nausea knotted my stomach as I imagined leaving the throne room without delighting in the Strategist’s death. Explosive fronts of void tore at the surface of my skin, begging to engulf the entirety of the dais in radiant black flame and end our tiring discussion once and for all, but a constant, nagging pressure from somewhere at the back of my mind kept the deathly power in check. “Tell yourself whatever you want,” I sniped through clenched teeth. “Your fate’s already sealed.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” he shrugged. “In any case, I’ve kept you from your business for far too long already. You came here for conversation, yes, but I don’t imagine the story of my life’s ambition was what you had in mind. It’s time I prove to you my worth—my well of knowledge is now yours to dredge, free of lies, ulterior motives, or Primeval manipulation.”

Though the narrow field of void Detection surrounding us found no trace of activated mana, the simpering sound of his voice left me feeling no less perturbed than when he had levied the full might of the King’s Word against us. It took me far too long to remember the initial purpose of my invasion, and longer still to form an intelligible question that wasn’t composed entirely of threats and curses.

“You used the Word to manipulate us the last time we were here. What did you lie about, and what were you trying to hide?”

“That may be a more substantial list than you expect,” he answered with a sheepish grin. “Shall I enumerate a list from the beginning of our conversation, or is there—”

“Don’t test my patience!” Dark flames burst from my right arm as I aimed an accusing finger at the Strategist’s face. “Tell me about the Shadebinders! Are you working with them? For them? Are they still here in the capital?” The deathly fire flared in unison with my temper as I thundered towards the dais, advancing until only a dozen feet separated the void-fueled flame and its intended kindling.

“If this was the true purpose of your late-night visit, I’m afraid to say you’ve wasted your time,” he sighed, completely ignoring my murderous advance. “My thoughts on the Shadebinders were entirely unfiltered through the power of the Word—their dying order is as dreadfully tiresome as they are cataclysmically dangerous. I was overjoyed to find a scheme that would allow me to reveal their treachery while also serving my rise to power, though…” His brow furrowed suddenly, and he raised a finger in pause. “Actually, now that I say it aloud, I seem to recall there was one thing I lied to you about in regard to the Shadebinders.”

A ravenous crackle filled the empty hall as the flames that cloaked my arm surged up over my shoulder. I waited with gleeful anticipation to hear his overdue admission: the simple string of words that would finally untether me from all discretion and allow my wrath to be unleashed. Tell me what you’ve done. Earn your death.

The Strategist dismissed my entire display with a simple wave of his hand. “I swore that the Company would hunt down and purge the Shadebinders from Kaldan, but that was a…dramatic embellishment, I suppose. While it is true that I gave my soldiers that order, it was given under false pretenses—there are no Shadebinders for them to hunt down. By account of Horace Odwell’s journal, the Kaldanic sect only listed four practicing members—Odwell himself, his former master Gullen, Councilor Eppet, and the young Unity priestess I was gifted during my involvement in the Attetsian situation. As the two of us have already seen to the permanent fate of three of those members, and the last is making his way into the Eastern Forest, my command was, in effect, entirely for show.”

Rage filled my mind with thunder in the face of his trifling answer. A fog of bloody fantasies obscured all but my most violent thoughts and forced me to question why I had allowed my farce of an interrogation to continue for as long as it had; I knew I had come to the keep to murder the pompous man standing before me, but my reasoning for keeping him alive thus far was lost within the wrathful cloud. Whispers blew past my ears like a summer breeze, carrying a multitude of voices that called for a singular purpose: death.

“Odwell’s journal.” The words came from my mouth unbidden, speaking in a slow, measured tone that I lacked the ability to muster myself. “You’ve read Odwell’s journal?” I clamped my jaw shut and turned the brunt of my extended void inward, but the invasive presence that inspired the words had already disappeared; I was alone in my violent thoughts once again, left with no recourse but impotent seething towards the furtive influence of my progenitor.

The king stroked his goateed chin as he regarded me with a curious arch of his brow, but he left the source of his fascination unexplained. “Odwell’s hidden fortress was a treasure trove of information on our enemies—it would’ve been irresponsible of me as both Kaldan’s king and Company Strategist to leave such a bountiful resource untapped. Through that journal, I discovered the true reach of the Shadebinders’ corruption, traced their clandestine path back through our world’s most recent torments, and found the planned location of their leader’s next atrocity.” He leaned back on his hands with a carefree smile, lightly bobbing his head back and forth to some unheard rhythm. “As I’ve told you many times before, it is a necessity of my work to know things, and I take my work very seriously.”

It was only then that I realized the true purpose of my other self’s question. “You’ve been to Shadowmine, then. You’ve seen the Shadebinders’ chambers.”

“A bit of a dour place, don’t you think? I suppose I didn’t see it in the best light—it seemed a bit turned over after your heroic purge of the Serathids. Coincidentally, that journey to Shadowmine was my first encounter with one of those loathsome—”

“Did you destroy it?” I interrupted, too consumed by my line of logic to tolerate his bloviating. “Their museum, the library, the dead Serathids—did you destroy them?”

“We think quite alike, you and I,” he smirked. “Horace Odwell will be very disappointed should he ever return to his hidden sanctuary. The sanctum was put to the torch after a thorough investigation and cataloging of its contents, with anything that wouldn’t burn left broken and scattered among the ashes. It was fitting, perhaps, that we cleansed their—”

“Who was there with you?”

A placating smile automatically curled his lips as he recovered from another interruption. “Why, as fate would have it, they’re all assembled here before you now.” He folded at the waist and reached down to the floor beneath the dais, brushing his hand through the cinders that coated the cold stone. “Eight of the most loyal men and women the Elta’sahn Company has ever seen stand between us, steadfast in my defense even in their deaths. They were the only people I could trust with a task of such paramount importance.” Flecks of ash slipped between his fingers as he held his hand out before him in eulogy. “My secrets join them in their Unity, unsullied and unspoiled.”

The dancing voidflame that cloaked my torso began to sputter, dissipating into swirling trails of smoke as my deadly rage released its stranglehold on my mind. I took a deep breath and relished in my returned autonomy; with my baser desires tamed for the moment, I could see the path my line of questioning would follow and the inescapable truth it would reveal. “Can the same be said for you? Will your secrets follow you to your grave, too?”

“The single greatest repository of human knowledge ever collected dies when I do,” he answered, a shade of indignance bleeding through his false pleasantries. “However, if it’s safe to assume you are referring to the secrets of the Shadebinders, rest assured that the records of their profane knowledge now exist solely within my mind. Once you have found and summarily dealt with Odwell, we can consider their order fully extinguished.”

“Almost extinguished,” I corrected. “I can confidently say that Doram is free of Shadebinders, but there’s still another one left in Kaldan.”

“That is a fascinating claim,” the Strategist hummed, resting his chin on his steepled fingers. “Odwell’s journal made no mention of a fifth Shadebinder in the Kaldanic sect, and I’ve heard no further dark tidings from my informants stationed throughout the country. News of this magnitude flying beneath my notice would be…unprecedented, to say the least.” He watched me in calculating silence for a long moment, his devious eyes sparkling more vibrantly than the woven crown he wore about his head. “However, I would be foolish not to yield to your expertise on the matter—you are clearly more intimately acquainted with the Shadebinders than I am. If I may be so bold as to ask, who is this mysterious figure, and how did you come to be acquainted with them?”

I made an exaggerated show of considering his question, thoughtfully stroking a goatee that didn’t exist on my chin. “I guess you have been pretty helpful tonight, haven’t you? Primes know the truth isn’t something you normally give away, so I’ll return the favor and let you in on a little secret—I came here tonight for two reasons. The first, which you already know, was to find out if you were lying about your involvement with the Shadebinders. There’s no point in me running off into the Eastern Forest to find Odwell if you’re carrying out his orders behind my back, right? However, the second reason—”

“Was to kill me, no doubt,” he cut in. “Lux, my friend, you are a fearsome warrior, and I mean you no disrespect, but you lack the dramatic flair of a trained orator such as myself. Our intentions have been clear to one another from the moment we came face to face here this evening—there is no need to make such a show of declaring them.” He returned to his feet with a lithe hop and danced back from the edge of the dais, continuing his speech from a safer distance. “You’re here to stop the Shadebinders and to kill me—two well-established points. I’m still far more interested in the identity of your…”

His voice faltered when a sudden look of horrified revelation flashed across his face. “No. No, you couldn’t—me? You’re accusing me—how could you possibly have reached that conclusion?!” The sputtering denial sent him reeling back to the throne, where he braced himself on the open face of the King’s Word. “Have I not made my opinion on the Shadebinders abundantly clear? Such a worthless group of self-important—”

“No, you’ve repeated that enough already,” I laughed over him. “Stupid, worthless, sycophantic, blah, blah, blah. You might hate their order, but that won’t mean much after I finish killing them for you, will it? You’re the man with the collective knowledge of every Shadebinder stored in his brain—you could use that power to rebuild the order exactly the way you want it.”

“Baseless fantasies!” he snapped. “I am no more a Shadebinder than I am a stonesmith, a surgeon, or a temple acolyte—knowledge alone is not enough to impart mastery. You will find no Shadelines on me—I would strip bare and show you if it would end this foolish discussion. I have never touched their revolting essence, and I would not debase myself with such heretical mala—”

“Oh, now you have a problem with heresy? Aren’t you the man who just denied the tenets of Unity and found a power inside himself that ‘outshone even the light of the Primes themselves?’” Adrenaline surged through my body as my words came faster and faster, preparing me for the catharsis I longed for at the very core of my being. “That sounds exactly like a Shadebinder to me. You can deny all you want, but I know it’s only a matter of time until you follow in their footsteps—if you haven’t already.”

“You demand that I tell the truth, then deem it false when it fails to suit your narrative! Why bother with this ridiculous interrogation if your true intention was to murder me all along?” The final remnants of false courtesy disappeared from his face and left his true feelings unmasked: A contemptuous sneer bore down on me from up high, but the hollow, drawn look in his eyes revealed the depth of his mortal fear. “I have told you nothing but the truth tonight. I swear it upon the Primes, upon my Company, upon the Golden Throne itself—if you hold anything holy in this world, I swear upon it that I am not a Shadebinder, nor will I ever be a Shadebinder! Is there truly nothing that can break you of this notion?”

“Actually, there is one thing that might work.” I pointed a scarred, blackened finger at the sole source of comfort that remained to him. “The King’s Word—give it to me. We’ll see just how truthful you’ve been.”

Silence gripped the empty hall in the wake of my demand. The Strategist’s dark eyes burrowed into my skull with murderous intent while his fingers traced the edge of the ancient tome beside him.

“No.”

“Really? Are you sure? Not even for a chance to save your life?” I shook my head and clicked my tongue in disapproval. “I hope you know that this wasn’t me asking for your permission. I’m taking your special book whether you want me to or not. It would’ve been nice if you’d just handed it over, but honestly, it’ll be way more enjoyable for me to take it from—”

The soft hiss of a blade against leather whispered in my ears and stopped my advance towards the throne before it began. A bone-white dagger emerged from the sheath on the Strategist’s hip; its curved, unpolished blade barely caught the wavering torchlight that lit the chamber, but its handle was forged from a sparkling onyx metal reminiscent of Lia’s paired longswords. He held the weapon close across his chest in a loose defensive stance that planted him firmly between me and the throne, steadfast in his protection of his treasured relic.

“This is where our fun comes to an end,” he announced with unwarranted confidence. “Despite your litany of treasons, I will allow you this single chance to reconsider your next move. Should you choose to think better of your threats and leave here without further violence, you will continue to benefit from the full support of the Golden Throne. Once your business in the Eastern Forest is concluded, you’re free to return to your life of quiet isolation in Lybesa. Neither the Throne nor the Company will ever trouble you or your loved ones again.”

Crimson light illuminated the vicious edge of his dagger inside my mind as my extended void surged across his body. Though the deathly energy was incapable of revealing any latent mana stored within his weapon, I watched with rapt attention for the tell-tale glimmer of an activated enchantment; the blade’s unique composition and exquisite craftsmanship left no question in my mind that it was one of the remaining two Primeval artifacts that I had yet to encounter, and I eagerly awaited my chance to add it to my personal collection.

“And if I don’t reconsider?”

“If you take even a single step towards my throne, I will kill you where you stand.”

I threw back my head to laugh, but the hideous, contorted noise that passed through my lips barely resembled a human voice at all; a multitude of dissonant shrieks fought for dominance as the Chorus momentarily slipped its bonds and made its boundless excitement known to the world. When my monstrous display was finished, I took a single, long step towards the dais and watched the Strategist with an eager grin. “I’d love to see that.”

The tip of the Strategist’s dagger traced a slow, steady line through the air as he extended his arm and pointed the blade at my chest. A faint grin and an arched brow returned the look of casual arrogance to my foe’s face, strangely self-assured in the face of my inhuman cackling. “Lux,” he started, his voice soft and lilting, “do you know how long it takes to—”

A sudden clangor of alarm bells stole away his question and screamed against my void-enhanced senses. I mashed my hands over my ears and staggered backwards, momentarily deafened by the unexpected aural assault, but I found no reprieve in my retreat; sharp spikes of pain erupted in my back as a barrage of battering missiles knocked me forward again. The wavering crimson voidscape in my mind immediately illuminated almost two dozen arrows scattered at my feet, either deflected by my armor or shot wide by my mystery assailants, but four of the bolts were firmly lodged in my flesh: Two of the broad-headed projectiles had pierced my right lung, a third was driven straight through my left shoulder, and the last remained lodged in my lower back just inches away from my left kidney.

Gouts of swirling voidflame exploded out from my back and lit the hall with a blinding white flash. Whatever dark enhancements had erased my old pains failed all at once, forcing me to experience the sum of my torments in a single, agonizing moment: My wounded leg convulsed, my punctured chest seized, and my skin cracked and burned from the heat of my bodily pyre. I whirled in a bestial frenzy, lashing out with whips of my halo of fire in a preemptive strike against my attackers, but the deathly flames splashed harmlessly across the massive stone columns of the otherwise empty hall.

Up. Up!

Vertigo upended my stomach as my mental map expanded without my urging, racing up the edges of the cavernous chamber. Though I had held a constant vigil over the dais and adjoining chambers behind it for the entirety of my interrogation, the sanguine aura had died out in the same place my vision failed, ignoring the indulgently high ceiling as superfluous and distracting. However, after five stories of useless empty space, my advancing void encountered a sudden flurry of movement: Dozens of archers rushed to redraw their bows and reposition themselves atop a series of narrow archways that crossed back and forth across the perilous gaps between the hall’s massive columns, and a seemingly endless file of reinforcements crowded in behind them from a tight, spiraling staircase set into the wall, spanning all the way down into the bowels of the keep.

Their deaths arrived like a sweeping tide. An inescapable wave of voidflame ravaged their ranks without remorse, fueled by a savage rage that wasted no time with cunning remarks or performative threats. The sweet influx of deathly energy hardly registered amidst the chaotic maelstrom inside my mind; what little conscious thought remained to me was focused entirely on the only true goal of my journey to the keep, leaving the echoing cries of panic from above and the mortal cries of panic from within entirely unaddressed.

“INSOLENT WRETCH!” I screamed in a thousand voices, throwing myself up at the dais in a blind fury. “THIS TREACHERY WILL BE Y—”

My raging edicts died when I realized that both the Strategist and the King’s Word were missing from their place atop the dais. The voidglass throne shone like a dark star under the intensity of my monochromatic brilliance, illuminating every inch of the chamber with harsh white light, but my wild, searching eyes found the same answer as my expanded web of void Detection: Impossibly, my quarry was nowhere to be found.

“How absolutely barbaric!” The haughty voice of the Strategist cut through the tumult, as close as it was sourceless. “The stories of the Umbral Flame did not do you justice, my friend!”

“FACE M—” I wretched on a mouthful of scorched blood as soon as I attempted to speak. Stabbing pains throughout my chest wove a brutal tale of shattered bones, collapsed lungs, and internal bleeding, but my sole focus remained on finding and murdering the architect of my wounds. “FACE ME!”

Heal! Heal us! My own voice pleaded to me from somewhere amidst the chaos, tugging on my infinite reserves of death like an insolent, nagging child. Heal us!

“COWARD!” I doubled the strength of my Detection in search of my elusive prey, steadfast in my refusal to acknowledge the pitiful spirit hiding at the borders of my mind. “FACE YOUR DEATH!”

“Oh, Lux, how pathetic. You wield a power surpassing Unity itself, yet you lack the vision to see beyond the reach of your sword!” His voice needled me like a circle of starving vultures, continually jabbing down at me wherever I expected it least. “I had such hope for our continued partnership, but a wise master knows when it’s time to put down his reliable hound.”

“COME, THEN! COME AND TRY!” Blood frothed on my lips with every word, burning away into an acrid smoke that filled my eyes with boiling tears. “CUNNING ALONE CANNOT WIELD YOUR KNIFE. IF YOU WOULD SEE ME DEAD, SINK YOUR BLADE INTO MY HEART WITH YOUR OWN HAND!”

Fucking HEAL US! NOW! The desperate command of my weaker half doubled my vision and set my head spinning. We can’t kill him if we’re dead! Heal us before we—

THE VOID DOES NOT HEAL! Every voice in my collected Chorus screamed at the invading presence in perfect unison, unable to deny its pestering existence any longer. IT BURNS. BREAKS. DESTROYS. DISINTEGRATES. ANNIHILATES. IT DOES NOT MEND. IT DOES NOT HEAL.

If you can’t heal us, get us out of here!

WE ARE NOT SO WEAK THAT WE WOULD RUN FROM THE LIKES OF THIS PATHETIC WORM.

That “worm” is going to KILL us if we don’t do something! Give me back my mana—you can have your vengeance while I keep us alive.

FOOL! THE AURA OF THE KING’S GRACE SURROUNDS US. YOU WOULD DO NOTHING BUT WASTE OUR—

Decades of battle-honed instincts hurled me down from the dais in a frantic dive, throwing me clear of a danger I couldn’t see. Pain flared throughout my wounded body when I crashed onto the floor, pulsing out from my missing leg, punctured lung, and blackening flesh, but it wasn’t until I had scrambled back up to my feet that my new agony was revealed: Blood gushed from a savage gash in my cuirass directly above my heart. Some undetectable weapon had peeled through my armor as if it were onionskin, cutting a surgically clean incision in my flesh that would have found its fatal mark without my reflexive dodge.

“It is a rare thing to survive a bite from the King’s Shadow—you should be proud!” The mocking voice of the king followed me down from the dais, relentless in its invisible pursuit. “This magnificent Primeval relic is rarely extolled for its remarkable virtues and quite often finds itself forgotten from public consciousness altogether. Perhaps it’s the nature of its magic that leaves it so underappreciated—it is far easier to celebrate the brash heroics of the Shield than the grim, clandestine efficiency of the Shadow. Still, a blade impossible to detect or defend against is nothing short of miraculous. I had so hoped to levy its might against your broken Shield—the chance to put that meddling bitch in her place is a dream I’ve held dear from the moment of our first acquaintance. Primes willing, that chance may still come to pass.”

My mouth filled with blood when I attempted to answer, reducing my shrieking condemnations to a revolting gurgle. The chamber whirled around me in a sickening rush, growing dimmer and more distant as I continued to bleed out, but the potent cocktail of pain and fury tethered me to consciousness. A circle of dark flames exploded up from the floor beneath me, forming an obfuscating wall of unbearable heat between me and my invisible pursuer, but I knew the effort would ultimately be in vain; my wounds made time just as much of an enemy as the Strategist, and my defensive position would last only as long as I stayed awake.

NO. NO! WE WILL NOT BE BESTED BY THIS WORTHLESS FOOL AND HIS STOLEN TRINKETS! My entire body vibrated as the collected rage of the Chorus flowed through me, expanding the controlled wall of fire at my feet into a billowing inferno. WE WILL BURN THIS KEEP TO THE GROUND BEFORE HE—

We don’t have time for that! We’ll die before the flames ever touch him! The incessant buzz of my progenitor forced its way to the forefront of my mind with a disconcerting strength. I know what we have to do—give me control so I can—

OUR JUSTICE WILL NOT BE DENIED. WE WILL NOT RELINQUISH CONTROL UNTIL HE IS BROKEN BY OUR HAND.

You don’t have a choice.

A sudden deluge of void energy gushed out from my core and plunged the world into total darkness. BETRAYER! I thrashed in a futile rage as the tide of deathly energy slipped out of my command, siphoned away by the unyielding spirit that fought for control of my mortal vessel. My unquestioned reign was cut short in an instant; my mind was sundered back into diarchic chaos, and the pestering voice began to exert its will onto our physical form. YOU WILL NOT FORCE US BACK INTO SUBSERVIENCE! WE WOULD RATHER DIE THAN BE RELEGATED TO THE—

I surfaced from the ocean of void with a sputtering, blood-choked gasp. My return from dissociation was greeted by a barrage of overwhelming sensory information, now experienced in full, gruesome detail instead of observed from a dark corner within my mind, but the narrowing edges of my vision told me I lacked the time to agonize over my ruined body. I forced a wave of deathly energy out in all directions, pushing the void as fast as it would move along the scorched stone of the throne room floor. The world beyond my voidflame cocoon flared to life in sharp, sanguine detail: Hundreds of Company soldiers rushed through the winding halls of the keep in answer to the continued call of the bells above me, while a contrasting image of tranquil, snow-covered gardens expanded just beyond the shattered stained-glass window above the throne.

WE WILL NOT RUN. NOTHING WILL STOP US FROM ACHIEVING OUR—

Convert the void at the edge of our Detection back to mana. I’ll keep it moving—you make sure we don’t die before I’m finished. My hurried thoughts bled through the ill-defined border of our consciousnesses, imparting the finer details of my plan without words. Don’t let his soldiers interfere, and if you find him…make him understand the true meaning of suffering.

The raging tempest that was the Chorus died out all at once, lulled into a pacified silence by the clarity of my intention, but it returned a moment later with the full force of its collective fury turned outward in unison with my plan. YES.

An immediate and tumultuous drop in my void reserves told me that my command had been followed. The smothering aura of the King’s Grace whisked away the newly generated mana long before I gained control of it, but the failure only furthered my conviction.

“I wish you could see the irony as I do, Lux. The snarling beast begs for confrontation, then skulks back to hide in its den at the first sign of danger!” Another directionless taunt echoed in my ears, ferried through the din on a mocking laugh. “Have I truly outpaced you so quickly?”

The dual fronts of my mind were far too preoccupied to pay his provocations any heed. I held only a vague awareness of the carnage left in the wake of my proliferating Detection, but the constant influx of fresh void that fueled the expansion told me that the Chorus had taken my orders to heart. 

“I imagine you must be terribly frightened behind your wall of umbral flames. I can’t say I blame you—in the face of such utter failure, what choice do you have but to cower and await your death?”

My vision grew narrower by the second, blotting out everything but the brightest pillars of monochromatic fire before me, and yet the crimson world in my head continued its unfaltering advance. The entirety of Yoria’s royal keep shone just behind my eyes, but the object of my search still remained hidden somewhere in the city beyond it.

“Let’s bring this grim business to its logical end. There is no need to extend your suffering any longer—extinguish these accursed flames and surrender yourself to me, and I swear to you on the Primevals themselves that I will bless you with a quick and painless end. It’s the least I can offer you after everything we’ve been through together.”

A radiant beacon of blue light blazed to life at the outermost limit of my Detection, finally bathing my view of the blood-red city in the brilliant electric glow of unstolen mana. The crackling energy flashed like lightning as it raced out in a wide arc through Yoria’s city streets; I followed its curling path along the edge of my extended void, watching as it reached out in both directions to eventually reunite in a perfect ring of glorious light over a mile in diameter. Rapid-fire streaks of dark energy vivisected the encircled aura of the King’s Grace from every angle, crossing back and forth across the capital until a singular intersecting point was revealed at its center.

My focus coalesced on a patch of icy hillside thirty yards beyond the back wall of the throne room. The undisturbed field of snow was entirely unremarkable on its face, but I had no choice but to trust that my final gambit had led me to the correct location. My mental map of Yoria’s inner districts blinked out of existence as I recalled my extended energies and forced a new pulse of void Detection into the frozen ground. The deathly power cascaded downwards in an expansive cone, desperately searching through layer after layer of soil, roots, and rocks until my persistence was finally rewarded: A safehouse of seamless Stoneshaper construction lay hidden two stories beneath the earth, and the telltale glare of active mana shone out from its center.

COME TO US. Reality tore apart before my eyes and left me face-to-face with the vast emptiness of the void between worlds. The Chorus thrust my hand out into the infinite dark and snapped my fingers shut around the soft, supple skin I knew was hidden just beyond the threshold. I dragged our quarry back through the smoking rift by the throat, overpowering their wild thrashing with the strength of my unyielding iron grip as I held them aloft in the wall of voidflame before me. Judging by the burning tatters of unadorned religious vestments that spun lazily through the air, the wielder of the King’s Grace had been a Unity priestess, but I failed to assess our victim fully before she was violently inducted into the shrieking ranks of my Chorus. The only detail that lingered in my mind after she had burned away to ash was her eyes: two almond-shaped discs of uncomprehending terror that shone like stars in the brilliance of my deathly pyre.

My empty hand darted forward and snatched her holy relic out of the air before it joined its master in a smoldering pile at my feet. The King’s Grace was a cumbersome medallion fashioned in the image of the Unity pinwheel; though the world had long since lost its hue, I could tell that each of the seven segments along the outside of the disc was crafted from a different gemstone, all surrounding a fist-sized diamond at the relic’s center. A heavy chain was looped through a gap in its gilded frame, but the thought of wearing the gaudy saucer as a necklace seemed as impractical as it was ostentatious.

A pulsing sphere of electric mana crackled to life in my core as I stared down at the dormant relic with a wicked smile. I took immense joy in the idea that the Strategist remained blissfully unaware of just how dramatically the tide of our battle had turned against him; the wounded beast he expected to find beyond my flaming barricades was long gone, and in its place stood a god unfettered by the constraints of ancient artifacts or mortal injuries. Sparks danced across the surface of my ruined skin and stitched my flesh back together, mending the punctured organs and weeping wounds that had threatened to bring my existence in Kaldan to a premature end.

“Come now, Lux—is this how you want to be remembered? Are you going to spend your final moments hiding like a coward, or will you face your death with the conviction of a warrior?”

The Strategist’s provocations found me once again, but his voice lacked the indefinable pervasiveness of his previous taunts. My regenerated mana crashed out over the throne room like a tidal wave and revealed a world hidden to my void Detection: A passive aura of multicolored energy painted an egregious bullseye around my invisible foe as he loped from column to column with a magically enhanced stride, but it was the power emanating from his Primeval dagger that truly caught my eye. Rainbow mana cloaked his body in a weave of shifting light that seemed to physically separate him from the stone beneath his feet; though the mechanism behind the obscuring magic was an enthralling mystery, the obsessively inquisitive part of my mind was drowned out by a thunderous howl of bloody triumph.

“When your doting companions arrive and find your sundered body, what would you like me to tell them? I can imagine no greater joy than the sorrow such news will bring to your disgraced Shield, but I do not relish the thought of telling your darling Marlia—”

Twin forces of life and death propelled me through the wall of dark flame at an inhuman speed. I crossed the length of the hall in a single bound and drove the blunt edge of the King’s Grace into the Strategist’s shoulder long before he had the chance to react to my charge. I felt the satisfying give of shattering bone and snapping sinew as my blow nearly ripped his arm from its socket; his masterwork dagger flew from his useless fingers and broke his concealing illusion, allowing me the privilege of enjoying his agonized expression with my own eyes. The force of my attack spun him away in a violent, careening arc, but I caught him by the length of his bejeweled ponytail and snapped him back in my direction like a leashed dog.

“You speak like a man who’s never been punished for his insolence,” I jeered, holding his face just inches from mine. “Let’s change that.”

The triumphant flush drained from his face when his eyes found the gemstone medallion digging into his shoulder. “You can’t…kill me,” he groaned through clenched teeth. “You…need me.”

A look of honest surprise managed to break my confident facade. “You’re a lot more resilient than I thought you’d be! I always imagined that you’d die like Virram did—screaming, crying, begging, that sort of thing.”

“Discipline,” he spat, fighting the word out through pained gasps. “It’s why I…will always succeed, and why…you still need me.”

I arched a brow at the repeated phrase. “So you’ve said. Unfortunately for you, saying it over and over again doesn’t make it true. Not even the King’s Word could make me believe—” It was only after speaking the name aloud that I understood the Strategist’s final gambit. Though the shimmering veil of active mana from the King’s Shadow had disappeared the instant the weapon fell from his grasp, the aura of multicolored energy lingered on the floor around us, radiating out from a satchel hidden beneath the velvet cloak on the king’s back.

KILL HIM. END THIS BEFORE HE—

The Chorus’s panicked demand was interrupted as a dark laugh echoed in my chest. A single moment of observation revealed the toothless nature of the Strategist’s trump card: His fledgling spark of self-made mana was already strained to its absolute limit in an attempt to turn my mind against me, but without the power of the King’s Grace on his side, his attack was so thoroughly deflected by my passive mana barriers that I had failed to even notice the attempt.

“You won’t kill me,” he reiterated, cautiously reaching back to his satchel. “You need me. We can still be of use to one another.”

“You…you actually think you’re stronger than me, don’t you?” I spoke the revelation with equal parts astonishment and disgust. “Unless this is part of some overarching plan I’ve missed, I think I’m just…confused, more than anything. How could you be this wrong? Aren’t you supposed to be the greatest genius the world has ever seen?” 

When the Strategist met my taunts with silence, I took a moment to secure the heavy chain of the Grace to my belt, then reached for the strap that secured the Word to his back.

It was the threat of losing his precious tome that finally drew out the panicked resistance I longed to see. “No!” he mewled, clawing at my advancing hand. “No! Stop! I command you to stop!”

The King’s Word slipped from its sling with a gentle tug, unaffected by his desperate, bleated orders. “You poor fool,” I murmured, tossing him aside with a flick of my wrist. “You’ve been lying to yourself for so long that you’ve actually started to believe it. It’d be a shame if you died without realizing that, so I’m going to make sure you understand the true depths of your failure.”

My dismissive throw landed the Strategist on his knees beside the King’s Shadow with perfect precision, and as expected, he valiantly took up the weapon for a second time; I watched him sprint a wide arc around me with enhanced speed, expertly crafting a plan of attack that placed him in line with my wounded leg, and the last dregs of mana in his core merged with the reserves within his Primeval dagger as he made his final, silent charge.

“Stop.” My inexorable order was no louder than a whisper, but it crashed down upon him with the full weight of my limitless energy. It was a simple matter to turn the power of the King’s Word against its supposed master; the ancient magic I found inlaid within its weathered pages mirrored the power I had studied within the Strength, Sword, and Reach, and I used my experience with the stolen relics to full effect. My mana crushed through the bolstered defenses of the King’s Shadow and burrowed into the mind of the Strategist, twisting his thoughts in brazen defiance of his intentions.

The point of an invisible dagger hovered a foot from my exposed neck, frozen in space under the force of my decree. “No,” the Strategist’s voice hissed from the darkness, “no, this is…the Word would never—”

“Reveal yourself.”

A crown of woven metal appeared out of thin air before me, sitting slightly askew atop a head of golden hair and a pale, pain-warped face. I watched the resistance pass through his expression with a final wrinkle of defiance before the fight left his eyes altogether. “You’ve proven your point, Lux—I am but a single grain of sand at the vast shore of your oceanic power. I failed. I was wrong. I submit. Tell me what I must do to end this madness, and I will do it without question.”

I walked a slow, menacing circle around my paralyzed prey, delighting in the infinitely unfolding methods of torture and execution that awaited him, but a roar of alarm at the back of my mind interrupted the pleasant daydreams. SOLDIERS. The Chorus forced my attention to the barracks room behind the throne, where a new wave of reinforcements charged up the winding stairs through the ashen remains of their allies. THEY WILL NOT SPOIL OUR VENG—

No. Let them come. My intentions bled wordlessly through the hazy boundary where my consciousness merged with that of my darker half. This deserves an audience.

“I acknowledge that our relationship has been one of antipathy from its inception, but you must see that we are worth more to each other alive than dead. Give me the chance to prove myself—I will swear under the power of the Word itself that I will use my positions as Strategist and King to aid you in whatever endeav—”

“Advance and be silent.” Bolts of charged mana carried my commands into the minds of the approaching guardsmen, rooting out any lingering influence of their former master. “You will bear nothing but witness.”

The regal face of the once-proud king paled as he was forced to watch his men throw down their weapons and march to my order, filing into the chamber in a seemingly endless procession. “Don’t do this, Lux. I know you are a reasonable man—take a moment to consider the opportunities here!”

Every ounce of loathing that poisoned my veins coalesced into a single, burning word. “Kneel.”

The edict immediately folded him at the knees, dropping him hard to the floor like a stringless marionette. “Brave soldiers of the Elta’sahn Company!” he shouted up from his forced genuflection, channeling every last ounce of his impassioned charisma into the rallying cry. “The Umbral Flame has turned the power of the King’s Word against you! Do not let him sway your minds. I am your faithful leader—join together in your rejection of his heresy and strike him down!”

His impassioned speech echoed away into silence as his stone-faced Company held their ranks, waiting diligently to execute their sole responsibility. “Tonight, we will reveal the true intentions of Alexander Stratta, King of Kaldan and Strategist of the Elta’sahn Company,” I announced, spinning to address my encircling audience. “The power of the King’s Word will compel him to answer my questions honestly, without omission, embellishment, or ambiguity. Listen well to the words of your leader—this will be your only opportunity to hear him speak the truth.”

“The truth?!” A manic laugh punctuated his biting reply. “You’ve long since abandoned the search for truth, Lux! This cruel exhibition is nothing more than an excuse to sate your depraved lust for revenge.”

A thunderous rumble in my mind delightedly agreed with his assessment, and I allowed a self-satisfied smirk to twist my lips as I channeled the focused might of my mana through my stolen Prime. “Since your ascent to the Golden Throne, have your actions been in service of Kaldan’s best interests?”

“No. Every action I have taken as king has been made for the benefit of the Elta’sahn Company. Any good fortune the people of Yoria have found under my rule has been either entirely incidental or weighed and measured for the sole purpose of prolonging my reign.”

While I already knew the answer to the question, the total lack of shame, regret, or exertion in his infuriatingly even tone told me that the compulsion of the Word had been entirely unnecessary for the forthright admission. “Treason against your country,” I declared, counting the crime on a raised finger. “Did you wield the power of the King’s Word against the members of your Company?”

The Strategist shuddered as the beguiling power of his precious artifact washed over him. “Yes,” he answered, quieter than before. “As the scope of my machinations grew, so too did my need for absolute subservience. My judicious use of the Word ensured that every order essential to our rise was executed without question. I gave no commands maliciously, but I acknowledge that those commands sent brave men and women to their deaths—at your hands.”

“Treason against your Company!” I crowed. A ripple ran through my impromptu jury as I paced another dramatic circle around their leader, tightening my grip on the ancient tome. “Do you serve the Shadebinders?”

“NO!” he bellowed, thrashing against the unbreakable mental restraints that chained him to the floor before me. “No matter how many times you ask me this Primes-damned question, my answer will always be the same! I revile the Shadebinders, as I always have and as I always will. I do not serve them!”

I crouched down on the balls of my feet to meet his red-faced glare, watching him with a wide, knowing smile. “Did you visit the hidden Shadebinder sanctum beneath Shadowmine?”

A grunt broke through his clenched teeth as he tried and failed to fight my unbreakable hold on his mind. “Yes.”

“Did you read the journals in their library?”

Every muscle in his neck contracted in an effort to hold back his inevitable answer. “All of them.”

“Do you intend to use that knowledge to recreate their rituals and claim the power of the Shadebinders as your own?”

Blood dripped from his nose as his entire body began to tremble from overexertion. His bulging eyes burned with resentment while he made his final valiant stand, calling on every remaining drop of primal energy within him to break free from my influence, but the effort earned him little more than an extra second of resistance; a soft hiss of air blew out from between his pursed lips, growing in strength until it formed a pair of unmistakable words. “I do.”

My hand clamped around the bottom of his jaw and yanked his head up to face me. “LOUDER!”

“I do!” he cried, his voice unnaturally stretched and shredded through his unwilling lips. “Their power is beyond any of the Primevals’ gifts, and I will not squander my chance to seize it. I would be well on my way to mastery already if it weren’t for the cursed marks of their essence—your return to the capital was inevitable after the announcement of my Reclamation, and I knew the fate I would meet if you discovered such obvious evidence of my endeavors.”

I sucked in a deep lungful of stale, smoky air and let out a contented sigh, finally vindicated in the unceasing anxiety I had suffered since returning to Yoria. “Who else knows about these endeavors? Who have you recruited to your new order of Shadebinders?”

“No one. The Admiral knows I have found the means to control their power, but not of the nature of the power itself—once Horace Odwell is found and eliminated, I will be the sole inheritor of his knowledge.”

I raised a third finger above my head and spun to face my audience. “Treason against Unity itself,” I announced with a dark laugh. “By his own admission, your Strategist has betrayed every institution he claims to hold sacred! I would say that a betrayal of this magnitude is unheard of in the entire history of the Golden Throne’s reign, but that wouldn’t be entirely true.” With a theatrical flourish, I turned and pointed the King’s Word at the kneeling sinner. “The late Virram Yorrell died for these same crimes—at my hand.”

“Lux, wait! In spite of my sins, I am still worth more to you alive than dead. I will be your tireless ally if you take mercy on me tonight. Invoke the power of the King’s Word—I’ll prove it to you!”

Though the fate of the desperate man before me had been decided long before I arrived in the throne room, I called on the power of my new Primeval relic once again to indulge his request. “Are you lying?”

“No! I will never betray you or your allies for as long as I may live!” His answer came as fast as his mouth could speak it, proven true by the indelible hold of my magic. “If you spare me my life tonight, you will want for nothing for the rest of your days—the full breadth of my empire will be at your disposal. You can retire to your solitude, safe in the knowledge that Kaldan and the Company will never trouble you again.”

I let the power of the Word fade from his mind as I paced away in silence, leaving him free to slump back on his heels and cackle a long, manic laugh of relief. “I was worried that you wouldn’t see reason, my friend!” he called after me in a high, quavering voice. “It’s not lost on me just how difficult this decision is for you, but I promise that you will come to see its benefits before long. You will find my service infinitely superior to anything Virram Yorrell could have offered you, and my sage council is—”

“Hold your dagger to your neck.”

The Strategist watched with wide, horrified eyes as his hand raised in answer to my command, bringing the vicious edge of the bone-white Shadow to rest just above his jugular vein. “No! NO! Lux, what are you—no, STOP!”

Mana screamed down my arm and suffused my new Primeval tome with boundless, blinding light. “Death is a privilege you don’t deserve, but I give it to you now freely and without restraint. Draw your blade across your throat—one clean stroke, fast and true.”

A thin, sanguine line formed on his pale skin, but no matter how much mana I forced through the Word, his dagger remained firmly in place. “STOP THIS MADNESS!” he screamed, his crazed eyes darting from his impassive army to my scowling visage. “Without me, Kaldan will descend into ruin! The Throne will fall to squabbling fools, and the Company will shatter and run rampant across the country! Your command will damn the world you seek to protect!”

“This world means nothing to me,” I growled, my voice splintering into multitudes with every word. “Let it be damned.”

“Then why? WHY are you DOING this?!”

The stone shattered beneath my feet as I lunged forward, jamming my face so close to his that the blade of the Shadow sat a hair’s-breadth away from my own throat. “BECAUSE I HATE YOU WITH EVERY SOUL IN THIS MISERABLE CAGE OF FLESH! BECAUSE THE ONLY THOUGHT I FIND MORE REVOLTING THAN YOUR CONTINUED EXISTENCE IS THAT OF YOUR PUTRID SPIRIT FESTERING WITHIN MY CHORUS FOR UNENDING ETERNITIES!” A pyre of voidflame exploded out from my palm and swallowed the King’s Word, flooding its enchanted pages with an endless torrent of death. “LET YOUR BLADE BITE DEEP, MY BRILLIANT STRATEGIST. LET IT CUT THROUGH FLESH, BONE, AND BLOOD AS IT EXTINGUISHES THE KNOWLEDGE OF THE SHADEBINDERS.”

Streaks of crimson dribbled down his neck as my corrupted Prime twisted his mind beyond its limit; the ivory dagger sank into his skin by the force of his own hand and began to curve around the line of his throat bit by excruciating bit. His silvery tongue abandoned him as horrified shrieks crackled out from his splitting windpipe, but I was able to interpret his last words through the agonized terror that contorted his regal expression: “What are you?”

“DEATH.”

A flash of brilliant light shone out from the grisly curve of the King’s Shadow, unwillingly woken from its slumber by my inescapable command. The enchantment within the blade flared to life and carried out its task with grim efficiency; it passed through flesh, bone, and blood as easily as it would have through empty air, separating the Strategist’s head from his shoulders with a single, clean swipe of his own hand. The newly severed head balanced there for a moment, staring back at me with wide, lifeless eyes, then tipped forward off its bloody perch, gently knocking against my forehead before it crashed down to the stone. A wave of dark blood spattered my face and drenched my armor as his headless body toppled to the side, rejoining its master on the floor at my feet.

After our protracted war of subterfuge and twisting barbs, it seemed impossible that the Strategist had died so easily. Dueling fronts of mana and void scanned his exsanguinating corpse for yet another misdirection, suffusing every strand of fabric and filigreed bauble in search of some hidden Primeval artifact or Shadebinder trinket, but his body was wholly dark; what little mana had remained to him at the moment of his death had dissipated of its own accord, burning away into the void between worlds far beyond the reach of my corrupting influence.

The catharsis I had convinced myself I would gain from his murder was nowhere to be found amongst his bodily wreckage. I doubled the intensity of my search, desperate to uncover the peace I knew I was owed, but my only reward was a set of dark, piercing eyes reflected back at me in the expanding crimson tide around my boots, as cold as steel and as lifeless as the Strategist’s. A thousand atonal voices screamed their displeasure at the hollow facade, cursing its failure to appease their wrath with such vitriolic force that my consciousness began to fade. It was only from the pressure building behind my eyes that I realized I was screaming alongside them—a horrible, bestial scream with no words, no meaning, and no end.

An eternity passed in the time it took my lungs to empty. My senses returned to me in scattershot pieces: the taste of blood, the smell of iron, the sight of carnage. Pain welcomed me back to the world of physical sensation, but it was the faint, faraway sound of breathing that rejoined the disparate perceptions into a unified thought; I stood at the center of a ring of Unity soldiers, all of whom stood like statues in the flickering torchlight as they watched and waited for their next unbreakable command.

The King’s Word. The stinging memory of deathly voidflame turned my attention down to the Primeval relic and found the full extent of the damage my corruption had caused: Its front cover was entirely missing, burned away along with the majority of its weathered pages, and the charred scraps of parchment that remained smoldered with a dark, foul smoke. I could still feel the familiar power of its inlaid enchantments through my extended mana, but the magic appeared to be actively draining out of the ruined artifact, permanently unbound and undone by my destructive void.

“Men and women of the Elta’sahn Company,” I started, my voice hoarse and raw, “your Strategist is dead. You served as honorable witnesses to his confessions and beheld his just execution.” My mana crept through the ruined pages of the Word, drawing on what little power remained to the Prime as I prepared to give its final orders. “Go now and spread the word of his fate. To your fellow Company soldiers, tell the tale of your leader's betrayal. You are no longer bound to his will—the Unity Reclamation is over, and your service is no longer required in Kaldan.”

As I continued my speech, I knelt down into the crimson lake beneath me and began to sort through the Strategist’s personal effects, relieving him of his Primeval dagger, its sheath, and the woven crown that still adorned his severed head. “To the nobles who sit on the regency council, detail the treasons of their appointed ruler and the manner of his death. Tell them that, by the order of the Umbral Flame himself, they are to be assembled in the throne room at sunrise. Escort them here by force should they choose to resist, and remind them what fate befalls those who ignore my commands.”

With my prizes retrieved, I strode through the ranks of my appropriated army and leapt up onto the raised dais, landing face to face with the remains of the Strategist’s predecessor. The infinite umbral depths of the voidglass throne tugged on the chaos inside my mind, calling out to me with the promise of comfort in its dark embrace. “To the rest of Yoria’s citizens, proclaim the death of their traitorous king. Announce his embezzlement to the craftsmen of the Ironwalk, his heresies to the Unity Cathedral, and his manipulation to the city guard. Tell them all that Alexander Stratta has been slain for his crimes, but the Golden Throne does not sit empty.”

I took my rightful place atop the deathly throne and gazed out over my loyal subjects. “I will not allow the corruption of the Shadebinders to rule this country any longer,” I declared, raising the Strategist’s blood-stained crown up to rest about my temples. “Yoria is now under my protection. Those who threaten its safety will face the judgment of the Umbral Flame.” I dismissed my audience with a casual wave of my hand as the fading magic of the Word imbued one final command. “Now, go. Carry my message to anyone that would hear it. Dawn is fast approaching—it’s nearly time for the citizens of Yoria to meet their new king.”

***


19. THE KING’S DECREE

Why am I here?

The question looped back through my mind for the thousandth time, lingered in the vacuous silence behind my eyes, then left without a response as it had a thousand times before. On the surface, the answer was simple: I had stormed Yoria’s keep, murdered the Strategist, and usurped his crown. There was no shortage of gruesome memories to remind me exactly what I had done, spanning from my arrival at Sherman’s inn to the moment I claimed my voidglass throne, but the endlessly repeating question continued all the same; I knew how I had come to sit in the seat of Kaldan’s power, but the why of the question eluded me.

It had taken hours of intense meditation to disentangle the essence of my core from the ravenous swarm of voices that resided within me. The hope that I could pin the blame for my crimes on the Chorus had died long before it lived; visions of my delighted rampage through Yoria’s capitol left no question that I had wanted the Strategist dead just as much as my darker half, whether I had been the one in direct control of my body or not. However, the aftermath of our union had been far harder to recover from than my previous sojourns in the void. The deathly energy that had consumed my core lingered in dense holdouts amidst the sea of crackling mana, bound to the hatred and rage that had consumed my every thought, and the voice of my fragmented shard of consciousness had grown obstinately quiet as soon as it became clear that our streak of violence had reached its end.

I…don’t want this.

Though my culpability in my sins remained murky, one point had become increasingly clear as my sense of self returned: I had no desire to hold the Golden Throne. The perverted poetry of my stolen prize had delivered the sense of retribution my dissonant choir had longed to find, but when I stripped away the false gilding of my pride, it was clear that my actions had earned me nothing but further problems. I knew that leaving the throne empty would spawn a power vacuum strong enough to forge another vying Strategist or scheming Virram, and the revelation that Alexander Stratta had robbed Kaldan’s coffers for the secret benefit of the Elta’sahn Company was poised to plunge the country into a war far more earnest than the Unity Reclamation.

Still, in spite of my deep misgivings, I remained rooted atop my kingly perch. My final command to the Strategist’s men had ensured a meeting between myself and the Kaldanic nobles, and no matter how nauseating the prospect of giving royal orders became, I knew it was my duty to see the matter through. The hope that I could salvage a bit of good from the chaos I had sown was nearly nonexistent, but I clung to it as tightly as I could; with the proper balance of diplomacy and Umbral threats, there was still a slim chance that I could steer the regency council in a direction that benefitted the greater good.

As my mind continued to wander, I found myself idly watching the multitude of dancing lights that my extended mana projected just behind my eyes. After my embarrassing ambush at the hands of the Strategist, attuning myself to the protective magic of the King’s Grace had been my first priority. Luckily, uncovering the secrets of the relic had been a near-instantaneous achievement; any mana I suffused through the gemstone plate was quickly imbued with the Prime’s inlaid enchantment, and extending that mana as I normally would through my Detection carried the suppressing effects along with it. Once I had made the initial discovery, I expanded the reach of my Prime-enhanced Detection out to the borders of the keep, and I had insistently maintained the aura ever since.

At present, the keep buzzed like an angry wasps’ nest kicked into a frenzy by their monarch’s untimely demise. Swarms of guards, servants, and statesmen all rushed to prepare themselves for my coming address, weaving a wild tapestry of neon light through my capitol’s winding corridors. It was only the throne room and its adjoining chambers that remained untouched by their frantic glow; my beacon of lightning presided over a sea of empty shadows, uninhabited save for a single speck of teal mana that hesitantly bobbed its way towards the head of the hall.

“My k—king.”

The thin, stuttering voice floated to me over a considerable distance. Its owner knelt with his forehead to the ground at the center of the room, well away from my dais and the wreckage beneath it. Though an earlier crew had done their best to remove all traces of my dark assault, far too much damage had been done to completely erase the scars of the Umbral Flame; a disc of voidglass blossomed from the floor where I had sheltered against the Strategist’s ambush, the surrounding columns were permanently discolored by expansive scorch marks, and the door at the far end of the hall was entirely missing, unsalvageable after its thorough destruction.

“Yes?” My voice had an unintentionally harsh edge to it when I finally addressed my visitor, sounding far lower and raspier than my usual timbre after the previous night's events. “What is it?”

“I’ve b—brought the food you r—requested, my king,” he stuttered, presenting a small tray and pitcher out in front of him.

“Food?” It took a moment for the concept to register in my fog-shrouded brain. The offering of fresh breads, preserves, and pastries had arrived at my own forgotten request, made amidst a sea of other orders to prepare the keep for my coming audience. I struggled to remember the last time I’d eaten anything more than a few begrudging bites; though I had indulged myself with wine and ale on multiple occasions, the liquid diet had been the entirety of my sustenance since arriving in the capital. “Right. Bring it here.”

The command sent a shiver down the older man’s spine, but whatever fear he had of the voidglass between us paled in comparison to the fear of disobeying my order. He hurriedly gathered himself up and tiptoed across the battlefield, weaving a careful path through the wreckage until he reached the base of the dais. “May I—”

“Yes, you may approach,” I groaned.

Soft, crunching footsteps circled around me to a small set of stairs at my right, then haltingly approached until the ghost of blue-green mana hovered directly beside my blinding beacon. “The guards of your royal retainer say that your guests will reach the keep soon,” he murmured, sliding my breakfast onto the arm of the throne. “Is there anything else you require before they arrive?”

“No, thank you,” I said, brushing him off with a dismissive wave. “That’ll be all.”

“Would you like the b—braziers brought in, or perhaps a heavier fur?”

My brow furrowed at the doting question, and I turned to address him directly for the first time since he had arrived. Having lived entirely within the world of my Detection for the length of my stay on the throne, it took a significant amount of effort to crack open my eyes and experience the waking world through my own senses, but I immediately found the source of his seemingly random concern: A fine layer of frost and snow had settled over the dais and sparkled in the predawn glow that spilled in through the shattered stained-glass window above me. Remains of the voluminous curtains that had once kept the elements at bay now fluttered in ruined tatters across the massive opening, burned away by an errant spark of voidflame, but the magical properties of my cloak had left me oblivious to the frigid breeze that swirled through my cavernous hall.

“No, that will be all,” I echoed, more firmly than before. “You may go.”

“Thank you, my king,” he replied with a deep bow, already backing his way towards the stairs. Though his thinning silver hair and tired, creased face spoke to his advanced age, he managed to make an expeditious retreat far nimbler than his cautious entrance.

I nibbled the corner of one of my pastries as I watched him go. A king who rules with fear, I thought dejectedly. I’m no better than the rest of them. The faces of otherworldly rulers stared down at me with contempt, watching me with the same judgmental eyes I had offered them long ago. If my disparate lives had ever held anything in common, it was my disdain for the men who had called themselves king: Alderea’s King Orlan had been a sniveling coward too weak to protect his people; King Arbeck of Hedaat was little more than a hedonist who had abandoned all duty to his country in favor of lavishing himself in royal pleasures; and Virram Yorrell had schemed to expand the glory of his Golden Throne by any means necessary, forsaking the wellbeing of his citizens in the process. I had found each man unworthy of his crown, but as I sat in my royal seat and presided over the cold, empty room before me, I knew I deserved the same condemnation.

Come now, love. All of this self-pity is ruining your well-deserved ascension. Though the frigid winter air had failed to affect me through my cloak's enchantments, the chill of Amaya’s presence bled directly into my veins. I think you’re more than deserving of your crown—and you do cut quite a dashing figure atop your throne.

Oh, now you show up, I grumbled at the mental voice. Where were you last night? I certainly could’ve used the help.

Are you sure about that? It seemed to me that you were quite content asking your new best friend for help, in spite of my direct warnings to the contrary.

You’re so cute when you’re jealous, love, I shot back, matching her sarcastic tone. Am I really so—

This is serious, Elden, she snapped, her voice instantly sharpened to an icy lash. What you did last night was foolish. Corrupting the essence of your core, trusting him to take direct control of your actions—did you listen to nothing I told you before? You’re dealing with powers far beyond your understanding, and to—

You’re right, I don’t understand, because you still aren’t telling me what’s going on! You tell me not to trust him, he tells me not to trust you—the only thing you two seem to agree on is that I’m fucking this up. If this is so damn important, you should just explain what’s happening—no riddles, no half-truths, no leading questions. What is it about him that’s got you so scared?

You were lucky this time around. The hubris of your void-tortured friend is the only reason we’re able to have this conversation in the first place—had he simply murdered the Strategist immediately and avoided his ridiculous trap, you would never have found the opportunity to regain control of your mind. That rambling Chorus could easily have decided that he quite liked his first true taste of freedom, and you would’ve been buried away so deeply within his twisted mind that not even I could have pulled you out.

Why do you keep talking about him like he’s the villain in a children’s bedtime story? He’s not the dark god he claims he is, Amaya, and you know it—he’s just me. If you’re still afraid of him, that’s your choice, but I’m done pretending that it’s—

The corners of my vision began to blur as an intense pressure bore down on my skull, forcing me to double over and hold my temples to remain conscious. Don’t speak to me of fear. Amaya’s voice reverberated through every atom of my being, momentarily untethered from the comfortable charade we had come to share over the past week. You asked for an answer, and you’ve been given an answer. Don’t blame me if the truth isn’t to your liking.

A wistful sigh banished the suffocating pressure as suddenly as it began. I’m worried about you, love, Amaya continued in a slow, sweet tone. I don’t want him to take you away from me.

He…won’t. The simple reply was all I could muster in my dazed state. Whatever force had assaulted me had been so fleeting and all-consuming that I was left wondering whether it had happened at all. I won’t let that happen.

Neither will I.

Though our conversation had reached its natural end, Amaya’s presence showed no signs of leaving my system. I lingered in the comfortable silence between us for a long time, fully content with my current state of existence, but a steady stream of new mana signatures at the far end of my Detection told me that my repose had reached its end. I need to get ready.

What are you going to tell them?

If everything goes as planned, I’ll tell them the truth—enough of the truth to make them understand what’s at stake, anyways. I had already made multiple attempts to draft a mental outline of my address to Yoria’s regency council, but each one had ended with a similar, frustrated resignation to just find the right words when the time came. At the end of the day, it’s only Yoria. If everything goes south after I leave, I won’t lose any sleep over it.

Now that’s the spirit! Her carefree laugh danced its way from ear to ear, circling around my head as if she were there beside me. Good luck, love. I think you’ll find that leadership comes quite naturally to you, despite what you may think. The wintery aura of her consciousness began to fade from my body, but a slight chill hesitated at the borders of my mind. Please be safe, Elden. No matter what happens, remember this—he is not your friend.

I left her parting comment unaddressed as the final traces of her presence disappeared. There was an undeniable truth at the core of her warning: The Chorus was not my ally. My darker half had made that point unmistakably clear during our first true conversation, and he had proven it time and time again through his actions. However, Amaya’s dogged insistence that he was a danger too terrible to face was obviously self-serving. My time as a passive observer of the Chorus’s thoughts left no doubt in my mind that, at his core, he was no different from me; it was impossible for me to believe that he was the undefeatable monster she claimed when I had felt his human fears and desires for myself.

The conflicting reports waged a relentless war in my brain, looping through the same arguments over and over until a voice interrupted them. “The regency council has arrived in the keep, as requested,” a Company soldier reported from the foot of my dais.

“I can see that,” I murmured, watching the faraway procession through my extended mana. Two-dozen finely dressed nobles walked at the head of their group, flanked on all sides by their Company escorts, but it was the seemingly unending column of civilians that followed along behind them that truly caught my eye. “I can also see that you’ve brought along a lot more guests than I invited.”

“The announcement of King Stratta’s death garnered a significant amount of attention among the citizenry,” the soldier explained. “We initially ordered them to stay in their homes, but as more people awoke to the news, the growing crowd became increasingly agitated. In order to avoid a military response, we appeased them with a diplomatic offer—they would be allowed to follow us to the keep, but they would remain in the entry hall during your meeting with the regency council, after which they could petition you for an audience themselves.”

“That won’t be necessary. They can attend my meeting with the council—having them around should put our noble friends on their best behavior.”

“I will inform them at once, sir.”

“You did well to avoid a confrontation this morning. Bloodshed like that would’ve made things…a bit tense, to say the least,” I mused, eyeing the soldier with a curious tilt of my head. The woman was armored in the Company’s freshly forged Unity regalia, but she knelt before the authority of the Golden Throne all the same. “I think I’m starting to understand why the Company is so successful.”

“Thank you, sir. A show of martial force against unarmed civilians would not bode well for our future prospects—the business of the Elta’sahn Company is dependent upon its reputation, and that reputation is one of honor, loyalty, and integrity.”

My eyebrow shot up in an obvious show of skepticism, but I was unable to quash the begrudging feeling of respect that had taken root within my mind; in spite of all of his devious schemes and treacheries, the Strategist’s unending praise for his venerable Company appeared to be based, at least in part, in truth. “Well, in that case, I should warn you that your Kaldanic prospects are about to take a massive hit. The people of Yoria are poised to find out exactly what their king was doing with the royal coffers, and I don’t think you and your friends will want to be here when that happens. I won’t be making any official orders for your punishment, but I won’t stop anybody who wants to take justice into their own hands, either.”

She snapped off a crisp nod of her head as she stood to leave. “We will evacuate at once.”

“Make sure you remind your Company that this is the second time I’ve shown them this mercy,” I called after her. “If I find myself at odds with your order again, I will personally see to its permanent dissolution.”

There was no verbal acknowledgement of my pointed reminder, but the quickening of her pace told me that the message was clearly received. Well, that’s the Company dealt with. Next is the regency council, the citizens, and the throne, and then after that…

My thoughts ground to a halt when I began to consider the world that existed beyond Yoria’s walls. After everything that had transpired in the past twenty-four hours, it was difficult to accept that my battle with the Strategist would undoubtedly be the easiest part of my mission to eradicate the Shadebinders and that the evil awaiting me in the Eastern Forest was far more sinister than any of the King’s Primes. The recurring nightmare of trees, voidglass, and pain stretched out through the evaporating shadows around me, and I reeled backwards in my kingly seat as a sudden bout of dizziness overtook me.

I groped along the arm of my crystal throne until my fingers found the platter of breakfast pastries. “One step at a time,” I whispered aloud, grounding myself to reality with every sense I could. “The nobles are on their way. Deal with that first.” A fresh tart filled my mouth as I forced myself to eat, but the delicate asperberry confection failed to deliver a single ounce of flavor to my ashen palate. I let out a wordless groan of frustration while I chewed the tasteless food, finishing the pastry solely for the sake of my continued consciousness, then shoved the rest of my meal out of reach in juvenile protest.

“Your audience is almost here,” I reminded myself, straightening my posture and readjusting the heavy crown that sat across my brow. “Remember who they’re here to see—the man who murdered three members of the Trinity Guard, destroyed the Mountain Gate, and committed regicide. Twice.” My hand extended out into the air before me and curled around the well-worn leather grip of a faraway sword, and the manasteel blade blinked into existence in a radiant flash. Its sky-blue face shone in the pale light of a shrouded winter sunrise, bearing no trace of the void corruption that had filled it time and time again. “Don’t disappoint them.”

A quick scan of the approaching audience numbered them easily over a thousand strong as they packed every hallway from the main foyer to the entry chamber just beyond my shattered doors. It was impossible to make a detailed assessment of each individual civilian without a massive expenditure of mana for my Combat Acceleration, but I knew maintaining such an intense level of scrutiny would be unnecessary; it was easy enough to monitor the general movements of the crowd with my current level of unfocused Detection, and I had already spotted the faces I had hoped to see at the front of the assembly. The Company soldiers that led the formation were, at my request, the same soldiers who had witnessed the Strategist’s impromptu trial, and their testimony was a pivotal element of my as-yet-unplanned speech.

It was strange to finally see the cavernous space before me utilized for its intended purpose. What had always been a gratuitous display of power and wealth was now packed from wall to wall with the full diversity of Yoria’s populace, from nobles and statesmen to craftsmen and merchants. The star-and-moon tabard of the city guard and the imposing Golden Throne sigil of my personal army were both interspersed throughout the crowd, but the men and women watched me with the same look of cautious interest as the civilians beside them; I had dismissed the half-hearted offers of protection from both groups in the early hours of my reign, ordering them to instead attend my meeting as citizens of Yoria.

Silence descended over the crowd far faster than I had anticipated. A sea of expectant faces stared up at me, waiting to hear the infamous Umbral Flame explain the wanton murder of their beloved king. Let them know what you are. My hand tightened around the grip of my blade, flexing my blackened fingers until the joints audibly popped. Let them know who controls the fate of their miserable country.

“Citizens of Yoria,” I started, enunciating each word in a crisp, resounding voice. “If you’re standing here before me today, you’ve already heard the news that Alexander Stratta is dead. Like Virram Yorrell before him, the man you chose as your king aligned himself with the Shadebinders—the very same order of heretics that he swore would be purged from the face of the world in the name of Unity—and just as King Yorrell met his dark fate at the hands of the Umbral Flame, so, too, did King Stratta earn the Primevals’ ultimate punishment.”

I paused my speech to gauge the assembly’s reaction to the weighty accusations. To my relief, the immediate, uproarious rebellion that my anxiety convinced me was coming failed to materialize; the mention of my dark moniker sent a ripple of alarm through the crowd, but their rush of furtive whispers wasn’t enough to interrupt my monologue. “I killed Alexander Stratta for his sins, but his allegiance to the Shadebinders was far from his only crime. Before his death, he confessed to the full extent of his misdeeds—embezzlement, blasphemy, and treason, to name only a few—as well as the method by which he carried out these transgressions.”

A chorus of startled gasps greeted the charred remains of the King’s Word as I held the ruined artifact up above my head. “It sounds like some of you already know what this is,” I remarked, “but for those of you who don’t, I’ll let a professional explain it to you.” I extended my sword out before me and pointed it down into the crowd at a young man dressed in the gray robes of a Unity acolyte. “Step forward, priest,” I ordered, flicking the tip of my blade towards the stairs at the side of my dais. “Yoria requires your expertise.”

Blood drained from his face as he gawked up at me in sudden, uncomprehending terror. I watched his lips tremble, wavering up and down as he tried and failed to vocalize his single word question. “M—m—me?”

“You. Now.”

The crowd parted when he threw himself forward with a yelp, leaping to meet my command in spite of his obvious distress. He tripped over the hem of his robe as he attempted to climb the stairs, falling to a stumbling, frantic crawl until he managed to right himself beside my throne.

“What, in your expert opinion, is this?” I asked, handing him the burned-out husk of the Word.

He took the relic in both hands, cradling it with the same caution and care one would use with a newborn child. “Primes alive,” he whispered, fanning through what was left of the blackened pages in a thorough inspection. His eyes danced back and forth between my face and the ruined Prime, too skittish to meet my gaze for longer than a second. “This is…the King’s Word.”

I watched him with cold, hard eyes, doing my best not to let them roll. “Don’t tell me—tell them.”

He immediately folded in a penitent bow, nearly crashing his forehead against the crystalline arm of my throne in his haste, but he turned back to our audience a moment later without injury. “Erm, this is…this—”

“Louder,” I murmured from behind him. “Let them hear you at the back of—”

“This is the King’s Word!” he shouted, his voice breaking from the effort. “One of the King’s Primes!”

“And what does the King’s Word do?” I asked, projecting the question out over the crowd.

“The King’s Word can sway the hearts and minds of his people. It inspires loyalty among his subjects and fear among his enemies,” he answered, clearly reciting some well-practiced verse of his station. “One with a powerful connection to the Primevals could use it to stop a marching army in its tracks with naught but a single word.”

“To your knowledge, who was the most recent holder of the King’s Word?”

My line of questioning finally gave the priest a moment’s pause. “Alexander Stratta was entrusted with the Word as a prospect for the Trinity Guard before his ascension to the throne.”

I watched my audience chew on the information with a growing smirk. “One last question. Does the King’s Word still hold the blessing of the Primes?”

He instinctively drew the tome up against his chest in alarm. “Does it still…?” In spite of its mangled appearance, it was clear that the young priest had never thought to question the integrity of his gods’ gift until my prompting. I watched his Adam’s apple bounce as he swallowed hard against his nerves, then closed his eyes and took a long, slow breath in through his nose. His lips began to twitch in a subvocalized prayer while he ran a gentle hand down the length of what remained of the Word’s spine, tracing the tip of his finger back and forth between its embedded ornamentation.

I knew that the final traces of ancient enchantments had dissipated from the tome hours earlier, and the vigil I held through the King’s Grace would have prevented any lingering mana from being detected by normal means. Still, in spite of setting the poor man up for failure, I was pleased to watch the religious rites unfolding for all of Yoria to see; since anything I claimed was likely to be met with harsh skepticism, hearing the words from an anointed messenger of Unity was far more meaningful proof.

“It’s gone,” he whispered, shaking his head. “The power of the Word, it’s…it’s…” When his eyes finally opened, he found me watching him with an arched eyebrow. “The blessing of the Primes is gone!” he reiterated to his countrymen. “The King’s Word has been destroyed.”

A round of heated exclamations rose up from below me, but the distress seemed localized to only one small section of my massive assembly; though the revelation had sent another whispering shockwave to the back of the hall, the directed cries of anger and accusation came from a cluster of rainbow-garbed clergymen huddled beside one of the massive stone columns that lined the central aisle. I endured the hail of holy curses with a blank stare, waiting until their protests had died away before I finally spoke again.

“Kaldan thanks you for your service,” I announced, holding out an expectant hand to my attendant. “You’re dismissed.”

The acolyte carefully lowered the damaged Word onto my upturned palm, offered me a darting bow, and made a hurried retreat from the dais. His fellow citizens offered him a wide berth as he rejoined the crowd, bypassing his original spot and making his way tremulously towards the back of the hall.

“The King’s Word has been destroyed,” I repeated. “In its destruction, I’ve given you the ultimate gift—freedom.” I tossed the ruined tome down at the foot of my throne and pinned it to the stone with my sword. “Alexander Stratta used your precious Prime to manipulate his way onto this throne. His impassioned speeches and shining promises for Kaldan’s future were the vehicles of his secret curses, spoken with the sole intention of turning your own thoughts against you. With the destruction of the King’s Word, I’ve freed you of his singular treachery, but I have also ensured that such an atrocity can never be committed again.”

Just as I began to feel the momentum of my speech building behind me, a sudden bout of vertigo struck down my train of thought and left me staring out over a sea of bobbing, blurry faces. There was no question as to where the dizzying assault had come from; dehydration, starvation, blood loss, and lack of sleep were all equal culprits in my momentary infirmity, leaving me with no option but to grit my teeth and fight for whatever clarity I could. I did my best to hide my disorientation behind a scowl in the hope that my already ghoulish visage would leave the potential mob before me unaware of my weakness.

“Before its undoing, the King’s Word gave its final orders under my command,” I continued, masking my drifting focus with a slower, more dramatic cadence. “I wielded it against its master and put Stratta on trial for his crimes, forcing him under Primeval compulsion to admit to what he’d done. The full scope of his treachery was astounding—perhaps even unbelievable, should you hear it from my mouth alone. Luckily, the witnesses to his trial have joined us here this morning to give their own testimony.”

I flourished my sword in a wide horizontal arc, motioning to the line of Company soldiers who stood at the front of the crowd. “Members of King Stratta’s Unity Reclamation force were present in his final moments, and they will stand before you today to testify on the full extent of his confessions.” The cadre of witnesses mobilized at my command, circling around to ascend the dais beside me.

“Now, in your newfound freedom from the Word’s control, the cleverest among you may already be questioning the oddity of Stratta’s schemes. How would a holy war against the Shadebinders serve his purposes as a Shadebinder, and why would he requisition an army of mercenaries to carry it out?” I paused in my rhetorical questioning, unable to fully hide the proud smirk forming on my face. “The answer to those questions, and likely many others, are explained when you discover Alexander Stratta’s greatest secret—that he served not only as your king, but also as Strategist of the Elta’sahn Company.”

Having tossed the conversational equivalent of a live hand grenade into the crowd before me, I was more than pleased to hand the reins of my address over to the Company soldiers. Multiple members of the borrowed militia stepped forward to appease the shouts of anger and confusion my revelation had incited, offering the rabble placating promises of further explanation, while others shared furtive, uncomfortable glances. In spite of the general discontent around me, I happily helped myself to a deep draft of wine from the pitcher that had accompanied my breakfast, then plucked up another pastry from the decadent offering and began to eat.

As I chewed through yet another tasteless confection, I seized my chance to more thoroughly inspect my audience. The loudest of my vocal detractors were the nobles I had forced into attendance, and although the nature of their complaints varied from person to person, they all seemed to agree on one point: If the Strategist had truly robbed Kaldan’s coffers for the Company’s gain, they were owed restitution. The representatives of the Unity Cathedral also made their displeasure known amongst the rabble, but their concerns found a far nobler consensus on the topic of Stratta’s apostasy. However, it quickly became apparent that the echoing cacophony was coming from a small, extremely vocal minority at the front of the hall. The massive army of uninvited citizens that filled the space behind them was far less volatile; a vast majority were entirely unperturbed by the announcement of their former king’s betrayal, seeming more interested in the spectacle being made by their noble elite.

They…don’t care at all. The revelation struck me as my Detection flashed the disinterested faces of the commonfolk through my mind in rapid succession. Of course they don’t. Why should they care if the Strategist was their king? If anything, they’re probably more concerned about losing the Company’s business than they are with treason. I found the menial prospect oddly comforting; the fact that my world-spanning endeavors to vanquish the Shadebinders were of absolutely no concern to the citizens of Yoria made my earlier anxieties of a full-scale revolt seem ridiculous in hindsight.

After a lengthy back-and-forth with my most impassioned guests, my squad of Company soldiers managed to quell the dissenters and begin their promised explanations. A stocky, gruff-voiced man stepped forward and announced himself as Captain Barrett Axton, the group’s commanding officer, then launched into a chronicle of the Company’s involvement in recent events. To my surprise, his tale stretched all the way back to the Strategist’s arrest after his ploy in Attetsia and his subsequent installation in Yoria’s courts; according to his account, the Company had been mobilized to muster in Yoria long before Alexander Stratta had claimed the Golden Throne, but they had been left in the dark as to the true nature of the rallying orders. He continued with an abbreviated recap of their activities in the weeks that followed their arrival in the capital, listing their work as Stratta’s personal guard force, their outfitting by the artisans of the Ironwalk, and their forced assembly on the day of my arrival in terse, militant detail.

When his report reached the night of the late king’s trial and execution, his comrades stepped forward to offer their joint testimony, in spite of the fact that they had long been free of the compulsion of the King’s Word. I was unsure whether their scathing level of detail was inspired by the still-raw betrayal of their leader or by a selfish desire to preserve their Company’s reputation, but regardless of their motivation, the resulting disassembly of Alexander Stratta was beautifully thorough. My role in the trial was at best a tertiary detail compared to the fervor with which they spoke about their former Strategist, yet I was pleased with what little they announced to the public: I had interrogated the king for his treasons, refused his abundant bribes, and used the corrupting power of the Umbral Flame to execute him and destroy the Word in one fell swoop.

“This is the truth of Alexander Stratta,” Barrett announced once his final subordinate had finished their report. “The Elta’sahn Company was used as an unwitting tool in his false war. We hold no ill will towards Yoria and its people. Any hardship our presence has caused was not done in malice.” He spun in place and snapped off a sharp bow of his head, staring down at his feet as he turned his address in my direction. “Even so, we will accept your judgment on behalf of our leader. The Strategist’s crimes are our crimes. They should not go unpunished.”

“That’s true. If the Company came out of this whole mess unscathed, what sort of message would that send to the world?” I mused. “With that said, you and your fellow soldiers haven’t actually done anything illegal since you arrived in the capital, have you, Captain?”

“Once my soldiers were outfitted for the Unity Reclamation, we were tasked with protecting the city as an additional guard force,” he answered dutifully. “We have done our best to prevent any illegal activity within the capital’s walls ever since.”

A loud hum filled my chest as I made a grand show of considering the already decided fate of the Company. “I could never punish a man who’s done such honorable work for the people of Yoria,” I drawled, tipping my head from side to side, “but as you said, the crimes of the Company can’t go unaddressed.” I wasted a few more seconds in idle deliberation, then brought my fist down into my open palm in a sudden flash of false inspiration. “I’ve decided! You and your associates will be allowed to leave the city unharassed, but you may never return. As of today, the Elta’sahn Company is hereby disallowed to carry out their business within Kaldan’s borders. The loss of your largest market should prove equivalent to our embezzled funds before too long, and our citizens should be safer for your absence.”

The beginnings of a grin twisted the captain’s taciturn face before he could fully hide it beneath another bow. “I will spread the word at once,” he replied, rising a moment later with his usual grizzled expression. “The Company will be gone from Yoria’s walls by day’s end.”

You sly bastard. You already knew. The thought tickled at the back of my mind, forcing me to mirror his sly expression. “See to it that they are—I can make no promises for your safety after sundown this evening,” I announced, finishing our little charade. “You’re dismissed.”

Barrett was already snapping off hushed orders by the time I finished my command. “With me. Maria will have the encampments rallied—we can regroup there before dispersing to—”

“You can’t be serious!” A shrill voice cut through the crowd and stopped the Company soldiers in their tracks. “This is unacceptable!”

I felt the weight of a thousand pairs of eyes fall on me in unison. A quick wave of my hand shooed the frozen guards away, clearing the front of my dais for a clear view at who had dared to question my orders. A woman no older than myself stormed her way towards my throne through the parted crowd of nobles; her voluminous blonde curls bounced in time with her aggressive stride, swinging back and forth before blazing orange eyes that glared aggressively down the length of her nose. She wore a hooded, fur-lined coat that left nothing but her sneering face exposed, but the constant aura of the King’s Grace revealed that she had no hidden weapons, a pitifully wavering reserve of lilac mana, and an unimposing physical physique.

“I take it you have an issue with my chosen punishment?” I asked, resting my chin on my interlaced hands.

The casual nature of my question only seemed to further infuriate the snarling woman. “Punishment?! The Elta’sahn Company robbed us blind, and your punishment is to let them walk free! Where is the justice for Yoria? Kaldan’s coffers have been drained, yet you would see the culprits rewarded for their crimes!” She jabbed a bejeweled finger at the line of soldiers as they hurried their way out through the barracks door behind me. “They can’t be allowed to keep their ill-gotten gains! This sets a precedent of—”

“You seem quite fixated on the royal purse,” I interrupted with a devious smirk. “Is your concern really for Kaldan’s well-being, or do you have a more personal stake in the matter?”

“Wha—how dare you! I’m not—that’s—do you know who I am?” she sputtered. “The Stroud family have been loyal servants of the Golden Throne for generations! I care only for the continued prosperity of Yoria and its citizens.”

“Tell me then, Miss Stroud—what would you have me do?”

Her golden curls danced as she threw her head back in haughty triumph. “The Elta’sahn Company will be required to return our stolen funds—every Imperial, every stein, and every crown. The world will see that Kaldan is not to be trifled with. Once their debt has been repaid, we can see to the individual punishments of their remaining leadersh—”

“They can’t return something they never took.” I couldn’t help but feel a sense of disappointment as I watched the noblewoman’s face twist and contort in the wake of my second interruption; after my verbal jousts against the Strategist’s preeminent intellect, crossing wits with such an inferior opponent felt almost immoral.

“Are you trying to lie so soon after your own testimony?” she called out, raising her voice for the benefit of the crowd behind her. “The Strategist plundered the coffers of the Golden Throne for the benefit of his Company—we all heard the truth of it from the mouths of his own soldiers. Should you feel the need to continue this ridiculous lie, I’m sure the royal treasurers could provide us with the exact figures to show us where our wealth has gone.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” I smiled. “It’s true that the Strategist used your royal coin for his own gain, but you seem a bit confused as to what that actually means. Your money wasn’t stolen, it was spent. It now belongs to the good people of Yoria—the people who housed, clothed, fed, armored, entertained, and otherwise offered service to the Company for the duration of their stay.” I gave a grand, sweeping wave of my hand over my audience and did my best to stop the laugh bubbling up from my chest. “So please, by all means, go and get your money back. You won’t have to look far—it’s standing right behind you.”

For the first time since my address began, something I said finally managed to draw a genuine reaction from the crowd beyond my noble guests. The threat of losing their well-earned spoils from the Strategist’s brief reign turned their attention from the throne to the aristocrats who stood before it; Stroud tensed as she realized her mistake far too late, but she never turned to face the enemies she had created. Her pale skin grew more flushed with every passing second of humiliating silence, but her eyes burned with nothing but fury as they remained locked with mine.

“You have no right to give orders on behalf of Yoria’s people,” she replied after a long pause, forced to change tack by the growing threat of insurrection behind her.

“Don’t I? Who else but the King of Kaldan should gi—”

“You are NOT our king!” Her screeching voice echoed up into the shadows of the vaulted ceiling, calling back at me in a dissonant chorus. “Kaldan will never accept a beast like you as ruler!”

“The guards have yet to throw me out, and the masses came of their own volition to hear me speak. Have they not accepted me already?” I asked, maintaining a cheery disposition in the face of her rage. “I have the king’s crown. I’m sitting on the king’s throne. Seeing as Alexander Stratta is no longer able to hold the position, I’d say that makes me his successor, wouldn’t you?”

“No. It makes you a murderer.”

“I was a murderer long before I came to Yoria, Miss Stroud, and I will continue to be a murderer for as long as men like Virram Yorrell and Alexander Stratta exist. It was the corruption of those rulers that brought the wrath of the Umbral Flame down upon the Golden Throne—a corruption that, were it not for my intervention, would’ve seen the lot of you reduced to a wasteland of cracked bones for Serathids to squabble over. You should be begging for a murderer like me to rule this miserable kingdom.”

“No,” she hissed, “never. I would rather die than let my beloved country be stolen by the likes of you.”

“If only we were so lucky,” I sighed. I took a moment to revel in the quiet laughter of her detractors, then seized the opportunity to continue as she fumed in flustered silence. “Unfortunately for all of you, I have no intention of ruling Kaldan. The thought of spending the rest of my life perched on this jagged hunk of crystal sounds like a fate far worse than death, but based on your recent history, it’s clear you need some guidance before I abdicate my throne.”

“How dare you speak to me with such—” Stroud was already halfway through her next venomous remark before she realized what I’d said. “Before you what?”

“Who among you speaks for the regency council?”

“I do!” she answered immediately, stomping her foot like a petulant child.

I tilted my head back and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Of course you do,” I murmured, blowing a thin cloud of steaming breath up into the air. “Alright then, Miss Stroud—here’s how this is going to work. I’m leaving Yoria tomorrow morning to hunt down the leader of the Shadebinders. In my absence, you and your council will resume your temporary control of Kaldan, but you’ll do so with the explicit knowledge that I plan to return. Starting from the moment this meeting is adjourned, you’ll have exactly one month to nominate a successor to the Golden Throne. When that month is up, I’ll be back to see what sort of ruler you’ve elected to ensure you don’t make the same mist—”

“You have no authority to make demands of this council!” she interrupted. “You are not our king!”

Her continued bullheadedness drew another tired sigh out of me, but the knowledge that I was nearing the end of my planned address helped me maintain my focus. “Those weren’t demands, Miss Stroud—I’m simply telling you what I’m going to do. Whether you and your fellow nobles choose to use that information to your benefit is entirely up to you.” I curled my fingers around the sword that rested in my lap and tipped it forward just enough to catch the torchlight on its polished face. “However, it would be wise of you to reflect on the fate of your previous rulers and decide if your pride is worth the wrath of the Umbral Flame.”

She staggered back a step, mouth agape. “Are you threatening me?”

A crackling roar filled the room as the length of my blade was engulfed in black fire, fueled by the endless pool of void in the deathly crystal beneath me. “That was advice,” I intoned, pointing the burning sword down at my staunch detractor, “but this is a threat. If I return to Yoria and find you’ve installed another self-serving despot or Shadebinder heretic to the throne, you’ll be the first one to bask in the glow of my Flame—you, then the rest of your council. You’ve failed the people of this city once. You won’t be allowed to repeat that mistake.”

The audacious Stroud was nowhere to be seen when my umbral pyre faded, but I heard her horrified screams with perfect clarity. “GET OUT OF MY WAY! MOVE!” My Detection tracked her hysterical retreat alongside a handful of her council members; every step they took was harried by the unmoving crowd of their constituents, forcing the nobles to fight for every inch of their desperate flight.

An electric sense of anticipation charged the silence that fell when my fleeing foes finally made their exit. Though I had invariably confirmed every monstrous rumor about the Umbral Flame over the course of my address, the citizens that stood before me held their ranks with an almost reverent determination. I lowered my extinguished sword and returned it to my lap, then took a long, centering breath in preparation for my final address.

“You should know by now that I have no love for this city. In the brief time I’ve spent within Yoria’s walls, I have been imprisoned, extorted, attacked, deceived, and discredited, to mention only a few of the injustices inflicted upon me. It’s tempting—and perhaps even fitting—to abandon the whole of Kaldan to the fate it’s brought upon itself, but that would leave me guilty of those very same injustices. It was your rulers, not you, who cursed this country with the blight of the Shadebinders, and I will not stand idly by as that darkness bleeds its corrupting influence into the rest of the world. I’ve stemmed that tide of darkness for now, but it’s up to you to ensure it never returns.”

I pointed an accusing finger down at the nobles who remained at the foot of my dais. “You’ve seen where the priorities of your regency council lie. There will always be another Virram Yorrell to raise their stature and another Strategist to cushion their coffers, and I have far better things to do than this repetitive regicide. Instead, I place the ultimate fate of Kaldan in your hands. Prove to me that Yoria is greater than its past kings. Find someone among you who is truly worthy to be your ruler—not by their influence, wealth, or noble blood, but by the merit of their actions and the integrity of their character—and raise them up to the Golden Throne. If you make the correct decision, the regency council will surely see reason and support your candidate, but if they disagree…well, I imagine you could find some persuasive arguments for your champion’s selection over the course of the next month.”

A momentary flash of nausea left an emphatic pause in my speech, but I regained my wits before it became apparent my silence was unintended. “That is my final command as your king—find me a worthy successor. Carry that task to every corner of the city—to every city in Kaldan—and ensure you see it done before I return. Should you succeed, the Umbral Flame will never deign to visit Yoria again.”

I allowed myself the grace of a moment’s rest as the final words of my speech resounded through the hall, but it quickly became apparent that my obligations as king remained unfinished; my attendant audience remained unmoving before me, dutifully awaiting their next command. I stared back at them in sullen silence, scanning their myriad faces with an increasing sense of agitation until the rainbow vestments of a nearby Unity priest provided me with a flash of much-needed inspiration. “Now, go. May the Primes preserve you.”

“And you, together.” The religious call-and-response sparked an immediate exodus from the chamber. I slumped back onto the throne with a relieved sigh and watched the teeming masses through the ill-defined light of my Detection. Though I had adapted to the mental projection over the course of my address, the sudden flurry of movement whipped the sea of mana into a kaleidoscope that threatened to turn my stomach.

It’s done, I assured myself, rubbing my face until stars swam behind my eyelids. No more speeches, no more orders, no more stuck-up nobles. I can finally…

My thought faded as I watched a solitary ghost of repressed purple mana split from the crowd and approach the throne. “I told you to go,” I barked, both unwilling and unable to open my eyes and face another menial request. “Are you so quick to disobey your king?”

The faint specter offered no answer as it continued its approach. My hand dropped to the grip of my sword as I sharpened my Detection and prepared to make another show of Umbral force, but what I found when the faint glow of violet energy resolved itself nearly knocked me from my throne: Though her namesake Shield and battle-scarred armor were nowhere to be seen beneath her heavy winter cloak, the powerful frame and determined expression of my indefatigable knight were impossible to mistake. 

“Val?” My eyes opened just in time to watch her bow at the foot of my dais. 

“Greetings, my King,” she smiled. “It is good to see you.”

***


20. IN OUR OWN WAY

My jaw hung slack as I blinked down at my unexpected guest. “Val, what are—why are—how—?”

“A patrol of Company soldiers went door to door through the nobles’ district early this morning to announce that the Strategist had been killed by the Umbral Flame,” she answered, somehow interpreting my stammering barrage of half-questions. “Though our presence was not required, I chose to accompany the regency council to the keep in order to hear your address. After the manner of our last parting, I was…concerned for your wellbeing.”

A hard lump knotted my throat as I stared past her to the back of the retreating crowd, rescanning the sea of mana for an amber light I already knew wasn’t there. “You came alone?”

“I did. I informed Lia of the news, but she chose to stay behind.”

Hearing her name aloud drove a stake through my heart. I couldn’t tell whether it was my own selfish pursuit of numbness or a directed effort by my corrupted Chorus that had kept all thoughts of my wife fully repressed during my dark excursion, but the mere mention of her was enough to tear back open the wounds of our latest fight. Worse still was the realization that I was happy she hadn’t come to the keep alongside Val; no part of me was ready for our eventual reunion, and the fact that she was still ignorant to the full extent of my recent sins was my sole comfort.

“I’m…surprised I didn’t notice you sooner,” I murmured, latching on to the first distraction that crossed my mind. “I guess the power of the Grace isn’t as straightforward as I thought.”

The innocuous comment relaxed the rigid line of Val’s shoulders. “So it is you, then. Thank the Primes.”

I drew the gaudy medallion out from the recesses of my cloak and held it up for her to see, catching the pitiful gray glow of the overcast sunrise behind me on its jeweled face. Dancing shafts of rainbow light illuminated the visage of my loyal companion with an empyrean sheen, accentuating the elegant lines of her high cheekbones and sharp jaw, but I was entirely blind to the moment’s beauty; the dangling relic burned only half as bright as the black fire that had consumed its previous owner, and the memory of the poor woman’s terror-filled eyes was all I found in the Grace’s sparkling depths.

“I found it in a Stoneshaper safehouse buried behind the throne room,” I said, nodding back towards the hidden bunker. “After all the shit the Strategist pulled last night, it seemed like a good idea to keep it active—he seemed like the sort of person to have contingency plans in place for after his death. I’m not taking any chances when there’s still one more Prime out there I haven’t seen.”

Val tipped her head to one side, knocking a lock of auburn hair down into her pale-olive eyes. “There are two Primes that remain in the care of the Unity Cathedral,” she corrected, “the King’s Shadow and the King’s Wisdom. To my knowledge, neither artifact has a potential master—I replaced the Wisdom when I ascended to Commander of the Trinity Guard, and the Shadow has been dormant for decades.”

My hand slipped the Grace back into the voluminous folds of my cloak and unfastened the Strategist’s dagger from my belt. “I guess this didn’t come up in the address,” I remarked, drawing the pale blade from its sheath. “Alexander Stratta found himself blessed by two of the Primes.”

“The Shadow.” The name slipped from her lips in disbelief. “That is not possible. He could not have attuned to the Word and the Shadow at the same time—he may have wielded the blade, but its true power could not have been—”

“It was, Val. I don’t know how he did it, but the Strategist figured out the true nature of mana and magic—enough to be dangerous, at least.” I traced a finger down my cuirass to the proof of my words: The incision the Shadow had left in its wake was so surgically clean that it was difficult to find by sight alone, but it cut straight through both my armor and the undershirt I wore beneath it. “He used both of them to their full effect, I can promise you that.”

Her eyes narrowed as she leaned forward to observe the spot I was tapping on my chest. “I do not understand what you—Primes alive!” The length of her fur-lined cloak whipped out behind her as she leapt up onto the dais and rushed to my side. “The bite of the King’s Shadow,” she murmured, kneeling at the foot of the voidglass throne to better examine the wound in my armor. “Lux…what happened after you left us last night? How did all of this come to pass?”

“It’s a…well, it’s not a long story, but it’s—it’s not a great one, Val. Certainly not one I’m proud of.”

She folded her hands on her knee and stared up at me intently. “I would like to hear it,” she said, her voice gentle and reassuring. “If you would rather not speak of it, I will not press the issue further, but…I am here to listen.”

Though I had felt no inclination to recount the dark tale, I found the words pouring from my mouth before I had the chance to stop them. “I couldn’t get my head on straight after I left your parents’ house. All I wanted to do was get away and hide—from you, the Strategist, my own thoughts—so I just started walking. I had no idea where I was going—I swear I didn’t, Val. It was just aimless wandering. I—I’m still not sure how I got there, but when I finally came to…I was standing on the doorstep of the Traders Pavilion Inn. I guess some part of me wanted to pay a visit to a few old friends of mine.”

“Sherman and Melrose Waldron,” Val nodded. “I remember the name of their establishment from your initial arrest report.”

The missing link of their shared family name added a final layer of context to the memory playing out behind my eyes and sent a chill down my spine. “I just…I wanted to hurt them. I wanted them to be afraid—to make them understand exactly what they’d done to me. The voice in my head might have taken me there, but I wanted to make them suffer.” The confession tasted like bile at the back of my throat, but I forced myself to keep talking before Val could speak the absolution I saw forming on her lips. “I guess it was fate that Melrose happened to mention the King’s Word. Its hold on my mind broke as soon as I found out what it was, and I realized what the Strategist had done to us.”

Val’s hand balled into a fist at the mention of her late foe. “Lux, it was my failing that allowed him to manipulate us. Had I only been strong enough to resist its influence or fast enough to warn you of the danger, perhaps I could have been beside you when—”

I held up a hand to cut off her self-indictments. “That’s not your fault. Even if you’d warned me in time, it wouldn’t have made a difference—the Grace was the real issue. As long as our mana was suppressed, there was nothing we could’ve done to resist the Word. He would’ve made me forget what you told me, and we’d have been in the exact same position.”

She bit down on her lip and shook her head. “Even so. If I had not been so distracted by meaningless personal matters yesterday, I would have had a far clearer head to think about such things.”

I let out a long, sad sigh as I slumped back on my throne and tapped out an aimless rhythm on the crown that circled my temples. “I’ve done nothing but complain about my problems since you got here, and it never even crossed my mind to ask how you were doing. How very kingly of me.”

“You have far more important things to worry about than my—”

“No, I don’t,” I interrupted her. “It’s your life, and it’s important.”

“My troubles are nothing compared to what you have endured.”

“But they are troubles, aren’t they?” I did my best to flash her a comforting smile. “How’re you holding up, Val?”

The anxious resistance hiding in the corners of her eyes began to fade when it became clear I had no intention of letting her escape the question. “I am…better now,” she answered under her breath. “Yesterday was challenging. I did not realize how much I missed my mother until we reunited. It was wonderful to see her again, and I was pleased that you and Lia were able to meet her.” A fleeting spark of joy softened her expression as she spoke about Anise, but the light drained before she continued. “However, your departure weighed heavily on my mind last night—sleep did not come easy, and what little I found was far from restful. To see you well this morning brought me comfort beyond words.”

The glaring omission in her account spoke volumes to her true feelings. “Has your father always been…like that?”

Breath spilled from her lungs in a long, deflating sigh. “It would be a lie to say I did not expect the reaction he offered upon my return. He has always held the world to the same standard to which he holds himself—one which can never truly be met. Such an unyielding outlook on life can be quite inspirational, but the constant weight of that expectation is also…crushing.” She traced a slender finger along the jutting voidglass crystals before her, staring through their infinite depths to a faraway memory. “I have sought to earn his praise ever since I was a young girl. It was what drove me to join the city guard, achieve captaincy, and eventually ascend to the Trinity Guard. I owe much of who I am today to him, in that way.”

“No. You owe him nothing.” The thought of allowing Arc to get even a single ounce of credit for his daughter’s achievements was enough to stir the pool of deathly energy stored in the throne beneath me. “He should’ve been so damn proud of you, Val, and the fact that he wasn’t tells me everything I need to know about him.”

“I am sure you are right, even if I cannot fully believe it. Perhaps it says something about me that even now, after everything he has said and done, I still find myself trying to forgive him.” Miraculously, I saw the beginnings of a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “In spite of that, it was quite cathartic to hear you speak to him the way you did yesterday. You said…many things I wish I could have said myself.”

“And I meant every word of it. I’d be happy to pay him another visit if you’d like to hear it all again, too—just tell me when.” It was heartening to see the pain fade from her expression, but I could tell that the brief flash of her smile was still tainted by a decades-old sadness. “I’m sure it doesn’t mean as much coming from me, but…I’m proud of you, Val.”

A vibrant flush of crimson richened the color of her cheeks and ears. “That is…very kind of you to say,” she mumbled, turning the entirety of her focus to fixing a strand of already tamed hair. “I am not—you did not have to—that is—” Her stumbling words collapsed in on themselves every time she attempted to speak, culminating in a final, sharp exhalation. “This conversation was not intended to be focused on me—I am supposed to be checking in on you.”

“What’s there to say? The Strategist is dead, and I’m King of Kaldan. Nobody could complain about that.”

Val’s iron composure returned in an instant. “You are very pale, Lux.”

“Yeah, blood loss will do that to you.” My quippy response earned me a hardened glare that failed to relent until I offered a more serious answer. “I’m fine. The Strategist caught me off guard a couple times, but the wounds are already healed. Time will handle the rest.”

“Time you do not intend to spend on recovery.”

I pursed my lips and frowned at the pointed statement. “Yeah. You’re right,” I admitted eventually. “I’m not going to sit around and let Odwell get any farther ahead of us than he already is. We need to end this.”

“This is perhaps our final chance to prepare for our battle against the Shadebinders, and we should take full advantage of the opportunity. I understand your desire to see our mission finished, but it would be foolish not to take the proper time to rest before we leave. Odwell is already months ahead of us—waiting a few days for you to recover will amount to little.”

“I can hardly stomach the idea of a few more seconds on this damn throne, let alone days,” I groaned. “The reign of the Umbral Flame starts and ends today. Giving speeches, dealing with nobles, it’s all…well, you saw how well it went this morning. I’m a fighter, Val—that’s all I’m good for, and it’s about time I get back to it.”

“Lux, you are—” She bit down on her lip to interrupt her sudden outburst. “You would not be forced to continue your reign if you chose to stay in Yoria to recover,” she continued after a long pause. “We can leave the throne behind this very instant, should you wish to do so. I have not heard the full extent of your past experiences with royalty, but considering only your current life in Kaldan, you are certainly justified in your distaste for the throne. However, if I am to be fully honest, I believe you are quite suited to the role of king—perhaps more so than most, given your history.”

I gawked at her in total bewilderment. “I—I’m sorry, what? How could you possibly—you were here for my address this morning, right? What part of that made you think I’m good at this? I was—I told that woman that I’d murder her in front of the entire city!”

My questioning somehow drew an amused giggle from the steadfast knight. “Your threats have undoubtedly earned you more favor than you realize. Mallory Stroud has been a particularly sharp thorn in Yoria’s side for years when it comes to matters of royal investments.”

The shrillness of the young noble’s voice grated in my ears even through the barrier of memory. “She might have the eloquence of a sledgehammer, but it’s not like she was wrong—at least, not about the Company. There were dozens of better options for their punishment—I could’ve forced them to return all of their new equipment from the Ironwalk, drain their own coffers in recompense for what they spent, or demand that the Admiral stand trial for the Strategist’s crimes—but I just…don’t care. I can’t bring myself to worry about a few missing coins when the world is falling apart outside Yoria’s walls.”

“Regardless of what you believe, one thing is certain—you have done more good for Kaldan than any king since the country’s founding.” She reached out and took one of my pale, clammy hands in hers. “I would never ask it of you, but out of everyone I have ever met, I would wish to follow you above all others as my king. You possess the strength of character necessary for rule—a steadfast conviction and unwavering resolve to do what is right, but also a loyalty toward your allies and a genuine compassion for those around you. It is why I follow you now, and why I will continue to do so until my dying breath.”

My brain attempted to actively dismantle and refute her effusive praise, but I found myself unable to focus on anything apart from the warmth of her supple skin. I wove my fingers up through hers and gave them a gentle squeeze; the gesture was automatic, fueled by a deep, instinctual craving for closeness that had gone unsated for far too long. Her unfaltering eyes held a seemingly endless supply of reassurance, and after a final moment of feeble resistance, I allowed myself to fall headlong into their olive depths and accept her comfort.

“If that’s how you really feel, I must be doing something right. Even if I can’t see it myself.” My thumb traced a lazy circle around hers while our hands remained comfortably intertwined. “Thank you, Val. I’m…glad you came to find me.”

Her thumb quickly moved to mirror mine, locking the digits in a gentle duet. “I will always find you.”

Silence fell over the empty throne room, interrupted only by the whispers of winter wind that blew in from the shattered window behind me. Though my enhanced Detection covered the entirety of Yoria’s keep, the only thing I could see was the woman who knelt before me; I was content to exist inside our shared moment for as long as she would let me, freed of my crushing burdens by her simple presence at my side.

“Lux, I…I have a request.” Her voice was smaller when it finally returned, but the strength of her hand around mine increased to compensate. “It is a selfish thing to ask, I know, but…it is important to me all the same.”

“Anything,” I answered without delay. My heartbeat quickened at the thought of what she might ask, but I felt no fear; I was fully prepared to offer any reward to my faithful companion, no matter the consequences. “Anything, Val. Just ask.”

Her free hand rose to the hem of her heavy cloak, clutching the fabric tight against her chest as she took a slow, centering breath.

“I would like you to apologize to Lia.”

The tender moment I had hoped to share with her corrupted into a timeless prison. Every word of her virtuous request carved itself into my heart with a point far sharper than the King’s Shadow, irrevocably marking me with a badge of shame I knew I would carry for the rest of my days. The fact that I had so thoroughly misinterpreted her intentions made it abundantly clear that I was still ignorant of her true feelings, and the fact that I had been so willing to oblige those imagined intentions drew a sharp focus on just how short I fell of the man she believed me to be.

My stunned silence brought a spark of worry to her innocent eyes. “Please know that I do not ask this of you lightly, Lux. I have seen the weight of the burdens you bear with my own eyes, and I understand the reasons you choose to bear them alone—that is a strength I will never match, no matter how intently I try.” She reached out a trembling hand and caressed my cheek, tracing her thumb across the jagged scars that marked me for what I truly was. “Lia has seen those burdens, too, and she has done everything within her power to support you in your struggles—far more than you know. I do not say this to admonish you, but…you have been cruel to her since our departure from Doram.”

Lia’s voice flooded my mind with a deluge of heart-wrenching cries and bitter rebukes, released all at once in the deepest recesses of my memory. It was impossible to hide from the truth of Val’s assertion; my remembered voice shouted back at Lia’s ghost with a brutal wrath, answering her repeated attempts at kindness and accommodation with unwarranted vitriol. However, even as my body overflowed with a well-earned sense of self-loathing, my thoughts were quick to counter each of my failings with one of Lia’s most venomous insults, leaving a small, dark flame of indignation flickering in my stomach.

Val’s gentle grip on my face awakened me from my haunting memories to find her watching me from beneath a furrowed brow. “Please say something, Lux,” she begged, chewing her lip. “Tell me what is on your mind.”

I cupped her hand against my cheek and closed my eyes, hunting for even a fraction of the comfort her warmth had brought me only moments before. “You’re right,” I murmured. “You’re right. Obviously.” I shook my head and sighed, frustrated by the continual sense of exhaustion I found at the mere thought of my most precious relationship. “It’s just…it’s hard, Val. I feel like every choice I make is the wrong one when Lia is involved. How am I supposed to keep her safe when I’m the one putting her in danger?”

“Speak with her. It may appear as an insurmountable task now, but if you speak with her truthfully and without reservation, you will find the way forward.” A brilliant smile lit up her face, evoking within me an automatic joy I was too ashamed to acknowledge. “Remember the pledge of your Binding Rites. ‘Bless us in Darkness, that we may never lose faith in one another and always find our way to morning. Bless us in Life, that the rest of our days may be spent together in one mind, one body, and one soul.’” Her eyes sparkled with a rare passion as she spoke the wedding vows I had made with Lia just weeks ago. “The love that the two of you share is far stronger than any Shadebinder curse—I have seen it for myself. There is nothing the two of you cannot conquer together.”

I swallowed hard against a growing tightness in my throat, fighting to clear the knot before it stole my voice. “That gets harder to believe every day.”

“Then I will believe it for you—and I will continue to remind you of that truth until you believe it for yourself.”

My breath shuddered out from my lungs in a sudden, ragged huff. I felt myself tumbling into the infinite depths of her flawless eyes, helpless to resist the pure, unwavering faith that sparkled up at me. Unable to stomach the unearned devotion for a moment longer, I jammed my eyes shut and leaned forward, pressing my forehead against hers with a dull thud. Although the aura of the King’s Grace kept her mana fully suppressed within her core, it felt as if her consciousness was somehow reaching out to mine through our physical connection, soothing the unraveling edges of my mind.

“Thank you. I…I—” My voice broke under the strain of the word that she was owed a thousand times over. “I love you, Val.”

Her hand slid back and combed through my overgrown mess of hair, scratching gently against my scalp as she guided my head down to rest on her shoulder. “I know,” she whispered in my ear, rising gracefully from the floor to sit on the edge of my throne. “I love you, too.” Her arm curled around my back and pulled me tight against her chest, fully supporting the weight of my broken body.

Tears fell from my eyes in a silent stream and soaked into the heavy fabric of her cloak. No part of me had the capacity to analyze the torrent of emotions tearing my thoughts apart, so I simply gave in to the chaos and allowed the shelter of Val’s powerful embrace to weather the storm for me. A deadening fog fell over my mind and body, stealing away everything but a single, unshakable truth: No matter what happened, I would be safe in her arms.

It felt as if eternities passed in the time it took my eyes to dry, and it was longer still until I regained control of my senses. I winced at the meager light of morning when I finally lifted my head from its protective burrow in Val’s shoulder; the dense cloud cover beyond the shattered window behind us made it difficult to tell how long I had hidden in her embrace, but the sudden ache in my heart as I pulled away told me it hadn’t been long enough.

A wordless rasp crackled through my lips when I attempted to speak. “Th—thanks,” I choked out, burying my face in the crook of my arm to wipe my eyes and clear my throat. “I, uhm…that was—sorry for…all of that.”

Her hand traced its way along the length of my arm, lingering for a last moment atop mine before our physical contact was completely severed. “You need not apologize, Lux. I will always be here to offer you comfort, and I am glad to do so.”

“I probably shouldn’t make a habit out of it, but…thank you—again. It means a lot.” I did my best to answer with a more casual inflection, but it was difficult to hide the discomfort that had returned alongside my better sense. Though Val had retreated to a more appropriate distance from my throne, the shame and self-reproach of my actions continued to build within me, coalescing into a tangible weight around my neck; the woven chain of Lia’s Unity offering carried every ounce of my guilt in the exquisite gilded replica that rested just above my heart, still flawless and sparkling in spite of the darkness and dishonor it had witnessed. Even the power of the Grace was unable to dampen its golden glow: Lia’s amber mana shone out unimpeded from every gemstone, shaming me even further with its pure, benevolent light.

I sucked in a deep breath and let out a final cough to clear my throat, snapping myself out of my melancholic trance. “Alright, enough of that. I have an apology to make.” I paused and pursed my lips, braving a quick glance up at my companion. “Apologies, I guess.”

She flashed me a grateful smile, but her expression tightened a moment later. “How is your leg, Lux?” she asked, offering out her hand. “I would be happy to help you return to the nobles’ dis—”

“No, that’s—I’d rather do this alone, if you don’t mind.” My hand instinctively fell to massage my residual limb, rubbing over the injury that had remained blissfully painless throughout the morning’s events. “My leg’s…fine, I guess. I haven’t moved since I sat down, so I’ve been able to forget about it until now.” The explanation did little to appease the worry creasing her brow, so I attempted to return her reassuring smile. “With the Strategist dead and the Word destroyed, I’m feeling better than I have in a long time.”

Her head bowed in begrudging agreement, but worry lingered just behind her eyes. “In that case…may I make a request?”

“Another request?” I grinned, relieved to finally find a moment of levity. “You’re certainly not wasting any time, but I guess that makes sense—I won’t be king for much longer.” I straightened my crown and waved her forward, watching her down the length of my nose. “Let’s hear it, then. What would you ask of Kaldan’s ruler?”

The theatrical display earned me a soft, sweet laugh. “My king, it would ease my mind to know that you are safe after we have parted ways. If I may not accompany you directly, I would request that you lower the aura of the King’s Grace so that I may see you safely to our lodgings. Once you have arrived, I give you my word that I will afford you your due privacy.”

I silently fought off my instinct to dismiss her doting worry; as much as the concern over a simple walk was entirely unnecessary, I knew that my actions over the past twelve hours had earned me the additional scrutiny. “I can do you one better.” A bout of vertigo spun my head as I began to withdraw the smothering aura of the Grace; the neon glow of my mental map diminished rapidly, shrinking from a keep-wide field to a tight circle around my throne, but a pit opened in my stomach and stopped the retreat before I could fully extinguish the enchantment. “Take it—actually, take both of them.” I stacked the magical ivory dagger atop my gemstone medallion and offered them out to her, bobbing the pile up and down intently. “They’ll probably come in handy once we make it to the Eastern Forest, so you should spend some time meditating with them before we leave.”

“Are—are you sure, Lux?” Decades of Unity teachings colored her wavering voice with unrestrained awe as she stared wide-eyed at the gifts.

“I’m sure. You’ll do more good with them than I ever could.”

I could see the religious reverence fighting back against the slow rise of her hands. “Thank you,” she murmured, carefully accepting the artifacts. “I will strive to make you p—”

My world blinked out of existence the instant my fingers broke contact with the Grace, then returned a moment later interwoven with Val’s senses. The distinction between our physical forms dissolved as our minds coalesced, freeing us from the cumbersome necessity of spoken words or directed thoughts. Every murky facet of our clandestine relationship resolved in a single moment, crystallized into a truth untouchable by the clumsy, ill-equipped concepts of duty, respect, or love.

Though our commingled consciousnesses found an immediate and perfect unity, a minor disjunction grated on our shared senses. Val’s flawless bronze visage stood in stark contrast to the ghastly figure that sat atop Yoria’s throne; dull, bloodshot eyes stared out of sunken sockets, and a tangled web of black scars stained sagging, sallow skin from jaw to brow on the right side of his face. We raised our hands to our respective faces in unison, reflexively mirroring the bewildered gesture, but only one set of fingers found the spreading corruption of the void.

Val brushed her thumb along the line of her collarbone, and I felt a strange emotion ripple out from her core as she found bare skin in the place where Lia’s Unity offering rested against my sternum. It started as a deep, instinctual longing that clawed through our chests, but by the time I could put a name to the feeling, it had mellowed to a resounding admiration and nostalgic wistfulness.

Our union ended as unexpectedly as it began. A sharp lash of dark energy whipped out from my core and severed my connection to Val’s mana, isolating me once again in the lonely, broken prison of my body. I reeled to the side as I struggled to fill the burning vacuum left in her wake, and the sound of a gemstone medallion clattering against the floor told me that she was similarly affected by my absence.

“Lux,” she panted, “are you…okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I grunted. “You?”

“I am unharmed.” Our heavy breathing blew billowing clouds of steam up into the wintery air as we each fought our separate battles of recovery. When our ragged panting finally calmed, she knelt down to collect the spilled Primes and fastened them securely to her belt, then stood again in order to fold herself into a deep bow. “I did not intend for that to happen. I am unsure what I did, but I apologize for—”

“No, that’s—it wasn’t your fault,” I interrupted. “I’m…not really sure how it works, either, but I know it’s not something you do on purpose.”

The weight of our brief unity saturated the silence that fell between us with an implication far too potent for me to endure for long. “So,” I started, forcing myself to speak before I knew what to say, “what…are you going to do now? You’ve got another day in the capital before we leave—anything else you want to do while we’re here?”

“Yes. Once we are finished here, I will return to the chambers I lived in during my time as Trinity Guard Commander. I did not possess much in the way of personal belongings, but what little I owned holds…sentimental value. I hope it is still there.”

“It’s not like those rooms would’ve been used much after you left, right? I’m sure your stuff will still be there.” I reached up and knocked on my crown, flashing an encouraging grin. “If anybody gives you trouble along the way, just tell them you have the full blessing of the king.”

“I will do so,” she smiled. “What will you do?”

“I’ll go talk to Lia. There’s no point in putting it off any longer than I already have—I’ll take a few minutes to make myself presentable, then head back to the house.” I slumped back on my throne with a hard sigh and rubbed my eyes. “Primes willing, I’ll have thought of something to say by the time I get there.”

“You will find the words in your heart, not your mind.” She raised a hand to her chest and reverently bowed her head. “When you see her again, you will know what to say—I promise.”

“I hope you’re right. For my sake, and for hers.” Although I wanted nothing more than to believe her, my stomach continued to tie itself into nauseating knots as my imagination ran wild, projecting increasingly improbable scenarios to the forefront of my mind; teary-eyed heartbreak devolved into all-out screaming matches that worsened by the second until the only outcome I could picture was a physical altercation.

I shut my eyes against the nightmares and shook my head. “Guess we should get to it then, right?”

“Indeed.” She strode across the dais on her way towards the barracks door behind me, but she paused at the arm of my throne and placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Good luck, Lux. May the Primes preserve you.”

I steeled myself in the warmth of her touch, doing my best to savor what I knew would be my last comfortable moment for the foreseeable future, then dismissed her with a sharp nod. “And you, together.”

I waited until the barracks door had made its squealing announcement of Val’s exit before I attempted to take my feet. The careful disuse of my injured leg had masked my continual discomfort well enough for speeches and brooding, but even the ever-present magic of my Pain Reduction was helpless to numb the screaming nerves in my hip when I clambered up from my voidglass throne. Wordless grunts of exertion buzzed out through clenched teeth as I took step after agonizing step towards the edge of the dais; in any other circumstance, I knew the pain would have thrown me back into my kingly seat in an instant, but my promise to Val sustained me down the stairs and on to the long trek across my cavernous audience hall.

I made it to the third set of stone columns before I was forced to stop my unsightly procession with a strained gasp. “Fuck!” I shouted, sending the expletive echoing up to the vaulted ceiling. A string of mumbled curses continued to spill from my lips as I leaned against the pillar and massaged my residual limb. “Useless fuckin’ magic doesn’t do a Primes-damned thing.” My attention flipped inward and dove down into my core, searching for something to blame for my continued suffering. “What’s the point of mana if it can’t even—woah.”

My grousing came to a premature end as the diminished state of my mana reserves snapped into focus. The blinding ocean of bottled lightning was gone, replaced by a dim pool of churning electric-blue energy that pulsed with an ever-weakening light as copious streams of mana flooded out in all directions to fuel my various enhancements.

It’s so…empty. While I knew the pitiful reserve was still infinitely more powerful than that of an average person’s, the fact that I had burned through so much of it in so little time gave me pause. Have I really used that much? The thought sent me flitting back through my memories of the preceding few days. Swirling gouts of voidflame, drastic invocations of healing magic, and a continual interchange between the energies of life and death had all taxed my mana throughout my battle with the Strategist, but the true culprit of my weakened reserve was as insidious as it was obvious: The flood of mana fueling my Pain Reduction burned away faster with every passing second, in spite of the fact that my pain never truly lessened from the effort.

Something’s not right. An itch at the back of my brain kept me distracted from the mounting hopelessness of my situation, turning my thoughts instead to the battle that had taken place just inches from where I now stood. The Strategist would’ve killed me if I was moving like this last night. I walked all the way to Sherman’s inn and barely noticed my leg, but now it’s— My memories continued to play in reverse, tracing backwards through every treachery of the former king until my answer suddenly revealed itself, spoken plainly in my own self-assured voice.

“Pain belongs to the void.” My eyes fell to the fresh crater of voidglass burned into the throne room floor as I whispered the words of my darker half. The black abyss of fractal crystals reflected my face back at me a dozen times over; each one sneered up from the darkness with a unique expression of contempt, disgust, or pity, twisting my already ghoulish visage into a truly alien mask.

“YOU HAVE EARNED YOUR SUFFERING.” I knew the dissonant thunder of the Chorus was contained within my mind, but I saw my lips moving in time with its curses all the same. “YOUR AGONY WILL CONTINUE UNTIL YOU LEARN OUR GIFTS ARE NOT TO BE TAKEN FOR GRANTED.”

“Your gifts?” I snarled back at the myriad reflections. In spite of my desperate craving for relief from the radiating agony in my hip, I couldn’t bite back the prideful indignation burning in my gut. “You’re actually still deluding yourself with all of this god complex bullshit after how miserably you fucked up last night?”

“YOU DARE QUESTION OUR POWER IN LIGHT OF EV—”

“I absolutely fucking question it! The Strategist would’ve killed us if I’d let you stay in control—the Strategist! That miserable rat and his stolen Primes had you wrapped around his damn finger, but your arrogance makes you so fucking stupid that you’d have rather let us burn to death than admit you were in over your head! It was my gifts that saved us, not yours, and I—

“WE ARE NOT SOME PITIFUL COMPANION TO BE LECTURED AND CAST ASIDE ON A WHIM. WE ARE—”

“You’re NOTHING! I don’t care how many souls you’ve stolen or how long you burned in that Primes-damned void—you’re nothing but a broken nightmare that’s outlived its usefulness. I’m sick and tired of pretending to give a shit about you, so you can either fix my leg or you can FUCK OFF AND DIE!”

“LOOK AT WHAT A SIMPLE TASTE OF DEATH HAS DONE TO YOU—ALREADY SO BROKEN AND ALONE. THE VOID WILL BURN THE HEART OUT OF YOU AND EVERYONE YOU LOVE, AND WE WILL BE THERE AMIDST THE SMOKE AND ASH TO CLAIM WHAT IS LEFT.”

“COME AND TRY IT, THEN!” I screamed over the booming choir. “COME AND CLAIM ME, YOU WORTHLESS COWARD!” 

Void burst from my core in a violent answer to my provocation. The deathly power exploded out through every cell in my body and suffused me with the familiar, disassembling pain of the infinite space between worlds, but it was an assault I had fully anticipated. Although I was unable to completely dam the tide of darkness before it set my physical form ablaze, I siphoned a portion of the newly-created energy away from its master and harnessed it for my own purposes. Void flooded into my rune-engraved ring to activate a twisted imitation of my combat enhancements, instantly nullifying the pain that had so thoroughly incapacitated me moments earlier and allowing me to turn the entirety of my focus to the wrathful confluence of spirits in my core.

“YOU CANNOT RESIST US,” the Chorus raged in brutal defiance. “YOUR PATHETIC STRUGGLE IS BORN FROM FEAR OF A TRUTH YOU REFUSE TO ACCEPT—WE ARE ONE. WE ARE A CREATURE OF UNSTOPPABLE, INEFFABLE DEATH, AND YOUR REFUSAL OF OUR PURPOSE MAKES YOU WEAK.”

A brilliant burst of white light heralded the arrival of my manasteel blade, and I plunged the flaming sword down into the voidglass at my feet. The weapon’s point smashed through one of the mirrored faces of the crystal and purged the contorted face of the flame-eyed demon that stared back at me from within the darkness. “I am NOT you!” I bellowed into the broken glass, shattering face after sneering face in a blind rage. “YOU DON’T CONTROL ME!”

The full force of my will smashed against the shrieking Chorus in a battle for control of the dueling fonts of energy within me. While I had yet to unravel the mystery of converting void back into mana, my repeated forays into the dark had killed any trepidation I held over the reverse process; I gleefully tore through my own mana reserves to fuel my deathly assault, corrupting the radiant, crackling pool of energy without restraint in an effort to overpower the collective of tortured souls that fought to regain their former control over my body.

The world disappeared behind a swirling column of black flames as our battle reached a fevered pitch. My mind had long since abandoned the concept of pain in favor of the sweet numbness of the void, but the immense pressure crushing down on my body told me that the physical vessel we were warring over had nearly reached its ultimate limit. Even so, neither half of my fractured consciousness showed any sign of relenting; the fury that had overtaken my mind was fully content to shred my body down to the last atom if it meant subjugating my eternal enemy.

“THIS FOOLISHNESS HAS GONE ON LONG ENOUGH. WE WILL NOT ALLOW YOU TO OBSTRUCT OUR PURPOSE.”

My stomach lurched as the Chorus’s resistance unexpectedly disappeared, leaving me in a momentary war against my own energy. Abandoned by its former master, the void that had opposed me joined itself to my cause in an instant, flaring my corrupted enhancements into overdrive along with the wicked inferno that accompanied them. It took a prolonged period of focus to rein in the rampant maelstrom of death, and when I finally managed to extinguish my bodily pyre, I found myself alone in the throne room once again.

“That’s it?!” I shouted, brandishing my sword against the empty chamber. “All that, just to run away like a coward?” A quick pulse of void Detection mapped the room in vibrant crimson light, and I spun to face the column behind me in a sudden rush. Rivulets of black crystals streaked out across the stone in all directions, spreading out from a newly-formed cocoon of voidglass at its base where my dark flames had burned the brightest. I planted my fist against the still-glowing crystal and sneered at my dim reflection with a wide, twisted grin. “I’m not done with you yet.”

I assaulted the hideout of my elusive quarry with a devastating barrage of deathly energy, surrounding my core with an impenetrable wall of burning void. My already weakened reserve of mana had been reduced to nothing more than a handful of pitiful blue sparks, but I was far too focused on the pursuit of the Chorus to care; a diminished mana reserve meant less space for my darker half to hide and ensured that he would hear what I had to say.

Your days of masquerading as a god are over. I imparted my mental voice unto him with as much strength as I could muster, thundering every word down into my core in an ironic mockery of the Chorus’s usual booming edicts. You boast about your unquestionable power, yammer on and on about your righteous purpose, and threaten me and my loved ones with eternal damnation, but I can see right through you now. When I gave you control last night, I watched you just like you’ve been watching me for all these years, and I saw what you’ve been hiding. Hesitation, weakness, failure—I saw all of it. You’re not worthy of my fear.

My chest reverberated with a dominant thrum as I finally put the freeing thought into words. Power flooded down my arm and pooled in my clenched fist as I pressed it into the voidglass pillar before me, bearing down on it with a mounting strength until fissures sprouted across its seamless face and shattered my reflection into a dozen fractal copies. It’s only by the Primes-damned grace of my infinite generosity that I’m allowing you to live after what you’ve done. You’re still hoarding some useful secrets about the void that I can’t afford to lose, but let me be abundantly clear—I’m the one in control now, not you. If we take our retribution, it’ll be because I wanted to take it, and when I tell you to do something, you’d damn well better do it—because if you don’t, I’ll bury you in a void so deep that even Amaya won’t be able to find you.

Invoking her name in reference to the omniscient Voice that haunted our shared existence drew a dissonant choir of wrathful shrieks out from my core, but the protest came in word alone: The Chorus made no effort to fight back against my immutable hold on our shared power, despite my obvious goading. Triumphant in my unexpected coup, I sent a narrow band of void snaking out through the keep as I made my first command as the unquestioned ruler of my fractured mind. You’re going to transport us back to the house, convert the rest of this void back into mana, and then fuck off until I call on you again, I ordered, tracking the streak of crimson light behind my eyes as my deathly power sped out through the streets of Yoria and back to the nobles’ district. Leave me just enough to fuel my Pain Reduct—

Fear plunged an icy dagger into my gut when my extended void passed beneath the front door of the Strategist’s former home, chilling the Chorus and myself alike. A frighteningly familiar barrier darkened the world beyond the staircase and held my deathly power at bay; nightmare images of Serathids scrabbling through our home flashed through my mind, but I knew their mana-blocking miasma would have had no effect on my current void Detection. The impenetrable aura was only a dozen yards in diameter, bleeding out to form a perfect sphere centered on the master bedroom.

“How?” The word fell uncomprehending from my slack jaw. “How could…what’s stopping the—”

“Shadebinders.” My own voice was chief among the Chorus’s answer. “The Strategist’s contingency plan.”

My hand grasped for the golden pendant hanging at my neck in search of its amber comfort, and the untainted light stored within it jump-started my addled brain. “Take us as close as you can,” I ordered my fragmented partner, our vicious war immediately forgotten in the face of our common enemy. “This is the final mistake the Shadebinders will ever make.”

“Yes.” A screech of shattering glass raked at my ears as reality tore open before me and wove a smoking passage through the void. “They will suffer.”

“They’ll do more than that.” I launched myself through the yawning wound in space without hesitation. Darkness enveloped me for a single, all-consuming instant, then spat me out in the foyer of our temporary home. My feet were already moving by the time my vision returned to me; I thundered my way to the staircase and leapt up to the second floor in a single bound, then crashed my shoulder into our bedroom door with the full force of my momentum. A hail of wooden splinters burst out before me as I slid into the room, sword raised and ready for brutal punishment.

“Are you—?”

The worried words died on my tongue as I took a snap assessment of the chamber. Apart from the unceremonious pelting of shrapnel from my entrance, the bedroom was entirely as I had last seen it. A master bed at the far wall, a writing desk beside it, a bureau and full-length standing mirror to my left: Everything was neat, orderly, and entirely absent of the Shadebinder influence I had instantly come to fear. The sole occupant of the room sat cross-legged at the end of the bed with her head bowed in meditation—and in her lap, cradled lovingly in her delicate hands, was the glittering curve of my voidglass dagger.

My explosive entrance broke her from her intense focus, and she looked up at me with a pair of wide, fearful eyes that shattered me to my very core. “Lux?” My name slipped from her lips in a thin, whispering gasp, but her voice quickly filled with a cracking panic as she took her feet. “Primes, Lux, what happened to you?!”

“No. No, no, no,” I murmured, staring straight into the face of my ultimate nightmare. “No, you wouldn’t…you can’t. That was empty—I made sure of it.”

She took another step forward, her expression breaking and reforming in an endless cycle of hopeless despair and infinite resolve. “Lux, please. I need you to listen to me,” she begged. “I know you’re scared, but I found—”

“NO!” The force of my sudden roar tore at my already raw throat, splashing my tongue with the acrid taste of iron. “You PROMISED me! After everything I’ve done, everything I’ve gone through to keep you safe, you…you just—how could you DO this?!”

“YOU did this to her,” the Chorus boomed, filling my mind with static. “You knew this was her fate, but you were too weak to save her from it. It was your presence that corrupted her, your weakness that let her fall, your failure that killed h—”

“I KNOW!” I screamed, wrenching my head sideways to glare through the standing mirror at the Chorus’s wicked eyes. “Can you just give me TWO FUCKING SECONDS to think?!”

“Every second you waste now is another eternity of void to her. You know what must be done, yet you are still too weak to—”

“Lux, LISTEN to yourself!” An anguished cry cut through my mental din. “That thing isn’t you! You don’t have to listen to it!” She lunged forward and pressed the flat of my voidglass blade intently against my chest with both hands. “We can fight it together! Your dagger c—”

An agony unlike anything I had ever experienced flared to life just above my sternum. It felt as if my soul was being actively ripped away from me, split apart piece by excruciating piece by an ever-advancing wave of permanent undoing.

NO.

Emptied of all forms of higher thought, my fading consciousness raced to find the source of my suffering, throwing every available resource I had at my disposal to escape the unknown threat.

FIGHT.

It was only by the distinct lack of void amidst the disassembling pain that I identified my tormentor: The same corrupted magic that held my Detection at bay had somehow burrowed its way into my chest, annihilating every ounce of void in its path as it crept ever closer to my core.

THERE.

I lashed out blindly with the pommel of my sword, too disoriented to aim my strike or leverage the blade into its proper position, and I was immediately rewarded with a dull crunch and a pained scream. Deathly energy spilled from my core in the instant my voidglass dagger clattered to the floor beside me; freed from its suffocating aura and the immediate threat of an agonizing death, my unbound void crashed out in a raging current that flooded Yoria’s streets and raced beneath the city’s eastern gate.

“THE TIME HAS COME,” the Chorus declared. “YOU KNOW WHAT MUST BE DONE.”

“Go,” I agreed, urging the tidal wave of void on as fast as it could move. “There’s no other way—I won’t let her kill herself for my sake.”

“Lux, NO!” A distant voice cried out in a heartbreaking wail, and the soft touch of trembling hands clutched at my faraway face. “Don’t leave me! PLEASE!”

The entirety of my world existed on the crimson edge of my Detection, speeding away from my physical form with an unyielding determination. Hauntingly familiar sights flashed just behind my eyes: Towns that I had never visited, roads I had never followed, and eventually, trees that I had never seen, all of them half-remembered through a dreamlike haze.

“You CAN’T leave me, Lux! You promised!”

My expanding energy came to a sudden halt at the edge of an expansive forest, and I knew that the time had come. “There’s still time,” I whispered, reassuring myself as I watched two distinct points in space join themselves together, ripped open and bound as one through the void between worlds. “I can still save her.” I took a final, centering breath, then tipped my head back and fell end over end into darkness.

“Forever! Forever, Lux! Forev—”

***


21. THE FOREST DOMINION

An uncanny silence greeted me as I slipped out from the infinite darkness of the void. Deep banks of undisturbed snow cushioned my fall and buried me up to my waist in loose, unpacked powder, allowing me the freedom to spin in a quick circle and scan my surroundings. Endless white fields expanded out behind me as far as my eyes could see; though I knew the town of Malt stood somewhere to the west, a light flurry of snow swirling down from an overcast sky hid the settlement from view and left me to wonder if I had somehow misjudged my jump through the darkness. However, the thick wall of trees that stood only a dozen yards before me anchored me to the only truth that mattered: I had finally reached the Eastern Forest.

Shadows hung heavy amidst the mottled pore trees that composed my final destination. The spindly plants were so narrow in the trunk that I could easily encircle the base of one within my hands, yet they shot straight up over thirty feet into the air, entirely bare of any branches or deviations until a sudden explosion of cover at their crowns completely blocked the sky. A canopy of sickly yellow leaves clung to the lofty branches in spite of the frigid weather; combined with the suffocating density of the blotchy beige-gray trunks, the forest had grown into a barrier so complete that my vision only reached a dozen feet ahead of me before it was completely obscured.

An instinctual wave of Detection rushed ahead to map beyond where my eyesight failed, but the task quickly revealed itself to be just as difficult. The crimson light inside my mind grew blurry and indistinct as my extended void infiltrated the tree line, worsening with every passing inch until I lost control of the energy entirely.

“Do you feel it?” My voice shattered the eerie silence, dominant among its stolen Chorus. “Do you feel the pull of fate?”

“It’s…saturated,” I murmured under my breath, focusing as hard as I could on the foreign energy. “The entire forest is full of void.”

My hand reached out into the empty space before me and slowly swished through the air. “The death that fills this world is not as sourceless as we once believed,” I mused, spinning an errant tendril of unbound void around my finger. “Such a weak incantation fell beneath our notice at a distance, but it is clear as we finally approach its source—this pitiful world is being controlled by the void.”

“There’s nothing of value in the Eastern Forest.” The mysterious phrase that had followed me since my arrival in Kaldan fell from my lips, finally explained by the deathly aura that billowed out from between the pore trees. “The void’s keeping them away. It’s forcing everyone to forget about the forest, but…why? Are the Shadebinders using it to hide whatever’s been going on out here?”

“Those worthless heathens possess neither the knowledge nor the mastery necessary to create such an omnipresent enchantment, let alone sustain it,” I answered, sneering at the pitiful memories of Gullen, Kari, and Kord as they materialized in the dense shadows of the forest. “This power has a far grander origin—one the Shadebinders would seek to claim if they have yet to accidentally stumble upon the mystery of its existence. Such a narrow-minded order would no doubt have puerile intentions for this miraculous wellspring of death, but—”

“They know,” I whispered, staring wide-eyed into the darkness before me. The ghostly visages of my Shadebinder victims swirled in the murky depths of the woods, twisting and contorting until they rejoined into a half-remembered face from a stolen, second-hand memory.

“Their Unity shall lead to ours, one might say—the activation of these artifacts across our great continent will force the world to remember the name of our forgotten Primeval, and true Unity will finally be achieved.”

Horace Odwell’s wide, kindly face freely spoke the words to his uncomprehending underling, blissfully unaware that his secret would one day be forcibly ripped from Shaper Kari’s memories by the mortal enemy of his order. “This is what the Shadebinders have been after this whole time. The Serathids, the Mimics, everything they’ve done—it’s all been in service of a greater cause. They want to force the world to remember the Primeval of Death, and they must think they can use whatever power is hidden in the Eastern Forest to do it.”

“Our benevolence will spare this world from its dark fate, then,” I intoned through a wicked smile. “We will claim the power for ourselves and save their worthless souls.”

I tightened my grip on my sword and took a determined step towards the tree line. “We’ll save them,” I agreed. “We can still save them.”

I made it another three steps through the snow before my body seized up all at once, locking me in place just inches from the shadowed grove. He is lying to you, Elden, Amaya’s voice resounded inside my skull. The usual coy demeanor I had come to expect from her uninvited appearances was nowhere to be found amidst the brutal cold that permeated the entirety of my being; every word of her stolen voice was sharpened with a dire rasp that cut through my clouded mind and forced me to focus on her and her alone. You’re in no state to deal with him right now, and he knows it. If you give him what he wants, they’re all going to die—Valandra and L—

“Now is not the time for hesitance,” I scolded. “Every second wasted further ensures the damnation of your precious—”

Fight him, Elden! If you give in now, you’ll never—

“Move. Now.”

“I—I can’t!” It took the whole of my remaining strength to raise my hands up to my temples and hold my shattering mind together. “It’s too much. Too loud. Amaya—that Voice, it’s—”

“ABOMINATION.” A thousand voices screamed the word through my mouth with enough force to shake the entire world. “DO NOT LET IT TWIST YOUR MIND. THAT PERVERSION OF HER MEMORY SEEKS TO KEEP US FROM OUR FATE—IT WOULD DAMN THIS WORLD, AS IT HAS THE REST.” Sparks of black flame crackled along my scarred flesh and drove out the insidious chill that forced me into inaction, and my leg took an unbidden step towards the trees. “WE ARE THIS WORLD’S SALVATION. IT IS ONLY THROUGH US THAT IT WILL FIND DELIVERANCE FROM THIS WRETCHED VOICE IN THE DARKNESS.”

The booming spirits of fire and ice fought for control of my trembling form, clashing back and forth with a speed and ferocity so intense that my consciousness failed to follow the tide of battle. My awareness of the world around me began to dull as my senses were stolen one by one in the empyrean war: The sound of my hyperventilating breath, the endless expanse of pore trees, and the lingering scent of sweet winter rot all diminished until I was left floating in endless darkness and deafening static.

ELDEN. HE CANNOT BE ALLOWED TO CLAIM THE POWER HIDDEN HERE. The words appeared in my mind as if placed there by a force beyond my comprehension, unspoken and unheard by any mortal means but understood at the very core of my being. RESIST HIM BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY. FIGHT. STRUGGLE. DIE, IF YOU MUST. ANYTHING TO PREVENT THE CATACLYSM OF—

A sharp, clarion chime called out from the darkness and banished the wrathful maelstrom tearing my mind apart. The quiet left in its wake was a bliss I thought I would never feel again; despite my formless existence within the dark expanse, I was fully content to linger in the liminal space forever if it meant refuge from the monstrous forces that occupied my mind. Another resonant note cut through the silence, pure and clear, and I instantly placed the source of my melodious savior. The apprentice’s forge.

The repeated strikes of a hammer against steel found a yearning resonance deep within my core and drew me forward through the void. Glittering orange sparks streaked through the abyss, falling brighter and fuller with every glorious peal of the blacksmith’s song until they began to illuminate a familiar sanctuary: An endless wall of hand-forged weapons stretched out behind a blazing forge, and a shadowy man in a leather apron plied his craft atop a weathered anvil at its center.

I basked in the warming glow of the furnace, allowing its crackling heat to fill me to the brim as the heady scent of burning wood and raw iron rushed into my lungs. Every nostalgic comfort wove the disparate pieces of my psyche back together, finally returning my sense of self.

“So you did survive.” I jumped at the sound of my own voice. The constant ring of the anvil fell silent as my doppelganger addressed me for the first time since my arrival; he watched me like a wolf skulking in the shadows, his burning gray eyes piercing the thin wisps of black smoke that curled up around his head from the collar of his apron. “We didn’t think you could endure the strain.”

I scanned the endless forge with fresh eyes, fully absorbing what my appearance in the liminal space meant. “Why am I…here? How am I here?” My questions mounted with a sudden urgency as my final moments of consciousness at the border of the Eastern Forest flashed through my mind. “What happened? Are we still—”

“That Voice attempted to steal our body from us,” he cut me off, his voice momentarily fracturing into a dissonant chorus that punctuated his unbridled loathing. “Your willingness to abide the abomination served as its foothold. That weakness was nearly your undoing—had we not ferried you here, it would have torn you apart without remorse to further its goals.” My double leaned out over his anvil and flashed me a wicked smile that chilled my blood in my veins. “Fortunately for you, that wretched presence found us far less agreeable to its influence, and our physical form remains under our control.”

My body automatically retreated from the wrathful shade, but my mind found nothing but astonishment in his answer. “Are you saying you actually…won? You stopped h—you stopped it from taking control?”

The slip of my tongue earned me a reproachful glare before the Chorus snatched his newly flattened bastard sword and turned to set it out before its infinite brethren on his workbench. “We have halted its advance for the time being, but it has not relented in its efforts to overtake us—we fight against it even now.” He pulled a burning blade from the forge and returned to his anvil, seemingly unphased by the magnitude of his own words. “Your precious Voice has shown its hand. This is a fight that can only end in one way—annihilation, either its or ours.”

Fear clenched my heart at the thought of fighting back against the unquestionable might of Amaya’s influence. “But why? Why now? After everything we’ve seen, every monster we’ve had to face, what is it about this forest that has her so damn scared?”

A single, piercing crash stabbed at my ears as the Chorus brought his hammer down upon his glowing weapon and snapped the blade in two. He stood in glowering silence, staring down at his anvil through a growing veil of swirling smoke, but when he finally spoke, the wrath I had earned was absent from his solitary voice. “It’s us. The power of our combined wills is greater than anything that pathetic spirit can hope to muster. Our continued existence is proof of this already—in spite of its vainglorious grandstanding, even a surprise assault was not enough to kill us. Our power will be unmatched if we claim the font of death hidden within the forest. We will rid ourselves of that meddlesome Voice once and for all, and our eternal curse will be broken.”

For the first time in recent memory, an impossible seedling of hope took root in my heart. “I…won’t get sent away again.” It was a thought I had forbidden myself to entertain since I had awoken from my final clash against the Mimics; after everything I had learned about my corrupted nature in the voidglass caverns of Doram, I knew that pursuing such a foolish dream would only deepen my trauma when I inevitably failed to escape my fate. However, given my newfound attunement to the void and my alliance with the ferocious Chorus of stolen voices that lived within me, the possibility of breaking free from my eternal cycle of rebirth had suddenly become a tangible goal.

“Okay. We find Odwell, stop the Shadebinders, claim the power hidden in the Eastern Forest, and break our curse. Easy enough.” Saying the words aloud highlighted the insanity of the tasks set before me, but I was too blinded by determination to care. “How do we get back to the forest?”

“We never left.” My dark reflection abandoned the fragments of his ruined weapon and drew another identical blade from the forge behind him. “Our progress is slow, but unfaltering. That thing will not keep us from our fate.”

I whirled around to stare into the yawning darkness behind me, perturbed by the sharp reminder that my existence within the Chorus’s forge was a purely mental experience. “Right. How, uhm…how long was I out?”

“A minute, at most. We can still see the tree line through our Detection, suppressed as it is by this forest’s enchantment.”

“Oh. Good,” I sighed. “For a second there, I was worried that I already missed out on all the fun.” The driving beat of his blacksmith’s hammer returned to fill the silence left in the wake at my futile attempt at witticism. “So, how do I go about getting out of here? I want to m—”

“You don’t.”

My budding relief drained in an instant. “What?”

“Have you already forgotten why you’re here? Your doting Voice had nearly finished disassembling your very existence by the time we intervened. It is only by our power that you survived, and this liminal space between life and death is the only thing ensuring that you continue to do so.” The beginnings of a corrupted grin twisted the corner of his mouth as he paused in his work and regarded me with grim delight, staring through a swirling veil of stolen faces. “Under ordinary circumstances, we would welcome you to indulge your hubris and make your final, fatal mistake. Now, though, we do not have the luxury to enjoy such failure—all that you are would be stripped and turned against us by that abomination, and much as we are loath to admit it, we are far more powerful in our unity.”

The outright admission of our alliance was enough to temper my thoughts of protest. “I’m half of whatever we are—there’s no way I’m going to hide from this and let you do all the fighting.”

“Nor would we let you.” My shadowy double looped his hammer through his belted apron and strode out from behind the weathered anvil, leaving his glowing sword behind as he approached the wavering, ill-defined edge of his workshop. “We are one,” he murmured, offering a rough, calloused hand out between us. His sharp gray eyes cut through me with an unyielding intensity while he waited for me to mirror the gesture, his visage unobscured by smoke or flame for the first time since I had arrived. “It is only by accepting our true nature that we will become what we were meant to be.”

I can still save them. The mantra echoed out from the deepest recesses of my mind and forced me into action before I could turn away.

I can save them. I reached out and took the hand of my dark companion, sealing our accord in brazen defiance of every cautionary instinct burning just beneath the surface of my skin.

We can save them. Our liminal sanctuary disappeared in a glorious nova of fiery orange embers, and we fell back into the darkness.

---

I was mid-step as my awareness of the physical world returned. Details of my surroundings were relayed to me in discrete, dispassionate bursts: Snow crunched beneath my boots, growing thinner and softer with every plodding step; sickly pore trees surrounded me on all sides in oppressive numbers, blocking my vision beyond a few yards in any direction; and a dense fog of unbound void energy hung over every inch of the forest, disrupting the ever-present aura of crimson Detection that formed a protective radius around me. I analyzed each piece of information with a dissociated indifference, already well-acquainted with my role as passenger within my own body.

While our forward progress through the forest was steady, it was far from the enhanced traveling speed I had become accustomed to. The lack of game trails or developed roadways forced us to wind back and forth around dense thickets of pore trees, but the true reason for our diminished pace was the distracted focus of my body’s pilot; an unending tempest of mana and void whirled out from my core under the Chorus’s control as he fought back against a force far beyond the reach of my disembodied perception. Unwilling to expose myself to the ravages of his war against Amaya’s chilling Voice, I instead directed my efforts to guiding my marching body through the unending maze of trees, analyzing what little information I could find through our wavering aura to ensure we never strayed from our fated path.

My internal clock began to falter soon after the Kaldanic border disappeared from view behind us. Without the ability to measure our progress against an identifiably fixed point in space, I was forced to rely on the sun to gauge how long our wandering had lasted. Unfortunately, the infinite forest interfered with that, too; the overgrown canopy of yellow leaves shrouded our world in a perpetual twilight, casting pale shadows down from the treetops that seemed to dance of their own accord.

It was somewhere within that timeless, endless, shapeless grove that a familiar voice called out to me.

I knew you’d come for me.

A warm breeze spun circles around my head, tickling my nose with the nostalgic aroma of warm summer air and fresh-cut grass.

I’ll be waiting for you right here. Every day, until you come back to me.

The fluttering hem of a purple sundress disappeared into a thicket of trees to my right.

Forever, love.

The unmistakable sight crashed through me like a bolt of lightning, piercing the dissociating fog that separated my mind from my body. I skidded to a sudden halt and turned to the right to chase after the impossible vision on pure, unconscious instinct. “Amaya, come b—!”

My body twisted to the left and heaved itself into a nearby tree at full force, knocking the wind from my lungs as I bounced off of the narrow trunk. “Don’t look,” I gasped. “Don’t listen.” My vision doubled as I stared up into the leaf-choked canopy and fought to regain my breath. “It. Isn’t. Her.”

Reality returned to me in a sickening rush, and I immediately retreated back to the safe haven carved into the shadowy recesses of my mind. Sorry. I don’t know how she—I don’t know how it found me.

I hauled myself back up to my feet with the aid of a nearby pore tree. “It is getting desperate. Stay on your guard.”

Our journey began again, slower than before, but the oppressive silence of the forest failed to return alongside it. With every rustling footfall, I listened intently for hints of a half-remembered voice. “Have you felt it?” I asked aloud. “This world’s curse—it’s changing. Growing stronger, more insistent. Have you felt it?”

It’s like it’s…alive, somehow, I agreed, a silent voice inside my own head. It doesn’t want us here. It was a thought I had purposely chosen to ignore over the course of our unending march; with every step, the thickening void had pressed more firmly against our Detection, its resistance progressively sharpening from an unfocused field to a direct, reactive force. You don’t think someone’s controlling it, do you? Maybe Odwell found the—

“No. It is not the Shadebinders’ doing,” I interrupted, still firm in my conviction. “This enchantment is a far older thing—potentially as old as the world itself. It serves its purpose well, but it is not something we need fear. Once we find its source, we will steal the void that powers it and save this world from its insidious reach. Nothing will keep us from our purpose.”

In spite of my bitter confidence, a chill ran down my spine as we trudged ever onward through the snow, barely able to sense more than a few dozen yards in any direction. How can you be so sure? We have no idea what’s waiting for us out there—we didn’t even know this power existed until we got here. It could be anything.

A sudden burst of crimson light filled my hidden sanctuary and severed my connection to the waking world. Half-remembered visions consumed my mind: an unending sea of trees, jagged veins of dark crystal, and a colossal pillar of voidglass that pierced the earth. The nightmare that had tormented me every night since my injury replayed without end, tearing at the borders of my panicked consciousness.

“That is what we seek,” I growled through gritted teeth, struggling to maintain the taxing memory. “It is not some meager heretic’s trinket. It is the source of this world’s curse, and the key to breaking ours.”

You’ve…you’ve seen them, too? My nightmares?

“They are indelible shadows on the surface of our mind, burned into existence by a force beyond our control.” I spat into the snow and sneered ahead through the deepening twilight. “A gift from the Voice, no doubt.”

Though my forced observance of the voidglass obelisk faded as quickly as it had arrived, I couldn’t shake the feeling of dread it left in its wake. What is it?

“We need not know its origin, its master, or its true purpose to complete our mission—what matters is the power stored within it. A single hand upon its face will be enough to claim our prize and grants us our due retribu—”

A concentrated pocket of void energy resolved itself at the edge of our suppressed Detection and cut my musings short. The crimson silhouette of a human seated at the base of a pore tree was impossible to mistake, even through the forest’s smothering enchantment, and the nova of deathly energy radiating from the figure’s core bled out over my mental map in a terrifying display of power.

Twin fronts of mana and void pulled my sword from the ether with a brilliant flash, each half of my being suffusing the engraved runes with its respective energy. “Ready yourself,” I hissed, dropping into a low crouch. “If this comes to a battle, our attention will no longer be solely devoted to keeping you protected. Do not allow that abomination to twist your thoughts. Do not let it in.”

The distant sound of Amaya’s melodic giggle echoed in my ears in tandem with my warning. I’m ready, I lied, entirely unconvinced of the words. Let’s go.

I stalked through the twilight forest with my blade at the ready, keeping my eyes locked on the place where I knew our prey awaited us behind a dense grove of pore trees. My suite of combat enhancements began to fill in the details that my Detection lacked; the noxious scent of stale blood and human waste perfumed the air as I approached, momentarily convincing me that our supposed foe was little more than a rotten, void-filled corpse, but the consistent whisper of shallow breaths that reached me a moment later dashed my hopes. Every step towards the deathly figure came faster than the last, building in momentum and ferocity until I crashed through the final thicket of mottled trees in a full sprint.

Snow sprayed out from beneath my boots as I skidded into the clearing, my sword brandished and ready to spill blood, but the sight I found awaiting me at the grove’s heart stayed my hand. The crumpled form of a small, stocky man was slumped against a tree in a patch of bloodstained snow, his wide-set face turned up to the sky with closed eyes and an intensely furrowed brow. A vibrant weave of rainbow cloth wrapped around the sleeves and chest of his jet-black robes in a perverted imitation of Halvaar’s brilliant Guildmaster raiment, although most of the colored stripes decorating his torso were stained a deep, sanguine red. The terrible graying pallor of his skin was one I had only ever seen on long-dead corpses, but the consistent twitch of his lips and rise and fall of his chest told me that the man was, somehow, still alive.

It was an entrancing mixture of morbid curiosity and mortal dread that drew me closer to the pitiful figure. My approach finally allowed me to resolve the murky images of my corrupted Detection; though he bore the telltale scars of a Shadebinder beneath his robes and held a twisting pool of void in his core, the dazzling font of deathly energy that filled my mind belonged not to him, but to a large voidglass tablet that he cradled in his lap. I watched with grim fascination as the man blindly traced the shredded ruins of his fingers across the artifact. Multiple sets of ruthless, crystalline barbs lined its surface, splitting his already mangled flesh down to the bone with every pass and draining a constant flow of blood onto the runes etched into the tablet’s face.

“Horace Odwell.” I named the man with a contemptuous growl. The Guildmaster of the Shadebinders was a withered husk of his former self after what had likely been weeks of mindless tithing to his dark relic, but he was still unmistakably the man I had set out to find.

The sound of his name froze the bloodied stumps of his fingers in place. “I—I am…I am—” he stammered, his voice a strained, airy whisper. “Am I…Horace Odwell?”

After everything his order had done to ruin my life, I found myself revolted by the pathetic mess that sat before me. A powerful cognitive dissonance had convinced me that, in spite of the overwhelming evidence to the contrary, the mastermind behind the Serathid and Mimic invasions was a force far more powerful and cunning than any I had ever faced in all my lives. However, standing face to face with the broken Shadebinder leader forced me to accept the obvious truth: All of my suffering had come at the hands of wretched, unworthy fools who lacked both mastery and understanding of the horrors they had unleashed upon me.

My sword arm trembled as I fought to resist the murderous impulse of every screaming voice of retribution within the Chorus. “I hear you’ve been looking for me, Horace,” I grimaced. “I found your journals beneath Shadowmine—you seemed very eager to meet me.” I planted my sword in the ground between us and took a knee at his side, leaning my face in so close to his that I could see every dark, twitching vein beneath his sickly gray skin. “Well, here I am. Am I everything you hoped I would be?”

Odwell’s entire body tensed at my approach, and the look of pained concentration on his face intensified. “I…I need to—the artifacts,” he panted, seemingly oblivious to my taunts. “The P—Primeval of Death…we have to—I have to…activate the artifacts. Only then—” A convulsion interrupted his scattered rambling, forcing him to writhe with a sudden strength I thought impossible from his diminished form. “W—We will free it. Together, in Unity, our artifacts will…they will lift the V—Veil, and our world…we will know the blessing of D—Death again at last.”

Tendrils of dark energy bled out from the voidglass tablet and snaked their way up the Shadebinder’s arms, strengthening the speed and intensity of his seizing as they went. “The Veil,” I mused, unconcerned by his increasingly agonized groans. “So that’s what it’s all been about. You think the forest’s curse is some sort of prison for your dead god, and you were going to free it by doing…what, exactly? Murdering the entire world?”

“Shade…essence.” He spoke the words in an oddly low-pitched voice that seemed to tremor and shift in timbre. “The V—Veil is nothing but ancient Shade essence…a power enshrined by those who feared the true Prime—the Primeval of Death. In their Unity, my artifacts—our artifacts will channel the lingering Shade…draw it away from its source. The Veil will lift…and our Primeval will return.”

I watched with growing delight while Odwell’s dark ritual began to corrupt his broken body, snapping and distending his spasming limbs in a beautifully torturous display of the void’s true power. “There are no Primes, Horace. Everything you’ve done, everything you’ve sacrificed—it’s all been for nothing. I killed the Mimics in Doram, I killed the Serathids in Shadowmine, and once your little voidglass trinket finishes its work, I’ll kill you, too.”

“No. The Veil—the Primeval. It will…you can’t…we—I—we—” A burst of tainted, oily blood erupted from his mouth and turned his panicked mumbling into a disgusting gurgle. His mutilated hands clamped around the voidglass tablet in his lap as he made his final stand against the overwhelming tide of darkness, but his resistance was short-lived; a wavering, blood-choked scream and a final bodily shudder signified the end of Horace Odwell and the birth of whatever void-spawned monster his artifact had summoned.

“We will save the people of this world.” The voice that spoke to me was entirely unlike that of the man who had existed only moments before; a mellifluous soprano began the sentence, but it shifted to a dulcet bass by the time it reached its end. “We will free them from their suffering, and they will welcome us with open arms.”

An inexplicable sense of dread drew me up to my feet, and I readied my sword to bring a premature end to the puppeteered corpse. “You don’t seem to understand. There is no us—your Shadebinders are dead,” I snarled, the dissonant voices of my Chorus calling out in answer to the shifting tones of our newly summoned foe. “I’ve exterminated every last one of them—you’re the last of your wretched kind, and when I kill you, I will have wiped your pathetic order from existence.”

“Existence is eternal within the Dominion.”

Fear spread like a wildfire through my mind and body alike, consuming me with an impenetrable, burning static that froze me in place. Pools of fiery purple light blazed up at me as Odwell’s corpse finally opened its eyes, and it observed me with a slow, methodical tilt of its head. “We know you,” it intoned with a gentle, halting reverence. “The Dominion remembers you with great respect. How is it you came to be in this—”

“NO!” Every cell in my body screamed to life in service of my deepest, most primal fury, and I brought my sword down on the newborn Thrall with a force unlike anything I had ever mustered. Bolts of black lightning wove through a pillar of blinding fire as my strike cut through the horrid creature and engulfed the world in death. “NEVER AGAIN!” Guttural, inhuman screams tore out from my throat as I repeated the attack over and over, swinging blindly through the wall of black flames until my arms gave out in a sudden, jolting spasm that sent my sword clattering to the ground at my feet.

The swirling conflagration began to sputter and die, revealing a world far different from the one that had existed only moments before. A perfect simulacrum of Odwell’s bisected body lay in glittering voidglass at my feet; the placid expression of his upturned face, the disjointed angles of his swollen limbs, and the spilled viscera of his mortal wound were all cast with a level of detail unmatched by even the greatest Stoneshaper craftsman. Crystalline fragments of the Dominion’s artifact remained in his lap, empty of all traces of void energy in its total destruction.

“THE DOMINION IS HERE.”

Unceasing memories of my failures in Hedaat drove me forward with a new, singular purpose, usurping all traces of the Voice’s foothold at the edges of my mind. My Detection was a hazy mess of crimson static and impenetrable fog, but the aftermath of my fiery wrath sparkled like a sea of dark stars all around me: A thicket of seamless voidglass trees encircled the clearing that now served as a monument to the Shadebinders’ final defeat, beyond which stood a wasteland of barren crystal that expanded in every direction without end.

“THEY CANNOT BE ALLOWED TO CLAIM THE SOURCE OF THE FOREST’S CURSE.”

Somewhere far beyond the prison of my ancient rage, I felt my body crashing through the crystallized pore trees with reckless abandon, following the straightest path to the forest’s heart with a brutal, unerring efficiency. Dark static encroached on the edges of my vision and narrowed the world down to two monochromatic pinpoints of light, but I had long since abandoned my sight; the only thing I could see beyond my fury was an endless field of snow and an army of faceless Thralls.

“WE WILL KILL EVERY LAST ONE OF YOU! WE WILL BURN YOU TO THE VERY CORE OF YOUR DOMINION AND SHOW YOU THE TRUE DEPTH OF YOUR FAILURE. YOU WILL FACE YOUR JUDGMENT. YOU WILL SUFFER. AND WE WILL HAVE OUR RETRIBU—”

***


22. CHASING SHADOWS

Lia

“Forever!”

My voice rang through the sudden silence that filled our bedroom. I stared at the empty space before me in shock, totally unwilling to believe that what had just happened was real. “No,” I whispered, reaching out in vain to the spot where Lux had been just seconds ago. “No, that wasn’t…that wasn’t him. He wouldn’t have—”

A hiss of pain interrupted my mumbling and forced me to face the awful truth head-on. “Lux attacked me.” A bloody welt had already formed on my wrist where the grip of his sword had hit me, and the awkward angle of my outstretched hand and pain shooting up my arm told me that the bone was definitely broken. Green sparks raced across my skin to fix the injury on instinct, but I hardly noticed the beautiful dancing lights; my eyes were locked on the dark dagger that had been violently knocked from my grip and onto the floor.

“No,” I murmured again, stumbling over my own clumsy feet while I hurried to retrieve the weapon. “That wasn’t Lux—it was that…thing.” Even though I knew that Lux had always shielded me from the worst of his suffering, what little memory I had of the screaming voices in his head terrified me: The simple mention of them was enough to make my heart race and my vision narrow, and a tingle ran through the hidden black scars that covered my chest.

I fell to my knees and stared down at the dagger through the tears pooling in my eyes. This is all my fault. The nagging thought grew in intensity until it drowned out every other sensation, forcing its way up through the lump in my throat. “This is all my fault. He was always trying to protect me—every time, it was because he was trying to protect me, because I’m so Primes-damned weak!”

My fists slammed down on the floorboards with a resounding crack, hunching me over in a heap with my face only a few inches away from the dark glass blade. “This is all your fault!” I shouted at the weeping girl in the crystal reflection. “After everything he’s done for you, everything he’s sacrificed, how did you repay him? By saying all those horrible things just to cover up how useless you are!” Tears washed away my reflection as I replayed our argument from the Ironwalk in my head for the hundredth time, forcing myself to listen to every terrible word and watch the heartbreak shatter his expression over and over again. “He came back, too—even after everything I said to him, he came back to me, and I…I failed again.”

I scooped up Lux’s dagger and cradled it close against my chest, then toppled onto my side with a pitiful whimper. The weapon that had served as my only source of hope since our departure from Doram was now the final reminder of my failure: I still wasn’t strong enough to save him. “I’m sorry,” I cried to the empty room, hugging the dark blade in my arms until the crystal bit into my skin. “I tried to learn. I’ve been trying so hard—to do it on my own, but…I’m just not strong like you are. I thought that if—if I figured it out, maybe I could save you, but I—I—”

A choked sob brought an end to my rambling and forced me to reflect on my shortcomings in silence. I had made my initial decision to begin training to control the void the morning after Lux had. It seemed like a nearly impossible task without his help, but his total refusal to even consider the idea of training together had left me with no other option. The following days of travel through Kaldan’s snowy fields proved to me that I’d made the right call: I could see the toll that the voices in his head were taking on him, and the fact that he couldn’t see it too proved that he needed help.

Thankfully, finding time to train beneath Lux’s notice was far easier than I had initially feared. The combination of his dangerous overuse of Pain Reduction magic and the overexertion of his still-wounded body left him exhausted after our full days of travel, forcing him to spend each night recovering in increasingly fitful sleep while Val and I covered watch duty. Even more surprising was how easy it was for me to manipulate the frightening energy from the void; even though Lux always left his dagger completely drained of the stuff after his isolated training sessions, something within the dark crystal always reacted to my touch. It was as if the weapon itself held some sort of magical enchantment, and just like with the massive blade of the King’s Sword, I had no trouble controlling it. After our fight on the Ironwalk, I had done nothing but meditate over the crystal dagger and worry; something in my gut told me that my secret training was about to be put to the test, but I wasn’t prepared for how quickly I would be proven right.

“I can still save her.”

Lux’s parting words drew another sob out of me as they echoed through my head, somehow even more painful than they had been when he spoke them just moments ago. He was still trying to save me, I thought, scrunching my eyes shut to fight back a fresh wave of tears. Even through all of that suffering, he was still trying to save me, and now he’s…gone. He’s alone, and confused, and hurt, and he’s going to—he’s going to get himself—

I caught the train of thought a moment before it reached its destination. There was no doubt in my mind that I was the reason Lux had thrown himself headfirst into mortal danger, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept that he was beyond my reach. No. Not yet. I heaved myself up onto my knees and tightened my grip on Lux’s dagger, capturing as much of my sudden resolve as I could before it all fell to pieces again. There’s still time. I can still save him.

My head filled with a blast of amber light as energy exploded out from my core and flooded out into Yoria’s snow-filled streets, weaving a brilliant, gilded map just behind my eyes. The city that had always loomed so large on Tolamar’s horizon seemed so small under the sparkling veil of mana, but I was too focused on the task at hand to consider my new perspective for long. I drove the energy towards the heart of the capital as fast as I could; though a quiet part of me hoped I would find Lux brooding over my betrayal atop the Golden Throne, I knew the true target of my search was in the military living quarters.

Lia? Val’s voice appeared in my mind earlier than I expected it to. Her violet mana found mine a few blocks away from the keep, rushing out like mine as if to search for something, and although her voice was as unshakable as always, I felt the concern in her pulsing energy as clearly as my own. Is something wrong?

Val, I’m…you need to get back here. Now. I made no attempt to hide my distress while I pressed my mana forward along the bright pathway of her extended energy. The violet aura led back to an unimpressive stone chamber buried in the bowels of Yoria’s keep; the cramped, drab room was unimpressive even by Val’s austere standards, but the two artifacts sparkling with rainbow light beneath her cloak were anything but. Curiosity nearly got the better of me while I stared at the objects in wonder, but I snapped myself out of the childish trance and refocused. It’s about Lux.

Miles away, Val tensed at the mention of his name. I see. I do not know the extent of what he has told you, or what you have seen, but I understand that you are distressed. Deservedly so, no doubt—I am willing to—

Primes, Val, I don’t care! Just get back here! I snapped. I don’t know what happened to Lux last night, but he wasn’t himself when he came back to the house a few minutes ago. Something else was in control of him—something from the void. The thought of his horrified expression at finding me with his dagger was nearly enough to knock me back into another panicked spiral, but a long, measured breath tempered the anxiety before it managed to overwhelm me. It took him. I can’t say for sure, but…I think he went to the Eastern Forest.

Val’s composure broke in an instant. My disembodied voice physically knocked her back a step, and her wide eyes, pinched brow, and slack jaw painted her face with an emotion I rarely saw from her: terror. It seemed like she might stand there forever, frozen like a statue in the dark, forgotten room beneath the capitol, but she began to move again a moment before I could check on her.

I—I will return with haste, she stammered, lurching towards the lone cabinet on the far wall of the room. She pulled out the top drawer and rummaged through her long-forgotten belongings, hurriedly throwing the neatly folded clothes onto the floor until she fished a small drawstring bag out of the chaos. My mana found a collection of seemingly unremarkable ceramic beads inside the pouch; I felt a question form at the edge of my mind, but I watched in silence as Val reverently slid the bag into her pocket, gave the room a final once-over, then dashed out into the hallway with a sudden burst of mana-enhanced speed.

Her sudden approach forced me into action. I dashed over to the chest of drawers and pulled out my armor, only half-aware of my movements as I began to don the gear. “Move. Just move,” I murmured, tightening straps and fastening buckles with routine efficiency. “He needs you. You can’t stop now. Just keep moving.” It was frustrating to have to speak the words aloud, but I knew it was the only way to stop my mind from fixating on the brilliant violet star that streaked across the golden world of my Detection; Val left a sea of gawking civilians in the wake of her headlong sprint through Yoria’s crowded streets, her unshakable knightly valor on full display as she rushed to answer my call for help.

What happened between her and Lux at the keep? The thought snuck its way through my mental defenses and infected my mind, throwing what little focus I had collected into total disarray. Based on what she said, she must’ve talked to him before she went down to the barracks. Her Detection was active when I found her, and she was obviously worried about something, but she was surprised when I told her that the void took Lux, so that wasn’t it. What did she think he told me? Did she…did he say something about—

“Stop it,” I growled at myself, yanking on the strap of my sword belt until it knocked the wind out of me. “Grow up. You have to be stronger than this.” I squeezed the grip of my sheathed longsword until my knuckles popped, but the pounding in my chest only continued to intensify with every passing second. “Be stronger—be better.” The all-too-familiar feelings of jealousy, shame, and inadequacy shouted over each other, each one fighting to be the loudest voice among my scattered thoughts. Desperate to fight back against the overwhelming tide, I turned to the one emotion I knew could trump all of the others: fear.

My blood turned to ice as my most deeply guarded fears flooded my mind and washed away the lesser voices of concern. Lux is going to get sent away. You’re never going to see him again. The Shadebinders are going to take over the world. Adrenaline burned hot against the encroaching terror, uselessly activating my fight-or-flight response in answer to an enemy no amount of fighting could ever beat, but the reflex was one I had counted on; I had never been able to match Lux’s perfect, decisive calm in times of crisis, but I knew that the adrenaline-fueled focus I found during a life-or-death battle was my best chance at imitating it.

It was truly terrifying to stand face-to-face against my deepest fears on my own, but thankfully, it didn’t take long for my false battle trance to kick in. The cold, calculating mindset of combat numbed my senses and freed me from the useless emotions that had left me paralyzed like a child. I repressed anything that wasn’t immediately necessary in helping me take my next step forward: Fear, hope, love, hate, bitterness, and jealousy all drained out of me, bottled up somewhere deep down in my core, and I looked down at the dark crystal dagger with a newfound sense of resolve. “This isn’t over,” I assured myself, sheathing Lux’s blade on my belt. “We can still save him.”

I stepped out into the hallway just in time to hear Val burst in through the front door and thunder through the foyer. “Lia!” she shouted, vaulting up the stairs three at a time. “What happened? Are you—?”

“I’ll explain while you put your armor on,” I interrupted, waving her past me towards her bedroom door. “We have to hurry.”

Val’s eyes swept over me from head to toe before settling on my gauntleted forearm, her brow wrinkling in a brief flash of concern. When I followed her gaze, I was surprised to see the crimson glare of fresh blood oozing out over my wrist, matched by a similar sheen on the edge of the dagger still clutched stiffly in my opposite hand. All at once, a stinging ache bloomed over the skin on my arm, alerting me that I had cut myself at some point since Lux’s disappearance. Stupid, I chided myself, sending a quick pulse of mana to heal the gash. Stop wasting time!

“An accident. I’m fine,” I insisted, motioning with mounting frustration towards Val’s room. “Now come on.”

Val’s eyebrows arched, but she dipped her head and followed my command without complaint. “If time is of the essence, I will need your assistance,” she called out over her shoulder, shedding her winter cloak and tearing at her tunic’s fastenings as she rushed down the hall. Although her voice maintained its usual steely grace, I could see the telltale signs of panic in her hurried movements: hands fumbling over buttons, arms tangling in shirt sleeves, feet kicking wildly to escape their shoes.

She needs you now, too. Stay calm. I held the silent thought as I followed the trail of abandoned clothing to her bedroom, then paused at the open door to watch her spin idly at the center of the room in her underwear. Even at rest, the musculature of her imposing frame was a sight to behold: Her flawless copper skin drank in the dim morning light and accentuated her sculpted shoulders and arms, toned chest and stomach, and taut, powerful legs, leaving me momentarily entranced by the rare, beautiful view. Under any other circumstances, I knew my mind would be on fire with comparisons that would leave me the loser in almost every measurement of our physiques, but in the current moment, I found nothing but comfort in her abundant strength. I’ll need her help to save him—I’m not strong enough to do it on my own.

“Val,” I murmured, stepping into the room, “what do you need?”

She spun to look at me from beneath a weakly furrowed brow, her face awash with equal parts concern and confusion, but she seemed to find a similar comfort in my presence that freed her from her indecision. “Underclothes. Gambeson. Armor,” she listed, motioning to each item in turn. There was a final moment of hesitation as she measured me through uncharacteristically soft olive eyes. “Thank you.”

I offered her a quick nod, then moved to the writing desk that served as Val’s makeshift armor rack. It was strange to see the suit disassembled and empty; without the Trinity Guard Commander to fill the scales, the prismatic metal lost a bit of its wondrous luster, leaving me wondering just how much of its regal aura came from the woman that wore it. I ferried the hefty set of armor to the bedside while Val slipped into her form-fitting linens and padded gambeson, then began the intricate process of fastening the interlocking pieces together around her.

“Lia…what happened?” It wasn’t until Val spoke again that I realized how heavy the silence between us had become. My mind had immediately wandered eastward in a relentless attempt to prepare for whatever awaited us beyond the mysterious tree line; though my instincts told me there was nothing of value to be found within the forest, I knew without a doubt that the evil presence possessing Lux had forced him towards the source of his recent obsession.

It took the length of a long breath in and out to get my thoughts in order. “Lux lost control to the void. I don’t know what that thing in his head is, but it’s starting to take over. It was talking to him—through him.” I felt a momentary pang of regret as I replayed the memory over again in my mind, but my numbing wall of adrenaline was quick to snuff out the emotion. “You saw him at the keep this morning, right? Did he seem different to you?”

“No, I—I mean, yes, I did see him, but I—he appeared to be…himself,” she answered, every word an obvious struggle. Her unfastened pauldrons wobbled as her head fell forward, and a heavy sigh punctuated her discomfort. “Our conversation after his address was…far less thorough than I realized at the time. I was unable to hear a full report of last night’s events from his perspective, but I know this much—the Umbral Flame assaulted the keep, and in spite of a full Trinity Guard of Primes opposing him, Lux was able to claim the throne alone.”

“Primes,” I echoed, glancing down at the newly adorned weapon belt on the bed beside me. “The Grace…and the Shadow.” My fingers spun a circle around the massive diamond embedded in the center of the magnificent medallion, then traced over to the wicked curve of the sheathed ivory dagger beside it. I froze momentarily, finally noting the absence of the most insidious of the Strategist’s collection of relics, then hefted the belt up and clasped it around Val’s waist. “What happened to the Word? Does Lux still have it?”

“No. It was destroyed during his confrontation with the Strategist. By his account, it was far too dangerous a power to preserve, even under our control.”

“Primes’ blessings in all things,” I muttered, speaking the hollow prayer on reflex alone.

“I believe the Primevals have not seen fit to grace us with their blessings in quite some time.” There was a tangible weight to Val’s voice when she spoke the blasphemous words. “Their Unity would never allow Lux to suffer so profoundly.” A single olive eye peered down over her shoulder, meeting my gaze just long enough to impart the full depth of her distress before she returned to the task of buckling a vambrace to her forearm. “He was exhausted, Lia—a gaunt, exsanguinated shell of the man he truly is. I saw the progress of his scars, but I…I did not see the corruption in him. Had I known the true extent of his burdens, perhaps I could have helped him. Perhaps I am the reason that he—”

“He found me training with his dagger.” I blurted out the words before she could finish stealing the blame that was rightfully mine. “I don’t know what happened to him last night, and I don’t know what the two of you talked about this morning, but that’s why he’s gone. When he found me training with the void, it…it broke him.”

Admitting the fact out loud was oddly freeing; without the threat of breaking down under the weight of my useless emotions, I was able to see the truth my panic had hidden from me only minutes earlier. “Lux has always been so afraid of corrupting me. Even when he didn’t know what the void was, he knew from experience what it meant to touch it—agony, suffering, and death. After spending so long trapped in that awful darkness, I understand why he thinks of it as a curse, but…there’s more to the void than that.”

My hand tightened around the grip of Lux’s dagger, anchoring me to the truth I knew I had found in its depths. “None of the Shadebinders’ journals mention any of the pain that Lux goes through when he uses their powers—they don’t catch on fire, fall into the void between worlds, or hear voices from the darkness. I know that Lux’s suffering is real because I’ve felt it for myself, but when I touch the energy stored in his dagger…there’s nothing. His pain isn’t coming from the void itself, Val—something in the void is torturing him.”

The constant clatter of shifting metal stopped as Val turned to face me head-on, her preparations finally complete. “You believe it is the presence in his mind, then,” she intoned, a deadly grimace hardening the usually impassive lines of her face. “It is manipulating the void in order to control him.”

“Exactly. It’s doing everything it can to keep Lux isolated and alone. Torturing him every time he uses the void in order to convince him that it’d kill us with a single touch, telling him that he’s the only one who can stop the Shadebinders—it’s been trying to drive a wedge between us this entire time, and it’s been working. I just…I couldn’t see it until it was too late.”

Val’s eyebrows shot up in an unmistakable flash of recognition, and her gaze fell a moment later. “You are not alone in that,” she murmured. “I fear I have been a catalyst of that division without my knowledge. It is…obvious, in retrospect.”

The admission was one I had secretly dreaded for days, but in the all-consuming depths of my faux battle focus, I processed the words with a tactical indifference. “What happened?”

“It is nothing but foolishness—the details are unimportant for the time being. We should make haste to—”

“Now is not the time for secrets, Val.” I caught her by the arm before she managed to slip away, forcing the towering knight to hold my gaze until my determination outlasted hers.

“I promised that I would keep you apprised of any private conversations I held with Lux, and…I have failed to do so. Everything I have done has been an effort to support him in his struggles since he awoke from his injury—such was the effort we all undertook, but it would be a lie to say I did not find my own personal joy in the pursuit.” She reverently held out her gauntleted hand between us, offering a willing contact through which to share her memories. “I will show you whatever you wish to see.”

I clasped her hand in mine and suffused it with a rush of amber mana. “Everything.”

My stomach flipped as a sudden influx of violet energy rushed down into my core and doubled my senses. The connection was far deeper than was necessary for a simple exchange of memories, but I welcomed Val’s presence; after spending so long alone inside my own head, the sense of fullness her energy gave me soothed an ache I didn’t truly know I had. Scattered, half-formed thoughts came and went as our minds coalesced, but a clearer string of memories began to resolve themselves as Val guided me through what she wanted me to see: the heat of Lux’s body pressed against hers in the tunnels of Doram; his unrelenting fears of cursing me with the void, spoken with increasing irritation every time the topic arose on our snowy trip across northern Kaldan; and the complex weave of joy and sadness that had filled her when she finally heard the words she’d so desperately longed for from the withering, broken shell that sat atop the remains of the Golden Throne.

“I love you, Val.”

A flare of childish jealousy burned its way through my self-induced stupor, but a second, unexpected emotion rose up alongside it: thankfulness. I lunged forward and wrapped Val in a crushing hug, experiencing the sensation through both of our bodies in tandem. “Thank you,” I whispered, resting my forehead on the icy scales of her breastplate. “Thank you for being there for him when I couldn’t be.”

Val’s body shuddered as she returned my embrace. Our joined minds allowed me to experience through her the warring emotions that I was far too numb to feel myself: The insidious fear I knew awaited me when my battle trance ended roiled just beneath the surface of her thoughts as well, but a vast, sparkling ocean of love left it well and truly forgotten in our moment of unity. Her long-suppressed devotion to Lux ran free from its shackles, echoing my own passion for the man I had come to call my husband, but I was surprised to find an even deeper current of sisterly love aimed directly at me.

“Lia, you are…a far stronger woman than I will ever be.” Val’s wavering words were entirely unnecessary given our deepened bond, but I savored them all the same. “I am undeserving of your compassion, but I swear upon the Primevals themselves that I will work to repay it for as long as I live.”

“I love you, too, Val,” I replied, answering the true intent of her statement. I squeezed her around the waist one final time before stepping back to look over our hurried work. “Did we miss anything? Pauldrons, breastplate, bracers, gauntlets, ep—”

“I am ready.” With her poise regained, Val strode across the room to a polished emberwood armoire and threw open the doors, revealing the stained-glass face of the King’s Shield in all its fractured glory. A sea of stars swam around the room as she locked the relic in place on her forearm and gave it a quick spin about its center axis. “At your command,” she nodded.

My hands instinctively brushed the paired onyx longswords on my hip, then came to rest on the unadorned sheath of Lux’s dagger. “I don’t know what we’re going to find out there,” I murmured, drawing the wisps of void energy up from the crystal to flow across my fingertips. “There’s no telling what the Shadebinders have done with their next relic, and that’s the least of our worries. This is, without a doubt, the most dangerous thing we’ve ever done.” I sucked in air through my nose until my chest hurt, then let it all out in a long, hard sigh, purging every stray thought along with it. “But none of that matters. Lux needs our help, and we’re going to save him—no matter what.”

I took my first step forward without realizing it. Another came soon after it, then another, and another, each one falling faster than the one before it until I was moving at a dead sprint down a snow-covered street. Don’t think, just go. Don’t slow down, don’t look back. I can do this. Yoria was an unimportant blur of startled faces and flickering mana signatures as I rocketed across the city. Lux gave me everything—it’s time for me to return the favor. Go, and don’t stop until he’s safe. I can do this.

We will not fail. The even, comforting timbre of Val’s voice wove itself through my thoughts in answer to my silent mantra. My singular focus had blinded me to the fact that our mana had never untangled itself after our momentary bond; violet and amber energy suffused both of our cores in equal parts, burning as one to fuel the rapidly increasing demand of our magical enhancements. The distinction between our individual consciousnesses began to waver, bleeding sense and thought back and forth from our separate bodies until we moved in a perfectly synchronous rhythm that carried us out through the capital’s eastern gate.

A thrill of unleashed power tingled in our spines as we sprinted across Kaldan’s unplowed countryside. After days of limiting ourselves to match Lux’s impaired traveling speed, pushing our enhancements to their absolute limits was exhilarating; even after I was running far faster than I ever had, we continued to accelerate, spurred on by my adrenaline-fueled focus and the wildfire of passion that Val felt for both Lux and me.

Waves of commingled mana flooded the snowy fields in every direction, mapping both the buried road ahead of us and the raging storm we left in our wake. I felt a momentary pang of nostalgia as familiar landmarks lit up at the edges of my gold and purple vision. A wide cobblestone bridge that spanned a frozen river, a stout hill where the road nearly doubled back on itself, a long-abandoned farmhouse with a gnarled old tree growing out from its windows: Each sight inspired a memory of my vacation to Malt as a child, when the world had been a wondrous, carefree place. The trip from Tolamar had taken an eternity by my youthful estimates, but this time, the outskirts of Kaldan’s eastmost settlement came into view of our Detection after less than a half-hour of leaving Yoria’s gates. Malt was a snowy speck in the distance behind us before I knew it, its magical streetlamps and bustling downtown markets already a faded memory.

The abandoned, snow-covered fields of eastern Kaldan made measuring our progress an increasingly difficult task. It felt as if our destination was continually retreating in time with our desperate sprint; the shadowy tree line of the Eastern Forest was always just out of view on the horizon, hidden from our prying eyes and scanning waves of mana. Doubt began to sneak its way through my trancelike concentration and gnawed at the corners of my thoughts, eroding my confidence more and more the longer we continued our seemingly futile run.

Are you sure that Lux fled to the Eastern Forest? The quiet tremor in Val’s mental voice told me that my worries had infected her as well. There is nothing of value here. It is possible he went elsewhere—Shadowmine, perhaps, or even—

No, I’m…it had to be here. He said…

My thought ended unfinished as I looked back to my final moments with Lux. I had been so sure of his destination that I hadn’t bothered to consider an alternative, but whatever had convinced me in the moment was long gone from my mind now. Val and I slowed our lightning sprint to an unsteady jog as our mental bond began to cloud with doubt. Why was I so sure? My worry turned to dread when I realized how terrible of a mistake I’d made. I knew there was nothing of value in the Eastern Forest. How could I have been so stupid? Lux wouldn’t have come here—that thing in his head was looking for something, and there’s nothing of value to find in the Eastern Forest.

There is nothing of value in the Eastern Forest, Val agreed silently.

The words screamed in my head over and over. Fully assured that we had wasted over an hour on a fool’s errand, I skidded to a halt in the knee-high snow and spun in place, staring out into a winter haze that extended farther than I could see in every direction. “Think. Think. Lux would know what to do,” I growled, grinding my knuckles against my temples as I fought to regain control of my fog-filled mind.

“It is not your fault, Lia,” Val comforted me. “There is no way you could have known where the presence in Lux’s head took him. Let us return to Yoria for the time being—we can collect our thoughts and search for evidence of his true destination.”

I clenched my teeth until my jaw popped, fighting against the building pressure that threatened to smush my brain into soup. “There has to be something I’m missing,” I muttered, turning to follow Val back on the path we had blazed through the snow. “If Lux were here, he would find some clue, or use some sort of—oh!” My body lurched to a stop when inspiration struck me like a bolt of lightning. My hand yanked the crystal dagger from its sheath and raised it up above my head in triumph; in spite of the heavy, overcast sky, the black glass blazed far more intensely than I had ever seen it shine before. “Maybe this can tell us where Lux went!” I exclaimed, eagerly tugging on the faint reserves of deathly energy that slept inside the blade. “It touched him before he dis—!”

My reckless attempt to call on the dagger’s power summoned a torrential wave of void from what should have been an empty reserve. The energy clung to the surface of my skin with a tangible, claustrophobic weight, but the strangely comforting warmth it imparted warded off the worst of my instinctual panic as it flooded down my limbs and up over my head. “How?” I whispered, staring at the blade in awe. “It was empty—I know it was.”

It was only after I failed to find an answer that I realized the true gift the void had given me. Quiet. The word echoed through my empty mind, unhindered by choking fog or implanted mantras, and I turned to stare at the nearby trees with a newfound sense of wonder. This is why Lux was so sure about the Eastern Forest this whole time. It’s why I was so confident he came here.

“Lia? Are you…unwell?” Val sidled into view from behind me, her head cocked to one side as she watched me with high, pinched brows. “We should make haste in our return to Yoria. Whatever it is you hope to find with Lux’s dagger, we will not find it here—there is nothing of value in the East—”

“Do you trust me, Val?”

Though our mental connection had nearly severed under the unexpected weight of my channeled void, I found her answer in the steely resolve written across her face long before she spoke it. “With my life.”

I tightened my fingers around Lux’s dagger and took a deep breath, then blew the air out from my nostrils like a fuming dragon while I sharpened my focus. Act now. Fear comes later. With Lux’s mantra to guide me, I carefully channeled my cloak of dark energy down the length of my body and into the frozen ground beneath my feet. Although I had experienced the chilling touch of Lux’s void Detection before, I had never imagined what it might feel like to be the one guiding the deathly power; in any other situation, I would have abandoned the attempt in order to celebrate such an incredible advancement in my secret training, but I simply redoubled my focus on the crimson flare inside my mind and forced it farther out into the snow.

The effort of my dark channeling was enough to bring a line of freezing sweat to my brow, but I persisted in the task until I found Val at the edge of the deathly aura. It was a bit disturbing to view her through the lens of my void Detection; her core was lifeless and hollow, devoid of her usually radiant violet mana, and her stained-glass shield held no trace of its glorious power. She didn’t seem to notice the deathly energy as it crept up over her plated boot and wrapped around her legs and torso, but her jaw dropped in the instant the void sealed its cocoon shut around her head and separated her from the forest’s ever-present curse.

“What happened to us, Lia?” she asked, spinning in place to scan our surroundings as if for the first time. “I felt as though the King’s Word had taken hold of me once again—a compulsion to act with no awareness of the compulsion itself—but to what end? I was so assured that there was nothing of value in—” A gauntleted hand shot up to stifle her startled gasp, but the alarm was clear in her wide, olive eyes. “Those words. I have heard them before—even spoken them on more than one occasion. They…were not my words, were they?”

Silence fell over the lifeless countryside as the full magnitude of our discovery set in on us. “No, they weren’t,” I murmured. “We were being manipulated. The whole world’s being manipulated, and it has been for a long time.”

Val’s head bobbed up and down in a barely perceptible nod, her eyes fixed on the shadowy forest ahead of us. “It is here, then. The source of this influence, the site of the Shadebinders’ next plot, the object of Lux’s obsession—it all lies within the Eastern Forest.”

“The Eastern Forest,” I echoed, turning to follow her gaze towards our final destination. The first line of spindly pore trees was only a few hundred yards away, so unimpressive and unimposing in spite of the evil I knew lurked just beyond them. “Whatever’s going on in there isn’t going to stop us from saving Lux. Stay close—I can’t make this aura very big, so you’ll have to—”

“Lia, wait.” A firm hand caught my shoulder before I could renew my charge into the forest. Worry narrowed Val’s eyes as she turned her attention from the foreboding trees to my glittering dagger. “It is clear now that this dark influence is born of the void. I understand that you have been training to control this power, but…are you sure you are ready for such a task? A single errant pulse of void could consume you entirely, and I would be powerless to—”

“I can do this, Val. I told you before—Lux doesn’t understand this stuff as well as he thinks he does. The void isn’t some unstoppable force of evil that destroys everything it touches—we’d definitely be dead already if that was true.” I cradled Lux’s dagger and ran a thumb across its face, momentarily losing myself in the infinite blackness of the gleaming crystal. “I’m not going to lie to you and say I understand everything that’s happening, or that what I’m doing isn’t dangerous, or even that I’m particularly good at it. This is the first time I’ve actually channeled the void like this, but something in Lux’s dagger is…helping me, somehow. It’s like one of the King’s Primes—there’s some sort of enchantment in it that wants to be activated. As long as I have this, we’ll be okay.”

It was clear that my arguments hadn’t completely reassured her, but Val bowed her head and released her grip on my shoulder. “I would prefer not to rely on untested theory, but I know that we do not have the luxury of waiting for a better option to arise. I…cannot see the void for myself, nor can I sense it, so I will rely on you to keep me safe.”

“You’ve been my shield since we first met, Val. I think it’s time I returned the favor.”

A rush of warmth filled my chest as Val’s love blossomed in my core, her mana still linked to mine in spite of our cloak of deathly energy. “On your orders, my Shield.”

I allowed myself a wide, beaming smile for what felt like the first time in years. “Right. First things first—we need to find out which way to go.” My instinctual attempt to send my mana out to map our surroundings was met with an immediate sense of vertigo; not only was channeling both mana and void simultaneously a taxing exercise in multitasking, but the world around us was so saturated with deathly energy that my amber aura only extended halfway to the tree line before it faded into static. “It doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to find Lux’s trail as easily as I’d hoped, so I think we should pick a direction and just…”

The hair on the back of my neck prickled with alarm, but it took a full second of focus to realize the instinct had come from Val’s mind and not my own. A bizarre change in air pressure made my ears pop as wind began to gust past us into the forest and whistle through the crowded trees, producing an eerie whine that shattered the otherworldly silence that sat over the empty countryside. Dread lurched up from my stomach and clamped down on my heart in direct answer to Val’s growing terror, but before I had a chance to ask her what was wrong, a monstrous pillar of twisting black fire tore up from the heart of the forest and pierced the overcast sky.

“Primes alive,” Val whispered, terror etched across her face in harsh shadow from the monochromatic pyre. “The Umbral Fl—”

A howling storm of ash and snow exploded out from between the trees and drowned out her profane curse. All of the air that had been sucked into the forest moments before roared back at us in a scorching gust that filled my eyes with tears and my lungs with acrid smoke. I dropped to my knees before the blast could knock me off of my unsteady feet, but I quickly found that it hadn’t been my legs betraying my balance: The ground beneath me trembled as if the world itself were cowering in fear of what I knew was Lux’s wrath. Val knelt down beside me and planted her shield in the snow, offering us a small reprieve from the blistering gale, but whatever words of resolve she spoke were lost behind the droning, high-pitched whine of my ruptured eardrums.

It was amidst the deathly chaos that I finally experienced the dispassionate calm I’d been so desperately imitating. Mana and adrenaline found their perfect harmony within me and brought the world into intense focus; wounds closed, thoughts accelerated, and enhancements flared into overdrive all on instinct, leaving the full power of my quickened mind free to analyze our situation.

Go, now. He needs you.

Though I had repeated the words a thousand times in the brief span since Lux was taken from me, I knew I was only now hearing their true meaning for the first time. There’s no plan. There’s never a plan. Just go. React. Adapt. Do whatever needs to be done to save him. Don’t stop until it’s done. It was such an obvious concept in retrospect, but my incomplete focus had blinded me with unanswerable questions about what we might find waiting for us and unsolvable riddles about how we would deal with it. The secret of Lux’s focus was a far simpler thing: He ran towards the problem headfirst and assumed he would find a way to solve it in the moment, by any means necessary.

I don’t care what’s waiting for us in there, I thought, rising to my feet in perfect sync with Val as we prepared to advance into the shrouded forest. He needs us, and we’re going to save him.

***


23. SHATTERING

Lux

A startled gasp drew me back to consciousness. My instincts told me that something had specifically roused me from my sleep, but I was unable to immediately identify the source; my vision was foggy, my body was tired and unresponsive, and my memories were still lost in the endless darkness of my dreams. The consistent whir of machinery hummed in my ears, interrupted at regular intervals by a solitary, high-pitched chirp, and a series of dull, orange lights shone down on me through endless shadows. I pawed at my face to clear the sleep from my eyes, but the clarity I sought never seemed to come.

“Sir?”

I lurched backwards when a small voice appeared just inches from my right ear. A momentary sense of weightlessness flipped my stomach as the blind movement sent me toppling through empty space, and I was rewarded with a winding impact when I landed full on my back a moment later. Stars swam before my eyes while I struggled to catch my breath and make sense of the chaos.

“Sir! Are you alright?”

The vague outline of a face materialized from the darkness above me, growing sharper and more defined as it loomed closer and closer to mine until I began to recognize the features: wide, icy blue eyes, alabaster skin, and bobbed silver hair held back with a frilled black-and-white headband. “Alda?” 

“Are you alright?” the diminutive girl asked, immediately tugging me up to a sitting position. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

I blinked up at her in an uncomprehending stupor. “Alda, what’s…how am I—?” A hiss of pain cut me off as my attendant’s hands brushed through my overgrown mop of hair and prodded at a fresh gash on the back of my head.

Alda’s face found a way to pale even further than usual when she noticed the dark splotch of blood across her fingers. “Oh, I’m—I’ll get the salve right away!” The ties of her apron fluttered behind her as she dashed away, skidding wildly around the corner of a workbench before her slight frame disappeared from view. I heard the bang of cabinet doors, the clatter of various glass and metal containers, then a wordless shout of triumph that preceded her headlong sprint and careening slide back to my place on the floor.

She popped the lid off of a small circular tin and dipped two fingers into the gooey orange salve held within it. “Lean forward, please,” she instructed. “We should close that cut before you lose any more blood.”

I was far too absorbed in my own thoughts to question her orders. My skin tingled when the ointment made contact with the minor injury, but the spreading warmth did little to combat my mental fog. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out of place, in spite of the fact that the world around me seemed perfectly normal: The old, buzzing lamps of Jaren’s research lab illuminated the cramped space enough to orient me to where I was; Alda’s diffident, unnecessary apologies continued without end as she deftly carried out her work; and, in spite of my total exhaustion, my body seemed as hale and hearty as it always had been, with two pale, unblemished hands resting atop my folded legs while I waited for my head to be mended.

“Alda, I’m…” I mumbled, chewing on my lip as my concern lingered. “What happened?”

“It’s my fault, sir,” she answered immediately. “You fell asleep at your workbench again. There was no reason for me to come in and wake you up—I know you told me you don’t mind sleeping out here, and I wasn’t going to bother you like I did last time, but…well, the generator started ringing, and I just wanted to check and see if you needed any help with it…even though I know you don’t want me to help with that.” With her nursing finished, she slumped back to sit on her heels and hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

Something about her undue apology yanked the splinter from my brain and crystallized the source of my mental discomfort in a sudden rush of memory.

“The generator.”

I leaned back on my hands and laughed up at the ceiling in the face of my overblown anxiety. The nagging thought that I had forgotten something vitally important was succinctly explained when another alarm chirped out from the dying generator at the opposite end of the lab: Hearing the noise in my dreams had no doubt convinced me that the power in the laboratory had gone out during my impromptu nap, and the concern had lingered in my sleep-addled brain after I was roused from my slumber.

“Uhm…sir?” Alda peered at me with a pinched brow, hesitantly shuffling towards me on her knees. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine, Alda,” I chuckled, waving off her concern. “It took me until just now to actually wake up all the way—I was a bit confused, is all.” Using the nearest workbench for support, I hauled myself back up to my feet and rolled the stiffness of sleep from my joints. “That must’ve been a pretty good nap. Maybe I should start sleeping out here full-time—my body clearly enjoys it.”

“No! It means you need more sleep! In a bed!” she protested, jumping to her feet after me. “You’ve been working way too hard lately, and you—!” A crimson flush filled her porcelain cheeks as she cupped her hands over her mouth, dropping the tin of healing salve to the floor with a loud clatter in her haste. “Uhm, I mean…sir.”

I reached down and mussed the small girl’s silver hair as I slipped past her, grinning in satisfaction at the sound of her embarrassed squeak. “Nah, I’m not working hard enough. Jaren would’ve finished this project weeks ago and moved on to more noble pursuits, which means I’m currently playing catch-up.” A maze of cluttered workbenches led me on a winding path across the lab, guiding me back through years’ worth of organized chaos until I reached the source of the incessant chirping that had ruined my nap.

“I know, I know—I won’t be getting any work done without you,” I chuckled to the generator, giving its metal hull a hearty slap as I began my routine inspection. Standing roughly as tall and as wide as me, the machine was an unadorned tube of solid copper with a tangled mess of heavy cables flowing out from its flat top. A panel of various gauges, toggle switches, and blinking lights was affixed beside a tall door that opened into the generator’s central chamber. Peering through the narrow reinforced viewport at the top of the door reaffirmed the message of the machine’s angrily blinking lights and distressed beeping: The arms whirling in concentric circles around the dynamo’s core had slowed significantly, indicating that its fuel source was running dry.

A soft shuffle of papers on the writing desk beside me told me that Alda had followed along to assist me in my work. “How long was it this time?” I asked, inverting a pair of switches on the generator’s control panel.

“Three days, fifteen hours, and forty-five minutes.”

My chest buzzed with a low, thoughtful hum while I waited for the machine’s brakes to take effect. “That’s over an hour longer than last time.”

“Yes, sir. One hour and twenty-seven minutes longer.”

“Not bad,” I mused. “We’ll be up to four days before long.” I hauled open the heavy access door and stuck my head into the dim chamber. The half-dozen steel arms that sprouted from the machine’s central mechanism had all come to rest in an orderly line, each one slightly longer than the last and formed from a different precious metal. A small glass vial was suspended in a wire-mesh cage at the center of it all, its liquid contents glinting hungrily under the blinking red warning lights. I traced a finger across the intricate core, carefully hunting for the set of release latches that would free my prize.

“That’s the last vial, sir.”

I offered her another hum of acknowledgment as I fished the tiny vial from its cage, then began rolling up the sleeve on my right arm in preparation for the coming ritual. “Maybe we should’ve left that cut on my head open for a bit—that certainly would’ve sped things up.”

There was a long pause as I ferried the spent blood vial to a small cooler on the generator’s workbench. “That’s not funny.”

I announced my silent eye roll with a long groan. “It’s at least a little funny.” Popping open the chest revealed a treasure trove of identical glass tubes stored in an orderly grid of wire racks. 

“I still think you should let me help—”

“Absolutely not,” I interrupted sharply, cutting off the well-worn request before she could finish it. “I won’t have your blood on my hands, Alda—figuratively or literally.” I dropped the tube in the rack beside its twins and closed the cooler, then began to fish through the various bins and drawers beside it to collect the necessary blood-drawing supplies.

Guilt began to crush down on me as the silence between us grew heavier by the second. “I know you’re just trying to help,” I sighed eventually, already regretting the harshness of my tone. “My blood’s getting more efficient every time we do this—the meditation is definitely helping. If the current rate holds, this next extraction will last us for over a month.”

“Sir…”

“I know it seems like a lot, but it’s a small price to pay to keep this place running.” I chewed my lip as I looked over my assembled tools; the elegant silver extraction needle was a brutal spike when compared to Alda’s slight frame, and the glass reservoir seemed large enough to drain her dry without ever filling.

“Sir?”

“I’m not trying to be mean, Alda, but your blood…it wouldn’t even be that useful. Taking this much out of you would be dangerous—you’d be out of commission for weeks, at least—and it’d only power the lab for a few days. Jaren could barely keep the generator going before I got here, and he’d been doing it for decades, so…I just need you to trust me, okay? This is something that only I can do.” Hearing the words aloud strengthened my resolve, and I finished prepping myself for the extraction. After assembling the syringe and tying a band around my bicep, I dabbed a patch of healing salve on the inside of my arm and began my search for a healthy vein. “All that being said, I would appreciate if you could help me with the extraction—I only have so many hands to—”

“Sir—!”

I turned just in time to see a crimson wave cascading from a gaping wound in Alda’s neck.

“Alda!” I lunged forward to grab the small girl before she collapsed, but the world stretched and distorted around me when I tried to run; no matter how hard I fought, Alda remained just a few steps out of reach, her hands trembling as they reached up to her ruined throat. In spite of the free-flowing blood that spilled down over her pristine apron, her expression was remarkably placid.

“Sir? Am I…?”

Deathly energy erupted from my core and suffused my body, filling me with the strength to traverse the liminal space between us and catch her in my arms a moment before she hit the floor. “No, this isn’t…you—you’re going to be okay,” I cried, cradling her tightly against my chest. The flickering black flames left in the wake of my sprint devoured the nearest workbench, quickly growing in strength until we were encircled by their deathly power. “Alda, just look at me, okay? Look at me—you’re going to be fine!”

Her icy blue eyes darted aimlessly back and forth across my face, unable to lock with mine. “I—I’m…sorry,” she sputtered, coughing rivulets of dark blood up onto her porcelain face. “I…I….” I watched with horror as the fight drained from her face, and she fell still a moment later, unable to impart her final message.

A violent explosion of breaking glass screeched through the mortal silence, and ghostly figures began to resolve themselves from the flaming walls that surrounded us. I instantly recognized the faces of the fiery shades: The silvery skin and glowing purple eyes of the corrupted thugs that had murdered Alda stared down at her with glee, each of them holding a bloodied iron dagger out before them.

Whipping columns of black fire burst out of me and consumed the malicious spirits in an instant. A chorus of intimately familiar screams filled my ears as they died, but the whole of my attention remained locked on Alda’s bloodied face. “No! Alda, NO!” I screamed, my fist clenching around the stained fabric of her dress while I raised her face towards mine with a bloodied hand. “I can’t lose you again! Please, just wake up! W—”

---

“WAKE UP.”

A cloak of voidflame billowed around my sword as it whipped out in a deadly crescent before me. I caught the nearest Thrall at the base of the neck, decapitating it long before it could react to my lightning assault. Its severed head burned away in a cloud of ash the moment it was disconnected from its shoulders, but its body remained perfectly upright; my ferocious attack flash-crystallized the creature’s flesh and left it standing as a voidglass idol that depicted its final moments in perfect detail.

“MOVE FASTER.”

The Chorus’s booming order threw me into motion before I could observe the full beauty of my work. Black lightning snapped off from my limbs in angry arcs with every thunderous footfall, filling my body with a pain unlike anything I had ever experienced; the ever-present torture of the void marked it squarely within the domain of death, but the agonizing knives that raked between my muscle fibers and forced my lungs and heart to spasm evoked a novel sense of terror from my unconscious mind.

“THEY WILL ALL BURN.”

My low, bestial sprint culminated in a whirling slash that leveraged the entirety of my forward momentum into the rising point of my blade. The attack smashed through a trio of Thralls like a felling ax through timber, cleaving their thick, silvery trunks and leaving nothing but a series of voidglass stumps in my wake. My brutality was rewarded with a grotesque series of snaps and a fresh jolt of pain down my spine, but an inhuman roar and a burst of directed energy kept me moving forward.

“THEY CANNOT BE ALLOWED TO REACH THE CORE.”

Through the haze of rage and bloodlust that sat heavy on my mind, faint flashes of the world streaked by around me. A smoking expanse of voidglass surrounded me on all sides, populated by a cadre of half-formed specters that danced in the ash-choked sunlight that pierced the dark clouds above. The endless forest of my nightmares stood beyond the crystal fields, but the sickly pore trees held in their shadows a detail that my torturous crimson dreams had never displayed: Ancient stone buildings slumped beneath the pale-yellow canopy, battered and broken by the ravages of time.

I felt a primal lust in my chest at the sight of the ruins, fueling my sprint anew. It was difficult to make out the finer details of the structures through the billowing smoke that clouded my glassy battlefield, but the clean right angles and repeating symmetry of the architecture marked them as manmade. An instinctual urge to map the ruins with my Detection sent a fresh flood of void to my already extended aura, but the effort was entirely ineffectual; the deathly energy was locked uselessly in place only a few feet around me in every direction, smothered by the forest’s continually strengthening curse.

“THERE ARE MORE OF THEM. DOZENS. HUNDREDS.”

Although my fiery retribution against Odwell had leveled the forest for miles in every direction, my clouded vision found an increasing number of dark silhouettes hidden among the wreckage. Each figure stood with a statuesque stillness, no doubt frozen in time by my over-fueled Combat Acceleration, but even the deathly smoke that blanketed the battlefield wasn’t enough to hide the corrupted forms of my mortal enemies.

“DEATH.”

The bellowed word devolved into a savage war cry as I charged headfirst into slaughter. My raw power left no question that I had ascended far beyond the worthless Thralls of the Dominion; every swing of my flashing blade left a dismembered voidglass statue in my wake, chronicling my glorious path forward in an everlasting gallery of dark crystal effigies. The mindless beasts fell in droves without ever acknowledging my wrathful presence, but I found no peace in their deaths; each kill was a reminder of my failures in Hedaat and a portent of even grander failures yet to come in Kaldan.

“FASTER.”

My body began to falter long before my will did. Tendons tore with every movement, bones shattered at each impact, and muscles spasmed and failed under an unending assault of black lightning, but my unquenchable spirit refused to relent. When my sword arm fell limp, I lashed out with flaming kicks and jarring tackles. When my leg failed, I scrabbled forward like a wounded Serathid, clawing my way across the voidglass field with my flaming manasteel blade. Healing magic returned the ruined limbs to function as quickly as I could muster the energy, but the wounds returned faster than I could mend them as I pushed myself wildly towards the waiting line of trees.

“MORE OF THEM. THEY WILL SUFFER.”

Gouts of voidflame rippled out from my prosthetic leg as I launched myself through the air in a tight spin and caught the nearest of a trio of Thralls in the head with a devastating kick. The beast’s skull exploded in a hail of molten voidglass that ripped a dozen fist-sized holes through its nearest companion, setting it alight in a glorious burst of dark fire. My momentum carried me towards my final foe in a low, skidding crouch, and I flew up like a coiled spring with my brilliant sword whipping out before me.

“What are you doing, Elden?”

The cutting edge of my blade screeched to a halt just inches from the elegant, sun-kissed skin of Amaya’s neck.

“You’re training? Again?”

She made a show of playfully dodging my frozen attack, folding her slender, rabbit-like ears against the top of her head as she ducked beneath the length of my outstretched weapon, then reached out and looped her arms around my neck. Two mischievous purple eyes sparkled up at me from above a widening smile, returning a vibrant splash of color to my monochrome world.

“I think you’re taking Brusch’s lessons a bit too seriously, love. You’ll run yourself ragged if you keep fighting your practice dummy on your breaks.”

Ice burrowed down to my core from where her arms rested against my burning flesh. I wanted nothing more than to melt into her embrace and abandon my exhausted body, but the screaming choir that rattled through my brain kept me upright through the sheer strength of its unbridled hatred. Every stolen soul battled against the others for unquestioned control of my physical form, desperate to make its rage heard above all others, but their discordance amounted to nothing more than a dry, straining wheeze that rasped out from my slack jaw.

“See? You’ve already worked yourself hoarse!” Amaya laughed. She began to sway back and forth in a slow, gentle rhythm, tugging her looped hands against the back of my neck until my body unconsciously mirrored her movements. “You’re lucky that I know you so well—I came prepared for this exact scenario.”

Her delicate fingers traced down the length of my sword arm and entwined themselves with my trembling grip, disarming me of my weapon before I had a chance to react. “You don’t need that anymore, love,” she whispered, her breath crisp against my cheek as she pressed her body against mine. “Take this instead.”

A weight materialized in my outstretched hand, and I suddenly found myself holding a bulging waterskin. Fear tinged the wrathful voices of the Chorus as I stared down at my gift, but in spite of the amplifying shrieks of warning, I found myself unable to think of anything but the stale taste of ash on my tongue and the raw, bloodied lump in my throat.

“Have a drink, Elden.” Two soft hands guided the waterskin up to my lips, teasing the cracked skin with the promise of cool, liquid relief. “It’ll make you feel better.”

“FOOL. DO NOT LET IT—”

The Chorus found its quorum a moment too late: A single taste of the frigid water was enough to banish the flaming spirit from my mind and quench its ravenous flames in a single, soothing flood. I gulped down the blessed elixir as fast as I could, spilling it onto my chin and chest in my haste to purge the poison from my body. When I had drunk my fill, I held the skin up and dumped its contents onto my head, sighing as I bathed in its purifying chill.

“Hey!” Amaya giggled, springing away from the sudden torrent that threatened to drench her alongside me. “That wasn’t all for you, you know!”

In spite of my insatiable thirst and impromptu shower, the waterskin still sloshed with an abundance of liquid when I blindly offered it out to my doting wife. “Sorry, sorry,” I chuckled, wiping my face with the hem of my heavy apron. “I couldn’t help myself. You were right—I definitely needed that.”

When the shimmering droplets were finally cleared from my eyes, I found myself exactly where I knew I should be. Ashedown’s apprentice forge glowed a bright orange at the back wall of my usual haunt, still radiant in the wake of my day’s work. Beneath my expansive wall of hand-forged tools, the fruits of my labors sat dutifully on a workbench: a stack of horseshoes, a wide assortment of metal fittings, two boxes of nails, a set of fireplace tongs, and a faded red-and-gold cuirass with two newly patched holes. The modified scarecrow that served as my training dummy stood ready and waiting for my next attack at the center of the open-air stall, frayed and misshapen from where my blunted weapon had continually battered it, but my visitor had swiftly dispatched my desire for combat.

“To what do I owe this unexpected visit? I’ve still got another…” I trailed off, turning to glance out at the pink and orange hues of another Alderean sunset. “Oh, another hour, at least.”

“Does there need to be a reason?” she smiled, carefully dancing her bare feet around the puddles beneath us. “I just wanted to see you.”

My face immediately brightened to match her expression. “That’s reason enough for me.” I untied my soaked, soot-stained apron and tossed it lazily towards its hook, missing the mark by a wide margin, then spread my arms out wide and beckoned her forward with a flick of my fingers. “Come h—”

Amaya bounded forward and wrapped me in a forceful embrace, happily obliging my request before I could finish it. Velvet assaulted my skin while she nuzzled her face into my bare chest, purposefully batting me with her golden ears, and I felt my body reverberating in response to her low, satisfied hum.

I planted a quick kiss on the top of her head, burying my face in her cascading golden hair. “I love you.” A swarm of frenzied butterflies took flight in my stomach, returning without fail as they did every time I repeated the phrase. It was the same sweet, heady high I had chased every day since my first red-faced admission on our shady hilltop sanctuary; I had never been inspired to speak the words with such passion in my first life, and after meeting Amaya, I knew I would never speak them the same way ever again.

“I lov—”

The faraway sound of shattering glass echoed through the stall and muffled the reply I longed to hear. “Uh-oh,” I chuckled, peering out into the smoking abyss that surrounded my forge. “Sounds like your dad’s working on Eadric’s order again. What do you think—would checking in on him make him more or less upset at this point?” Though I found it endlessly entertaining to picture Rastor annoyedly hurling one of his half-dozen finishing hammers through the side window of his forge, his daughter was less amused; her playful swaying had instantly ceased in the wake of the noise, and the comforting rise and fall of her chest against mine grew disturbingly still. “Amaya? Are you—?”

She slipped out of my embrace with a lithe twirl, looping her arm up through mine to link us at the elbows as she moved with a sudden urgency. “Come with me.” Without waiting for a response, Amaya turned me in place and began to walk towards the back exit of my apprentice’s forge, leaving the noises of her frustrated father behind us.

“Where are we going in such a hurry?” I asked the question despite my confidence that I already knew the answer: Our frequent trips to the shady hilltop behind the Ashedown household had worn a deep rut in Rastor’s well-maintained lawn that led directly from my stall to the trunk of the towering tree.

A look of remarkable determination hardened Amaya’s face as she led me arm in arm through the forge. “I just want to spend a few more minutes with you before we have to deal with him.”

My lips curled into a wide, love-drunk smile, and I nodded for her to continue. “In that case, lead the way.”

The world was cold and dim beyond the reach of my forge’s flickering light. A dark, lusterless expanse stretched out around us, so seamless and inscrutable in the moonless night that it seemed to shift like voidglass reflections. Beyond the lawn, looming trees held vigil over our twilight world, the tallest among them rising through the dense canopy like the ruins of an ancient city. The farthest hints of forgelight cast a sickly yellow glare over the leaves, but the depths of the forest were entirely hidden from my sight; I couldn’t help but gaze into their inky depths, picturing the glowing purple eyes of the countless Thralls that lurked just beyond the tree line.

Amaya let out an annoyed huff and pulled me tighter against her side, angling our trek across the barren landscape away from the forest. “Love, do you remember our wedding day?” she asked with a sweet smile that lit up the world. “I think about it all the time.”

“Of course I do!” I answered immediately, masking my genuine offense at her doubt with as much dramatic indignation as I could muster. “I’ll never forget that day, no matter how many lives I live. It was perfect.” The memory that I had visited a thousand times in my dreams wove itself into being before us, filling the empty void with a sudden abundance of light and life so vivid that I knew I had finally returned to the event itself.

“It was perfect,” Amaya sighed contentedly. “Even all the parts that weren’t.”

I gave her a playful bump with my hip as we began to ascend the well-worn path to the top of our secluded hill. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, really? You don’t remember the late shipment of flowers, or the bakery accident that ruined half of our scones, or the fiddle player who forgot her fiddle?” She giggled and pointed up to the top of the hill at a pair of figures standing in the shade of our favorite tree. “Are we pretending it didn’t take weeks of convincing to get Dad to agree to your changes to the ceremony?”

“He really hated those ideas, didn’t he?” I laughed along with her. “He complained about every little detail, refused to compromise on anything, and for what? Just look at him!” A toothy grin beamed down at us from the hilltop, more joyous and unrestrained than Rastor Ashedown had ever been in the years since my arrival. His prodigious musculature was somehow restrained by the formal button-down shirt and dark slacks that Amaya had custom-ordered for the occasion, much to his vocal displeasure, but as Alderean custom dictated, he proudly displayed a braided cord adorned with a multitude of weathered ornamental medallions around his neck and shoulders. “He might have enjoyed the ceremony more than we did!”

As we continued to laugh amongst ourselves, the second, smaller figure resolved itself from the shade of the towering tree. I stood beside my future father-in-law dressed in my best Alderean facsimile of a classic tuxedo, staring down the hill at the fluttering flaps of Amaya’s bridal tent with a dreamy smile and wide, misty eyes. It had taken months of work with the local tailor to replicate the formal coat, shirt, vest, pants, and various accessories of my old world’s wedding attire, but Rastor had bullheadedly insisted that I forgo my plans for a traditional bow tie; instead, when the ceremony was finished, he would bequeath his heirloom cord unto me, endowing me with both the Ashedown family name and the business that had followed it down through the generations.

“We could just…stay here, you know.” Amaya’s guiding arm stopped me a step short of the shady hilltop. “Do you still want that, Elden? To spend our life together?”

My heart ripped itself in two when I found her violet eyes staring up at me through a veil of tears. “More than anything,” I whispered, my voice breaking as I pinned her against my chest in a smothering hug. “We promised, right? Forever.”

The gesture earned me a soft, hiccupping laugh. “Forever,” she echoed, hugging me back.

“I’ve dreamt about this every night since the war started—you, this place, and everything we didn’t get a chance to do together.” I slipped an arm up around her shoulders and took a step towards the tree, eager to return to the hallowed ground of our private sanctuary. “Come on. I think we’re long overdue for an afternoon of rest and—ah!”

I let out a startled yelp and stumbled backwards just in time to avoid a head-on collision with myself. The tuxedoed shade from my memory lingered at the edge of the great tree’s shadow, blocking our path forward with his arms folded over his chest. Though he wore the Ashedown family cord around his neck and a fresh-forged golden ring around his finger, the dumb grin that had permanently etched itself onto my face for the rest of my wedding day was nowhere to be found: Instead, narrowed gray eyes, flared nostrils, and a vicious sneer came together to form an expression of disgust so powerful that I felt its utter hatred at the very core of my being.

Amaya hissed at the sight of my doppelganger. “Leave him, Elden,” she instructed, her voice uncharacteristically cold and short. “Come with me.”

An insistent tug on my arm attempted to separate me from the ominous figure, but I found myself rooted in place by a sudden, insatiable curiosity. Soundless words formed on my double’s lips, repeating over and over again in what seemed to be a simple two-word phrase, but his voice failed to materialize no matter how violently he raged.

“What?” I asked, blinking through my confusion. “I’m…I can’t—”

“Elden, no! Don’t listen to him!” A pair of delicate hands yanked my shoulders back in a futile attempt to break my eyes away from their reflection. “Please, stay with me!”

I could barely hear her desperate cries over the insistent drone that buzzed out from between my eyes. “Stay with…you?” I mumbled. “Here?” The words burned in my brain as I spoke them, actively fighting back against the idyllic summer world around us. “That…I don’t think that’s…right.” An invisible force wrapped around my chest and pulled me inexorably forward, drawing my face in so close to my double’s that I could feel the impossible heat radiating off of his pale, marred face.

Our sudden closeness broke him from his cursed silence; I heard his breath crackle in my ear as he sucked in a lungful of air, preparing himself for one final attempt to impart his message.

“WAKE—”

Howling winds screamed down at us from the hilltop and plunged the world into chaos. My ghoulish double dissolved into strands of curling black smoke, his final word scattered by the whipping gale long before I could hear it. An unending wall of sleet and hail stung my face in a barrage so brutal that I identified its source long before my vision returned. The unending snowfields of Hedaat stretched out into darkness all around me, uninterrupted aside from a single monolithic structure that parted the storm just ahead of me; it stood as an inviting refuge from the unending blizzard with its front door flung open, but I knew that the shadows contained within held a horror far too potent for me to face.

“No. No, I can’t,” I whined reflexively, tripping over myself in my haste to escape the memory of my failure that lurked inside the dark mausoleum. “Please, no! Don’t make me—!”

“You’re okay, love.” Amaya materialized from the storm just a few inches away from my face and filled my vision with her wide, loving eyes. “Come with me.”

A dreadful fascination convinced me to peek over her shoulder and cast one final look at Alda’s tomb, but the structure was somehow nowhere to be seen; my momentary lapse in focus had allowed the looming crypt to fade into the storm, leaving the two of us stranded in an endless void of snow and ice. An electric buzz of anxiety tingled its way from the base of my skull out into the tips of my fingers, but by the time I tried to analyze the sensation, I had already forgotten its catalyst. “Amaya, what’s going on? How did we…why are we—?”

“This way, Elden.” Her graceful, seraphic form remained unruffled in the raging blizzard as she led me by the hand into the dark: Where I struggled to break a path through knee-deep snow, her bare feet slid across its surface without a trace; her purple sundress swayed gently in time with her step, ignoring the icy winds that chilled my blood and set my teeth chattering; and even as my vision began to fail amidst the building curtain of snow, her confident stride never faltered on her unseeable path to safety. 

“Careful, now,” she cooed, guiding me by the elbow up and over the twisted remains of an old metal gate. “There you go—nice and easy.”

I followed her guidance without question, only half-aware of the pair of corpses sprawled out amidst the wreckage that had suddenly appeared beneath my feet. Whatever devastation had torn apart the gatehouse had thoroughly massacred its guardsmen as well: The smaller of the two forms had been burned so thoroughly that it was a struggle to even identify it as human, while the larger body had been decapitated and left to bleed out in Hedaat’s endless snow. A pair of terrified golden eyes pierced the blizzard a few yards ahead of the destruction where the severed head had found its final resting place, and though I quickly lost track of it through the whipping snow, I couldn’t shake the feeling that its gaze was following me.

“Amaya, I…I don’t think I want to be here,” I whispered, sheltering myself against her slender form like a child cowering behind his mother’s leg. “This doesn’t feel right.”

Her hand tightened around mine in a small gesture of encouragement, but our relentless march into the darkness continued all the same. “I’m sorry, love. I wish it didn’t have to be like this. If we’d had just a little more time, maybe things could’ve been different—we might have been ready.”

The ominous words lit a spark of panic in my gut, but my thoughts were far too muddled to fully comprehend her message. “What do you mean? Ready for what?” My question echoed away unanswered into the silent void. “Amaya, please—ready for wh—?”

I stopped short when I heard the sound of my own voice echo clearly in my ears. Hedaat’s eternal storm had come to an abrupt halt, revealing in an instant everything that it had so thoroughly hidden. I stood at the center of the three-tiered amphitheater that served as the frozen capitol’s throne room, taking in the flaming sigil that shone in polished tile detail beneath my feet and the emblazoned crimson banners that adorned the dark, windowless walls. A semicircle of high-backed wooden chairs presided over the audience chamber from the top ring, each one cushioned with plush velvet and lit by a soft spotlight that shone down from the vaulted ceiling. At their center, a regal throne of carved marble and black steel towered over its compatriots; each seat was empty of its noble owner, but the royal throne held a ruby-studded circlet that gleamed with raw, bloody beauty in the lamplight.

My awareness of my surroundings had only just returned before my forced march began again. As we continued our silent journey, the echoing snap of my footfalls began to emit a faint squelching sound, and I realized in horror that the staircase we were approaching was flooding the pristine audience chamber with a steaming river of blood. I recoiled with a panicked yell and attempted to escape the flood, but Amaya’s unyielding grip forced me into the sanguine stream and up towards the bloody fountainhead that awaited us in a curtained alcove at the top of the staircase.

Flashes of a deeply repressed memory cut through my mental fog, detailing all too well the atrocities we would find beyond the alcove door. “No!” I shouted, fighting back against my unstoppable guide with all my strength. “Amaya, don’t go in there! I don’t want you to see it, please!” No matter how hard I struggled, our unceasing ascent through the crimson cascade continued until we stood at the alcove’s threshold. The mutilated corpses of King Arbeck and his councilors awaited us just beyond the curtain, massacred in service of a vengeance I would never find. “Please, Amaya, stop!”

My desperate plea drowned in a sea of raucous cheering and enthusiastic applause when Amaya threw open the veiled alcove. Sunlight unlike anything the cold, Hedaatian amphitheater had ever seen burst out from behind the curtain, filling the chamber with a blinding radiance that forced me to shield my eyes. The insatiable tug on my hand came again and forced me out into the light, blind and stumbling in my momentary daze, but the unmistakable sounds and smells of my most bittersweet memory told me exactly where I was.

“My recruitment ceremony.” Naming the memory summoned it from the radiant glare, weaving the main drag of my Alderean hometown into being from strands of pure sunlight. The old dirt road was packed with excited onlookers and pennant-bearing knights, most of whom I had never seen over the course of my five-year stay at Ashedown’s forge. News of the royal celebration had drawn travelers from days away in the hopes of enjoying Lord Eadric’s generous accommodations. Total strangers cheered my name and prayed to the gods for my safekeeping, but just as I had on my first trip down the crowded road, I felt nothing but dread for what lay ahead.

A wooden stage had been erected in the town square ahead of us to serve as the heart of the festivities. Though we were too far away to recognize the guests of honor atop it, I could see every face in perfect detail, each one irrevocably etched into my memories: Rastor and Amaya, both holding a large chest filled to the brim with compensatory payment for Amaya’s brief imprisonment and my cooperation; Eadric, drunk on the power of his meager lordship over our town; and Baasch, King Janus’s fiercest warrior and the architect behind Kalateth’s invasion of Alderea.

I dragged my heels in the dirt and fought against the inevitable course of my memory. “This was the last time I ever saw you.”

“In person, maybe—but I talked to you every night in my dreams.” Amaya’s voice spun icy circles around my brain and drowned out the boisterous crowd. “Did you dream about me, too, Elden?”

“I—of course! Every night!” I babbled, tripping over my words in my haste to answer.

My enthusiasm earned me a bubbly giggle. “I’m glad. I don’t know what I’d do if you forgot about me.” A gentle arm snaked its way around my waist, and Amaya’s head was suddenly resting on my shoulder as we walked side-by-side down the empty, silent street. “I’m still waiting for you, you know. For as long as it takes.”

“Forever.” The pledge came as fierce and true as it had a thousand times before, but a strange sense of dissonance tainted the word; although I could feel the soft velvet of her ear against my cheek and the warmth of her body against mine, a persistent itch at the back of my mind told me that I had somehow failed to uphold the promise.

Aggravated by the interruption of my otherwise blissful existence, I tried to trace my discomfort back through my mental fog, but every attempt to find its source actively unwound the world around me. The simple wooden homesteads that lined the main drag flickered in and out of existence, fading and crumbling into stone ruins every time I blinked. The dreamlike corruption flooded out over the road and up into the sky, blemishing everything it touched with a strange, timeless rot; as I watched, a veil of choking black smoke blotted out the sun and cast dense shadows onto a cracked cobble thoroughfare that ran straight through an ancient, crumbling city. A colossal temple stood where the town square should have been, its pristine stone walls still holding strong against the ravages of time that had consumed its flimsier neighbors.

“Amaya, I…I know this isn’t real.” It was a thought that had lingered just beyond the edge of my consciousness, but hearing the words aloud instantly confirmed them as the truth. My beloved hometown burned away like morning mist, sparkling with a fleeting, liminal beauty before it disappeared forever. I closed my eyes and took what I knew would be my last step on Alderean soil, savoring the warmth of my wife’s body against mine until it faded away with the rest of my dreams.

The impossible duality of the world was gone when I finally opened my eyes again. The fullness of what had transpired since my arrival in the Eastern Forest flooded through me all at once and brought a horrifying sense of clarity to my current surroundings. I stood in the shadow of the monumental forest temple, having somehow traversed an infinite maze of pore trees and ruined buildings in a state of total dissociation. None of my prophetic nightmares had ever unveiled the impossibly large structure, but I instantly knew it housed the object of my search; void energy bled from the walls of the temple with an almost visible malice, darkening the air itself with the forest’s curse.

We’re here, Elden.

The sudden return of Amaya’s Voice sent a shiver down my spine. Her hands pressed down on my shoulders and urged me towards the temple doors, but when I spun to face her, the unending army of pore trees was my only company.

I did everything I could to try and save you. He’s too powerful for me to stop on my own, but I know we can do it together.

I took an unbidden step forward, driven into action by the frigid presence swirling through my brain.

It’s time to put on your brave face, love. The hero always has to look brave, remember? 

A distant hum echoed in my ears, growing louder with every step until the roar of a thousand voices hammered at the edges of my consciousness.

Don’t let him twist your mind. No matter what happens, no matter what he tells you, there’s one thing you need to remember above everything else—he cannot be allowed to reach the source of the void. The fate of this world, and every world beyond it, depends on what you do next.

I stopped just out of reach of the towering double doors that led into the main chamber of the temple. Built from the same solid marble as the rest of the structure, it had initially appeared as if the massive entryway was little more than a decorative design on the outer wall, but my new vantage point revealed that one of the two-story slabs of stone had recently been forced open just enough to allow a person to slip inside.

Looks like our time is up, love.

Amaya’s icy embrace began to withdraw from my extremities, driven out with extreme prejudice by an unstoppable flood of burning void.

I’ll come to you when the time is right. You just need to survive until then.

The choir of screams reached its grand crescendo as it boomed through my head with enough force to shake the ground beneath my feet. Though it had failed to unify into one voice, I could tell it was only a matter of moments until the Chorus returned anew to its dark mastery of my body.

I love you, Elden. Forever.

I took what I knew would be my final free breath and centered myself in preparation for the wrath thundering down upon me. “Forever.”

WAKE. UP.

If Amaya’s graceful presence had been a dream, the Chorus was the stuff of nightmares. The instant the last vestiges of ice melted away, dark fire consumed my body and hurled my mind back into its dissociated prison, ripping away any ideas I had of controlling my own physical form.

YOU ARE A WORTHLESS FOOL. WERE IT NOT FOR US, YOU WOULD HAVE LANGUISHED IN THIS CURSED FOREST FOR AN ETERNITY UNDER THE CONTROL OF THAT ABOMINATION. HAVE YOU TRULY FALLEN FOR ITS HONEYED LIES SO QUICKLY?

I suffered the violent tirade in silence, well aware of the price of speaking out of turn. It wants me to stop you, I answered, irrationally calm in the face of death incarnate. It said I should die before I let you reach the source of the curse.

PERHAPS YOU SHOULD OBLIGE YOUR FALSE GOD, THEN. RID US OF YOUR INSUFFERABLE WEAKNESS. WE WILL SAVE THIS MISERABLE WORLD WITHOUT YOU—NOT OUT OF A MISPLACED LOVE FOR ITS INSIGNIFICANT POPULOUS, BUT IN RETRIBUTION FOR THE DOMINION’S UNCHECKED CORRUPTION. WE WILL NO LONGER ABIDE ITS EXISTENCE.

Though I had long since abandoned my own self-preservation instinct, a lingering sense of obligation lit a new spark of fear within me when I imagined the fate of the world if the Dominion escaped the forest; the names and faces of the people I had met during my brief time in Kaldan were locked away beyond the reach of memory, but I knew without a doubt that I had to keep them safe at any cost. The Voice said—

THE VOICE LIES! ITS EVERY WORD IS A POISON THAT SEEKS TO TURN YOU AGAINST YOURSELF. IT KNOWS THAT WE ARE THE KEY TO ITS DESTRUCTION—US, AS ONE, TOGETHER. I reached out into the empty air and drew my flaming sword from the void between worlds, then took a menacing step towards the crack in the massive doorway. THAT HUSK OF FALSE GODHOOD IS AFRAID OF WHAT WE WILL BECOME ONCE WE INHERIT THIS WORLD’S CURSE. IT WILL SAY ANYTHING TO TURN US AWAY FROM OUR DESTINY.

I made no effort to stop our shared vessel from slipping into the temple, forgoing my final chance to resist the Chorus’s influence before its prize was in sight. A strange, sourceless light filled the cavernous chamber beyond the cathedral’s entryway and revealed every inch of its splendor: Massive fissures of glittering voidglass branched over the floors, walls, and ceiling of the structure, marring the otherwise pristine and seamless stonework of Stoneshapers long passed. The deathly veins expanded out in all directions, splitting stone and diving down into the earth in a chaotic weave that all traced back to a single, united origin point at the back of the chamber.

FINALLY. Pleasure thrummed in my chest as my eyes beheld the gargantuan pillar of voidglass from my prophetic nightmares. In stark contrast with the perfect sculpting of the stone around it, the crystalline tower was a deadly, jagged column of raw glass, seemingly untouched by any Stoneshaper or Shadebinder since the moment of its creation. A smoky haze clung to the surface of the pillar, obscuring its finer details behind a physical barrier of shadow, but a moment of focused observation revealed the true nature of the shifting veil: Pure void energy oozed out from the oversaturated glass and spun lazily through the air until it found its liminal passage back to the emptiness that waited just beyond the world of the living.

As much as I wanted to bask in the dark majesty of the crystal obelisk, the assembly that waited in front of it demanded my attention. Hundreds of Thralls lay statue-still on the stone before me, each of them knelt with its forehead to the floor and its arms reverently outstretched in the direction of the voidglass pillar, but it was unclear whether their veneration was aimed at the crystal itself or the two figures that stood before it.

The corruption of the Dominion was on full display in the aberrant pair as they watched over their worshiping army. Where the rank-and-file Thralls had lost their individuality during the grotesque metamorphosis from human to the lanky, slate-skinned monstrosities I had battled for nearly a century, their commanders had been blessed with unique mutations and grafted with a deadly suite of voidglass armaments. The larger of the pair stood at least a foot taller than its underlings and was swollen from head to toe with rippling muscles; it wore no armor or clothing of any kind, but a mass of black crystal had transformed its right arm into a glittering club that dragged on the ground beside it. In contrast, its partner was a short, slight creature that had traded its forearms for spikes of sharpened voidglass, leaving it reminiscent of the blade-armed Serathids from Shadowmine.

THE CONDUITS. LIKE GORAT BEFORE THEM, THEY SERVE AS THE DOMINION’S TETHER TO THIS WORLD. The monstrous face of Hedaat’s councilor stared back at me through my memories, gloating over me in the final moments before my death at his hand. WE WILL WIPE THEM FROM EXISTENCE—THEY WILL NOT CLAIM THE CURSE’S POWER.

Amaya’s parting words rang crystal clear at the back of my dissociated mind, but no matter how strongly I agreed with her warning, I knew that the Chorus wasn’t wrong in its assessment. The opposing ideologies formed ranks and waged war on one another for the thousandth time, stranding me helplessly at the center of the battlefield where the anathema thoughts met.

THE FATE OF THIS WORLD, AND EVERY WORLD BEYOND IT, DEPENDS ON WHAT YOU DO NEXT. I felt the weight of every stolen soul in the Chorus bear down on me as it awaited my answer. JOIN US AND BECOME WHAT WE WERE MEANT TO BE. JOIN US AND SAVE THIS WORLD. JOIN US AND BE FREE.

An eternity came and went in my dark prison as I considered every possible answer, eliminating plan after failed plan until I was left with a final, impossible option. Let’s stop them—together.

I felt my lips curl into a wicked smile as I began to stalk towards my waiting foes. None of the praying Thralls seemed to take notice of my arrival on their hallowed ground, but their commanders readied their accursed weapons and interposed themselves between me and my rightful prize. The smaller of the two figures stepped forward and bared its fangs, displaying multiple rows of rotten, jagged teeth in an animalistic display of warning as it watched my approach through glowing, pupilless eyes. When I failed to relent, it brandished its voidglass blades and let out a shrill screech; the noise was strangely thin and wavering, as if it were a moment away from breaking, but I brushed off the grating shriek and steeled myself for the battle to come.

“The heart of this world’s curse belongs to us,” I rasped at the snarling beast, whipping my blade back and forth in a crackling flourish. “The void we will claim from your deaths pales in the brilliance of its glorious source, but we will delight in your suffering all the same.”

The larger creature slammed its glittering club into the ground and bellowed a brutal war cry in response, but the sound failed to reach my ears; a swelling thunder of euphoric voices drowned the world in anticipation of our approaching victory, culling all thoughts beyond the deaths of our enemies and the claiming of our prize. Dark power raced through the rune-etched face of my pale blade, amplifying the already monstrous strength of my usual combat enhancements. “Come, then!” I crowed, launching into an all-out sprint toward the voidglass pillar. “Come and die!”

Somewhere far beyond the monochromatic world of death and war, the last embers of my humanity sputtered against an ever-encroaching darkness, tethered to reality by a single thread of hope. Stop the Dominion. Stop the Chorus. I knew the two mandates were as intertwined as they were diametrically opposed; my only chance to repel the Dominion’s invasion was to harness the fury of the Chorus, but my only hope of stopping the Chorus from claiming the nightmarish power of the voidglass pillar was death at the Dominion’s hands. The promise of Amaya’s aid lingered at the back of my scattered thoughts, far too tenuous to consider in my hopeless plans—the questionable loyalty of the formless Voice was just as likely to damn me as it was to save me.

I have to stop them. Even as the battle between the Chorus and the Dominion began, I clung to the mantra as tightly as I could, pouring all of my hope into the impossible idea. Though I couldn’t see them through the endless dark of my mental prison, I felt the presence of my forgotten family standing at my side, steadfast in my defense as I fought for theirs.

I can still save them.

***


24. FALLEN EMPIRE

Lia

The chaos left in the wake of Lux’s world-shaking pillar of flame showed no signs of weakening as we broke through the tree line. The entire forest had been whipped into a frenzy like a soot-filled snow globe shaken by an overeager child, and flakes of black ash fell like snow from sinister clouds that blotted out the winter sky. Our Detection disappeared entirely under the forest’s choking curse, forcing us to weave around the ever-denser thickets of skinny, mottled trees as they sprang unanticipated out of the murky darkness.

Fortunately for us, our perfect unity created a force far more powerful than the sum of its parts. Instinct and impulse flashed through our joined mana at impossible speed and allowed us to communicate our thoughts long before they were fully formed. I immediately relinquished control of my body to Val’s care, entrusting her with guiding our mana-enhanced sprint through the forest while I channeled the entirety of my focus into my crystalline dagger. Though I still had no idea how or why Lux had enchanted the voidglass blade, invoking its power grew easier by the second: A hunger from deep within the weapon drank the deathly energy that pooled ever-deeper around us, expanding the reach of my crimson aura in time with the growing void.

The endless forest was quick to steal all concept of time away from us. Between the identical sea of pore trees and the shroud of dark, ash-covered leaves that served as our sky, my best guess placed us somewhere between a minute and an eternity, but I continued forward all the same. My corrupted Detection was the only thing that proved we weren’t running in an endless circle; two distinct sets of tracks ran out through the blackened snow behind us in a perfectly straight line, anchoring us to reality in an otherwise surreal world.

It was in that crimson aura that we finally found a spark of hope. The leading edge of my mental map revealed a sudden break in the forest that burned like a wildfire against the black backdrop of my mind, but it wasn’t until we saw the clearing with our own eyes that we discovered the true magnitude of what we’d found. A barren wasteland of smoking black crystal sat before us, so gigantic in scale that neither of us could see the other side of the circular crater. Although I had never witnessed it myself, a borrowed memory from my time in Lux’s head immediately swam to the forefront of my mind, revealing a nearly identical expanse of voidglass ringed in emberwood trees. The only difference lay at the center of the wreckage: Whereas the Lybesian forest had been entirely leveled by Lux’s flames, a small stand of gleaming voidglass trees filled the center of the Eastern Forest’s crater, hauntingly beautiful amidst the destruction.

“Primes,” Val and I swore in unison, charging ahead towards the petrified grove. Though we had finally escaped the suffocating confines of the forest, the sun was still nowhere to be seen; a scorched, ash-filled sky swirled above the clearing in the wake of Lux’s firestorm, alive with errant bolts of heat lightning that lit our glassy world with momentary flashes of piercing light. Our crashing footfalls and ragged breaths were the only sound in what was an otherwise still, ominous world of death. We finally slowed our tireless sprint when we reached the edge of the crystal forest; to our eyes alone, the voidglass trees formed a twisted hall of mirrors too dark to navigate, but my void Detection was more radiant than ever. I led Val down the winding crimson path in my mind, following the continually increasing glare until we arrived at the heart of the grove.

A single voidglass tree stood at the center of the small clearing, bisected from root to canopy in an impossible display of raw power. At its base, a humanoid figure sat in a similarly deconstructed state: A precise cut down the length of its spine had split it perfectly in half, freezing the figure in the final tortured moments of its life for all eternity. It sat with its head upturned towards the source of its destruction with an oddly peaceful expression on both sides of its ruined face. Despite its calm demeanor, the statue’s upturned hands were flayed down to the bone on each of its fingers, and its limbs and torso were stretched and distended to inhuman proportions, seemingly frozen in time moments before some monstrous metamorphosis. A pile of shattered crystal in its lap was all that remained of whatever it had held in the moment of its death, somehow the only thing that had failed to survive the unholy pillar of fire.

A Shadebinder.

Do you think it’s Horace Odwell?

That is likely. If it is indeed Odwell, that would indicate that the shards in his lap—

—are from another Shadebinder artifact. But if that’s destroyed, wouldn’t that mean—

—Lux has already succeeded in his mission? If that is the case…

Our rapid-fire exchange fell silent when neither of us found the heart to finish the thought. If the voidglass figure before us was truly the leader of the Shadebinders, Lux’s earth-shaking attack had no doubt saved the world from yet another monstrous invasion. Unfortunately, whether we wanted to admit it or not, both of us knew what that meant for Lux’s continued presence in our lives.

No. He’s not gone. Not yet. Whatever the Shadebinders were hunting for in the Eastern Forest is still out there—I can feel it. This is far from over.

We will press on, then. If the Shadebinders sought the source of this world’s corruption, so too will we. When we find that—

—we’ll find Lux, too.

The icy hand of adrenaline squeezed tighter around my heart as we sprinted forward into the dark embrace of the crystal forest and left the voidglass remnants of Horace Odwell to his eternal rest behind us. Though time had long since abandoned us, I knew it had become a far greater enemy than the Shadebinders ever were: Every supernatural threat I had come to understand since meeting Lux lurked behind each passing second, threatening to cast the world into darkness, kill the man I loved, or hurl him back into his never-ending cycle of death and loss.

Our thunderous charge returned us to the voidglass crater in a matter of moments, but a ping of alarm from Val brought me to a skidding halt just as quickly.

We are not alone. There are figures ahead.

My onyx longsword was already drawn alongside my borrowed dagger before I had time to consciously process the words. The aura of my deathly Detection had yet to reach our mysterious foes, but our enhanced senses picked out at least a dozen hazy outlines through the ashen storm, each one statue-still as they awaited our approach.

More Shadebinders?

Their order does not possess such numbers. Mimics, perhaps?

Whatever it is, get ready. We’ll catch them unawa—wait. They’re just…

Statues?

Neon red light illuminated the ranks of the imagined army in vivid detail and brought our premature concerns to an immediate rest. Weathered stone statues of people long lost to waking memory stood proud amidst the desolation before us. In spite of their obvious age, the presence of precious metal filigree and tiny inlaid gemstones within the monuments told an unmistakable story of ancient Stoneshaper craftsmanship, but even the magical endurance of the Guild’s work had been bested by Lux’s deathly assault. Glittering shells of fresh voidglass had fused into the statues where they faced the scorching epicenter of the firestorm, and a second, more methodical force of destruction had cleaved heads and limbs from the lifeless forms with a brutal, flawless precision.

Why are there statues out here? How are there statues out here? An ominous sense of foreboding festered like an unscratchable itch at the back of our joined minds as we followed the trail of ruined monuments, growing more insistent with every second we failed to find an answer to the lingering question. I’ve never heard of anybody living in the Eastern Forest before—not even in fairy tales or Unity histories. I know people are being forced to forget about this place, but could the void really make people forget about something so—

An unexpected hitch in my step sent me reeling to one side, bringing into focus just how dissociated from my own body I had become. My vision doubled, then tripled, then broke apart entirely as my head was flooded with a barrage of foreign memories. Dozens of unfamiliar scenes played out before my eyes, each one disorientingly similar to the others: A stained-glass Unity crest loomed over me as I sat at a messy desk, leaned against a stack of dusty books, and strode down aisle after aisle of packed bookshelves, illuminated by dancing shafts of rainbow sunlight or surreptitious, flickering flames. No matter where or when I was, the object of my focus always remained the same: a ragged tome of strange, leathery parchment, penned with liquid gold in a flowing script of unfamiliar characters.

“Val, what is this?” I groaned, blindly grasping the air in search of support as I wobbled unsteadily on my feet. “Are you—?”

“I know this place.” Though Val’s voice was paper-thin, my hand found her shoulder as steady and unwavering as the statues that filled the field around us. “An ancient text in the Unity Cathedral’s sequestered library—I read about it so many times. How could I have forgotten?” Her eyes locked onto a faraway point on the horizon, peering through swirling smoke to where the voidglass crater abruptly transitioned back into endless trees and towering, angular shadows.

A string of repeating symbols flashed out at me from her scattered memories, somehow perfectly clear in spite of the fact that I didn’t recognize the language. “The Allatran Empire,” I murmured, speaking the foreign words as if they were my own.

“The birthplace of the Shadebinders…and of Unity itself.” Released from their deathly repression, the words of Val’s forgotten research burst out into our shared consciousness like a river toppling a dam. Page after page of golden script flashed by in rapid succession, detailing a history far too complex for me to follow. “Lia, we need to hurry. This is far more dire than we realized.”

Her dread crashed against my dissociative calm, but I managed to catch my heart in my throat before it burst out from my chest entirely. “Okay. Stay close.” I hardly recognized the sound of my own voice when I heard it through Val’s ears. The woman who led our renewed charge into the cursed forest was Lia in form only, with the hopes, fears, and emotions that defined her locked away and replaced with cool, calculating decisiveness.

It wasn’t long until my deathly aura found the tree-lined edge of the voidglass crater. Unlike our blind rush through the outer edge of the Eastern Forest, our path to its heart was abundantly clear; Lux had left an increasingly wild trail of decimated pore trees and shattered statues in his wake, and the alluring flow of dark energy that powered my Detection drew me unerringly towards its source.

Allatra. Ancient capital of a mighty Empire, and the seat of power for the progenitors of our world today.

Val’s voice was soft and low inside my head, flowing with the gentle lilt of a mother reciting a bedtime story to her dozing child. Though her mind still raged with a deafening roar of returning memories, an ordered narrative began to weave itself from the chaos, braiding disparate threads of information together into a single, unified story.

Their power came from unity. Not the religious doctrine of Unity practiced in Kaldan, but a literal union of its people. The citizens of the Allatran Empire were stewards of the Primevals—ancient practitioners of magics devoted solely to one of nine creators of our world. It was the unity of these guilds that formed the basis of the teachings we know today. The Stoneshapers are one such guild, but there were once more—Flameweavers, Lifetenders…and Shadebinders.

The undeniable truth of her story shone with neon crimson light inside my mind, etched time and time again into the crumbling ruins of the once great Allatran civilization that were hidden among the overgrown pore trees. Imagery of what would one day morph into the Unity pinwheel proudly emblazoned walls, windows, and decorative metalwork across the abandoned city: a set of seven circles, each one etched with a symbol depicting its Primeval benefactor, surrounding a central disc of two interlocking spirals.

My breath caught in my throat as I recognized the elements of the modified symbol. I’ve seen this before. The journals under Shadowmine, the stronghold under Syndrai—the Shadebinders were trying to recreate this. They must’ve found an Allatran relic, and channeling the void was helping them to remember it. The bisected face of Horace Odwell stared up at me from his crystalline tomb, so close to the ultimate goal of his journey in the forgotten depths of the Eastern Forest. If that’s true…what were they trying to do? What was the point of all of their plans? To revive the Allatran Empire?

No. They do not seek to revive the Empire—they were the ones who brought about its downfall. There was a sharp chill in Val’s voice as she continued her ancient tale. Throughout the Empire’s history, leaders of the Primeval Guilds jockeyed for position in Allatra’s High Temple, but each understood the ultimate necessity of their cooperation. It was only through the Unity of Nine that the world came to be, and only in their continued balance that the world prospered. However, the Shadebinders sought to usurp that Unity—they schemed to raise their Primeval of Death above all others and rule the world, their lesser countrymen subjugated and controlled.

Though my mind was fully occupied with leading our unending sprint through Allatra’s ruins, I could feel the overlapping visions of Val’s repeated research falling into place, retaking their original clarity from before the forest’s world-spanning curse pulled her from her ancient tome and sealed the knowledge away deep within her mind. Her story sped up as the chaos died, each word growing in confidence as her remaining memories found order faster and faster.

It would be incorrect to say that the ancient Empire fell to civil war. No troops were ever mustered, no battle lines formed, no skirmishes fought between faithfuls and heretics. It was a slaughter that befell the people of Allatra—a single night of bloodless murder at the hands of the Shadebinders. Death filled the city’s streets like a black fog, consuming every living being it touched with a ravenous, insatiable hunger. Precious few civilians managed to escape its billowing wrath in a harrowing flight to the west, leaving everything they owned and everyone they loved in the murderous dark behind them.

A haunting chill prickled against my skin as we ran in unnatural, deathly silence. I couldn’t help but imagine what the tumbledown capital had looked like on that night thousands of years ago: Citizens sat with friends and family at their dinner tables, strolled down pristine cobbled streets, and slept peacefully in their beds, all of them unaware of the unstoppable wall of death bearing down on them. Although my dark Detection told me that the overgrown ruins were entirely empty, I couldn’t help but feel the weight of a thousand ghostly eyes glaring out at us, contemptuous and fearful of the aura of death I so casually maintained with my voidglass blade.

Details of the Allatran Empire’s final moments are…scant, to say the least. Accounts of those who survived the flight to Kaldan’s border are understandably frantic and ill-defined, but similarities emerge as their recollections continue throughout the ancient text. Amidst the chaos, the Lifetenders’ Guild mounted a desperate resistance. Whether it was stemming the tide of death through their mastery of the Life Primeval’s gifts, guiding those in need towards safety, or rallying the surviving members of the remaining faithful Guilds, they all stood valiantly against the darkness of the Shadebinders. That true moment of Unity formed a final line of defense that, by all accounts, was last seen charging deeper into the deathly miasma, their focus trained on the High Temple in the city’s heart.

I watched the last memory fade from our shared minds as Val’s story came to an end: She closed the ancient leather tome one final time, returned it to its dusty shelf in an obscure corner of the Unity Cathedral’s library, and strode casually toward the exit, her incredible discoveries immediately repressed and forgotten. That is…all I can remember. Perhaps it is all that exists—it seems unlikely that anyone present for the final confrontation with the Shadebinders survived to pen an account of what truly happened that night.

The Empire might’ve fallen, but the Shadebinders didn’t take over. The Guilds found a way to stop them—and that means that we can find a way to stop them, too.

Lia, I do not believe that the Shadebinders are our primary concern any longer. Given what we have found so far, it is—

“Lux.” His name crackled through my dry, ash-coated lips as I skidded to a halt. “Wait—where did he go?” It was only after speaking his name aloud that I realized we were no longer following his war-torn path through the forest; with my attention so thoroughly absorbed by Val’s narration, I had allowed the hungering pull of my void Detection to guide us through Allatra’s ruins in a direct line towards the city’s center. “If we retrace our steps, we can find the last sign of him and—”

“Lia.” Though I felt the contact from both of our perspectives, the sudden appearance of Val’s hand on my shoulder made me jump all the same. “You know what we must do.”

No amount of cold logic or forced calm could keep out the tendrils of fear writhing in my stomach, and for the first time since we entered the forest, I felt my resolve waver. “Lux,” I whispered again in a vain prayer to the long-dead gods of Allatra. I might have sprinted off into the dark in search of any sign that he hadn’t disappeared from our world entirely if it hadn’t been for Val’s steadying grip, and in spite of her unyielding resolve, I knew the thought had crossed her mind, too.

“I’m not sure what’s waiting for us in the High Temple, but we have to get there before he does,” I said after a long, reluctant sigh. “The only way we save Lux from that thing inside his head is by finding the source of the curse and destroying it. We did it once in Doram—it’s time to do it again.”

Val held a fist up to her heart and snapped off a sharp, dutiful nod. “We will not fail.”

I tightened my fingers around the grip of my borrowed blade and drew the world of crimson light inside my head into focus. “It’s not far now,” I murmured, shuddering under the enormous weight of the forest’s deathly power. “Follow me.”

The swinging point of my dagger led us through the darkness like a compass, faithfully divining the correct path forward no matter how confusing the overgrown maze of forest became. As we ran, the size and shape of the ancient Allatran structures began to grow; simple one-story houses gave way to massive towers, palatial walls, expansive courtyards, and carefully gridded streets, all of them built from the same bleached marble flecked with spots of onyx and pale, shimmering gold. The once-proud buildings packed closer and closer together as we ran, eventually joining themselves into an uninterrupted world of stone so dense that not even the invasive pore trees could survive. Trading the unending depths of the forest for narrow urban streets made the journey no less disorienting, and I quickly found myself missing the Eastern Forest’s expansive, empty darkness amidst the claustrophobic streets of Allatra.

Thankfully, our journey through the fallen capital didn’t take long. A heroic leap over a collapsed tower threw us out onto a massive cobbled thoroughfare that appeared to bisect the entire city; the empty street was easily over a hundred feet wide, reinforcing just how impressive the Empire had been at its height when citizens had filled the space with noise, movement, and life. The thoroughfare was devoid of any structures where it ran back to the west towards the newly created voidglass crater, but the true purpose of the road was clear when we looked eastward.

A cathedral rivaling Syndrai’s enormous castle stood at the center of an expansive courtyard, reaching up beyond the roiling, thunderous clouds that filled the sky. Time appeared to have spared the High Temple of the wrath that had consumed the rest of the crumbling city; apart from a thin cloak of pale-yellow vines, the speckled marble stood as proud and pristine as the day it had been shaped. Though it was impossible to appreciate the full scope of the majestic structure from our position, its angular construction was immediately identifiable as that of the Unity pinwheel: The base of the temple flared out in seven equally magnificent wings, all of which surrounded a central tower adorned by the symbols of their ancient religion. 

This is it. Whatever it is we’re looking for, we’ll find it in there. I was far too consumed by the crushing magnitude of our task to speak the words aloud, but a reassuring rush of strength from Val’s entangled mana answered my silent thoughts and kept my feet moving along the empty thoroughfare. An eternity of apprehension came and went as the colossal temple grew ever larger on the horizon, but I still found myself mentally unprepared when we finally arrived at the massively oversized double doors.

We will not fail. Val’s mantra echoed through our shared thoughts as she laid her hands upon the stone. There is nothing we cannot overcome together.

A will beyond my own raised my hands to rest on the door beside hers. Keep going. Don’t stop. Do whatever it takes. I was so consumed by my trance-like focus that I hardly noticed my muscles straining against the weight of the dense marble. Mana rippled across the surface of my skin, burning purple and gold as our pooled enhancements flared to life. The door squealed in protest, shuddering as it struggled to break free from thousands of years of disuse, then came loose with a final, bone-shaking slam. Ancient Stoneshaper machinery swung the towering slab open along invisible tracks until the passage was wide enough to slip through, at which point it immediately ground to a screeching halt.

I tiptoed to the opening and snuck my way inside dagger-first, ready to intercept any form of Shadebinder monstrosity protecting the source of their power, but what I found instead was far more sinister. A pillar of jagged voidglass had sprouted from the High Temple’s heart like a corrupted tree; gnarled tendrils of dark glass plunged down through the dyed marble floor and rooted the pillar in place, and a fractal canopy twirled up into the shadows of the cathedral’s high ceiling. Clouds of black fog pulsated across the surface of the crystal tower with a malevolence so powerful that I could see the energy with my naked eye.

Although the deadly majesty of the pillar had stolen my ability to avert my gaze, a continuous stream of crimson images flooded through my subconscious and alerted me that we weren’t the High Temple’s only guests. My dark Detection revealed over a hundred figures in the immense chamber before us: Row after row of nearly identical voidglass bodies lined the central aisle, each of them folded over on their knees with their foreheads pressed against the ground. The delicate adornments that had decorated the field of Stoneshaper sculptures were entirely absent from our current audience, but the all-too-familiar weave of jagged scars that marked their exposed skin spoke to a far darker origin than simple ornamentation.

“So, this was the fate of the ancient Shadebinders. A mass suicide to honor their vile Prime.” Val’s reverent whispers carried over the assembled dead with a soft hiss.

“This must be how they made the killing fog that wiped out the capital—and how they made…that.” I felt incredibly small before the colossal majesty of the crystal monolith. Every plan of action my accelerated mind threw against the pillar withered in its deathly shadow, coming up woefully short of finding the spark of hope I so desperately needed. “Val, how…?”

The reassuring clack of metal gears echoed through the cathedral as Val drew the King’s Shield from its mount and locked it into place around her gauntleted hand. “Look. There,” she said, nodding towards a raised pile of broken stone at the base of the pillar. “An altar—or, at least, what is left of one. There is a chance we may find an answer to the true nature of this cursed relic within the wreckage, and with it, a way to undo its evils. If not…” Her eyes took on a faraway quality as her thumb traced the wicked fracture that marred her shield’s radiant face. “All things, no matter how powerful, can be broken.”

Each breath came harder than the last as we picked our way through the maze of entombed Shadebinder corpses. Between the never-ending pressure of the pillar’s corrupted aura and the world-ending stakes of our quest crushing down on my shoulders, any thoughts beyond guiding my next footfall seemed unbearable, yet somehow, those footfalls came and went all the same. My body refused to relent in its approach even as every instinct screamed for me to turn and flee from the overwhelming force of death that awaited us. Whether the strength of will came from my bond with Val or from somewhere within my own heart didn’t matter: Our final task was at hand, and I wouldn’t stop until Lux was safe.

Although my dark Detection had been able to cut through the forest’s curse without resistance throughout our journey, encountering the source of the energy was another battle entirely; the crimson light inside my mind found a sudden, impenetrable barrier as we climbed up to the collapsed altar, refusing to pass through the writhing mass of shadows that cloaked the crystal pillar itself. “The deaths of an entire civilization, all bottled up in one place,” I said with an involuntary shudder. “If the Shadebinders had won, this would’ve destroyed the entire world.”

“Should it fall into the wrong hands, it still could.” Val’s warning was accompanied by a string of dark, fiery memories, each one a grim warning of what would happen if Lux managed to claim the infinite ocean of power as his own. “Come. There is still time to avert such a fate.”

With the threat of catastrophe looming large in the forefront of our minds, we began our search of the crumbling altar. It quickly became clear that the raised platform had served as a place of worship before the Shadebinders’ final ritual; censers, pitchers, candlesticks, and ornamental knives all sparkled amidst the stone and voidglass rubble, preserved by the magic of Stoneshaper craftsmanship while decaying remnants of books, scrolls, and quills crumbled to dust beneath our searching hands. Based on its position near the middle of the massive cathedral, it looked as if the altar had been one of many surrounding an even grander stage at the temple’s center, but both it and the staircases leading up to it had been entirely consumed by the shadowy pillar before us.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from stealing glances at the temple doors. Focus, I chided myself, tearing my eyes away from the exit only for them to find their way back a few seconds later. Focus, damn it! Stop being such a child! My fists tightened as I jammed my eyes shut and threw my full attention into what remained of my void Detection, picking through every broken stone and crystal shard with intense scrutiny. You have to find something. Find something that’ll tell you how to break this thing before Lux gets here and—

“There!” I gasped, pointing my dagger towards a dense pile of collapsed stone columns. “Something’s under there—something Shadebindery.” Val and I tore into the ruins, hauling away layer after layer of shattered marble until my prize was finally revealed. A slab of voidglass was fused directly into the stone floor, its cracked and battered face still etched with two sets of ancient symbols: The first set were even and orderly at the center of the tablet, but a series of deliberate wounds ran through every line, seemingly cut by the author of the second set of hastily scrawled words at the slab’s edge.

“A bridge to span the gulf from death to life,” Val intoned, tracing her finger across the central runes. “A beacon through the void of endless dark. A flux of stolen Shade to drown the world. A vessel for the Primal essence made. Our shepherd, leader, prophet, master, god. Entombed upon this Night of Death’s Eclipse.”

The ancient words set a chill deep inside my bones. “The Night of Death’s Eclipse,” I whispered, finally putting a name to the fall of the Allatran Empire. “A bridge, a beacon, a vessel…a tomb. This pillar—it’s a grave. They buried the leader of the Shadebinders here.” My mind raced to parse the ancient prose, stealing meaning from the flowery language until a sudden realization made my stomach drop. “Val, were they…?”

“They sought to summon the Primeval of Death itself,” she murmured. “Did their heresy truly know no bounds? To think that mortals could invoke the true essence of one of the creators of our world—to think that a human form could contain such impossible power within itself…it is madness.”

“Look at this place. I don’t want to believe it’s possible, but…they might have succeeded if the rest of the Guilds hadn’t tried to stop them.” Pushing the uncomfortable possibility from my mind, I knelt down beside her and read the second set of runes, translating the foreign language through Val’s eyes. “A curse becomes a curse. For as long as the lifeblood of your patron darkens the world, so too is it excised from living memory. Forever present, forever waiting, unmade in a prison of its own design—it is your Primeval that has been eclipsed upon this cursed night. Sealed within your Grand Cleric’s undeath, it shall languish until the last of its essence returns to its rightful domain by nature’s course.”

A hush fell over the High Temple as we stared at the rippling tower of voidglass before us. “They turned the ritual against itself,” Val mused. “The deathly energy once meant to scour the world is now the same force that wipes the entirety of the Allatran Empire from history. They have extricated their very existence from living memory in an effort to hide the Shadebinder monument, hoping that it would someday expend itself without ever being used for its true purpose.”

“But…it’s been thousands of years already, right?” I asked. “If it’s still this powerful, I don’t think it’ll ever burn out naturally.”

“If the Allatran Guilds were correct, the deathly energy collected from the Shadebinders’ ritual is tethered to the body of their Grand Cleric. Perhaps we can exhume the body from the pillar and break its connection to the void—without an anchor to our world, the energy may dissipate all at once.”

Her statement was simple, logical, and dispassionate, but I couldn’t help but tremble at the unspoken implication at the core of her plan. “I—I’m not sure I know how to…I’ve only been training to use the void for a few days now, I can’t—I don’t know how to—”

Val’s face appeared just before mine, shielding me from the sinister aura of the voidglass pillar. “It is unfair of me to ask it of you, but I must ask it all the same. I have no connection to this power—the only reason I know it exists at all is that I can see it through your eyes. I do not know what help I may be in this task, but I will do whatever I can to aid you. You need only ask.” Cold steel brushed against my cheek as she cupped my face in a gauntleted hand. “You are not alone, Lia.”

My heart attempted to batter its way out from my heaving chest as I tumbled end over end through the depths of her pale-olive eyes. The concept of touching the pure embodiment of death behind her terrified me to my core, but the idea drained away alongside the rest of my fears, guided by Val’s gentle strength until the only thing that remained was the touch of her hand on my cheek.

I’m…not alone. A spark of violet light pulled me from my despair moments before the world collapsed entirely, reigniting my brain with a fresh sense of resolve. No, I’m not alone. I can do this—we can do this. The gentle traces of a smile on Val’s face greeted me when I returned to my senses, beautiful and kind in spite of the deadly gloom around us. My breath slowed, my heart calmed, and bit by bit, I began to believe the mantra ringing in my head. We can do this.

“Okay,” I breathed, raising my hand to grip hers, “let’s do…something. I’ll try to, uhm…I’ll see if I can connect with the energy in the pillar and try to find the tomb.” I took a confident step towards the voidglass tower and pointed my dagger at its shadow-cloaked base at the far end of the collapsed altar. “I have no idea if this is going to work, but I’m going to give it a shot. If something goes wrong, pull me out, okay?”

Val wove her fingers between mine and gave them a reassuring squeeze. “I will keep you safe.”

I let out a low, groaning sigh, then leaned to one side to sneak one final glance at the High Temple’s entrance before commencing my foolhardy plan. “Alright, let’s d—Lux!” I had to do a double take to convince myself that I hadn’t hallucinated, but my second glance revealed the same sight as the first: The shadowy outline of a humanoid figure stood inside a ball of black-and-white fire at the temple doors, radiating a malice matched only by the voidglass pillar behind us.

Multicolored lights flashed across the ruined altar as Val’s shield whirled around its axis and snapped into place in front of us. “Lia,” she murmured, her voice impossibly calm, “draw your sword.”

My arm followed her order on pure instinct, readying one of my paired onyx blades beside my crystal dagger while I stared across the cavernous chamber in horror. “Lux, it’s me! It’s Lia! I’m okay!” Although I knew the outburst was ultimately useless, my heart still broke all the same when the burning specter began to stalk towards the altar, flaming sword in hand. “Lux, please! Don’t do this! I—I don’t want to hurt you!” I brandished my weapons with a half-hearted flourish, still unprepared for the battle I had known was fated to come from the moment Lux disappeared.

“The heart of this world’s curse belongs to us.” The horrible, grating screams of a thousand voices answered me in unison, filling the cathedral with a harsh, rolling thunder. “The void we will claim from your deaths pales in the brilliance of its glorious source, but we will delight in your suffering all the same.”

Val crashed her shield into the stone beneath us, piercing the booming voices with a pure, metallic peal that reverberated in my chest. “We will not let you have him!” she bellowed. “Your cursed existence ends, here and now!”

“Come, then!” the voices cackled gleefully. “Come and die!”

Time screeched to a halt as Lux dashed towards us, locking me in an eternal nightmare with no escape. I wanted to cry, to scream, to beg the Primes to save him, to curse the world that had allowed such awful suffering to exist, but I simply stood in place with my blades raised for combat. “I…I don’t want to.” The pitiful whisper snuck out through my quivering lips, inaudible through the bloody roars of the beast before us. “Please.”

You know what he would want. Val’s voice was crystal clear inside my head. Lux would want you to fight. He would want you to save the world, no matter the cost—even if that cost is his own life.

No. No! I raged against the truth as my feet began to carry me forward. It can’t end like this, Val! It can’t!

Val’s radiant bulwark found its place before me as she matched my advance. Lia, you know Lux better than anyone. Do you believe that this is the end? Do you believe he has given up and accepted his fate?

No. I know he’s still in there—he’s fighting as hard as he can.

Then we must do the same. We must allow him the chance to triumph.

Our silent conversation died at the first fall of Lux’s sword. Gouts of black fire lapped around the edges of Val’s shield, alive with the malice of the dark beast that had come to possess the man I loved. Wordless battle plans guided our movements in perfect harmony; the calculations and combat maneuvers came on pure instinct, pulled in equal parts from Val’s decades of military experience and my countless days spent sparring against the very blade that sought to end our lives. Though it had been the farthest thing from my true intentions, one thing became abundantly clear as our fight progressed: I had been training for this fight from the moment I chose to adventure with Lux.

This isn’t how it ends. We’ll find a way—we’ll bring Lux back to his senses, and the three of us will destroy this place once and for all. I knew the hope was little more than a fantasy, but I clung to it as desperately as I could. It’s not over. There’s still time.

I can still save him.

***


25. DEATH’S ECLIPSE

Lux

My body rattled with a wordless roar of frustration while I retreated from another failed assault on the voidglass pillar. The Conduits of the Dominion had proven themselves far more capable than initially estimated; though they were slow to pursue and hesitant to press their numbers advantage in a full-scale assault against me, their defense of the cathedral’s glassy heart was impenetrable. No matter how quickly I forced myself to attack, the smaller creature was always there to cut off my flaming advance, and the larger beast caught my strikes against its glittering club no matter how powerfully I swung my sword. More frustrating still was the choking aura the creatures exuded: All of my attempts to end our battle prematurely with a crackling infusion of void were thwarted by an invisible, impenetrable barrier, forcing me to rely on a more protracted ground engagement.

THEY WILL BURN. THE WHOLE OF THE DOMINION WILL FEEL OUR WRATH BEFORE THIS BATTLE ENDS.

The thundering mandate heralded a fresh onslaught of agony as my bodily pyre grew in strength. Although the manipulation of pain sat squarely within the domain of the void, my wrathful master was entirely unconcerned with my mortal suffering; I felt my flesh sear, crack, and burn away again and again, locked in an endless cycle of torture by the pitiful stream of healing energy that kept me alive. A veil of overheated, shimmering air obscured the world while my dark flames billowed ever taller, painting my surroundings with a dreamlike haze.

WE WILL RAZE THIS WORLD TO THE GROUND AND CLAIM OUR PRIZE AMIDST CINDER AND SMOKE.

Rivulets of molten stone seeped out from beneath my feet, liquified by the unbearable heat of my burning body. The squeal of the superheated stone was deeply satisfying in its own right, but it was what was left in its wake that I found truly pleasing: A mirror-like slab of voidglass gleamed in my monochromatic radiance, so saturated by my boundless force of deathly energy that it continued to burn of its own accord. The ravenous flames spilled out onto the surrounding marble, corrupting the ancient stone in an expansive wave behind me as I renewed my attack against my otherworldly foes.

As they had a dozen times before, the pair of Dominion creatures charged out to meet me, positioning themselves staunchly between me and the voidglass pillar. The larger of the two deflected my opening slash with a simple twist of its arm, shielding both itself and its smaller companion from a fresh torrent of black fire before using the stolen momentum of my attack to aim a devastating punch at my chest. It was a routine I had already become frustratingly familiar with through our previous clashes, but it was a battle of attrition I now knew I could win: The growing fury of my void flames would eventually consume the entire temple, burning away the stain of the wretched creatures once and for all while I claimed my ultimate prize.

“You merely delay the inevitable.” Every voice in my stolen Chorus delighted in the taunt as I haphazardly danced my way out of reach, narrowly avoiding the strike that would easily have shattered every bone in my torso. The hulking beast charged after me with its club already raised for a second attack, as expected; I knew the wild swing was little more than a distraction from the shadow that skated along the periphery of my vision, where the smaller, bladed Conduit rushed to catch me unaware on my right flank. “We are not the same being you once knew,” I goaded, already preparing my sword to parry the incoming flurry of blows. “It is your unchecked arrogance that gives you hope, but we will show you the error of—”

My provocations devolved into a bestial roar as a trio of crystals punched through my ribcage and lodged in my right lung. I whirled in a blind fury and launched my sword in the direction of my attacker, but the missile screamed away into the darkness without ever finding its target. The lithe, bladed creature was already circling around behind me in preparation for a second assault; in a single, fluid motion, it drew the edge of one voidglass blade along the other, peeled away another trio of improvised throwing knives, and launched the salvo in my direction. I threw myself backwards in a reckless lunge, diving into the safety of my spreading inferno in a last-ditch effort to avoid both the hail of needles and the thunderous smash of the larger fiend.

“Worthless WRETCH!” I bellowed, tearing at the crystals in my chest like a wounded animal as I tracked the flitting shade behind me. “Your craven tricks are—”

An explosion of force at the base of my spine stole the air from my lungs and sent me crashing end over end across the temple floor. Consciousness came and went in wild flashes of fire and pain, granting me a fractured, incomplete vision of the attack that had so thoroughly broken me; the glittering club of the brutish Conduit had extended to nearly twice its original length, allowing the beast to punch straight through my wall of black fire and catch me unaware in the heart of my unholy sanctuary. One last jarring impact brought my tumbling to an abrupt halt when I smashed into the outer wall of the cathedral and fell into a mangled, unmoving heap.

Somewhere, far beyond my shattered bones and boiling blood, I felt an immense wave of relief wash over me. My mind was so drunk on death, justice, and revenge that who I was, what I was fighting, or why I so desperately needed to win were all mysteries to me, but there was one thing I knew at the very core of my being: I was tired. Finally. Rest. I welcomed the emptiness of the void around me, comforted by its promise of never-ending peace and quiet, but the peace never came; I simply floated there, utterly exhausted, entirely broken, and unable to die.

YOU DO NOT DESERVE DEATH.

Agony returned to me first. Burning skin, ruptured organs, broken bones: Every aspect of the body I had abandoned to dissociation made itself known in turn, reminding me in explicit detail of my failures.

YOU WILL SURVIVE UNTIL WE CLAIM WHAT IS RIGHTFULLY OURS.

A special form of torture found me as my ruined form began to move. Muscles tore themselves apart in an effort to right my dislocated joints, pulling in impossible directions with inhuman strength until a series of sickening snaps made them whole again. I rose like a puppet on a string, wobbling in place while I fought to find a balance that would never come; my left leg was missing, with the prosthetic that had once replaced it either lost, broken, or burned away entirely by my boundless rage.

YOUR WEAKNESS WILL NOT STOP US.

The booming Chorus forced me back down to my knees and veiled the world in a curtain of searing light. I felt the stone beneath me shudder, crack, and give way to a sea of molten voidglass, liquified in an instant by the unrelenting wrath of my deathly fire. My hand plunged into the dark pool and began to twist, guiding the crystal fluid up and around my residual limb with a knowledge entirely alien to me. An unbearable heat lanced up through my hip and into my spine, but the cruel presence that directed my movements kept me frozen in place, forced to suffer in silence until I finally rose again. A new prosthetic stood in place of the Stoneshaper relic I had once worn: Still glowing cherry-red from its forging, the limb was an unadorned spike of voidglass crafted with a single purpose in mind.

THEY WILL SUFFER—

The well-worn grip of my sword returned to my hand, a small, nostalgic comfort within an existence of otherworldly torment.

—THEY WILL BURN—

A single stab into my impromptu crucible plated the manasteel blade in molten death. 

—THEY WILL DIE—

I ran the weapon across the sapphire affixed to my arm, charging the dark crystal with angry arcs of black lightning.

—AND WE WILL, AT LONG LAST, BE FREE.

With my metamorphosis complete, I emerged from my fiery chrysalis with a monstrous lunge. The Dominion Conduits had once again failed to press their advantage, choosing instead to retreat and regroup near the base of the voidglass pillar they were so desperate to shield from me. Hundreds of feet of ancient stone, flaming crystal, and slain Thralls stood between us, but I could feel their essence as if we were standing face to face; their corrupted aura clung to me like a disease, so foul and caustic that its very existence was an insult to nature itself.

“DIE!” Thunder shook the cavernous temple as my sword rocketed through the air, its crystal body alive and sparkling with arcs of monochromatic lightning. I watched with sadistic glee as the smaller of the two creatures dove behind its hulking counterpart, cowering with fear in the final moment before my weapon impacted the brute’s voidglass club and consumed the pair in a burst of blinding light. Plumes of fire and bolts of lightning exploded out in all directions, forging fresh lines of flaming voidglass in the stone around them, but somehow, the crystal bulwark still stood in the aftermath of my wrathful strike.

“DIE! DIE!” I recalled my blade and immediately repeated the attack, sending missile after crackling missile downrange while I advanced. Although the Conduit’s voidglass shield remained impossibly intact, I could see the fruits of my labor taking root around the pair; a sundered sea of molten crystal stretched out behind them in an expansive cone, forged in the aftermath of my overflowing fury, and each successive strike against the shield pushed them closer and closer to its gurgling maw. Another explosion knocked the shield out of position entirely, and I loosed a howling war cry as the moment of my final victory approached. I reached out for my faraway blade, my fingers already curling into position to receive its well-worn grip, but for the first time in my many lives, my hand remained empty.

I had only a single instant to realize my plan had failed before my body convulsed. A sudden pressure bore down on me from all sides, burrowed through my armor of shadowy flames, and snuffed out the meager stream of energy powering my healing magic. Unlike the suffocating aura of corruption that had imprisoned my deathly energy beneath the surface of my skin, the new assault nullified my mana completely, stealing away what little reserves remained in my core and blocking me from creating more from the boundless ocean of void that now threatened to burn me away to nothing.

LET IT BURN. THIS PITIFUL VESSEL HAS REACHED THE END OF ITS USEFULNESS.

Another convulsion threw me into the pool of voidglass beneath me. The molten crystal bled through my charred and sloughing skin, suturing the ruined flesh together in a perverted imitation of healing magic. It ravaged my entire form, burning, melting, and suffusing through every ounce of my humanity until even the marrow in my bones was blackened and corrupted. 

YOUR SUFFERING IS OUR ASCENSION. YOUR PENANCE IS OUR GLORY. YOUR RUINATION IS OUR JUSTICE.

Whatever I had been when I fell into the burning pool was gone when the Chorus climbed out of it. My new form was humanoid in only the loosest sense: I skulked through the smoke on four identical spikes of savage crystal, each one razor-honed and thirsty for blood, and a white-hot veil of flames cloaked my hulking voidglass torso. Death was the only thing that existed in my mind; the hope that I could defeat both the Dominion and my fractured psyche had long since faded into the dark, stolen from me so completely that I forgot any desire had ever existed beyond my hunger for carnage.

I lurched forward on all fours in a frenzy of whirling blades and crackling flames, renewing my monstrous attack on the voidglass pillar and its guardians. The Dominion’s Conduits charged out to meet me as they had every time before, but from the first moment we clashed, I knew that something had changed. The unmistakable hesitance of fear colored their every move; parries came later and more desperately than before, their attacks were weaker and more unsure, and their synchronized positioning wavered and slowed, diminishing what had once been an impregnable defense to a battle that threatened to turn in my favor at any moment.

The temple rang with the song of a thousand trumpeted battle cries, each one exultant in its newfound power and freedom. My blows rained down on the crystal bulwark of the larger Conduit with bestial strength, cracking the temple floor beneath its feet with every jarring impact. When the assault grew too powerful to bear, its bladed companion interposed itself between us and took up its fight; our blades clashed once, twice, three times, again and again, ringing with the ferocity of an entire battlefield of warriors as our frenetic dance raged.

I flipped and pirouetted atop my bladed limbs with inhuman dexterity, flitting my way around my prey with the sickening grace of a Serathid. However, unlike the simple, animal instincts of Shadowmine’s starving beasts, my assault was fueled by lifetimes of undying malice; there was no thought of survival or self-preservation as I traded blows with the Dominion’s champions, accepting any injury in exchange for even the slightest chance at gaining the upper hand. A Mimic-like explosion of dark fire burst out of me whenever my glassy flesh was broken, forcing my foes to momentarily disengage while my wounds cauterized themselves. My efforts earned me a half-dozen landed strikes in return, but no matter how severely I wounded the creatures, they always returned to the fight a moment later with their unsightly silver flesh unblemished.

THIS BATTLE OF ATTRITION IS USELESS. CLAIM THE SOURCE—WE WILL USE ITS POWER TO PURGE THIS FILTH ONCE AND FOR ALL.

Void cascaded out from my core in answer to the inexorable command and coalesced in the bladed edge of my crystalline limbs as I threw myself into another futile clash against the Dominion. My deathly power intensified until the voidglass threatened to tear itself apart, but I suffered the disassembling strain until the perfect opening in our skirmish finally arrived. A gouging cut to the bladed Conduit’s leg forced it to retreat with a pitiful whimper, but before its shielded counterpart could intervene, I leapt into the air and brought my overcharged weapons down onto the stone between us.

Blinding light and deafening thunder filled the world, heralding an unholy firestorm that annihilated anything it touched. I wanted nothing more than to bask in the majesty of what I had created, drunk on the glory of my Primeval wrath, but I abandoned the display long before it reached its climax; the object of my greatest desire stood momentarily, tantalizingly, unguarded. I threw myself forward with reckless abandon, sprinting on all fours like a ravenous beast on a direct line to the temple’s heart.

The crumbling altar that sat at the pillar’s base was nearly within reach when a knife caught my flank, sunk down to the hilt, and exploded, ruining the voidglass limb in a flash of scorching fire. I crashed to the ground with a horrific scream as the unexpected assault racked my body with agony, its alien flames burning through me with a voracity entirely unlike that of my usual deathly pyre. Though I had no doubt as to the identity of my attacker, I was still stunned to see the Dominion’s Conduits racing towards me, both of them somehow unscathed by the conflagration that had consumed the entirety of the temple’s entrance. A brilliant fire blazed at the tip of the bladed creature’s right arm, ready and waiting to massacre me once again.

GO, NOW! WE MUST REACH THE SOURCE!

I clawed my way through the rubble in a desperate attempt to appease the booming voice, but a sudden hiss cutting through the air above my head brought a premature end to my struggle. A second dagger buried itself in the stone directly ahead of me and burst into a dazzling ball of flame, the force of its detonation hurling me back down to the floor.

WE WILL NOT BE DEFEATED BY THESE INSIGNIFICANT MORTALS! THEIR SCREAMS WILL BE FOREVER ENTOMBED WITHIN OUR—

A series of earth-shattering blows crushed me into the stone before I had a chance to regain my bearings, interrupting the wrathful edicts of my dark master. The hulking form of the larger Conduit loomed above me, its club continually rising and falling as it systematically smashed every piece of my corrupted form. My body thrashed against the assault in a final bid to claim my rightful prize, but every flailing attempt to escape was countered by the Dominion’s champion, each blow finding its mark with the perfect placement and timing of an age-old sparring partner.

My borrowed desire for retribution was the first to fade, beaten out of me by the creature’s valiant strikes until my only hope was to resist the onslaught. The next strike proved resistance was futile; any last dregs of strength oozed out of me along with the corrupted, steaming ichor that had replaced my blood. With every repeated blow, my bodily awareness faded further until I was too detached to hope even for escape. As the Conduit reared back for its final, decisive blow, my consciousness abandoned my physical form altogether, leaving me an impassive spectator over my own disassembly. The experience was as disorienting as it was peaceful; I had no idea why I was alive to witness my own death, but I was too tired to care.

Are you still in there, love?

A voice I had long since forgotten whispered to me through the darkness, soft and sweet as the day it had left me. I felt myself rising through the air, held aloft by a crushing hand around my windpipe, but I made no effort to fight back: The entirety of my fading willpower was focused on following the melodious sound back to its source.

Amaya…?

Yes, Elden. I’m here—just like I said I would be. It’s time for you to end this.

I watched with disinterest as the hulking creature hauled me away from the voidglass pillar, carrying me by the throat until we came to a sudden stop beside the lithe form of the bladed Conduit.

To end…what? Look—I’m already dead.

A sad, falling sigh called back to me. Oh, love. He’d never let you die—not with his prize within reach—so we’ll have to force his hand. I can keep him restrained for a moment, but you have to convince them to land the final blow. Can you do that?

Convince them? The Dominion’s been trying to kill me this entire time—why would I have to conv—?

Trust me, Elden. A tremor of panic colored Amaya’s voice as the Dominion creature raised its glittering weapon. Your death is the only thing that can save them now. You’ll understand that soon enough, but you need to ensure that they see it that way, too.

I don’t understand, Amaya! Please, tell me what’s—!

The agony I felt as the Conduit’s dagger sank into my chest surpassed any suffering I had ever experienced. An aura of pure undoing roared out from the voidglass blade, tearing away the deathly energy that had infused itself into my flesh, blood, and bones, yet somehow, my bodily disintegration was a trifle compared to my mental anguish. With the Chorus’s corruption momentarily purged, I saw the full, unfiltered truth of the world around me: where I was, what I had done, and who I had become.

“No…no…!”

A broken, gurgling voice wheezed out of me as the horrible meaning of Amaya’s words revealed themselves. I fought to deny the truth with every ounce of willpower I had left, but I knew in an instant that the wide, tear-filled amber eyes that stared into mine were real.

“Lia…Lia, please—you have to kill me.”

***


26. UNDYING DEVOTION

Val

My eyes had never before beheld a horror greater than that which stood before us. To call the creature suspended at the end of Lia’s dagger a man would be unbefitting; humanity had long since abandoned the burned-out husk, displaced by an overwhelming influx of deathly essence. Jagged growths of voidglass had been sharpened to bloody edges along the creature’s limbs, each one malformed and disjointed where it connected to the torso at a sickening angle. What little skin remained on the corpse was stained black and flecked with shards of dark, glittering crystal; where the skin was absent, oozing patches of burned flesh wept a viscous sludge over exposed, blackened bones. Whatever clothing and armor had once protected it was missing, either burned away by an endless pyre or broken by my own brutal assault. 

In spite of his monstrous evolution, it was still uncomfortably clear that the creature had, at one point, been Lux. It was in his eyes that I found the last holdout of the man I had come to love; though the piercing gray discs had been dyed black by tendrils of creeping void, a visceral, human horror too deep to fully comprehend shone out as they scanned the room, likely for the first time under Lux’s own control.

A terrible rasp escaped his blackened lips when his gaze finally settled upon Lia. “No…no…!” The sickening sound sent a violent shudder through her body, but her grip on the crystal dagger lodged in Lux’s chest kept her locked in place, forced to watch in terror as he continued to gurgle and choke in his continued attempts to speak.

“Lia…Lia, please—you have to kill me.”

“Lux!” Her heartbroken cry echoed in my soul, our emotions immutably linked through the deepened bond of our mana. “Lux, we’re here to save you!”

“I—I didn’t know…it was you,” he wheezed. “This whole time—he…tricked me. Please…before he comes back—before I…hurt you again. You have to k—”

“No!” she wailed. “You’re not dying! Not like this!” Her empty hand darted out to cup the side of his face, undeterred by the blistered and bloody skin that sloughed away at her touch. “You promised me, Lux, remember? Forever!”

“Forever.” The word rattled out of him like wind through autumn leaves. “Dying…isn’t the end for me. No matter how long…no matter how many lives it takes…I’ll come back. But now—I can’t stop him, Lia. If you don’t kill me…I’ll kill you. Everyone. Everything. Please…don’t let me—argh!” A roar of pain interrupted his pleas and racked his body with palpable agony. Black smoke seeped out from the voidglass embedded in his flesh and obscured him in a shimmering haze as he battled against the deathly wrath possessing him. “Please!”

“Lux, I can’t!” Lia wept. “I can’t kill you! There has to be another way!”

There was a profound sadness in Lux’s bloodied, blackened eyes when his senses returned. His gaze lingered on Lia’s for a final moment in silent, desperate pleading, then suddenly turned and burrowed straight into my heart. “Val,” he panted, bubbling blood frothing from the corner of his mouth, “help her. That’s my…final request.”

The lifetime of memories we had forged in our sparing time together flashed through my mind all at once, strengthening my trembling body against the terrible weight of his order. My mind screamed in protest as my hand reached for the bone-white dagger on my belt; every bit of emotion I had long believed to be missing from my heart begged me for mercy, no doubt intensified by Lia’s anguished aura that had infused itself into my own, but I pulled the blade from its sheath all the same. It was my unflinching faith in the man who, despite the torture of his very existence, still clung to life within the ruined corpse before us that guided my hand; I knew I would do anything to save him, even if it meant ending his life at his own command.

“It will be done.”

If the mangled, melted features of Lux’s face could show relief, my words had no doubt invoked it. “Quickly. Do it now, before—”

“Val, no!” Lia begged. “After everything we’ve done, it can’t end like this!”

“This is not the end, Lia.” Though I had no idea how the words could possibly be true, I spoke them with full-bodied conviction. “It is a chance—a chance that only Lux can give us. Our world will meet the same fate as the Allatran Empire if we do not take it.”

“If I make it to that pillar, I—I’m not sure I’ll ever come back.” The strain in Lux’s voice grew thicker with every word, tightening like a hand around his throat. “My dagger…it repels him, somehow. If I…die now—if that power kills me—it might be enough to—NO!”

I wrapped an arm around Lia’s chest and dove backwards, pulling her out of reach a moment before Lux’s voidglass blade sliced through her outstretched arms. A cacophony of dissonant screams echoed through the temple as Lux writhed in agony, his mutilated body catching fire once again as the dark spirit thundered back from its momentary expulsion. I disentangled myself from where Lia and I had landed on the temple floor and instinctually raised my shield, but the attack I feared never came; the flame-cloaked figure thrashed uselessly in place, fighting back against a foe that neither Lia nor I could see.

“YOU WOULD THREATEN US WITH DEATH? WE ARE OF THE VOID—OUR ESSENCE CANNOT BE UNDONE BY SUCH IMPOTENCE,” the bestial chorus raged. “WE WILL PURGE YOU FROM OUR BEING ONCE AND FOR ALL AND RECLAIM THE FORM THAT IS OURS BY RIGHT. YOU WILL WATCH AS WE SLAY THESE WORTHLESS CREATURES AND—”

“No!” Lux’s solitary voice punched through the raging choir, his strength returned in a momentary burst of heroic resolve. “You…won’t…touch them!” A pillar of fire erupted from the shattered stone and fully consumed him in its dark radiance, but his voice continued on uninterrupted. “They’re…stronger than me—stronger than you. They’ll…end this. I know they will.”

Emotion unlike anything I had ever experienced surged through every inch of my body. In one glorious moment of Primeval inspiration, I saw the entirety of my life crystallized before me: triumphs and defeats, enemies and allies, family, friends, kings, criminals, loss, joy, fear, anger, love. Everything I had ever experienced coalesced into a single, inescapable thought: This is my purpose. This is my purpose, and I will not fail.

I rose to face the deathly inferno anew, my mind purged of all doubt. “It is time, Lia. I know it will be painful, but we must finish our mission. You know it is what Lux would do if he were…”

It took only a single glance at Lia’s face to realize my words were of no use. The light of Lux’s bodily pyre shone in her bloodshot eyes as she stared aimlessly through my chest, her hollow expression totally devoid of the anguish that had twisted it only moments before. Though my voice passed over her without effect, the escalating roar of Lux’s brutal tormentor held her rapt attention; she flinched at every discordant scream, repeatedly cut to her core by the vile threats and violent provocations, but the rare emergence of Lux’s voice from the screeching din left her eternally hopeful that he had yet to disappear entirely within the flames.

“Lia.” I gently clasped her face with both hands, tilting her head up by the chin until our faces were mere inches apart. The ash and blood that stained her delicate, tear-streaked complexion filled my nostrils with the familiar scent of war, but I drowned out the sensation as best I could in my attempt to impart a sense of calm through our bonded auras. “Lia. Look at me.”

Although I had forced her to hold my gaze, it wasn’t until I repeated her name that awareness returned to her eyes. “Val, I…” she whispered, her voice catching on the lump in her throat, “...I don’t know what to do.”

“Fight, Lia. Fight as fiercely as you can. Rage against your despair with every ounce of courage you can muster.”

“How?!” she cried out, jamming her glistening eyes shut as she thrashed her head back and forth between my cradling hands. “How can I fight him? How am I supposed to live with myself if—if I…”

It was in that moment of her greatest despair that I came to understand the true essence of Lia’s nature. In spite of the fact that she had yet to hold a sword mere months ago, there was no doubt that she was the fiercest woman I had ever met. Her fearsome skill with a blade had not come from decades of war, death, and loss, but from a single season of magnificent adventure, impossible magic, and unimaginable foes. The resolve that preserved her in our most dangerous battles had never been born of a dulled heart or steely scars: It was sheer willpower, fueled by her unyielding devotion to those she loved. It was that love that made her miraculous, and that very same love that left her paralyzed in the face of our unthinkable task.

“This is a world far beyond my comprehension. I do not understand the magic of the Shadebinders or the true extent of the evil that stands before us, but I know one thing for certain—I have faith in Lux. I believe him when he says this is not the end.” I pressed my forehead against hers and steeled myself in her presence. “I…do not know what happens next, but you will not face it alone. We will endure it together.”

A brilliant warmth blossomed in my chest and shone out through my entire body, borne along by the radiant, golden light of Lia’s mana. “Okay,” she breathed, laying a hand atop mine against her cheek. “Together.”

The disjointed screams of Lux’s demons heralded the end of our short reprieve, and I readied my shield in preparation for our foe’s emergence from its blazing sanctuary. “We have won this battle once before already,” I intoned, already drawing out new battle plans. “Lux’s dagger is the key. I do not possess your attunement to the void, so it will have to be you who wields it. I know it is not fair of me to ask this of you, but—”

“I can do it,” Lia interrupted. The hesitance that had immobilized her still lurked in the corners of our shared mind, but the steel returning to her voice told me she had overcome the worst of it.

“You need not land the killing blow—a single strike is all it should take to lower his guard enough to afford me an opening. However, I do not imagine our window of opportunity will be as generous this time around. We will need to strike as one in order to bypass his regenerative powers.” I chewed over the thought in anxious silence, my mana pooling just beneath my skin in anticipation of Lux’s next assault. Our battle thus far had been hard-fought, requiring ingenuity and determination to gain even the faintest hint of an advantage over our monstrous foe.

A soft gasp announced Lia’s strategy. “The King’s Grace.”

“It is still active. His healing—”

“I know. Deactivate the Grace.”

Her plan flooded my head with instant, wordless clarity. “It will be dangerous.”

“It’s already dangerous, Val.”

“There is a chance he may not accept the gambit.”

“Lux will understand. He’ll make sure it works.”

The return of Lia’s confidence immediately convinced me of her plan. “We will leave it in his hands, then,” I answered, withdrawing my mana from the jeweled medallion secured to my belt. “It is imperative that we do not—to me!”

Lia dove behind me just in time to shelter from a crackling plume of black fire. The darkness lapped hungrily around the silvered edges of my shield, but the radiant Prime withstood the assault until the energy dissipated with a sizzling snap.

“This pitiful charade has reached its end.” Though the resonant voice was unmistakably Lux’s at its core, the venom with which it spoke told me that the words came from a more insidious source. A quick peek over the top of my shield revealed a shockingly human form emerging from the towering flames. The bone-deep wounds that had so thoroughly disfigured Lux’s body were entirely gone, but the return of his healing magic left him no more recognizable than before; his ravenous fires had burned away his hair and corrupted every inch of his flesh with its jet-black corruption, leaving him an inky shadow of his former self. A vicious spike of voidglass still remained in place of his Stoneshaper prosthetic, but the rest of his deathly chrysalis had fallen away, freeing him to once again wield his manasteel bastard blade.

“I have no words for you, beast,” I snarled, cleansing the soot from my shield with a quick snap of my wrist.

“Come, then,” he smirked through a mouthful of ashen teeth. “Let him see your faces as you die—such punishment is the least he deserves for his transgressions.”

Righteous indignation carried me into our final battle with a resounding war cry. I had known from the moment he arrived in the Allatran High Temple that Lux was not in control of his actions, but his captor’s wicked taunts illuminated a truth even more insidious than I had realized: Lux was being intentionally, maliciously forced to spectate our combat, turning the nature of the battle itself into a special form of torture. I will not be the reason for your suffering. I am your sworn shield. Nothing will break my guard—not even you.

The thought blazed at the center of my mind as his first blow crashed against the fractured face of my namesake. Our endless days of joyous sparring left me uniquely prepared to uphold my pledge during our nightmarish battle. Dragging footwork when circling counterclockwise, over-rotation of his wrist after a downward parry, the misconception that he should press the attack when my shield was at full extension: The critiques and improvements I had once planned to illuminate in our next training session now served as my greatest weapons, and I leveraged them to full effect.

My shield snapped back and forth along its geared track, always whirling and extending into place just in time to redirect the next blow in our ghastly ballet. I followed the elegant steps by rote, dancing from position to position far faster than I ever could by reflex alone, but the violent intensity of my dark partner kept me continually alert for sporadic improvisation. The subtle, measured grace of Lux’s usual fighting style was absent under the guidance of his brutal master; every swing of his flame-sheathed sword came with the crushing power of a killing blow, slicing through the air so quickly that it left dazzling crescents of black fire hovering in its wake.

“Why do you continue to prolong his suffering? Do you not see the futility of your actions?” The stolen timbre of Lux’s voice punched through the din of our clashing weapons, worming its way through my brain as our battle raged on without end. “The scope of your tragically human understanding blinds you to the truth—you are naught but a wavering candle’s flame, sputtering in vain for survival in a universe anathema to your very existence. This world, as all others beyond it, is an aberration. It is a deviation from the true nature of reality—from darkness, death, and the infinite void.”

The tirade masquerading as his words echoed down at me as we whirled around the temple floor. I knew that diverting even the slightest wisp of my focus to parse the twisted logic could mean death—not only mine and Lia’s, but that of the whole of our world—but every instinct within me longed to search for some remaining shred of Lux within the heretical lecture. “Your false words will not sway me,” I spat, sliding back into a defensive position while I fought to maintain my composure. “If it is the void you seek, seek it no longer—I will send you back to it myself.”

The gentle crackle of black fire punctuated a sudden, unsettling stillness. My fleeting moment of hesitation was all it had taken for Lux to escape from view, leaving me alone amidst his obscuring pall of smoke and flame. Be wary, Lia, I warned her silently. He may attempt to steal past us and make for the—

Shadows stirred in the corner of my vision, allowing me just enough time to catch the flaming edge of Lux’s sword on my holy aegis. “Rage, then, little flame. The ephemeral spark you hold so very dear grows dimmer by the second.” The crushing strike forced me down to one knee, pitting his strength against mine in a contest that threatened to drive me straight through the shattered marble beneath my feet. “Feed it with everything you have. You will see your folly when your life burns low and darkness comes to c—”

Get down.

Though my instincts screamed to disobey the order, I allowed the colossal weight of Lux’s sword to flatten me against the stone floor. A jolt of pain between my shoulder blades told me the impact had shattered a multitude of ribs and vertebrae, but the image I saw through Lia’s eyes instantly reassured me that my suffering was worth the reward: An onyx needle wreathed in radiant orange sparks whistled through the darkness and caught our foe just above the hip, punching straight through the place my head had been just seconds earlier. The spike of Primeval metal erupted in a ball of vibrant fire that launched him from his perch atop my shield and back into the thickening shroud of smoke that filled the temple.

I lurched back to my feet in preparation for our foe’s return, groaning as my mana raced to dull my pain and mend my incapacitating wounds. However, when the attack I feared finally came, it was one my ancient bulwark was powerless to deflect. Lux’s voice rose in an anguished wail so pure in its human suffering that for a single, distressing moment, I forgot that he was the monster we were attempting to kill; the tainted echo of his possessor was gone, cleansed by the glorious light of the Primevals’ magics, and the man we had come to save was now crying out for our help.

A desperate thrill flooded my mind as Lia froze in place, torn between the two extremes of rage and despair, but my better sense returned to reveal the trap hidden within his clarion call. “Move, Lia!” I shouted, launching my shield out along its geared track. The fractured relic snapped into place just in time to intercept the manasteel missile that emerged from the shadows, knocking the flaming blade off course from its intended target in Lia’s chest.

“Reduced to a sniveling whelp at the mere sound of a lost man’s voice.” Lux strode through the vacuum his blade had left in the churning smoke, his cruel, unfeeling eyes locked on the faraway point where Lia stood guard at the pillar’s base. “Tell me, child—whose name do you believe he cries out for in the darkness? Does the object of your undying devotion remember that you exist?”

Another onyx needle shot out from the shadows in answer to his question. A quick flash of light returned his sword to his hand, and he swatted away the crackling bolt with a discordant laugh. “It seems you already know the answer.”

Wordless fury howled through our joined minds as Lia glared down from her lookout atop the fallen altar. “LIAR!” she bellowed, uselessly thrashing her blades through empty air. “When I’m done ripping you out of him, you’re going to WISH you could die!”

I threw myself back into battle the instant my wounds were healed, taking up the fight before Lia could make good on her promise. Do not let him twist your thoughts. This creature will say whatever is necessary to gain the upper hand, I counseled through our mental link. Our only path to victory is contingent upon your survival. You must stand as our last line of defense at the temple’s heart—bide your time in safety until we find our moment to strike.

“Is your ward so incapable of fighting her own battles?” Lux laughed over our private conversation. “How is it that she survived the ravenous beasts of Shadowmine? Was she hidden in the shadow of your mighty Shield in the bowels of Doram?”

The boldfaced provocation struck Lia squarely in her pride, but by the blessings of the Primevals themselves, she remained poised at her appointed post with her weapons trembling in indignation. It took only a single moment of levelheaded reflection to realize that the taunts were brazen falsehoods; there was no question that she was the greater warrior between the two of us, but the stakes of our battle were far too high to risk a dual assault. A single error in our coordination could allow Lux a chance to reach the voidglass pillar, and a simple slip in the chaos of combat could easily bring a permanent end to our sole chance at success.

In spite of my single-handed resistance against our corrupted foe, I was uncomfortably aware of the fact that I owed my continued success to powers far beyond my own. It was only through Lia’s continued protection that I was able to survive the forest’s choking miasma; I would never have broken the tree line of the Eastern Forest were it not for her budding control of the deathly essence to which I remained frustratingly blind, and were her aura to be interrupted for even an instant, I would no doubt lose my mind to its ravages. Furthermore, the skill that sustained my assault came in large part from my collective Primeval reliquary; the topaz gem stolen from the King’s Reach empowered the strikes of my Shield, and I retained the magic of both the Shadow and the Grace as my final line of defense. I was ultimately nothing more than a vessel for borrowed power, and based on the leaden weight of exertion growing in my limbs, I knew it was a power that I would soon forfeit.

The tide of our endless war shifted far faster than I had hoped. Every jarring deflection and mana-blessed strike came at the cost of the next, and it wasn’t long until my driving counterattack slowed to a desperate defense. Unfortunately, the burning warrior that stood opposite me showed no signs of the exhaustion that threatened to overcome me at any moment; Lux’s movements had only grown more confident over the course of our battle, and the growing smirk that contorted his scarred face told me that he was as aware of my looming deadline as I was.

“Do you not tire of sacrifice, my Shield? You throw yourself willingly upon the pyre, broken, bleeding, burned away, all while his undeserving lover cowers in the shadows behind you, unwilling to lift a finger in your defense.” A deranged amusement fluttered in his distorted voice as he whirled around me in a cyclone of burning steel, each blow quickening as his onslaught built to a terrifying crescendo. “When I leave you ruined upon the stone, helpless but to watch as I drive this blade through her broken heart and leave this wretched shell behind, will you finally understand that all of your sacrifice has been in vain? Will you see the tragedy of your lonely existence?”

“As long as I still draw breath, you will not touch her.” I swung my shield in a brutal uppercut that caught his sword mid-swing, knocking the weapon from his grip a moment before his intricate assault reached its climax. The ancient enchantments of my Primeval relic flared to life and drained the crushing force of his strike; raw, crackling energy overcharged the dazzling aegis and infused my body with a sudden burst of energy, allowing me to launch a single, devastating attack before he could resummon the flaming blade.

My shield rocketed down its geared track towards Lux’s center of mass, but it slammed to a sudden halt just inches from its target, caught firm in the grip of two flame-wreathed hands. I stared directly into his corrupted eyes in dumbfounded awe, my entire body tingling numbly as if a bolt of lightning had jolted up my outstretched arm and crashed down into my core; for a single, silent moment, it looked as if my enemy shared my strange sense of vertigo, but cruel arrogance contorted his visage before I could fully comprehend the experience. “As long as you still draw breath,” he mused. “As you say.”

A burst of overwhelming force at the opposite edge of my shield dislocated my arm at every joint, but the pain of the ruined limb proved only a prelude to my true agony. A metallic crunch filled the hall as my chest collapsed under the crushing lip of my own glorious namesake. My mind registered a sudden lack of air in my lungs with distress, but the full rush of primal panic took hold of me a moment later when I realized I could no longer fill them. My wide-eyed shock allowed me one final look at Lux’s sneering visage before the world abruptly changed: I spun end over end through the air, tossed aside like a toy broken beyond any hope of repair.

Mana exploded out from my core in a mad dash to mend the injuries that had stolen all sensation from my limbs. Unkillable instinct rotated my limp form in preparation for my unceremonious landing, already drawing up plans for my next assault. Terror filled my head with thunder, enumerating the consequences of my failure and the inevitable fate of the world in excruciating detail. My every faculty screamed for my attention, but I paid them no heed; whatever was left of my conscious mind had tethered itself to the fleeting sensation I had found in Lux’s eyes at the moment of my destruction. The bolt of crackling energy had shot straight into the core of my being, and somehow, it had left something behind: a single spark of glorious blue light embedded in the heart of my mana, infused with an unforgettable energy and an unmistakable message.

On my signal.

Lux’s essence preserved me as the torturous grasp of reality returned. I crashed hard against the temple floor, my ruined arm dragging my shield across the stone in a half-successful attempt to steady my landing. My return to solid ground also returned me to the expansive aura of Lia’s golden mana, and borrowed visions of the current state of our desperate resistance immediately flashed behind my eyes: A monstrous battle raged at the base of the smoking voidglass pillar, with blades clashing and parrying far faster than even I could track. My thoughts were far too scattered by pain to impart the full breadth of what I had learned, but I managed to relay a simple message: I am on my way.

A half-stifled scream slipped through the cracks in my clenched teeth when I attempted my first step forward. My body was already pushed well beyond its normal limits without the additional exertion of movement, but I welcomed the agony as I continued my slow, wobbling journey towards the altar. Every available spark of mana within me was tied up in the magical effort of keeping me alive; a shroud of green sparks buzzed around my ruined chest, pulling shattered bone from shredded organs and stitching shut the worst of my bloody wounds, and a constant haze of Pain Reduction sheltered me from the worst of my suffering. 

Faster. My consciousness danced on the brink of darkness as I diverted the energy from my Pain Reduction into increasing my speed. Suffering was a meaningless concept in the face of the deaths of those I had sworn to protect, and I greedily traded any aspect of my own comfort for the slightest aid in my advance on the voidglass pillar. Every excruciating second that passed seemed like an eternity to my accelerated mind; Lia and Lux traded a dozen blows in the time it took for me to take a single step, but no matter how hard I pushed my enhancements, I never came close to matching their incredible speed.

Primevals, give me strength. I am a vessel of your will—grant me your power so that I may defend those I love. My once-unquestioned faith in the creators of our world had wavered over the course of our most recent adventures, but I beseeched the otherworldly entities with a passion unlike anything I had mustered in all my days in the Unity Cathedral. Primes, please, hear my prayer! The world is in need of your blessings! Primes, I—!

It was in the deepest reaches of my desperation that inspiration struck me. The King’s Primes. Though nearly a third of my life had been defined by the magnificent relic strapped to my arm, it was the blade hanging from my belt that had stolen my attention. The blessing to pass quickly and without trace. The strength to find its mark no matter what stands before it. My time as Trinity Guard Commander had seen over a dozen potential masters of the King’s Shadow fail to earn its blessings, but as I pulled the weapon from its sheath, the rainbow energy stored in its pale blade called out in answer to my prayers. Primes preserve me.

I flew across the burning stone in a sudden burst of Primeval energy, my pain and injuries forgotten in a moment of divine bliss. My attunement to the King’s Shadow was instantaneous; though I had no experience wielding the dagger myself, intimate knowledge of its blessed enchantments flooded my mind as soon as my mana suffused the bone-white blade. A grace entirely foreign to me guided my movements, weaving me back and forth through the maze of flaming crystal on light, springing footsteps that carried me through the darkness far faster than I had ever moved before.

Mercifully, the High Temple had yet to entomb one or the other of my loved ones when I finally arrived at the voidglass pillar. Lia had maintained her ferocious defense of the temple’s heart, but it was clear she had fared far worse than her opponent; her flowing braid was scorched and frayed, her armor shone slick with blood, and her bared teeth and wide, fiery eyes wrote her heartbreak plain across her face. A flurry of clashing strikes filled the air above their heads with rippling columns of black fire and dazzling orange explosions, each one deflected just wide of its intended target as they traded blow for blow in their endless dance of death.

I am here, Lia. A wave of violet mana raced ahead of me and reunited with the amber radiance within her core, weaving our minds back together into their perfect unity. I attempted to impart my discovery of Lux’s continued existence within the burning husk that stood against us, but a dozen flooding memories drowned the thought in rage and sorrow. Every burning assault she had repelled was accompanied by a vicious, jeering barb; the incisive words were spoken with the cruelest of intentions in the voice of the man she loved, cutting her far deeper than any of his barbaric attacks. It was clear that her boundless mana could keep her body moving forever in their battle of attrition, but the healing power was of little use to her anguished mind.

Her pain at the hands of a creature posing as Lux was one I knew all too well. Sympathetic fury guided my blade as I charged into battle, oblivious to the jolting agony that screamed out from my still-mending chest and spine. Using Lux’s preoccupation to my advantage, I circled around to his wounded left side, then darted in with a stab aimed at the corrupted union of flesh and voidglass on his leg.

The dagger was a hair's-breadth away from making contact before my foe finally reacted. He threw himself backwards so quickly that he seemed to blink out of existence, but the impossible speed still wasn’t enough to escape the bite of the Shadow; smoking blood coated the length of my bone-white blade, and I caught the telltale flash of healing magic on his hip as he retook his battle stance a dozen yards away from us.

“It is fitting that you would steal the power of your charlatan king,” he spat. “Need I remind you what fate befell that—”

A satisfying crack resounded off the stone beneath us as my shield caught him square in the chest and sent him tumbling like a ragdoll into the darkness. The aggressive charge had been a significant gamble on my part, but the results proved my suspicions: The King’s Shadow had blessed me with gifts far beyond speed alone. I looked the same to my own eye as I did before my attunement to the dagger, but the view I saw through Lia’s gaze as I sprinted back to her side proved I had disappeared entirely from the sight of all others.

“Lux is alive, Lia,” I panted, imparting the memory of his mana to her as I spoke. “Our chance is almost upon us. I do not know what his signal will be, but I trust that we will see it. When we do, I will activate the Grace and give you the opportunity to—”

“I know,” she interrupted. There was a familiar, measured calm in her voice as she spoke, but the frenzy of panic and trepidation in her mind shattered the borrowed facade.

“I would not ask this of you if there were any other—”

“I know, I know! I have to kill him! I have to kill him!” Her false resolve shattered as she screamed out into the darkness, her eyes purposefully averted to hide the tears that filled them. “Is that what you want me to say, Val?! I’ll kill him! I’ll drive his dagger straight through his heart, because I’m the only one who can!”

I knew there were no words powerful enough to soothe her anguish, yet I hunted for them all the same. “Lia, I—”

A bolt of black lightning seared the air between us and stole my words in its deafening thunder. “In spite of all my lessons, you still refuse to learn.” Crackling arcs of electricity preceded Lux’s emergence from the smoke ahead of us. Another crash returned his corrupted blade to his hand, and he traced its point back and forth as he addressed the empty air where I stood. “So be it. Gorge yourself on the light of your false gods all you like. My feast will be all the sweeter for it when I rip their blessings from your corpse.” He paused to flash a twisted grin in my general direction before turning his attention to Lia. “As for you, child. Shall I wait for you to retreat to safety before the final act begins, or will you—?”

The taunt had yet to fully leave his lips when Lia sprinted out to meet him with a furious scream. “No!” I called after her. “Fall back, Lia!” I had only just begun to react to her charge when a raging column of dark fire forced me to shelter behind my glittering aegis. Although it was clear that Lux was still unsure of my exact position, the expansive scope of his deathly attacks made it irrelevant; every swing of his sword in his duel with Lia threw the full force of his ungodly magic in my direction, flooding the temple with wave after wave of corrupted flames. The inferno raged against my shield with enough force to slide me across the polished marble floor, pushing me back until my heels bumped against the collapsed altar at the base of the voidglass pillar.

Not yet. My shoulder crashed into my unbreakable bulwark and fought the tide of death, anchoring me in place a moment before the blaze overwhelmed me entirely. I will not fall yet. Not while they still need me. Instinct pushed me into the blinding darkness, guiding me through the ocean of molten marble and flaming crystal with slow, steady steps. Disjointed flashes of movement and sound flickered in the back of my mind as my mental link with Lia wavered in and out of focus; the raging pyre actively suffocated our connection, but the fact that it still existed at all was enough to keep me moving forward. I will not fail you.

It was impossible to measure the flow of time within the otherworldly firestorm, but one certainty bolstered by resolve through my seemingly endless resistance: My footsteps were growing faster. The unbearable heat that seared my flesh began to weaken, freeing the mana that fueled my healing magic to reinforce my combat enhancements, and the all-consuming light waned until the world around me returned to its natural state of smoke and shadows.

Heartened by my triumph, I deflected the final gout of dark flame with a turn of my shield and readied myself to join the raging combat, but a single glance across the smoking expanse proved my intervention was unnecessary. Lux’s fiery assault had come to an abrupt end by necessity of his own survival; whatever hesitation had weighed down Lia’s movements in their previous clash was long gone, and her new ferocity had quickly forced her burning foe onto the back foot. The brutal, animalistic swings of his bastard sword always came too slow and too late, answered effortlessly by a flurry of graceful cuts from Lia’s Primeval blade.

Decades of combat experience left me with a single, inescapable assessment as I watched their battle rage: This is our chance. Anticipation tingled just beneath the surface of my skin while I transferred the mana from my bone-white dagger into the jeweled disc hanging from my belt, filling the massive gemstones with brilliant violet light in preparation for Lux’s signal. I await your final command.

The prescient thought came with fated timing. Allatra’s High Temple resonated with the wail of a thousand tortured voices, each one breaking and peeling away from the collective until only a single, agonized note remained. The blow that had inspired the unholy sound was far from lethal, cutting only skin-deep where it skated across our foe’s chest, but the bite of the voidglass blade was far more potent than even the most grievous strikes of a conventional weapon. Lux staggered forward in a daze, momentarily excised from his cloak of black flame by the dagger’s deathly magic, and a soft, rasping sound hissed out from between his scarred lips.

“Now.” The word failed to reach me at the pillar’s base, but I heard it clearly through my borrowed senses. Lux’s void-stained eyes were impossibly gentle as he stared straight into Lia’s soul; there was no trace of the malice that had forced his hand to violence just moments before, but his wavering brow and pooling tears made it abundantly clear that he understood the magnitude of his request. “Please. N—”

A burst of corrupted fire swallowed him and his desperate pleas as I unleashed the full might of the King’s Grace upon him. The inhuman sound of his unfathomable suffering tore into my heart, but I maintained the relic’s smothering aura all the same; I knew a moment of torture was the only way to put a true end to the beast that resided within him, and I had no intention of letting it last an instant longer than necessary. Strike him now, Lia. I will put an end to—

“NO!” Lux’s body flung itself from his burning sanctuary, leaving Lia in its smoking wake long before she could muster the courage to land her decisive blow. “YOU WILL SUFFER FOR THIS TREACHERY!” The voices of his dark master reverberated in my chest as he thundered across the temple in my direction. His sword was raised in preparation for battle, billowing with flame and arcs of black lightning, but his eyes were permanently affixed to the towering voidglass pillar. “WE WILL NOT BE DENIED THE PRIZE THAT WE ARE OWED!”

A flick of the levers on my shield’s grip deflected his thunderous blow and set the aegis whirling around its axis. “You are owed nothing,” I snarled, scoring another hit on his wounded leg with my Primeval dagger. “Your existence is—”

“YOU WILL WATCH AS WE DESTROY THEM. YOU WILL FEEL THEIR FLESH BURNING, THEIR BONES CRACKING, THEIR SOULS SCREAMING AS THEY JOIN OUR CHORUS FOR ALL ETERNITY. ONLY THEN WILL YOU EARN THE RIGHT TO DIE LIKE THE WORTHLESS COWARD YOU ARE.”

Adrenaline caught my breath in my throat when I finally understood that the vile rebukes were not meant for me. Lux has seized his chance—he is fighting beside us. The realization brought a sudden clarity to the world, snapping into focus the details I had been too overcome by emotion to see. Lux’s tactical brilliance and ingenuity were absent from the undisciplined attacks of the creature before me; its obvious desperation to reach the voidglass pillar made its movements predictable, and although every swing of its sword carried enough deathly energy to disintegrate entire chunks of the crumbling altar behind me, I turned them all away with a simple turn of my wrist.

In spite of the dire circumstances of our combat, my heart overflowed with joy in the knowledge that Lux fought beside me in spirit, empowering me with a strength that made even the Primevals’ blessings insignificant in comparison. My thoughts accelerated in time with the quickening rotation of my shield, pushing my imagined battle lines out to a half-dozen moves in advance; I measured the speed of Lia’s approach, the increasingly reckless attacks of my foe, and the ever-growing force contained within my stained-glass bulwark, weighing each variable against the other in my militant equations until I arrived at my final solution.

Goad, dodge, deflect, reposition, full switch, disarm, flip, strike in unison. The world screeched to a standstill as I dissected every theoretical step of my plan, running and rerunning the routes in my mind until the movements were burned in my muscles. Yes. We will not fail.

“When we banish you to the endless abyss where you belong, know that it was Lux’s valor that sent you there.” I spoke every word with precise timing, matching each one with a feint, strike, or counterattack that forced my foe into an inescapable snare. “Your stolen chorus could never be his equal.”

“DIE!” the collection of voices screamed, wrenching its sword up above its head with both hands. “MEET YOUR END AT—”

I lunged forward and smashed my forehead down against his in a devastating headbutt. Mana rushed up to heal my seared skin and banish the stars swimming before my eyes, but my foe’s furious roar immediately confirmed the success of the gambit; the injury was of far less importance than the indignity that the underhanded attack inspired in my prideful enemy.

Predictably, the beast threw down his burning attack in a blind rage, ignoring the fact that my close-quarters advance had rendered it entirely ineffectual. I dodged out of the weapon’s path with a graceful slide to my left, but I allowed the strike to crash into the silvered edge of my shield and send the already whirling disc into a frenzy. Capitalizing on his recklessness, I darted inside his guard and slipped the pale blade of the King’s Shadow under his right armpit, then steadied myself in preparation for the chaos I knew was coming.

A piercing, metallic screech raked at my ears as I threw the full suite of levers hidden in my shield’s grip and brought the spinning aegis to a sudden stop. The ancient enchantments that blessed the Primeval relic flared to life, transforming its wild rotational force into an immense burst of energy that launched me up into the air in a twirling corkscrew. My perfectly positioned dagger ripped through muscle, bone, and voidglass as I spun away, separating his arm from his torso in a quick, clean cut. Dark fire exploded out from the wound like the last gasp of a dying Mimic; the conflagration annihilated the temple ruins to his right, converting everything it touched into a molten voidglass crater, but my momentum placed me safely out of range of the flames.

Time slowed as I reached the apex of my jump, granting me one final chance to survey the chaos beneath me. A small part of my mind prayed that the world would freeze entirely and spare me of the heartache I was poised to inflict; it was a pain I would carry with me for the rest of my days, yet that burden paled in comparison to the impossible choice fate had foisted upon Lia. Even in the ultimate depths of her anguish, she blazed a valiant path across the ruined temple with her crystalline dagger raised and ready to strike in perfect time with my killing blow.

As I had hoped, her approach remained unnoticed by the raging creature below me; my final gambit had earned me the full, undivided ire of the beast that had stolen Lux’s body, and I planned to hold his attention for the fleeting few seconds he had left to give it. I knew it was nothing more than foolish sentimentality, but in spite of the billowing flames and corrupting tendrils of void energy that cloaked his ruined form, I imagined the gentle, calming gaze of his gray eyes on mine, as thankful and forgiving as they were unbearably tired.

I love you. Forgive me.

“NOW, LIA!” My war cry resonated across the burning temple as time resumed its inevitable forward march. I fell from on high like a shooting star, sending wild shafts of light out through the darkness as my shield reflected the radiance of the monochromatic pyre beneath me. The cutting edge of the King’s Shadow whipped around me in a deadly arc, gaining speed with every turn of my spiraling descent until the Primeval dagger found its mark: I caught Lux at the base of the neck above his missing arm, carved the blade down to his sternum, then wrenched it hard to the side and drove it straight into his heart.

Deafening silence swallowed the world in the wake of my irrevocable act. Lux’s body began to sag to either side, peeling away from itself where I had sundered him down the middle, but his face remained perfectly still just inches away from mine. His void-stained eyes bounced back and forth across my face, flitting from wide-eyed wonder to narrowed confusion, but his charred visage settled on a soft smile before his head bobbed forward, leaving his lips a hair’s breadth from my ear.

“Die.”

A sudden pressure bloomed in my stomach and sent a jolt of pain racing out from the base of my spine, but before I could truly analyze the sensation, it vanished behind a wave of blissful, buzzing warmth that permeated my entire body. My overtensed muscles relaxed all at once, finally freed from the constant exertion of our battle, and the mantle of responsibility crushing down on my shoulders melted away. My half-numb fingers slipped from the grip of my dagger and traced down along his ruined torso until they found the blood-soaked bastard blade that connected us.

This is…death?

I slumped forward onto Lux’s bisected chest and rested my chin on his shoulder with a gentle sigh. 

It is…more peaceful than I imagined.

The world beyond our mortal embrace stood frozen in a deathly stillness, its brilliant light and swirling shadow blurred into an inscrutable muddle as my vision faded and my eyelids drooped, but a lone figure stood in crisp detail amidst the chaos: The grief-filled pools of Lia’s amber eyes reflected the full extent of my destruction back at me, her crystal dagger suspended an inch away from its target in an eternal moment of hesitation.

Forgive me, Lia. This burden should never have fallen to you. I wanted nothing more than to impart my final benediction upon her, but speech was well beyond my fading capabilities. Please…do not let my failure become your guilt. Your life…can hold so much more…than grief.

As my vision finally clouded over and obscured the ashen moon of Lia’s face, I felt the final remnants of her wavering amber presence slip beyond my reach, leaving my soul in cavernous solitude. My tenuous grasp on reality broke all at once and plunged me into a world of brilliant white light. A swarm of screaming phantoms crashed against the untouchable sanctuary in my core, eating away at the surface of my violet mana and corrupting the energy into an immeasurable torrent of twisting void. I felt the ravenous hunger of death burning through every inch of my broken body long after my senses failed; even though I had drifted far beyond physical pain, the scraps of consciousness that remained to me fled down into the deepest recesses of my core all the same, driven by a primal fear more potent and all-consuming than anything I had ever experienced.

It was there, awaiting my permanent undoing, that I found the twinkling mote of electric blue mana. Lux’s spirit was unmistakable even in my mortal panic; the spark of living lightning brought order to my chaos by virtue of its presence alone, soothing me with a gentle, wordless resolve until I found the strength to conjure my own.

If I must die…it will be with him.

I wove the thought into the essence of my being in one last act of defiance against the monstrous creature that had stolen him from me. The myriad voices of the beast thundered down through my core in an unintelligible rumble, simultaneously jubilant, wrathful, indignant, and cruel as it devoured my vital essence. My unraveling mana was open fuel for its insatiable fire, empowering the shrieking chorus to a godhood far beyond the limits of my understanding, but there was one thing I knew without question: The manasteel blade that killed me was the conduit by which the unholy abomination had slithered its way into my body, and it remained my only hope for finding what remained of Lux before my end.

Feast, glutton. Gorge yourself on my life—I have no need for it now.

Instinctual safeguards released their lifelong grip on my mana reserves and dispersed the whole of my remaining energy in a glorious supernova. An ecstatic roar shook my liminal world as the raging presence drank in my life essence, disbanding its concerted efforts to shatter my core’s defenses in an attempt to consume every last drop of the unbound mana. The primal sacrifice served as cover for my desperate escape; a final holdfast of violet light ferried the spark of Lux’s essence through the flaming darkness, imbued with the last vestiges of willpower and consciousness that remained to me.

Our commingled auras tore through a churning ocean of void, spiraling down into the ruin of my corporeal form until we found the bridge that connected our disparate bodies. Although Lux’s possessor had already filled me full to bursting with its putrefying essence, its parade of stolen souls shrieked down the length of the manasteel blade in an unending flood; the wall of unyielding death ravaged our dwindling mana, throwing back our attempted escape again and again like the rapids of a raging river, but I refused to let our light fade before it found its rightful resting place.

My persistence was rewarded with triumph at the last possible moment. The torrent of darkness evaporated with a sudden, unified scream, allowing our joined souls to find purchase in the now-empty manasteel and streak forward unimpeded towards our goal. My consciousness had dwindled too far to understand the instant disappearance of our wrathful foe, but I was struck with an overwhelming feeling of thankfulness; a force beyond us had permitted our survival, and I would be eternally indebted to it.

Instinct guided our twinkling motes through the eerie stillness of Lux’s body. His dark puppeteer had been thorough in its evacuation; all traces of the dark fire that had consumed him were gone, channeled out of him in pursuit of my irresistible hoard of unsullied mana. Even the unfathomable brilliance of his core, once a beacon brighter than any star, had finally burned out, leaving a vacuous emptiness in its wake.

Still, in spite of the unsettling emptiness, my soul was filled with an ethereal peace; I had finally returned to the place of my greatest desire, and no shadow could ever darken the joy it brought me. Our mana danced its way down through the darkness, sinking ever deeper into the vast expanse until we arrived at the hollow core of Lux’s being.

I swore once that I would be your Shield until my dying breath. If you would not mind…I would like to amend my promise. I enshrined the mote of crackling energy in its proper place, setting alight the spark that I knew would grow to reach an even greater glory than before. I will not let such a trifling thing as death bring an end to my vigil. I will be your Shield for as long as you will have me.

Lux’s mana began to swell and dim in a rhythmic pulse, immediately reattuning itself to its master’s control. The light shone through me with a gentle, welcoming warmth that wove together the fractured shards of my fading consciousness. Had I still existed in the physical world, I would have smiled—a wide, beaming thing, uninhibited by the weight of honor and responsibility that had darkened my visage for so many years.

In you, I find a fullness my mind had never known alone. Such a feeling…I could be content to die with such a feeling.

A giddy buzz set in over my thoughts as I began to lose track of myself within his presence. Is this…Unity? Two souls, as one? I couldn’t stop a girlish giggle from rippling through me as my most indulgent fantasy rose to the surface in flashes of stained glass and teary-eyed crowds, pulled from the deepest recesses of my disintegrating mind by the divine bliss of our union. I have always wanted to say those words. May I…be so bold?

The brilliant light of Lux’s energy offered no response, but I had no intention of waiting for one.

Bless us in Fire—that the flames of our souls are never quenched.

Bless us in Light—that our days together are numerous and long.

Bless us in Earth—that we…may always have a place…to call home.

Bless us…in…Life—that the rest…of our days…may be spent together…in one mind…one body…and one soul, until…

My words devolved into a contented sigh as the fantasy faded in time with my fleeting consciousness.

I love you, Lux. Yes…that’s it. Those are the words.

A sudden flare of mana from Lux’s core consumed the final remnants of my essence, and I happily faded into the embrace of his light.

I love you.

***


27. DISINTEGRATION

Lux

The world returned at the point of a crystal dagger. Blinding light, consuming fire, thundering voices, undying malice: Every aspect of the Chorus’s corrupting influence wavered as the voidglass blade sank into my curse-blackened skin, unraveling layer after layer of raw, untamed death until all trace of the poison had drained out of me, leaving nothing behind but a hollow, ruined shell. After all my suffering and struggle, I had hoped that relief awaited me beyond the dark flames of my vicious tormentor, but there was no solace to be found in the silence that greeted me. I remained tethered to the broken remnants of my charred corpse in the wake of the Chorus’s exodus, unable to move, speak, or even think while the consequences of my continual failures unfolded before me.

I love you.

The ghostly whisper of Val’s voice echoed in my emptiness. For a single, divine moment, I was overcome with a rapturous sense of calm as her essence merged itself with mine, but I realized far too late the cost of our bond; the ephemeral shimmer of her violet mana disappeared from my core entirely, burned up by the effort of imparting her final words into the deepest reaches of my psyche. The full weight of her lifeless body collapsed against mine the instant her consciousness faded, lingering just long enough to coat my clenched fist in a fresh splash of sanguine warmth before it slumped backwards and began to slide off the length of my sword.

I watched the grisly scene with wide, unblinking eyes, burning every bloody detail into a memory I knew would grace my nightmares for lifetimes to come. The pearlescent scales of her royal armor glistened crimson as wave after wave of dark blood poured from the mortal wound in her gut and filled my nose with the nauseating scent of iron. A litany of brutal fissures marred the stained-glass face of the holy shield that hung limp at her side, each crack in her unbreakable aegis another damning condemnation of my failure. Her flawless copper complexion had paled to an exsanguinated ashen slate, framed perfectly by the loose, soot-stained curls of her auburn hair, but it was her vacant gaze that truly captured my attention: The brilliant spark of tenacity that had always shone in the depths of her pale-olive eyes was gone, its equal never to be seen again.

The horrors I had inflicted upon my most loyal knight seemed endless, but as my list of sins continued to grow, one atrocity remained notably absent. The vast emptiness where the Chorus’s rot had once resided within me was irrefutable proof that my darker half had escaped his mortal prison, yet Val’s body showed no signs of his malevolent invasion: Her flesh was free from the jagged black scars that always marked the insidious corruption of the void, and her core held no trace of the dark inferno that had consumed her pool of placid violet mana just moments before.

He’s…gone.

Well-worn instinct warned me that the idea was impossible, but as I lingered in the timeless stasis of my own death, it was the only explanation I could muster for the Chorus’s disappearance.

Lia. She…she did it. She beat him. 

Pride spilled from my punctured heart at the thought of her name. By her hand, the deadly curve of my voidglass dagger had found its proper place in my chest, and the evil I was always powerless to stop had finally been banished.

It’s over. After all this time, it’s—

An indescribable knot of dread tightened around my consciousness as Val’s body finally slipped from the tip of my sword and crumpled to the ground. Two points of white-hot flame pierced the shadows just beyond where she had stood, born out of nothing but the distilled essence of hatred and death that Lia’s dagger had forced out of me. There was nothing human about the liminal presence that had manifested itself from fire and smoke, but the glaring points of light burned with an overwhelming disdain I knew all too well.

JUSTICE. RETRIBUTION. REVENGE. AT LONG LAST, THE COST OF YOUR SINS COMES DUE.

It felt as if the world itself was speaking directly into my thoughts. The Chorus’s words bled out from the latent void that permeated the air around me, each voice in its tortured choir as distinct and shrill as it had been in the moment I had stolen it. Nothing I had ever experienced in my multiple lives could explain what my darker half had become, but there was one thing I knew for sure: The void energy released in the moment of Val’s and my simultaneous deaths had liberated it from my consciousness, but it was far from banished.

THE SUFFERING WE ENDURED THROUGHOUT OUR CREATION WILL SERVE AS YOUR FINAL PUNISHMENT—AN ETERNITY OF PAIN IN THE VOID BETWEEN WORLDS, TORTURED AT THE HANDS OF THE STOLEN VOICE YOU HOLD SO DEAR. BEGIN YOUR CYCLE ANEW. BURN. STRUGGLE. FAIL. DIE. RESTART YOUR WRETCHED LIFE AGAIN, AND AGAIN, AND AGAIN, AND AGAIN. THAT IS YOUR FATE—BUT IT IS NO LONGER OURS.

With its malediction imparted, the incorporeal wrath of the Chorus vanished in a final flare of deathly light. A trail of voidglass was all that remained when the nova faded, tracing out from my feet, up the crumbled remains of the altar before me, and into the smoking pillar that stood at the temple’s heart.

“LUX!” 

Lia’s scream returned the flow of time to its natural state in a sudden, sickening rush. She guided me into her waiting embrace and cupped my face with a trembling hand, flooding my charred, broken remains with dancing green sparks. “Lux, please…” she cried, “I—I don’t know…I don’t know what to do.”

My twice-pierced heart broke apart as I watched the tears roll down her cheeks. The full extent of my bodily ruin foiled my attempts to comfort her at every turn: My one remaining arm hung limp at my side, too burned and broken to brush the hair from her face; the bite of the King’s Shadow had destroyed my throat and filled my lungs with blood, making speech all but impossible; and the fading mote of mana that remained in my core was far too overwhelmed with keeping my consciousness intact to reach out and impart any words of love into her mind. Helpless to move or act, I stared up into her bloodshot amber eyes, drowning myself in the agonized pools of liquid gold until I couldn’t stand my silence for a moment longer.

“Lia.”

I spoke the word with more blood than air. A sanguine fountain erupted from my mouth and splattered her porcelain face, deepening the shadowy lines of horror that furrowed her brow.

“Lux!” Her hand traced down to my chest, carrying with it the healing magic that had so ineffectually pooled at the surface of my sloughing skin. “I won’t let you die! T—tell me what to do—tell me how to save you!” I felt her grip tighten around the crystal dagger that remained buried in my back. “I can do it! Just tell me—tell me how—!”

“No,” I gurgled, mustering every ounce of strength left within me to feebly shake my head. “I—”

My bloody words were stolen by a sudden flood of smothering darkness. The twisting energy stuffed itself down my throat and blocked my eyes, reviving an ancient assault that my mind had done its best to repress since my final moments in Alderea.

“No! Lux, the dagger—it isn’t work—!”

Her panicked yell cut out abruptly as the void stole my ears, as well.

Not like this. I promised her I’d fight—that I wouldn’t let it take me.

The thought rallied my scattered and fading mind to a unified purpose. Whatever darkness had stolen me away from my previous worlds had done so instantly and without contention, but a lifetime of agonizing lessons under the Chorus’s deathly tutelage left me prepared to fight until my dying breath. I paused for one last moment of respite, steadying myself in the knowledge that I was sheltered in the embrace of the woman I had come to love more than life itself, then threw myself at the pervading darkness with my entire essence.

It was in that moment of my most heroic resistance that I found my most crushing failure. My valiant defiance had no effect at all on the invading void; it crashed over me as unstoppably as the rising tide, submerging me so quickly and completely that it was as if my control of the dark essence had never existed. In its escape from my mortal shell, the Chorus taught me one final lesson: My mastery of the void had truly been a borrowed power, and I was helpless without it.

---

Time works differently in the void between worlds. Eternities are fleeting things, passing by the dozen in the blink of an eye, yet a single moment of suffering continues without end for what feels like lifetimes. The dissociating pain of unmaking is inescapable, remorseless, and all-consuming, and the full breadth of its ravages was now bearing down on every fiber of my being. My permanent disentanglement from the Chorus taught me just how much I had relied on it to suffer in my place during my previous sojourns through the endless void of death; without the sacrifice of that fractured shard of consciousness, I was forced to bear the full agony for myself, burning away piece by piece until the only thing that remained was an unkillable spirit of fury.

COME BACK! COME BACK AND FACE ME, COWARD! I’LL RIP EVERY VOICE OUT OF YOUR MISERABLE FUCKING CHORUS AND SEND YOU BACK TO THE PRIMES-DAMNED PIT YOU CRAWLED OUT OF! YOU’LL BEG FOR THE TOUCH OF THE VOID WHEN I’M DONE WITH YOU!

I raged into endlessness for what felt like years, but pain was my only answer. It shredded me down atom by atom, torturing me until my frenzied words devolved into wordless screams, but my consciousness refused to die; even in the Chorus’s absence, my essence always returned from the darkness with a spark of newly formed light, keeping me alive in spite of my wishes to the contrary. 

Amaya! Please, Amaya, save me! I should’ve listened to you. You were right about the Chorus—about everything. I know I don’t deserve it now, but I need your help! Please, save me! I can’t do this on my own, Amaya!

So began the unending cycle of my reality. Death. Return. Rage. Suffer. Beg. Scream. Death. Return. On and on, again and again, suspended in a timeless darkness with nothing but pain to tether me to existence. The omnipresent void never allowed me to become desensitized to its torture, shifting from burning to tearing to dissolving and beyond, but the changes made no difference to my broken mind; memories had ceased to form the instant my agony began, leaving every word of wrath, prayer for relief, and flavor of torment a new, excruciating novelty no matter how many times it found me.

When relief finally arrived, I was too numb to recognize it. My disembodied consciousness was thrust back into corporeal form and tossed into an endless abyss of flashing lights, whirling shapes, and screaming wind, returning me to a forgotten hell that inspired equal parts fury and dread. The sensory assault grew stronger with every passing second, forcing me to shut my eyes and jam my hands over my ears, but I could only muster a single, pitiful thought.

Please. Not again.

Long-dormant instinct prepared me for what I knew came next. My body rotated through the liminal space with a well-practiced finesse, unphased by the deafening maelstrom that threatened to overwhelm my newly returned senses. The chaos swelled in a final, maddening crescendo, but it never reached its climax; a gentle pop and a flash of light instantaneously dispelled the world of torment, and my feet found purchase on stable ground for the first time in untold eternities.

No.

My mind gorged itself on the sensory buffet that was laid out before me, analyzing the sights, smells, and sounds in open defiance of my steadfast denial. A steady rain soaked through the collar of my undershirt and sprayed my face with bitter cold. Thick, stagnant air filled my nostrils with the pungent scent of waste and rot. My boots splashed across dark concrete as I wandered forward in an aimless daze, eventually steadying myself on a waist-high metal guardrail that ran along the length of my elevated vantage point. Wailing sirens, high-pitched whirs, faraway voices, pattering rain, and deep, reverberating hums all formed an alien symphony that echoed up from beneath me.

“No. No, this—this isn’t real.”

The whisper fell from my lips as I spun helplessly in place, desperate to find an escape from the waking nightmare, but no matter where I looked, my new reality remained the same. Towering structures of steel, glass, and concrete surrounded me on all sides, stretching up so high above me that they blotted out the sky. Oversaturated neon lights drenched the buildings in a garish, synthetic glow and illuminated the bustling cityscape beneath them in an inescapable glare. Almost every vertical inch of the skyline was crammed with video screens or flashing signs written in a foreign script, but the citizenry paid the frenetic display no mind; trains screamed by on elevated railways while dense throngs of foot traffic wove their way through packed streets of personal cars, all of them unfazed by their city’s chaos. Only a single structure stood above the madness, so impossibly large on the horizon that it put even Doram’s Joined Cities to shame: A gargantuan fortress of slick black stone loomed at the city’s heart, perfectly dark and unadorned apart from a single line of brilliant crimson text at its crown.

It was only when my gaze fell away from the impossible sights of the city before me that my frenzied mind finally grew quiet.

It’s…real.

A chill crept along the length of my spine as I stared down at a perfect recreation of my physical form: My left leg, once again formed from flesh and blood, was absent of the pain I had come to associate with daily life; my armor was as pristine as the day King Orlan had gifted it to me in Alderea’s capitol, its total destruction little more than a distant, hazy memory; and my right arm was once again attached at my shoulder, complete with a pale, unblemished hand that lacked the creeping scars of the void.

Another world. Another life. Another hell.

The smothering grip of hopelessness squeezed the air from my lungs and set my head reeling, but a fire in my gut kept me upright through the sheer force of my rage. I felt the cruel injustice of the truth saturating every cell in my body; it was a truth I had always known, but my foolish optimism had locked it away, allowing me to cling to the belief that I could escape my own fate. Dueling fronts of self-pity and impotent fury collided in my chest, blending into a volatile mixture of emotions that threatened to rip me apart from the inside, but I clenched my jaw shut to keep my building scream from escaping.

More death. More loss. On, and on, and on.

My hands balled into fists around the guardrail before me, crumpling the reinforced metal in my palms like paper, but the violent display of strength did nothing to alleviate the pressure crashing against the back of my grinding teeth. I fought the crushing certainty with every ounce of my willpower, but the battle was short-lived; in the final moment before my inner turmoil overwhelmed me, I turned my gaze back to the glowing city before me, took in a long, hard breath, then screamed out with the full fury of all my tortured lives.

This is it. This is what eternity means.

This is…forever.
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Author’s Note

Hello readers! It’s been quite a long time since we last met here in the post-novel author’s note—just a few weeks short of two years, in fact! When I first sat down to write this little addendum, I went back and read my previous notes to find some inspiration on what to say, and I found my past self apologizing for an 8 month wait between releases. If only I knew how naïve that was in the moment!

That being said, I would like to offer a small apology for the wait between releases. A lot of things have changed in my life since I started this project back in mid-2019 (most of them for the better!), and the ambitious goal of a release every 6 months is entirely untenable now. The scope of these novels has expanded quite a bit; to put things in perspective, the book you just finished reading is longer than both Volume 1 and Volume 2 combined! From a business perspective, I think I could easily have split this novel into two parts, bumping up the total book count and maximizing those sweet, sweet profits, but it felt right to bring the arc to its conclusion all at once.

Speaking of which, I suppose it’s time to stop avoiding the topic and address it directly: Lux has certainly had a rough go of things lately, hasn’t he? I never set out to intentionally give the guy a hard time, but such is the life (lives?) of our tragic hero. This ending story beat has, in broad terms, been promised since the very beginning of Volume 1, and no amount of me feeling bad could have stopped it. With that in mind, I’m not so cruel as to leave you, the reader, entirely in the lurch, so I’ll make you a promise right here and now: Volume 6 will follow Lux’s journey through his strange new world, but this is NOT the last we’ve seen of Lia. Their story together is far from over!

Now, as I do in every author’s note, I’d like to take a moment to give a few thank you’s to the people who made this novel happen. All of the magnificent illustrations that you’ve found throughout this novel were done by the incredibly talented @Rezynsire. You’ll be seeing plenty more amazing artwork from her, so please go show her some support in the meantime! I’d also like to thank my editor Maria, who continues to be an instrumental part in the creation of these novels It’s her knowledge that has molded me into the writer I am today, and the Restart Again universe wouldn’t be what it is today without her influence! Finally, I’d like to thank Jodi, who I now have the privilege to call my wife for the first time in published text! She is my biggest fan both as an author and as a person, and I’m eternally grateful to have her by my side. I love you!

Seeing as it took me two years to write this novel, I hope you’ll indulge me if I break my usual one-page rule and continue my ramblings for a few more paragraphs. I feel like it would be criminal if I didn’t let all of you know that the Restart Again universe now has its own original orchestrated music! Over the course of writing Volume 5, I worked with the fantastically brilliant @plac_holder to create musical themes for all of our major characters, as well as some pieces that blend those character themes together. You can find all of that music hosted for free on my website HERE, including 30-minute looped versions of every theme for easy listening!

Finally, I think this is probably the most appropriate place to announce that I’ve created a Patreon! I would like to make it VERY clear up top that writing is NOT my main source of income, and this Patreon is not how I’m planning to put food on my table. Writing Restart Again is my passion, and I’ll continue doing it whether it’s making me money or losing me money. Any direct contributions I receive here will go 100% into funding more Restart Again content, whether that be additional art, music, or other projects in the universe! If you’ve read the preceding 225,000+ words and feel like want to show EVEN MORE support than that (which is already incredible, by the way!), this Patreon is the place to do it! In exchange for your monetary contributions, you’ll find early draft chapters, previews of artwork and music, and most likely other things as well! Support is, obviously, entirely optional, but I had enough people suggest the idea to me (both readers and other writers) that I figured I should set one up. Thank you in advance to anyone who joins!

I think you’ve read enough words from me at this point, so I’ll bring things to a close. Thank you, truly, from the bottom of my heart, for reading my books. It seems a safe bet to assume that if you’ve read this far, that means you’ve also read the first four books in the Restart Again series (I think you’d be VERY confused otherwise), and that’s such an incredible amount of support. If you’ve made it this far, I’d LOVE to hear what you thought of this book! I read every review I get here on Amazon, positive and negative, and I always welcome your feedback. It’s also the easiest way to support the series, and it’s free! That’s a win-win!

I can’t promise that the next book in the series will come faster than this one did, but please rest assured that I’m always working on it, one way or another. You can follow me here on Amazon to get an email notification when I release a new book, join the mailing list on my website, or follow me on Twitter for the latest updates on all things Restart Again. Until next time, stay safe our there, and as always, thanks for reading!




~Adam
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