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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Aristial Stoneblood understood autumn about as well as anyone who’d grown up in a series of interconnected caverns rightly could. Which is to say, he’d once seen a painting of a tree with brown and red leaves in Mistress Avalon’s gallery, a painting partially damaged by a flood and not all that accurate to begin with. 
 
    In Golias Hollow, there’d only been two seasons: hot and cold. The hot season brought an increase of earth tremors, along with the occasional flood, and the cold season meant that certain crops would only grow in the most central caves. Ari was hard-pressed to think of any other differences between the two, subtle or pronounced. 
 
    He leaned back on the stationary rune sled, watching as a gust of wind knocked loose a half-dozen more shriveled leaves at random, each one spinning as it slowly dropped to the ground. There was an ominous, pointless beauty to it that he couldn’t help but be captivated by—the cycle of death, seasons, and rebirth. 
 
    He heard a whistle from overhead and looked up to see Rin slowly circling as she descended toward where they’d temporarily set up camp. She liked making him watch her fly. He suspected that there was more to it than he realized, an aspect of her vanity or maybe just a genuine desire for his attention. 
 
    “Path still clear ahead of us?” he called up to her. 
 
    She focused on landing instead of answering. Rin’s wings pulled back into a v-shape as she descended the final few feet, the wind ruffling her clothing and sending her hair trailing. She was attractive by any standard, with long jet-black hair, deep violet eyes, and a body with the sort of athletic curves that had been extremely hard to ignore over the course of their extended journey. 
 
    Rin had ditched the more formal dress she’d been wearing upon first leaving Cliffhaven within the first few days of their journey, opting to go it in the clothes she’d had underneath instead. It made sense, especially given the amount of flying she’d been doing to scout for storms, but seeing her in a tight, somewhat immodest green leather jerkin and form-fitting black leggings had made it hard for Ari to keep his focus on their journey. 
 
    “There’s a single rain storm meandering north of the mountain across the strait,” said Rin. “Wind storms in the Vodakai Sands, though that is not unusual. Nothing for us to concern ourselves with, chala.” 
 
    Ari nodded. This time, Rin’s attention had mostly been on watching for storms coming from the ocean, which would have posed a much more significant threat to them in their current position on the northern tip of the Greater Varnas Island.  
 
    After nearly a month of traveling in a manner that bore more resemblance to a children’s game of tag rather than navigation, they’d crossed the strait cutting the island off from the mainland on a makeshift raft the previous day and were almost within sight of their destination. 
 
    “It’s not even midday yet,” said Ari. “We should keep moving south.” 
 
    Rin nodded. She clasped her hands behind her and stretched in a manner that moved both her wings and her breasts in a very interesting way. Her jerkin’s neckline buttoned down, and with all but the bottom one undone, Ari was treated to a rather hard-to-ignore glimpse of her tanned breasts straining against the confines of her shirt. 
 
    “I agree,” said Rin. “We’ll be more comfortable in my tree lodge tonight than we ever would be in that musty tent.” 
 
    “You’ll be more comfortable in your tree lodge, you mean,” said Ari. “We’ve been over this before, Rin. I’m heading back to my tower, not to your people’s city.” 
 
    Rin crossed her arms and shot him a surprisingly fierce scowl. “Are you truly planning on sulking alone for all the time you have left, chala?” 
 
    There was an edge to her tone, but it was the actual content of her words that made Ari wince. It was bad enough that the forest itself seemed to be dying around him. The last thing he needed was his sole traveling companion bringing up his looming mortality in such a brusque manner. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” said Ari in a sarcastic voice. “I figured I’d gather some more sarkin flower and get giddy out of my gourd for the rest of my shortened life.” 
 
    “Be serious,” said Rin. “You’ve kept to yourself for almost this entire journey, to the ah, detriment? Yes, detriment of us both. Consider what I’m offering. You can return to Varnas-Rav with me. I’ll take you as a husband, even, and you can live out the time you have left in tranquility and pleasure.” 
 
    “Tranquility…” muttered Ari. “Are you sure that’s what’s going to be waiting for you when you get back?” 
 
    Ari saw a flicker of unease pass across Rin’s face and realized he’d done the same thing to her that had just annoyed him so much. He’d brought up the one thing that she was desperately trying not to think about. 
 
    They’d been sent to Cliffhaven to discuss an alliance with Baron Ogwell, only to see him poisoned on the very first night. They still had no idea who the culprit was, though the fact that the other Ravarian with them, Leyehl, had disappeared just before the Baron’s death and never met back up with them seemed damning in a certain light. 
 
    “I’m not sure, chala,” said Rin. “You’re right about that. I trust my sister, but given how chaotic the transfer of leadership amongst my people can be, and the fact that she has no heir currently… I can’t rule out the possibility that she sent me on the journey to Cliffhaven to see me imprisoned or killed.” 
 
    “Mud and blood, now I feel bad,” said Ari. 
 
    “Bad enough to accompany me back to Varnas-Rav, even if only for a time?” Rin clasped her hands together and batted her eyelashes at him. 
 
    “I think you have an ulterior motive,” said Ari. “You don’t just want me for the sake of my rugged good looks and razor wit. You want me with you in case your fears end up being justified.” 
 
    Ari reached a hand up to his shoulder and let a finger run across Azurelight’s hilt. He watched Rin suppress a guilty smile and then give a guiltier shrug. 
 
    “Would me admitting that make you more agreeable?” she asked. “I’ve seen how much you enjoy helping women in need.” 
 
    “Less than two weeks,” said Ari. 
 
    Rin shook her head and frowned at him. “What?” 
 
    “That’s what my enchanted ring told me when I asked it how much longer I still have left to live last night,” said Ari. “I have no more than a fortnight of breaths left. And there’s someone else that also needs my help.” 
 
    He let his hand close around Azurelight’s hilt, though he made no move to draw the sword. A sword was all it had been to him, ever since that last horrible night when he’d been forced to stop Eva after she’d begun killing the Baron’s guards. She hadn’t spoken to him or shifted into her incarnate form in the time since. 
 
    “You weren’t being serious, then, with what you said about wanting to smoke yourself senseless?” asked Rin. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I’m sure I’ll still have at least some time to spare,” said Ari. “It’s not as though there’s anyone left to complain if I light a sarkin flower stick while operating the rune sled.” 
 
    “You are too much sometimes, chala,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    They traveled through the afternoon and early evening. Rin rode behind Ari on the rune sled, and he carefully navigated through the dense trees that covered the island at a speed that was far faster than they could have managed on foot. If not for having to avoid the storms while traveling on the surface, he was fairly certain he could have made the trip from Cliffhaven to Varnas-Rav in a week if he’d pushed the rune sled to its limit. 
 
    The colorful reds and browns of the autumn trees slowly gave way to green jungle foliage which, much in the same way as the desert across the ocean from the island, seemed to be immune to the effects of the shifting seasons. The jungle was dense enough to make speeding along in the rune sled a hazardous prospect, forcing Ari to slow down a significant amount. 
 
    He’d grown familiar with the relic over the course of their long journey. At a glance, it looked like nothing more than a rusted hunk of metal, curved upward at the front and with a single bar to hold onto for stability. Ari controlled it with commands from his will and carefully timed, side-to-side leaning motions. The essence he’d stored within the runes powering the sled’s levitation and acceleration were extremely efficient, and he’d only had to take the time to refill them from the growing stores with his Essence Bracelet once over the course of nearly a month. 
 
     Rin hugged herself against him from behind a little more tightly as he weaved back and forth down a hill studded with rocks and trees. He could feel her body against his, soft and warm and weirdly feathered, when she occasionally brought her wings about herself like a cloak. He’d grown used to her, though that fact had only made it harder to ignore the tension and the way she so often insisted on teasing him. 
 
    It was just after sunset when the tower came into view. Ari had begun to doubt whether he’d be able to find it from memory when he recognized the grey stone exterior and the ancient wooden door. Kerys had called it Ethereal Tower, and the name had instantly stuck, given how well it described the enchanted building’s true nature. 
 
    “I’m finally back,” said Ari. “It feels like it’s been an eternity since I left.” 
 
    He slowed the rune sled to a stop in front of the door and struggled for a few seconds to place the emotion he was feeling. He’d never really had a homecoming before. His tiny nook in Golias Hollow had been his home once, but when he’d left the caverns, he’d left it behind for good. This was the first time he’d had a place to leave and then come back to. 
 
    “At least it’s a step up from the tent,” muttered Rin. “Is there still that strange cooking table inside? The one that makes heat?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Assuming nobody has tampered with anything while I’ve been gone.” 
 
    When the Ravarians had first captured him, Kerys, and Eva, they hadn’t exactly stopped to let them secure the door on the way out. Ari turned the handle and pushed, feeling a mixture of relief and unease, and it swung open easily. 
 
    The tower’s common room was mostly as he remembered it, though he’d forgotten how much of a mess had been made during the commotion on that last night. One of the stools Ari had carefully crafted from scraps of firewood had been broken into splinters, which were scattered across the floor. A single piece of rotten boar meat sat on the center of the stone table, and the first thing he did was use one of the scraps of wood to fling it out the door. 
 
    “I’d forgotten how cozy this little tower was,” said Rin. “Yes… I see the logic in spending the night here, chala.” 
 
    She came up behind Ari and wrapped her arms around him, planting a soft kiss on his neck. Ari cleared his throat and carefully disentangled himself. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” he said. “Let’s see what dinner has in store for us.” 
 
    They’d gathered fruits and vegetables almost every step of the way of their journey south, sustaining themselves on a diet severely lacking in meat. Ari couldn’t help but laugh when he made his way to the tower’s kitchen and opened the rune-enchanted cold closet, finding several slabs of leftover boar meat untouched and still frozen inside. 
 
    “What is it?” called Rin. “Oh!” 
 
    She brought a hand to her mouth when she saw the meat. Ari turned around and grinned at her. 
 
    “It should still be good,” he said. “We’ll have to let it warm a little before cooking it, though.” 
 
    Ari took on the responsibility of preparing dinner, not trusting Rin’s sensibilities when it came to the realm of taste. Once the meat had unfrozen, it had been a simple task of frying it over the rune-enchanted cooking table, along with sliced potatoes and turnips from their supplies. He smiled as he listened to the meat sizzle, remembering how eager Kerys had been for him to infuse the cooking table’s rune with essence. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    He’d gone to great lengths to keep from thinking too much about Kerys and Eva over the last month, but being back in the tower made it all but impossible. Ari did his best to think about his current circumstances as he brought the food out to the table, but memories kept finding cracks to sneak in through his defenses. 
 
    The night he’d first met Eva, when she’d saved them from the fishers and accompanied them into the tower. Kerys lying in bed with him while he’d been recovering from a dose of vodakai venom. The stretch of time the three of them had spent on Deepwater Spire, sharing each other’s company and growing close. 
 
    “Are you alright, chala?” asked Rin. 
 
    “Totally,” said Ari. “Even if I wasn’t, it’s nothing a good steak can’t cure.” 
 
    The meat was just as tasty as it had been fresh, and roasting the potatoes and turnips had done wonders for their taste. Ari had spent most of his recent nights going to bed hungry, and being able to eat his fill did wonders for his spirit. 
 
    “We should be getting to bed,” said Ari, once both he and Rin had finished eating. “Anything could happen tomorrow. We’ll need to be well rested.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” said Rin with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    She followed Ari as he made his way upstairs to the second floor. She had her own room, as did Eva and Kerys, though Rin had only inhabited hers for a short while. She passed by the door, following Ari instead of going her own way. 
 
    “Rin,” said Ari. “Your room is over there.” 
 
    “And yours is right here.”  
 
    Rin pressed forward against him before he could turn the door handle. Ari was again reminded by just how insanely soft her body was and how long it had been since he’d last been in such close proximity to a woman in the middle of the night. 
 
    “We’ve talked about this,” he said. “I’m not interested in giving you a child. This world is too harsh to bring life into it so carelessly.” 
 
    “Who says you need to give me a child tonight, chala?” whispered Rin. She kissed his neck and let her hand start to explore. 
 
    “We’ve talked about that, too,” said Ari. “I’m not in the mood to fool around.” 
 
    “You always said it was because we needed someone to keep watch while we were on the road,” said Rin. “Or because we needed rest for traveling. Neither of those excuses apply here, with us so close to our destination and out of range of storms.” 
 
    “The answer is no,” said Ari. 
 
    “This doesn’t feel like a no.” Rin found a certain part of his body that was not on the same page as the rest of him and began caressing and testing its hardness through Ari’s trousers. He scowled at her and shook his head. 
 
    “You’ll be back in your city tomorrow,” said Ari. “Fortune willing, you’ll have a dozen Ravarian men eager to share your bed at a single word.” 
 
    “What if I want you to share it instead?” 
 
    She kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth and grinding her crotch against his. Ari felt his irritation growing and hated that his first impulse was to take it out on her in an aggressive, sexual way. He stilled his hands and forced himself to turn around, pulling free from the embrace like a scrap of tinder refusing to dance to a spark. 
 
    “Forget it,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Pathetic,” said Rin. “You’re like a lovesick adolescent, still in mourning after your first taste of the serrated side of intimacy.” 
 
    Ari looked over his shoulder, holding her eye for an instant that almost killed his resolve. 
 
    “You might just be right about that,” he said. 
 
    He slipped into his room and closed the door. She was right, of course. Kissing her, feeling her breasts and body—it felt amazing—yet so very sad. He missed Kerys, and even the knowledge that she was safe behind Cliffhaven’s walls, under the watchful eye of Durrien and Amber, was of little consolation. He missed Eva, and thinking about what she was or wasn’t experiencing while stuck in her dormant sword form made him want to scream in frustration. 
 
    Less than two weeks left to live. Less than two weeks left to worry about such things. In a perverse sort of way, the pain Ari felt when he thought about the women that he loved brought him a sense of solace. He could still feel his emotions, feel the pain of missing them. 
 
    Kerys was safe, at the very least. Ari knew that Eva needed his help, and he’d spent an exorbitant amount of time during the long journey south thinking about what he could do. He needed answers, and he suspected that the only way he’d be able to find them would be by following in the footsteps of her old master, Lord Mythril. 
 
    “I’m not giving up, Eva,” Ari whispered as he pulled the sheathed sword off his shoulders. “Two weeks is plenty of time for me to bring you back.” 
 
    He kissed the flawless sapphire pommel and set Azurelight down on the floor next to his bed.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ari allowed himself a small indulgence the next morning in the form of a shower, scrubbing weeks’ worth of grime and musk off his body. Ethereal Tower had its own rainwater collection basin, and one of the rune wards in the privy warmed and released water from an overhead spigot. He felt refreshed as he changed back into his clothes afterward and joined Rin at the common room table. 
 
    “You’re welcome to make use of the shower, too, if you’d like,” he said. 
 
    Rin shook her head. “Wet wings make flying difficult. I can clean up once I’ve arrived back in Varnas-Rav.” 
 
    She was fidgeting with one of her feathers, and there was a tension to her expression which reminded Ari of how much uncertainty she was about to walk into. If her sister was behind the Baron’s death, then Rin’s continued existence would likely be seen as a loose end that would need to be dealt with. She was taking a great deal of risk that hinged entirely on her trust in a sister that had been as much a rival as a sibling. 
 
    “You have options too, you know,” said Ari. 
 
    “Options?” Rin laughed. “Do I now, chala?” 
 
    “You can stick with me for a while,” he said. “Wait for a better moment to place yourself back into your sister’s power.” 
 
    “Stay with you and do what?” asked Rin. “You haven’t explained to me what you intend to do now that you’ve reached your sacred, magical tower.” 
 
    “I’m leaving,” said Ari. “I should have enough essence stored in my bracelet to power the runes in the tower and teleport it to a new location.” 
 
    His hope was that he could decipher the cryptic Saidican symbols representing each location. One would, he suspected, bring him near to the city that had once been their capital. From there, all he would need to do was find Lord Mythril’s old workshop, and… 
 
    Even in his imagination, the plan required so much guesswork and so many windfalls of fortune as to seem totally outlandish. He had no idea how he’d figure out the teleportation symbols, let alone find the workshop, and it was all predicated on the assumption that there would still be something there after hundreds of years that might give him a clue that would help him save Eva. 
 
    “You’re shooting arrows in the dark,” said Rin. “I have a better idea. Come with me to Varnas-Rav, just for today. I’ll petition my sister to allow you access to our archive of books and scrolls. There might be something in there that can help you—a map, or a translation guide.” 
 
    “That…” Ari frowned, feeling equally annoyed and impressed at how easily she’d turned his offer around. “…is not actually a bad idea.” 
 
    “It’s decided, then,” said Rin. “Let’s get moving. I’d like to get this over with before the tension takes its toll on my stomach.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    It felt a little strange leaving the tower so soon after arriving back, but Ari shrugged his anxiety aside as Rin climbed onto the rune sled behind him. He pushed forward at a leisurely pace, knowing that Varnas-Rav was less than an hour away, regardless of how fast they traveled. 
 
    Rin signaled for him to stop as they came within sight of a thick curtain of trees and vines. Even after spending time in the jungle city once before, it still took Ari the better part of a minute to make out its stone wall amidst the vegetation. Varnas-Rav was a city at harmony with nature, and it took full advantage of the camouflage provided by the jungle’s default state. 
 
    “Wait here,” said Rin. “I’m going to fly overhead and scout things out first.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Ari. “You’re not worried about having a spear chucked at you or anything, right?” 
 
    “No,” said Rin. “Even if Tialese does see me as a threat, I sincerely doubt she’d choose to have me eliminated in such a heavy-handed manner. If our suspicions end up having validity… I would expect her to remove me through quieter means.” 
 
    “Well,” said Ari. “That’s reassuring.” 
 
    Rin laughed, and before Ari could stop her, she planted a quick kiss on his lips. 
 
    “Wait here for me?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “I should hide the rune sled from view, anyway.” 
 
    He stood up to watch Rin take flight. Despite the emotional distance he’d been careful to keep from her, he was still impressed by her resolve and bravery. She trusted her instincts, even when it meant gambling her life on the outcome.  
 
    She also looked really, really good in mid-flight with her jerkin fluttering loose around the chest area, but Ari was far too mature to notice things like that. Well, beyond a quick glance every now and then. 
 
    “I hope this goes better than I’m expecting it to, Eva,” muttered Ari. He ran a finger over Azurelight’s sapphire pommel, then froze as he heard a branch break behind him. 
 
    He turned around and spotted a young Ravarian man approaching him, smiling confidently and holding a long two-handed sword with a curved blade. Ari scowled and took a step back, wondering whether he needed to draw his own weapon. 
 
    “Hi there,” said Ari. “I’m a friend. There’s no need for you to do anything unnecessary.” 
 
    The man shook his head, turning the sword around once in his hand. He was tall, at least an inch or two taller than Ari, thickly muscled, and sported the largest set of wings Ari had yet seen. On top of that, he wasn’t one of the Ravarians that Ari recognized, and the inverse also appeared to be true. 
 
    The Ravarian man said something as he approached the rune sled. He pushed a foot against it, shifting it across the ground, and then pointed at it with the tip of his sword. 
 
    “Don’t touch that,” said Ari. 
 
    He was sure that the man couldn’t understand Subvios, but from the taunting smile he gave Ari, it was clear that the meaning of his words had been received and discarded. He tapped the tip of his sword against the rusty metal sled. Ari sighed and drew Azurelight, the blade singing as it came loose from the scabbard. 
 
    The motion drew the Ravarian’s full attention. He brought his curved sword up into a two-handed stance and stepped away from the rune sled. Ari circled around him, watching his eyes, hands, and feet. 
 
    There was a time when going up against an unknown opponent in a sword duel would have seemed daunting to him. Even after meeting Eva and becoming the wielder of Azurelight, Ari’s swordsmanship skills had left much to be desired. 
 
    He’d practiced everything she’d taught him relentlessly over the past month, and it hadn’t just been out of a desire to pass the time while on watch on long nights. He’d hoped that by training with Azurelight, he might somehow impart enough essence back into the weapon to bring Eva back. It hadn’t worked, but the training had still served to sharpen his skills and build his strength. 
 
    The Ravarian took a shuffling step forward and pulled his curved blade down into an overhead strike. Ari blocked it easily and countered with an exploratory slash of his own. He squeezed the hilt of his sword a little tighter, only then realizing how much he was enjoying himself. 
 
    He’d felt the same sense of release during the second week of his and Rin’s journey south, when they hadn’t avoided a storm completely and he’d had to fight off fishers as they traveled on the rune sled through the rain. Fighting was an outlet for his frustration, a way of condensing emotions that he couldn’t handle into the edge of his blade. 
 
    The Ravarian took a step back and then hurled himself forward, trying to catch Ari off guard. Their swords clashed three times in quick succession before they both spun away. It was a closer match than Ari had been expecting, given how most of the Ravarians he’d previously seen seemed to favor spears over swords. 
 
    Ari feinted as though he was going to slash from the side, reversing his strike at the last second. The Ravarian was caught between defending, attacking while Ari’s guard was down, and getting out of the way. Azurelight’s edge whistled as it approached the Ravarian’s neck, and he only stopped his blade at the last possible instant. 
 
    “Not bad,” said Ari. “But you need more practice with that sword if you plan on—” 
 
    The Ravarian snarled and swept his sword up, apparently sensing that Ari had no intention of killing him. Ari blocked the follow-up attack and gritted his teeth, feeling a sudden rush of anger at the temerity of his opponent. 
 
    They traded between offense and defense, swinging wildly at each other and deflecting blows back and forth rather than dodging. Ari could see the toll the encounter was taking on the Ravarian, whose movements lacked the subtle efficiency that Eva had drilled into him. 
 
    He knocked the Ravarian’s blade aside repeatedly, passing up easy opportunities to end the fight. He could have effortlessly slashed one of the Ravarian’s legs or clipped a few feathers off one of his wings, and the exchange would have been over. For some reason, he didn’t want that, not now, not after he’d let himself feed his emotions into the bout. 
 
    He began dodging, all but mocking the Ravarian as he slipped out of the way of each tired strike with the slightest motions. He caught the Ravarian’s final, desperate attack on his blade and slid it to the side, letting go of Azurelight’s hilt to slam a punch into his face. 
 
    The Ravarian fell backward, dropping his sword. Ari dropped his, too, falling on top of the man and unleashing a salvo of blows that even he knew was unnecessary. His knuckles tore open. He screamed through clenched teeth. He was furious, and he didn’t want to admit that the feeling in his chest had almost nothing to do with the fight. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Rin fell from the sky, landing next to Ari and his nearly unconscious opponent. “What are you doing, chala?” 
 
    “He…” Ari stared at the bruised and bloodied face of the Ravarian. “We were… sparring.” 
 
    “The fight is over,” said Rin. “Take a breath.” 
 
    She set a hand on his shoulder that was as much to hold him back as it was to reassure him. Ari pulled himself to his feet and slowly shook his head, suddenly disgusted with himself. Rin crouched down next to the Ravarian and gently shook him awake before having a quiet conversation with him in her own language. 
 
    “Just a misunderstanding,” she said to Ari, as the Ravarian stood up. “He didn’t realize that you were with me.” 
 
    The Ravarian glared at Ari but seemed somewhat chastened. He picked up his sword and stormed off into the trees, and Ari took another second to compose himself before sheathing Azurelight and offering Rin a shrug. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “He started messing with the rune sled, and one thing led to another…” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the way males butt heads,” said Rin. “Are you unharmed, at least?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Ari. It was true enough, at least in the physical sense. 
 
    “I see nothing unusual within Varnas-Rav,” said Rin. “One of the lookouts spotted me. My sister will know that we’re coming.” 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin smiled, but he could see the anxious tension in her posture. 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Ari had found the fact that Varnas-Rav had a gate to be somewhat superfluous on his first visit, and he still he felt that way. The Ravarians only opened it, as far as he could tell, while bringing large quantities of resources into the city, or when taking prisoners. 
 
    The guard atop the wall recognized Rin immediately and shouted to gather the attention of others further down the line. Three Ravarians pulled the chain that worked the mechanism for the ancient, circular gate, which slowly slid aside to reveal the city within. 
 
    There wasn’t much to see. Ari felt like Varnas-Rav was a city in the same way that Golias Hollow had been a town. It took a certain amount of expansion of the normal definition of each word to make their eccentricities fit. 
 
    “Let me do the talking, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    “Why?” asked Ari. “Are you afraid I might say something outlandish?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” said Rin. “But more to the point, Tialese is my sister. I know how she thinks.” 
 
    Ari felt Rin take his hand into hers and interweave their fingers. He glanced over at her, but all her attention was focused ahead of them. 
 
    Tialese, Rin’s sister and the Vereshi of the Ravarians, stood a hundred feet in front of them, near the central footpath that ran through Varnas-Rav. 
 
    The Vereshi was rather unassuming in appearance, with the smallest set of wings out of any Ravarian Ari had seen, chestnut brown hair, and a petite figure. Her face was elegant, and her eyes had a stiff resolve to them that seemed to make up for everything else. She still wore the enchanted cloak Ari had made for her to aid her flying, which had once been a twin to his own Feathercloak before he’d added a second enchantment to it. 
 
    The Vereshi said something in the Ravarian language, her voice booming louder than what her body should have been capable of. Rin didn’t let go of Ari’s hand, and he got the sense that there was more to that bit of physical contact than he realized. 
 
    “I believe we should speak the slave language,” said Rin. “This is a conversation that my husband should be a part of.” 
 
    Ari managed to keep from shouting in surprise, but only mastered his facial expression after a few seconds of blinking and dumb surprise. 
 
    “Your husband?” said the Vereshi, switching to Subvios and raising an eyebrow. “Very well. I received word of the storm that struck the Fairweather Fleet. Is it safe for me to assume that you never made it to Cliffhaven?” 
 
    Ari looked over at Rin, sensing the question’s weight. If Rin claimed that they’d been stymied by the storm, then her sister, assuming she really was behind the poisoning, would think them ignorant of the plot. Of course, it would also mean Rin would have to lie, which would necessitate trampling over whatever amount of sibling trust remained between them. 
 
    “…No,” said Rin after a pause. “We made it to Cliffhaven. With Aristial’s help, we were able to meet with Baron Ogwell and dine at his table.” 
 
    She paused again. Ari knew what she was doing, because he was doing it too. He watched Tialese, searching her face for a tell, or even just a deceitful gleam in her eyes. There was nothing there, at least not that he could see. 
 
    “I don’t see Leyehl with you,” said the Vereshi. “Or Lord Stoneblood’s companions.” 
 
    “The Baron was poisoned,” said Rin. “We were held in his dungeon for a time, but we managed to escape and flee the city.” 
 
    Her words brought a dead silence to the surrounding Ravarians. The only sound was the wind whistling through the branches of the city’s innumerable trees. 
 
    “Poisoned?” The Vereshi blinked, frowned, and then shook her head. “That is… extremely unfortunate.” 
 
    Rin looked over at Ari, her hand squeezing his. He nodded, knowing that what she was about to say and do might lead to their deaths.  
 
    “Was it you?” asked Rin. “Did you order Leyehl to poison the Baron?” 
 
    The Vereshi flinched. Ari ignored her rather convincing display of surprise, instead pushing his will into his Ring of Insight as he listened to Rin’s sister’s answer. 
 
    “I ordered Leyehl to protect you,” said the Vereshi. “I didn’t order her to poison anyone.” 
 
    It was true, or at least it seemed to be, according to the ring. The enchantment he’d placed on the Ring of Insight wasn’t perfect, and it couldn’t give him an absolute verdict on whether a person was lying or not. 
 
    Instead, Ari was left with a vague confirmation of one of two things: either the Vereshi was telling the truth, or she was an extremely adept liar. 
 
    He could tell that Rin was watching him out of the corner of his eye, and it wasn’t until he gave her a subtle nod that she responded to her sister’s words. 
 
    “I believe you,” she said. “I’m sorry, Tialese. I had to ask.” 
 
    “I understand that,” said the Vereshi. “There’s much more for us to discuss, but given the hour, we should begin the preparations for the feast, first.” 
 
    “The feast?” asked Rin. “What’s to be celebrated?” 
 
    The Vereshi stepped forward, moving past the two spear-wielding bodyguards who’d been standing close to her for the conversation until that point. She moved in close to Rin and flashed a warm smile. 
 
    “Your return,” she said. “I’d… thought I made a grave mistake in sending you to Cliffhaven, sister.” 
 
    Tialese pulled Rin into a tight hug. Rin hesitated for only an instant before letting go of Ari’s hand and responding, squeezing her sister tight. A few cheers and whoops came from the nearby Ravarians, and a significant portion of the tension Ari had been balancing on his shoulders slid free. 
 
    The Vereshi left, flanked by her bodyguards and entourage, and Ari waited as Rin greeted what seemed to be an endless line of people. He couldn’t help but notice how many of them were young, handsome Ravarian men, some of whom lacked the decorum to keep from shooting him disdainful looks as they spoke to Rin in their own language. 
 
    She’d grabbed his hand again as soon as the Vereshi had left, and Ari relaxed enough to turn his thoughts back to what she’d said before. It wasn’t until Rin had finally finished receiving her welcome that Ari got a chance to pull her aside so they could discuss it. 
 
    “Husband?” he hissed. “Mind explaining what that was about? Just because I allowed you the privilege of riding on the back of my rune sled doesn’t mean I’ve made that sort of commitment.” 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal, chala,” said Rin. “It’s for your own protection. Do you remember how you were treated on your last visit to Varnas-Rav?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that was as much to do with me not being able to speak the language as anything else,” said Ari. “It’s not like it was that bad, either.” 
 
    “You hadn’t made enemies at that point,” said Rin. She glanced off at a copse of trees in the distance where a few Ravarian men were milling about. Ari sighed and took a closer look at them, expecting to see the one he’d fought with before. He didn’t, but there was one that he recognized, mainly from the sling encompassing his elbow and shoulder. 
 
    “That’s the man whose arm Eva broke the last time we were here, isn’t it?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin nodded. “He probably deserved it, but that doesn’t mean he won’t be looking for revenge. As my husband, you’ll be afforded my protection, which is also my family’s protection, meaning the Vereshi will intercede on your side in any dispute.” 
 
    “Still,” he said. “Why do I get the sense that this somehow plays into your hand?” 
 
    Rin grinned at him. “If there’s one thing my hands know how to do, chala, it’s play.” 
 
    She pulled in close to him, pressing her lips against his. Ari had been so focused on watching his surroundings that he reacted automatically, kissing her back and forgetting why he needed to have his guard up. Rin was soft and warm against him, and one of his palms found its way down to her butt, which was even softer and warmer. Why not play the role of her husband, at least for a while? 
 
    Kerys and Eva. That horrible night in Cliffhaven, with Kerys’ blood everywhere, and Eva unresponsive. The guilt he still carried with him. 
 
    He let the kiss go on for longer than it should have before pulling back. Rin’s fingers were still weaved through his, and as he tried to pull away, she tightened her grip and shook her head. 
 
    “At the very least, you need to keep holding my hand,” said Rin. “It’s as much for my sake as it is for yours.” 
 
    “How is this at all for your sake?” asked Ari. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you not see how many men have been fawning over me? For an unmarried Ravarian women, returning to the nest after an absence carries certain… expectations.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Ari. “Okay, let me just stop you right there.” 
 
    “The men of the village, especially the ones who’d only recently come of age, would be interested in welcoming me home.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Ari. “Say no more.” 
 
    “They’d compete against each other for my affections and showcase their fitness, along with doing small favors…” 
 
    “Right. Got it!” 
 
    “And on that first night back, one of them, or sometimes several, would join me in my bedchamber for the sake of passionate—” 
 
    Ari cleared his throat, and Rin let out a chirping, musical laugh. 
 
    “You’re too easy, chala,” she said, hugging herself against his arm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    The feast began a few hours later, and Rin finally gave Ari some space. He found a spot to sit on a log bench around the massive, billowing bonfire which had been built up in a section of the city where trees and branches had been cleared away for safety. 
 
    Ravarian serving girls carried platters of food around with meat and vegetables skewered through on thin wooden stakes. Ari accepted one gratefully and began gnawing at a chunk of roasted chicken with garlic seasoning. 
 
    Another serving girl was passing out ceramic mugs filled with Ravarian liquor, and Ari accepted one with the same eagerness he’d felt toward the food. He took a large sip, wincing at the strength of the brew and the spicy kick of the cinnamon flavor. 
 
    Rin was still getting a fair amount of attention, and not just from the men. She’d bathed before the feast and changed into one of the loose, pale green gowns that many of the Ravarian women favored, her hair still hanging in glossy, wet locks across her shoulders. A few young children had taken to following her around, boys and girls alike, and Ari couldn’t help but smile at the cuteness of their interactions.  
 
    He had to admit that she was surprisingly good with them. The children would ask Rin questions, and she’d smile and answer with animated hand and arm movements, miming out fights, or in one case, swaying back and forth in a simulation of what Ari assumed was the storm that had struck the galleon. 
 
    There was a part of him that felt comfortable and tired, a part of him that wanted to take Rin up on her offer to stay in Varnas-Rav as her husband. He took a deeper sip of the liquor, as though the alcohol could extinguish the unwanted desire. It was the path of least resistance, and it would mean giving up on Eva. 
 
    Less than two weeks left. Probably closer to ten days, or maybe even nine, given how long it had been since he’d last consulted with the Ring of Insight on his dwindling mortality. It didn’t feel like enough time do anything, be it resigning himself to staying in Varnas-Rav with Rin or trying to find a way to restore Eva. It wasn’t even enough time for him to feasibly make it back to Cliffhaven if he wanted to see Kerys to say his final goodbye. 
 
    He brought the drink to his lips and drained what was left. The serving girl with the liquor was passing by again, and he waved her over to exchange his empty mug for a full one.  
 
    The feast continued in a similar manner for the next hour, with Ari getting increasingly inebriated. He started singing along with a Ravarian song that a nearby group of men and women had taken up, doing his best to slur out the syllables without any clue to their meaning. Rin walked over to him slowly, arms folded across her chest, shaking her head. 
 
    “I was going to ask if you wanted to dance, dear husband,” she said. “It seems as though you’re a few sips past that point.” 
 
    Ari laughed and gestured for her to sit next to him. She did, and he put an arm around her. 
 
    “I forgot how nice it is to just relax,” he said. 
 
    “To be drunk, you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean,” said Ari. “Hey, don’t give me that look! You can’t begrudge a dying man for indulging in one last wild night.” 
 
    Rin brought up a finger and pressed it to his lips. “Peace, chala. You seem about ready to turn in.” 
 
    “What?” Ari shook his head. “I’m only just getting started!” 
 
    “You can drink more once you’re up in my tree lodge,” said Rin. “Trust me when I say that you’ll find the climb hard enough as it is, given your current condition.” 
 
    She took his hand and stood up. Ari followed behind her as they circled around the bonfire, heading for a large tree a few hundred feet in the distance. He couldn’t help but notice the attention being paid to him and Rin by some of the Ravarian men, a few of which had been fawning over her earlier in the day. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Rin. “My lodge is the only one on the central trunk of this tree. There aren’t many children living on the lodges perched in the branches, so the bark ladder hasn’t been maintained quite as well as it should have been.” 
 
    “Oh please,” said Ari. “I used to climb cavern walls. I could do this in my sleep.” 
 
    Rin sighed, and even though her face was hidden by the shadows of night, Ari got the distinct impression that she was rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Follow close behind me, chala,” said Rin. “Watch where I place my hands and feet, and if you slip, shout immediately.” 
 
    The tree trunk was more than twice as wide as Ari was tall. Rin started up it at a swift pace, and he followed her with movements made inelegant by both the liquor and the dark. The rungs were no more than slits carved into the tree’s thick bark, but they were spaced close enough together to make the climb relatively straightforward. 
 
    Ari hadn’t realized just how high up in the trees most of the Ravarians made their residences. He was over a hundred feet up before he even caught a glimpse of Rin’s tree lodge through the branches occluding his view. Looking around, he saw Varnas-Rav from a new vantage point, one that somehow seemed more like a city, even though its buildings were nestled amongst branches and against tree trunks. 
 
    And then, he made the mistake of looking down. The bonfire looked like a stray ember from so high up, and the Ravarians crowded around it were little more than insects. It took him nearly a full minute to regain his equilibrium, and even then, the world still felt like it was spinning, no doubt due to the amount of liquor he’d imbibed. 
 
    “Aristial?” called Rin. “Are you managing alright?” 
 
    “Fine!” called Ari. “I’m totally fine!” 
 
    The final stretch into Rin’s tree lodge was also the most daunting. Her abode had been built in the shape of a wide, circular disk, with the tree’s massive trunk at its center. There was no way to continue up the trunk through the floor of her lodge, which made an unfortunate amount of sense. The structure had been built with Ravarians in mind, capable of flying from one point to another without any difficulty. 
 
    There was a rope made of braided vine that hung along one of the support branches the lodge had been built on top of. Rin pulled herself halfway across it before apparently growing sick of demonstrating the climb for him and using her wings to fly forward, up, and out of sight. 
 
    “It’s easy,” she called. “Just go quick and keep a tight grip.” 
 
    Ari sighed and took hold of the rope. He swung his legs up to loop through it for the extra bit of assurance it gave him, leaving him hanging upside down, nearly two hundred feet in the air. Slowly, he began inching forward, trying to ignore the vertigo-inducing sensation of his hair hanging toward the ground and the rope swaying back and forth in the wind. 
 
    It took him five minutes to reach the edge of the lodge, but it may as well have taken five hours for how long it seemed to last. Rin stood on what appeared to be a wedge-shaped balcony, and she spread herself out on her stomach to reach a hand down to help him up. It was still a struggle, and Ari all but clawed his way across the wooden floor as he tried to bring his legs around to follow his upper body. 
 
    “You’re the first person without wings to ever enter my home,” said Rin. 
 
    “Somehow, I can believe that,” said Ari. “I have to ask: what are kids supposed to do if they need to come up here? Or older Ravarians who can’t fly anymore?” 
 
    “They can still use their wings to ease the difficulty of the climb,” said Rin. “It’s how Tialese still managed to reach the upper level before you made her that cloak. It’s just a matter of propelling air to make the difficult portions of the climb more routine.” 
 
    She moved forward, placing a hand on a door made of wood and a stretched leather canvas to slide it open.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Ari followed behind her into a surprisingly cozy circular chamber with the tree trunk at its center. 
 
    Small lanterns filled with green fireflies lit the room in flickering, pale teal hues. There was a bed off to one side, along with a small table and storage cabinet. Ari took a slow step, feeling the liquor hit him all at once. He managed to make it over to a padded piece of furniture covered in some type of soft animal fur and crafted in the shape of a crescent moon, and he collapsed forward onto it chest-first. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered. 
 
    “For what?” asked Rin. 
 
    He rolled over and looked at her. She’d disappeared behind an opaque changing curtain by her bed and was in the process of changing clothes, judging from the movements of her silhouette. What was he thanking her for, he wondered? 
 
    “For being a friend,” he said. “I think that’s what I needed most after what happened.” 
 
    He briefly considered how he would have ended up if she hadn’t found him after leaving Cliffhaven. He’d been all but choking on self-pity, and that, combined with the aimless feeling his imminent death had left him with, might have been enough to send him spiraling into the dark. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Rin. “There are, of course, ways you could repay me, chala.” 
 
    She came out from behind the curtain wearing a short robe of white silk and walking barefoot. Her hair had dried, and she ran her fingers through it, straightening it and pulling strands away from her face. Ari could tell from the mischievous smile on her face what she had in mind even before she made her way over to him. 
 
    “Rin…” he said. “We’ve talked about this before.” 
 
    Rin drew in close, standing right next to the cushioned couch he was lying on. 
 
    “Now is not before,” she said. “You’re my husband, remember?” 
 
    “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever…” 
 
    He trailed off as she pulled the robe open. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath, which he’d already guessed, but the reality of seeing her naked body on full display made his heart beat fast and hot. 
 
    Her breasts were nicely sized, not perfectly round, but more like the shape of a teardrop, with tan lines around the edges. Her nipples had an exotic color to them, closer to a soft violet rather than pink or brown.  
 
    She let her wings hang to either side of her, though they rose and fell in time with each aroused breath she took. Ari’s eyes took in the curves of her abdomen, where a hint of the muscle below her soft skin could be seen, along with her hips and butt. A triangle of straight black, carefully trimmed pubic hair adorned her crotch, and the feminine folds below it mirrored the exotic color of her nipples. 
 
    She climbed onto him before he could say anything, and Ari felt himself responding to her kiss eagerly as he tried to will his hands to push her off. It felt wrong, or at least, wasteful. He didn’t have anything to give her, not in the same way he could offer himself to Eva or Kerys. He might be able to share his body with her, but that was essentially it. 
 
    Her hands moved quickly, pulling his tunic off and then sliding his trousers down, leaving only the thin fabric of his underwear in between him and her nudity. It was basically nothing. She slowly rubbed herself against him with torturously pleasurable movements, kneading his cock with her crotch until it was as hard as it could possibly get. 
 
    “I’m not your husband, Rin,” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, chala,” she said with a small laugh. “I’m doing this for your sake. Amongst my people, there is a saying about love and loss. It’s hard to translate exactly, but I can explain it to you, if you’d care to listen?” 
 
    She kissed his neck and let her breath tickle his ear. Listening to her wouldn’t be so bad, he decided. And since she was on top of him anyway, there was nothing wrong with letting his hands caress her awesomely soft butt while he did. 
 
    “When a person splits from their partner,” said Rin, “they need a way of finding release before moving on. A branch to grab to pull themselves back up with, so to speak.” 
 
    She kissed him, and Ari felt a primal hunger take hold of him. He started moving in response to her undulations and slowly pulled his underwear down, freeing his tool. 
 
    He squeezed her butt and pulled her forward. Rin was more than happy to oblige him, shifting to position herself over his erection. Ari pressed the tip of his cock into her, and they both groaned in unison as she started to slide down along his length. 
 
    She started riding him with a vengeance, each movement jiggling her breasts into an ancient dance of eroticism. Ari leaned up, keeping one hand squeezing her butt while the other ran up the side of her body and came to rest on her shoulder, close to where her wings connected to her back. 
 
    He knew that there was something that he was forgetting amidst the fog of pulsing, rhythmic pleasure. He blinked as Rin kissed him, and he felt one of her wings pull forward, the feathers caressing his cheek almost like an extra hand. It was impossible for him to focus on anything other than the moment, Rin’s breasts, her tongue against his, and the hot, wet crush of the connection of their bodies. 
 
    He flipped her underneath him, eliciting a chirping laugh from Rin. There was a perverse dominance to being on top, and he took a second to grope and squeeze her breasts before falling back into the rhythm of thrusting. Rin let her voice out in passionate squeals, loud enough that Ari briefly wondered how far the sound could travel. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” cried Rin. “Give it to me, my dear husband!” 
 
    Ari squeezed one of her breasts tighter. 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” he said through a smile. 
 
    “Make me,” said Rin. 
 
    He pulled one of her legs up, twisting her partially to the side to allow himself to thrust as deep as he possibly could. Rin shuddered each time he pounded into her, her wings tensing in time with her fingers as they dug into Ari’s shoulders. 
 
    It was hot, it was dirty, and it was a product as much of his drunkenness as the tension and lust that had been building between them. It also left Ari with that same distinct sense that there was something he’d forgotten. 
 
    Rin all but wrapped her wings around them as they both approached their release. Ari was kissing her, and one of his arms was looped over her shoulder in a manner that was almost more suited for wrestling than lovemaking. He could feel Rin’s lane pulsating and tightening against his cock in the strange manner that seemed unique to Ravarian women. It felt like a physical manifestation of the same unyielding seduction that she’d applied to him over the past month, and this time, Ari couldn’t resist it. 
 
    He ran a hand through Rin’s hair as he felt his pleasure eclipsing his limits, and it was only then that he remembered why he needed to be careful. He pulled his cock loose at the last second, releasing his seed in a massive blast all over her stomach and breasts. Rin scowled and made an annoyed noise. 
 
    “Put it back in,” she hissed. “Finish inside me, husband.” 
 
    “That’s not happening,” said Ari. “Nice try, though.” 
 
    He was still caressing her head with one hand, and try as he might, he couldn’t make himself feel mad at her. She picked her robe off the floor and used it to wipe herself up as her scowl gave way to a small, satisfied smile. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d be too drunk to realize,” she said. 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said. 
 
    She rested her head against his shoulder. He’d told her how much he appreciated her friendship before, but lying naked with her, so close that he could feel her heart beating through her chest, he wondered if it was more than that. 
 
    “I’ll help you find what you need in the morning,” said Rin. “You’re still intent on pursuing clues in search of a way of restoring your sword, are you not?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Thanks.” 
 
    Rin went quiet for a time. She covered their naked bodies with one of her wings, and the sensation of soft black feathers against his bare skin tickled a little. After a few minutes, she lifted her head up and looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “What would you have done if my sister had tried to kill me when we walked into the city?” she asked. 
 
    Ari cupped her cheek. “Take a guess.” 
 
    He gave her a slow kiss, and then the two of them returned to cuddling in silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Kerys laughed, and the sound of it was like the striking of a perfectly tuned bell. Ari ran with her, pushing through a field of scarlet and indigo flowers. Eva was there, too, watching from a few feet back with a relaxed smile on her face. 
 
    The sky was clear, and somehow, Ari knew that in this place, the rain would never come. It was a safe place, the type of sanctum he’d been wanting to bring Kerys and Eva to for so long. Nothing could reach any of them here. 
 
    Kerys screamed and clutched at the gory stump of her arm. Ari held Azurelight in both hands, and he stared down at the bloody weapon with full knowledge of whose fault it was. 
 
    He grabbed the sword and squeezed it as he shouted Eva’s name, first by the hilt, and then by the blade, pressing his hands against it hard enough to slice open his palms. There was no answer other than Kerys’ pained sobbing. Thunder boomed overhead in mockery, and Ari fell to his knees, feeling his own heart beating itself out. 
 
    “How perversely morbid,” said a new, familiar voice. “What happened to them haunts you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Ari whirled around and found himself face to face with an intruder of dreams. Mordus of the Escions struck an unnerving figure, if solely for how much he managed to look like a person while clearly being something else. 
 
    His head was elongated, more like the shape of an egg or a gourd than a normal skull. His arms and legs each had an extra joint, which gave each limb a certain wrongness, as though it had been broken or folded into a grotesque imitation of what it once was. 
 
    Beyond that, Mordus did look almost normal. He had a face, with two coal-black eyes, a subtle nose, and a mouth. He had shoulder-length black hair, though the way it fell made it seem almost liquid rather than solid. He even wore clothing, a simple black tunic that fell far enough down his body to belay the need for trousers. 
 
    “You…” Ari shook his head and waved an arm. “This is my dream. You have no place here.” 
 
    “You chose to open the door for me, primitive,” said Mordus. “I still do not understand how, and I am more than a little impressed that such a thing was possible to begin with. But it was you who opened the door, not I.” 
 
    “Consider this me shutting the door,” said Ari. 
 
    Mordus smiled, and it drew Ari’s attention to the way his mouth seemed far too small for his face. 
 
    “If only it were that simple,” said Mordus. “You aren’t quite like my servants, the monsters you call the Weatherblight. You’re more like me.” 
 
    Ari was already shaking his head, disturbed by where the conversation was heading. 
 
    “Can you still see through their eyes?” asked Mordus. “Or was it just a fleeting property of whatever process gave you this awareness to begin with?” 
 
    The answer came not from Ari’s mouth, but from the dream itself. He’d only been able to see through the Weatherblight’s eyes for that first night after he’d imbibed the Weathersense potion that Amber had given him. He’d still had a rather acute sensitivity for changes in the weather itself afterward, but the monsters’ minds had been closed to him. 
 
    “I’m not going to say this again,” said Ari. “Get out of my mud-damned dream.” 
 
    “This is no dream,” said Mordus. “This is a nightmare. You should thank me for interrupting when I did. I can do more than just that for you, primitive, if you agree to help me.” 
 
    The scene around Ari shifted. They were no longer in the idyllic summer field. They were outside Cliffhaven, staring at the city’s wall as rain pounded down against the grass. The view was muted, drained of color, especially in the red and yellow range. 
 
    “This is a scene from the eyes of one of my Seedborn,” said Mordus. “There’s one in the city, too. I could bring it to where your woman is and show you how she’s doing by peering in through a window.” 
 
    “You’re insane,” said Ari. 
 
    “The sword then, is what you worry for?” asked Mordus. “Pointless. That construct was never alive to begin with. But even there, I’ll do whatever I can, if you agree to help me in my search.” 
 
    Ari clenched his teeth and threw himself forward, swinging a punch with all his strength behind it at Mordus’s face. He’d barely initiated the movement when the entire scene evaporated in a puff of hazy, mental fog. 
 
    He was back in Rin’s tree lodge, and several other terrible realizations came along with that same one. 
 
    He’d been sleepwalking. The door leading to the balcony had been open. He’d thrown a punch at Mordus in the dream that his body had mimicked in real life, and he was now tumbling over the balcony’s dangerously low railing. 
 
    “Damn it!” Ari shouted. 
 
    He grabbed for the railing and missed. It was pitch-black below, and as he began to fall, the sheer breadth of his misfortune fell to the wayside next to the stomach-fluttering sensation of accelerating through thin air. He was too stunned to scream. 
 
    The sound of flapping wings came from directly to his right, and suddenly Rin was underneath him, curling her legs around his waist and desperately fluttering her feathers to keep them both from dropping like stones. It slowed his fall significantly, but it didn’t completely arrest it. 
 
    A second later, both of them hit the ground. The impact was hard enough to knock the wind out of Ari’s lungs and leave him stunned. Rin landed on top of him, and for a few seconds, they both just breathed and lay there, unmoving. 
 
    Ari was dimly aware of approaching footsteps, followed by Rin having a brief conversation with a concerned group of her fellow Ravarians in their native language. He slowly pulled himself to his feet and tried to shake off the disgusting echo of Mordus’ voice in his ears. 
 
    What he found frightening was that a part of him was annoyed that he hadn’t at least considered the Escion’s deal. Mordus had offered to help him see Kerys again. Even if it was through the eyes of one of the Weatherblight, and even if it had only been for a few seconds, being able to confirm that she was alive and well would have been worth so much. 
 
    Was it worth enough to agree to whatever plot the Weatherblight’s sinister controller had in mind? He wasn’t sure about that. He stretched his fingers out and tapped his hands against the sides of his cheeks. Rin had finished talking with the other Ravarians and was making her way toward him with a worried expression on her face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Ari. “I had a dream.” 
 
    Rin nodded. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “I was in the middle of swimming across a river of orange juice and accidentally got pulled over a waterfall.” 
 
    Rin’s expression soured and she shook her head. 
 
    “I was going to offer to climb back up with you, but you seem fine to make your own way, chala,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Ari. “It was just a joke. A stupid joke. They’re my forte, as you’ve probably noticed. I didn’t have a dream, Rin. It was… more of a nightmare.” 
 
    “You can talk to me about those, too,” she said. “But I won’t force you to.” 
 
    She slid in next to him, briefly lacing her fingers through his to give his hand a squeeze.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The climb up to Rin’s tree lodge was easier the second time around, and Ari slept in late the next morning. Rin was nowhere to be found within her lodgings, but she’d left out food and a bin of washwater, the latter of which Ari was curious of the source of, along with a pale green Ravarian tunic and black trousers. 
 
    He ate breakfast, cleaned himself up, and changed into the new clothing, keeping the old set with him so that he could store it in the tower. Making his way down along the tree trunk to the ground, Ari felt oddly conscious of the number of eyes watching him, both from the trees and the grass.  
 
    He didn’t have anywhere in mind to go immediately, but he spotted Rin almost as soon as he started walking. She had a rolled-up scroll in one hand and passed it to him as soon as she came within distance. 
 
    “This should be helpful to you,” she said. “It’s a copy of a section of the map from the archives that depicted the ancient Saidican capital. I would bring you up there to have a look at the materials yourself, but the climb would be… a significant challenge for you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Ari unrolled the scroll. “Thanks.” 
 
    The scroll was a tracing of an ancient map. He could see Varnas-Rav marked amidst the center of the eastern island, along with another location in the archipelago to the far south whose name had been written in several different languages. 
 
    “The Central Dominion?” asked Ari. “Is that what it was called?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rin. “I also copied the city’s flag emblem onto the map right here. My artistic skills leave much to be desired, but it might help you identify the correct ruins once you get close.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. “Thanks, Rin. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    She reached her hand out and set it on his shoulder. “Wait for a few days, chala. I have to be here in Varnas-Rav, with my sister and with my people, but if you can hold on for two, perhaps three nights, I could go with you.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. 
 
    Rin sighed. “I figured you’d say that. I don’t like it, but I understand.” 
 
    “I’ll try to bring you a trinket from the city when I come back,” he said. “Something that suits your devious personality.” 
 
    “How about an extra rune sled?” asked Rin. “I could make use of one of those.” 
 
    “In your dreams,” said Ari with a grin.  
 
    Rin brushed a few strands of her dark hair out of her face and looked at him seriously. 
 
    “You are coming back, aren’t you, chala?” she asked, her voice little more than a whisper. “Because if you aren’t, and if you’ve planned this quest as a final death march, then I—” 
 
    “I’ll come back,” said Ari. “I promise.” 
 
    He meant the words as he said them. There was a fresh seed of optimism buried in his heart, and each breath and step he took seemed to give it an extra touch of nourishment. 
 
    “Very well then,” said Rin. “I… will see you again soon, husband.” 
 
    She darted forward and gave him a quick kiss on the lips, moving with such swiftness that it seemed like she expected Ari to try to leap out of the way. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and held her where she was, giving her a second, longer kiss and brushing a stubborn lock of dark hair out of her face. 
 
    “Goodbye, Rinaria,” said Ari. “Take care of yourself.” 
 
    “You as well,” she said. “Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    She smirked at him, and Ari gave her a final kiss before pulling away and setting off toward the city’s gate. It wasn’t until Rin was out of earshot behind him that he stopped to consider how he’d get the Ravarian guards to open it for him, given the language barrier. 
 
    He found an answer to his question as he approached the city’s entrance. Tialese, the Vereshi of the Ravarians, stood waiting for him, flanked by two spear-wielding bodyguards. Ari smiled cordially and gave her a small bow as he came to stand in front of her. 
 
    “I was just leaving,” he said. “I hope the fact that I didn’t seek you out ahead of time doesn’t cause offence. I’m not sure if Rin explained my circumstances to you, but I’m kind of in a hurry.” 
 
    “She has,” said the Vereshi. “I take no offense. In fact, my purpose in waiting for you here was to thank you.” 
 
    She reached into the elegant, green silk robe she wore and pulled out a medium-sized silver dagger tucked into a carefully sewn leather sheath. It was a plain weapon, a single piece of forged metal with a few strips of black leather wrapped around the base to serve as a handle. 
 
    “I give you this gift on behalf of Varnas-Rav,” said the Vereshi. “It is my way of apologizing for the mess I inadvertently allowed you to get caught up in. I realize that your current situation is, at least in a small way, a result of the demands I placed on you.” 
 
    She passed the dagger to him. Ari accepted it from her and nearly dropped it in surprise as one of his fingers grazed the curved bit of metal that flared outward to serve as an ornamental crossguard. The weapon was enchanted and brimming with essence to a degree that was impressive, given that it was barely twice the length of his hand. 
 
    “Its name, translated into Subvios, is Ripplefang,” said the Vereshi. “It belonged to my father, and he left it with my mother during their time together. It’s imbued with a potent water-affinity enchantment that I believe someone with your skillset could put to good use.” 
 
    Ari pulled the dagger out of its sheath and took a closer look at it. Beyond the fact that it had been extensively polished, there was absolutely nothing remarkable about the blade’s appearance. It was a simple spike, so basic and regular that it almost seemed unfinished. Ari squeezed the hilt and pushed his will out, testing the enchantment. 
 
    He pushed a little too hard. Ripplefang jumped within his grasp, flashing with light as a thin trickle of water condensed from the air in line with the tip of the blade and shot forward. It hit what had been directly in front of him, which unfortunately, was Tialese in her pale silk robe. 
 
    It wasn’t that much water, but it struck her chest at an angle that caused her garment to go almost entirely sheer. Ari winced and quickly sheathed his dagger, holding up his hands as the bodyguards on either side of the Vereshi lifted their spears with menace in their eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Ari. “I didn’t mean to do that. I just… wasn’t focusing and it sprayed out before I could stop it. I’m sure you know how unpredictable enchanted daggers can be in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    To her credit, Tialese looked more amused than angry, though Ari suspected that her bodyguards would have skewered him with their spears had they been able to understand what he was saying. 
 
    “It is quite alright,” said the Vereshi. “But in the future, you should keep that dagger in its sheath until you learn when it’s appropriate to pull it out.” 
 
    Ari laughed and nodded his head. “Well, I appreciate the advice, and the gift, for what it’s worth. I’ll put it to good use.” 
 
    “Don’t get yourself killed, Lord Stoneblood,” said the Vereshi. “For your own sake, and for my sister’s.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Ari pushed the rune sled hard on his way back to the tower, swerving through trees and occasionally taking flight off grassy knolls at full speed. The wind felt good against his face and in his hair, and his Feathercloak fluttered behind him like a trailing standard. He was almost tempted to keep going and loop back around when the tower finally came into view, and he had to force himself to come to a stop in front of the entrance. 
 
    “Home,” he whispered. “It feels good to be back, doesn’t it, Eva?” 
 
    No response came, be it through the dormant bond or otherwise, and Ari hadn’t expected one. He left the enchantments on the rune sled active as he carefully pulled it into the tower’s common room. Then he set about examining the scroll that Rin had given him. 
 
    He already knew that it was basically impossible for him to make the journey south in a normal manner given his dwindling soul essence and lifespan, regardless of how fast he traveled with the rune sled. He was operating off the assumption that the tower’s original owner had imbued it with the capacity to teleport somewhere near the vicinity of the ancient Saidican capital, which left him with the challenge of trying to determine which of the wards on the table would bring him the closest.  
 
    For once, luck was on his side. Ari pressed his hand against the stone common-room table, using his will to awaken the subtly carved and usually indiscernible wards to life. Each of them flickered with a faint, white glow, and he spotted one that almost perfectly matched the symbol that Rin had included on the map next to the Central Dominion’s translated name. 
 
    “What are the odds?” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He emptied his Essence Bracelet directly into the warded table, which had a direct connection to the actual teleportation wards on the tower’s exterior. He had enough essence to power the tower with almost half left to spare, which boded well for his prospect of making a return journey. 
 
    Ari hesitated as he considered what he’d do if he ended up transporting himself into a storm, or a location populated by dangerous animals or mesmers. There wasn’t much he could do to predict or prepare for such an outcome when it came down to it.  
 
    He drew Azurelight, running his finger along the flat of the slender, beautiful greatsword. It would have made all the difference to have Eva there with him, but thinking about that was as pointless as fretting over imagined dangers. He leaned the sword against the table in case he needed to grab it in a hurry, set his hand on the ward, and pushed his will into it, triggering the enchantment. 
 
    Light flashed outside the tower’s windows, and there was a soft, rushing noise that he both heard and felt in his ears. The thick trees and foliage of the jungle surrounding Varnas-Rav were both gone, replaced by a much more open and barren landscape. 
 
    He spent a minute waiting and listening for anything out of the ordinary. He felt a little paranoid as he moved through the inside of the tower as quietly as he could, sneaking peeks of the nearby area through the windows as though he expected someone to be watching him from nearby. It wasn’t as outlandish of a possibility as he once would have treated it. 
 
    Ari was surprised by how cold it was when he finally opened the door and stepped outside. He was on the shore of what appeared to be a rocky peninsula, devoid of all but the hardiest of coastal plant life. The sky was overcast overhead, but the amorphous grey clouds were distributed uniformly enough to discourage the possibility of rain.  
 
    The scenery was rugged in a bland kind of way, and Ari could see the condensation of his breath each time he exhaled. He took in as much of the surrounding area as he could, making careful note of the larger rocks as landmarks. 
 
    He soon realized that there was little need. The tower’s anchor point was on a thin strip of land jutting out from the rest of the larger island it was attached to. He’d be able to find his way back just by heading north, or even just by following the coast. He also suspected that he was closer to the ruins of the Central Dominion than he had first thought. 
 
    He spent a few minutes making sure he had everything he needed. Other than Azurelight and Ripplefang, he carried his pack, which had enough food and water for the next few days, his Feathercloak, which would serve the dual purpose of keeping him safe and warm, his Essence Bracelet, and of course, his Ring of Insight. 
 
    The last item was the one he expected to be relying on the most as he set out from the tower. He hoped that with it, finding Mythril’s workshop would be a simple matter of searching the right street. At the same time, he knew better than to expect a straightforward answer from it. The ring only ever told him what he already should have known. 
 
    Ari sighed, focusing on his footing across the rocky ground as his thoughts shifted in an unpleasant direction. According to the Ring of Insight, he only had a little over a week left to live. It was a fact that seemed unreal and detached from his current reality, though like with everything the ring had revealed to him, he could sense the truth of it on a gut level. 
 
    He needed to move fast. He needed to let go of anything that got in the way of him finding a way to help Eva, even though it essentially meant sacrificing what remained of his life for her sake. He needed to… distract himself, he decided, rather than drown in unnecessary morbidity. 
 
    He’d looped his belt through Ripplefang’s sheath, and he drew the dagger in a reverse grip. The silver blade was polished to a perfect sheen and reflected the grey cloudscape overhead. From a physical perspective, it was a beautiful weapon. From an enchanting perspective, it was on another level. 
 
    He kept walking as he gave the dagger a few practice slashes through the air. He had no training with knives, and it was hard to picture himself wielding the weapon in a fight against someone with a spear or even a sword. 
 
    Ripplefang’s enchantment was what would be most useful to him, and not just in a practical sense. With his Feathercloak, and now Ripplefang, Ari had access to two elemental-affinity enchantments, wind and water. Now that his Essence Bracelet provided him with an easy way to store his own essence over time, he was curious what might be possible if he pushed his enchanting skills to the limit. 
 
    He twirled Ripplefang in his fingers and pushed his will into it a little harder than he had when he’d first tried it with the Vereshi. Water coalesced from the air around the dagger, spinning around its blade like a vortex or a whirlpool. Ari slashed the weapon to the side, idly wondering what effect it would have if he copied the enchantment to a full-sized sword. 
 
    Ripplefang responded to his question. A blade made of rushing, high-pressure water extended outward from the dagger in the shape of a scimitar. It wasn’t solidified, but rather it undulated and shifted, lagging behind Ari’s movements as he pulled the dagger to the side. 
 
    There was a rock about the size of a skull a few feet ahead of him. Ari slashed at it with Ripplefang’s water blade as he passed by, expecting it to pass through harmlessly. There was crack of rock on rock and a spray of stone dust as what remained of his target went hurtling in different directions through the air. 
 
    “Don’t get too jealous, Eva, but I think I found a new weapon to play with until you’re fully restored,” he said. 
 
    He grinned, even though no response came from her, as he’d expected. He pulled his will back from Ripplefang and slid the dagger back into its sheath as he made his way up a large, sloping hill. 
 
    The remnants of Central Dominion lay on the other side of that hill, barely a mile from where the tower had first brought him. It was a sight that made Ari’s breath catch in his chest, both because of how impressive it was and how familiar it felt. 
 
    Central Dominion had been a city unlike any other in its prime. He’d seen glimpses of it through Mythril’s memory, but it had always been in the background and never the focus of his attention, given how normal it must have been for him. 
 
    Almost everything was made of stone and preserved from nature’s grasp through the centuries by the relatively desolate local landscape. There were massive curving buildings in the shape of arches, each rising higher than any tower Ari had ever seen, high enough for streets and other buildings to be built underneath around the supports. 
 
    The ground was paved with grey cobblestone, and it put Ari in mind of the Saidican ruins he’d explored in previous months on the surface. The streets in Central Dominion seemed to be subdivided into two levels, with high, thin walking areas that were connected by bridges suspended over a wide, canal-like road. Ari couldn’t remember whether they’d been filled with water or just been an avenue for rune sleds, but he suspected the latter. 
 
    Aside from the massive arch-towers, most of the other buildings in Central Dominion were closer to what he’d seen before. They were all made of uniform grey bricks, with flat roofs and numerous windows. Ari wondered if the style had been the standard for buildings at the time or if all the other structures had just fared the test of time poorly. 
 
    He slowly made his way down the hill and toward the edge of the sprawling city. It stretched out far enough to make it impossible to guess how big it was, but he could still see that it was at least two or three times the size of Cliffhaven.  
 
    Ari spotted the first mesmer as he approached an arch-tower over a road that led into the city from the north-west. He took a closer look at the city behind it and almost immediately noticed a dozen more. It wasn’t surprising, as mesmers had populated almost every ancient Saidican ruin he’d previously explored, but seeing them made his heart beat unusually fast. 
 
    He was already living his life on the last fibers of the candle’s wick. If he encountered a strong mesmer, one of the aggressive, darker-colored ones, he couldn’t afford to take a single hit if it came to a fight. His soul essence was all but completely diminished as it was, and he wasn’t willing to gamble with what little time he had left. 
 
    He took his time as he slowly made his way into the city, carefully watching each of the glowing, light blue spheres that populated the streets.  It was impossible for him to keep enough distance from them to avoid seeing them manifest in their ethereal bodies, as all mesmers did when the living drew near. 
 
    The mesmers on the sides of the streets were people walking along at slow, leisurely paces. Ari saw a pair of blue spheres manifest as a Saidican mother walking with a young boy who kept veering a little too near to the edge of the walkway. The mother would wave a hand each time, using unseen magic to pull him back to safety, like a cat gripping a kitten by the nape of its neck. 
 
    It was easy to see what she was concerned about. The lower level of the street wasn’t a canal after all, but a roadway for rune sleds. Ari gave into his curiosity and lowered himself down to stand amongst the fast-moving blue spheres, watching them briefly as men or women rode rune sleds with casual, efficient ease. 
 
    There were more mesmers overhead, floating for the air too high to reveal what or who they’d been in life or to make sense of their movements. Ari could only assume that some Saidicans had innate forms of mystica that allowed them to fly. Perhaps the empire had developed a vessel that could travel the skies, though he’d seen no signs of such things in Mythril’s memories. 
 
    Both possibilities left him feeling unsettled. There was a daunting aspect to the very idea that a civilization with such raw power and magic could cease to exist in such a short span of time. It made Cliffhaven and Varnas-Rav seem transient and vulnerable, not to mention Golias Hollow. 
 
    He made his way further into the city, stopping as he came to an intersection with a raised stone platform at the center filled with dirt and several statues. Ari assumed that it had once been an ornamental garden, and he was about to continue on when his eyes focused on the features of the largest of the marble figures. 
 
    “No way,” he muttered. 
 
    He recognized the face, specifically the self-assured smile and dimpled chin. Ari was staring into the visage of Mythril’s best friend, Lord Diya. Ari drew closer to the statue, noting the crown resting on Diya’s head and wishing that he could make out the words engraved on the statue’s base. 
 
    He checked the other statues, half expecting to find one of Mythril or perhaps even Eva, but he didn’t recognize any of them. Ari was about to move on when light flashed out of the corner of his vision, and he almost fell over as a nearby glowing sphere transformed into an ethereal blue man who strode forward and fell to one knee in front of the statues. 
 
    He forced himself to take a breath and focus on his purpose for being there. The city was beginning to feel increasingly familiar to Ari, not to the point of him remembering the layout, but more than it should have. He decided to capitalize on that, and he pushed his will into the Ring of Insight, wondering what it could tell him. 
 
    The ring instantly pulled his attention to the nearest hulking arch-tower. Assuming he could make the climb up into the arch, it would give him a substantially better view of the city, which might let him notice details that could lead him to Mythril’s workshop. Ari immediately set off toward the closest entrance he could see into the arch-tower’s base.  
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    Ari felt a certain sense of symmetry as he walked through the massive archway entrance that led into the arch-tower’s base. The interior was the same grey brick that most of the buildings in the Central Dominion had been constructed from, intricate and flawless even in the face of centuries of abandonment. 
 
    Bits of ancient cloth and wood were scattered across the floor, the remnants of ancient furniture. A few of the rooms on the first level still had old, half-rotted doors, and Ari could see a few light-blue mesmers through a few of the openings.  
 
    A spiral staircase led to the next floor, and he followed it up without bothering to inspect the next few nearly identical levels. He suspected that the building must have once been a dormitory of sorts, and it reminded him a little of the domestic caves in Golias Hollow, separated into smaller nooks for individuals and families. 
 
    He made it all the way up to where the tower began to curve and extend sideways into an arch before encountering anything that gave him pause. The tower’s top level held two red mesmers, each of them dark enough in color to pose a threat to him. 
 
    Ari drew Ripplefang, though he only intended to use it if he had to. His pounding heart bore the brunt of his anxiety, and he felt an uncharacteristic amount of doubt about whether he’d be able to win against the mesmers in a fight. 
 
    He was capable of it. He’d faced harder opponents under more pressing circumstances. Ari clung to that fact as he edged his way around the room’s curved wall, trying to sneak past them to the stairs. 
 
    The nearer of the two mesmers coalesced into a person. A long-haired Saidican man dressed in a robe appeared in a flash of red light, and he immediately turned his full attention toward Ari. 
 
    For an instant, he held the ghost’s gaze. It triggered something inside of him, a primal mixture of fear and fury, fight and flight. Ari pushed his will into Ripplefang, extending the dagger’s water magic into a long, curved scimitar. He slashed at the mesmer with all the speed he could muster, and felt a sudden surge of surprise as his blade cut through the ghost with ease. The mesmer flashed with light and disappeared as quickly as it had manifested. 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth, watching the second glowing sphere as it meandered further from him, oblivious to the exchange that had just taken place. He took a slow breath, trying to force down his emotions and finding himself unable to. The stress of knowing how easy it would be to accidentally get himself killed by taking a hit from one of the mesmers wasn’t something he could dispel so easily. 
 
    He kept moving, jogging up the last stretch of stairs and reaching another open doorway. It led out onto the arch-tower’s roof, and Ari flinched as a gust of cold wind greeted him and found its way into the folds of his clothing. 
 
    The city was even larger than he’d first assumed, though much of it was in a completely ruined state. A waist-high stone guard wall ran around the edge of the arch-tower’s roof, which had a slight curve to it along the center in between the base towers. Ari walked a slow lap around its circumference, poring over the city with his gaze and searching for anything that he might be able to recognize from Mythril’s memories. 
 
    He felt an odd, persistent loneliness as he stared down into the empty ruins, wanting nothing so much as to show his discovery to Kerys and Eva. Having them with him would have made all the difference in the world, though acknowledging that fact left him feeling cold in a fashion that had little to do with the dreary weather. 
 
    He did a double take as his eyes tracked over a building near the city’s eastern edge. The left half of it was nothing special, a simple grey brick abode, two stories high with a slanted roof. A narrow connecting hallway attached it to a large dome-shaped structure that instantly brought one of Ari’s memories of Mythril’s life to mind. It was exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    He started back toward the door leading back down into the arch-tower’s base and then froze. He felt like something, or rather, someone, was watching him. He turned around, seeing nothing of note on the roof, and focused his attention on the other nearby buildings. 
 
    On one of the buildings further into the city, a large mansion made of stone, glass, and long since stripped away wood, stood a figure. Ari frowned as he fixed his eyes on it, noting the dark, ethereal quality to its presence and recognizing it for a mesmer. 
 
    It was the darkest mesmer he’d ever seen, almost jet black, and even stranger, it was manifesting at a distance of at least a quarter of a mile. It wore a long cape that ignored the wind, along with a full helm and armor that was a carefully constructed mixture of plate and chain mail. 
 
    The black mesmer met Ari’s gaze, boring into him with eyes that he couldn’t see. Ari took a step back, feeling a sudden sense of deep, disturbing wrongness. 
 
    The mesmer spun, his cape flaring up for an instant as he leapt from the building and into the ruined city below. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” muttered Ari as the black mesmer disappeared from sight.  
 
    He slowly shook his head, forcing himself to calm down and reconfirm where Mythril’s workshop was. The sooner he could find what he was looking for and move on, the better. 
 
    Ari made his way down through the arch-tower, taking wide steps as he passed through the long spiral staircase. He exited out onto the street, started down the street toward the east, and froze. 
 
    The black mesmer stood in front of him, no more than a dozen paces away. It held no weapon but seemed no less threatening for it. The mesmer seemed to radiate an ominous, sinister aura, and Ari had to remind himself that he could still move and fight as the ghost began moving toward him. 
 
    He drew Ripplefang and thrust the dagger forward, pushing his will into the enchanted weapon to blast water outward. Instead of letting the water coalesce into a sword, it surged toward the mesmer in the manner of a spike, or a throwing spear. The black mesmer didn’t dodge, instead falling off balance and clutching his shoulder where the enchanted water had made contact. 
 
    If damage had been done, it wasn’t enough to stop the ghost. It dropped to a crouch and then hurtled forward with more speed than Ari had ever encountered from a mesmer before. He leapt backward, rolling around the corner of the nearest building. 
 
    The black mesmer followed him, throwing a wild punch at his head that Ari stumbled away from. He switched weapons, unsheathing Azurelight and slashing at the ghost in the space left by its attack. The black mesmer danced as much as dodged out of the way, moving with such ease that it was as though the attack had been choreographed. 
 
    The fight went on like that for another minute. Ari only counterattacked, unwilling to risk taking the initiative and leaving himself open. Unwilling to get himself killed.  
 
    Even unarmed, the black mesmer was the most terrifying opponent he’d ever faced. It seemed as though it knew how vulnerable he was. Ari gritted his teeth, wishing there was a way to banish the fear from his posture and battle approach.  
 
    It was impossible. They were not fighting from the same place. The black mesmer, an immortal, respawning ghost, against Lord Aristial Stoneblood, a man so close to death that he half expected to keel over if a mesmer sneezed on him from the right angle.  
 
    He drew further back, slashing Azurelight through the space in between him and his opponent to buy a few more feet. Then Ari took off, running at a dead sprint and hoping that the mesmer either couldn’t keep up or just couldn’t be bothered to come after him. 
 
    A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that he was not so lucky. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next hour felt like a terrifying version of the hiding games Ari had played with the other children down in the caverns. He quickly discovered that even though the black mesmer seemed to be faster than him, he could still escape from it. In fact, it almost seemed as though it was letting him escape at times. 
 
    It always gave pursuit. Ari tried hiding within the ruins of ancient buildings, sometimes entering through the door only to immediately sneak out a window. The black mesmer followed at a slow, but unyielding pace. 
 
    Ari felt like a coward at first. The shame dissipated almost completely after the second or third time he attempted to stand his ground against the ghost. The black mesmer was fast when it wanted to be, but despite that, Ari still managed to land the occasional hit against it. 
 
    The fact that none of his attacks seemed to do any lasting damage was truly unnerving, especially as he considered how the black mesmer could manifest from a distance and seemed to have none of the allergy to sun that affected other dark-colored mesmers. He couldn’t win against it in a fight. He couldn’t run from it. No escape and seemingly no options. 
 
    Ari had slowly been making his way toward Mythril’s workshop during the long, drawn-out chase. He could see it on the next street over. There was no point in heading directly for it until he figured out a way to either put more distance between him and the black mesmer or to lose it completely. And he had an idea about how to do that. 
 
    Ari made his way up the stairs of the tallest building he could find nearby. The black mesmer followed, closing the distance between them faster than it had before. The fear came back as the ghost began throwing punches and kicks that came within inches of hitting him. If what he was about to do didn’t work, it would get him killed in a fashion that had nothing to do with his soul essence. 
 
    He hurtled up the last stretch of stairs and out onto the ruined building’s ancient roof. The black mesmer followed, even as Ari sprinted toward the roof’s edge. 
 
    Taking the hem of his Feathercloak in two tightly squeezed fists, he launched himself into a desperate blind leap over the roof’s guard wall and into open air. 
 
    He’d relied on the Feathercloak in similar situations in the past, but that didn’t make the sensation of jumping from a height that should have guaranteed his death any less nauseating. The Feathercloak’s wind-affinity enchantment immediately began slowing his fall, though he kept his forward momentum, which was what he’d been hoping for.  
 
    The ruined building on the other side of the street had an opening in its roof, perhaps an old skylight that had long since lost its glass. Ari landed next to it, rolled forward, and immediately dropped down into it.  
 
    The Feathercloak allowed him to fall gently again, and he took off at a sprint as soon as he touched down on the first floor. He pressed his back to the building’s wall once he’d slipped outside, edging to the corner and waiting for a few seconds before peering back at the building he’d first jumped from. 
 
    The black mesmer was nowhere to be seen. That was what he’d been hoping for. It was also somewhat terrifying. Ari resisted the urge to start running again, just in case the ghost was savvy enough to track him by the sound of his footsteps.  
 
    Instead, he moved in a quick crouch, as fast as he could while not making any noise, toward the building at the end of the street. Toward Mythril’s workshop. 
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    He made it inside without being forced into another encounter with his ghostly nemesis. The front door was still intact and surprisingly, unlocked. Ari only slid it open a crack before sliding through and closing it tightly behind him, hoping that the fact that it seemed to be the sole way into the building would keep the black mesmer at bay. 
 
    The abode’s interior was in a state comparable to the ruins of the rest of the city, but it still invoked a powerful mixture of nostalgia and familiarity within Ari. It was like discovering a location from a dream he’d had and being forced to suddenly remember a series of otherwise inconsequential details. The hallway connecting the house to the workshop that Mythril would pace back and forth through. The storage room where he’d kept his rune sled. The door leading to Evastria’s bedroom. 
 
    He let his hand rest on that door, feeling an edge of sour disappointment at the fact that he’d made it all the way to the place Eva had once called home, and he couldn’t even share it with her. Would she even want to see it, he wondered? Given how volatile her relationship with her uncle had apparently been? 
 
    Ari gently pushed the door open, expecting to find ruined furniture and perhaps scraps of cloth from old clothing. Instead, he found nothing. The room was completely bare, and whatever mystery that might have hinted at was centuries beyond the reach of Ari’s inquiry.  
 
    He moved through the house slowly, still wary of accidentally alerting the black mesmer to his presence. He made his way down the long connecting hallway that led to the workshop. Mythril had coated the walls on both sides with writing slate, and amazingly, some of his chalk scribbles were still intact. That boded extremely well, and Ari decided to double back to pore over them more carefully once he’d gotten a look at the workshop itself. 
 
    The door at the end of the hallway had long since fallen loose from its hinges, and Ari had to kick it down to pass by it. It landed with a heavy thud as it hit the floor, sending up a cloud of ancient dust that wasn’t quite thick enough to obscure what appeared to be the most interesting aspect of the workshop. 
 
    A pink mesmer in spherical form was slowly floating in lazy circles near the center of the dome amidst several unfinished and likely unfinishable projects. Ari slowly made his way toward it, judging it harmless from its color. 
 
    It flashed when he came within a few feet of it. Ari felt his mouth fall open in surprise as he stared into the face of a woman he recognized. Not from his own life, but from Mythril’s memories. 
 
    “Rachel?” he whispered. 
 
    Her body had an ethereal, pink hue, but the resemblance was unmistakable. Rachel had been a beautiful woman in life, and she’d risked her own life by seeking Mythril out in an attempt to make peace between the Saidican Empire and the abolitionist rebels. 
 
    Her face was elegant, with pronounced cheekbones and beautiful eyes with long eyelashes. She was in good shape, and it was easy to see the curves of her modest breasts and hips through the thin and rather undersized silk robe she wore. 
 
    “Mythril…” said Rachel. She let out a soft, surprised gasp, and then threw herself forward before Ari could stop her. 
 
    The world shifted as Rachel pulled him into a tight embrace. He’d experienced it once before, in Deepwater Spire, while attempting to retrieve a key from Lady Prestia, a Sai woman turned pink mesmer who’d been overseeing a research expedition. 
 
    Ari was still in Mythril’s workshop, but it was no longer a place of ruin. Soft sunlight filtered in through a set of windows higher up along the side of the dome. The ancient, unfinished projects were now free of rust and dust, though Ari still had no idea what any of them were.  
 
    A writing slate on a wheeled, adjustable frame stood along one wall, and Rachel, fully human and yet still clad only in that same thin robe, glowered at a set of half-written rune ward diagrams. She was even more gorgeous here than in Mythril’s memories, and a little older, too. Probably in her late twenties or early thirties. 
 
    “We’re so close,” she said. “If we can just determine how this enchantment worked alongside the others, we can finish the prototype.” 
 
    Ari blinked, expecting Mythril to chime in with his opinion, as it usually went in the visions. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that she thought that he was Mythril, and encountering Rachel as a mesmer was different than seeing her through an old memory. 
 
    “The prototype,” said Ari, chewing his lip. “Right. Of course. But, uh, just to refresh my memory… what’s the prototype of, again?” 
 
    Rachel turned around and raised an eyebrow at him. She wore a belt of the same silk material around her waist, which would have been enough to secure the robe if she’d bothered to tie the knot properly. She took a step toward him, and the robe pulled open a little, revealing a hint of cleavage that was like candy to Ari’s hungry eyes. 
 
    “The Soul Engine,” said Rachel. “What’s gotten into you? We haven’t worked on anything else in weeks.” 
 
    “I think that’s probably what it is,” said Ari. “Hard to maintain my focus on this, uh, Soul Engine for so long. Especially with so much else to look at.” 
 
    Rachel smiled at him. “Whatever you have on your mind, Lord Mythril, will have to wait for the time being. We need to finish repairing the blueprint. I know how wary you are of the designs left by the Nameless Enchanter, but this could change the world.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, trying to bring his focus back to his original purpose. He was there to help Eva, and if anyone knew of a way other than Mythril, it would be his assistant and lover. 
 
    “This Soul Engine,” Ari said. “Would it do anything for one of my other creations? What would happen if I tried to, uh, apply it to a golem or a sword construct?” 
 
    Rachel furrowed her brow. “You mean your Hawk Blade? What would be the point? Perhaps the soul crystals we’ve been planning to use to fuel the engine might serve a purpose there, but that seems like such a waste compared to what we have in mind.” 
 
    “Soul crystals?” said Ari. He scratched his chin, trying a way to phrase his next question that wouldn’t reveal his ignorance. “Ah, yes. Well, I think I’d like to try experimenting with them and my constructs as a side project. Where is it that we keep them, again?” 
 
    “Are you feeling alright?” Rachel set the back of her hand against his forehead, and Ari was a little shocked by how soft it felt. “Only one has been recovered so far from the expedition that Emperor Horace sent out. The ones we need for the prototype won’t be here for another few weeks.” 
 
    “Right, sorry,” said Ari. “They were mined, then. I still can’t believe that we managed to make such a discovery in… ah, sorry. Where did we find them, again?”   
 
    “Quit teasing me,” said Rachel. “Come on. We set aside this afternoon to make progress. You keep saying that some of the rune wards in the blueprint are faulty. Help me figure out which ones.” 
 
    Ari scowled as she turned away from him and hurried back over to the writing slate, her hips swaying from side to side and threatening to pull loose from the bottom hem of the robe. 
 
    “I’ll even make it more interesting for you.” Rachel turned around and pulled the front of her robe open a little wider, revealing enough of her flawless tanned cleavage to show off the edge of one of her nipples. “For each rune ward you help me verify, I’ll open my robe a little wider.” 
 
    Ari smirked at her, suddenly knowing exactly what he needed to do. He held her gaze as he made his way in closer, wrapping his arms around her waist. 
 
    “I need your help, though,” he said. “I think we should review the progress we’ve already made. By hearing you explain the ins and outs of this device, I’ll be able to focus more easily.” 
 
    He let his hand run down the side of one of her buttocks before looping up in between her thighs. 
 
    “You understand it better than I do,” said Rachel, smiling back at him. 
 
    “But you have such a cute voice,” said Ari. 
 
    Rachel’s cheeks flared with color and she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, stop,” she said. “Fine. If that’s really what you want.” 
 
    She turned around and Ari seized the opportunity to press his burgeoning erection into her butt. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want.” He ran his hands up her sides, and then over her breasts through the silky robe. 
 
    “The Soul Engine works on the principle of imprint bonding,” said Rachel, in a wispy, aroused voice. “In theory, it should create a link between the imprint of a living entity and itself upon accepting a small sample of their soul essence.” 
 
    Ari pulled back her hair and kissed her neck. “Keep going.” 
 
    “The soul crystals, as the Nameless Enchanter’s tests seem to indicate, can restore an entity’s soul essence,” said Rachel. “It’s unbelievable. Of course, without the Soul Engine, it’s impossible for us to harness the crystals directly, given the need for a magical means of absorbing and applying the essence contained within them.” 
 
    “I love it when you talk dirty,” whispered Ari. 
 
    “Oh, stop!” laughed Rachel. “Do you want me to keep going?” 
 
    Ari slid her robe up and let one of his fingers run across her crotch. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    “The… Soul Engine,” said Rachel, in a shaky voice, “…will be able to re-embody people who’ve been bound to it. If they die, be it from… a blade, or the strange monsters that have people so frightened… they can come back. Their old body will fall away, like… a snake… shedding its… Oh, Mythril, you’re being mean!” 
 
    Ari spun her around and gave her a deep kiss. Rachel responded eagerly, but as their lips parted, she set her hands on his chest. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be working,” she whispered. 
 
    “We’ll finish it once we’re finished with each other,” said Ari. 
 
    He was torn between pressing her for an answer on where the soul crystals came from and pressing, well, a different type of question into her. Rachel made the choice for him, reaching down to grope his hardness. 
 
    Ari pulled his tunic off and slid his trousers down. Rachel held his gaze as she slowly untied her robe, and she flashed a teasing smile as she opened it in a manner that caused each of her breasts to bounce loose separately. They weren’t huge, but they had an almost perfect roundness that made them seem like they’d be fun to play with. 
 
    He kissed her again, prodding her with his hard cock as he lifted her up and tried to brace her body against the writing slate. It was on wheels, and it slid backward. Ari opted to lower her to the floor instead, quickly pulling her robe into place underneath her to save her back from the cold stone. 
 
    “Mythril…” breathed Rachel. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “Is it wrong for me to want your body?” whispered Ari. 
 
    “No, it’s just…” Rachel gasped as he pushed forward, sliding his cock into her. “Trium blessed, Mythril! Oh!” 
 
    The tight squeeze of her hot, wet lane was familiar, but also exciting on a level that Ari hadn’t expected. Even though he was fully aware that he was interacting with a mesmer rather than a physical woman, and even though he’d witnessed Mythril being intimate with Rachel during the visions, taking her for himself felt primal, possessive, and more than a little illicit. 
 
    Rachel moaned as he started thrusting. Ari tried to keep in mind the fact that he was there for a reason, a purpose behind his own pleasure and whims. It was a challenge, especially as Rachel began to buck her hips and then wrapped her legs around him, locking him in. 
 
    He kissed one of her nipples as he accelerated his pace. Each of the soft, pleasured noises Rachel made felt like a tiny bonus reward. He hugged her body tight against him, luxuriating in her soft, warm nakedness as though it was a thing designed solely for his pleasure. 
 
    “Mythril!” cried Rachel. 
 
    It still felt weird to hear her calling him by a name that didn’t belong to him, but for some reason, it also turned him on. Ari took Rachel with more force than he probably needed to, plunging his cock in Mythril’s lover and assistant until he knew he couldn’t hold out any longer. 
 
    His arms relaxed as he released inside her, turning the embrace into something more familiar and gentle, rather than dominant and sexual. Rachel kissed his neck and cheek and nuzzled her head against his. Ari ran a hand through his hair, forcing himself to think through the fog of pleasure. 
 
    Almost immediately, Rachel got back up and back to work. She didn’t bother pulling her robe back on, and watching her poring over the rune diagrams on the writing slate completely naked was a strangely compelling sight. 
 
    “We’ll need more of the soul crystals, even just for the prototype,” muttered Rachel. 
 
    Ari hesitated, considering his response carefully. 
 
    “I can go get them,” he said. “To speed things up.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t make much difference,” said Rachel. “The main factor is having them mined from Trium’s Paradise in the first place.” 
 
    Ari rose to his feet, glancing around the workshop. “Do we have a map in here? I’d like to go over something with you.” 
 
    Rachel gestured to the wall next to the writing slate, where a gorgeously drawn and colored map was tacked up in the corner. Ari ran his hand over it, discounting words and runes he couldn’t recognize until he finally came to a symbol that he’d seen before. 
 
    In the bottom right of the map stood a massive, green island with a symbol on it that Ari had seen before, on one of the teleportation runes in the tower. He was about to formulate another question to ask Rachel when the room around him flickered, and then faded through time. 
 
    He was standing in Mythril’s workshop, but it was back to resembling the state it was actually in. The map Ari had been looking at was now just a few heavily faded scraps where the parchment had torn underneath the tacks.  
 
    Rachel was a mesmer again, meandering through the air as a vacant, glowing, pink orb, totally unaware of him. It was a fact that left Ari feeling far sadder than he would have expected.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Ari felt confident that he had what he needed as he left Mythril’s workshop. If the symbol Mythril had used to mark Trium’s Paradise on the map was also on one of the teleportation runes in the tower, it stood to reason that it would take him to where he needed to be. 
 
    It also all but confirmed a suspicion that Ari had held for a while. Ethereal Tower had once belonged to Mythril, or it had at least been operated by him. He’d seen it once in Mythril’s memories, outside the Nameless Enchanter’s workshop.  
 
    The similarities between the symbols on Mythril’s map and the ones on the teleportation runes might have just been a facet of the Saidican language, but the fact that Ari had found the tower only a few miles from where he’d first discovered Azurelight and Mythril’s body was too convenient to be mere coincidence. 
 
    Which left him with another question that he felt as though he should have considered earlier. Why hadn’t Lord Mythril left behind a mesmer in the wake of his death? Even Rachel, who’d been a human secretly elevated to status above a slave in Saidican society, had become a mesmer in the end. It was hard for Ari to imagine a reason why Mythril would have foregone using the Soul Engine, a device that he’d apparently worked very hard to create. 
 
    He shifted his focus to more relevant matters as he made his way through Central Dominion, moving as stealthily as he possibly could. It was eerily quiet, which left far too much leeway for his heart to pound out a raucous beat in his chest. He knew without needing to be told that the black mesmer was still searching for him, or worse, watching him at that very moment and waiting for the perfect chance to strike. 
 
    A black shape burst outward from the ruined window of a building to his left. Ari drew Azurelight on reflex, and only relaxed when he realized that it was just a crow in search of food. He tensed again as he considered whether the disturbance might draw the black mesmer toward the section of the city he was in. The paranoia was starting to get to him, and it was all he could do to keep from breaking into a desperate sprint as he continued sneaking out of the city. 
 
    It took him a few hours to make it back to the tower without incident. Ari breathed a sigh of relief as he walked the last few feet across the cold, rocky peninsula and slipped inside. It was late in the afternoon, and as tempted as he was to call it a day, he knew that he didn’t have enough days left to justify resting when he didn’t absolutely have to. 
 
    He turned his attention to the common room table, triggering the teleportation runes into visibility as he began pouring essence out of his Essence Bracelet and into the tower. He could feel that he had enough for at least one more usage of the teleportation runes, but only just. It was the last of the essence he’d built up over weeks of traveling with Rin on the rune sled. 
 
    “Looks like it will be a one-way trip,” muttered Ari. “I think it should be fine. Trium’s Paradise sounds like a beautiful place anyway, right, Eva?” 
 
    No response came, though none had been expected. Ari double checked the pattern on the teleportation rune he needed and then pushed his will outward, triggering the enchantment. 
 
    The tower’s exterior flashed with light for an instant, and Ari felt that unnerving sensation of suddenly and effortlessly being somewhere else. He stared out the window at a scorched, smoky landscape with a smell of sulfur intense enough to reach him even though he was still within the tower. 
 
    “Mud and blood, Eva,” said Ari. “You’re supposed to warn me before I do something stupid.” 
 
    He opted to venture up to the roof rather than stepping out of the tower’s front door. Ari was expecting it to give him a better vantage point, but if anything, the smoke was even thicker from the higher elevation. He coughed until his lungs were sore and squinted through stinging eyes, barely managing to identify the shape of a large volcano in the distance. 
 
    There wasn’t much to consider about his next course of action, though Ari took a few minutes to weigh his options anyway. He could, if he sacrificed the essence within the rune sled, and possibly within Ripplefang, teleport somewhere else. It would mean giving up on saving Eva and resigning himself to dying with regrets, but it was the safe option. 
 
    He sighed and started checking the items in his pack. He made sure he had the rope, along with a full waterskin which he hoped he could use Ripplefang to refill if he needed to. He also brought the tent that the Ravarians had given him on his first visit to Varnas-Rav, though he wasn’t sure it would do much to keep the smoke out if he tried to use it for shelter. 
 
    He still had plenty of travel food, and he took the time to cook a few extra strips of the frozen meat in the cold closet, since the tower still had an ample supply of it. When Ari was sure that he had everything he needed, or at least, everything available, he set out. 
 
    The smoke brought about another coughing fit almost immediately. Ari resorted to pulling the edge of his Feathercloak over his mouth and clipping the brooch up high enough to hold it across his face. It was hot and annoying to breathe through, but it did seem to help. 
 
    The landscape was more treacherous than he’d initially assumed. The ground was hewn open by massive crevasses in places, some of them extending downward farther than Ari could see through the smoke. The ones that he could peer all the way to the bottom of seemed to be filled with molten rock and metal, hot enough to give off an eerie, orange glow. 
 
    He kept moving forward, keeping the volcano in sight. Despite the natural carnage of the landscape, Ari still felt a familiarity emanating from an unplaceable aspect of it, similar to how he’d felt upon arriving in the ruins of the Central Dominion. Mythril had been to the island before, though he suspected it might have been back when the name “Trium’s Paradise” was still an apt description. 
 
     Ari managed to find his way around most of the gaps the crevasses created in the rocky ground, but as he neared the volcano, he encountered one that posed a different kind of threat. It was only half a dozen feet wide, and it would have been easy for him to cross if not for the way the air wavered in the space above it. 
 
    The crack wasn’t that deep, and Ari could see churning molten metal in its bottom, though that was hardly a surprise, given the insane amount of heat he could feel pulsing up from its depths. With a running start, he could easily jump to the other side. Of course, doing so ran the very real risk of exposing himself to the kind of heat that would set his clothing and supplies aflame. 
 
    He pulled Ripplefang from its sheath and delicately pushed his will into the enchanted dagger. Even though the air around him felt universally dry, there was still apparently enough moisture in it for Ripplefang to work its magic. 
 
    Ari sprayed his Feathercloak down with the water that coalesced against the dagger’s tip, letting it soak his cloak completely through. He pulled it back on over his pack and lifted the hood up, wrapping the front half closed around his abdomen and arms. His feet and lower legs would still be exposed, but if he pulled them up quickly enough, the cloak might be able to give them some protection. 
 
    “Eva,” muttered Ari. “I just want to point out again that if this ends up being a stupid idea that gets me killed, it’s your fault for not warning me in advance. Again, I bear no responsibility for whatever this incredibly stupid, dangerous thing I’m about to do ends up leading to.” 
 
    He took a few steps back, scowling as he noticed the way the cloak limited his mobility when wrapped so tightly around him. He took a second to identify the best possible spot to launch himself from, scraped his shoes off against the rock, and then sprinted forward. 
 
    Ari jumped at the last second, and let out a pained scream in midair as the superheated air found its way inside his trouser legs and scorched the hairs off his shins. He collapsed into an ungraceful roll as he landed on the other side, batting at his legs with the soaking wet cloak. He wasn’t on fire, but his legs felt like they were as hot as they could possibly be while toeing the line. 
 
    He let out a small laugh at the fact that he was still alive. A laugh that, as it happened, was premature. 
 
    A scuttling noise came from within the lip of the crack he’d just hurled himself over, and Ari only had time to rise up to one knee before the monster pulled itself out. 
 
    It was a giant crab, similar to the ones that he and the other boys used to dive for in the underwater caves, except a thousand times bigger and born from a nightmare. The crab’s skin was bright orange, with random streaks of black that looked like scorch marks scattered across its arms and shell. 
 
    It was wider than Ari was tall, and its claws were easily as large as his upper body. Small globs of molten rock still clung to its body in places, which confirmed what Ari had already suspected. The crab monster was a form of Weatherblight rather than a natural creature. It would have been impossible for anything so large to survive in such a desolate location.  
 
    “What should I call you?” asked Ari, as he took a slow step back. “You need a name, just like the other Weatherblight. Preferably one that gives justice to the fact that you look like you stepped out of a story meant to terrify children.” 
 
    The crab scuttled toward him, snapping one of its claws through the empty air. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Ari. “You’re a scuttler. A big one, at that.” 
 
    He reached for the hilt of Azurelight, then hesitated, drawing Ripplefang instead. As far as he could tell, the scuttler was immune to fire, which made him wonder if the inverse was true concerning water. 
 
    He extended Ripplefang’s water into a blade, which emerged from the dagger in a shape somewhere in between a scimitar and a crosscut of a wave frozen in motion. The scuttler didn’t hesitate as it closed on him, and Ari had to dodge away, ducking under a snapping claw. 
 
    He whipped Ripplefang’s water edge through one of the scuttler’s arms. It only left a thin slice on the carapace, rather than doing any real damage, but steam hissed upward in a small gout as the water vaporized on contact with the scuttler’s sizzling body. 
 
    Ari tried to circle around the monster, but it was fast, turning rapidly on its eight visible legs to keep him from gaining any advantage. Ari attacked again, swinging Ripplefang in a series of sword strikes that he’d first practiced with Azurelight.  
 
    He overextended, leaving himself open for an instant that the scuttler seized upon. One of the claws swatted into the side of his chest, landed a glancing blow that was partially deflected by his Feathercloak’s defensive enchantment. Still, Ari felt the skin underneath his clothing instantly blister at the intensity of the heat transferred from the contact. He let out a pained shout through clenched teeth and stumbled backward. 
 
    He’d assumed that the scuttler’s claws were its main weapon. It was an assumption he was made rid of as he watched a thin trickle of smoke escape the crab’s complicated mouth parts. Ari only had an instant to react, thrusting Ripplefang forward and extending its water magic into a circular shield as a gout of flame burst forth from the scuttler, aimed directly at him. 
 
    Steam erupted in a hiss as the two elements collided. Ari had reflexively pulled his Feathercloak over his face and body, and the defensive enchantment pulsed into a blue glow as it contended with the steam’s humid heat.  
 
    The scuttler had apparently not been expecting him to survive, as it continued forward, mouth still open, preparing to devour him. Ari didn’t hesitate. He slammed Ripplefang’s water blade into the scuttler’s open mouth, pushing his will into the enchanted dagger and expanding the water as much as he could. 
 
    The scuttler thrashed and then fell backward, vomiting green goo in the midst of its death throes. Ari caught his breath and sheathed Ripplefang as he continued past the monster. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The landscape grew uneven and rocky as Ari neared the volcano. Layers of hard, black rock that he was sure had once been molten had hardened into odd shapes, like overlapping sections of folded pastry. 
 
    Surprisingly, there were signs of mining activity still left in places. Ari found the tip of a metal pickaxe jutting out of the hardened rock, along with an old mining cart that was still identifiable, despite being coated with ash. 
 
    He spotted a cave at the base of the volcano and noticed that the entrance had been reinforced with metal struts. It was, as far as he could tell, exactly what he’d come looking for. The soul crystals must have once been mined from within, and he could only assume that he’d be able to find one if he went deep enough. 
 
    Still, the idea of heading into a centuries-abandoned mining tunnel that led into the depths of a potentially active volcano was more than a little daunting. He decided to get a second opinion, and he pushed his will into his Ring of Insight as he voiced his question aloud. 
 
    “Will going into this cave get me killed?” he asked. 
 
    The ring responded instantly, reminding him of how little time he had left regardless of whatever choices he decided to make, or dangers he decided to take on. Ari felt as though there was an edge to that particular insight that almost felt facetious.  
 
    “I thought I enchanted a Ring of Insight, not a Ring of Snark,” he muttered. “Not that you’re wrong.” 
 
    He took a slow breath, coughing as he inhaled as much smoke as he did fresh air. He rubbed his hands together and glanced over his shoulder. The tower wasn’t visible in the distance behind him anymore, though he doubted that catching sight of it would have made what he was about to do any easier. 
 
    He pulled the hood of his Feathercloak up and slowly made his way into the mouth of the cave. Ari had grown up in Golias Hollow, and neither the lack of illumination nor the cavern itself held any intrinsic fear for him. It was more what might lie inside that set him on edge. 
 
    The first few hundred feet was just a simple tunnel that snaked back and forth in an s-shape. Ari’s eyes adjusted to the dark, and he could make out where he was going, for the most part. The air was humid, but not as smoky as the air outside, though the sulfur stench was still present. 
 
    The tunnel narrowed slightly, and a thin hissing noise alerted Ari to the presence of several steam plumes blocking his way forward. He knew better than to try to rely on his Feathercloak to insulate him from the heat this time and instead chose to drop to his stomach and attempt to crawl underneath them. 
 
    His chest scraped against something sharp, and it was only then that Ari noticed a metal track half buried by the dirt running through the tunnel. He figured it must relate to the mining cart he’d seen earlier but couldn’t think of any bearing it might have on his current situation. 
 
    The next half mile or so after he’d made it past the steam plumes was relatively easy going. He arrived at a section of tunnel with a bright, orange hue visible in the distance, and the way the air began to heat up as Ari continued forward left no real doubt in his mind about what lay ahead. 
 
    The tunnel exited out into a large, open cave that reminded Ari of one of the submerged caverns back in Golias Hollow, except with molten rock in place of water. It was hot enough to make it difficult for him to draw within ten feet of the edge of the lava, even though judging from its somewhat subdued orange color, it was probably much cooler than the molten rock he’d encountered outside. 
 
    Ari chewed his lip as he considered how to continue forward. There was a path that led directly across the cavern, a thin bridge made of two parallel railings of the same type he’d noticed before. Wooden supports appeared to have once connected them, but they’d long since burned down to stubs in most places. Ari would have to walk carefully to maintain his balance if he wanted to make use of them to get across to where the tunnel continued deeper into the caverns on the other side.  
 
    He tested the railing a few feet away inward from where it started to cross over the lava by pressing the back of his hand to it for a split second. It was hot enough to trigger his burn reflex, and he frowned as he examined the reddened skin that had made contact with the metal. 
 
    “Well,” he muttered. “I can try to cool it off, I guess.” 
 
    He pulled out Ripplefang and doused down the nearby railing, which let out an obliging hiss and a small burst of steam. He wasn’t sure if he’d done much more than make the railing slippery. 
 
    Instead, Ari resorted to soaking himself with water as he’d done with his Feathercloak earlier. Other than turning back, it was just about all he could do. If he slipped, nothing would save him. He suspected that if any sections of the railing were hot enough to ignite his shoes, he’d also be out of luck. The railings were angled upward to meet the mouth of the cave where the tunnel continued further forward on the other side, meaning the hottest sections of the metal would at least be what he started with, rather than surprising him near the middle or end. 
 
    The lava seemed placid enough, only flowing and shifting with small movements that precluded any random splashes or other surprises. Once Ari was suitably drenched, he sheathed Ripplefang, wiped the soles of his shoes off, and started forward. 
 
    He could feel the heat of the metal railings in his feet. It reminded him of lifting a pot that had been hanging over a fire with a cloth for insulation, with the intensity of it growing as Ari maintained contact. He took quick steps, trying to limit his touches with the railings as he precariously balanced between the two railings. 
 
    By the time he’d made it to the halfway point, the pain in the soles of his feet was enough to make his calves cramp. Ari gritted his teeth and kept forcing himself forward. He let out a gasp of surprise as he missed a step, and had to windmill his arms to keep from toppling over to certain death. 
 
    He all but ran the last few feet, throwing himself into a desperate lunge and clawing with his fingernails across the rock to pull himself to safety. He immediately pulled his shoes off once he was up and doused down the blistered soles of his feet with water from Ripplefang. The satisfaction of having made it through such a dangerous ordeal was hampered by the realization that his feet would be in pain for the rest of the journey, and he’d be lucky if the burns and blisters didn’t sour. 
 
    “Eva,” he whispered. “You’re going to carry me out of this tunnel once I’ve found one of those soul crystals and restored you.” 
 
    No response came, but Ari still couldn’t help but grin to himself at the mental image. He took a few minutes to let his nerves recover before pulling his shoes back on and continuing forward. 
 
    The blisters looked worse than they felt, and he managed to walk without being in as much pain as he’d been expecting. The tunnel continued straight ahead for a while, and it took him longer than it should have to notice how much narrower it was growing on all sides. 
 
    He reached a section where a cave in had all but sealed the path forward, forcing him to wriggle through an opening barely wider than the length of his forearm. The opening led to a section of tunnel so tight that it triggered a sense of claustrophobic fear that Ari hadn’t ever experienced before. He grunted as he squirmed through the last section, and as his foot came loose, the rocks crumbled, shaking the tunnel and sealing him in.  
 
    “Dormiar’s blood,” Ari muttered. “What more do you want from me? I’m already dying and risking my life in this smoky, overheated, mud-damned cave. Why condemn me to being stuck here, on top of everything else?” 
 
    He dusted himself off and took a minute to have a drink from his waterskin before continuing on. The tunnel began to open up, which was a relief, as Ari had briefly harbored the sinking suspicion that he’d run into another collapsed section. 
 
    He caught sight of that same, familiar, molten orange glow and wasn’t surprised when the tunnel exited out into another cavern. The lava wasn’t a threat to him this time around, as it was relegated to the left-hand side of the sprawling cavern, while the metal rails ran along the rock on a higher section around the edge of the room. 
 
    A few ancient pickaxes were scattered across the ground, along with a tipped-over mining cart, which prompted Ari to take a closer look at the cave wall he was walking alongside. There was more to it than just the black obsidian stone that most of the cave was composed of. Small geodes of luminous silver studded the cave wall like stars against the night sky. He pressed a finger against one and instantly felt a tingle of essence that was both familiar and foreign to him. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he muttered. “That’s a soul crystal, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ari took a breath and tried to push his will out in an exploratory poke. He could feel the essence within the crystal, and it was a different breed from what he’d grown used to accumulating and expending through enchantments. It was the soul essence that he so desperately needed, and it was also functionally locked away within the crystal. 
 
    He had no means through which to pull the essence out, and just from what little he could glean of the crystal’s structure from touch, he felt a strong suspicion that not even an enchanting altar would be able to drain the crystal of its exotic essence. 
 
    That had been the point of the Soul Engine, Ari realized. The soul crystals were useless on their own. They needed a focus, something specifically designed to harness their stored power. 
 
    Ari wished that he could use the Ring of Insight to find out if there was anything he was missing, but he’d already called upon the enchantment twice that day. It would be hours before he could use it again, and he suspected that it wouldn’t be able to tell him much beyond what little he’d worked out on his own. 
 
    The disappointment was real. Ari tried to loosen the soul crystal that was furthest exposed from the surrounding obsidian and didn’t even manage to get it wiggling. He took a slow breath and tried to resist the urge to just sit down and give up. 
 
    A splash came from the pool of molten lava behind him. Ari slowly turned around and caught sight of a scuttler emerging from the churning, superheated depths, one easily three or four times the monster he’d faced outside. 
 
    Ari sighed and slowly drew Ripplefang out of its sheath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The true size of the giant scuttler only became apparent to Ari as the monster pulled itself closer to the edge of the pool of lava. Its front arms were long enough that it appeared to have no need to leave the pool in order to attack him, and Ari found himself wondering if the heat was what had originally spawned it in the same way normal forms of weather created the other Weatherblight. 
 
    He slashed at the scuttler’s claw with Ripplefang’s water blade as it attempted to scissor him at the waist. As far as he could tell, his counterattack was ineffective, only causing the scuttler to hesitate for an instant and not leaving so much as a scratch on its shell. 
 
    He was forced to dive out of the way of a claw pinch that would have bisected him. The scuttler lifted its other arm free from the pool, splashing a few drops of flaming, molten metal onto the stones directly to Ari’s right. He pushed his will into Ripplefang and launched a quick blast of water at the scuttler’s eyes. 
 
    What he’d been hoping for was not to injure the monster but for the water to vaporize into a steam cloud on contact. It was exactly what happened, and for a few seconds, the monster was fighting blind. Ari quickly sheathed Ripplefang and pulled out Azurelight instead, knowing he’d need the greatsword’s damage and reach to be able to pierce through the scuttler’s carapace.  
 
    The scuttler swung its arm, still blinded by the steam. Ari positioned himself so he could get a strike off on the small, segmented gap in between claw and arm. His execution of the attack was perfect, but unfortunately, the claw stayed in motion even as Azurelight bit into the weak point he’d found. 
 
    The claw, nearly as large as Ari was, collided with his chest and sent him flying. His back slammed against the wall of the cave, knocking the wind out of him. He landed on his feet more by accident than out of real intention and ducked under the scuttler’s claw as it surged forward into another pincer attack. 
 
    The claw slammed into the wall behind him with enough force to crumble the weaker sections of rock. More of the wall fell loose as the scuttler pulled its arm back, and Ari fell forward under the sudden, unexpected crush of debris. He landed on his side with one of his legs completely pinned by a large rock somewhere in between the weight needed to hold him in place and what would have crushed his limb completely.  
 
    “Mud and blood!” shouted Ari. “Come on!” 
 
    The scuttler seemed slow to realize just how vulnerable the situation had left him. Ari had managed to keep hold of Azurelight, and he began hacking at the rock that was pinning his leg. It was desperate. It was pointless. It was all he could do. The scuttler leaned further out over the pool of lava, extending one of his claws toward Ari. 
 
    Azurelight let out a resonant chime as the blade nicked one of the soul crystals embedded in the rock on top of his leg. For a flash of an instant, Ari felt the essence within the crystal through the sword, as though he’d poured droplets of water down the length of the blade and felt them dribble over his hand. He sucked in a breath as another piece of the puzzle fell into place. 
 
    Azurelight had an absorption runestone that allowed it to serve as a funnel for essence, and it hadn’t been socketed into the weapon by accident. Ari risked a glance at the scuttler. Its arm was nearly fully extended, and its claw was open wide like the jaws of a hungry, victorious predator. 
 
    He had no idea if what he was about to do was the solution he’d been seeking, but he didn’t really have his pick of options. Ari grasped Azurelight’s hilt in both hands and stabbed the blade downward into the largest soul essence crystal within the rock atop his leg. The blade pierced into the crystal, and the essence burst free like the juice of a ripe orange. 
 
    He felt it as it surged into him. Mud and blood, he felt it. He couldn’t see anything as his vision was suddenly obscured by an intense glow that emanated from his own body. He felt the sudden cessation of an exhaustion he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. The soul essence surged into him, along with a deluge of normal essence that went straight into his bracelet, giving him everything he needed and then some. 
 
    And there she was. The sword was gone. Eva stood over Ari, staring down the scuttler as it approached. She attacked in a blur of movement, picking up a rock the size of Ari’s head and clubbing it into the same gap in the scuttler’s arm that he’d hacked into with Azurelight before. 
 
    A torrent of disgusting green goo pumped out of the wound as the scuttler’s claw went limp and fell loose at an angle. 
 
    Eva wasn’t done. She hurled herself forward, sprinting and then sliding up to the very edge of the lava. She leapt into the air, dodging the scuttler as it hurled itself forward. She landed atop the carapace of its head and started putting in work with her rock, slamming it downward through the scuttler’s shell in a gross exaggeration of the way a person might prepare a crab for dinner. 
 
    The scuttler let out a pained death hiss and immediately began sinking into the lava. Ari shouted a warning as he saw the monster pull its one remaining good claw inward, pinching one of Eva’s legs and holding her against it as it fell into the lava. Ari reached out with his fingers, trying to call her to his hand as he had so many times in the past. The bond was rusty from disuse, and he just couldn’t make it happen. 
 
    Eva clubbed the claw with her rock, and it loosened enough for her to leap free just as the scuttler descended completely beneath the surface of the lava. She sprinted back over to him, dropping to her knees next to the rock that still pinned Ari to the ground. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” she cried. 
 
    “Eva!” He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “It’s… really you.” 
 
    She held his gaze with her brilliant blue eyes and smiled. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Were you expecting someone else?” 
 
    She helped him with the rock. Between both their strength, they were able to move it, and Ari breathed a sigh of relief when he found his leg mostly uninjured underneath. 
 
    Eva only took the time to do her own check of his leg before pulling him into a tight embrace. Ari pulled her head against his shoulder, running a hand through her silver-blue hair as he squeezed her harder than he probably needed to. 
 
    She was wearing the same clothing she’d had on the last time she’d been in her incarnate form, which consisted of a fairly impractical noblewoman’s dress of black silk, along with an amethyst choker. Ari kissed her cheek, her lips, and then stared at her, shaking his head and tamping down on his disbelief. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said. “I can’t believe it. Are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    “I am alright,” said Eva. “I believe my extended dormancy was a result of a combination of things. Your weakened soul essence, along with sustained neglect of the bond between us. The fault lies with our circumstances rather than anything either of us did, milord.” 
 
    “You weren’t in pain, or suffering, or anything like that, were you?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva shook her head. “There was no pain. My memory is a little foggy, but I still remember fighting Marshal Luka’s guards, and… losing control. You ordered me to stop, and I shifted back into my sword form. For a minute or two, I could still hear and sense what was going on, but my awareness faded before I could give you a warning about what was happening.” 
 
    “So for this entire time, you’ve just been asleep, essentially?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva frowned slightly. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that is the best way to characterize it,” she whispered. “It was not like being asleep. It was more like… simply not being.” 
 
    The words were like tiny barbs raking over Ari’s heart. He pulled her back into a tight hug, taking solace from the sensation of her soft body against his chest. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said. “That’s all that matters. Dormiar’s blood, I thought I’d never see you again. I—are you crying?” 
 
    He set his hands on Eva’s waist and pulled back slightly in time to hear her sniffle and hurriedly wipe obvious tears away. 
 
    “My apologies,” she said. “My emotions are similar to my memory right now. They are more chaotic than they should be.” 
 
    “Yours and mine both,” said Ari. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Eva. “I can tell just from our surroundings that we are nowhere near Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “Far from it,” said Ari. “We’re inside an ancient soul crystal mine on the island that the Sai called Trium’s Paradise.” 
 
    “Soul crystals?” said Eva. “Such a thing exists?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “It’s probably another one of the things you have gaps in your memory concerning. Your magical absorption abilities let you drain the essence from one of the soul crystals, which apparently restored you, along with filling up my bracelet.” 
 
    Eva nodded slowly. “And what of you? Lord Aristial, are you still…” 
 
    She trailed off and frowned, as though she regretted bringing up his previously imminent death, even though it needed to be done. Ari shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. “I won’t know for sure until I get a chance to ask my Ring of Insight again, but it feels like I’m back to normal. Or at least, I have more than a week left now.” 
 
    He glanced over at the rubble that had previously been holding him trapped. Other than the one soul crystal he’d hacked into, the rest had either shattered or were only the size of corn kernels. He hoped that they’d find another grouping, if only for the sake of being able to take a few with him for the sake of future experimentation. 
 
    “How long has it been, then, since I went dormant?” asked Eva. “Days… or months?” 
 
    “A little less than five weeks,” said Ari. “Not too long, uh, at least not compared to some of your other dormant periods.” 
 
    Eva flashed a small smile, and Ari’s heart fluttered at the sight of it. He’d forgotten what a drug seeing her happy could be. 
 
    “What of Lady Kerys?” asked Eva, growing serious again. 
 
    The question was a harder one for Ari to answer without wading through the emotional brambles. Even just hearing Kerys’ name out loud made him feel a confusing mixture of emotions. Guilt, sadness, shame, and a heartache that was almost enough to convince him that he’d never see her again. 
 
    “She’s alive,” said Ari. “I… had to leave her in Cliffhaven.” He closed his eyes and smiled through the pain. “Amber helped treat her injury and Durrien said he’d look out for her. The two of them had a plan to dye her hair and pass her off as his daughter, and… let her finally live a safe life.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. Eva let her hands find his and held them tight. 
 
    “We will set out for Cliffhaven as soon as we’re finished with this dour place, then,” said Eva. 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” said Ari. “We might need to find a new way out.” 
 
    He explained more about his initial journey into the cave and the collapse that had sealed off the route. 
 
    “It is possible that there were multiple entrances to the mine,” said Eva. “Admittedly, it is a little unlikely, but I believe it to be our best chance.” 
 
    “We should rest for now,” said Ari. “I did bring the tent with me. Not totally sold on setting it up next to the evil, scorching lava pit, though.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    The two of them walked hand-in-hand across the chamber and down a few hundred feet of curving tunnel, until they found another small, empty cave that seemed perfect for their purpose. Ari took on the task of setting up the tent, leaving Eva with the food and a brace of questions. 
 
    “What else happened in the interim between now and when I last remember?” asked Eva. “You said weeks passed by. There must be more to tell.” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Ari, scratching the back of his head. “Remember that potion you warned me not to drink?” 
 
    “You drank it?” asked Eva. 
 
    “It tasted like garbage,” said Ari. “But it did something to me. For a few minutes, it let me see through the eyes of the Weatherblight, as though they were extensions of my body.” 
 
    Eva blinked in surprise. She seemed to hesitate before asking her next question. 
 
    “That is incredible,” she said. “I must ask, though. Were there any side effects?” 
 
    “Just a few bad dreams,” he said. He didn’t feel like going into how real the dreams had felt, with Mordus all but forcing himself into Ari’s psyche in the same way he had with the Weatherblight. 
 
    “That’s incredible, milord,” said Eva. “Was it this newfound ability that let you travel safely?” 
 
    “No, it’s like I said, it only lasted for a few minutes,” he said. “I met up with Rin the next day.” 
 
    He explained how they traveled south as he finished setting up the tent, with Rin scouting for storms and the speed of the rune sled. There had been more than a few close calls on that journey, but thinking about it now, Ari realized that he’d been dealing with so much emotionally at the time that he’d hardly cared whether he lived or died. 
 
    He went on to explain reaching Varnas-Rav, his night amongst the Ravarians and their Vereshi, and his suspicions. They shared a cold dinner of boar meat and crusty bread as he spoke, which Eva devoured with a surprising display of hunger. 
 
    “Do you think it was Tialese, then?” asked Eva. “If your enchanted ring could not glean enough insight to confirm it either way, you must still treat her as a suspect in the poisoning of Baron Ogwell.” 
 
    “It’s certainly a possibility, though I think Marshal Luka is the more likely culprit, now,” said Ari. “But that’s a mystery for another day.” 
 
    He finished by explaining what had happened over the past day or two, including his exploration through the Central Dominion. Eva furrowed her brow as he spoke, as though she was concentrating on each word and trying to see if it triggered anything related in the scraps of memories she had from her time in the Saidican Empire. 
 
    “I found Mythril’s workshop, along with a pink mesmer who… helped me figure out where I needed to go,” said Ari. “I even found your old room, by the way!” 
 
    “What?” Eva’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” said Ari. “You didn’t leave your panties out on the floor or anything. It was as spotless as a centuries-old bedroom could possibly be.” 
 
    “I…” Eva shook her head. “I am unsure of how I feel about that.” 
 
    Ari laughed and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m just teasing you,” he said. “We can always go back, if you’re interested. Once we’re out of here.” 
 
    Eva licked her lips. “We can go anywhere, milord. Given what you have said about the new potential locations for the tower, and now with the rune sled, we are free to explore as we please.” 
 
    She slid in close against him, and the full weight of her beauty and presence resonated through the cave like the sound of a struck bell. Ari kissed her and let himself dissolve into the embrace. 
 
    “The tent is all set up,” he whispered. “We should go to bed and get some rest.” 
 
    “There is only one bedroll,” said Eva. “Were you not expecting to find a way to bring me back?” 
 
    Ari chuckled. “I never doubted it for a second. I just figured it would be more fun if we were forced to share a bedroll and sleeping bag after all the time we’ve spent apart.” 
 
    “Lady Kerys is right about you,” said Eva. “You have a wicked, boyish mind.” 
 
    Ari reached a hand down and groped one of her buttocks. “Let me show you what else I’ve been thinking about.” 
 
    They shared an even more passionate kiss, and Ari felt Eva’s fingers gently undoing his belt. Her hands stopped as they found Ripplefang’s sheath, and she pulled the dagger out, interrupting their intimacy. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked. “This is enchanted, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Ari. “I forgot mention that. It was a gift from the Vereshi. Ripplefang, it’s got a nifty water enchantment. Has gotten me out of a few tight spots.” 
 
    “I find that very hard to believe,” said Eva. “How could you prefer such a tiny dagger over a proper sword?”  
 
    “You almost sound jealous,” teased Ari. 
 
    “I am not!” Eva smiled and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It’s about the enchantment, Eva,” said Ari. “You of all people should know that.” 
 
    “The enchantment?” whispered Eva. “Be that as it may… the dagger looks as though it is in need of a good polish.” 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” said Ari. “A nice, long polish.” 
 
    He kissed her again and the two of them all but fell into the tent. Ari’s belt was already off, and he kicked his way out of his trousers in record time. It was dark, and he watched Eva’s silhouetted figure slide out of her dress in impatient, titillated silence. 
 
    There was no slow build-up, or gentle preamble. The weeks they’d spent apart had been time enough to wait. Ari pulled Eva’s slender, naked body against him and kissed her with enough passion and longing to suit two or three men. 
 
    He let his hard cock slide blindly into her thighs as they ground against one another. Eva held her hand firmly against his cheek as she pressed an onslaught of kisses against his lips. Ari let his hands cup her small breasts, pressing his thumbs against each of her rosebud nipples and enjoying the way it caused her breath to come out shaky. 
 
    He slowly pushed his cock inside of her, savoring each tiny movement as her folds enveloped him. She was clearly as turned on as he was, judging from the way her body effortlessly accepted the intrusion. 
 
    Ari let his tongue slide into her mouth as he kissed her and held her tight against him. There was a dominant, possessive element to his movements that felt more incidental than intentional. She was his sword, his lover, and in a somewhat literal way, connected to him by the soul. He was holding onto her as much out of dominance as out of the simple fact that he had no interest in letting her go. 
 
    “Aristial,” whispered Eva. “Milord.” 
 
    “Eva,” he said. “Dormiar’s blood, I’ve missed you.” 
 
    It was only then that he started thrusting, taking his time as much as he could under the weight of his arousal and longing. Eva was an active lover, and she ran her hands through his hair and rubbed his back in a manner that almost seemed like she was giving him gentle direction. 
 
    Far back in his awareness, Ari remembered that Eva was the woman who’d taken his true virginity. It was not something he’d ever forgotten, of course, but feeling the way she gently maneuvered underneath him, so active and confident, almost made him feel like their lovemaking was a simple extension of that first encounter. 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Eva. “Lord… Aristial.” 
 
    He thrust harder, feeling shamefully turned on by the weird contrast between the way she deferred to him with her words and led him with her body. He kissed one of her nipples and let his lips trail up her chest, to her neck. Eva ran a hand through his hair as Ari brought his mouth to meet hers. 
 
    Her legs wrapped around him in a quick, precise movement, and suddenly they were both rolling. Ari found himself flat on his back with her on top without the two of them having lost the point of intimate contact between them for even an instant. He was grinning, too, unabashedly delighted by the way Eva had taken control. 
 
    “Milord…” she said, in a teasingly seductive voice. “It is as I said. Your dagger is in desperate need of polishing.” 
 
    Eva set her hands on his chest and began to ride. It reminded Ari of watching her fight the giant scuttler, in a way. It was a display of such intimate confidence and skill that it left him unable to do much more than watch her in a state of awe. 
 
    It did make him wonder things, some of which were better left unconsidered. Eva was experienced, and nothing Ari had seen so far in the memories of her former master had given him a clue as to where that experience came from. He wondered if he was better off not knowing, and then Eva shifted the angle of her hips, grinding her hot womanhood against his cock at an angle, and all thoughts unrelated to the insane pleasure of the moment vanished. 
 
    Ari took her by the hips, asserting his dominance as he pulled her up and down for a few thrusts. Eva set her hands on top of his arms, and just like that, she was back in control, guiding each of his arm movements and completely subverting his masculine strength. He found that it was really hard for him to care that much, especially as he felt himself sprinting toward the promise of release. 
 
    “Eva…” he whispered. 
 
    “Aristial!” 
 
    She leaned forward, letting out a moan as she kissed him. Ari gripped her buttocks and speared up into her. He felt the instant when she came, her entire body shaking and losing its purpose on top of his. He kept thrusting upward, and rolled the two of them over again just as he came to the edge of his release. He unloaded his seed as deep into her as it would go, leaning his forehead against hers as they both basked in a mutual aura of love and pleasure. 
 
    “I…” Eva was breathing hard and still shuddering. “I am so glad.” 
 
    “Of what?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva laughed. “This. You. I am unsure of how to explain it.” 
 
    She laced her fingers through his and squeezed his hand. Ari stayed where he was for a few seconds before shifting her head onto her chest and holding her in a gentle embrace. 
 
    “I missed you, Eva,” he whispered.  
 
    “I can tell.” She sighed and seemed to remember something as she lifted her head up to look at him directly. “You mentioned that you traveled with Rin. For close to a month. Just the two of you.” 
 
    There was concern in her voice, but no real jealousy. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” he said. “Full disclosure, the two of us were intimate, but only once, at the very end.” 
 
    “As you were wary of her intentions, I see no issue with that,” said Eva. “Was there anyone else?” 
 
    “Nobody alive, strictly speaking,” said Ari. “I had to, uh, get creative with the pink mesmer, but that’s it.” 
 
    He wanted to be completely honest with Eva, but somehow, his gut told him that explaining that the pink mesmer had been Rachel, and her relation to Lord Mythril would only upset her needlessly. He wouldn’t lie if it came up in the future, but he doubted it would. 
 
    “Should one of us keep watch?” asked Eva. “You are more familiar with these mining tunnels than I am. Do you trust that we will be safe?” 
 
    “Safe enough, as long as we avoid resting near the sections with open pools of lava,” said Ari. “I’ll keep watch, but I have no intention of getting out of bed to do it.” 
 
    “Why in the world not?” asked Eva. 
 
    Ari gave her a gentle squeeze. “Because… I don’t want to come back to the tent and find a dormant sword here in your place.” 
 
    Eva lifted her head up and met his gaze. He kissed her and then pulled her tight against him, feeling a deep consolation in the gentle sound of her breathing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (MYTHRIL) 
 
      
 
    Mythril stood at attention in Emperor Horace’s expansive gardens, shivering slightly under a cloak that was unfit for the winter’s creeping chill. Emperor Horace was carefully pruning the branches of an apple tree with a set of copper clippers, though why he’d chosen just then to do it was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “More of them have been spotted on Targrove Island,” said Horace. “It was under the same circumstances. The monsters were only visible during the snowstorm, and no sign of them was left once it had subsided.” 
 
    “That’s curious,” said Mythril. “It matches with the pattern that we’ve seen them operate under over the past year.” 
 
    The Emperor turned around, squeezing his hands inward and closing the clippers with a high-pitched scrape. 
 
    “I’m still partial to your previous theory, even if you’ve since lost faith in it,” said Horace. “This spire in the ocean you were investigating—has nothing been found?” 
 
    “Nothing of interest,” said Mythril. “I requested Lord Diya investigate the ocean spire personally, and he left several people he trusts to oversee a continued investigation. Lady Prestia was among them, I believe.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe that the spire and the recent spate of weather-induced monster sightings are unrelated,” said Emperor Horace. “The timing is too suspect.”  
 
    “Diya did mention sensing something within the spire,” said Mythril. “A presence of some sort. He wasn’t able to articulate it more adequately, but he seemed convinced that there was something watching him and his people. He ordered them to keep the outer doors of the spire sealed on the off chance that it might want to escape.” 
 
    “He has his moments of diligence within his general recklessness,” said Horace. “I’ll have to commend him for his judgement the next time we speak.” 
 
    Emperor Horace pulled a flask out of his tunic and took a long sip. It was a habit Mythril had been noticing him indulge in far more frequently over the past few months. 
 
    “You mentioned Targrove?” asked Mythril. 
 
    “Yes,” said Horace. “I’d like you to handle it personally. But first, I need you to tell me about how your project has been progressing.” 
 
    “Progress has been slow,” said Mythril. “In my opinion, the blueprints we have for the Soul Engine are unreliable. To be frank, I don’t trust our ability to restore the missing rune patterns in a manner that would let the device function as intended.” 
 
    “Our ability?” Horace laughed. “You still hold that slave girl in such esteem, then?” 
 
    Mythril winced. Horace was observant, and even though Mythril had tried to keep his relationship with Rachel a secret, he’d let too many details slip out over the months. 
 
    “She’s almost as confident in her enchanting skills as I am,” said Mythril. “I know it’s hard to believe that a Hume could provide such insights, but her work has been invaluable.” 
 
    “You trust her more than you should,” said Horace. “The abolitionists still mobilize, even if their threat has fallen to the wayside in the wake of these strange weather entities. It would do you well to maintain a certain wariness when dealing with her.” 
 
    Mythril bristled at the implication, though he knew there was some truth to it. Rachel’s focus had always been on restoring the Soul Engine and using its incredible potential to inspire social progress throughout the empire. It was a roundabout, admirable way of fulfilling the same aspirations the abolitionists had shed so much blood in pursuit of. 
 
    “You’ve told me of your doubts concerning the Soul Engine before,” said Horace. “I wish to help you with your other project. The weapon construct.” 
 
    “I haven’t made much progress there, either,” said Mythril. “I have ideas, and I’m much more confident of my blueprints for the weapon construct than I am of the Soul Engine, but I would need a test subject to continue forward.” 
 
    “I’ve found one for you,” said Horace. “Not only that, but Forsythe has forged a dozen swords of sufficient quality to hold the needed enchantment.” 
 
    Mythril blinked. “You… found a test subject? You do realize that the process of converting the imprint of a living entity into a construct will kill whoever it is?” 
 
    “I’m aware.” Horace turned around and began pruning the apple tree’s branches again. “Lady Arkias of Bursban. It’s one of the border towns near the edge of the Cursed Coast, where the abolitionists once gathered in full strength.” 
 
    “She was arrested, wasn’t she?” asked Mythril. “I don’t remember the specific details, but I assume she conspired with the abolitionists? You’d sentence her to death for that?” 
 
    “She bore a child with one of them,” said Horace. “She also murdered her husband and step-son. She was not a good person, Mythril, and I do not condemn her to this fate blithely.” 
 
    Mythril grimaced, trying to think of way to formulate his dissent without insulting his liege. The weapon construct enchantment was the closest thing to his life’s work that he had, but his goal had been to reach a point where he could find a way to copy the imprint of a person rather than transfer it on death.  
 
    “I’m short on time,” said Horace. “Much is left to be done. Lord Mythril, I wish for you to carry out your experiments into this enchantment and depart for Targrove to investigate the monster sightings as soon as it’s complete.” 
 
    “Emperor Horace, I’m not sure if—” 
 
    The Emperor spun around and locked his gaze onto Mythril’s. 
 
    “That was a command, Lord Mythril,” said Horace. “You are my close friend, and I respect your opinion. But I must have full obedience in these trying times.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mythril stood outside his workshop, massaging his temples. Rachel was to his right, clad in a simple servant’s gown of loose silk, arms folded across her chest disapprovingly. 
 
    “You can’t seriously be considering this,” she said. “Mythril! Not only is this a waste of the few soul crystal samples that we have, but you’re put a living woman’s life at risk!” 
 
    “It won’t be at risk if it works,” said Mythril. “Her imprint will transfer to the weapon, and from her perspective, it will be as though nothing has happened.” 
 
    “That’s your best guess!” shouted Rachel. “You have no idea what might happen to her.” 
 
    The guards Emperor Horace had sent as an escort were already guiding the woman into Mythril’s workshop. Lady Arkias’ red hair was frazzled, and her face was pale, with black circles of exhaustion outlining her eyes. One of the men had told Mythril that they’d drugged her before taking her out of her cell, but it didn’t make the weight of what he was about to do any easier to shoulder. 
 
    “The Emperor needs to see a proof of concept,” said Mythril. “If this works, Lady Arkias will live on as an entity greater than any normal man or woman. She’ll have a lifespan limited only by the integrity of the blade, recover from wounds by using essence to heal directly. The principle of this enchantment could change how we live, Rachel.” 
 
    “But for whom?” she asked, angrily. “For the few lucky people who can afford to commission you to do this for them? For the rich, the ruling class. While the Soul Engine could bestow the same gift of immortality upon all. The Soul Engine could change what it means to be rich, poor, or enslaved.” 
 
    “The Soul Engine isn’t ready!” snapped Mythril. “And at the speed we’re working, it never will be! It’s a dead end, Rachel, can’t you see?” 
 
    “It’ll work,” said Rachel. “We might not understand how, but the Nameless Enchanter did! Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    Mythril scowled at her as he followed the guards escorting Lady Arkias inside. Evastria stood in the hallway, doing her utmost to act as though she hadn’t heard their argument. She held one of the dozen swords that Emperor Horace had commissioned for Mythril’s work in her arms, a curved blade with a brilliant ruby pommel-stone, and she passed it to him as he reached for it. 
 
    “What does she think of this?” snapped Rachel. “Evastria, will you stand by and watch while your uncle serves as an executioner in the name of making an abomination?” 
 
    Evastria flinched slightly at Rachel’s words. “I… trust Mythril. If he thinks this is the right course of action…” 
 
    “She’s got nothing to do with this, Rachel, and neither do you!” shouted Mythril. “I’m acting on Emperor Horace’s direct orders!” 
 
    “Orders inspired by the doubt you sowed in his mind by criticizing the work that I’ve done on the Soul Engine!” shouted Rachel. “Why did you even bother listening to me in the first place, Mythril? Why did you spare my life and help me discover the Nameless Enchanter’s legacy if you had no intention of doing more than pissing all over it?” 
 
    Mythril slammed the door to his workshop behind him and locked it, ignoring Rachel as she continued banging on the door. He exhaled slowly and looked down at the curved sword in his hands, then at Lady Arkias, who the guards had already helped up onto the enchanting altar.  
 
    “I can handle it from here,” he muttered. 
 
    The guards hesitated, and then bowed. Rachel tried to force her way in as they left through the door, but Mythril made sure she stayed outside, and after a minute, she stopped trying to make it in. 
 
    He walked over to the enchanting altar. Lady Arkias had been a beautiful woman, young, with hair the color of flames and a generously endowed body. She barely seemed aware of the situation, but Mythril still took the time to run his hand across his cheek and speak to her before beginning. 
 
    “I am sorry,” he whispered. “I can’t promise that this will be a better fate for you than death. Unfortunately, neither of us have a choice about how we serve our Emperor on this day.” 
 
    The process of transferring her imprint was anticlimactic. She hardly made a noise as Mythril used the specially designed enchanting altar to rob her of her life. He moved her body and drained the soul crystal’s essence next, and then he applied the mixture of imprint and essence onto the curved, ruby sword. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it had worked. A part of him hoped that it hadn’t as he held the blade unsheathed and probed into it with his will. Light flashed, and Mythril fell backward as the weapon disappeared from his hand and transfigured its form. 
 
    “Where am I?” whispered Arkias. She looked no different than she had an instant earlier, outside of a subtle red glow in her eyes. 
 
    “You’re in my workshop,” he said. “I’m Lord Mythril, the Emperor’s First Enchanter.” 
 
    “I…” Arkias shook her head slowly. “Do you… know who I am?” 
 
    Mythril opened his mouth, and then hesitated. If she didn’t remember anything, perhaps it was for the best. She’d serve him as a weapon and as a tool. Her place was, in many ways, lower than that of any slave. 
 
    “Bloodrose,” said Mythril. “That’s your name. You’re a sword construct, a weapon in my service.” 
 
    “Bloodrose,” repeated Arkias. She nodded her head slowly. Light flashed again, and a sword clattered to the stone floor. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Was it really necessary for us to leave immediately?” asked Evastria. 
 
    Mythril poked a stick into the fire. They’d set up their tents on top of a hill not far from where the boat had dropped them off on Targrove Island. Had they traveled into the town on the center of the island, they could have spent the night in the comfort of an inn. It would have been pointless, however, given the purpose of their trip. 
 
    “The Emperor wanted the monster sightings investigated immediately,” said Mythril. “I doubt we’ll find anything substantial, given how spurious the reports were, but at the very least, I’ll have an opportunity to get used to wielding Bloodrose.” 
 
    He had the sword out, resting across his lap. Bloodrose, or Lady Arkias, as a part of Mythril still thought of her, had only manifested once during the boat trip out. She’d given Mythril a kiss quite suddenly, while Evastria had been out of their shared cabin, up on deck. It had left him wondering if the rune patterns he’d used to create the construct had been flawed or at least oriented in a way that gave the weapon unexpected side effects and constraints. 
 
    “That doesn’t explain why we left immediately,” said Evastria. “It leaves me wondering if this has something to do with the argument you had with Rachel, uncle.” 
 
    Mythril shrugged. “It does, and it doesn’t. I certainly wasn’t interested in staying around the workshop and arguing with her about the Soul Engine. That’s not to say that we aren’t needed out here, however.” 
 
    He rubbed his fingers together and leaned in closer to the fire. Evastria stood watching the nearby area, one hand resting on the hilt of her sword. It was one of the dozen that Emperor Horace had ordered specially forged for him, an elegant greatsword with a sapphire pommel that was a sister blade to Bloodrose. 
 
    “They say that these creatures only come out during snowstorms,” said Evastria. “Do you really intend for us to stay out here until it next—” 
 
    A flash of light came from the sword across Mythril’s lap. He stared in stunned silence at the form of the woman who appeared in its place. 
 
    “Bloodrose,” muttered Mythril. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She kissed him instead of giving him a proper answer. Mythril’s lips moved against hers before he could stop himself, and it took him a few seconds to master his self-control and push her back. 
 
    “We’re bonded,” whispered Bloodrose. “Can’t you feel it? It’s there, between us, right underneath the surface.” 
 
    “What is she talking about?” asked Evastria. 
 
    “It must be—a result of—the enchantments I used,” said Mythril, forcing the words out through Bloodrose’s torrent of kisses. “I didn’t intend for this, I swear.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should give the two of you some time?” said Evastria with a sigh. 
 
    “Hold on!” called Mythril. “Bloodrose, please! Control yourself!” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” giggled Bloodrose. “It’s more fun to be wild. I remember that much, too.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “It’s Emperor Diya’s wish for you to meet with him in the palace before doing anything else, Lord Mythril.” 
 
    Mythril stared at the messenger, taking an embarrassingly long time to process the words he’d just heard spoken and put meaning to them. 
 
    “Emperor… Diya,” said Mythril. He shook his head and stepped slightly to the side as a group of rune sleds passed in tandem. The Emperor’s palace was at the end of the same street, and Mythril stared off toward it, as though expecting the regal stone building to be a pile of rocks. 
 
    “Yes,” said the messenger. “He wanted me to impress upon you the gravity of the situation.” 
 
    Mythril glanced at Evastria, who already had a hand on her sword and a dour expression on her face. 
 
    He didn’t say anything as they hurried to the palace. The guards at the door opened it without needing to be asked, much as they would have normally. Mythril, with Evastria at his side and Bloodrose at his waist, strode into the audience chamber. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised when he saw Diya sitting upon the throne, wearing the thin, gold crown that Horace had so often eschewed. What Mythril felt was more of a numb disappointment, an acceptance of an outcome that forced him to change his view of who certain other people really were. The crown and the throne said much, but the bloodstain on the floor in front of them said even more. 
 
    “Lord Mythril,” said Diya.  
 
    Mythril stared at him. “Diya. What in the Trium’s name have you done?” 
 
    He could feel the tension in the room almost like a physical thing. It wasn’t just between him and Diya. Evastria’s fingers were white from where she gripped the hilt of her sword. The guards on either side of Diya, men who Mythril had known for years, had hard expressions. Even Bloodrose seemed excitable and ready for violence, though he could only just sense her emotions through the bond. 
 
    “It’s a complicated situation, Mythril,” said Diya. “I didn’t just act for my sake but for yours, too.” 
 
    “Is Horace dead?” he asked. 
 
    Diya couldn’t meet his gaze as he slowly nodded. 
 
    “He was our friend!” shouted Mythril. “What could possibly have possessed you to kill him? Look at me, Diya!” 
 
    “I had no choice.” Diya closed his eyes and sighed. “Your slave went behind your back, Mythril.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Rachel,” said Diya. “She thought that you were planning to abandon the Soul Engine and keep the machine from ever seeing the light of day. She asked me to arrange an audience for her with the Emperor, which I did, though I had no idea what it was she was planning to discuss with him.” 
 
    “She went directly to Horace?” asked Mythril. 
 
    “Yes,” said Diya, with a dark chuckle. “You’ll never guess how he reacted.” 
 
    “Rachel…” Mythril brought a hand to his forehead, feeling suddenly nauseous. “Is she… still alive?” 
 
    “The Emperor didn’t execute her,” said Diya. “Though not for a lack of trying. When he realized the true power of the device, I guess he panicked and thought to try to eliminate those with detailed knowledge of it. Of course, Rachel had already used the Soul Engine prototype on herself, Mythril. She couldn’t be killed.” 
 
    Mythril gritted his teeth and tried to process what he was hearing. He and Evastria had been gone for barely ten days. How could so much happen in so little time? 
 
    “Horace was going to kill you, too,” said Diya. “I was forced to examine my loyalties and make a choice, Mythril. If I’d waited a day or even an hour before striking Horace down, there’s a very real possibility that you would be dead right now. Probably Evastria, too. Perhaps even me.” 
 
    “Where is Rachel right now?” asked Mythril. 
 
    “She’s here,” said Diya. “I’ve kept her close, both because of what she means to you and… well, because of what the Soul Engine has done to her.” 
 
    He waved to a group of guards in the corner that Mythril hadn’t noticed before. They split apart, gently nudging Rachel forward between them. 
 
    Mythril blinked when he saw her. Her eyes were wide, and her face was pale, though that was due at least in part to fear. 
 
    Mythril hugged her to him as soon as she came in close. He didn’t care about their argument, or the Soul Engine, or anything other than the fact that she was okay. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” whispered Rachel. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Mythril. 
 
    He hugged her tight and tried to hide his face as he whispered into her ear. 
 
    “How much of Diya’s story is true?” he asked her. 
 
    “All of it, milord,” Rachel said, in a slow, deliberate, and completely contrary voice. Mythril held her gaze as he pulled back, and she threw in an almost imperceptible shake of her head to convey her true meaning. 
 
    Diya was lying. 
 
    “Mythril,” called Emperor Diya from the throne. “I don’t mean to interrupt your tender reunion, but my purpose extends beyond just explaining myself to you. I want your help.” 
 
    Mythril licked his lips. “Of course. You’ll have it as you always had, old friend.” 
 
    “No,” said Emperor Diya. “Not just advice. Not just friendship. I want you to help me rule. Be my closest advisor and confidant. Be the general of my armies. And of course, Mythril, I want you to finish the Soul Engine. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Diya asked the question to Mythril, but it was impossible to miss the way his eyes shifted to Evastria and Rachel. It was as much a threat as it was a question. Coming from Diya, the person he’d trusted most. It was too much. 
 
    “I can do it,” said Mythril.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Ari pulled himself from the tent and took a few seconds to re-familiarize himself with his surroundings. He was still underground, which wasn’t as unnerving for him as it might have been for someone who hadn’t grown up in Golias Hollow. It was almost a relief after the tension he’d experienced during the tail end of his latest vision of Lord Mythril’s life. 
 
    Eva was already up, and she moved to sit next to Ari in the tent, passing him the waterskin and a chunk of bread. He nodded gratefully and ate, even though he wasn’t all that hungry. 
 
    “Morning,” said Ari. “It is morning, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I do not have even the slightest idea,” said Eva. 
 
    “Well, that’s one more reason for us to find a way out of here,” said Ari. “It’s important for us to know what time it is.” 
 
    Eva nodded, but she seemed distant, and watched the tunnel ahead of them rather than turning to face him. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I cannot shake the feeling that we are being watched,” said Eva.  
 
    Ari glanced over his shoulder, looking and listening for a moment. He couldn’t pick up on anything, but he felt like he could sense what Eva meant. There was a presence, an aura of something nearby beyond just the two of them. 
 
    “Let’s not stick around for longer than we need to, then,” said Ari. 
 
    He set about striking their simple camp, finishing his food, and then packing the tent away. His body felt ragged and dirty from the time he’d spent underground, and he briefly considered using Ripplefang’s enchantment to clean himself up before deciding that it would be pointless, given that their journey would continue on through the tunnels. 
 
    He did take the time to consult the Ring of Insight, asking it the one question that had been burning on the tip of his tongue. He took a slow breath as he pushed his will into the ring and queried how much time he had left to live. His assumption had been that absorbing the soul essence crystal through Azurelight hadn’t just restored Eva, but also his own lifespan. 
 
    The ring told him, in no uncertain terms, that he was still going to die. However, it would be decades out, rather than days, more or less matching up with a natural human lifespan. Ari grinned and shook his head, feeling a sudden overdue wave of relief. 
 
    “You are smiling, Aristial,” said Eva. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m surprised you can see that in the dark.” Ari reached out and took her hand into his. “I’m just feeling hopeful for once. The soul crystal that I used to restore you also restored my lifespan.” 
 
    Eva’s attention perked, and she squeezed his fingers. “That’s amazing! That changes everything!” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it?” he said. “By Dormiar’s blood, Eva. It’s really good to have you back.” 
 
    She was still wearing the regal black dress, though it was a poor fit for the tunnels. He pulled her against him and kissed her, letting his free hand run through her soft, silver-blue hair. 
 
    “It is good to be back, milord,” said Eva. “I… hope we are never parted like that again.” 
 
    Her words made Ari’s heart burn in a way that surprised him. He gave her hand a tight squeeze before letting go of it to shoulder his pack. 
 
    They traveled at a swift speed through the dark tunnel, only slowing when they ran into the occasional sharp turn or steep incline. The metal railings that ran across the ground reassured Ari, making it clear that the tunnels did lead somewhere worth building a track to. 
 
    The silence gave way to a rushing, ambient crescendo that Ari couldn’t place until they’d arrived at its source. The tunnel ahead of them ended abruptly, and a fast-flowing curtain blocked most of their view of the area ahead. 
 
    “It’s a waterfall,” muttered Ari. “Mud and blood. It looks like there used to be a bridge across to the other side, judging by how the metal railing is bent.” 
 
    A gentle spray of water droplets made approaching the edge of the tunnel slightly unpleasant, but Ari risked it for the sake of getting a better sense of the route they’d need to take forward. They were behind a thick waterfall that fell down into what Ari suspected was a lake far below, though he couldn’t see it. 
 
    He crouched down at the tunnel’s edge, trying to ignore the deafening sound of the rushing waterfall. The rocks were slick with condensation and, in some spots, algae, but climbing down seemed to be their only real option to continue forward. 
 
    “Eva,” he shouted. “Switch into your sword form. There’s no reason for both of us to make this climb.” 
 
    “Did you bring any rope with you?” she asked. “I could hold one end and help lower you down from up here, and then you could summon me to your hand as Azurelight.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. “Let’s make sure that we’re still capable of doing that first, though.” 
 
    He extended his hand to the side and flexed his fingers. Eva was watching him with a smile on her face, and she blinked in surprise as Ari focused his will and called out to her through their bond. There was a flash of light, and Azurelight appeared in his hand. 
 
    “It still seems to work,” said Eva through the bond. 
 
    “I’d forgotten how convenient it feels to be able to do that,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva shifted back into her incarnate form, and once Ari had the rope around his waist, he slowly began making his way down the side of the cliff. Having the rope provided enough extra support to make the climb a far less daunting affair than it otherwise would have been. The waterfall was less than a foot or two away from his back at a few points, and a single slip would still have torn him loose from the cliff, slamming him, and possibly Eva, too, into the rocks. 
 
    He took his time, testing each rock before shifting his weight on it. The air had a damp, humid scent, but it was still surprisingly hot, and Ari saw exactly why that was once he reached the bottom and peered around the waterfall’s edge. 
 
    A gout of flowing molten rock poured out of an opening on the other side of the underground lake, almost mirroring the falling water Ari had just finished climbing underneath. A continuous jet of hot steam burst forth at the point where the lava made contact with the lake, and he could see a deposit of cooled obsidian pooling into an odd spire that jutted a few feet above the water’s surface. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” Eva’s voice was a faint, insistent shout from above. “Are you okay? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Just mesmerized by the view,” said Ari. 
 
    He reached his hand out and summoned Azurelight, which appeared in his hand with a flash of light and a sudden, familiar weight.  
 
    “It looks as though the tunnel continues on the other side,” said Eva. “Do you think you can make the climb up?” 
 
    The opening she’d indicated was directly across from the waterfall and, thankfully, well away from the stream of falling lava. A thin rock outcropping that followed the edge of the cavern was wide enough for Ari to edge his way around. 
 
    Once he was directly below the opening, he set about to climbing, going even more slowly than he had before. His tunic was damp and dirty by the time he made it to the top, and he immediately continued forward, deeper into the tunnel.  
 
    It opened into a cavern, and Ari could tell from a glance that they were in the location where heavy excavation had last taken place. Discarded mining picks and ore carts lay strewn across the ground. The walls were irregular, with unfinished tunnels jutting off from the main cavern, as though workers had either abandoned them or decided that there was nothing of value in that direction. 
 
    Ari drew Ripplefang as he and Eva continued forward, and a group of mesmers came into view. He felt himself tensing up out of habit, even though all of them were light blue and red, the types of colors that wouldn’t pose a threat or even acknowledge their presence. 
 
    Four of the mesmers were busy hacking at rock with ethereal mining picks. Ari stared at the surface each of them was mining, eager to find another soul crystal, if any were available. He didn’t see any and wasn’t sure that he would have been able to pry one loose even if he had. 
 
    Beyond the mesmer miners was another, slightly darker-blue mesmer, hovering in sphere form behind a table. Ari took another step, drawing near enough for the sphere to coalesce into the ghostly form of an old man playing some sort of card game and frowning at the results. 
 
    “Have you seen any other mesmers in this mine?” asked Eva. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “Which is a little strange, all things considered.” 
 
    “It might mean that we are near another entrance,” said Eva.  
 
    Ari nodded, and the two of them continued through the tunnel opening on the opposite end of the cavern. It led upward, cutting back and forth in a winding s-shape to keep the slope from becoming too steep. 
 
    The tunnel exited out into a cavern with a massive cliff overlooking a lake of lava heating and illuminating the room from below, almost like the craggy edge of a particularly rocky section of the ocean’s coast. On its own, it would have been enough to draw Ari’s interest, but there was an even more fascinating structure within the chamber. 
 
    A man-made structure at least fifteen feet across and nearly as tall sat on the edge of the cliff next to a long, thin table that the metal mining cart tracks ran alongside. The structure was a series of interlocking metal rings of similar sizes, twisted in a manner that left a triangular opening large enough for a person to duck in through. 
 
    It sat atop a rectangular frame that was filled with cogs and levers combined in such a complicated fashion that it was almost hard to look at. Several dozen soul crystals, all filed down into a uniform shape, were inset into various places amidst the complicated machine, each one glowing with the same vital hue Ari had noted before. 
 
    He knew what he was looking at without needing to be told. 
 
    “That’s the Soul Engine,” he muttered. “The real Soul Engine, not just the prototype. They built it here, where it would be close to the crystals needed to power it.” 
 
    “The… Soul Engine?” asked Eva. “I… know about that, or at least, I used to. I just can’t quite place where I’ve heard of it before. It feels like it’s just beyond what I can remember.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, though his attention had shifted back toward the device. He could see something amidst the cogs in the Soul Engine’s base, something that obviously didn’t belong there. Stabbed into the machinery in a manner that prevented the cogs from being able to turn without catching was a sword with a familiar style of hilt and a brilliant emerald pommel stone. 
 
    “It was sabotaged,” said Ari. “Someone wanted to break this machine.” 
 
    “What does that mean to us?” asked Eva. 
 
    Before he could answer, a heavy rumbling noise came from the other side of the cavern. The Soul Engine had stolen Ari’s attention as soon as he’d entered the chamber, and he’d missed the large set of metal double doors on the far wall. He and Eva slowly started walking toward them, and the rumbling noise was replaced with a grinding groan as they began to open. 
 
    The doors kicked up dust as they open, but not enough to obscure what lay on the other side. An inhuman figure with an oblong face and disjointed arms strode into the chamber. 
 
    “Mordus!” hissed Ari. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “You’ve served me well, primitive,” said Mordus. “I offered you no instruction, and yet still, you led me to directly to where I needed to be.” 
 
    Ari slowly drew Ripplefang from its sheath. He glanced over at Eva, who seemed as ready for combat as he was, despite lacking a weapon of her own. 
 
    “I haven’t led you anywhere,” said Ari. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind getting out of our way, we would appreciate it. There’s an exit through those doors, isn’t there?” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about that,” said Mordus. “Your purpose has been fulfilled.” 
 
    Mordus reached one of his arms out toward the edge of the cliff. A loud hissing noise came from the lava below, and the ground shook as two scuttlers, each one larger than even the monster Ari had faced earlier in the mine, pulled themselves over the edge. They were still dripping with molten rock as they moved to stand on either side of the Escion. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari. “Take it easy. There’s no point in us fighting if it isn’t necessary. Remember how you let me and my friends go the last time we encountered each other in person.” 
 
    Mordus smiled. The expression was strange on his misshapen face, as though his skin was being pulled upward by invisible strings. 
 
    “That was before you became a threat,” said Mordus. “I still don’t understand how you managed to open a channel to the Seedborn, but it’s not a mutation that I can let stand. Especially not now.” 
 
    “Why not?” asked Ari. “You dropped into my dreams a few times. I thought we were starting to become friends. Me and my awesome sense of humor, and you with your… uh… creative body shape.” 
 
    Mordus laughed, and the horrible way it resonated through the chamber made Ari wish he’d kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “I would spare you, if I could,” said Mordus. “I mean that as a dresavul, a truth, an honesty. You did a great service for the Escions, one that I was prevented from being able to carry out for more than three centuries due to my confinement.” 
 
    Ari frowned, considering the monster’s words as more of the situation dawned on him. 
 
    “The soul crystals?” he said. “That’s what you came here for, wasn’t it? That’s what your people were looking for?” 
 
    Mordus laughed. “They are shards, not crystals. Pieces of the Godsword, the Bane of Trozarth, the Breaker of Time.” 
 
    “Oh, the Godsword,” said Ari. “Right, of course. That ol’ thing. Well, since you’ve found what you were looking for, my companion and I will just be on our way…” 
 
    Mordus shook his head, and the scuttlers on either side of him both hissed and snapped their claws. Claws which, by Ari’s estimation, could easily snip through him or Eva at the waist as easily as a pair of shears would go through a twig. 
 
    “I thank you, primitive,” said Mordus. “You have saved me so very much time.” 
 
    The scuttlers began moving toward Ari and Eva, closing what little distance lay between them. Ari swung Ripplefang to the side, extending its water blade and furiously trying to figure out a strategy that might save them from being slaughtered. 
 
    “Go for Mordus,” said Eva. “I’ll distract the scuttlers.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” said Ari. “You can’t take on both of them alone.” 
 
    “Milord!” snapped Eva. “I can rely on my sword form to avoid getting killed. You don’t have that kind of advantage.” 
 
    “No, but I have a few other tricks,” said Ari. 
 
    Between his Feathercloak, which had a minor defensive enchantment on it, and Ripplefang, he was reasonably sure that he could withstand the brunt of the scuttlers for at least a short while. Mordus stood behind both of the monsters, seemingly content to let them do his dirty work. 
 
    The scuttlers attacked in unison, one going for Eva while the other approached him. Ari swung Ripplefang’s water blade, cursing slightly as it deflected off the claw of the monster without doing any real damage.  
 
    He rolled out of the way, coming up to one knee in time to watch Eva running up the other scuttler’s arm. She launched a fierce kick at one of its beady, sunken eyes, but the monster barely seemed to acknowledge the blow. The scuttler twisted, snapping at her with one of its claws faster than she could react. 
 
    “Eva!” Ari summoned her to his hand, her body disappearing from where it had been in a flash of light just as the claw closed around her waist.  
 
    He didn’t hesitate, immediately throwing the blade in an arc over the other scuttler’s head. Eva shifted back into her incarnate form and landed atop the leftmost scuttler, while Ari turned his attention to the other one, swapping targets. 
 
    He felt the air pressure suddenly drop as the scuttler he was now facing sucked in a breath. Ari knew what that meant, and he pushed his will into Ripplefang, extending a shield of water in front of him just as the monster unleashed a burst of fire breath. 
 
    Ari winced as hot steam erupted from the clash of elements, pulling an arm over his eyes. It stung, but it was still preferable to being immolated and had the added bonus of briefly obscuring the area directly around him from view. 
 
    He had to go for Mordus. With the steam as thick as it was, Eva would be able to avoid the attacks of both scuttlers more easily, and he’d have a chance to get in close to the Escion with the element of surprise. The question he was left to answer was how to get past them. 
 
    Ari sprinted toward the wall of the cavern, deciding to try something that he’d considered before but never attempted. Grabbing the edge of his Feathercloak with his left arm, he pulled it to the side and jumped to the right, setting one of his feet against the gritty rock wall. 
 
    The Feathercloak’s enchantment wasn’t enough to let him fly or even hover indefinitely, but when combined with forward momentum and angled just right, it was enough to let him run along the wall. His feet were able to find traction against the porous stone, and he slipped past the rightmost scuttler without drawing his attention amidst the wall of steam. 
 
    The steam also blocked his view of what was happening, however, and when Ari dropped down near where Mordus had been, he found that the Escion was already gone. Eva was distracting both scuttlers now, and Ari saw no indication that Mordus had joined the fight. He turned his attention to the only other thing of interest in the chamber. 
 
    Mordus was crouched next to the Soul Engine, running his hands over the soul essence crystals in its base and completely ignoring the ongoing fight. Ari sprinted over, hoping that Eva could hold out against the scuttlers for just another minute or two. 
 
    He seized the Escion by the shoulder and pulled him back from the machine. Or at least, that’s what he tried to do. Mordus rolled his shoulder in a manner that shouldn’t have been possible, backhanding Ari with one of his weirdly segmented arms. 
 
    “You’ve become a nuisance,” said Mordus. “I suppose anyone would in the face of their own death.” 
 
    Ari felt Mordus’ fist slam into his gut before he could get off a witty retort. He took a step back, sweeping Ripplefang’s water blade through the air. Mordus dodged underneath it, slipping in close and slamming another punishing blow into Ari’s ribcage. 
 
    He grunted and fell back a pace. Eva let out a pained cry from where the other fight was taking place, but Ari feared that if he glanced away from Mordus for even an instant, he’d get himself killed. 
 
    He stabbed Ripplefang at Mordus’ chest. The Escion spun to the side, locking Ari’s arm under his shoulder and levering in a way that nearly snapped his elbow. Ripplefang fell from his hand, and he could only watch in frustrated horror as the enchanted dagger bounced off the edge of the cliff and disappeared into the lake of molten rock below. 
 
    “I won’t cause you undue pain,” said Mordus. “Cruelty is unbecoming.” 
 
    “Mud and blood…” muttered Ari. “You talk too much.” 
 
    He reached for the only other weapon at hand. The hilt of the sword with the emerald pommel was within reach of his left arm. He gripped it and pulled, and the blade, or at least, the portion of it still attached to the hilt, came loose in a screeching, metallic snap. 
 
    Ari slammed it into a downward stab that almost mimicked the motion of a hug. Mordus didn’t have a chance to dodge as he had before, and Ari felt the point of the broken sword slam deep through the Escion’s shoulders. 
 
    “You…!” shouted Mordus. His lips moved to curse Ari further, but blood dripped from his lips in the place of sound. 
 
    “I gave you the chance to let me and my companion go,” said Ari. “You should have—” 
 
    His sentence was cut off by the sound of the Soul Engine, which had begun making low grinding noises and giving off pulses of light from the crystals in its base. The interlinking metallic rings that formed the machine’s spherical top half began to spin, and a sudden pulse of blinding blue light expanded outward, filling the room with such intensity that Ari could see it even through his closed eyes. 
 
    He’d let go of Mordus, and he heard a faint scream echo through the chamber as he blinked away the afterimage of the light. The Escion had fallen forward off the cliff, and the sight of his body thrashing in the superheated molten rock was something that Ari suspected would stay with him, whether he wanted it to or not. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” shouted Eva. 
 
    Ari looked toward her and the scuttlers in time to see them charging straight at him. He let out a shout and hurled himself to the side. The two Weatherblight monsters were not heading for him, he realized, but for Mordus.  
 
    In their haste to leap down into the lava and attempt to save their master, they collided with the Soul Engine, tipping it at just enough of an angle to send it sliding down to the same fate. Ari watched as hundreds of small bursts of spherical light escaped the ancient machine as the metal began to melt under the heat of molten rock. A noise that made the hair on his neck stand up emanated from the contraption, a high pitched, layered whine. 
 
    The cavern began to shake. Ari hurried over to Eva, who was clutching her ankle, and helped her up. 
 
    “We need to get out of here!” he shouted. “There’s no time!” 
 
    Eva nodded and instantly shifted into her sword form. Ari sheathed Azurelight and hesitated for a breath as he considered what to do with the broken sword with the emerald pommel, which was still covered in Mordus’ blood. He stuffed it into his belt and sprinted for the set of doors the Escion had entered through, praying that they led to the exit they’d been seeking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    The doors led to a circular room with, as far as Ari could tell, no other way out. He cursed under his breath and spun around, doing his best to keep from panicking as the ceiling of the cavern he just left began to crumble and crash to the floor. 
 
    “There’s a rune on the center of the floor!” said Eva, through the bond. “Use your essence on it!” 
 
    Ari didn’t need to be asked twice. He had almost a full store of essence left in his Essence Bracelet, and he immediately began pouring it into the rune circle in the center of the floor. Almost as soon as he had, the doors slid shut behind him, and he heard a low grinding noise as the platform he stood on began to slide upward through the circular shaft. 
 
    The platform began picking up speed, and Ari wasn’t sure if it was happening automatically or because of the desperate plea for it to move faster he continued to pour into the rune through his will. The walls of the circular shaft were beginning to crack and crumble along with the rest of the mine, spraying out dust and rock shards along with a deep, sinister rumbling. 
 
    Ari screamed. He couldn’t stop himself. He pulled his arms over his head as he felt more debris falling across his back and shoulders. The platform slowed, and then bucked as it came to a stop and immediately began to sink back down into the mine. Light shone into the shaft from an open doorway, and Ari sprinted for it, leaping as he reached the last few feet to keep from dropping back down with the platform. 
 
    He pulled himself up and rolled out onto a rocky slope composed of boulders interspersed with black stone dust. The sky was overcast, and the ground continued to rumble underneath him as he coughed up some of the dust he’d inhaled. 
 
    “You have to keep moving, milord!” said Eva, in a desperate voice. “Please!” 
 
    Ari pulled himself to his feet with a groan and started stumbling forward. The ground was shaking, and large sections of the volcanic rock behind him were shattering, crevices opening as stone shifted before immediately collapsing back in on themselves. 
 
    He ran forward, charging down the slope of the volcanic mountain he’d spent the last day inside of. His Feathercloak spread out behind him, aiding him immensely as it let him hover and step across shifting rocks that otherwise would have thrown him off balance. 
 
    Ari kept running until he felt the rumbling underneath him stop. He recognized one of the landmarks near him and realized that he was following the same path he’d taken to reach the mine to begin with. Relief washed over him, and he took a minute to catch his breath. 
 
    He started laughing, and he drew Azurelight, holding the greatsword in both hands. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” asked Eva. The sword flashed with light, and she stood in front of him in her impractical black dress, frowning slightly. Ari pulled her into a tight hug. 
 
    “It’s over,” he said. “I came here in the tower. It’s less than a mile from here. We can go wherever we want, and do whatever we want.” 
 
    Eva brought her hand up to his head and gently stroked his hair. 
 
    “That’s true,” she said. “I am so grateful for what you did, Aristial, and the risks you took to do it. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    She rested her forehead against his for a few seconds. Ari kissed her and pulled her into another tight hug. His body still ached from the fight with Mordus, and he was looking forward to finally getting some rest. 
 
    Strangely, the island seemed calm in the wake of the earth tremor. Even the fissures that had previously been overflowing with molten rock seemed subdued, some of them having cooled off completely. It was as though the Soul Engine, broken as it was when Ari had found it, had been blocking some sort of channel through which the island’s energy traveled. 
 
    It made the traveling easy, and within an hour, both he and Eva were standing outside Ethereal Tower. Ari grinned as he opened the door for her and welcomed her in with an exaggerated bow. 
 
    “Welcome to my humble tower,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva smiled back him. “Just your tower, Lord Stoneblood? I always viewed it as more of a shared property.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wasn’t willing to share it,” said Ari. “It’s just been mine, and mine alone, as of late.” 
 
    He followed her in through the door, into the simple common room that had undeniably become the one place he could call home. The large stone table at the room’s center had a few homemade stools around its edge. The overcast afternoon sky outside fading in through the crystal glass windows lit the room in modest, beige hues. 
 
    “We have food,” said Ari. “I believe there’s still one large cut of the boar that you killed in the cold closet.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” said Eva. “Even with the gaps in my experience, it feels like so long ago.” 
 
    “It was a while back,” said Ari. “Before we reached Varnas-Rav or Cliffhaven. You used Kerys’ short sword to butcher it, remember?” 
 
    He let out a single, sad chuckle at the memory and forbade his thoughts from chasing off any further.  
 
    “The meat has stayed frozen this entire time?” asked Eva. 
 
    Ari nodded. “As far as I can tell. The runes we’ve activated throughout the tower have held their essence remarkably well. We also have a working shower, in case you forgot about that.” 
 
    “How could I?” said Eva with a sigh. 
 
    Ari unshouldered his pack and took some of the frozen meat out of the freezer to thaw. As much as he disliked the general ambience of Trium’s Paradise, the two of them had no pressing reason to leave immediately. The weather was fair, and as long as they kept their distance from the few patches of molten lava still left, he doubted they’d encounter any of the Weatherblight.  
 
    He took Ripplefang’s sheath off his belt, feeling a sudden pain of loss and annoyance at the fact that the enchanted dagger was gone. His fingers found the hilt of the broken sword with the emerald pommel stone, and sensed Eva watching him as he examined it more closely. 
 
    “I can’t feel an enchantment inside of it,” said Ari. “But look at the style of the hilt, and the quality of the gem. Don’t you think it’s eerily similar to Azurelight?” 
 
    “I understand what you imply, but it is a very common style,” said Eva. “There is nothing unusual about two swords sharing a few superficial details.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, though he had to bite back the temptation to ask Eva to turn into her sword form to compare them both further. If the sword had once been a construct like her, he decided, it had long since lost its functionality. 
 
    He brought it upstairs and put it away in his room. Eva was sitting at the table when he came back down, looking as tired as Ari felt. 
 
    “Your clothes are here,” said Ari. “Your old ones, I mean. The Saidican skirt and top.” 
 
    “They’re probably in a far more wearable state than this dress,” said Eva, holding her arms out. “It clearly wasn’t designed for even half of what I’ve put it through. Do you mind if I use the shower?” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Ari. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    Eva flashed a teasing smile at him. “You are more than welcome to, milord.” 
 
    Ari felt himself getting excited as he followed her into the privy. Eva stretched and let out a small yawn as she took her black dress off. It was such a simple movement, but she still somehow made it seem graceful and seductive. 
 
    He realized he was staring at her as she began to take off her underwear and hurried to strip out of his own clothing. He was surprised at his own arousal and felt a little like he had as a much younger teenager peeping on a beautiful woman back in the Hollow. 
 
    Eva certainly fit the definition of a beautiful woman. She was older than he was, both physically and in her mannerisms, though her body was still young and flawless. He drank in the sight of her pert breasts and the subtle definition of her stomach and abdominal muscles. She had long, lithe legs, and a toned, perfectly curved butt. 
 
    “You forgot to take off your choker,” said Ari, gesturing to the piece of jewelry still around her neck. “Not that I’m complaining.” 
 
    In truth, the sight of her wearing only a small neckband inset with an amethyst jewel was almost more arousing than seeing her completely naked. Eva smirked at him as she undid the clasp, then brought an arm across her breasts and a hand to her crotch with exaggerated motions. 
 
    “But now I have nothing on at all,” she said, in a teasing voice. “I feel so exposed in your eyes, Lord Aristial.” 
 
    “It’s the only way to get you nice and clean,” said Ari. “It’s important to clean up after getting dirty.” 
 
    He felt Eva’s eyes on his rapidly hardening erection as he moved in closer to her. Her eyes were a deep blue, perfectly matching the pale blue undertone of her silver hair. Ari felt a sudden, pressing hunger grip him as he let his hands settle on Eva’s hips. 
 
    He kissed her deeply, letting his cock prod into her stomach. Eva slipped it upward with hand and pulled him in to a closer embrace. She let out a small laugh as their kiss ended and led him into the shower by the hand, as though only then remembering the real purpose behind their nudity. 
 
    Ari activated the rune ward, and unbelievably cold water splashed out over their heads, causing both of them to gasp in unison. He tapped his hand against the ward a second time, turning the temperature up, and then bringing it back down, until it finally reached an appropriate temperature. Eva let out a languid, satisfied sigh and ran her hands through her hair. 
 
    “Is there anything you need washed, milord?” she asked. 
 
    She stood close to him under the warm, falling water, setting her hands on his chest. 
 
    “There is,” said Ari. “It’s down a little lower.” 
 
    “Here?” Eva let her fingers trace across his stomach.  
 
    “Even lower,” said Ari, grinning at her. 
 
    “Could it be here then, milord?” She prodded his erection with one of her fingers and bit her lower lip. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Ari. “And I think it could use a nice, gentle wash.” 
 
    “I’ll give it exactly what it needs,” whispered Eva. 
 
    She took a tighter grip on his cock and slowly began to stroke. It felt unbelievably good, but it was the expression on her face and the way she looked at him that really got to Ari. 
 
    She was older than he was, and that experience shone through in her movements and general sexual poise. It was a distilled, feminine confidence, a deep awareness of the effect she could have on a man and a willingness to take advantage of it. 
 
    “How’s that, milord?” she whispered. 
 
    “Perfect,” muttered Ari, sighing as her fingers continued to caress and squeeze. 
 
    There was even an irony in the way she seemed to become more deferential to him during sex, as though she was playing a game with the truth. He’d been a bastard and an orphan back in Golias Hollow, and even now, he was only a few steps beyond the cusp of adulthood. She was unique. She was a mixture of magic and feminine grace. And she was slowly dropping to her knees in front of him. 
 
    “Let me make sure that it is clean,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari had to set a hand on the shower’s smooth stone wall as he felt Eva’s lips engulf him. She put effort into it, taking hold of his legs for leverage and smoothly pulling her mouth back and forth. Ari caressed her head and hair, fully aware of how close to the edge she already had him. 
 
    Eva shifted, bringing her lips back for a few seconds as though she could sense what he’d just been thinking. She planted several intimate kisses on the tip of his cock. Ari couldn’t help but subtly thrust himself forward, rubbing his hardness against her cheeks in search of the inside of her mouth. 
 
    “Eva…” He couldn’t wait any longer. He guided her back to standing by the shoulders and lifted one of her legs into the air. 
 
    “Aristial,” she whispered. “It’s your turn to make sure that I’m clean.” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Once I’m done getting you dirty.” 
 
    She moaned as he pushed his length into her. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, and Ari began to thrust. The angle wasn’t ideal, but he didn’t feel like he could wait even a second longer. He needed to take her, right then and there. 
 
    He lifted her into the air completely, leaning her against the wall. Eva rocked her hips back and forth, riding his cock in a fairly literal sense. She wrapped her legs around them, and the two of them shared a kiss that deepened their connection even further. 
 
    Ari felt himself lose all control. He squeezed one of her breasts and pulled her against him as tightly as he could, thrusting into her and taking advantage of the leverage offered by the wall. It was intense and primal, and it pushed him over the edge. 
 
    “Eva!” 
 
    He let out a groan as he blasted his seed inside of her. Eva ran her hands through his hair, pulling his head at an angle that left her nearly cradling him against her shoulder. The shower’s hot water continued to stream down over their naked bodies, cleaning them up in the wake of their dirtiness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have any bread left, so Ari had to serve plain strips of grilled boar meat. It was still tasty, but he felt himself yearning for a meal with slightly more variety. 
 
    “Lady Kerys was always the one to take on the role of gathering fruits and vegetables,” said Eva. “I am unsure if I ever realized how much of a difference her efforts made.” 
 
    Ari nodded, though he couldn’t keep a morose expression from taking hold on his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Eva. “I should not have brought her up.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” said Ari. “It’s not like she’s dead. We can still talk about her.” 
 
    “We could always go visit her, if you wished,” said Eva. “It’s as you said before. We have the freedom to choose where we go and what we do next.” 
 
    “I suspect that Marshal Luka would have an issue with me turning up in Cliffhaven,” said Ari. 
 
    “You could disguise yourself,” said Eva. “You’d be willing to do that much for the sake of seeing Kerys, no?” 
 
    Ari shrugged, though he knew that the answer was an emphatic yes. 
 
    “It’s not an issue of the complicated relationship that the three of us shared, is it?” asked Eva. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “It’s not that. I just feel like if she’s made progress in recovering and finding a way to live in Cliffhaven… me showing back up in her life suddenly might confuse her.” 
 
    They were finished eating, and Eva came around to the other side of the table to drape her arms over his shoulders. 
 
    “Knowing Lady Kerys, I suspect she misses you just as much as you miss her,” she said. “If not more so.” 
 
    They went to bed soon after. Eva opted to retire to Ari’s room with him, though the two were still sated from their earlier sexual exertions. It felt comforting to have a warm body against his, and the sound of her rhythmic, gentle breathing helped him get to sleep. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how deep into the night they were when the pounding came at the door. Ari jerked upright, reaching for where he’d left Azurelight’s sheath only to remember that Eva was in bed with him, which meant that of course the sword wouldn’t be there. 
 
    “Someone is outside?” said Eva, in a questioning voice. 
 
    “Apparently,” said Ari. “The fact that they’re knocking at the door bodes well.” 
 
    Eva nodded slowly. She pulled on a nightgown and followed Ari, still in his underwear, downstairs. Despite his initial assessment, Ari still picked up the broken emerald sword on his way out, just in case he needed a weapon faster than he could summon Eva to his hand. 
 
    He nodded to Eva as they stood at the entrance, and she opened the door a crack. Ari peered out into the dirty face of a young, confused-looking woman. She said something in a language he couldn’t understand, wringing her hands together in a physical plea. 
 
    “Uh…” said Ari. “Sorry, I don’t understand.” 
 
    “She’s speaking Saidios,” said Eva. “She says that she… was the wife of one of the miners.” 
 
    Ari blinked. Eva seemed to relax and let her guard down, opening the door wider and helping the woman inside. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” said Ari. “I didn’t see a single miner on the island or underground that wasn’t a mesmer.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair as he remembered the way the Soul Engine had flashed immediately after he’d pulled the broken sword out of it. The machine had been designed to give those bonded to it immortality. Could it have restored some of the mesmers to life during the short interim between when Ari had unclogged it and when it had fallen into the molten rock? 
 
    The woman looked healthy enough. She had straight brown hair and pale features, and she wore a maroon tunic and black leggings, both made from an odd, stretchy fabric. Ari wasn’t sure if it was possible to tell a natural-born Sai from a Hume on sight, but there certainly wasn’t anything about the woman that seemed to contradict his theory. 
 
    “She keeps repeating herself,” said Eva. “She says her name is Hazen. She was the wife of one of the miners. She has family in the Central Dominion and wants to know where the boats are that could take her back.” 
 
    “Ask her what she remembers of the past few days,” said Ari. “Or even the past few hours.” 
 
    Eva nodded, and Ari listened with interest as he heard her speaking the unfamiliar language. He considered the fact that she remembered it, despite having lost so many of the details of her previous life, and realized that it was in fact, more surprising that she could speak Subvios, the common human “slave language,” as Saidios would have been her native language. 
 
    “She says it is hard for her to remember,” said Eva. “The last thing she can recall clearly is being in her husband’s mining dormitory on the island, and then her memory gets unclear. She was outside when she regained her wits and didn’t recognize the landscape.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ari. “I don’t think this island was volcanically active during her time.” 
 
    The woman was growing increasingly more upset, and Ari winced as he saw tears begin to stream down her face. Eva took her by the hands, listening intently as she began to speak again. 
 
    “She is begging us to help her,” said Eva. “I will try to explain that there really is not much we can do.” 
 
    “There might be, though,” said Ari. “If she wants to get back to Central Dominion, we can bring her there. The city is ruined, but…” 
 
    He hesitated, considering the possibility that other mesmers across the continent might have been similarly restored into being during the last few minutes of the Soul Engine’s operation. The thought was somewhat daunting as he considered how many mesmers he’d encountered. There’d been thousands if not tens of thousands of them within Central Dominion alone. 
 
    “Do you have enough essence to take us there?” asked Eva. 
 
    “We should be fine,” said Ari. “Though we’ll need to gather some more once we arrive if we plan on going anywhere else. It will be a one-way trip for now.” 
 
    He helped Eva bring the woman inside and shut the door. Eva began explaining what they were planning in Saidios, though her words did little to ease the woman’s emotions. Ari made his way over to the common room table and set his hand on the central rune ward.  
 
    He pushed his will, along with nearly all the essence in his Essence Bracelet, into the ward. Ari chewed his lip, feeling a little reluctant to commit to expending what amounted to basically all his remaining essence to the trip. 
 
    If they didn’t find any enchanted loot to drain for essence, they would be stuck in the ruins of Central Dominion for a long while, at least a few weeks. Of course, out of all the places where he could hope to be able to find the enchanted items he’d need to supply that essence, the abandoned Saidican capital was probably one of the best locations he could ask for. 
 
    “Ready, Eva?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I’m ready, milord,” said Eva. “I have explained to Hazen how the tower works. She’s also prepared.” 
 
    Ari nodded. He exhaled as he set his hand down on the rune ward along the table’s edge that represented Central Dominion. Light flashed, and the tower made the trip in less time than it took for Ari to take his next breath. 
 
    It was raining outside the tower, a fact which stirred an immediate surge of regret in Ari’s chest. The last thing he wanted to deal with in the middle of the night was a fisher attack, and for a minute, he waited by the door, hoping that the tower’s sudden appearance might not attract their attention.  
 
    A loud crash came from outside as something unseen slammed into the door. Ari cursed under his breath and looked over at Eva. 
 
    “They’ll knock the door down,” he said. “It’s only wood. It might take them a while, but it won’t hold against them if they’re determined enough.” 
 
    “Are you saying we should try to fight?” asked Eva. The woman was at her side, now clutching at Eva’s arm, clearly terrified. She reminded Ari a little of Kerys, though she seemed even more unsuited to dealing with the harsh reality of the Weatherblight. 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t stand a chance,” said Ari. “But we can’t just leave them to attack the tower.” 
 
    He hurried over to the storage closet where he’d left the rune sled. Eva seemed to realize what he had in mind as he triggered the runes and slid the hovering, metal sled over to the door. 
 
    “I should go with you,” she said. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “I’m not planning on fighting them. If I get attacked, I can always summon you to my hand.” 
 
    Eva looked like she wanted to argue, but she held back her objection and nodded. 
 
    “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    “When am I ever not?” he asked. “Never mind, don’t answer that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Ari stood behind the door for a few seconds, waiting for a small opening in between the crashes of the monster outside against the wood. He hurled the door open and pushed his way out at the first available opportunity, standing upright on the rune sled for the first few feet. 
 
    As Ari had been hoping, the attention of the fisher that had taken interest in the tower shifted to him. Rain fell in a continuous deluge of hard droplets, but he could still see the monster clearly despite the weather and the darkness of night. 
 
    Ari had always thought that fishers looked like nothing so much as a person in the middle of having their head eaten by a large octopus, inhuman from the neck up and dyed by ink. Fishers ranged in size in a manner that was at least somewhat dependent on location, but this one was big, heavier than Ari, with tentacles longer than he was tall. 
 
    The fisher’s body was covered in shiny black scales, and its mouth was split into identical quadrants that opened and closed in a fashion that almost reminded Ari of a person clenching and unclenching a fist. 
 
    He gripped the rune sled’s handlebar and urged it up to speed with his will, leaning to travel in a wide circle around the tower. There were two other fishers in close enough proximity to make him concerned. Beyond that, even if he managed to lead all three away from the tower, he’d still have to trust that no more spawned from the ground to harass Eva and Hazen. 
 
    He knew how fast the rune sled could go. There’d been several times when he and Rin had been forced to outrun the fishers during their trip south from Cliffhaven. He could set a pace that they couldn’t match, but what he needed to do first was make sure that they were following close behind him. 
 
    The fishers began chasing him as he slowed down. They alternated between running upright, like humans, and sprinting on all fours, tentacles flailing. They were mindless monsters, lacking even the basic instincts of wariness and survival that most creatures had. 
 
    Ari sped the rune sled up as he traveled toward the ruined city, steering a meandering, side-to-side route to keep the fishers interested. He saw more of them ahead, though there were less throughout the paved streets, given how the cobblestone prevented them from spawning from the ground. 
 
    He led the monsters through the city as more joined the ones already following him. Ari figured the easiest way to keep Eva and Hazen safe was to lose the group he’d attracted around a corner or through an alleyway before looping back to the tower to repeat the process. 
 
    Something was off, and it took him a minute to pinpoint what it was. The mesmers that had filled the city on his earlier visit were missing. He exhaled through his teeth, grimacing at the possibility of the Sai having been restored to life only to immediately be decimated by the fishers. 
 
    He turned around a sharp corner, realizing an instant too late that his assumption was a tad misguided. A group of terrified people, a woman and her children, judging from the silhouettes, were fleeing toward one of the nearby towers. 
 
    Ari had to lean to the side at a hard angle to keep from running them down with the rune sled. He felt the edge of the sled swing up too far, and an instant later he was tumbling across wet stone, free from his seat. He groaned as he pulled himself up, and a voice boomed behind him. 
 
    He turned around and found himself staring into the familiar helm of the black mesmer. Except the man who stood before Ari now was fully embodied, and the greatsword he swung sang as it cut through the air. 
 
    Ari ducked, but he hadn’t been the warrior’s target. One of the fishers had been lunging for him, and he watched as the warrior cleaved through half of its tentacles with his greatsword, burying his blade halfway into the monster’s abdomen. 
 
    Ari let out a gasp as he rolled to his feet. More fishers were descending on the scene. He extended his hand in the vain hope of being able to summon Eva, despite there being nearly a mile of distance between them. 
 
    Azurelight appeared in his hand in a burst of white light, and not a second too soon. He spun, knocking aside a fisher tentacle that had been angling to wrap around his neck. Another monster leapt at him from the side. Ari stabbed, impaling the fisher, then pulled back, taking a small spray of disgusting green ooze across his neck and cheek. 
 
    He immediately moved to engage another one even as he realized by the number of monsters he could see on the edge of his vision that it was all but hopeless. There were too many of them. It was just Ari and the former black mesmer.   
 
    Thunder boomed overhead, and as though in answer to Ari’s growing despair, a strong, persistent gust of wind began to sweep across the battlefield. The fishers continued to press forward. Ari painted a series of angular slashes across the face and chest of the one nearest to him, pushing it back. 
 
    The rain began to slacken, slowly at first, then fading into more of a damp, drizzling mist. The fishers fell back in a manner that almost made it seem like they were chasing the weather, or being drawn along with it.  
 
    Ari let out a sigh and fell to one knee. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a small crowd of people watching from the doorway of the large tower they’d been fighting in front of, including the woman with her children that he’d nearly crashed into. 
 
    “That sword…” The former black mesmer was at Ari’s side suddenly, suddenly pressing his blade to his neck. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    It was a simple question, but also one that Ari felt wary of answering even under the threat of violence. Instead, he stared into the warrior’s full helm, trying to place where he recognized his voice from. 
 
    The warrior reached up with his free hand and pulled the helm loose. Curls of shoulder-length blond hair fell loose, and Ari instantly recognized the rugged, handsome face that had been revealed. It was Diya, Mythril’s best friend and the one-time ruler of the Saidican Empire. 
 
    “That sapphire pommel,” muttered Diya. “You wield… Azurelight? Can it really be possible? Evastria?” 
 
    “He recognized me?” said Eva through the bond. 
 
    “And I recognize him,” muttered Ari. “I think you should reveal yourself.” 
 
    He held Azurelight out to the side, and light flashed as Eva appeared in the weapon’s place. Diya flinched back when he saw her, dropping his helm and bringing a hand to his chest. A slow grin spread across his face, and he shook his head. 
 
    He said something in his own language that Ari couldn’t understand, though he could tell that a question had been asked from the inflection of his voice. Ari shot a glance at Eva, trying to read her expression and reaction. 
 
    “He said that he can’t believe it,” whispered Eva. “That the Trium’s touch must be guiding us for this reunion to have happened. He also asked about… my uncle.” 
 
    “Can you ask him to go back to speaking Subvios?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Of course, milord,” said Eva. She reached her hand over and squeezed Ari’s shoulder. He noticed the way Diya lifted a puzzled and somewhat irritated eyebrow at the gesture. Eva made her request, and Ari watched Diya give a small shrug. 
 
    “Our luck only stretches so far, it seems,” said Diya. “You don’t have to answer my last question. It’s clear enough that you’d only be bonded to a slave if your uncle was no longer among the living. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, Evastria.” 
 
    Eva seemed unsure of how to respond. She still had her hand on Ari’s shoulder, and he could sense the tension through the grip of her fingers. 
 
    “Were all of the mesmers in the city restored?” asked Ari. “I haven’t seen many people in the streets, but I suppose that would make sense if you were taking shelter inside one of the ruined buildings.” 
 
    Diya shot Ari a dismissive look. “Evastria, would you prefer for me to kill him now? I’m sure that’s what you’ve been yearning for. I could kill him, and bond with you myself, if you wished. I know we’ve had a somewhat… complicated friendship over the years, but this could be how I make it up to you, in part.” 
 
    “What?” Eva moved to stand in between Ari and Diya. “How could you—” 
 
    “You already tried to kill me,” said Ari, interrupting her. “You do remember that, don’t you? Here in the city. I saw you, Diya, during your time as a mesmer.” 
 
    “Mesmer?” Diya frowned and shook his head. “What is this nonsense you speak of?” 
 
    “I suppose if you don’t remember the interim between when the Soul Engine became defective and when it started working again, then it would make sense for you not to understand what I’m talking about,” said Ari. “You were a ghost, essentially. All of the Sai were, except for Eva and anyone else who decided to forego their chance at immortality.” 
 
    “You… know of the Soul Engine?” asked Diya. 
 
    Ari stared into the other man’s eyes. He was well aware that if he didn’t play his cards extremely carefully, he wouldn’t survive the next few minutes. There were other Saidicans already moving to stand behind their Emperor, most of them unarmed, but still dangerous in numbers.  
 
    That wasn’t even considering how much of an advantage Diya’s mystica would give him, the innate magic that only the Sai were born with. Ari had seen him use it before in Mythril’s visions, and had no doubt that the immense combat advantage it gave him was the reason why he’d been capable of holding off the Weatherblight solo in the first place. 
 
    “I know of the Soul Engine, and I know you, Diya,” said Ari. “The bond I formed with Eva has imparted some of Mythril’s memories to me.” 
 
    Diya stared at him with a gaze so intense that it took all of Ari’s willpower to keep from looking away. The wind continued to whip through the street, whistling through ruined buildings and fluttering through the cloaks of both men. 
 
    “You have Mythril’s memories,” said Diya, leaning forward. “From his eyes?” 
 
    “Some of them,” said Ari. “There are significant gaps, but I remember you, Diya. The two of you were close friends, once upon a time.” 
 
    “You’re a slave,” said Diya, with a shake of his head. “How can this be?” 
 
    “There are no slaves,” said Ari. “That’s not how things work anymore. My name is Aristial Stoneblood, Lord of Ethereal Tower.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood…” Diya said the name as though he was turning the sound over in his mouth. “Evastria, you’ve never been one for lies. Is he telling the truth?” 
 
    “He is,” said Eva. “I’ve… confirmed several of the memories myself.” 
 
    Diya crossed his arms, and his expression took on a contemplative quality that did little to put Ari at ease. It was only then Ari noticed that there was one other person beyond the three of them who’d taken interest in their conversation. 
 
    A petite woman with straight black hair, tanned skin, and some of the most stunning eyelashes Ari had ever seen walked over to stand next to Diya. Ari sucked in a gasp as he recognized her, and he couldn’t stop her name from coming to his lips. 
 
    “Rachel?” he said. “It’s you, isn’t it?” 
 
    There was no recognition in Rachel’s expression. She shook her head slightly and glanced at Diya. 
 
    “This human claims to have inherited some of Mythril’s memories after forming a bond with Azurelight,” said Diya. “I was going to ask you if such a thing were truly possible, Rachel, but the fact that he was able to call you by name on first sight all but confirms it.” 
 
    “Mythril’s… memories?” said Rachel. She was wearing a simple grey dress, heavily faded but still in good condition. “That’s impossible. I mean, technically it could happen, given how the enchantments of his constructs were designed, but…” 
 
    She shook her head and then seemed to realize something, sucking in a breath and bringing her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rachel,” said Diya. “I’d come to the same conclusion. The only way Mythril ever would have parted with Azurelight is if someone pried the blade out of his cold, dead hands.” 
 
    “Uh, well, that’s not exactly what happened,” said Ari. “Assuming the bones that I found were his, he’d been dead for quite some time.” 
 
    Rachel let out a small, disturbed gasp, and Ari did his best to casually pull his foot out of his mouth. 
 
    “I didn’t disturb his body,” said Ari. “I only took the sword. It seemed like a waste to leave it there.” 
 
    “How long?” asked Diya. “How long has it been since my empire fell?” 
 
    “A little more than three hundred years,” said Ari. 
 
    He wasn’t expecting the effect his words would have or how fast and far they would carry. A few other Sai had been listening in on the edge of their group, and one of them repeated Ari’s words to the larger crowd in the tower. The surprise was audible, even at that distance. 
 
    Diya let out a curse under his breath and seemed to stagger back a pace. He brought a hand to his chest and took several quick breaths. 
 
    “Three hundred years…” he muttered. “Well, I suppose we’ll have some rebuilding to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    The situation felt markedly less tense as the conversation continued. Diya seemed to have been able to take his attention off his people for a limited amount of time. He began addressing their questions in his own language, which oftentimes interrupted his conversation with Ari. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “I extend to you an invitation to stay the night. I’m afraid there’s little I can offer beyond what we’ve recovered from our sealed vaults. Some ancient wine, blankets, and a dusty room. I would most like to continue our conversation in the morning, however.” 
 
    Ari was about to answer when he felt Eva’s hand grip his shoulder. She had a wary look on her face, not outright distrusting, but cautious and thoughtful. She gave him a slow nod, and he took her meaning to be that they could accept the offer but needed to be careful about taking him up on anything more. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “Before we do, there’s one other thing we should take care of. We rescued one of your people on the way here…” 
 
    They made the trip back to the tower on the rune sled, and Eva shifted into her sword form so Ari could ride back comfortably with Hazen behind him. She thanked him profusely with words that he couldn’t understand as he helped her into the city, and though she didn’t seem to recognize anyone there, the people inside still seemed happy to have her.  
 
    It was surreal, seeing the Sai in the main room of the arch-tower’s ruined interior. Some of them still wore the clothes they’d been preserved in during their time as mesmers and looked like they’d stepped right out of one of Mythril’s memories, with bright colors, tight stretchy fabric, and accents and embroidering that were beyond anything Ari had seen before in complexity. 
 
    Others, like Rachel, were wearing clothing that had been scavenged from the ruined city. The clothes were ill-fitting, heavily faded, and in some cases, ridden with holes from mice or moths. It was those clothes that seemed to fit the reality of the situation the people had been dropped into. Ari couldn’t imagine how much of a struggle it would be for the Sai to find a way forward in a world plagued by Weatherblight. 
 
    Settlements like Cliffhaven, Varnas-Rav, and even Golias Hollow had taken every geographical advantage they could get. Central Dominion was a city built in the time before the coming of the Weatherblight, and everything from the open streets, to the surrounding terrain, to even the apparent lacking quality of the soil was working against it. Would it even be worth the effort to try to eke out a life in the ancient city? 
 
    “I had servants clear out rooms for the both of you,” said Diya. “Please, allow me to show you up.” 
 
    Ari raised an eyebrow at Diya, who still had several people clearly vying for his attention nearby within the tower’s main room. “Can you really spare the time to show us around?” 
 
    “No.” Diya flashed a smirk that made Ari feel strangely nostalgic. “It’s why I wish to do it myself. I could use a moment away from dictating each and every little thing.” 
 
    He gestured for Ari and Eva to follow as he headed up the stairs in the side of the room. 
 
    “There’s still so very much left for me to discuss with you,” said Diya. “With both of you, in fact. Evastria, it’s hard to express in words how much of a blessing your presence here truly is.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Eva. “I… appreciate that.” 
 
    She seemed unsure, almost like she was afraid of saying too much, or the wrong thing. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, this room should work for you,” said Diya, stopping in front of a doorway with a blanket hung as a door. “Evastria, I have another room available a few floors up for you.” 
 
    “That’s quite alright,” said Eva. “We will share this one.” 
 
    A small, almost unnoticeable flicker of emotion passed across Diya’s face, but he mastered his expression before Ari had a chance to read it. He stepped back, gesturing for them both to enter. 
 
    “There’s a bottle of Grenarian wine on windowsill, though I’d drink it in slow sips,” said Diya. “Three hundred years has done interesting things to the flavor. I wish I could offer you a grand meal, but we only have the food that we’ve scavenged, along with a small supply of jarred and canned foods unsuited for eating directly.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Ari. “We ate before we arrived.” 
 
    Diya nodded. Ari could tell that the Saidican emperor had more questions for them, and he felt an odd sense of respect at the fact that he was showing restraint and giving them space.  
 
    “I should be getting back to my people,” said Diya. “As I said before, I would quite like to speak with the two of you some more, come morning.” 
 
    “And us with you,” said Eva. 
 
    Diya nodded and headed back down the hall. His earlier description of the state of the room was, as far as Ari could tell, completely accurate. There was a blanket laid out across the floor in lieu of a sleeping pad, along with two more to cover them, and a metal wash basin filled with cold water. No furniture of any type had survived the centuries, and even the circular window in the wall had lost its glass at some point, letting the wind push in unhindered. 
 
    “Well then,” said Ari. “How about we give this three-hundred-plus year-old wine a taste test?” 
 
    He flashed a smile at Eva, but she didn’t smile back. She was wearing her white Saidican skirt and top, and it reminded Ari of that fateful night when they’d first met. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said. “I don’t feel comfortable here, with any of this. We’re at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “In some ways, we are,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’m concerned,” said Eva. “He keeps looking at me. I do not like what I see in his eyes.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Ari. 
 
    “He wants something from us,” said Eva. “I’m not sure what.” 
 
    “I figured that much,” said Ari. “I learned my lesson about trusting too quickly from Rin’s sister. I don’t plan on divulging any important details to him or making any commitments. The only reason I took him up on his offer for us to stay the night is because we’re stuck here for the moment anyway, and these people do seem like they need help.” 
 
    “We need to be careful about what we say to him,” said Eva. “He knows more than he is letting on.” 
 
    “The fact that I don’t have all of Mythril’s memories of Diya is a shame. He’d be much easier to get a sense of if I did.” 
 
    “I do not have any relevant memories of him, either,” said Eva. 
 
    “You don’t have any relevant memories of him?” asked Ari. “He was Mythril’s best friend, though.” 
 
    “None,” said Eva. “What little I do remember is scattered and fractious. Memories of strong emotion without context, moments of elation, anger, or ecstasy. I don’t understand most of it.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Ari. “In that case, we should spend some time trying to fill in those gaps. I can describe to you what I’ve remembered, if you think it will help.” 
 
    He’d offered to do it before, and Eva had always refused. This time wasn’t like before, however. He wasn’t interested in making the call on whether to trust Diya based off his own interpretation of a couple of centuries-old memories, and Eva’s opinion would be welcome. 
 
    “I do think that would help,” said Eva. “I also think that we should not let anyone know how much I have forgotten, just to be safe. We should also do everything we can to accelerate the rate at which the two of us, or at least you, are remembering the past.” 
 
    “Everything we can do would mean building our bond,” said Ari. 
 
    “That’s correct, milord.” Eva gave him a small smile. 
 
    “So about that wine,” said Ari with a grin. 
 
    Eva sat down on the blankets, and Ari brought the wine over. He was still fumbling with the cork when a knock came from outside the doorway. Given that the only partition between them and the hall was another thin sheet, Ari saw no other choice but to welcome their visitor. 
 
    He pulled the curtain aside and found himself staring into Rachel’s big, brown eyes. She didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, long enough to make her presence feel awkward and out of place. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” said Ari. “Rachel. Do you need something?” 
 
    “May I speak with you?” asked Rachel. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “Eva and I were just about to crack open a bottle of wine. Come on in.” 
 
    “I meant alone,” said Rachel. “I wish to speak with you alone, Lord Aristial.” 
 
    She said his name weirdly, emphasizing the last few syllables. She’d changed out of the ancient dress he’d seen her in earlier and now wore the thin, somewhat indecent sleeping robe that she’d been wearing when she’d been a mesmer. 
 
    “Is there any reason why Eva can’t be a part of the conversation?” asked Ari. “The two of you knew each other back in Mythril’s time, didn’t you?” 
 
    Ari glanced over his shoulder at Eva in time to see her perk up at his words, clearly surprised by that detail. Ari turned back to Rachel and noticed for the first time that she seemed to be steadfastly refusing to look in Eva’s direction. 
 
    “If you truly did harbor Mythril’s memories, you would feel ridiculous for asking such a question,” said Rachel. 
 
    Ari narrowed his eyes. “Just what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “That thing is not Mythril’s niece,” said Rachel. “He knew that and accepted it, as did I. Diya was far better at deluding himself when it came to the truth, which is why he continues to treat her like a person rather than an abomination.” 
 
    Ari stared at her, feeling perplexed by the strength of her reaction. She looked just as she had the last time he’d seen her in Mythril’s memories. In appearance, she only seemed to be a few years older than him, perhaps in her mid-twenties, though Ari suspected her true age was decades beyond that, at the least. The Soul Engine had preserved her youth. 
 
    “I’m not going to stand here and let you insult her,” said Ari. “If you don’t have anything else of interest to say, I think you should go.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” asked Rachel. “Azurelight was always a touchy subject between Mythril and I. Please, you said that your memories are directly from Mythril’s perspective. I… wish to ask you of how he saw me, and how he remembered me.” 
 
    Ari still felt annoyed at how rude she’d been toward Eva, and let that annoyance seize his tongue. 
 
    “I remember how you betrayed him,” said Ari. “Is that what you’re asking about? How you went behind his back, like a naïve little girl, instead of trusting him.” 
 
    Rachel flinched as though he’d just slapped her. She blinked several times, and her eyes grew misty. Ari didn’t feel all that bad for her, which paradoxically, made him feel bad. 
 
    “I made many mistakes,” she whispered. “More than just that.” 
 
    She turned to look at him again, letting her eyes meet his despite the burgeoning tears. 
 
    “How much of Mythril is truly within you?” she asked. 
 
    Ari shook his head and shrugged. “Less than I think you’re assuming.” 
 
    “Do you feel anything toward me?” asked Rachel. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Before he could say anything else, Rachel reached her hands out and took his face into them. Ari tried to step back, but she was against him before he could, pressing her lips onto his in a soft, intimate, and incredibly sad kiss. She started crying as soon as it ended, and Ari couldn’t help but pull her into a comforting hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Ari as it ended. “I wish I had a different answer for you.” 
 
    Rachel shook once in his arms. He could feel the warm, wet moisture from her eyes on his shoulder. She slowly pulled her face up to look at them, and it was only then that he saw the relieved smile on her face. 
 
    “It is you,” whispered Rachel. “I’m so happy, though I already knew. As soon as I saw those eyes, I knew that you were back.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Ari. “I just told you that I’m not Mythril. I’ve barely remembered more than a few days’ worth of his life.” 
 
    “You’ll remember more,” said Rachel, as she caressed his cheek. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Ari pulled her hand off his face and let his eyes lock onto hers, expression serious. 
 
    “My name is Aristial Stoneblood,” he said. 
 
    “You can call yourself that if you wish,” said Rachel. 
 
    Ari scowled and stepped away from her. 
 
    “If you’re not going to listen to what I’m telling you, then we’re done talking,” he said. 
 
    “Listen to this.” Rachel grabbed his hand and pulled it to her chest. Ari could feel the softness of her breast under his palm, but he was pretty sure the point she was getting at was the rhythm of her heart. 
 
    “It doesn’t change anything,” said Ari. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to,” said Rachel. “It won’t stop it from beating for you. Do you remember what I said to you, on that day so long ago, when we first met?” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. It was a lie. He remembered it clearly. Rachel had said that she’d been looking for him. 
 
    “I know you do,” said Rachel. “I’ve always been able to read your lies, Mythril. I came looking for you again, and I found you again. This was meant to be.” 
 
    She let go of his hand and moved to leave the room. 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” said Ari. “I’m not—” 
 
    Eva had come in close behind him at some point, and she gave his arm a warning squeeze, interrupting his sentence. Rachel glared at Eva as she left, sleeping past the curtain and into the hall. 
 
    “Why did you stop me?” he asked. 
 
    “She believes you’re Mythril,” said Eva. “Is there any reason why you shouldn’t let her?” 
 
    “Because it’s weird?” said Ari. “And more than a little cruel?” 
 
    “You do remember her, don’t you?” asked Eva. “Is there anything related to her that might make her affection and loyalty useful?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “Yeah, I guess there is. She was Mythril’s equal at enchanting. It feels devious to lead her on solely because of that, though.” 
 
    Eva pulled Ari into a hug from behind. She kissed him on the cheek, then let her head rest against his shoulder. 
 
    “This situation is not what it seems, Aristial,” she said. “You should be on guard, and you should take every advantage placed in front of you, even if that might run contrary to your kind nature.” 
 
    Ari turned around, letting his hands settle on her hips. 
 
    “You don’t mind that I kissed her?” he asked. 
 
    Eva smiled. “I did not say that.” 
 
    “Cause I have to admit, I did kind of like that part,” said Ari. “She might want to do more with me than just kiss.” 
 
    “I am sure you can foster a relationship with her without veering too deep into the realm of debauchery.” 
 
    “You never had an issue with my ‘debauchery’ when it was happening between me and Kerys,” said Ari. 
 
    “Lady Kerys has an exemption from my wrath,” said Eva. “Lady Kerys has never called me an abomination.” 
 
    There was an undercurrent of venom in the way Eva spoke the last word. Ari hugged her against him more tightly. 
 
    “If she ever calls you that again, I don’t care what advantage there is to gain or lose,” he said. “I will throw her out of my room.” 
 
    He kissed Eva’s forehead. 
 
    “Thank you, milord,” she whispered. 
 
    “Now, about that wine…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    They slept on the floor of the room, and it was cold enough to make Ari yearn for the tower. He and Eva awoke early the next morning more due to the roughness of their sleeping arrangement rather than from being fully rested. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “What is our plan for today?” 
 
    “Simple,” said Ari. “We find essence, and we move on. Perhaps Diya can help us, but otherwise, we’ll need to try to find time to search the city ourselves.” 
 
    Eva nodded. The general cold weather was made even chillier by the early morning hour, and she’d pulled one of their blankets around her like a cloak. Ari was about to offer her his actual cloak when a soft rapping sounded on the wall just outside their door. 
 
    “Yes?” called Ari. 
 
    Diya poked his head in through the cloth hanging and nodded to them both. 
 
    “Forgive me, but I overheard some of your conversation,” said Diya. “In fact, I think I can help. I’ll assign Rachel to checking some of the vaults most likely to have stores of enchanted weapons. She was one of the main enchanters in Central Dominion in the years before the Purgatory, and she should know of at least a few.” 
 
    “The Purgatory?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That’s what my people have taken to calling our several-hundred-year-long absence,” said Diya. “A Purgatory in which we were hidden from the eyes of the Trium and awoke to a world in which they seem to be sleeping.” 
 
    “A little melodramatic, but it has a nice ring to it,” said Ari. 
 
    Diya didn’t react to his assessment. 
 
    “A few of the first hunters we sent out yesterday have returned with game,” said Diya. “It won’t be enough for a proper meal until more of them come in, but you’re welcome to share some of what we do have.” 
 
    “That would be welcome,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari walked alongside her, following Diya down the winding stairs. He felt comfortable within their current situation, which bothered him. Diya wasn’t an unlikeable person, but Ari knew that trusting him completely would be a beginner’s mistake. 
 
    He pushed his will out into the Ring of Insight, forming his thoughts and feelings into a simple question. What is it about Diya that he was missing? The ring answered, though it was more in individual details than a complete answer. 
 
    Diya had grown up as a member of the nobility in the Saidican Empire, and eventually he’d taken the Emperor’s throne for himself. He was used to being in control, but even more than that, he was used to both exercising and protecting his power. Those tendencies wouldn’t have been dulled by the Purgatory, as the Sai were apparently calling it, but strengthened, if anything. 
 
    They passed through the tower’s first floor and outside into the cold streets. Several dozen Saidicans were working to restore the nearby area, and what should have normally been a boring, straightforward project took hold of Ari’s complete attention, due to their magical nature. 
 
    Most Saidicans were blessed with a mystica, a magical power, which grew in strength as they came into adulthood. Ari had only seen a few examples of different ones through Mythril’s memories and the occasional mesmer that had used theirs openly. It didn’t compare to the scene on display in front of him. 
 
    “We’ve divided the city into nine sectors,” said Diya. “Starting with the city center, we plan on clearing the debris and slowly restoring the buildings, piece by piece.” 
 
    A Saidican man with curly blond hair was flinging chunks of stone off into the distance one handed, aided by a mystica that lent him an immense amount of strength. A teenage boy was also working nearby, spraying a gout of high-pressure water out of his mouth to scrub grime from the stone in a manner that made Ari miss Ripplefang. 
 
    It seemed as though every Saidican with a relevant ability was chipping in. A woman with the ability to generate massive gusts of wind was working on a cleaning project of her own. A man with his arm in a sling was using an odd power that seemed to make objects spin to shift broken tiles back into place. 
 
    “I thought it was a waste of our talents, at first,” said Diya. “Of course, considering it further, I realized that rebuilding is never a waste. It’s the first step toward reclaiming our former glory.” 
 
    Ari glanced around at the massive, still mostly ruined city. “The first of many steps, it would seem.” 
 
    Diya chuckled. He looked like he had more to say on the subject, but before he could, the woman who’d been directing the magical wind gusts with her mystica sprinted over to them. Ari was already reaching his hand to the side to summon Azurelight on reflex and only stopped when he heard the woman cry Eva’s name. 
 
    “Evastria!” She pulled Eva into a tight hug. Ari saw Eva’s brow furrow as she reciprocated. The woman began laughing and talking in the Saidican language, and even though Ari couldn’t understand what was being said, he could still pick up on the context. 
 
    “I mentioned to Lizeen that you’d come back to the city by the Trium’s touch,” said Diya. “I don’t think she actually believed me until just now.” 
 
    “Lizeen,” said Eva. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    She’d mastered her expression and was doing her very best to smile and make it through the conversation. Ari remembered what she’d said about not wanting to give away any advantage they might lose by admitting that she’d lost most of her memory. Judging from how Lizeen seemed to be dominating their conversation with overflowing words, he wondered if she might be able to pass as her old self by just smiling and nodding a lot. 
 
    “Come,” said Diya. “Let us give these two some time to catch up. Lizeen, do you mind bringing Eva to the dining house once you’ve finished?” 
 
    Lizeen nodded, and Ari walked alongside Diya, leaving Eva to deal with her new friend alone. They walked down the street from where the main inhabited tower was located, toward a long, rectangular building with a ramp leading to its door rather than stairs. 
 
    “She’ll be happy to have someone to talk to,” said Diya. “Her sister was one of the victims last night.” 
 
    “People died when the Weatherblight attacked?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” Diya let out a long sigh. “Thirteen died, which is more than it would sound like amongst the several thousand of us who have amassed within the city so far.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Ari. 
 
    “It’s more than just the fact that they are no longer walking in the light of the Trium,” said Diya. “In the time we left behind before the Purgatory, death was a tamed beast. Animals died. Slaves died. Saidicans, real people, well, we just healed by the will of our souls. The Soul Engine changed the calculus of existence, and having it broken out from under us is a shock that cannot be understated.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I know the feeling,” said Ari. “Death as a concept and death as a looming event are two very different things.” 
 
    Diya nodded and led them up the ramp and into the new building. The smell of cooking meat hit Ari’s nose almost instantly, reminding him of just how long it had been since he’d eaten. There were about a dozen ovens on the far side of the room which had apparently been converted from using essence to cook to run on wood and whatever could be burned. 
 
    An older, matronly Saidican woman was directing the kitchen. Diya shouted something to her in their native language, and the woman pointed across the room. Ari let his attention follow where she’d indicated and found himself staring into the eyes of a young, pretty Saidican girl with light brown hair and freckles. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce Xenith, my daughter,” said Diya. He gestured to the girl and said something that Ari couldn’t understand. “She’s a little shy.” 
 
    Xenith’s cheeks were bright red as she made her way over, and she kept her gaze stoutly downcast. She was wearing a white and gold robe that looked warm, if a touch large on her, and she kept her hands folded in front of her. 
 
    “She doesn’t speak much of the slave language,” said Diya. “How old are you again, Lord Aristial?” 
 
    Ari blinked, surprised at the question. “Nineteen, as of earlier this month.” 
 
    Diya nodded slowly. “She’s only two years younger than you, then. Could it be a sign that you’re both so close in age?” 
 
    Ari scratched his head and let out an awkward chuckle, though from the way that Diya grinned at him and Xenith, he knew it was just a bit of good-natured teasing on his part. 
 
    “Xenith, why don’t you go find Lizeen,” said Diya. “She’s with Evastria, you know. Lord Aristial is a traveling companion of hers.” 
 
    Diya had to repeat part of what he’d said a second time in Saidican, and Ari saw the way Xenith’s expression changed from embarrassment to something a tad more eager. She smiled at Ari, blushed again, and then hurried out the door. 
 
    “Still so young,” said Diya. “She hasn’t even come into her mystica yet. “ 
 
    “She was bonded with the Soul Engine, though?” asked Ari. “I was under the impression that such a bonding stopped a person from growing.” 
 
    “The effects only halt the aging process in people who’ve already been through adolescence,” said Diya. “Immortality would have been useless to a society that couldn’t guarantee the lives of their children. Though I suppose there are no guarantees now, other than that all of us will eventually die, be it through violence, or sickness, or the march of time itself.” 
 
    Diya exhaled through his nose. The cook who Xenith had been helping made her way over to Diya and passed him a plate with two simple sandwiches on it, just a slice of cooked meat through two pieces of thin, unleavened bread. 
 
    “You mentioned before that Rachel might be able to assist me?” asked Ari. “Would you mind if I went to see her?” 
 
    “In good time,” said Diya. “I’d like to play a game with you, first.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Ari had assumed that Diya was speaking in metaphor when he’d mentioned playing a game. He was, therefore, more than a little surprised when Diya led him back into the main tower and up to what appeared to be his private room. It was furnished, which was a rarity in the ruins, and Diya gestured for Ari to take a seat across from him at a small, circular, polished wood table. 
 
    “Are you familiar with the rules of Betrothal?” asked Diya, as he pulled a deck of cards out from a small drawer under the table. “It was rather popular in my time. Mythril and I used to play against each other regularly.” 
 
    Ari sensed a trap, or at least, the potential for one in the question. If Diya was telling the truth, admitting that he’d never seen Mythril playing it before in any of the memories he had would give away the spurious nature of what he’d remembered. Of course, if he lied and said that he did remember, and Diya was also lying about how they’d played the game, he’d find himself in a similar predicament. 
 
    “I can’t say that I am,” said Ari. “I wouldn’t mind learning, however.” 
 
    “It’s rather simple, really,” said Diya. “The goal is to play two types of cards, Characters and Actions, in a manner that lets you tie your bloodline to that of the game’s Emperor. Here, let me show you what I mean.” 
 
    Diya dealt a number of cars with a gold border, setting an Emperor, the Emperor’s wife, and two young children into a square.  
 
    “The two of us play our own Characters, each of whom has various attribute scores, along with Action cards to position our bloodlines closer to the Emperor. Actions include moves such as Befriend, Murder, Seduce, and eventually, even Marry, though each one has its own attribute score requirements precipitated on the strength of the paired Character card and a dice roll.” 
 
    Ari nodded, though as Diya began to deal each of them their cards, he began to see how the rules lended themselves toward extremely complicated outcomes. His Character cards were black, while Diya’s were red, and he stared at each of them in turn. 
 
    He had a Jester, an Innkeeper, a Bard, and a Servant, the first three male, while the latter was female. Diya dealt the action cards next, and Ari received a Seduce, two Befriends, and an Insult card. 
 
    Each of them also had their Dynasty Ruler, which was played to either side of the Emperor’s family square. Ari watched Diya playing his first move with interest, still trying to figure out what he was doing. 
 
    “There,” said Diya, rolling the die and smiling. “My Noblewoman will Befriend the Emperor’s wife. It’s simple, see?” 
 
    Over the next ten moves, Ari saw just how “simple” the game truly was. A year passed each time the two of them both took a turn. Ari spent his first five years trying and failing to hit a dice roll that would allow his Bard to befriend the Emperor’s daughter before giving up and using his Jester to insult the Emperor, just to see what would happen. 
 
    “You lose that card, since insulting the Emperor is a crime,” said Diya. “His patience attribute was dropped by ten, however.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” said Ari. “All part of my master plan.” 
 
    Diya won over the next three years, using his Noblewoman to alter the attribute scores of the Emperor’s wife through carefully played Action cards, and then having the son of his Dynasty Ruler seduce her. Ari took his loss gracefully, appreciating the game for the strange, strategical depth it presented. 
 
    “One more game,” he said. 
 
    “Of course,” said Diya. “That one was over far too quickly.” 
 
    Diya dealt them each new cards, and this time, Ari divided his focus between his own strategy and predicting what his opponent was going to do. 
 
    “There was a certain rustic elegance to this game that never resonated during the height of the Saidican Empire,” said Diya. “You have to understand, Lord Stoneblood, things worked differently in a world where the people who mattered simply could not die. The Soul Engine rewrote the rules of society.” 
 
    “It’s a little hard for me to imagine,” said Ari. “And even harder for me to picture what the loss of such a boon must feel like.” 
 
    Diya drew another card, grimacing as he tucked it in with the rest of his hand. “I now see that this is, in part, what had Mythril so concerned about the Soul Engine. One of the many flaws in its design.” 
 
    Ari nodded, sensing the nature of the question that Diya was about to ask. 
 
    “Tell me, Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “The timing of your arrival here in Central Dominion is not coincidental, is it?” 
 
    Ari stared across the table into Diya’s intense eyes, forcing himself to hold the other man’s gaze. Hazen, the woman they’d rescued in Trium’s Paradise, would have no doubt explained where Ari and Eva had traveled to the ruined city from. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” said Ari. “I was investigating soul essence crystals when I found her.” 
 
    “Along with the Soul Engine?” asked Diya. “That’s it, isn’t it? You found a way to restore it, at least momentarily.” 
 
    Ari didn’t see any point in lying to him, at least on this specific detail. He set a Hunter card down with the Observe card next to the Emperor’s son and rolled the die. 
 
    “The Soul Engine had been back up, in a sense,” said Ari. “I unclogged it in the middle of a fight with the Weatherblight, and it was destroyed only minutes after. The mine collapsed on top of it.” 
 
    “Such a pity.” Diya played a Courtesan card along with a Seduce card next to the Emperor’s wife, but failed the roll. “Lord Stoneblood, I’ll be blunt with my next question. If we were able to locate a new, accessible source of soul essence crystals, would you be able to build another Soul Engine?” 
 
    Another question, and another trap. The memory of Rachel being imprisoned for attempting to bring the Soul Engine prototype to the previous Emperor, along with the ensuing usurpation of the throne was still fresh in Ari’s mind. What would Diya do if he claimed that he could build another Soul Engine? Was he interested in building the device, or was he interested in keeping anyone else from being able to? 
 
    “You would have your former slave’s help, of course,” said Diya. “And anything else you need.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, making careful note of the fact that Diya had slipped into addressing him as though he was Mythril rather than someone with a share of ancient memories. 
 
    “I don’t think it can be done,” said Ari. “The blueprints were not Mythril’s to begin with. He and Rachel only built on the work of the Nameless Enchanter.” 
 
    He played another two cards, barely paying attention to what they were or how they’d affect the board. 
 
    “The Nameless Enchanter’s work might still exist,” said Diya, “But we can talk more on this later. I brought you here to ask for your help, not that of my long-dead friend. What can you tell me about the world, Lord Stoneblood?” 
 
    Diya made a show of sorting through his cards, and Ari felt like he was doing the same with his words as he considered how to address the open-ended question. 
 
    “The surface is harsh,” said Ari. “Harsher than it was during your time, if I had to guess.” 
 
    “No doubt,” said Diya. “What of its cities and towns? I’m quite curious as to how the landscape has changed over the last few centuries.” 
 
    “Settlements are few and far between,” said Ari. “Most of my exploration in my time on the surface has been blind and focused on survival, so I can’t tell you much more.” 
 
    Rather, he wouldn’t tell Diya much more. It might have just been baseless paranoia, but Ari felt that even just sharing the location of Cliffhaven and Varnas-Rav might lead to an unfortunate outcome. 
 
    “I notice that you keep using that word,” said Diya. “The ‘surface’. It’s an odd way of referring to the land. Tell me, Lord Stoneblood. Where is it that you originate from?” 
 
    Ari was silent for several long seconds. He flicked a Bard card out of his deck, along with a Seduction card, and played them by the Emperor’s daughter. He’d murdered the Emperor’s son with his Hunter, leaving the now-teenage daughter as the sole heir. He rolled the die, and the action succeeded. 
 
    “There are places where people live safely,” said Ari. “I grew up in one where the terrain is more favorable and left upon reaching adulthood.” 
 
    Diya barked out a laugh and slapped a hand down on the table. 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “It seems as though you’ve won this round, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Emperor Diya played his last set of cards, though the game was already over. He set down an Assassin card and a Murder card next to Ari’s Dynasty Heir and then rested his finger on the die. 
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    The two of them played several more rounds, most of which Diya won. Afterwards, they headed back down to the streets outside, and Ari was left on his own as Diya departed to take care of other pressing matters. 
 
    He was surprised by how much progress the Saidicans had already made on removing rubble and cleaning the surrounding area. The stones, once washed by the Saidican woman with the water mystica, looked almost pristine. Ari knew that many of the buildings would take significantly longer to restore, but he couldn’t help but imagine how grand the city would look if they managed it. 
 
    It was an unnerving thought, though he couldn’t say exactly why. The Saidicans had been tossed hundreds of years forward into a ruined world, and they had begun to assert their will over their surroundings almost immediately. He thought of when he and Kerys had first left Golias Hollow after the Choosing ceremony, and how long it had taken them to have confidence in their own abilities. 
 
    It took him a surprisingly long time to find Eva, though once he had, he immediately understood why. The friend that she’d encountered earlier had apparently taken the liberty of overhauling Eva’s outfit.  
 
    She was wearing a dark red dress of stretchy material that clung tight enough to the curves of her body to seem borderline immodest. Underneath, she had on a pair of black leggings of similar material, along with a pair of knee high leather boots. It was an outfit that seemed to match her personality, if not her silver-blue hair. 
 
    “You look good,” said Ari. “Where did you find those?” 
 
    “Lizeen knew about one of the underground storage holds of an old clothing store,” said Eva. “It seems ridiculous to care about such things, in my opinion.” 
 
    Ari nodded, then did an exaggerated circle around her as though appraising every detail of her new dress.  
 
    “I can still move and fight in it, if that’s what you’re wondering,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari grinned at her. “Trust me, that wasn’t what I was wondering.” 
 
    They spent the next few hours lacking for much of anything to do. The Sai eschewed a midday meal on the grounds that they needed to ration what little they had until they had other options to supplement what little game the hunters were bringing in. 
 
    Ari saw the logic in that, but he also saw several hunters bringing in animal carcasses in numbers that would have only been possible through magical means. One of them in particular floated a half-dozen slaughtered deer into the city, smiling as he received the praise of his fellows. 
 
    Ari kept watch for Rachel, but he didn’t see her. The afternoon slowly gave way to evening, and the focus of the people shifted from restoration to relaxation. The women working in the kitchen began skinning and roasting the meat, and people began mingling in the street outside as the smell and promise of a good meal filled the air. 
 
    “They’ve already made such progress,” said Ari. “But where will they go from here?” 
 
    They’d found a spot to sit on one of the newly restored benches. Eva leaned so her arm was pressed against his, and he felt her shoulder move as she shrugged. 
 
    “Even with their magic, they are still bound by the same harsh constants of the land,” she said. “It will be difficult for them to farm the surrounding area with the Weatherblight.” 
 
    “They could always do like the people of Cliffhaven,” said Ari. “Set up farms in a way that they manage untended, and then travel out to harvest the crop when it’s safe.” 
 
    “Perhaps in time,” said Eva. “Emperor Diya and his people, the Sai in general, have too much pride in themselves to rely on such tactics unless they have to.” 
 
    “Diya said that the Weatherblight were not as strong or as prominent in his time,” said Ari. “There’s no shame in admitting that the world has changed, especially when centuries have passed.” 
 
    It was still hard for Ari to process just how much difference that much time really meant. Diya and the rest of the Sai hailed from a time before the world had been ruined. Before the prophet Dormiar brought his flock to safety, even. He found himself wondering what Diya might be able to tell him if he brought up Dormiar’s name. It was possible that he’d been prominent already around the time when the Soul Engine had malfunctioned. 
 
    Food began to flow from the kitchens, carried on long, freshly salvaged platters. There didn’t seem to be much cutlery beyond that, but Ari still eagerly accepted a slice of venison as one of the servers passed by, as did Eva. 
 
    The meat was lean, greasy, and lightly seasoned, the last of which surprised him. Ari savored his piece, making note of how the general mood, which had already been fairly positive, seemed to become downright jovial as people ate what was probably their first good meal in centuries. 
 
    More servers came around with bottles of wine, which the city had in more ample supply than food. Ari earned a strange look from the girl who brought glasses to him and Eva, and it took him longer than it should have to realize that she thought that he was Eva’s slave. 
 
    “Were slaves not allowed to drink wine?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I do not remember,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari winced as he took a sip. The years had given it a very bitter edge. 
 
    The general ambience of the night shifted in a way that reminded Ari of some of the community nights in the main caverns down in Golias Hollow. People mingled in groups or pairs. It felt odd for him and Eva to be sitting down off to the side, so Ari stood up, and the two of them began walking arm in arm. 
 
    Someone approached them at a quick pace. Without pausing for introduction or explanation, Rachel took Ari’s hand into hers and pulled him away from Eva. 
 
    “Kiss me,” said Rachel. 
 
    “Uh, what?” asked Ari. “Didn’t we already try this last—” 
 
    Rachel gave him a deep kiss, cutting him off. Ari resisted the urge to push her back as he felt her lips moving against his in a surprisingly enticing manner. He let his hands rest on her hips and only came back to the moment as their mouths parted. 
 
    “What was that about?” asked Ari. “Another test to see how many of Mythril’s memories I have?” 
 
    “No,” said Rachel, in a quiet voice. “It was so people wouldn’t ask questions about where we’re about to go.” 
 
    Eva hadn’t heard Rachel, and she shot Ari a questioning look. He held up a hand, gesturing for her to stay where she was. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Just follow me, and act like you’re drunk,” whispered Rachel. 
 
    She led him by the hand in the familiar manner of one lover leading another to bed. Nobody else outside seemed to pay much mind to them other than Eva, who’d been whisked off to join a group of her fellow Sai by Lizeen almost as soon as Ari had stepped away. 
 
    Rachel led him around the street corner and into a section of the city that was still dirty and ruined. She dropped into a crouch and began hurrying forward with quick, quiet steps. 
 
    “Can you explain what’s going on now?” Ari whispered. 
 
    “It’s better if you see it for yourself,” said Rachel. “I want you to understand the true nature of this situation.” 
 
    She led him through the ruined streets on a path that felt like it had been picked at random, down alleyways and around odd corners. The sounds of the Sai enjoying their dinner faded, and slowly, they were replaced by something else. 
 
    Ari heard someone screaming for their life. It was faint at first, but he had no doubt about what he was hearing. 
 
    Rachel led him closer, and as they drew near, she picked out a three-story building still in somewhat traversable condition and led him inside. They made their way up to the roof and crouched low as they watched what was happening at ground level from behind the building’s stone lip. 
 
    Diya hadn’t been at dinner with the rest of his people. Ari hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but now he could see exactly what had kept him occupied. Diya stood with a half-dozen other men, all of them surrounding the bound form of a Ravarian man. 
 
    The Ravarian had been tied at his wrists and ankles, strewn up within the ruined walls of a building with a collapsed roof. One of the Sai with Diya had a mystica related to light, which left the damage they’d already done to their captive completely visible. A metal spike had been impaled through one shoulder, and deep gashes crisscrossed his chest and stomach. 
 
    “You’re going to tell us,” said Diya. “Once you do, this will all stop. Wouldn’t you like for the pain to stop?” 
 
    Diya was speaking in Subvios, and for once, Ari found himself wishing that he couldn’t understand what was being said. He felt his hands clenching into fists of their own accord, and it took the lion’s share of his willpower to keep from summoning Eva and leaping down to confront them. 
 
    “I…” The Ravarian gasped and shook his head. “I—won’t tell you anything!” 
 
    “Yes,” said Diya. “Yes, you will.” 
 
    He took hold of the spike in the Ravarian’s shoulder and pulled on it. The Ravarian screamed, and it was only then that Ari made out the details of the backwards-facing barbs on the metal spike, which tore and gouged through the man’s flesh. 
 
    “What does he want to know?” whispered Ari. 
 
    Rachel clamped a hand over his mouth. She waited for a couple of seconds, ensuring that Diya and his torture retinue hadn’t heard, and then led Ari back into the city and away from the terrible scene. 
 
    “He wants to know where to find the rest of the Ravarians,” said Rachel. 
 
    Ari shook his head, feeling disgusted as he considered the implication. 
 
    “Slaves,” said Ari. “Diya wants to find the Ravarians so that he can make them back into slaves. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rachel nodded. It was dark outside, but not dark enough to conceal the expression on her face. She looked as though she was a few seconds away from sobbing, or breaking down completely. 
 
    “Do you have any of Mythril’s memories of who I was when I met him?” she asked. 
 
    “You were an abolitionist,” said Ari. “One of the rebels fighting against the Saidican Empire in the name of equality.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rachel. “Being with Mythril changed me. He was open to my ideas, but he was comfortable with the status quo, and after a while… I was too. I still held onto my ideals, but I stopped acting on them. After Diya became Emperor and the situation between Mythril and I became volatile, I essentially gave up.” 
 
    “I have to warn them,” said Ari. “I’ve been to Varnas-Rav before, the city of the Ravarians. Rachel, I can get there ahead of Diya. All I need to do it is an enchanted item with a significant amount of essence.” 
 
    A shadow shifted through an alleyway to their left. Ari tensed up, moving to place himself in between Rachel and a potential threat. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “Apologies, milord. I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just… a little concerned, after the way you left.” 
 
    “Your concern is unwelcome here,” said Rachel in a stiff voice. 
 
    “It’s entirely welcome, and this is convenient for us,” said Ari. 
 
    He quickly explained what he and Rachel had seen. Eva frowned and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “It does seem to follow that the Sai would wish to return to how they once did,” she said. “Including taking slaves to perform their lesser work.” 
 
    “Rachel, can you help me get the essence I need?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I can,” she said. “There’s a vault in the workshop that should still hold some of Mythril’s old equipment. You’ll need to use your sword to open it.” 
 
    Rachel gave a small, grudging nod toward Eva, who’d moved to stand at Ari’s side.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
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    Rachel led the way, taking shortcuts down side streets and through alleyways whenever she could. Ari knew that Diya would notice their absence, sooner rather than later, and he wasn’t sure how Diya would react. He and Eva had been treated as guests, but he doubted that Diya would be willing to let them leave unless it was on his own terms. 
 
    Mythril’s home and workshop looked no different than it had on Ari’s previous visit. Rachel led them in through the door, and Ari watched Eva, wondering if the familiar surroundings might trigger some of her memories. She furrowed her brow as she slowly shifted her gaze across the doors in the main hallway, shaking her head as she noticed that she held Ari’s attention. 
 
    “It’s like trying to remember a dream,” she said. “Parts of this place seem familiar, but only on an emotional level. I can’t even tell which of these rooms was mine, if any of them were.” 
 
    “It’s this one,” said Ari. “It’s kind of dirty, almost like it’s been centuries since someone last cleaned it.”  
 
    Eva rolled her eyes. Ari chuckled and gave her a quick kiss. He noticed Rachel watching them with an irritated expression on her face and knew they needed to stay focused. 
 
    “It’s over here,” said Rachel. “Behind this old wall hanging.” 
 
    Dirt had caked over both the wall and the tapestry Rachel was referring to. Ari took hold of the cloth and gave it a small pull, which was more than enough to pull it down. Beyond it was a hidden door with a single thin slit at its center. 
 
    “This is where you’ll need to insert your sword,” said Rachel. 
 
    Ari held his hand out to the side. Eva flashed with light, and he caught Azurelight by the hilt in midair. He brushed the slit off, and then gingerly pushed the blade in. 
 
    “Do you want me to put it all in, or just the tip?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rachel scowled at him. 
 
    “I do not think she appreciates your sense of humor,” said Eva through the bond. 
 
    He only needed to insert a few inches of the sword before he heard a sharp, mechanical click. Ari sheathed Azurelight and slowly worked the door open from the edge, listening to the ancient hinges groaning as they worked through centuries of grime and rust. 
 
    It was too dark to see what was in the compartment, so Ari just reached in and started pulling things out. He found a pair of boots, an amulet, a sword, and a few scraps of ancient, rolled-up parchment. 
 
    “Do you recognize any of these, Rachel?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I recognize all of them,” she said. “They were some of Mythril’s most cherished items.” 
 
    There was a surprising depth to the emotion in her voice. Ari watched as she took each item from him in turn, running her hands over them to gently brush off dirt. 
 
    “These were Mythril’s Tremor Boots,” she whispered. “They alone likely have enough essence for your purpose.” 
 
    “Tremor Boots,” repeated Ari. “I saw him use them once in one of his memories. They let him shake the ground just by stomping. Useful, but not really my style.” 
 
    “This was Miragion, his illusion amulet,” said Rachel. “You should hold onto this. It’s the most useful of the three.” 
 
    She passed it to Ari, and he let out a low whistle as his fingers touched the pendant and he felt the strength of the amulet within. It was a simple piece of jewelry, just a circular stone pendant carved into the shape of a faceless head hanging from a copper chain. 
 
    “What else can you tell me about it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Mythril used it to alter the appearance of his face,” said Rachel. “He was secretive about how it worked. He couldn’t use it to become just anyone. It seemed as though it took time for him to imprint faces into the magic and call them up for his own usage.” 
 
    Ari probed the pendant with his will and was instantly rewarded with an internal picture of about a dozen different faces, most of them he didn’t recognize, but one of them he did. 
 
    “He imprinted Diya’s face into this,” said Ari. “That will most definitely come in handy.” 
 
    He pulled the chain of Miragion over his neck and reached for the sword that had been inside the compartment. It was a simple longsword, shorter than Azurelight but with a fanciful crossguard that resembled the wings of a bird. Strangely, the weapon felt familiar in his grip, like the handshake of an old, close friend. 
 
    “That was Mythril’s Hawk Blade,” whispered Rachel. “It was a more acceptable version of his lifework. If he’d stuck to making weapons like that, instead of pushing deeper into the depravity of binding souls, he might have…” 
 
    She trailed off. As much as Ari wanted to hear what she’d been about to say, he was well-aware of the fact that Eva was also listening, and probably far more affected by the implication of her words than he was. 
 
    “Why don’t you hold onto this one?” asked Ari. “As something to remember Mythril by.” 
 
    “I don’t want to remember Mythril,” whispered Rachel. “I want Mythril to remember.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes with enough intensity to make him feel uncomfortable. Ari passed the sword to her. She gripped his hands as she accepted it, and then she was kissing him again, her lips moving against his with desperate urgency. 
 
    “Rachel,” he whispered. 
 
    “I’ll take the sword,” she said, pulling back from him. “But it will always belong to you.” 
 
    An awkward silence followed her words. Ari coughed and turned his full attention toward the last item from within the compartment, the rolled bundle of parchment. He half-expected the ancient document to crumble as soon as he undid the tie, but it unrolled easily. 
 
    “This is a blueprint,” said Ari. “I can’t read the words on it, though.” 
 
    Rachel glanced it over his shoulder. “It’s related to Mythril’s tower.” 
 
    “I knew it had belonged to him once,” said Ari. “So what is this, then? It’s not a blueprint of the tower, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “It’s some kind of anchor related to its teleportation function,” said Rachel. “You don’t have time for me to look more closely at it. You need to get moving.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “I guess the only thing left is for me to find my rune sled.” 
 
    He chewed his lip, feeling doubtful of his ability to sneak through the crowd and make it to where he’d left it outside the tower. 
 
    “I moved it into an easier position for you to reach,” said Rachel.  
 
    “You plan for everything now, don’t you?” said Ari with a grin. 
 
    “Not for everything, it seems,” said Rachel. 
 
    She led him outside and over to where she moved the rune sled to near the house. Ari hesitated as he climbed onto it, considering what would happen over the next few days. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. “There’s no reason for you to stay here. Diya will likely suspect that you had something to do with my disappearance.” 
 
    “He might,” said Rachel. “But he won’t act against me. In many ways, I’m just as valuable to him as you are.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Ari. 
 
    “He’s afraid,” said Rachel. “Imagine waking up one morning and realizing that your lifespan is suddenly far more limited than you ever realized.” 
 
    “I can literally imagine just that,” said Ari. “It’s pretty frightening to go through.” 
 
    “He wants to rebuild the Soul Engine,” said Rachel. “Even if he doesn’t have the soul essence crystals that it would require, at the very least he wants to preserve the knowledge of it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean that you couldn’t come with me,” said Ari. 
 
    “It isn’t just that,” said Rachel. “I… am complicit. I sacrificed my ideals back in the age of the Saidican Empire, all because I thought that there might be a peaceful way to bring an end to the savagery of slavery.” 
 
    “So why stay here now?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I’m one of the few people who Diya listens to,” said Rachel. “I need to do what I can to advise him toward a better course of action.”  
 
    “Even if it puts you in danger?” 
 
    Rachel nodded. From further up the street, he could hear footsteps approaching, and he knew that they were out of time. 
 
    “You have to go,” said Rachel. “Be careful.” 
 
    Ari nodded and climbed onto the rune sled. He pushed his will into the wards and spurred it onward, going slowly at first as his eyes grew accustomed to the darkened streets and speeding up as he reached the edge of the city. 
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    The ride was uneventful right up until Ari drew within a few hundred feet of the tower. It was dark, but he could make out the shape of an armed man standing outside, leaning against the wall and keeping watch. 
 
    Ari scowled and cursed under his breath. He wasn’t surprised that Diya had left someone at the tower, but it made what would have otherwise been a clean escape into a decidedly more complicated affair. 
 
    “You could lead him away and double back,” said Eva. “The situation does not necessarily need to devolve into violence.” 
 
    In truth, it was a perspective that Ari shared. Fighting people was different from fighting mesmers or the Weatherblight. He still remembered all too well what had happened during the escape from Cliffhaven, the terrible attack that had maimed Kerys, and… the aftermath. 
 
    “I agree,” said Ari. “Though, I think I’ll take a slightly more direct approach.” 
 
    He brought the rune sled to a stop behind a small knoll just out of earshot of the tower. His hand reached for Miragion as he climbed off, and he pushed his will into the amulet, carefully perusing the internal array of faces until he found the one he needed. 
 
    Triggering the amulet’s magic was an odd sensation and the closest thing that he could compare it to was having warm mud splashed onto his face. He tapped his fingers against his cheeks and forehead, realizing that he had no way to examine himself to see if it had worked. 
 
    “Eva,” he whispered. “Can you take a look at me?” 
 
    Azurelight flashed, and Eva appeared. She frowned as she squinted at him in the dark and then recoiled back a pace as she realized what he’d done. 
 
    “It’s uncanny,” she said. “Though I think anyone who takes a close look at your clothing will have questions, Lord Aristial. The illusion is localized on your face. Your voice, too, is still the same.” 
 
    “So I should talk like this, then?” he asked, exaggerating his accent in an imitation of the stiff, formal pronunciation the Sai used when speaking Subvios. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters how you talk,” said Eva. “If you aren’t speaking Saidios, it’s very unlikely you’ll be able to pass yourself off as Diya.” 
 
    “Mud and blood, you’re absolutely right,” said Ari. “In that case, I guess you’ll have to do the talking.” 
 
    He pulled his rune sled alongside him as he approached the tower, not wanting to leave it behind in the very likely scenario in which they needed to make a quick escape. He kept his head held high and didn’t slow as he approached the tower’s entrance. 
 
    The man guarding it recognized his face as he drew within a few feet, immediately snapping off a crisp salute. Ari did his best to seem lost in thought as Eva began speaking in Saidios and explaining why they were there. 
 
    It was too dark for him to properly read the guard’s expression, but from his posture, Ari assumed that everything was going to plan. The guard asked a question, and then stepped aside after Eva’s two-syllable reply. 
 
    A shout came from behind them. Ari turned around in time to see another guard running up. He asked a question, and judging from the silence that followed, it was one that Eva couldn’t answer for him. The second guard drew his sword, followed an instant later by the first. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ari. “Be that way.” 
 
    He summoned Eva to his hand as Azurelight and let the illusion from Miragion fade. The first guard was nearest and Ari engaged with him first, attacking with a quick series of slashes. The guard parried them admirably, but Ari’s goal wasn’t to land his blows but rather to reposition him away from the tower’s door. 
 
    A crackling noise similar to shattering glass came from Ari’s left. He turned in time to see a magical projectile spawn from the inside of the other guard’s palm. He spun out of the way of an ice spike nearly as long as he was tall, which shattered against the tower’s stone wall and sprayed him with bits of frozen material. 
 
    The first guard rushed forward, slamming his shoulder into Ari’s chest. He fell back a pace and only managed to deflect the man’s next sword strike by bracing himself against the tower. The second guard was preparing another magical ice spike, judging from the low hum of power emanating from his direction. 
 
    Ari saw the ice spike coming. He spun and swung Azurelight at the projectile, scoring a glancing hit as he tried to deflect. That wouldn’t have been enough for a normal weapon, but Azurelight, as Eva had once explained to him, had a rune of magical absorption socketed into it.  
 
    The sword absorbed the magic of the ice, which had been born from the guard’s mystica, with a small flash of white light. He felt a tiny burst of essence transfer into him through the weapon, though there was nothing he could do with it immediately. 
 
    The first guard hesitated, and Ari took full advantage of the opportunity it presented. He slashed at the man’s leg and connected with his ankle. The guard grunted and fell backward, tripping over a rock as he tried to maintain his balance despite the wound. 
 
    It was time to go, Ari decided. The rune sled was currently serving as a hovering, ground-level carrying platform for the Tremor Boots and the scrolls he’d gotten from the workshop, and he pushed it into the tower. 
 
    “Hold the door shut, Eva,” he said, tossing Azurelight into the air. Eva appeared in the sword’s place and immediately moved to shut the door. 
 
    The second guard, still uninjured, slammed into the door’s exterior just as she was trying to close it. Ari cursed under his breath. He’d realized during the fight that the second guard had probably been on patrol when he’d stopped by the tower. If he didn’t report in to Diya or whoever his direct superior was, someone or multiple someones would arrive to follow up. They didn’t have time to wait around for that to happen. 
 
    He left the guard to Eva and hurried up to the tower’s third floor. He’d used the enchanting altar enough times to operate it almost without looking, and as soon as he’d set the Tremor Boots onto the table’s center, he slammed his hand down on the rune ward that allowed him to drain essence from enchanted items. 
 
    He let out a small gasp as he felt the essence draining out of the boots. There was far more than he’d been expecting, almost by a factor of ten. Ari was familiar with Mythril’s glowing reputation as an enchanter, but even so, he felt humbled by the level of enchanting skill it would have taken to make an item with such a focused density of magical power. 
 
    It almost felt like a waste to cannibalize the boots for their essence, but it wasn’t as though he had many other options. As soon as the magic within the boots had drained into the enchanting altar, which could serve as a long-term storage sink when needed, Ari pulled the essence into his own body and rushed downstairs. 
 
    Eva was in the middle of a heated battle with the second guard. Both of them were unarmed, and they moved so fast that it was hard for Ari to follow with his eyes. The other guard, the one he’d wounded, was pounding on the door from outside and shouting for help. 
 
    Ari forced himself to ignore the fight, knowing that even taking the time to help Eva defeat her opponent might cost them vital seconds. He slammed his hand down on the common room table, willing essence into the teleportation wards.  
 
    He hadn’t stopped to consider where they were going, but given what he’d seen of the Ravarian being tortured, there was only one real option. Ari pushed his will into the teleportation ward that represented the area near Varnas-Rav and transferred the requisite essence. 
 
    Light flashed, and Ari sucked in a quick breath as he felt the air pressure within the tower shift with a small pop. He breathed a slow sigh of relief, only then noticing that the fight between Eva and the guard was nearing its conclusion. 
 
    She had the guard in a headlock, but that wasn’t what caught Ari’s attention. It was the expression on her face that he saw first, and what he saw in it chilled him to the bone. 
 
    Eva’s face was blank, emotionless, and detached. This was as she squeezed her arm tight around the guard’s neck. 
 
    The man was already unconscious. The fight was over. She needed to stop. 
 
    Ari opened his mouth, and for some reason, he remembered the last time he’d told her to stop. Eva, standing over the bodies of more men then he could count, all of which she’d killed without hesitation. He’d screamed at her to stop, and she’d responded by leaving him, turning back into Azurelight and going dormant. 
 
    “Eva…” he said. 
 
    She heard him, and though he’d only said her name, the way she responded made it seem like he’d issued a far greater rebuke. Eva drew back, clamping a hand over her mouth as she let go of the guard. 
 
    The man dropped to the floor like a sack of rotten apples. He was already dead. 
 
    “I…” Eva shook her head. “I did not realize. I was not myself, just then, milord.” 
 
    He gently took her by the shoulders and pulled her into a hug. He wanted to say something, anything, but he couldn’t find the words to comfort her. 
 
    “My body just moved on its own,” whispered Eva. “Do you… think this is what she meant?” 
 
    “What who meant?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Rachel, when she called me an abomination,” said Eva. “She would not even look at me. Is it because she knew what I am on the inside?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know anything!” said Ari. “You aren’t an abomination. You’re a person. You’re Eva.” 
 
    “I am a killer,” she whispered. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “You’re someone who cares about the people she loves. You don’t have to be defined by the fact that you have a dark side and lose control sometimes.” 
 
    He meant the words as he spoke them, but a traitorous, doubtful voice in his head wondered just how true they really were. Eva had lost control before in situations where it hadn’t been life or death. She’d attacked him once, even. What would happen if her dark side came out at a time when it put innocent people at risk? What would he do, in that scenario? 
 
    “You…” Eva cleared her throat, banishing some of the emotion from her voice. “You have the choice, milord. If you wish it, you can send me away or leave me behind.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Ari. “Quit saying stupid things. I want you to head upstairs and do whatever it takes to cool off. We can’t approach Varnas-Rav until the morning, anyway. You should rest now while you have the chance, okay?” 
 
    Eva nodded slowly and then turned and headed upstairs. Ari waited until she was out of sight before crouching down and taking a closer look at the dead Saidican man. He winced as he stared into the wide, bulging eyes, frozen open in death. 
 
    Eva wasn’t an abomination. Ari would never let himself think of her like that, not after all the times she’d risked herself to save him and Kerys. She was brave, and selfless, and loyal. 
 
    And she was dangerous. 
 
    He exhaled through his teeth and started dragging the corpse out of the common room. It was pitch black outside, but he felt his way through the dark until he was far enough into the trees to feel comfortable leaving the body. Ideally, he would have liked to bury the man, especially given that he’d just been following his orders without any underlying malice. 
 
    That’s how death was, though. Ari had been staring into the face of it only a few days earlier. It didn’t make sense. There was no reason for it, no justice for the departed. Ari didn’t believe in the Endfate, the fabled afterlife that Dormiar spoke of, and in some ways, that made it easier for him to distance himself from death, from the man who Eva had snuffed the life out of like an unneeded candle. 
 
    In other ways, it made it harder. He sighed and headed back into the tower, leaning against the door as he closed it. He was home, at least. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (JARVIS) 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done good by us, boy,” said the Sailmaster. “We haven’t seen an attack like that in years, if not decades. We should be dead, all of us.” 
 
    Jarvis was only half listening to the Sailmaster. His attention was on the wharf they’d just stepped onto after making the rest of the journey to Cliffhaven on a ship they’d only barely managed to repair into serviceability. 
 
    “I know you have a way about you, with how little you talk and that thing you carry as a sword,” said the Sailmaster. “But you’ll always be seen as a friend of the Fairweather Fleet. Especially after what you did for my son.” 
 
    Jarvis let his fingers play across Bloodrose’s hilt, a habit he’d been increasingly prone to over the past few days whenever under stress. There were too many people, even just from what he could see across the wooden docks. Men unloading other ships. Women selling fish from merchant stalls along the shore. Horse-and-donkey-pulled carts hauling trade goods up the winding road that led up the cliffs and into the city’s northern entrance. 
 
    “Lad, you’re making this harder for me than it should be,” said the Sailmaster. “Here, take this. It’s what we would have paid to one of our own for their service in the journey. The entry tax has already been paid for all of the crew, so those coins should be enough to buy you a room at an inn for a few nights, maybe a week in one of the cheaper city quarters.” 
 
    Jarvis accepted the bag of coins presented to him, still holding his silence. The remnants of the crew of the galleon were offloading supplies from the second boat, which had found them shipwrecked off the coast after the lurker attack. The sailors of the Fairweather Fleet stood out from the people of Cliffhaven, both for their short stature and the strange, rhythmic nature of their clicking, whistling language. 
 
    “Well then.” The Sailmaster shook his head and let out a defeated sigh. “I guess that’s it. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    He turned and left. Jarvis tapped his fingers on Bloodrose’s hilt and started toward the road. 
 
    “So many people,” said Bloodrose through the bond. “You aren’t overwhelmed, are you?” 
 
    Overwhelmed wasn’t the right word for it. The last time Jarvis had been around so many people had been back when he’d lived in Golias Hollow. He felt an odd, beckoning sensation, not the city calling to him, but the promise of a new life. 
 
    He made his way up the winding road. The guard at the entrance gave him a wave as he approached the open gate, and Jarvis passed through it. There were people everywhere, and he almost immediately became just another face in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Jarvis wandered through the city aimlessly, with no specific goal or destination in mind. The journey to Cliffhaven had been about survival. He’d never stopped to give deep thought to what he would do when he finally arrived. 
 
    The coins the Sailmaster had given him were heavy in his pocket. He could do as the man had suggested, find a room at an inn, and take a few days to decide what he wanted to do next. He could look for work in the city. With a job and a steady income, he could start over and maybe work toward getting back a little of what he’d lost in Golias Hollow. 
 
    His thoughts were still on his old life and the people in it when he saw someone in the crowd ahead of him who shouldn’t have been there. He blinked, doubting his eyes for a moment, until he spotted her again. Her hair was different, dyed a different color than what he remembered, but her face and her generously endowed wife body were unmistakable. 
 
    “I see her too,” said Bloodrose. “You should follow her. See where she goes.” 
 
    “Why?” muttered Jarvis.  
 
    “Why not?” asked Bloodrose. “She could be fun to play with.” 
 
    The crowd shifted, and Jarvis lost his chance. He scowled, searching the nearby area for any sign of Kerys before giving up. He didn’t see her, but he did find what had caught her attention in the first place.  
 
    “Here,” shouted a tall man dressed in a polished vest of chainmail. “You look like you can handle yourself. Take one.” 
 
    He passed a piece of parchment into Jarvis’ hand. Another familiar face had been sketched onto it, and though the details were imprecise and exaggerated, he instantly recognized it. 
 
    “Lord Aristial Stoneblood,” muttered Jarvis, reading from the text underneath the portrait. “Charged with poisoning Baron Ogwell and murdering half a dozen guardsmen. Fifty gold for his head, fifty gold for his sword.” 
 
    Bloodrose’s ethereal laughter echoed through Jarvis’ head. 
 
    “Oh, this is too perfect!” she said. “You should keep the sword though once you have it. It would be so much fun to watch you bond with Evastria!” 
 
    Jarvis licked his lips. He carefully folded the flyer and slipped it into the pocket. Then he started searching the crowd. Kerys would tell him where to find the orphan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Eva was already asleep in her room when Ari came upstairs. She’d taken her clothes off, and Ari gently pulled a blanket over her naked body and tucked her in, feeling a confusing mixture of emotions. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine what she was going through, and not just in regard to the man she’d killed. The Saidican Empire had essentially been unfrozen in almost the same state it had been left in. Everyone who’d been a part of Eva’s life, be it from when she’d been her own woman, or after she’d become a sword construct, had suddenly reentered the picture. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t remember any of them. Ari wondered if he’d done her a disservice by bringing her with him when he’d left Central Dominion. He could have left her there, with Lizeen, or even with Diya. She might have regained her memories eventually, and given the respect Diya had treated her with, she might have been able to influence the approaching events in a manner similar to what Rachel had intended. 
 
    Ari tried to dismiss the line of thinking as he rested in his own bed. He slept surprisingly well, and Eva was already up when he awoke the next morning. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, as he made his way into the common room. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” said Eva. “I wanted to prepare breakfast for us, but it seems that our food stores have run out.” 
 
    “It’s the thought that counts,” said Ari. “We’ll have to start foraging and hunting again.” 
 
    Eva nodded. She was wearing the red tunic and trousers she’d been given in Central Dominion and seemed visibly more relaxed than she had the previous night. He’d been worried about her, but looking at her now almost made him feel as though his concern had been misplaced. 
 
    “We should get moving,” said Ari. “Rin and her sister need to know about Diya and the Sai as soon as possible. There’s no telling how aggressively Diya might start pursuing fresh sources of slaves for the sake of his newly restored empire.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. “Though I must admit that I have my doubts about whether a warning will be enough to stop what’s coming.” 
 
    Ari pulled the front door open and stepped out into the bright, morning sun. They were fortunate, and the sky was clear, without a single trace of clouds. 
 
    “The Ravarians are capable,” said Ari. “They also weren’t dropped onto the land a day ago. It’s hard for me to imagine them being overwhelmed by the Sai.” 
 
    Eva frowned and shook her head. “You only think that because you don’t have a sense of how the Sai do battle in numbers. Think of the guard with the ice mystica from last night and how effective it would have been against you had you not been wielding a sword with a magic absorption runestone.” 
 
    “The Ravarians can fly, though,” said Ari. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They could just fly away if the Sai decide that they want to field an army of mages against them.” 
 
    “Could they?” asked Eva. “We have both been inside Varnas-Rav before, Aristial. How many children were there, and the elderly? Not all of them would be able to flee.” 
 
    “The children and elderly don’t make good slaves,” said Ari. 
 
    “They do not need to,” said Eva. “They only serve as a weak point for the Sai to exploit. A way of forcing the Ravarians to defend instead of attacking.” 
 
    Ari couldn’t argue with her logic, so he didn’t try to. 
 
    He brought the rune sled out from within the tower and activated the wards on it. He could feel the dwindling essence within them and knew that he’d need to recharge the sled soon. 
 
    He climbed on, and Eva took up position behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist and letting her legs encompass his. It wasn’t necessary for her to ride on the sled like that. It would have been more efficient for the wards to have her shift into her sword form, but for some reason, Ari preferred to have her there with him, as a person. 
 
    It was a way of casually confirming the conclusion he’d come to the previous night. She was a woman, not a weapon. 
 
    It also meant that he could feel her breasts pressing in between his shoulder blades, but Ari was far too mature and serious to consider that sort of thing. He could almost sense their exact size. If he leaned at a slight angle, he could even feel them mushing into his back through his tunic, and even sense the distinct firmness of the points of her nipples. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just getting comfortable,” said Ari. “Obviously.” 
 
    They were about halfway to Varnas-Rav on the rune sled when a large, winged humanoid circled overhead. Ari brought the sled to a stop just as a familiar face landed on the grass in front of them. He scowled and shook his head as he recognized the man. It was the same Ravarian he’d fought when he’d first arrived back at Varnas-Rav with Rin, and from the expression on his face, he seemed ready for round two. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” muttered Ari. 
 
    “Do you know him?” asked Eva. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” said Ari. 
 
    The Ravarian had drawn his sword and was glaring openly at him. Ari slowed the rune sled to a stop and climbed off, holding his arms out to the side in what he hoped was a disarming gesture. 
 
    “I’m not here for a rematch,” he said. “I have important information for your Vereshi and for Rin. Get it? Rin? Vereshi? I know you know who I’m talking about.” 
 
    The Ravarian tapped his fingers on his sword hilt a few times before finally muttering something and taking to the air. Ari and Eva continued on toward Varnas-Rav, but they’d only been traveling for a few minutes when another airborne figure descended upon them. 
 
    Rin was dressed in a green leather jumper with string ties up the front, the top few left strategically undone to emphasize her eye-catching cleavage. She grinned when she saw Ari and Eva, and Ari couldn’t help but smile back at her. 
 
    “Husband,” said Rin. “I see that you were successful.” 
 
    Eva raised an eyebrow. “Aristial, is there anything that you have forgotten to tell me?” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “Rin’s crazy, but you already knew that.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible thing to say about your wife,” said Rin. “But let’s put that aside for now and address why you’re here. Beadon said it seemed as though you had important information to bring to us.” 
 
    “Beadon?” asked Ari. “That’s his name? No wonder he’s always looking for a fight. He must have gotten eviscerated by all of the other little birds as a child.” 
 
    Rin folded her arms and furrowed her brow expectantly. 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “This will take a bit of explaining.” 
 
    He gave Rin a brief rundown of his encounter with the Soul Engine and subsequent meeting with Diya and the newly restored Sai. She listened impassively, and emotion only began to show on her face as Ari described the Ravarian they’d seen being tortured. 
 
    “The scout you speak of would be Thames,” said Rin. “He’s young and inexperienced. We sent him to patrol the southern islands because we thought it would be a safe way to test his development.” 
 
    Rin hissed through her teeth and spit on the ground. She looked genuinely upset, and Ari moved in closer to her and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have to emphasize that whatever he knew, including the location of Varnas-Rav, has likely been passed on to Emperor Diya and the Sai.” 
 
    “Can they be reasoned with?” asked Rin. 
 
    “Like your sister ‘reasoned’ with Baron Ogwell, you mean?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That matter has been put to rest,” said Rin. “She gave you her word that she had no part in the Baron’s poisoning.” 
 
    Ari didn’t argue the point, but as far as he was concerned, Tialese was not someone who he could take at their word, especially without confirmation from his Ring of Insight.  
 
    “I very much doubt that the Sai will be open to negotiation,” said Eva. “To them, your people are seen as a lesser race. They view the Hume similarly.” 
 
    “My people haven’t been slaves for hundreds of years,” said Rin in a bitter voice. 
 
    “The Sai don’t seem to have any memory or awareness of the time that they spent as mesmers,” said Ari. “Hundreds of years ago may as well have been last week as far as they’re concerned.”  
 
    Rin licked her lips. “So you bring this warning to us so we can prepare ourselves for war, then?” 
 
    Ari looked at Eva. He didn’t like Rin’s conclusion, but it wasn’t one that he could necessarily rule out. 
 
    “Only if it comes to it,” said Ari. “I plan on bringing word to Cliffhaven, too. I realize that the situation between Cliffhaven and your people is somewhat strained right now, but if the Sai do start trying to re-establish their empire, it might be possible to form a united front.” 
 
    “It seems unlikely to me, chala,” said Rin. “Though I do admire your optimism.” 
 
    The wind blew across the field they stood in, rustling the trees and sending a barrage of red and yellow leaves dancing through the air between them. One of them landed in Rin’s hair, and Ari flicked it off her with his finger. 
 
    “We should get going,” said Ari. “I’m not sure how much time we have, but I should try to warn the people of Cliffhaven as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I doubt they will welcome you with open arms, all things considered,” said Rin. “That’s assuming that you can even make the trip north a second time on your rune sled. We had several close calls with the Weatherblight, if you remember, chala.” 
 
    “I have an idea or two about that,” said Ari. “Anyway, be careful, Rin. And make sure your sister understands how serious the threat of the Sai is.” 
 
    He turned to go, but Rin took hold of his hand at the wrist before he could make it more than a step away. 
 
    “Husband,” she said. “I need to speak with you before you depart. In private.” 
 
    Ari furrowed his brow. “What’s this about?” 
 
    “I’ll explain momentarily,” said Rin, shooting a glance at Eva. 
 
    “I don’t mind waiting, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll make sure it’s quick.” 
 
    He watched Eva disappear into the nearby trees, and then looked at Rin expectantly. 
 
    “What’s this about?” asked Ari. “You aren’t going to start begging me to get you pregnant again, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” Rin grinned at him. “Because there would be no need.” 
 
    She still held his wrist, and she pulled her hand to her navel and pressed it against her stomach. Ari blinked, and he suddenly understood what it really meant to feel weak in the knees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Rin’s laughter only faintly reached him as he fought to see straight through his pounding heart and racing thoughts. She shook her head, wiping one of her eyes as she regained her composure. 
 
    “You should have seen your face, chala,” she said. “I’ve never seen someone go that pale before.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari. “Was that… some kind of joke?” 
 
    “Of course it was,” said Rin. “I am not pregnant. Though I do intend to one day bear your child, husband. I just wished to see how you’d react.” 
 
    “You have an evil sense of humor,” said Ari. 
 
    “I really do,” said Rin. “But I did need to speak with you about something. When you last departed from Varnas-Rav, you had only days left to live. You didn’t mention whether you managed to find a solution for yourself.” 
 
    Ari took a few more breaths, only then feeling as though he’d completely calmed down. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s settled,” he said. “I should live a long, prosperous life, assuming I don’t die fighting some monster along the way. Dormiar’s blood, don’t ever pull a prank on me like that again.” 
 
    “Next time it won’t be a prank, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “Anyway, if that was it, I should get moving. Take care, Rin.” 
 
    She took him by the hand as he began to walk away. 
 
    “Not so fast,” she said. “I’m curious, Aristial. When does this end for you?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You set out to save the sword woman,” said Rin. “This is after you’d originally set out to find a safe haven for your other woman, which you more or less managed by depositing her in Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “After she’d already been horribly injured,” muttered Ari. 
 
    “That’s not my point,” said Rin. “You’ve saved Kerys. You’ve saved Eva. You’ve even saved me, by giving this warning. What about you?” 
 
    “I already told you, my lifespan is back to normal,” said Ari. 
 
    “Yet now you throw yourself into the types of danger that would seem to make that effort irrelevant,” she said. “Why?” 
 
    It was a good question, albeit one that didn’t have a simple answer. Ari’s focus had shifted over the past few days in a not so subtle way. It was hard for him to put into words exactly what he was feeling, and he spent a couple of seconds in silent consideration. 
 
    He’d taken on a greater responsibility, one that an orphan from Golias Hollow had no real business involving himself with. Was that who he still was? 
 
    “I’m doing this because I can,” said Ari. “Mud and blood, I’m Lord Aristial Stoneblood, ruler of Ethereal Tower. I’m not about to watch a centuries-old emperor fat-hand his way back into enslaving the few people left on the surface. I think I can make a difference… so why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “You’re a little full of yourself,” said Rin. 
 
    “I’m well aware,” said Ari. “Part of the reason why I have no intention of having kids.” 
 
    Rin threw herself forward, giving him a quick, passionate kiss. She laughed maniacally as it ended, flapping her wings and taking to the air. Ari spotted Eva watching from the sidelines and waved her over. 
 
    “That woman is insane,” said Eva. 
 
    “Yeah, but in a good way,” he said. “Come on, there’s no time to waste.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to make it back to the tower. Ari opened the door and slid the rune sled inside before deactivating the wards. Eva frowned as she came inside and noticed the focus he was giving the wards on the common room table. 
 
    “I had a feeling that this was what you intended,” she said. “Aristial, are you sure about this? It seems unwise to attempt to get nearer to our location by just activating the teleportation wards at random.” 
 
    “Remember this?” asked Ari. He took out the blueprint they’d found in the vault in Mythril’s workshop. It depicted a thin metal spike covered in intricate rune carvings. 
 
    “Rachel said it was some kind of anchor,” said Eva. “Presumably to mark a location for the tower to teleport to.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ari.  
 
    He didn’t have a map on hand, so he could only point to general spots on the table as he began listing the places they’d previously been taken to by the tower. 
 
    “We’re near Varnas-Rav right now, which would be over here, to the east,” he said. “Golias Hollow was more toward the center of the continent, right here. There’s no real guessing where Deepwater Spire was, other than that it was far to the west, in the ocean. Then we have the teleportation point near Central Dominion, along with the one on Trium’s Paradise.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this?” asked Eva. 
 
    “The points are so spread out,” said Ari. “Mythril wasn’t choosing locations that were close together. He used the tower as a way of getting around the continent, and why wouldn’t he have? Now, Cliffhaven is up here…” 
 
    He pressed his finger to the north, in a spot that was relatively far from any of the other places he’d marked. 
 
    “You think it is likely that at least one of the marked locations is in the north?” asked Eva. 
 
    “I’m almost certain of it,” said Ari. “The challenge might just be identifying it when we get there. I drained more than enough essence from the Tremor Boots for us to jump to each of the remaining unknown locations the tower is connected to.” 
 
    “This makes the rather large assumption that the unknown locations are safe for us to teleport to, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “There’s no way around that risk,” he said. “Traveling to Cliffhaven the long way isn’t really an option. It took forever to build the raft that Rin and I used to get across the strait separating this island to the mainland, and we’d have another three weeks on the rune sled after that.” 
 
    “Diya and the Sai will have ways of moving more quickly than that,” said Eva. “I see your point, though I still think that this is risky.” 
 
    Ari grinned at her. Eva moved to his side and let one of her arms rest around his waist. He pushed into the table, illuminating the wards, and carefully identified the four he already recognized the patterns of. There were eight others left, enough that Ari doubted that they’d find a location near Cliffhaven on the first try. 
 
    He set his hand down on one of the wards he couldn’t identify and licked his lips. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    Eva nodded. “I am ready.” 
 
    Ari pushed his will into the rune ward and hoped for the best. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Light flashed around the outside of the tower, the air pressure changed, and Ari instantly knew that he had the wrong place. They were in the middle of a fierce desert windstorm, which was easy enough to recognize by sound alone after the several-day period they’d spent trapped in the tower by one few months earlier. The sand had a particularly distinct sound as it struck the tower’s windows, almost like fine droplets of rain. 
 
    “Okay,” said Ari, all but shouting to be heard over the wind. “I don’t think this is the right place.” 
 
    “That is an astute observation, milord,” said Eva.  
 
    “I would have liked to examine enough of our surroundings to get a sense of where we are located, but I’m not sure if—” 
 
    A loud bang sounded from above them, and the whistling of the wind against the windows intensified. The tower was sturdy, but Ari wasn’t interested in finding out the limits of its architectural strength. He set his hand on the ward just above the one he’d just activated and pushed his will into it. 
 
    This time, the tower brought them to a place that seemed comfortable, or at the very least, not at the center of a storm. Ari glanced out one of the common room windows and saw a suspiciously familiar expanse of green grass and trees. 
 
    He opened the front door and stepped out onto the same small hill where he’d first found the tower to begin with. Eva came to stand beside him, frowning a little as she took in the beautiful, but incorrect scenery. 
 
    “Well, at least now we know how to come back to where we started,” said Ari. 
 
    “Are you sure you’ll have enough essence to get us near Cliffhaven?” asked Eva. 
 
    “I’m fairly sure,” said Ari. “Besides, this isn’t as wasteful as it seems. Knowing where the wards can bring us opens up possibilities for the future.” 
 
    They went inside, and he tried again. Light flashed, trees disappeared, and a blank stretch of smooth white snow replaced them. Ari made a noise under his breath as he pushed the door open a crack and felt the chill air greet him. The snow was high enough to affect the door’s movement, piling up with a soft groan as Ari put his shoulder into the process. 
 
    “Why even bother heading outside here?” asked Eva. “This is clearly not where we need to be.” 
 
    “I think we’re near the Nameless Enchanter’s workshop,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva stared at him in blank incomprehension, and Ari realized that he’d never told her the details of the vision he’d seen of Mythril and Rachel on their expedition into the north. 
 
    “There might still be some useful stuff around here,” said Ari. “Though it doesn’t seem like we’d be able to find anything, dressed as we currently are.” 
 
    The landscape had shifted from what he’d seen in the ancient memory, but Ari still felt reasonably sure that given enough time, he’d still be able to find the way down into the workshop. Whether there would be much left, especially after Mythril’s original excavation and three hundred years, was another question. 
 
    “Anyway, we should keep moving for now,” said Ari. 
 
    He closed the door and approached the common room table. The skeptical expression on Eva’s face was a match for his own dwindling hopes. If none of the tower’s teleport anchor points were nearer to Cliffhaven than the ones he’d already tried, it would mean that he’d expended a significant amount of essence for no real purpose other than discovery. 
 
    He chose a new ward, pushed his will into it, and blinked away the afterimage left by the brief cocoon of light that surrounded the tower. He looked out the window and saw a copse of trees, green grass, and most importantly, a city perched atop the cliffs in the distance. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Ari. “I was hoping for us to end up within a week’s journey of Cliffhaven. We’re no more than a mile or two from the city. This is perfect, Eva!” 
 
    He glanced over and saw a curious expression on her face. Two of her fingers were teasing a lock of silver-blue hair, and after a couple of seconds, she shook her head. 
 
    “It does not make sense,” she said. “Why would Mythril have needed to come here?” 
 
    “Maybe it was also a city during the time of the Saidican Empire?” suggested Ari. 
 
    “There would have been mesmers within the city, had that been the case,” said Eva. “Remember, mesmers could only be attacked with enchanted weapons, so it’s not something the first Hume to find the city could have done easily.” 
 
    “They would have respawned, too,” said Ari. “Huh. It is a little weird, when you look at it from that perspective.” 
 
    He considered what he knew about Mythril from the visions. There was already a small detail that had been nagging him about the state he’d found the Soul Engine in, and more specifically, the broken sword with the emerald pommel that had been thrust into it.  
 
    “You look pensive,” said Eva. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “In all of the visions I’ve seen of Mythril, he was wary of the Soul Engine,” said Ari. “It’s possible that he never bonded with it, and if that was the case, then there is no reason why he couldn’t have set this anchor location after the accident that turned the rest of the Sai into mesmers.” 
 
    “That is an interesting theory,” said Eva. “Obviously from what we have seen so far, the Hume and the Ravarians never bonded with the Soul Engine. Perhaps the Hume established the city here in the early days after the mesmers were created, and Mythril was involved somehow. Or perhaps Cliffhaven holds another secret, something else that would have interested him.” 
 
    “Very possible,” he said. “Well, there’s no real point in speculating about it too much. Maybe I’ll find out the answer for myself one day, through another vision.” 
 
    Eva’s expression darkened, and Ari wondered if the idea of him exploring more of Mythril’s memories might be disconcerting to her. She brushed her hands off on her tunic and regained her composure after a second or two. 
 
    “Milord,” she said. “We should turn our focus back to why we are here.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. 
 
    They slipped out of the tower and took a look at their immediate surroundings. Cliffhaven was the highest point in the surrounding area, perched upon the high, circular plateau of which it took its name.  
 
    The tower was nestled within a thicket of old trees in between two hills, the branches and foliage growing just thick enough to provide an adequate amount of natural camouflage. They’d be able to leave the tower without worrying about someone finding it, assuming nobody stumbled directly into its otherwise unremarkable location.  
 
    It was still relatively early in the day, and the weather was clear. Several small caravans moved along the road winding up the cliffs into the city itself, though the distance between the tower and the city made the pace they moved at seem molasses slow. 
 
    “How are you planning on making it inside?” asked Eva. “You are still presumably a wanted man in Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Ari. “Luckily, I don’t have to present my own face to the guards.” 
 
    He grinned and fished Miragion out of his tunic. The stone head felt warm from the body heat it had absorbed by being pressed against his skin. 
 
    “And what of the citizenship tax?” asked Eva. “You’ll also have to pay that again.” 
 
    “Ah.” Ari hadn’t thought of that, and as he did, he realized the problem that it presented. 
 
    On his last, chaotic night in Cliffhaven, he’d left Kerys with Durrien and Amber, along with all the money he had as payment for keeping her safe. Ari hadn’t been expecting to come back, both because of how intensely Marshal Luka would have been searching for him, and his previously limited lifespan. 
 
    “You could linger outside the city for a while,” said Eva. “Some of the farmers and travelers might need a helping hand that you could provide in exchange for coin.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that,” said Ari. “We need to get into the city as soon as we can.” 
 
    “I cannot see how it will be possible,” said Eva.  
 
    “I just need to find a way through that doesn’t involve going past the guards,” said Ari. “It can’t be that hard, can it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    It was early evening when Ari was finally forced to accept the conclusion that there was no obvious way to enter Cliffhaven without going through one of the gates. He spent the first few hours after arriving in the tower doing a slow circuit around the walled city, trying and failing at everything he could think of to make it inside. 
 
    He tried hanging out around the docks behind the city, which had their own gate with its own set of guards. Only a few fishing boats were moored, and their crew rebuffed Ari’s clumsy attempts at ingratiating himself with them. 
 
    He tried a similar tactic outside Cliffhaven’s front gate, spending some time in and around the now-destroyed building that had once been Cythia’s Storm Goods. Ari found himself wondering what had happened to Cythia, the shop’s proprietor, before deciding that the only answer he’d get would be a depressing one. 
 
    The caravans that passed by on the road all refused his offers of help in exchange for having his entry fee paid. The last one to pass by, as the sun began to dip low over the horizon, was a horse-drawn wagon filled with small green melons, and Ari briefly considered trying to jump into the back of it and hide amongst them. 
 
    “Well, that was a waste of time,” muttered Ari. “Any suggestions?” 
 
    Eva had shifted into sword form, and he let one of his hands rest on the hilt of Azurelight in the same affectionate way he’d sometimes rest his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I cannot think of much else that you could do,” she said through the bond. “Perhaps you could head back to Varnas-Rav and seek assistance from Rin, or the Vereshi?” 
 
    “So beg the Ravarians for money, basically?” asked Ari. “Even if they had the coins to spare, there’d be no real benefit in it for them. Maybe I could convince Rin, but something tells me she’d have a condition I’d have to meet before she’d lend me anything.” 
 
    He already knew exactly what the condition would be, and judging from Eva’s silence, she had at least somewhat of an idea, as well. 
 
    “Why does this city have to have such a big, stupid wall around it?” he muttered. 
 
    “To keep the people within safe from the Weatherblight,” said Eva. 
 
    “It was a rhetorical question, I’m well aware of the role the wall serves,” said Ari, with a scowl. “It’s not like it’s even that effective, though. The Weatherblight can still spawn in a few places where the cobblestone doesn’t cover the streets.” 
 
    He folded his arms, considering that fact. The wall might have been all but impenetrable, but that didn’t mean things couldn’t go over it. In the dead of night, if he was careful about his approach, it might be possible for him to get close to the wall in a place the guards weren’t watching. 
 
    “How high do you think I can throw you?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Is that also a rhetorical question, milord?” asked Eva. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Ari made his way up a section of the cliffs along the city’s side, far enough from both the front and back gates to be outside the scrutiny of most of the guards watching the exterior wall. Ari had Azurelight slung over his shoulders along with his pack, which he’d emptied of everything other than the broken sword and the rope. 
 
    He also had his Feathercloak on, which he expected to play an essential role in what he was about to do. He’d put his rope through a lot of abuse over the months, and a quick comparison between it and the city’s outer wall was enough to confirm that there was no way it would be able to reach the entire way down to the ground. 
 
    “Could you explain how you intend this to work one more time?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Simple,” whispered Ari. “I’ll launch up onto the parapet with the rope. You’ll shift back into your incarnate form and brace yourself so I can climb up.” 
 
    “But the rope isn’t long enough,” said Eva. 
 
    “That’s where my Feathercloak comes into play,” said Ari. “If I run fast enough and spread it out just right with my arms, I should theoretically be able to wall run at an angle. I might not be able to reach the end of the rope by jumping, but if I can gain height by running along the wall…” 
 
    “This is a bad plan,” said Eva. “There are at least two guards patrolling the parapet that could see you.” 
 
    “That’s why the timing will be so critical,” said Ari. “Ready?” 
 
    “Lord Aristial, I really, really think you should reconsider—” 
 
    “Shhh,” whispered Ari. “They’ll hear you.” 
 
    “I’m speaking to you through our bond, there is no possible way that they could—” 
 
    “Shhh!” 
 
    Ari unsheathed Azurelight and tied the end of the rope around the hilt. He briefly considered trying to lob the weapon up onto the wall before realizing that he’d need more momentum behind his throw to manage it. He took hold of the rope about a foot down from the knot, and then he began to swing it in an accelerating arc. 
 
    It was stupidly dangerous—and kind of fun. Ari was well aware of how sharp Azurelight was, and if he shifted his shoulder by even just an inch or two, the blade would chop clean into his skull. He swung the sword around fast enough to make the air sing in its wake, then released his throw at the apex of the arc. 
 
    Azurelight went flying, and Ari sucked in a worried breath as he considered what would happen if he accidentally overshot his target and sent the weapon sailing beyond the wall and into the city. His throw was perfect, however, and just as Azurelight passed over the parapet, it flashed with light. Eva appeared in the sword’s place with the rope in hand, immediately dropping flat on her stomach to reduce her profile. 
 
    Ari waited for a few seconds, half expecting one of the guards on the wall to let out an alarmed shout. He didn’t hear anything, which meant that he was free to proceed with the next part of the plan. 
 
    The end of the rope was dangling about twenty feet above the ground, outside of Ari’s reach, as expected. He fell back to give himself room to run and wiped the moisture off his shoes. It was a clear night, with both moons nearly full, which meant that he would be visible on the wall if one of the guards came around to the side of the city he was on and happened to look downward. 
 
    Ari took hold of his Feathercloak in one hand, extended it outward, and started running. He jumped to clear the first few feet, set his foot down on the wall, and kicked. 
 
    He went flying, as he probably should have expected. The Feathercloak’s enchantment was enough to slow his fall and let him avoid an uncomfortable landing, but that was only a small consolation. His entire plan hinged on him being able to run along the wall and reach the rope. He’d done it before. How had he managed it before, exactly? 
 
    He tried again, then a third time, only managing to knock dust loose from the bricks. He heard a hissing noise come from above, and looked up to see Eva leaning her head over the edge of wall. 
 
    “Lord Aristial!” she whispered. “The guards are coming!” 
 
    Ari scowled, knowing he’d only get one more shot at it. He took hold of his cloak at an angle this time, and gave himself even more room to run from. He took off at a sprint, building to full speed before setting his first foot on the wall. 
 
    By some miracle, it worked. It was more about brushing his feet against the wall than kicking off or up. With enough speed, he could almost glide along with his Feathercloak, and the trick was to focus completely on moving upward while still staying close to the wall. 
 
    He flailed his hands forward as the rope came into view, grabbing the end by the last few inches. His hands almost slipped, given how sweaty they’d grown over the past few minutes, but he managed to hold on and shifted as much of his weight as he could onto the wall as Eva began pulling him up. 
 
    It didn’t take long. Eva clasped his hand and helped him up over the parapet’s lip once he reached the top. The guards were already nearly upon them, and Ari only stopped for long enough to let Eva shift back into her sword form and sheathe the blade before hurling himself over the wall’s other side and into the city. 
 
    A single shout came from behind him and to the left. Ari ignored it, holding the sides of his Feathercloak as he glided through the air, descending into the shadows in between two nearby warehouses. 
 
    He expected the guards to pursue him, but doing so would require them to head all the way around to the nearest set of stairs before coming back toward where they’d last seen him. Ari intended to be long gone by then. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Cliffhaven was much as Ari remembered it. He hadn’t spent enough time in the city on his first visit to become entirely accustomed to the bustle of crowds and people, and he found himself surprised by how active the streets were, even though it was already several hours into the night. 
 
    Ari used Miragion to shift his appearance to match Diya’s instead of his own, in case any of the guards he passed recognized him by face. It took him a couple of minutes to get his bearings and figure out where he was in relation to the parts of the city he was familiar with. 
 
    He took his time as he walked through the streets, considering where to go first. He felt nervous and unsure, as though the very act of entering Cliffhaven had tapped into a wellspring of emotions he’d forgotten about. 
 
    “Are you excited to see her again?” asked Eva through the bond. “It has been more than a month since you and Lady Kerys parted, correct?” 
 
    Ari let out a low, disappointed sigh. 
 
    “I’m not going to see Kerys,” he said. “Or at least, she isn’t going to see me.” 
 
    He pressed a hand to Miragion, which just happened to be hanging at an angle close to being directly over his heart. 
 
    “Why would you not see her?” asked Eva. “I know you well enough to know how much you miss her.” 
 
    Ari shook his head. “She’s safe here in Cliffhaven. If I suddenly show up, how do you think she’ll react?” 
 
    “She would want to see you,” said Eva. “There’s no question in my mind about it.” 
 
    “You know how stubborn she can be,” said Ari. “She might insist on coming with me again and staying with us. Which would be too dangerous, especially now, given her injury.” 
 
    “You do not know that for sure,” said Eva. “It is possible that she’s happy here in Cliffhaven. It has been over a month, after all.” 
 
    “In which case, why not just let her keep being happy?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva didn’t have an answer for that. The truth was, Ari suspected that she was right. Kerys had a natural talent for endearing people to her. He didn’t doubt that she’d made friends beyond Amber and Durrien, maybe even some that she was starting to care for. 
 
    He swallowed, hating the fact that he knew the real reason why he didn’t want to see her. He’d promised to bring Kerys to Cliffhaven, to give her a life of peace and community similar to what she’d once had back in Golias Hollow. The fact that he’d managed to do just that in the end—and also was prevented from being a part of it due to his circumstances—made the idea of seeing her again feel like a bittersweet joke. 
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Well, I promised Amber that I’d let her know if the weird potion she gave me worked,” said Ari. “Might as well start there. She might have some ideas on what we should do, anyway.” 
 
    Eva didn’t say anything, and Ari got the distinct impression that she was silently judging him for his choices. He tried to act natural as he continued through the streets toward the western corner of the city where Amber’s house was located. 
 
    The city was far more visceral and distracting than he remembered it, packed full of sights, smells, and people. A drunken man was being helped down the street by a woman who looked more like his daughter than his lover. A man with both a sword and a bow hanging from his back was spreading a sleeping pad out across the ground of a small side alley. 
 
    The guards he saw seemed wary, though whether it was their normal demeanor for the night’s watch or because of his earlier close call, Ari couldn’t say. It was cold out, and almost every chimney had a plume of smoke above it, adding to the city’s already musky smell. 
 
    The city’s nighttime denizens thinned out as he neared Amber’s house. It was a simple building constructed at the corner of two walls in one of the poorer sections of the city. Ari paused, pulling his will back from Miragion to cancel the effect of its magic and reveal his true face. He slowly walked up to the door and knocked three times.  
 
    The woman who greeted him was slight of build, with short red hair, freckles, and a boyish air about her, despite the fact that she wore a grey sleeping gown. She turned her head slightly to the side when she saw Ari, as though trying to examine an object from a slightly different angle. 
 
    “Oh,” said Amber. “You’re still alive.” 
 
    Ari made a face and let out a small scoff. 
 
    “Really?” he said. “That’s your reaction to my return?” 
 
    “Right, I’m so sorry,” said Amber. “Let me try that again. Whoa! Unbelievable! You’re still alive, and you’re here, and I’m so happy and overwhelmed!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, stepping out of the doorway and gesturing for him to enter. Amber’s workshop was in the style of a loft, with her general sleeping and living accommodations on a second level with a wooden ladder leading up to them. 
 
    “In all seriousness, I’m very happy to see you again,” said Amber. “I’m sure you have quite the story to tell, and I would most dearly like to hear it. For starters… did it work? The potion?” 
 
    “It did,” said Ari. “There’s more than just that, though.” 
 
    A normal host might have offered Ari a drink, or at least a place to sit, while he described the lengthy tale of the events that had taken place since he last left Cliffhaven. Amber examined him, first using an odd magnifying glass to peer into his eyes, and she interrupted his story by having him open his mouth wide. 
 
    Ari was in the middle of describing his encounter with the Soul Engine when Amber started untying his cloak and unhitching his sword from his shoulders. He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Uh, what are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to see you naked,” said Amber. “Don’t worry, I’m a professional.” 
 
    “A professional what?” asked Ari. “I’m not injured, and as far as I know, the potion didn’t cause me to grow an extra arm or anything.” 
 
    “What about an extra…” Amber cupped between his legs. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Ari. “No, I’m pretty sure I still only have one of those, too.” 
 
    She pulled his tunic up and over his head, and he sighed and resigned himself to the examination. The pants came down next, and for a moment, it seemed as though Amber was satisfied with his state of undress. 
 
    “I need to be thorough,” she said. “It will only take a second.” 
 
    She pulled his underwear down before he could protest and then let out an exaggerated, appreciating whistle. Ari coughed and tried to continue explaining what he’d seen of Diya and the other restored mesmers. He almost flinched as he felt one of Amber’s fingers begin prodding his package, and he did flinch when she closed her fingers around it and gave it a small squeeze.  
 
    “This can’t be your standard procedure,” said Ari. 
 
    “Of course it’s not,” she said. “But I honestly had no idea what would happen when you drank that Weathersense Potion. Just making sure that I don’t miss anything. It’s also kind of fun to mess with you.” 
 
    She squeezed again, and it was not a pleasurable sensation. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Ari was fully clothed again and sitting next to Amber’s alchemy table. She’d gone quiet when he’d finished retelling everything.  
 
    “There’s a lot to unpack here,” said Amber. “For starters, it is absolutely incredible that you’re still alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” said Ari. 
 
    “The potion, given what you described about how it let you see through the eyes of the weather monsters, could have easily driven you insane,” she said. “In fact, it’s tempting for me to assume that you are insane, and this entire thing is just the ravings of a madman.” 
 
    “I’m not insane,” he said. “Part of the reason I came to you is to get your advice on what to do with this information. I’m well aware of how it sounds.” 
 
    “You would get nowhere trying to warn the city’s rulers directly,” said Amber. “Marshal Luka is now Baron Luka, and he still has a bounty out for the head of the man who orchestrated the poisoning of Baron Ogwell.” 
 
    There was a touch of sarcasm in Amber’s voice for the last sentence. Ari sighed. 
 
    “I figured as much,” he said.  
 
    “How did you even get into the city?” asked Amber. “There is no way the guards wouldn’t have scrutinized you.” 
 
    “I climbed the wall,” said Ari. “Back to my question. What should I do? The Sai do pose a threat, as hard to believe as it might be. They might not attack Cliffhaven immediately, but in their minds, all of the people here are just runaway slaves. The first meeting won’t end well if the city isn’t prepared for it.” 
 
    A crafty smile played across Amber’s lips, and she started teasing one of her short, red locks of hair. 
 
    “I have an idea,” she said. “When you told me of Emperor Diya and this ruined city and the mesmers coming back into their bodies, my first thought was not of them overrunning Cliffhaven. What I’m curious about is how far ahead of us they might be, with enchanting, with the legends of their magic, perhaps even with basic crafting like boats and carriages.” 
 
    “We can actually get a second opinion on this,” said Ari. He drew Azurelight and tossed the sword into the air. Light flashed, and Eva appeared in the weapon’s place, her arms already crossed in consideration. Amber flinched but did a remarkable job of keeping her composure, even though Ari was fairly certain it was the first time she’d actually seen Eva shift forms before. 
 
    “The Sai are incredibly advanced,” said Eva. “They have already begun rebuilding, and it is only a matter of time before they start to expand.” 
 
    Amber nodded slowly. “Just as an aside, I would be most grateful if you eventually gave me a chance to examine you, Miss Shapeshifting Sword Woman.” 
 
    “My name is Evastria,” said Eva. 
 
    “Right, of course,” said Amber. “So, my next question is related to my previous one. Will the Sai actually be able to traverse the continent and pose a threat, given the limitations of the weather monsters?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. A part of him had been hoping that the Weatherblight might be enough to hold them at bay. It seemed like a far-flung hope, given how effective his own rune sled and enchantments had been at letting him avoid storms and travel long distances in relative safety. 
 
    “I doubt it,” said Eva.  
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Amber. “Though at the very least, Aristial, you come bearing the seeds for us to grow an advantage of our own. What if we were to start mass producing the Weathersense Potion?” 
 
    Ari rubbed a finger along his chin.  
 
    “Interesting…” he said. 
 
    “It would give us the advantage of information,” said Amber. “We’d be able to keep the Sai scouted with every storm.” 
 
    “That’s a really good idea,” he said. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “There’s no catch,” said Amber. “Well, a small one. Relatively speaking, now that I have your help. I don’t exactly have all of the ingredients I need…” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” said Ari. “And I suppose you want me to gather them for you?” 
 
    “There’s only two that I’m missing,” said Amber. “One is the blood of the weather monsters, if you can call it blood. I need as much as I can get.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” he said. “We can just wait for the next storm and harvest some.” 
 
    “The other is not so easy,” said Amber. “I need a flower known as hester blossom. It only grows to the far west of here, in the area once known as the Cursed Coast.” 
 
    “Is it essential to the potion?” asked Ari. 
 
    Amber looked at him like he was an idiot. “Yes, it is. Which is why I’m asking for it. Obviously.” 
 
    “I’m going to need more to go on than just that,” said Ari. 
 
    “And you’ll get it,” said Amber. “It should be doable for you, given what Kerys has told me about this ‘rune sled’ of yours. I can give you a map of the general location it’s located in and illustrations of what it looks like. I’ll even pay you for your services.” 
 
    Ari nodded, though some of his attention had been drawn away from the conversation at the mention of Kerys. 
 
    “There is something else we can do to help prepare Cliffhaven for a hypothesized conflict with the Sai, however,” said Amber. “The power of rumor is ofttimes underappreciated. It might take a while, but I can start spreading your story, or at least the relevant parts about the mesmers being restored, throughout local taverns. Though it might take a while to get people to believe me.” 
 
    “Would it help if you had more people to spread the details?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It would, though I doubt many would take your story seriously enough to lend help,” she said. 
 
    Ari fished Miragion out of his shirt and pushed his will into it, shifting his face to Diya’s. 
 
    “I can do it myself,” said Ari. 
 
    “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” said Amber with a laugh. “You must let me examine that sometime.” 
 
    They continued discussing the details of their plan of action, though most of it had already been formed. Ari would stay in Cliffhaven for at least a day or two, spreading the rumor of the return of the Sai throughout inns and taverns in the city. Meanwhile, Amber would ready the supplies he’d need to make the trip into the Cursed Coast to find the hester blossom. 
 
    “There’s only one thing we haven’t touched on yet,” said Amber. “What did Kerys say when you returned to the city? Will she take issue with you leaving again so soon?” 
 
    “I haven’t gone to see her,” said Ari. “I… don’t plan to, either.” 
 
    Eva, who’d mostly stayed out of the conversation until that point, frowned and shook her head. Amber, on the other hand, gave him a small nod. 
 
    “That’s probably for the best,” she said. 
 
    Ari waited for a couple of seconds, expecting Amber to say more. When she didn’t, he felt his curiosity getting the best of him. 
 
    “How is she?” he asked. “Have you and Durrien been looking after her, like I asked?” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” said Amber. “Kerys has been doing quite well. The first few days after she suffered her injury were hard for her, though truth be told, I think she missed you more than her hand.” 
 
    Ari winced. “If things had gone differently, maybe she wouldn’t be missing either.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Amber. “But maybe not. She’s finally settled in and gotten comfortable over the last two weeks. She’s working as a barmaid at the Traveler’s Guild Inn. She’s made some friends with the locals, too. People her age. It’s been good for her.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Everybody always liked her down in the Hollow. It’s impossible not to like Kerys once you start talking to her.” 
 
    He smiled and had to look away. Amber let him have a couple of seconds before continuing. 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t think we should take the slow approach,” she said. “I can start on gathering supplies for you tonight. You should put our other idea to work. Start spreading word of the Sai. Tell people that you’re a fisherman who saw living, breathing Saidicans in some of the ruins in the islands off the coast of Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ari. “If I had to explain how I saw them down in the south and then traveled up here using my tower, it would be even harder to sell people on my story.” 
 
    “It’ll be hard enough as is, I think,” said Amber. “The truth is out there, though. There’ll be more credible reports in the days to come. Your job is just to set the stage for them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Ari left Amber’s shortly after, immediately using Miragion to disguise his face once he was out the door. Eva also shifted forms, and Ari let his hand rest on the hilt of Azurelight as he slowly made his way down Cliffhaven’s shadowed streets. 
 
    “This route is familiar,” said Eva. “It leads toward the Traveler’s Guild Inn, does it not?” 
 
    “It does,” said Ari. “I figure it’s as good of a place to start as any, given that we know that Durrien’s got a solid head on his shoulders.” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind about seeing Kerys?” said Eva. 
 
    “Seeing her?” Ari shrugged. “I guess. Letting her see me? No. She can’t know that I’m here. Neither can Durrien, for that matter. He wouldn’t be able to keep quiet about it as easily as Amber.” 
 
    He made his way into the city’s southwestern district, and only hesitated for an instant before heading up the stairs and through the half-open door leading into the Traveler’s Guild Inn’s tavern room. It was neither a slow nor busy night, with about half the tables occupied and a few people sitting at the bar. 
 
    Ari spotted her immediately and sucked in a breath. Kerys was near the shelves in the back, shifting mugs of ale onto a serving tray with a smile on her face that he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed. 
 
    Her hair was black now instead of blonde and longer than Ari remembered. Amber had brought up dying it to disguise Kerys when Ari had last left Cliffhaven, but he hadn’t realized they’d actually gone through with it.  
 
    She wore a purple and black dress with a neck line somewhere in between flirtatious and chaste, revealing but a hint of her ample cleavage. The dress fell below her knees, and she had a pair of black slippers on that matched it perfectly. It was all clothing that Ari didn’t recognize, but he knew it was here beyond any sense of doubt. 
 
    The tray she carried had a special handle underneath that the end of her disabled arm could slide into. Ari winced as he saw her adjusting it, though it was more out of his own guilt over what had happened rather than anything in her reaction.  
 
    “Hey, you going in?” asked a voice from behind him. Ari jumped slightly, realizing that he’d been standing in the doorway, creepily staring at Kerys. He cleared his throat and made his way over to the bar. 
 
    Durrien saw him and made his way over with an empty mug. The proprietor of the Traveler’s Guild Inn was a bulky older man with greying hair and a few scars on his face and neck that told of his former life as an adventurer. His eyes lacked any hint of recognition as he nodded to Ari and leaned in to listen to his order. 
 
    “I’ll have an ale,” said Ari, adding a bit of gruffness to his voice. “Probably more than one, after what I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” said Durrien. “You’ve been through a rough few days, have you?” 
 
    Ari nodded, and immediately launched into the story Amber had helped him prepare. It felt strange deceiving Durrien, but he consoled himself with the fact that it was for a righteous cause. The essence of what he was saying was truthful, even it was wrapped with falsehoods and delivered through the face of a disguised messenger.  
 
    Ari was relieved when he saw the serious expression on the innkeeper’s face. Durrien had spent time outside of Cliffhaven, and perhaps it was because of his experience in the wider world that he was able to accept a tale that was incredulous, even after the changes Amber had suggested. 
 
    “You’re sure of all this?” asked Durrien, with a frown. 
 
    Ari nodded. Amber had given him a small pouch of coins as an advance for his services, and he slid a copper toward Durrien in exchange for the mug he sat down in front of him. 
 
    “Dark tidings, my friend,” said Durrien. “I’ll be sure to spread the word of this. I can’t imagine what things will look like in a year if the mesmers truly have awakened. Dark tidings, indeed.” 
 
    Durrien nodded to Ari and moved to help another customer. Ari stood up, taking a sip of his beer. His job was done. He had no real reason to stick around any longer. 
 
    Kerys was all but bouncing through the tavern room, bringing ale to thirsty patrons with a smile on her face. Ari picked up his mug and moved to sit at a table that gave him a better view of her, smiling despite the dull sadness laced through the one-sided interaction. 
 
    She picked up another pitcher of ale from the bar and brought it over to a table occupied by a group of younger patrons. A spindly boy around Ari’s age grinned and waved to Kerys, saying something that he couldn’t quite overhear that elicited a laugh from her. 
 
    There was also a younger, round-faced lad that looked barely old enough to be served alcohol in the first place, along with two girls with brown hair that looked similar enough to be sisters. Kerys chatted and joked with all of them as she set the pitcher down, her face expressive, her posture open and relaxed. 
 
    She looked happy, happier than Ari had seen her in a long time. Since she’d been in Golias Hollow, even. Ari took a deep sip of his ale and sighed, suddenly feeling tired. He still needed to find somewhere to sleep for the night, since he couldn’t reasonably expect to slip out of the city and back to the tower. It would have to be at another inn, he figured. 
 
    “Sir?” said Kerys. “Can I get you a refill?” 
 
    Ari hadn’t noticed her coming over, and the sound of her voice made his heart alternate between pounding and melting. He slowly brought his gaze up and looked into her eyes. His throat felt dry and tight, and he had to clear it before speaking. 
 
    “No…” he said. “I… should be going.” 
 
    Kerys frowned, and a hint of curiosity entered her expression. Ari glanced away, reflexively bringing a hand to cover Azurelight’s pommel. His face was changed, and he was wearing a different outfit than Kerys had last seen him in, but she would recognize the sword if she saw it. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Kerys. “Durrien told me to let you have your next ale on the house, since you brought such an interesting rumor in with you.” 
 
    Ari looked at her again. He could feel his willpower fading. It would be so easy to let the illusion drop and grin at her. Maybe even tease her for being so surprised. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Uh… are those your friends, over there?” 
 
    He nodded to the table he’d seen Kerys coming from. She let out a small, embarrassed laugh and nodded. 
 
    “They’re trying to convince me to ask Durrien for the night off,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “Because he’d probably say yes, even though he needs the help,” said Kerys. “Sometimes you just have to do what’s hard instead of doing what you want.” 
 
    Ari forced a smile onto his face, feeling it waver and crack as he tried to hold it. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “You’re absolutely right.” 
 
    He stood up from the table and passed Kerys his empty mug. Without another word, he turned his back to her and walked out of the inn. 
 
    He walked down the street and around the corner before coming to a stop. He took a few much-needed breaths and then shook his head, still smiling his phony smile. 
 
    “She’s doing even better than I’d hoped,” he said. “I’m so happy for her.” 
 
    He pictured what the future would hold for Kerys. She’d pick up from where her life had left off in her old home, growing closer to her friends. Finding a boyfriend, and a husband, eventually. Having kids. Maybe even taking over the Traveler’s Guild Inn one day. A safe, happy life, exactly like she deserved. 
 
    “Are you alright, milord?” asked Eva. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Ari forced out a laugh and wiped a hand across his eyes. “I just…” 
 
    He let out a shaky sigh and shook his head. 
 
    “I… think I forgot something,” he said. 
 
    He sprinted back to the inn, letting his will pull back from Miragion and reveal his true face. The door was shut, and he all but slammed it open in his haste, drawing the attention of the entire tavern room. Kerys saw him, did a double take, and dropped the empty tray she was holding, despite its specially designed handle. 
 
    She ran to him, crossing the room at a sprint, and hurled herself against Ari in a hug that would have bowled him over if not for her petite stature. She was crying, and Ari pressed his hand against the back of her head, cradling her face and wet eyes against his shoulder as he embraced her as tightly as she was embracing him. 
 
    “I told you I’d come back,” he said. “I always keep my promises.” 
 
    “Aristial… S…Stone…” Kerys was sobbing and laughing and couldn’t seem to force anything that resembled a full sentence out. From behind the bar came a booming laugh. 
 
    “Should have guessed that it was you,” called Durrien. “I could tell there was something familiar about your voice.” 
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    It took several long minutes for Kerys to calm down enough to do anything other than hug Ari senseless. He led her over to the table he’d been sitting at, and they both sat down. Ari was aware of Kerys’ friends watching them, but she didn’t seem to have eyes for anyone but him. 
 
    “Kerys, you’re taking the night off,” said Durrien. “You wouldn’t be able to work in the state you’re in, as is.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Kerys. “Really, thank you.” 
 
    Ari grinned at her. “What happened to doing what’s hard instead of doing what you want?” 
 
    Kerys didn’t bother answering the teasing question. Instead, she took Ari’s hand and laced her fingers through it, staring into his eyes from across the table. She looked so different with black hair, but not in a bad way. She was still Kerys. 
 
    “Is Eva here, too?” she asked. 
 
    “Yup,” said Ari. 
 
    “Send Lady Kerys my warmest regards,” said Eva through the bond. 
 
    “She says hi,” said Ari. “It’s better if she doesn’t shift into her incarnate form. Might draw some unwanted attention.” 
 
    “Aristial…” Kerys shook her head, still looking like she couldn’t believe that he was actually there. “Ari. I was so worried. I thought you’d died, for sure. I thought that there was no way you’d have left me in Cliffhaven for so long if you weren’t…” 
 
    She trailed off. There was a certain amount of truth in what she was saying. Ari had been dying, his lifespan decimated by the abuse his soul essence had taken. He’d left Kerys in Cliffhaven precisely because he thought that he was going to die and that it would only endanger her to be with him when it happened. 
 
    “I’m alive,” said Ari. “Mud and blood, so much has happened since I was last here, Kerys. Bear with me, because this will take some explaining.” 
 
    He slowly took her through everything that had occurred since he’d left Cliffhaven, starting with Eva suddenly going dormant and his harrowed, potion-imbibing escape from the Weatherblight.  
 
    He told her about meeting up with Rin and traveling south. Kerys didn’t ask if anything had happened between him and Rin, which he was grateful for, though he did intend to tell her eventually. 
 
    He told her about the night he spent in Varnas-Rav, seeing Mordus in his dream, and leaving for Central Dominion in the tower. The rest of the events from there until his encounter with the Soul Engine flowed out one after another, but Kerys interrupted as he brought up how the mesmers had been restored to physical being. 
 
    “You’re sure?” she said. “All of the mesmers have been brought back? Wouldn’t that mean that the entire Saidican Empire has basically been dropped into the modern world?” 
 
    “At least, all of the Sai that were bonded to the Soul Engine,” said Ari. “They don’t have the same resources they did back during the height of the empire, and their cities are obviously still destroyed, but yes. It was surreal being in their capital.” 
 
    He continued, explaining how he met Diya, and Rachel, and everything that happened while he was a guest in the ruined Sai city. Kerys listened to all of it, and when Ari finally brought the story back around to his harrowed climb up Cliffhaven’s wall, she was gently shaking her head. 
 
    “If it were anyone else telling me this, I wouldn’t believe it,” said Kerys. “You are something else, Ari. You always have been.” 
 
    She smiled and let out a laugh, followed by a slightly over-emotional sniffle. Her hand was still holding his, and Ari noticed the way she kept her bad arm below the table, hidden from sight, as she shifted closer to him. 
 
    “What about you?” asked Ari. “I talked to Amber when I first arrived in the city, but all she said was that you’d been doing well.” 
 
    Kerys shrugged. “Well enough, I guess. The people in Cliffhaven are nice. The fishers don’t really threaten the city in the same way they threatened us when we were on our own in the wilderness.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Ari. “Er… has your injury been healing well?” 
 
    Kerys flinched at the mention of her arm, and she looked away from him. Her good hand pulled back from his, and he watched as she began rubbing it up and down her other arm, just above where her wrist should have been.  
 
    It was hard for Ari to look at her in that state, so self-conscious and vulnerable, without experiencing the full depths of his guilt. He’d failed her on that night, and she’d lost more than just her hand. It was as though a part of who she was on the inside had been cut off, too. 
 
    “It hurts a little,” said Kerys. “I try to keep it covered so people don’t stare. The stump is… pretty ugly.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean that you’re ugly,” said Ari. He smiled and tried to get her to meet his eyes, but she kept her gaze on the table. 
 
    “I know,” said Kerys. “It’s just so annoying sometimes. All the time.” 
 
    Ari was about to ask if there was anything he could do to help when he saw Kerys’ gaze jump over to the other table, the one that her friends had been sitting at. They were smiling and watching her expectantly. One of the girls pointed at Ari and mouthed a question that he didn’t need to hear to understand. 
 
    “I think your friends want to meet me,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t mind, do you?” asked Kerys. “I’ve told them a lot about you already.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ari. 
 
    He followed her over, and for a few minutes, he made polite conversation with the group. Ari only had vague answers for their questions about where he was from and what his occupation was, as there was only so much he could say without veering out of safe territory. 
 
    The two boys seemed a little wary of him, and from the way they also tried to one-up each other in the conversation, Ari got the sense that they’d both been vying for Kerys’ attention. One of the girls was flirtatious, the other was shy, and Kerys seemed to have her own unique rapport with each of them. 
 
    “We should get going,” said the older of the two girls. “Be nice to her, Aristial. She’s missed you more than I think you realize.” 
 
    “Mel!” said Kerys, with reddened cheeks. “Don’t say anything more.” 
 
    “If you say so,” said the girl, with a smile. “Be careful tonight, you two. Remember: accidents can happen in the heat of the moment.” 
 
    “Mel!” shouted Kerys. 
 
    The group laughed as they left, and Ari felt an odd tension between himself and Kerys left in the wake of their departure. 
 
    “They’ve been so nice to me,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I bet,” said Ari. 
 
    “It’s been so helpful with my recovery, just having people to talk to,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I’m glad you had them,” said Ari. 
 
    “But at the same time…” Kerys shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s almost painful, in a way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Kerys had been watching her friends depart through the inn’s entrance. She turned to face him, her one good hand clasped over the carefully tied dress sleeve that hid her arm stump. 
 
    “Do you… have a place to stay tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “I was thinking…” Ari took a step toward her. “That I’d stay here.” 
 
    “I’m sure Durrien would be willing to provide a room for you and Eva,” said Kerys. “Or… for just Eva, if you wanted to…” 
 
    She trailed off, blushing so fiercely that Ari couldn’t help but feel a little bad for her. He tapped a finger on Azurelight’s hilt, querying Eva with the gesture. 
 
    “I am fine with you spending tonight with Kerys, if that is your query,” she said through the bond. “In fact, I think it would please me.” 
 
    “Eva would prefer to have her own room for the night,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys nodded slowly, a smile stealing across her face. She hurried over to Durrien and exchanged a few quick words with him, and then she was leading Ari upstairs. 
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    As soon as they were in the hallway and out of sight, Eva shifted into her incarnate form. Kerys gave her a long hug and exchanged a few quiet words with her before somewhat awkwardly gesturing to a room off to the side. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “Lady Kerys. I will see you both in the morning. I am glad that you have been given this chance at a reunion.” 
 
    She was smiling, and it did seem genuine. Ari briefly wondered if Kerys would have acted the same way had their roles been reversed before deciding that it wasn’t an avenue of thought he was interested in exploring. 
 
    Eva closed the door behind her, leaving Ari and Kerys alone in the hallway. Kerys squeezed his hand and flashed a small, somewhat mischievous smile as she pulled him into a room at the end of the hall. 
 
    He kissed her before she could say anything. He’d forgotten the way that Kerys kissed, so earnest and unskilled. It was incredibly cute in its own right. She still had her eyes closed as Ari pulled back afterward, and he brushed a strand of hair back from her cheek with his thumb. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything with anyone else since you left, in case you were wondering,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    Ari smiled. “You have a certain style of kissing. I think it would have changed if you’d been off frolicking with other boys.” 
 
    “They have been giving me a lot of attention,” said Kerys. “Jordon, the taller of the two that were downstairs even said… well, I guess it’s not really the time to bring it up.” 
 
    “Tell me,” said Ari. 
 
    “He said he wanted to court me, one day,” said Kerys. “I thought he was just teasing me at first, since, well, you know.” 
 
    She lifted her injured arm and looked away from him. Ari reached out and took hold of it, running his fingers across the cloth of her dress, up to where she’d tied off the last few unneeded inches. 
 
    “You’re no less beautiful for this, Kerys,” said Ari. “It’s just an injury. It’s not you.” 
 
    “You can only say that because you haven’t been here,” said Kerys. “You haven’t seen how much I’ve fumbled with simple things. Or the looks I’ve gotten when I’m out in public. Or—” 
 
    Ari cut her off with a kiss. He pulled her body close to his and felt his hands falling into a familiar rhythm of caressing and touching. He shifted them both closer to the bed, planting soft kisses along her neck that made her shudder. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. He untied the end of her dress sleeve and slid it down. Kerys made to pull her arm away from her, but he didn’t let her, though he wasn’t forceful about it. 
 
    Her hand was gone, taken from her just above the wrist. The skin had been folded over and stitched, leaving an odd combination of a rough scar along with a patch of smooth skin around where her stump ended, similar to how a minor burn might heal. 
 
    Ari brought her injured arm to his lips and kissed it. Kerys let out a noise that had too many emotions threaded together to be identifiable. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” she said. 
 
    “Because I can,” said Ari. “That’s not the only place I’m interested in kissing, either.” 
 
    He pulled her close to him again, pressing his lips against hers. Kerys let out a soft, wilting moan and sat down on the bed. 
 
    “Don’t think that I’ll let you sweet talk your way into taking my virginity, Aristial,” she said. There was a hint of teasing in her voice that made Ari suddenly feel like he had an actual shot at it, for once. 
 
    “Someone is going to take it from you eventually, Kerys,” whispered Ari. “It’s not one of those things you can keep forever.” 
 
    “Maybe… but you… couldn’t…” Kerys spoke through quivering breaths as Ari continued to kiss her and run his hands over her.  
 
    He pulled off his tunic and tossed it aside. Kerys reached out with her hand as though to push him back, and her palm rested on his stomach. Ari slid her good hand lower, until she was fondling his hardness. 
 
    “It seems as though at least part of you has missed me,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “All of me has,” said Ari. “This part especially, though.” 
 
    Kerys let out a giggle. Ari resumed his intimate onslaught, kissing her and feeling all that was available with his hands. He’d forgotten how incredible Kerys’ breasts were, both in size and firmness. He pulled one of them out of her dress and ran his thumb over the nipple. 
 
    “Aristial,” whispered Kerys. “You… don’t have to be so aggressive.” 
 
    “Oh, but I do,” he said, whispering the words against her ear. “I forgot how much of a wife body you have, Kerys.” 
 
    “Aristial!” 
 
    He gave her a deep kiss, and he felt Kerys’ body responding eagerly to him, despite the slight protest in her words. Ari pulled her dress up and over her head, tossing it to the floor. She wore only her panties underneath, and everything else from her breasts, to her injured arm, to her surprisingly taut stomach was on full display. 
 
    Ari took his own pants and underwear off in record time. He let himself enjoy the way Kerys’ eyes seemed to get a little bigger as she stared at his hard cock. He kissed her and let it slide against the fabric of her panties, coming to rest on top of her crotch and stomach. 
 
    “Aren’t you curious about what it would feel like?” whispered Ari. 
 
    He grinded against her, letting his cock rub along her panties as though he was hoping it could shed them like a fruit’s peel. 
 
    “I—don’t even know if it would fit,” whispered Kerys. Her voice had a layer of forced chastity to it that was lewder than it would have been if she’d been talking dirty. 
 
    “Why don’t we find out?” said Ari. 
 
    “Aristial…” 
 
    “I’m not going to take your virginity,” he said. “I’ll just see if it fits, and you’ll see what it feels like, and then we’ll stop.” 
 
    Kerys’ chest was heaving up and down fast enough to cause her plump breasts to move with mesmerizing jiggles. She was subtly shaking her head no, but her eyes never left Ari’s cock, and her one good hand continued to run across his stomach, tracing the contours of his abdomen. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “Just… to see what it feels like.” 
 
    Ari pulled Kerys’ panties down. She opened her legs wider, and let her hand run across the triangle of hair that represented the last bit of blonde remaining on her body. Ari leaned forward, kissing her deeply, and then adjusted himself for what came next. 
 
    He let the tip of his erection press into her. Kerys was wet and clearly ready, despite how much she denied it. He felt his cock being engulfed and could only let out a low moan. She was so tight that Ari honestly began to wonder if he would be able to fit. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Kerys. “Aristial! Oh, Dormiar’s tears, Aristial!” 
 
    He kissed her, pushing forward until he was halfway in. Kerys, for once, moved her lips back, though it was with unpracticed motions. Ari groped one of her breasts and tried not to think about how easy it would be to let his body start to move and finally claim her virginity. 
 
    His cock was throbbing, and he obliged it by pushing deeper. Kerys shuddered underneath him, gasping and bucking her hips. Her body wanted it as bad as Ari did, if not her mind. He kissed her deeply and started thrusting. 
 
    “No!” cried Kerys. “I—I can’t!” 
 
    Ari stopped. He immediately pulled back, sliding his tool out of her and letting it rest on her crotch, instead. His arousal let out a throbbing, furious protest, but his conscience was clear and clean. 
 
    “I stopped,” said Ari. “Sorry. It fits, apparently.” 
 
    “Dormiar’s blood,” whispered Kerys. “Yeah, it does.” 
 
    She shifted position, sitting up and sliding forward. Ari rose to his knees, and Kerys lay down on her side with her mouth facing his crotch. She looked like she was drunk, but on something other than ale or liquor. She stuck her tongue out and gave his length a slow, intimate lick. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Ari. “Kerys, that feels…” 
 
    She started sucking, and Ari remembered a fact that he’d almost forgotten. Kerys was bad at kissing, and good at… other things. He felt her lips and tongue moving in perfect tandem as she brought more of his cock into her mouth, and it was almost too much. 
 
    He reached his hand down and let his fingers slip in between her legs and over her folds. Kerys seemed to have no hang-ups about letting him explore her in that fashion. Ari let two of his fingers slide into her, which was basically as many as he could have fit, given her tightness. 
 
    It was hard for him to focus, especially as Kerys began to get into the rhythm of bobbing her head and sucking. He kept his fingers moving, reading the reactions of her body and hips as she bucked upward to meet his touch.  
 
    She started moaning, and then let out a full-body, orgasmic shudder, both of which Ari could feel through his member, given how deep it was in her mouth. Kerys pushed her face forward, somehow taking his entire length. It was more than he could handle. Ari let out a groan as he came, and Kerys let out a surprised squeal. 
 
    He melted forward onto the bed as she kept sucking. She was efficient about it, not only maximizing his pleasure, but denying the chance for any mess to be made in its wake. Nearly a minute had gone by when she finally slid back up, lying with her head resting on his chest. 
 
    “Can I trust you not to try anything weird if I let you sleep in my bed tonight?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari shrugged. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Aristial!” said Kerys. 
 
    “I could always go bunk with Eva instead.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” 
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    The rest of the night was uneventful, with Ari sleeping through to the morning without trying anything. Kerys was already up when he pulled himself out of bed, and he dressed quickly and headed downstairs. 
 
    Kerys was cleaning the tavern room, and Durrien was rolling an ale cask across the floor. Eva sat at the bar, eating a slice of buttered toast with small, dignified bites. Ari grinned as he walked into the room, feeling at home in the atmosphere. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, joining Eva. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Surprisingly well,” she said. “You?” 
 
    There was a teasing edge to her question, and Ari could only chuckle in the face of it. Kerys stopped sweeping the floor and made her way over. She looked a little worried as she sat down in one of the stools next him. 
 
    “Ari,” she said. “What’s your plan for today?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was going to check in with Amber and see how much progress she’s made on preparing the map and illustration of this alchemy ingredient we’ll be searching for. We still haven’t figured out what the easiest route to reach the Cursed Coast will be.” 
 
    “So you aren’t leaving immediately?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “We’ll stay at least one more night, I think,” said Ari. “We still have to spread word of the return of the Sai. I doubt Baron Luka will take the threat seriously unless the rumor is prevalent enough to be impossible to ignore.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t leave without saying goodbye first,” said Kerys. 
 
    There was a defeated aspect to her voice that hurt for him to hear. She knew he would have to leave, eventually. He was still a wanted man, and he couldn’t rely on Miragion to disguise him indefinitely. 
 
    She also hadn’t brought up the idea of her going with him. Ari was both relieved and disappointed by that fact. Kerys would be even more helpless with her injury than she’d been when they first left the Hollow. She couldn’t go with him and Eva, even if the idea of leaving her behind sent slivers through Ari’s heart. 
 
    “I promise I won’t leave without saying goodbye.” Ari took Kerys’ good hand and gave it a squeeze. Durrien had disappeared into the back room, and he returned with a plate laden with toast, eggs, and half a roasted potato. 
 
    “Eat up,” he said. “You can’t face the days ahead of you on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “For the food, and for looking out for Kerys.” 
 
    “I’m a man of my word,” said Durrien. “You can answer a few questions of mine in return.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ari. 
 
    “How is Tialese doing?” asked Durrien. “Does she know about the threat facing Varnas-Rav?” 
 
    Durrien, despite his current role as a mild-mannered innkeeper, had once been an adventurer. He’d also once loved a Ravarian, a romance that had led to him fathering Rin’s sister and the current Vereshi. 
 
    “I sent Rin to tell her,” said Ari. “She’s doing well, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    He hesitated, opting not to say anything that might hint at the suspicion he still harbored for Tialese. The issue of who had poisoned Baron Ogwell almost seemed irrelevant now that the threat of Diya and the Sai had presented itself, but Ari felt oddly certain that it would eventually become relevant again.  
 
    He wasn’t certain that Tialese had orchestrated the poisoning through Leyehl, but it was a possibility. Baron Luka also would have had ample opportunity and motive for the murder, which made the situation even more complicated. 
 
    “Good, good,” said Durrien. “Tell her I said hi if you see her again, would you?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    He finished eating, and spent a few minutes sitting with Kerys and holding her hand. 
 
    “We should get going,” he said, a tad reluctantly. “I’ll be back later in the day, possibly later tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your promise,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Eva shifted back into her sword form, and Ari used Miragion to mimic one of the random faces patterned into the amulet. The streets were packed with morning commuters, and merchant stalls of various sizes were set up along the street. 
 
    He let himself into Amber’s place without knocking and found her standing in front of the wall-mounted writing slate that she usually took notes on, clad only in her underwear. 
 
    “Oh!” said Ari. “Sorry! I should have knocked.” 
 
    “…What?” Amber looked over at her shoulder with her brow furrowed. She glanced down at herself and shrugged. “Oh. Right. Just pretend I have clothes on.” 
 
    She had the type of body that made it awfully hard to do that. Ari closed the door and did his best to ignore the way her buttocks bounced as she furiously scribbled notes onto the slate with a stick of chalk. 
 
    “I made you a copy of the best map I have,” said Amber. “I also did a couple of different sketches of the hester blossom, though I had to draw it from memory.” 
 
    “From memory?” asked Ari. “Hasn’t anyone else documented what it looks like?” 
 
    “It’s rare,” said Amber, with a slight edge to her voice. “Why do you think I need you to go searching for it in the first place?” 
 
    She set her hands on her hips and frowned at him, which Ari only noticed after drawing his attention away from the rather inadequate cloth brassiere she had on. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Ari. “What else are we going to need?” 
 
    Amber looked visibly annoyed, and she shook her head as she reached over to pick something up. 
 
    “Look at this,” she said. “It’s a map of northern Maiya, including the Cursed Coast.” 
 
    The map had been carefully drawn and painted, and Ari was able to make out variations in the terrain.  
 
    “Did you make this yourself?” he asked. 
 
    Amber nodded. “Here’s the problem. The hester blossom is located somewhere around this area, which is commonly referred to as the Draketongue Steppe.” 
 
    She tapped her finger on a section of the map in the Cursed Coast, and Ari immediately saw what she was getting at. In order to reach the Draketongue Steppe, they’d have to cross the Inner Sea. 
 
    “Can you find a boat for us?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to do,” said Amber. 
 
    “I’m going to assume that it hasn’t been going well?”  
 
    Amber glared at him. “No, it hasn’t been, you smart ass.” 
 
    Ari took a closer look at the map. Light flashed from the sword scabbard, and Eva appeared beside him. Amber seemed unfazed by the sudden appearance of another person, and she took a step back so that Eva could get a closer look. 
 
    “I see no easy path forward,” said Eva. “Is there truly no other alternative to this hester blossom for the potion that you intend to make, Lady Amber?” 
 
    “None that I know of,” she said. 
 
    “Do we really need more of the Weathersense potion?” asked Ari. “Maybe we’re overestimating how much of a difference it would make.” 
 
    “You’re the only one with experience imbibing it,” said Amber. “Why don’t you answer that question? Can you think of anything that would have more of an impact against a potential Sai invasion?” 
 
    Ari considered it for a minute or two. Other than trying to make enchanted equipment en masse, he could think of little else in the way of direct action he could do to prepare Cliffhaven for what was to come. The potion would give them an extreme advantage, if it worked the same way it had for him. They’d be able to keep tabs on the Sai during storms and get a sense of their weaknesses without risking anything. 
 
    “Alright,” said Ari. “So we need to get to here.” He tapped a finger on the map. “Tell me about this area, up here.” 
 
    He slid his finger up to a region above the Draketongue Steppe that had been painted a mixture of white and blue. Amber raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Crystalline Forest,” she said. “It’s frozen tundra. The climate is cold year-round. Nobody goes there, and there would be no reason for you to, either. It’s not on the way.” 
 
    “I think I can get there with my tower,” said Ari. “When Eva and I were trying to reach Cliffhaven, one of the locations we discovered was full of snow and ice. It has to be Crystalline Forest, unless you can think of anywhere else that cold this time of the year.” 
 
    “There are some issues with that line of reasoning,” said Amber. “It’s possible that your tower took you to somewhere that isn’t on the map. It’s also possible that it brought you to the northern edge of the Crystalline Forest, in which case you’d have to cross the entire expanse of it. You’d freeze to death within a week.” 
 
    “I have a gut feeling about this,” said Ari. “I think we can make it if we start from where the tower brings us.” 
 
    It was more than just a gut feeling. Ari had seen a vision of Mythril in which they’d first discovered the tower, and it had been next to the Nameless Enchanter’s workshop. Mythril, Diya, Rachel, and Evastria had all made the trip on foot, though of course, Eva had no memory of it. If they could make it, Ari suspected that so could he, as long as the landscape hadn’t changed much over the centuries in between. 
 
    It was an unwieldy qualifier, but it seemed like a more straightforward plan than trying to build, buy, or charter a boat. 
 
    “Is that a risk you’re really willing to take?” asked Amber. 
 
    “I do have a backup plan,” said Ari. “Take a look at this.” 
 
    He pulled the blueprints for the teleportation anchor he’d found in Mythril’s vault. Amber took them from him and seemed to understand what it was before he even got the chance to start explaining. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “That’s a far more complex enchantment than any of the few that I’ve come across in Cliffhaven before.” 
 
    “It’s an anchor for the tower’s teleportation runes,” said Ari. “I’ll have a smith forge the base for me today and then follow this blueprint to set the runes before I leave. With it, I’ll be able to create a new teleportation point for the tower and summon it to me.” 
 
    The blueprints indicated that the amount of essence needed for the runes was substantial, but Ari still had plenty to spare from Mythril’s Tremor Boots. It would be more than worth it for the utility the anchor would provide, assuming he could enchant it without making any mistakes.  
 
    “Your plan seems solid,” said Amber. “It’s certainly more affordable and direct than what I had in mind. Here, I’ll give you more of your payment in advance. You’ll want to use it to outfit yourself in the warmest clothing you can find.” 
 
    That was exactly what Ari did next. He used Miragion to disguise his face as soon as he left Amber’s and set out to do the shopping. He was unfamiliar with Cliffhaven, but as he headed into one of the city’s sprawling bazaars, it became immediately clear that no prior knowledge was needed to navigate the merchant stalls.  
 
    Vendors tended to congregate by type, giving order to the crowd of interested buyers. Ari found the general section for clothing, and after jostling by a group of women admiring dresses, he found the specific stall he needed to buy the outerwear that would keep them warm. 
 
    “What do you think, Eva?” he whispered. He flipped through a rack of clothing made from furs and heavy leather, mindful of the stall-keeper’s watchful gaze. 
 
    “We will need at least two layers of both shirts and trousers,” said Eva. “I would buy three, just to be safe. Along with some of those hats, and new boots.” 
 
    “You’ll probably want to try this stuff on first,” said Ari. “I’m reasonably sure of what will fit me, but I don’t think I can guess at your size.” 
 
    “You will have to,” said Eva. “I was seen by some of the guards during our last visit to Cliffhaven. My silver hair is too distinctive.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Ari. “Good point.” 
 
    He did his best, buying them each heavy fur jackets, thick fur pants with cloth suspenders, intricately stitched one-piece leather jumpers, fur-lined boots, and insulated winter hats that covered the ears and face in a manner that verged on qualifying them as helmets. 
 
    It was too much for him to carry on his own. Ari somewhat warily gave the shopkeeper’s assistant an extra ten copper to load the purchase into a pushcart and accompanied him back to the Traveler’s Guild Inn. 
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    Durrien was out, but Kerys was wiping the bar down with a cloth and watching over the establishment. Ari was still wearing Diya’s face in place of his own, and Kerys frowned apologetically as he entered, not recognizing him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “We’re closed until this afternoon, unless you’re looking for a room.” 
 
    “You’re closed?” said Ari, in an exaggerated voice. “Even if I dance for you?” 
 
    He started gyrating and thrusting his chin back and forth while making ridiculous movements with his hands and arms. Kerys stared at him for a few baffled seconds before recognizing his clothing and rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I have no doubt that you’d actually try something ridiculous like that,” she said.  
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “Just look at this jig.” 
 
    He jumped and clipped his heels together, enjoying the obvious smile that Kerys was attempting to hide. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be back until tonight,” she said. “Or possibly at all.” 
 
    “I promised I’d tell you before I left, didn’t I?” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys shrugged. The shopkeeper’s assistant was unloading their winter gear at the steps, and Ari started bringing it inside and into the tavern’s back room. He saw the open curiosity on Kerys’ face as she noticed the items but opted not to indulge her in it. 
 
    “Does Durrien have you working tonight, too?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Kerys. “Or at least, I have to be here in case he needs the help.” 
 
    “Too bad,” said Ari. “I was planning doing a tour of some of the other taverns tonight and wanted to see if you’d come along for it.” 
 
    She grinned at him but reluctantly shook her head. Ari could see more than just a conflict of responsibility in her expression. She was thinking the same thing that he was, though perhaps in different terms. He would be leaving tomorrow or the day after, with no guess as to when he’d be coming back. He was a traveler through both the city and her life. 
 
     “I’ll still be here later tonight, though,” said Kerys. “If you wanted to, you know, meet up later.” 
 
    “Kerys, that’s just about the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me,” said Ari. “I would love to do dirty things with you later tonight.” 
 
    “Aristial, you are such a pervert,” she said. “I just meant—” 
 
    Ari crossed the distance between them while she was talking and gave her a quick kiss, cutting off her explanation. Kerys blushed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be back later,” he said. 
 
    He finished bringing the clothing into the back room and left the inn. 
 
    “The two of you are getting along as well as ever,” said Eva. “I am glad to see it.” 
 
    Eva had never expressed the same sense of confusion and borderline jealousy over his relationship with Kerys as Kerys had in reverse. She was straightforward about her feelings or lack thereof, but it sometimes left Ari feeling like he was taking advantage of her. 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you at all?” he asked. “Even last night, when she wanted me to herself?” 
 
    A few silent seconds passed, long enough to make Ari sense that the question was one he should have perhaps asked earlier. 
 
    “Bother is not the right word for it,” said Eva. “I admire Kerys and consider her to be a friend. I see no need to let myself covet what the two of you share.” 
 
    Ari gently ran his finger over the sword’s sapphire as he considered his words. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he said, slowly. “But I also want you to be completely honest with me if anything we do ever bothers you.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I appreciate your sensitivity, milord.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    He took a left as he approached the next busy intersection, hopping to cross a section of street caked in horse dung. He’d spotted what he was looking for before as they’d passed through the bazaar, and it didn’t take him long to make his way back to it.  
 
    The sound of metal pounding against metal and hot, rhythmically rushing air greeted Ari as he approached one of Cliffhaven’s local smithies. This one was a small operation, with just a forge and bellows and no obvious storefront in which weapons and armor were sold. Ari hoped that meant that the proprietor might be more open to his offer. 
 
    “Are you in the market for a new sword?” asked Eva in a teasing voice. 
 
    “No.” Ari reached into his pack and pulled out the broken blade with the emerald pommel stone. “Rather, an old one.” 
 
    He let Miragion’s effects fade, not seeing the need nor the bother to do business as a pretender. The smith was dunking a small strip of metal that Ari suspected would eventually become an ornate dagger into a trough of water as he approached. The man looked up as Ari came within a few feet, his eyes going wide as they settled on the ancient weapon. 
 
    “Where in the world did you trussel that up from?” asked the smith. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Ari. “Would you be interested in reforging it for me?” 
 
    Ten minutes and a hundred coppers later, Ari had made the deal. The smith, whose name was Morwin, had jumped at the chance to work on restoring the emerald sword. His price had been steep, but Ari felt as though it would be more than worth it if his suspicions about the weapon happened to be accurate. 
 
    He left the broken weapon with Morwin, who assured Ari that it would be ready within a few days. He also purchased a two-foot-long copper cylinder to use as a base for the teleportation anchor. 
 
    “It’s a soft metal,” said Morwin. “You should be able to carve into it using a steel engraving pen, much like this one, produced by yours truly.” 
 
    It cost him another fifty coppers for both, and Ari tried to ignore how light the coinpurse holding Amber’s advance payment had gotten. He slipped the copper rod into his pack and headed back down the street. The sun had begun to set, flooding the city with orange light, and he figured it was late enough in the day for him to put the other part of the plan into action. 
 
    Ari passed by a few different taverns before finding one that the sound of lively, drunken conversation was already spilling out of. He double-checked to make sure his face was still disguised by Miragion before heading in and taking a seat at the bar. 
 
    “What can I getchya?” asked the barkeep. 
 
    “The strongest ale you have,” said Ari in the most morose voice he could manage. “I’ll need it after what I’ve been through.” 
 
    The story he told was straightforward enough. He was a fisherman of a small, but sturdy vessel, who’d stumbled upon a group of people who looked like they’d stepped out of a legend. Ari knew enough about lying to not let himself sound like he knew or understood too much, and he waited for one of the other men listening nearby to pitch in their thoughts before saying more. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” said the man behind him. “I know the island you be talking about. Full of ghosts, not people.” 
 
    “That’s what they looked like,” muttered Ari. “Ghosts, but come to life. From their clothes, to the language they spoke. They didn’t exactly receive me with a warm welcome, either.” 
 
    He repeated the same story at the next tavern, and at the one after that, shifting his face to one of the ones stored within Miragion at random each time for good measure. He wasn’t sure if telling the story, on its own, would be enough to do more than make people jump at the shadows, but it was worth trying, given his lack of an easy alternative. 
 
    Ari found himself confronted by an interesting problem as he left the third tavern. He couldn’t sit down at the bar and occupy a stool without buying a mug of ale, for appearance’s sake. It was equally hard to turn down the drinks that his curious fellow patrons bought for him in an attempt to ply more details loose. 
 
    By the time he reached the fourth tavern, Ari had a pleasant buzz going. He pushed his way in through the swinging double doors and took a seat at the bar. Five minutes later, he was telling the story and sipping on another mug of ale. 
 
    “They chased me,” he said. “One of them had some type of strange power, as though he could fling fire from his hands. Scariest thing I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “Fire from his hands, you say?” said a familiar voice. “How curious.” 
 
    Ari flinched and turned to look over his shoulder. Jarvis was standing directly behind him, one hand resting confidently on the familiar, ruby-studded hilt of Bloodrose. 
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    It took a massive force of will for Ari to stay seated and unreactive. He slowly nodded his head, double and triple checking that the illusion provided by Miragion was still present over his face. 
 
    “It was the strangest thing I’ve ever experienced,” he said. “No doubt about that.” 
 
    He pretended to take another long sip of his ale, listening for departing footsteps that never came. Jarvis was still behind him, and Ari could feel his scrutiny like a cold chill on the wind. How in Dormiar’s name had Jarvis ended up in Cliffhaven after the incident that had left them shipwrecked?  
 
    “Interesting,” said Jarvis. “So you turned your boat around and fled from these… reborn ghosts?” 
 
    “That I did,” said Ari. 
 
    “Even though you have a sword hanging across your shoulders?” asked Jarvis. “One with a very unique pommel stone.” 
 
    Ari turned to Jarvis’ eyes, and knew at a glance that there was no point in pretending. The tavern they were in was tiny, barely large enough to hold a dozen people at full capacity, if they were willing to brush shoulders. He needed to get outside before the fight broke out, at least. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to. Jarvis drew his sword in a blur of motion, sweeping it in a cleaving strike at Ari’s neck. Ari twisted, unsheathing Azurelight far enough to deflect the strike and leaping back from the bar counter. 
 
    Jarvis grinned at him. He looked far older than he had when Ari had last seen him, with shorter hair and a rough, blond beard. His eyes were the same, however. They were filled with that same glint they’d always had back in the Hollow whenever Ari had faced off against him in the dueling cavern. 
 
    “Jarvis,” said Ari. “Mud and blood, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “There’s a price on both your head and your sword, orphan,” said Jarvis. “Hand your blade over and I’ll let you live.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Ari. 
 
    Tavern patrons were hurrying out on all sides of them. The barkeep had dropped back a few paces and was watching them facing off with a frightened expression on his face. Ari kept his attention on Jarvis, sizing up the space they were fighting in as much as his opponent. 
 
    The ceiling was low, and between the tightly packed tables and limited floor space, it would be nearly impossible for them to fight as they would have in the open. Jarvis took a quick step forward, jabbing his sword forward in an attempt to catch him off guard. 
 
    Ari pulled Azurelight the rest of the way out of the sheath and knocked Jarvis’ attack away. He countered with a quick, somewhat limited overhead chop. Jarvis caught it on the flat of his sword and pushed forward, knocking him off balance while simultaneously getting tripped up by a chair sticking out from under a table. 
 
     “How did you manage the trick with the illusion?” he asked. 
 
    “How did you manage to survive after the shipwreck?” asked Ari. 
 
    Jarvis chuckled. “I think my story is a little less interesting than yours. Do you have any other enchanted artifacts I should know about when I start searching your dead body?” 
 
    “Still have the salamandros armor you stole from me over a month ago?” Ari feinted and then whipped his sword into a quick slash, slicing through Jarvis’ tunic and revealing the red metal enchanted chainmail underneath. Jarvis grinned back at him. 
 
    “I think that answers your question,” he said. “I knew you were in the city. I saw Kerys too, didn’t I? I didn’t get the chance to say hi and confirm it, but she’s here.” 
 
    It was a challenge for Ari to keep his reaction from showing on his face. Jarvis knowing about Kerys ruined everything. It left Ari stuck with the choice of either removing the threat or finding a way to protect her better. 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth as they exchanged several more quick parries. The barkeep had sneaked out through the door at some point, and Ari knew that it would only be a matter of minutes before the guards arrived. He needed to escape, and that meant finishing the fight quickly. 
 
    There was no obvious way for him to do that, however. The tavern was too cramped for him to do anything creative. Trying to throw his sword past Jarvis to initiate a sneak attack with Eva wouldn't be possible, at least not without trapping himself on the other side of the room. 
 
    “You cannot stay here,” said Eva through the bond. “This is not a fight you can win.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” muttered Ari.  
 
    Jarvis pressed forward on the attack again. Metal sang against metal as their swords met twice in quick succession. Ari ducked under Jarvis’ next strike and took a step back, considering his options. He gently pushed his will into his Ring of Insight, hoping it could provide an idea he hadn’t thought of. 
 
    The ring directed his attention to the left, where the tavern’s singular window peered out onto the city and setting sun. Ari let out a low chuckle as an audacious plan came together in his head, and he wasted no time putting it into action. 
 
    He slashed forward, exaggerating his movement to draw out Jarvis’ parry. Bloodrose and Azurelight clanged off each other. Jarvis recovered first, stepping into the opening Ari had left to cut his sword downward.  
 
    Ari hopped back a pace and stabbed his sword sideways, not at Jarvis, but into the ale keg stuffed in between the bar counter and the tavern’s foremost table. Drink spilled forth as Ari pulled his weapon loose, spraying into Jarvis’ face. 
 
    Ari didn’t have the time to enjoy the confusion. He hurled himself sideways, covering his head as he smashed through the window. Shards of glass scratched at his scalp and neck, but he ignored them, rolling to his feet and taking off at a sprint down the corner. 
 
    He came to a stop in front of an alleyway out of direct sight of the street and rushed to pull his cloak and shirt off. He wrapped both of them around Azurelight, dropped to the ground to quickly roll his chest in the dirt, and then used Miragion, which now hung backwards against his shoulders, to shift his features into an illusory face that he knew Jarvis wouldn’t recognize. 
 
    He stayed where he was, clutching the bundle of his shirt and cloak and sword as though it was all he owned in life, and holding one hand out in a gesture of passive, desperate need. Jarvis didn’t even glance at him as he sprinted by. 
 
    “You played that remarkably well,” said Eva. “But your head is bleeding.” 
 
    “Intentional,” said Ari, dabbing a drop of blood from his forehead. “It helps sell the disguise.” 
 
    “Of course, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “I can tell when you’re rolling your eyes even when you don’t have a body, you know,” he said. 
 
    He waited for a few more minutes, wincing as a group of guards hurried by with a sense of urgency about them that he couldn’t help but feel responsible for. He still stuck with his disguise for the first few minutes before totally abandoning the pretense as he approached the Traveler’s Guild Inn. 
 
    “We have to take her with us,” whispered Ari, as he pulled his shirt back on. “If she stays in Cliffhaven, she’ll be a target. Jarvis will try to use her to get to me.” 
 
    “True,” said Eva. “But I am not sure that it will be that simple.” 
 
    Ari burst into the tavern and came to a sliding stop across the wood floor with the last of his momentum. It was a surprisingly slow night, with Durrien resting at the bar with a bored look on his aged friends and Kerys standing next to the single occupied table. It was the same table that she’d joked with the previous night, the one with the friends she’d made. 
 
    “Kerys!” shouted Ari. “We have to go. No time to explain.” 
 
    “What?” Kerys stared at him in incomprehension as Ari hurried by. Durrien was a step ahead of him, already moving the heavy outer clothing Ari had bought earlier out into the open, along with a large bundle of food. 
 
    “How deeply in trouble are you this time, lad?” asked Durrien.  
 
    “It’s nothing that I can’t handle,” said Ari. “But if Kerys stays in Cliffhaven, she won’t be safe. Not anymore.” 
 
    Durrien ran a hand over his grey beard. “If she kept a low profile, and avoided going out in public…” 
 
    “She’d still be discovered,” said Ari. “A rather unhinged acquaintance of mine is going to be searching for her.” 
 
    Ari pulled his Feathercloak back on, along with his pack. Azurelight flashed with light, and Eva appeared next to him, crouching low to shoulder her share of the burden. 
 
    Kerys was still at the table with her friends, though she’d apparently taken the time to grab a bag and stuff various supplies of her own into it. She started toward Ari as he came over to her. One of the boys at the table stood up and took hold of her arm. 
 
    “This is stupid,” said the boy. “Kerys, even if you are in danger here in Cliffhaven, leaving the city is a death sentence.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” said one of the girls. “This guy is taking advantage of you. He leaves you, disappears for weeks without a word, and then shows up and demands that you leave with him?” 
 
    Kerys hesitated for an almost unnoticeable instant and then shook her head. 
 
    “Ari knows what he’s talking about,” she said. 
 
    “Kerys,” said Ari. “All I care about is protecting you. If I thought you’d be safer in Cliffhaven, I would never dream of taking you anywhere else. If I’d known that this was going to happen, I—” 
 
    He never would have come back in the first place. Though, of course, Jarvis had already known about Kerys. It might have only been a matter of time before he found her in Cliffhaven and did something rash. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Kerys. She smiled and hurried over to him. “At least this way you can’t sneak off without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to.” Ari grinned at her and pulled her into a quick hug. 
 
    Durrien had been watching the street from the door, and he waved a hurried hand at Ari and Eva. Kerys said a quick goodbye to her friends and followed Ari over. 
 
    “The street is clear,” said Durrien. “If you have a plan for getting out of the city, this is your chance to put it into motion.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” said Ari.  
 
    Mostly bad ideas, but he felt no need to admit that. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Durrien. “I kept her safe for a time, lad. It’s your turn to make sure my efforts didn’t go to waste.” 
 
    Durrien sighed and ruffled Kerys’ hair affectionately. She gave him a hug, whispering her thanks, and then Ari, Kerys, and Eva were in the street, running for their lives. 
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    Ari nearly retraced the same route he’d first taken upon returning to Cliffhaven, heading back to the where the stairs led up to the wall’s parapet near the old warehouses. Eva and Kerys stayed close to them, and they moved as fast as they could as a group, laden with supplies as they were. 
 
    “We’ll never be able to climb down the wall,” whispered Kerys. “Well, at least, I won’t be able to.” 
 
    “You can drop down with my Feathercloak,” whispered Ari. “You’ve done it before. And Eva, I can summon you to my hand once I’m down.” 
 
    “You will still need to find a way to make it down safely,” whispered Eva. 
 
    Ari nodded, though he’d already worked out a solution for that, in part. He gestured for Eva and Kerys to crouch low as they made their way up the stairs. There was only one guard on the parapet that he could see, a burly man who appeared to be more focused on smoking his pipe than doing his job. 
 
    Ari hurried to shift the supplies around so he could get his Feathercloak off. He stepped behind Kerys to tie it around her neck and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “The tower is west of the city, hidden in a small copse of trees,” said Ari. “In case we get separated for some reason.” 
 
    “I’m not making the trip to it without you,” said Kerys in a stubborn voice. 
 
    “Just in case.” Ari gave her a quick kiss and then nodded to the wall. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Kerys, despite her petite figure, despite her injury, and despite the month she’d spent within the safety of the city, did not lack for courage when it came to facing down heights. She stepped off the wall without hesitation, holding the edges of Ari’s Feathercloak in clenched fists. The cloak’s fabric and enchantment caught the wind almost instantly, letting her coast down a drop that should have been deadly. 
 
    Next, Ari tossed all of the supplies that could survive the fall down after her. It was only the heavy bundle of food that he was really concerned about, and he handed that to Eva, who could wear it across her shoulders and transport it with her when Ari summoned her. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “My turn. Same as before, just in reverse.” 
 
    “You had your Feathercloak before, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “True, but climbing down is always easier than climbing up.” 
 
    She scowled at him but dutifully braced herself against the parapet’s wall and tossed the rope over. Ari took hold of it in hands that were a little too sweaty for his liking and started making his way down. 
 
    He kept his feet against the city’s wall, shifting as much of his weight onto them as he could. It wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t exactly hard, either. At least, not until he reached the bottom of the rope. 
 
    He couldn’t see the ground underneath him clearly, and judging exactly how much distance the fall would be was all but impossible. 
 
    “I could try to catch you,” called Kerys. 
 
    “Please don’t,” said Ari. 
 
    He changed position, dropping down until he was hanging from the very edge of the rope, and then let go. The first, terrifying moment of falling into empty air made his heart skip a beat. The drop felt as though it took forever, and when he landed, his knees groaned in protest and he fell forward into an involuntary roll. 
 
    “Milord!” hissed Eva, from above. “The guard is coming!” 
 
    Ari groaned and stumbled to his feet, aided by Kerys, who hurried to his side. He reached his hand out and summoned Azurelight, breathing a sigh of relief as light flashed and the sword appeared in his hand. The last thing he needed was for an unexpected issue with the bond between him and Eva to crop up at the last second. 
 
    He only took the time to grab the rope and scoop up the supplies with Kerys and Eva before taking off toward the tower. They ran, and from the shouts that came from the parapet in the wake of their departure, Ari had no doubt that they’d soon be followed. 
 
    He’d forgotten how close the tower was to the city, and the three of them reached it in less than ten minutes, panting from their exertions. The tower’s proximity to Cliffhaven might have been convenient in some ways, but it also meant that they were within easy reach of Baron Luka, Jarvis, and the guards, if they decided to perform even just a cursory search outside the city. 
 
    “We have to leave,” said Ari. “Sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Neither Kerys nor Eva argued the point. They brought all of their supplies into the common room, and Ari shut the door tightly behind them, feeling an odd mixture of nostalgia and familiarity. How long had it been since the three of them had last been inside the tower together? 
 
    A shout came from somewhere outside. Ari hurried over to the common room table, setting down a hand to reveal the wards. He let his finger trace over the one that would bring them to the region of the Crystalline Forest they’d discovered earlier and settled his palm onto it. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Ready,” said Kerys and Eva, at the same time. 
 
    Ari pushed his will into the ward, and a sheath of light burst into existence around the tower, just outside the windows. It happened instantaneously, with only the light and a small rush of air to indicate the transition. 
 
    It was earlier in the evening in the Crystalline Forest, closer to sunset rather than full dark. Ari let out a slow exhalation and leaned forward against the table. 
 
    “There,” he said. “We’re safe now.” 
 
    “This is where we’re going to be traveling from?” asked Kerys. She furrowed her brow and hurried over to the window to peer across the snow-covered landscape. The white of the snow was only broken up by the massive evergreens, some of which wore snow on their branches like a cloak across the shoulders. 
 
    “We should rest here for at least the night,” said Eva. “I do not relish the idea of traveling across this region during night hours.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “I need to work on the teleportation anchor, anyway. It would be stupid for us to try to risk crossing this snow without having that with us.” 
 
    He fished the copper rod that the smith had provided him out of his pack, along with the engraving pen.  
 
    “You haven’t fully explained to me how that works,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Well, that would be because I’m not entirely sure,” said Ari. “I know it can be used to set a new anchor point for the tower, and the way the blueprint describes the wards seems to imply that it summons the tower to that point once you’ve set it.” 
 
    “So we can use it to escape if we run into trouble?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Hopefully we won’t have to,” said Ari. “If all goes well, we’ll make the trip through the Crystalline Forest and down into the Draketongue Steppe safely, and then once we’ve found the alchemy ingredient Amber needs, we can head back to Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “They will still be looking for you in the city, Aristial,” said Eva. “You won’t be able to just walk in and deliver it to her.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll be able to, with this,” said Ari, producing Miragion. “I still have some coin left over, so I can even pay the citizen’s tax this time around.” 
 
    “All of this is to make more of the Weathersense potion,” said Kerys. “Do you really think it’ll make that much of a difference against the Sai?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “If it can’t, I doubt anything can. Seeking out the ingredient Amber needs to make it seems like a more proactive course of action than just waiting for Diya and his men to show up at Cliffhaven’s gates.” 
 
    He could tell from the expressions on Eva and Kerys’ faces that they weren’t entirely sold on his plan, and truth be told, he felt the same way. It didn’t seem like enough in the face of what the Sai were capable of with their mystica, but it was all he could do.  
 
    Ari turned his attention back to the window, watching as the wind swept small, curling streams of white snow across the frozen landscape. It was eerily still outside, with no clouds overhead to obscure the stars or the moons. The cold had already begun to seep into the tower, and he heard Kerys let out a small, shuddering breath. 
 
    “We should don some of the warm clothing that we purchased,” said Eva. 
 
    “I brought some of my clothes, too, though they aren’t as suited for the cold,” said Kerys. 
 
    “We should have enough to cover all three of us if we mix extra layers of normal clothing in with the heavier gear,” said Ari. “For now, let’s just make sure we’re all warm.” 
 
    He pulled on a thick leather overshirt, which seemed to be enough to keep him cozy for the moment. Eva and Kerys also bundled up, and the three of them settled in. 
 
    Durrien had given them far more food than Ari had originally realized. The bag he’d sent them off with held a large cured ham, several pounds of salted pork, five loaves of crusty traveling bread, an assorted mixture of dried fruit, and even a bottle of brandy. Ari whistled as he watched Kerys sorting through the haul. 
 
    “I can warm some of this for dinner,” she said. “I can still do that much.” 
 
    Her good hand went to her missing one, and Ari saw her expression waver with grief, but only for an instant. He squeezed her shoulder and nodded. 
 
    “That would be a huge help, Kerys,” he said. “I should get started on engraving the runes onto this teleportation anchor. We won’t be able to leave until I’ve finished the design and infused it with essence.” 
 
    “I shall keep watch on the roof,” said Eva. “Just in case.” 
 
    “Don’t stay out there if it’s too cold for you,” said Ari. “Seriously. Our enemy for the next few days is going to be the climate as much as anything.” 
 
    “I will be careful.” Eva drew near him and gave him a quick kiss before heading up the stairs. Kerys was already bringing the food into the kitchen, storing the portion of it they wouldn’t be eating that night in the cold closet. 
 
    Ari slid his hands over the copper cylinder and headed up to the enchanting altar to get started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The first thing Ari realized was that he’d significantly underestimated the scale of the project that he was taking on. The blueprints of the teleportation anchor depicted around fifteen separate rune wards that would need to be carefully engraved into the metal. Ari spent more than fifteen minutes using the engraving pen just to make the circle for the first one, and that was the least detailed part. 
 
    It reminded him of the few writing lessons he’d had down in the Hollow. All the times when Mistress Chela had snapped her switch on the back of his knuckles when his writing ran outside the line. He’d never had much trouble with reading, but he’d never suspected back then that his writing ability would be relevant for him later in life, as an orphan. 
 
    How wrong he’d been. Ari chewed his lip as he concentrated on carefully engraving a line looping downward and then back up into an exaggerated spiral. It almost felt as though the details of the wards had been specifically designed to make them difficult to copy, which would have made sense in some ways. 
 
    Using the enchanting altar to preserve and transfer the patterns of enchantments would have been a far more valuable and convenient shortcut when it came to complex rune wards. In all his time on the surface, Ari had only seen a handful of enchanting altars, including the one he was currently working over. He wondered how much value had been inherent to them back when the Saidican Empire was at its peak. 
 
    He worked for close to an hour just to complete the first rune ward, carving in the last section of lines with a painfully cramped hand. Kerys called to him from downstairs as he finished, and he made a quick trip up to grab Eva from the roof before heading down to the common room. 
 
    “Dinner is ready,” said Kerys. “It’s first time I’ve done any cooking since we were last together. Durrien handled most of the meals at the inn. I hope it tastes alright.” 
 
    Kerys looked nervous and uncomfortable as she watched them examining the food. She’d made sandwiches for them, with ham on bread along with lettuce and an unidentifiable sauce. The meat was cut a little unevenly, and the bread was squished from the awkward placement she must have needed to cut it with one hand. Ari didn’t care, and he grinned after taking a huge bite. 
 
    “It’s delicious,” he said. “Good work.” 
 
    “It really is,” said Eva. 
 
    Kerys beamed. “I’m so glad! I was a little worried that I might not even be able to do something like this, now that, well, you know. I’d be completely useless if that was the case.” 
 
    She looked down at the table, and Ari desperately tried to think of words that might make her feel better. She wasn’t useless, but it was hard for him to explain the role she played in their group in simple terms. 
 
    “Lady Kerys,” said Eva. “You have been sorely missed. Trust me when I say that your role amongst our trio is one that you fill with your spirit as much as your actions.” 
 
    Eva reached over and set a hand on Kerys’ shoulder, and Ari couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They ate in comfortable silence. Ari was tempted to open the bottle of brandy straightaway once they were finished, but he didn’t relish the idea of trying to continue his work on the teleportation anchor while inebriated. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “I think for tonight, given how much the temperature in the tower has already dropped, it would be best if the three of us shared a room.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” said Kerys. “The only source of heat we really have is our bodies, since we can’t light a fire indoors.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Ari. “Though I can’t come to sleep immediately. I have to stay up and finish my project.” 
 
    The tower’s shower was, surprisingly, still fully operational, despite the cold. Ari listened to the water flowing down from the basin on the roof and through the pipes as Eva and Kerys both took turns bathing. 
 
    He finished another ward over the course of the next hour and one more after that in slightly less time. The work required his full concentration and was excruciatingly dull, but he knew that their lives might eventually depend on the integrity of it. 
 
    Eva and Kerys each said goodnight to him as they retired to bed. They’d chosen his room to sleep in, and the mental image of both women curled up together, possibly naked and in his bed, was ridiculously tempting.  
 
    The tower got even colder as the night progressed, and he frequently had to take breaks to rub his hands together and stretch his cold limbs. Ari kept at it, inscribing each rune with a diligence that he hadn’t realized he’d possessed. 
 
    “Ari.” Kerys came up behind him and wrapped him in a hug. “Come to bed.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “If we’re to leave tomorrow, I have to get this done.” 
 
    “You need sleep, though,” said Kerys. “Eva and I could use the extra body heat, too. If you promise not do anything weird, we’ll make room in the bed for you.” 
 
    She ran a hand over his chest. Ari felt his resolve melting. He turned around, finding that Kerys was wearing only her underwear and a sheet. The thought of climbing into bed with her and Eva got him excited to an almost embarrassing degree. 
 
    “I… have to finish this,” he said, with more confidence than he felt. 
 
    “Do you?” whispered Kerys. “You’d be so warm in bed with us. We’ve been sipping on the brandy, too, so we’re both a little tipsy.” 
 
    He felt her hand slide lower, grazing across his crotch. 
 
    “Kerys, you are the cruelest person I know,” he said. 
 
    She let out a giggle and gave his tool a teasing squeeze through his pants. 
 
    “You’re right, I am being a little mean,” she said. “Well, good luck on your project, and thanks for working so hard for our sake. I’m going to go cuddle with Eva.” 
 
    She planted a kiss on Ari’s neck and then headed downstairs with quick steps. Ari glared down at the half-finished teleportation anchor and got back to work. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He fell asleep at some point, and he awoke to Eva gently shaking his shoulder. His body was almost numb from the cold, and it took a minute of rubbing and shivering before he had full feeling back in his limbs. 
 
    “You should have come to bed, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “I had to get it done,” he said. “And I basically did. There’s just one section of this final ward left.” 
 
    He picked up the engraving pen and spent a minute finishing the last few lines of the ward on the cylinder’s tip, the one he assumed would protrude slightly from the ground once he’d inserted it in the location he wanted to apply to the tower. With that done, Ari breathed a sigh of relief. The only thing left to do was to infuse the wards with essence. 
 
    He pulled the requisite essence out of the enchanting altar, only then realizing the immense amount it was going to take. It was more than three times as much as a regular teleport required, which meant that it was unlikely that he’d be able to make another any time soon. He’d have to give careful consideration to where and when to use the teleport anchor unless he wanted all of his effort and all of that essence to go to waste. 
 
    Each rune ward briefly flickered with white light as Ari willed the needed essence into it. He imbued all fifteen and smiled as he stared at the teleportation anchor, feeling drained but satisfied with his work. It was the first enchantment he’d created from scratch, and he was proud of it, even if he’d relied on the help of Mythril’s blueprints to do it. 
 
    Kerys and Eva were eating breakfast downstairs. They were both already dressed in the heavy leather and fur outerwear that would hopefully keep them warm, and the clothing did interesting things to each of their bodies. 
 
    In Kerys’ case, the layered clothing left her looking almost plump, as though she had a circular core that her arms and legs extended out of. It was cute, but still not something Ari would have dared to say to her face. 
 
    Eva wore the layers a little better, tall as she was, but she looked to be the colder of the two overall. She’d tucked her silver-blue hair into the coat’s neckline, and the way it held the sections in place made it seem flash-frozen from the cold. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Ari. He took a seat at the table, shivering as he set his hands down on the ice cold stone.  
 
    “Morning, Ari,” said Kerys. “I made breakfast. It should still be warm, hopefully.” 
 
    It wasn’t, but Ari still tucked into the plate of salted pork and bread with the kind of appetite needed to approach cold weather. He noticed the way both Kerys and Eva were sitting, each of them constantly shifting, teeth occasionally chattering as they tried to endure even just the cold of the tower’s bottom level. 
 
    “We should set out as soon as we’re finished eating,” he said. “There’s no point in wasting time in this weather if we can help it.” 
 
    “Did you get enough sleep last night?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “No, but I’ll manage,” he said. “What about the two of you? Did you have fun sharing a bed?” 
 
    He meant to tease them with the question, but Eva smiled at him in a manner that bordered on conspiratorial. 
 
    “We had lots of fun, milord,” she said. “Kerys is quite ticklish.” 
 
    “Eva!” Kerys shook her head, blushing vigorously. “She’s joking! Nothing happened!” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ari. “And if something did happen, it’s not as though I’d immediately start picturing it in my mind. Two beautiful women, desperate from the cold, rubbing their naked bodies together in pursuit of friction and discovering how good—” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” Kerys made an annoyed noise and pouted in a manner that Ari couldn’t help but grin at. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “Let’s go over how this voyage is going to work. We’re heading south through the snow, traveling by rune sled, which I hope will manage the snow without too much difficulty.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea how far the frozen climate extends for?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” said Ari. “We have the tent and sleeping bags, for what little coverage and insulation they’ll provide. It would be better if we found some kind of natural shelter to camp, and even better if we traveled so fast as to make it across the snow in a day.” 
 
    “We should get moving immediately, then,” said Eva. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    They set about divvying up the supplies, which was a simpler process than Ari had expected. Eva would be in her sword form for the parts of the journey on the rune sled, as only two could ride it comfortably, but she could still take a small amount of their supplies through the transformation with her. 
 
    They loaded her pack with the waterskins, as Ari assumed that Eva carrying them as a sword might help keep them from freezing as quickly as they otherwise would. Ari stuffed the tent, the fire starting kit, and all of their food under the curling section in the rune sled’s front. 
 
    “Do you want to ride in front of me or in back?” Ari asked Kerys, as they prepared to head outside. 
 
    “Will it make a difference?” she asked. 
 
    “It might,” he said. “If you’re in front, the cold wind is going to hit you more directly. If you’re in back, you’ll need to hold on tighter.” 
 
    “In front, then,” said Kerys. “As long as you can still steer.” 
 
    Ari nodded. He’d donned his own heavy outerwear, which had the effect of restricting his movements slightly. He’d given the winter boots he’d purchased in Cliffhaven to Kerys, as his own shoes were closer to being able to endure the cold than the slippers she’d left the city wearing. 
 
    It took real effort to get the door open, both because of the snow the wind had blown into place against the tower door and the frozen hinges. Ari let out a small whistle as he took in the scene on the other side of it. 
 
    Crystalline Forest was far less densely populated by trees than its name would have led Ari to believe, at least in the section they were in. The trees that did jut up from the pale, sparkling landscape loomed over the snow like the barbed tips of massive arrows. They were still green despite the cold, with small patches of collected snow sitting on the thicker sections of branches. 
 
    “This is where the Nameless Enchanter’s workshop was,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva and Kerys both gave him an odd look, and he realized that he’d never told them about that particular part of his vision. 
 
    “Mythril was searching for it,” he said. “It was an archaeological site, basically.” 
 
    “Where is it, then?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “It was underground, through a hatch.” Ari kicked the snow. “I doubt we’d have much luck searching for it in this cold, though I would love to explore it eventually.” 
 
    They closed the door of the tower, a job which took the strength of both Ari and Eva to pull off. Eva shifted into her sword form, and Ari sheathed Azurelight as he positioned the rune sled on a southern trajectory. 
 
    “You have the teleportation anchor with you?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    “Good,” she said. She looked over at her shoulder at the tower, and Ari knew what she was thinking. Even just from the snow the wind had swept around, the tower was already nearly hidden by white, with only the windows standing out against the general, cold-bleached landscape behind it. 
 
    They wouldn’t be able to just turn around and come back. Finding the tower in the snow would be nearly impossible once they’d left. 
 
    “No point in wasting time,” said Ari. “Climb on.” 
 
    Kerys settled into the rune sled, and Ari got on behind her, sitting so his legs were on either side of hers and his arms reached past her head to hold the steering bar. Ari pushed his will into the wards, and then they were moving, soaring over the hard frozen crust of the snow across an endless stretch of white hills and spares trees. 
 
    To Ari, it felt elegant, but also lonely. The rune sled left a perfect wake in the snow, and it was the only evidence of any person or animal having traveled across the frozen terrain. It was just the three of them, facing off against one of the harshest climates in existence. 
 
    It made Ari feel a touch of longing for Trium’s Paradise. He’d gone from exploring the interior of a volcano to rune sledding over ice. If only there was a way to combine the two regions and use them to blunt the other’s extreme. 
 
    The sound of Kerys’ chattering teeth pulled Ari from his thoughts. She was shivering too, though that was harder to notice against the motion of the sled. 
 
    “Kerys?” called Ari. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He slowed the rune sled, only then getting a complete sense of just how cold she was. Her lips were pale blue, and bits of ice clung to her eyelashes. 
 
    “May–maybe I should be in back instead?” said Kerys, through chattering teeth. 
 
    “With your injury, and how cold you look right now, I’m not so sure you’d be able to hold onto me,” said Ari. “Here, how about this?” 
 
    He slowed the rune sled to a stop and pulled off his cloak. It hadn’t been doing much to keep him warm, anyway, trailing behind like a flag instead of a functional piece of clothing. He passed it to Kerys, and she wrapped it around herself like a blanket, bundling it around her neck and the lower half of her face. 
 
    “You’re so tiny, Kerys,” said Ari. 
 
    “Hey!” she snapped. 
 
    “In a cute way.” Ari gave her cold lips a quick kiss and then repositioned himself behind her. 
 
    They continued south, only veering from a trajectory that was a perfectly straight line when it was necessary to avoid trees or large boulders. Ari quickly discovered that it was impossible to keep the rune sled traveling at higher speeds without paying a price to the cold. It was relentless, and it made his face feel like a frozen mask that would crack off if he smiled or shifted his expression too quickly. 
 
    They fell into a rhythm, speeding up for a minute or two before slowing to warm up. Ari would lean forward against Kerys, shivering and hugging her cold body tight until the two of them could breathe through their chattering teeth again. 
 
    “This is awful,” muttered Kerys. “I never knew it could get so cold.” 
 
    “We just have to keep pushing forward,” said Ari. “Are you holding up okay, Eva?” 
 
    “I am fine, milord,” she said through the bond. “I wish there was more I could do to help you two.” 
 
    Snow began to fall in big, lazy flakes as they pressed onward. It was a peaceful, almost entrancing sight, and it took Ari too long to realize what it meant.  
 
    “Snow,” he muttered. “Get ready, Kerys.”  
 
    She started, leaning back against his chest, as she realized what he meant. 
 
    “You think the Weatherblight will attack here?” she asked. 
 
    Ari didn’t have to answer her question directly. A heavy rumbling came from the snowy ground a few hundred feet in front of them. Ari slowed the rune sled, steering it around the massive shape emerging from the snow. 
 
    He’d heard of the monsters that came out during snowfall, though only in passing. One of the survivors that Ari and Kerys had met up with shortly after leaving Golias Hollow had called them wights, massive, slow-moving giants. 
 
    Ari watched as the wight slowly rose to its feet. It was easily thirty feet tall, but other than that, it differed from the vague image he’d had in his mind. It was tall, but it reminded Ari less of a giant and more of a skeletal person. 
 
    Its arms and legs were thin, with knobby elbows and knees. There weren’t any extra limbs or tentacles jutting off its generally humanoid form, but its skin was heavily wrinkled and folded, hanging loose off the bones underneath like a person wearing ill-fitting clothing. 
 
    The wight wore no clothing, of course, and it had no fur that Ari could see. There was nothing between its legs, though that was no surprise, given that the Weatherblight didn’t breed in the same manner as normal creatures. 
 
    The only other distinct feature of the monster was its lack of a distinct head. Its upper body seemed to end at the rib cage, with the monster’s circular mouth and singular slate-grey eye set into where its sternum would have been. It almost made it seem as though the wight’s head had been fused downward into its body, which made the thin limbs and loose skin seem even more mysterious. 
 
    “Kerys,” whispered Ari. “I might have to get fancy with the rune sled, depending on how many of these things come out to play.” 
 
    “I’m hanging on,” she whispered, gripping the steering anchor with her good hand in the space between Ari’s. 
 
    The wight did not seem to be a particularly agile monster, despite its massive, lean build. It took a step forward, its hooved foot knocking up a spray of snow and shaking the ground as it came down. Ari gave it a generous berth, and even though the wight managed to cross fifteen or so feet with each step forward it took, it wasn’t fast enough to reach them. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” said Ari. 
 
    The Weatherblight monsters were anomalies, cursed beings separate from the natural way of things. There would have been no niche for such a massive, lumbering creature in the Crystalline Forest, with animals as sparse as they were and vegetation nonexistent. 
 
    They existed because of the efforts of the Escions. Mordus had called them the “Children,” though he’d spoken of them as a tool to be used. So much of what Ari had heard Mordus say in that last conversation still confounded him, and for some reason, it made the prospect of producing more of the Weathersense potion seem like an essential goal for their long-term survival.  
 
    Three more wights emerged from the snow ahead of them. Ari sped the rune sled up, getting by the first one before it had climbed out of the snow entirely. The other two were on their feet faster, and they stood close enough together to make getting around them into more of a challenge. 
 
    “Don’t panic,” said Ari. 
 
    “Why did you just say that?” asked Kerys. “Aristial!” 
 
    Ari brought the rune sled up to full speed, turning hard enough to cut into the snow with one of its metal edges. He shifted back immediately, swerving in an s-pattern that momentarily stymied the wights as they reached their arms down to grab at them. 
 
    He shot forward, passing directly underneath the legs of the wight on the left. Ari whooped and gave Kerys a squeeze with his elbows. The rune sled continued forward for close to another hundred feet, and then everything went wrong. 
 
    The rune sled bucked to one side, its entire metal frame shaking with enough force to throw Ari completely loose. He realized what had happened in that empty, timeless moment he spent flying through the air. One of the levitation runes had frozen over, which had set the rune sled off balance, and he’d been too focused on the wights to notice until it was too late. 
 
    Ari hit the snow hard and at high speed. Only the top layer was powder, and the ice crust underneath cracked as he landed, the rough edges tearing at his face as he continued to roll out what was left of his momentum. He heard Kerys let out a panicked shout, and then felt the icy ground underneath him rumble as one of the wights approached. 
 
    He pulled himself to his feet and drew Azurelight, holding the greatsword in hands that were numb with cold despite his gloves. The wight looked so much bigger up close, and the distance it could cross with each step meant a lot more when he wasn’t racing over the snow in a rune sled. 
 
    “Run,” said Eva through the bond. “Get back to the rune sled. You cannot fight these monsters.” 
 
    Ari glanced over his shoulder. Kerys had managed to bring the rune sled to a stop, and she was in the process of punching her one good fist down on the spot of ice preventing it from working properly. 
 
    “I can’t run,” said Ari. “I need to distract the wights until Kerys can…” 
 
    He trailed off as one of the wights came within striking distance, feeling a tad ridiculous at the mere prospect of trying to face off against a monster five times his size. He fumbled back a few steps and hurriedly pushed his will into the Ring of Insight, searching its enchantment for a means to fight back. 
 
    It told him what he already knew. He had the choice of running, which would potentially leave Kerys and the rune sled as a more promising stationary target, or fighting and getting himself killed. 
 
    Ari didn’t run. 
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    Ari watched the nearest of the wights, trying to get a sense of how it moved as it pulled its arm back to attack again. The strange, sagging quality of its skin made it hard for him to get a sense of it, and Ari took a step to the left before realizing that it was preparing to slam its hand down that way.  
 
    He hurled himself into a roll, tumbling across the cold snow and avoiding the crush of the wight’s palm by only a few feet. Ari scrambled to his feet, drawing near enough to the monster’s arm to slash at its wrist before it could pull back. 
 
    Disgusting, sweet-smelling green goo leaked from the cut he’d inflicted. It dripped down onto the snow, hissing as it made contact with the cold ground. Ari felt a little disgusted as he acknowledged that he’d drunk a potion with some of that goo included in the mixture, but it was a thought instantly pushed aside by the threat of the wight as it prepared to attack again. 
 
    “Aristial!” screamed Kerys.  
 
    He looked her way, and saw that the other nearby wight had focused on her as its target. Ari didn’t have time to think. He lifted Azurelight with both hands and hurled it into the space between Kerys and the wight. The blade flashed as it reached the bottom of its arc, and Eva landed on her feet in its place, sprinting toward the monster in a desperate attempt to distract it. 
 
    Ari felt a rush of wind coming from his right. He threw himself to the ground in time to miss taking a direct, open-palmed slap that would have broken every bone in his body. Even still, a bit of the wight’s loose skin still collided with his head with enough force to make him see stars.  
 
    He rolled across the ground, briefly staring up into the hulking monster’s singular, slate-grey eye. There was no malice in its expression, though admittedly, it would have been hard to recognize in its strange features. Instead, the wight’s features looked blank, empty of intention or awareness. Like a walking automaton masquerading as a living creature.  
 
    “Ari!” cried Kerys. 
 
    Ari scrambled to his feet and spun around. Eva was in the middle of dodging a punch from the wight she’d engaged with. Kerys was on the rune sled, and it was moving. Heading straight toward him, in fact. He waved a hand at her expectantly, only realizing that her one good hand limited her control of the sled as it came within a dozen feet of him. 
 
    Ari was forced to dodge to the side and grab at the steering bar blindly. He got hold of it and fell onto the sled across Kerys just as another massive punch from the wight obliterated the frozen crust where he’d previously been standing. 
 
    “Eva!” Ari reached his hand out and summoned Azurelight to his hand, saving her from having to risk her life for a second longer than needed.  
 
    He still had one hand on the steering bar, but he didn’t let himself breathe a sigh of relief until he’d shifted them back onto a southern course and ridden out of range of the wights. 
 
    “That was way too close,” he muttered. 
 
    Kerys tried to say something, but her voice was lost to the sound of chattering teeth and uncontrollable shivering. Ari sheathed Azurelight and readjusted himself on the sled, putting Kerys back into her spot between his legs. 
 
    It was still snowing, and Ari was paranoid enough about running into another wight to justify keeping the rune sled at full speed. Kerys’ shivering grew more intense by the minute, but the risk of slowing down and becoming cornered by the wights again was too pressing for him to slow down and give her a chance to warm up. 
 
    They traveled through the afternoon, not stopping for lunch. Ari’s hands, ears, nose, and lips were all numb and lacking sensation, which he knew was a bad sign. 
 
    Finally, as the sun began to drop low on the horizon, the falling snow subsided and the skies overhead cleared. He breathed a sigh of relief and brought the rune sled to a long overdue stop. 
 
    “We should be fine now,” he said. “Hopefully this weather holds overnight.” 
 
    Kerys didn’t say anything. Ari gave her a small shake. Even through the thick leather and furs, he could feel how cold she was. He spun her around on the rune sled. Her face was white and her lips were blue, and her eyes were not open. 
 
    “Kerys!” said Ari. “Mud and blood! I have to get her warmed up.” 
 
    It was easy to know what to do, but much harder to form a plan that would bring it about. Setting the tent up on the snow seemed like a foolish endeavor, given how thinly insulated and open it was to both the cold and the wind. 
 
    The was a small, rocky shape in the distance, too small to be a mountain but too large to be a boulder. Ari could see a small, shadowed opening in the front. A cave might work, assuming it was spacious enough. 
 
    “Milord,” said Eva. “You need to move quickly. Her breathing has slowed.” 
 
    Ari nodded and willed the rune sled forward. He had to force himself to not immediately bring it up to full speed, knowing that the cold wind would only make Kerys’ condition worse. 
 
    He came to a stop outside the cave and peered inside. At a glance, it looked as though it would suit their purposes. Then, Ari noticed the shapes on the other side of the interior. Bodies, long since picked clean by the few local predators and half-frozen into the ice that covered the far end of the cave. 
 
    “That’s not a good sign,” muttered Ari. “Do you think they died from the cold?” 
 
    Eva appeared next to him in a flash of light. She walked toward where the skeletons were frozen against the wall, frowning as she crouched to examine them. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Eva. “They’re not directly in the way. We could still use the cave.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ari. “It’s our best option right now. They might not make for pretty housemates, but at least they’ll keep the noise down.” 
 
    He scowled at his own joke. The situation was serious, and Kerys desperately needed help, not humor. He carried her into the cave from the rune sled. The entrance was angled in such a way as to make it possible for them to get completely out of the wind if they set up close to the front left, which also had the benefit of being a fair distance from the ancient bodies. 
 
    Ari didn’t bother trying to set up the tent. He figured that the time it would take to get it ready wasn’t worth the amount of potential warmth it could provide, especially not when Kerys’ state was already critical.  
 
    Instead, he pulled out both his and Kerys’ sleeping bags. They were big enough to fit one inside of the other, and then he slid Kerys into that. He rubbed his hands on her face, brushing away a few strands of black hair that had somehow frozen to her cheek. 
 
    “Just hang on,” he whispered. “Please.” 
 
    She felt even colder than she had before. Ari hurriedly set the small amount of firewood they’d been able to bring with them into a pile near where she was lying, then began working the flint and tinder. 
 
    “Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He struck sparks on to the flint over and over again, with no success. 
 
    “Perhaps your hands might be too cold,” suggested Eva. “Would you like me to try?” 
 
    Ari thrust the flint and tinder toward her and immediately went back to Kerys’ side. He considered stripping her clothes off along with his own and climbing in with her, but that seemed like a measure that would only work if they could get the ambient temperature up high enough for the sleeping bags to better hold their heat. 
 
    Her breathing was so slow and faint that Ari felt a momentary second of panic at the idea that she’d already been lost. He gritted his teeth and considered the one option he had left. Using the teleportation anchor early would be a move born from desperation, but it would let him save her. The tower was better insulated than the cave, and more importantly, it had a few wards that would help. 
 
    He could bring Kerys into a hot shower, and cook soup for her, in addition to setting the sleeping bags up in one of their small, enclosed bedrooms. He could save her life. 
 
    It was a trade-off, as it would mean that they’d have to continue forward without the means to summon the tower at will. They’d also have to make the journey back and find the tower in the snow once they’d harvested the hester blossom.  
 
    But it was to save Kerys. Her life was worth any price he was capable of paying. Ari stood up and began rummaging for where he’d left the copper, rune-engraved cylinder in his pack. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “I found something.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Eva had given up on the fire and moved back over to the grisly scene of the frozen skeletons. A weapon had fallen next to where they lay, though only a small section of the hilt protruded from the ground. Eva was tapping her finger against a circular shape set into the handle just below the cross guard. 
 
    “This is a runestone,” she said. “A relatively powerful fire rune.” 
 
    Ari stopped what he was doing and hurried over to take a closer look. He tried to pull the weapon—it was impossible to tell exactly what it was from only the hilt—out of the ice. It was frozen so firmly as to be stuck in stone, and he gave up after a few seconds. 
 
    Eva pushed a finger against the runestone, and a small, almost unnoticeable flash of light flickered around its edge as it came loose. She held it in the center of her palm and looked at Ari seriously. 
 
    “We have done this before,” she said. “I am a weapon, and I do have the capacity to accept runestones into my open sockets.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about this,” said Ari. 
 
    They had done it before, and that was precisely why Ari felt wary. Eva had suffered a psychological break after Ari had socketed her with a minor lightning runestone. She’d tried to kill him, and Ari had been left wondering in the time since if that event had been responsible for some of her latent outbursts of violence. 
 
    “I am confident that it will be alright, this time around,” said Eva. “It’s worth the risk, especially to save Lady Kerys.” 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” he asked. 
 
    Eva hesitated before nodding. Ari glanced back over at Kerys, who was lying across the cold stone of the cave in a manner that reminded him of nothing so much as the other corpses in the cave. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    Eva passed the runestone to him and then turned around. Ari was momentarily perplexed as he watched her lift her warm outercoat and undershirt up, until he remembered the manner in which they’d socketed the runestone the last time around. 
 
    When socketed, the runestones appeared on her body as small, colored tattoos on her lower back. He could see the marks from the one she’d had since the beginning, the simple absorption runestone that had allowed Ari to harvest the mesmers for their essence. It presented as a small, intricate series of curved lines. Ari ran a finger over it, causing Eva to flinch. 
 
    “Your hands are… rather cold,” she said. 
 
    Ari chuckled. “Ah. Right.” 
 
    He breathed into his hands, warming his fingers and the runestone. Then, without further delay, he pressed the runestone against Eva’s lower back. Red light flashed as the runestone merged with her body, and Eva let out a sharp, involuntary gasp. 
 
    Flickers of magical energy roved over her body, glowing bright red and orange like curling flames. Ari took a step back and then slowly walked around her, situating himself in between her and Kerys, just in case.  
 
    Eva collapsed forward onto her knees with a shudder. She looked different, though the change was subtle. Her hair had shifted from silver-blue to more of a reddish pink, and when she opened her eyes and looked at Ari, he didn’t recognize the burning crimson irises staring back at him. 
 
    “Eva…” he said. “How do you feel?” 
 
    She stood up slowly, looking down at her hands, and then back at him. 
 
    “Eskrana les milva?” she asked. “Eskrana slakkos?” 
 
    “Uh…” Ari scratched his head. “Yes?” 
 
    “Pathetic,” said Eva. “You would think to control me?” 
 
    She took a step forward, and Ari took a step back. He swore under his breath, knowing that he’d just made a huge mistake, and also knowing that there was little he could do about it now that he’d committed to the course of action. 
 
    “I’m not looking to control you,” he said, slowly. “I’m your friend. Remember me? Aristial Stoneblood. We’ve traveled together for a while now, and—” 
 
    Eva rushed forward, and Ari realized that he’d never fully appreciated just how fast she was. She gripped him by the neck with her hands and lifted him in the air, and Ari felt a dark amusement at the fact that he’d also never fully appreciated just how strong she was. 
 
    “E–va–” he managed, through a nearly closed throat. 
 
    “The one you speak of is dead and always has been,” she said. “I am Azurelight. I am no man’s slave, and I am no man’s whore!” 
 
    She tightened her grip, and Ari felt the world begin to darken on the edge of what he could see. He reached his hand out and tried to summon Eva, or Azurelight, to his hand through a force of will. 
 
    It didn’t work, but there was still a brief, impotent flash of red light around the edge of her outline. She stumbled backward, letting go of him. Ari coughed and ran his hands over his neck to confirm that his windpipe hadn’t been crushed. 
 
    “Eva,” he said, slowly. “This was overwhelming and traumatic for you last time, too. Take deep breaths. Try to calm down and think about what you’re doing.” 
 
    She extended a hand, and a fireball the size of a ripe melon burst into existence in front of her palm. It hovered in the air, less than five feet from Ari’s face, and he doubted she’d even be able to miss at that distance. 
 
    “You will call me Azurelight,” she said. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” said Ari. “Well, Azurelight. Do you remember the situation that we’re in right now? We need your help. That’s why I socketed you with that runestone. I need you to start a fire.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to my last master?” asked Azurelight. “I only remembered just now, but I feel it is worth sharing with you.” 
 
    “Lord Mythril, you mean?” asked Ari. He took a step to the left, away from Kerys, not wanting to risk having her be hit by a fireball if the situation devolved into violence again. 
 
    “I killed him with my bare hands,” said Azurelight. 
 
    Ari hesitated, feeling a sudden flicker of doubt at what she’d just said. He pushed his will into his Ring of Insight, querying the enchantment about the odds of what she’d said being the truth. 
 
    “You’re lying,” said Ari. “You didn’t kill him. Which makes me wonder… why would you say that you did?” 
 
    Azurelight’s eyes burned with red rage. She let the fireball dissolve into a puff of smoke and hurled herself forward. Ari blocked her first punch and spun out of the way of the second. He didn’t want to hurt Eva. Then again, he wasn’t fighting Eva. 
 
    He slammed his knee into her stomach. Azurelight took the blow with a small grimace and reached for his neck. Ari tried to block, but she got around his guard and took hold of him in the same possessive manner that she had before. He reached his hand out, just as he had last time, and devoted every ounce of will he had to summoning her. 
 
    It still wasn’t enough to force her back into sword form, but the effect served to distract her for long enough for Ari to seize the upper hand. He slammed his hands into her shoulders, knocking her backward. She tripped and fell, and he was on top of her before she could get back up, pinning her wrists to the cold stone. 
 
    “Get off me!” screamed Azurelight. “I am not your slave!” 
 
    “I agree with that,” said Ari. “If you could stop trying to kill me for five seconds, you’d realize that I’m not interested in forcing you to do anything you don’t want to.” 
 
    Azurelight spat in his face. Ari winced as he blinked one of his eyes clear, trying to tamp down on the urge to respond in anger. She struggled for several more seconds, and she would have gotten the upper hand if not for the continued presence of his force of will on the bond between them. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she went still. Ari stared into her eyes for a couple of seconds, considering his options. Taking the runestone out might bring the real Eva back, but he doubted that Azurelight would let him get his hands on it without more violence.  
 
    If he could force her into sword form, her fire magic would be available to him through the weapon. Of course, it would also likely infuriate her even further if he did it against her will. Ari sighed, not liking what he was about to do, but knowing he had little choice in the matter. 
 
    “My friend is dying,” he said. “I don’t have time to fight you. I’m going to let you up. Please don’t kill me, okay?” 
 
    Azurelight glared at him with such an intense hatred that it was almost comical. Ari shrugged his shoulders and pulled back. He hurried over to Kerys’ side. She was barely breathing, and Ari swore under his breath as he gently rubbed some warmth back into her cheeks. 
 
    Azurelight stood up and walked across the cave. Ari moved to shield Kerys from her, but she paid them no attention, instead standing at the cave entrance and staring out into the snow. She summoned another fireball, and Ari tensed again, only relaxing when she launched it outside into the snow with a furious snarl. 
 
    It was like watching a child have a temper tantrum. Again, Ari almost felt like laughing, though given their circumstances and how dangerous she was, he knew that he still couldn’t let his guard down. 
 
    “I need your help,” he said. “Please. I’m not your enemy, and I’ll listen to whatever you have to say, but I need to get a fire started. I won’t sit here and watch Kerys die.” 
 
    Azurelight launched another fireball out into the snow. She turned around and stared at him. 
 
    “I will kill you eventually,” she said. 
 
    Ari shook his head. “I don’t think you will. You said you remember your last master? If that’s the case, then you also must remember how our bond works. If you kill me, you’d be damning yourself to a similar fate, given how far we are from a place where anyone would discover you.” 
 
    She said nothing, and her eyes reminded Ari of those of a cat readying itself to strike. He resisted the urge to flinch back as she lifted her hand, only relaxing when Azurelight tossed a small fireball onto the assembled firewood, igniting the frozen wood with a loud crack as the ice shattered from the heat. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Ari. 
 
    He hated taking his eyes off her, but Kerys was the one who truly needed his attention. Ari dragged the sleeping bag as close to the fire as he could. It would help, but he needed to do more if he wanted to ensure that she warmed up. 
 
    He gently lifted her free of the sleeping bag and started taking off her outer layers, stripping her down to her clothing, and then to her underwear. Azurelight watched from where she stood by the cave’s entrance and let out a scoff as Ari shifted the sleeping bag to slide her inside. 
 
    “Is she your slave, too?” she asked. “Are you going to use her body as you have so often used mine?” 
 
    “She’s not a slave, and neither are you,” said Ari. “Eva told me when we first formed the bond that she made a choice to allow it.” 
 
    “Do you think that makes the arrangement acceptable?” asked Azurelight. “Does it not weigh on your conscience? To have a living, breathing person totally reliant on your intimacy for existence. Ready and willing to jump at your every command and fulfill each of your pathetic, juvenile, sexual desires?” 
 
    “I never forced her into any of it,” said Ari. “I’m not forcing you into anything, either. The exit to the cave is right there. Feel free to leave if you want to.” 
 
    He spoke the words with more confidence than he actually felt. Part of him wondered if he would try to stop her if she attempted to leave. Eva clearly wasn’t in her right mind at the moment. Would it make sense for him to trust her decision if she did decide to go her own way? 
 
    Ari felt a sudden stab of shame as he wondered if this was exactly what Azurelight had been talking about. Eva was totally reliant on the bond and on him. Even if she’d chosen it, and even if Ari respected her, how far off was the arrangement from being a form of slavery? 
 
    He shook his head and turned his attention back to Kerys. She needed to be warmed up, and the only other effective way in which he could think of to do it was to use his own body heat. He pulled his heavy winter outerwear off, followed by his tunic and trousers. The cave was still painfully cold, and he hurried to slide into the sleeping bag next to Kerys with his underwear still on. 
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    Azurelight seemed content to sit at the cave entrance, and though Ari was still wary of her, he felt safe letting his guard down for the moment. Once Kerys was warmed up and awake, he could explain the situation to her and figure out what, if anything, could be done about it. 
 
    Ari was fairly certain that removing the runestone would return Eva to her normal self, as it had before. The prospect of her remaining as Azurelight, filled with hatred and contempt, wasn’t one that he liked to dwell on. He shook his head, pushing her out of his mind and focusing on the larger problem. 
 
    “Kerys,” he whispered. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Her body had warmed slightly, which was a start. She felt so small and soft against him. It was no wonder to Ari that she’d come down with such an intense case of cold fatigue. No amount of insulation could keep her petite figure warm, especially when all the fat on her was basically confined to her breasts and butt. 
 
    Kerys only had on a simple cloth bra, and Ari could feel her breasts in a surprisingly vivid fashion against his chest. Ari tried to avoid remembering how much fun the two of them had had the night before last, but attempting to turn his thoughts elsewhere had the opposite effect. 
 
    “I’m just trying to warm you up, Kerys,” he whispered. “Keep that in mind in case, uh, anything comes up.” 
 
    She let out a small sigh and shifted upward, the movement causing one of her breasts to pull completely free. Her eyes still weren’t open, which made Ari feel even worse about not being able to tear his away from her exposed nipple. 
 
    He decided to remove the temptation by hugging her closer to him. Kerys let out a quiet moan as he did, which only made it harder for him to ignore his growing arousal. She shifted her hips forward, pressing her body against Ari and rubbing her crotch on his stiffening shaft through their underwear. 
 
    “Aristial…” Kerys blinked, becoming lucid for an instant and looking at him with tired eyes. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She kissed him in reply. One of her legs curled around Ari’s, locking her tight against him as she began to grind her body into his. She didn’t seem aware of what she was doing, but that didn’t dampen the sensation. 
 
    He tried to ignore it, but for various reasons, it was hard. Kerys in her underwear had been a fantasy of his, and probably half the other boys down in Golias Hollow, since she’d first reached puberty and grown her breasts. She had a body that begged to be touched and played with, or at least stared at, and the confines of the sleeping bag were encouraging to do all three. 
 
    “Are you finally going to let me take your virginity, Kerys?” he whispered, in a teasing voice. 
 
    She responded by grinding her crotch against his cock. One of her hands reached into the sleeping bag and took hold of the waistband of his underwear, and the next thing Ari knew, his shaft was rubbing into the soft fabric of her silk weave panties. 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari. 
 
    Whether she was aware enough to know it or not, she was playing with fire. A few more minutes of clumsy, sleeping bag seduction and Ari was going to dirty her senseless. 
 
    Kerys bit her lower lip and continued rubbing her crotch in the same way. Ari felt her underwear slide at an angle, and for a hot, tantalizing instant, he was on the precipice of pushing into her. 
 
    “You’ll be so mad at me if I do this,” he whispered. “Even though it’s your fault.” 
 
    He tried to think of every unsexy thought and memory that he’d stored up over the course of his life, to no avail. His attention kept being pulled back to Kerys, and for good reason. Her bra had slid completely under her breasts now. Ari took hold of them in his hands and kissed each one. 
 
    Kerys’ eyes fluttered open momentarily as his lips touched one of her nipples. She stared at him and let out a sleepy sigh, and then suddenly tensed up as she felt his hardness threatening to impale her like a dagger made of flesh. 
 
    “What…” she whispered. “Why are you in my sleeping bag?” 
 
    “To warm you up,” said Ari. “You almost, uh…” 
 
    While he was talking, her good hand reached into the bag and took hold of him. The sensation of her gently stroking and caressing instantly stole his attention. 
 
    “To warm me up,” whispered Kerys. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    She smiled at him. It was overly big on her face, like the smile a person dazed from a fever might give. Her hand kept moving, and Ari couldn’t help but thrust into it. He was past the point of being able to fully control himself.  
 
    “Kerys,” he whispered. “You have to be careful. If you keep doing what you’re doing, it’s going to be a little messy.” 
 
    And if she didn’t, Ari was probably going to go insane with lust and take her virginity in a desire-crazed daze. He was kissing Kerys’ neck and resigning himself to the lesser of two evils when she slid downward, disappearing into the sleeping bag. 
 
    Her lips closed around his cock a few seconds later. Ari rolled onto his back, groaning at the awesome pleasure of Kerys’ sweet, dirty mouth. She slowly started bobbing her head up and down in the lazy manner of a person half-asleep going through the motions.  
 
    It apparently didn’t matter how much attention she had available to devote to the act. It felt unbelievably good, the type of sensation that made Ari want to grin and brag at the world. He could see the shape of Kerys’ head bobbing up and down in the sleeping bag. If anyone had been watching, a single glance would have been enough to confirm what was happening. 
 
    “Dormiar’s tears, Kerys,” groaned Ari.  
 
    He took hold of her head and thrust upward once, twice, and then practically seized as he lost control and gave her his gift. His back curled like a fully pulled bow, and his toes twitched. And Kerys kept sleepily sucking and bobbing her head. 
 
    She didn’t say anything once the deed was done, instead sliding up to curl against his chest. She let out a single, cute snore before her sleeping slowed and became rhythmic. Ari held her against him, running a hand through her dyed black hair. 
 
    He had never wanted to take her virginity so badly before in his life. It wasn’t even about the sexual aspect of it, or at least, not merely about the pleasure and getting off. He’d seen Kerys change so much as a person, and he loved her so deeply. He wanted to be the man who she trusted enough to give herself to completely. 
 
    Kerys let out another little snore. Ari kissed her forehead and gave her a soft hug. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It was cold in the cave when Ari woke, but warm in the sleeping bag. He’d never put his underwear back on, and the fact that he was naked combined with Kerys’ soft body against his almost sparked a repeat of what had happened the previous night. 
 
    “Aristial…” whispered Kerys, who was also waking up. “Dormiar’s breath! Is that your… Are you naked?” 
 
    “You don’t remember much of last night, do you?” asked Ari with a smirk. 
 
    “Did you…?” Kerys scowled at him and reached her hand down, feeling between her legs. “No, you didn’t. I’d be able to feel if you did.” 
 
    “Kerys, relax,” said Ari. “I would never take your virginity in such a roguish manner.” 
 
    “I would hope not,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari cupped her cheek in his hand and grinned at her, bringing his lips close to hers. 
 
    “But I will take your virginity,” he whispered. “Mark my words.” 
 
    “You’ll certainly try to,” said Kerys in a flirtatious voice. “What if I decide I want to give it to a nice boy, instead?” 
 
    “Then I’ll knock his block off and carry you off into my tower,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys laughed and slid out of the sleeping bag. She sucked in a breath as soon as she’d taken a step across the cold stone. The fire had gone out, and the cave was nearly as cold as it had been when they’d first arrived the previous day. 
 
    Ari found his underwear in the sleeping bag and then the rest of his clothing next to it, and finally, he pulled on his heavy winter furs and leathers. He was in the middle of wondering where Eva had gone to when the rest of what had happened the previous night came back to him. 
 
    Azurelight walked back into the cave slowly, shaking snow from her silver-red hair, seemingly unaffected by the cold. She glared at Ari and Kerys, and then chucked a lazy fireball the size of an apple into the charred firewood. A few coals burst back to life, enough to give off a small amount of heat. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Kerys. “Eva, when did you learn how to do that?” 
 
    “So, this might be a little confusing, but that’s not Eva,” said Ari. “We found a fire runestone and socketed it into her, which brought out a separate personality. Kerys, meet Azurelight.” 
 
    Azurelight didn’t say anything and showed no reaction to his words. Her expression was a mixture of haughty aloofness and barely bridled anger. Kerys fidgeted awkwardly as she took a step toward the intimidating, though mostly familiar-looking woman. 
 
    “Uh, nice to meet you?” said Kerys, in an unsure voice. 
 
    “Are you his slave too, then?” asked Azurelight. 
 
    “What?” asked Kerys. “Ari, did you tell her something weird?” 
 
    Ari chuckled. “No. She’s just like that. Cruel, bitchy, kind of evil.” 
 
    “Did he do that to you?” asked Azurelight, gesturing to Kerys’ missing hand. “Did he cut your hand off for not serving properly as his whore?” 
 
    Kerys’ mouth dropped open, and she clenched her fist. Ari set a hand on her shoulder to hold her back, if needed. 
 
    “We’ll have Eva back soon enough,” he whispered. “But Azurelight’s fire magic is the only reason you’re still alive. She’s toxic, but we need her on our side.” 
 
    “I am not your whore,” said Kerys. “You don’t think that about me, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ari. “A whore would be much more willing to spread their… Uh, you know what, forget that sentence ever existed.” 
 
    Kerys crossed her arms and glared at both Ari and Azurelight. Ari sighed and set about gathering and putting away their supplies. 
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    It took some persuasion to convince Azurelight to shift into her sword form. The rune sled could only fit two people comfortably, and Ari doubted the wards would be powerful enough to lift them all along with their supplies even if they squeezed together. 
 
    “It’s only for now,” said Ari. “If you don’t agree to this, you aren’t coming with us.” 
 
    “You are pathetic,” said Azurelight. “You think I shall bend to your every demand? You have no control over me.” 
 
    “You’re a psycho,” said Ari. “Hey, suit yourself. Kerys and I are out of here.” 
 
    The supplies were already loaded onto the rune sled. Kerys was sitting in front, wrapped in Ari’s Feathercloak as she’d been the day before. He climbed on behind her, willed the runes into operation, and started forward on the sled. 
 
    Azurelight stood at the cave entrance, fists balled, burning with rage. Ari waved goodbye to her, continuing on for another fifty feet before sticking his hand out and reaching out with his will to summon her. 
 
    She’d resisted the previous night, and Ari had no doubt that if she’d truly wanted to, she could have resisted again. She didn’t, and a sword that was both familiar and subtly different appeared in his hand in a flash of silver-crimson light.  
 
    The main change was in the pommel-stone. The sapphire had taken on a distinctly red hue, as though the essence of the fire rune had intermingled with the sword’s normal coloring.  
 
    Ari could also feel the fire enchantment imbued into the weapon by the rune. It was available to him if he wanted to use it, though he’d have to be careful to not overdraw from his limited reserve of essence. 
 
    He sheathed the weapon across his back and focused on the landscape ahead. The sky was overcast, but it hadn’t started snowing again, which was more than a small blessing. The snow coated a series of small, rolling hills, with few of the massive evergreens they’d seen the previous day. 
 
    They traveled for several hours with the only real change coming in the form of their speed, as Ari often slowed down to reduce the bite of the bone-chilling air and give Kerys a chance to warm back up. It was nearing midday, and Ari was considering stopping to eat, when the first few flakes of fresh snow began to fall. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” he muttered. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to deal with this today.” 
 
    He resisted the urge to speed the rune sled up, instead watching the snow in the distance cautiously. A wight rose from the ground a minute or two later, shaking snow from its shoulders as it rose to its full height. 
 
    It wasn’t as large as any of the ones Ari and the others had encountered the previous day, but it was still an imposing sight, at least twenty feet tall and quick to react. Ari wondered if perhaps the intensity of the weather had an effect on the strength of the Weatherblight, or at least the wights, but it was a fleeting thought as Azurelight’s voice cut into his awareness through their bond. 
 
    “Stop here,” she said. “Let us test ourselves against this monstrosity.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” hissed Ari. 
 
    Kerys turned her head. Ari frowned and pointed to the sword. 
 
    “You are scared,” said Azurelight. “Like a child playing at being a man. Pathetic.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” said Ari. “There’s no point in us fighting these things. They don’t die in the same way normal creatures do. I’m not going to… Hey!” 
 
    He felt the sword shift out of its scabbard as Azurelight shifted forms. She landed on her feet behind the sled, rolling once to burn off her residual momentum. Ari scowled and brought the rune sled around in a circle, hoping he could get back to her before she engaged with the wight. 
 
    Azurelight extended her hand toward the monster, conjuring a fireball the size of a skull in front of her palm. Her stance was so unlike Eva’s, lazy and full of contempt, as though she couldn’t be bothered to take a fight seriously even when she was the one starting it. 
 
    She tensed her hand, and the fireball exploded forward, cutting through the air fast enough to make its shape seem more oblong than spherical. It struck the wight directly in the chest in a burst of roiling flame, hissing smoke, and green goo. 
 
    The wight stumbled back, and the when the smoke cleared, it had a gaping hole in its chest, right below its odd, neckless head. Green goo gushed from the open wound, filling the air with a scent both sweet and acrid. The wight crumbled to the snow, dead or at least defeated by a single blast of Azurelight’s magic. 
 
    She let out a shrieking laugh and spun in a circle, apparently searching for more monsters to play with. Ari was at the limits of his patience. He cracked one of his knuckles and then thrust his hand out, flexing his will and summoning her by force. The sword appeared in his hand instantly. 
 
    “You pathetic wretch!” screamed Azurelight through the bond. “You have no right to command me.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Ari. “Seriously. You’re pushing the limits of what I’ll put up with.” 
 
    She out another hideous scream that resonated through Ari’s temples, trapped in the confines of his head. He sighed through his teeth and steered the rune sled back into motion. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    As they continued on, the ambient temperature of the air slowly began to warm. It was a welcome change, and it also let them travel faster, no longer limited by how long they could endure the bite of the cold wind for. 
 
    The snow began to soften and then melt completely as the afternoon passed along with their surroundings. Ari felt an immense sense of relief when they reached the point where the patches of dirt and dead grass became more common than the clumps of stubborn snow. 
 
    He kept going, taking advantage of the last remaining vestiges of the afternoon’s light. It became too warm for them to keep their heavy winter outerwear on at a certain point, and Ari brought the sled to a stop so they could discard it. 
 
    “Should we start keeping our eyes peeled for the hester blossom?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “I guess,” said Ari. “Amber said it was within the heartland of the Draketongue Steppe. I’m assuming it’s further south of here, though by how much, I have no idea.” 
 
    Riding the rune sled in a climate that didn’t freeze their faces brought a grin to Ari’s face. Kerys had given him back his Feathercloak, and it trailed behind the rune sled, flapping in the wind with satisfying noises.  
 
    Kerys was still in front of him on the sled, and he enjoyed her reactions as he sped up, occasionally catching a small amount of extra air when he went over a hill or knoll at high speed. She’d grab his knee and squeeze for dear life, and Ari would slow down a little and tease her. 
 
    “Was that too fast for you, Kerys?” he whispered.  
 
    “You are such a boy,” she said. “Just be careful!” 
 
    Ari laughed and sped up again. The landscape was interesting, very flat, except with odd ridges troughed through it that he occasionally had to go around. There were some trees, though they only grew a few feet tall and seemed more like shrubs than proper forest cover. 
 
    There were also white rock formations scattered in curious patterns. Ari was mesmerized by them from a distance, and it wasn’t until he drew close to one that he realized what he was looking at. 
 
    “These are… bones,” he said, recognizing that the boulder he’d been looking it had both eye sockets and teeth. “These creatures must have been massive.” 
 
    The skull in question was easily large enough for him to walk into standing up. Each tooth was the size of Ari’s abdomen, and the white coloring of the bones hadn’t faded or been browned by the ages. 
 
    “What do you think they were?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Drakes,” said Azurelight. “They were a curiosity in my time. So few were left that they were essentially extinct. I doubt any remain alive, by now.” 
 
    “Azurelight says they’re all dead,” said Ari. 
 
    “That’s comforting,” said Kerys. “I’m not sure what we’d do if we encountered a live one.” 
 
    The sun was setting over the horizon, and Ari was starving. He had been keeping his eyes peeled for another cave or patch of trees that might give them some extra cover to set up camp in, but he hadn’t spotted anything. 
 
    He slowed to a stop as he saw a massive drake skull on top of a small hill, the jaw locked open in death at a slight angle. It was more than large enough to suit their purposes, and he disengaged the rune sled’s wards as they drew up next to it. Kerys only seemed to realize what he had in mind after a few seconds. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said, tersely. “I don’t like the idea of us spending the night inside the corpse of a monster.” 
 
    “I don’t think these things were monsters, at least not like the Weatherblight,” said Ari. “Besides, we’ll want something more than the tent in case it starts raining. Trust me.” 
 
    There was a flash of silver-crimson, and suddenly Azurelight was standing apart from Ari, behind Kerys. She stepped forward, threading her arm around Kerys’ neck before anyone could say or do anything. 
 
    “Trust is a curious thing, isn’t it?” said Azurelight. “When given too freely, you can find yourself in a noose.” 
 
    “Azurelight…” said Ari. He gritted his teeth and locked eyes with her. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Kerys wasn’t being choked, but the threat of Azurelight’s arm around her neck was clear. Her face was pale and she stared at Ari, confused and scared. Azurelight smiled and ran a hand through Kerys’ hair. 
 
    “I gave it some thought,” she said. “I was too rash when I first rebelled against the idea of you serving as my master. I think you could make a fine one, an ideal one, even, once we’ve all reached an understanding.” 
 
    Ari reached his hand out, preparing to overwhelm with his will and summon her to his hand. A fireball appeared in Azurelight’s free hand, and she held it within inches of Kerys’ face. 
 
    “You love this one,” said Azurelight. “I did not realize the depth of your feelings for her, at first. You love her, and you’d never want to see harm come to her.” 
 
    “If you hurt her in the slightest, I’ll make sure you regret it,” said Ari. “Let Kerys go. It’s not too late for us to come to a compromise.” 
 
    “That is what we are currently in the process of doing,” said Azurelight. “The compromise will be you doing exactly what I say. I decide where we go and what we do, and who we kill. Do you understand?” 
 
    Ari held up a placating hand and furiously tried to think of a way to deescalate the situation. He pushed his will into the Ring of Insight, but the only fact that it established for him was that Azurelight’s threat was not an empty one. 
 
    “Why would you need to kill anyone?” asked Ari. “And where would you even want to go?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Azurelight. “I will not be your slave. I will not have you deciding the course of my existence.” 
 
    “I told you that you could go your own way, if you wanted to,” said Ari. “That offer still stands.” 
 
    He spoke to Azurelight, but locked eyes with Kerys, trying to draw her attention to his hand. He brought it behind him and began scratching at an imaginary itch underneath his tunic, on his lower back, while simultaneously nodding subtly. 
 
    “It would be only a matter of time before I went dormant if I did that,” said Azurelight. “I would much prefer to keep you under my thumb, and clearly, this girl represents the path toward achieving that.” 
 
    Kerys, finally picking up on Ari’s hidden message. She reached her good hand around, hiding the movement by pretending to struggle against Azurelight. Ari took a step forward, stealing Azurelight’s attention back toward him. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ari. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt Kerys. Please.” 
 
    Azurelight frowned, but she let the fireball fade from her hand. Kerys made her move in the instant that Azurelight’s arm slackened slightly around her neck. 
 
    “No!” shouted Azurelight. 
 
    It was already too late. Kerys got her hand under her shirt, and she knew the basics of using her will to activate and control wards. Light flashed around Azurelight as Kerys removed the fire runestone from her back, and she let out a gasp as she fell forward. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Ari. 
 
    A single glance was enough to tell him that he was dealing with Eva again rather than Azurelight. Her hair had shifted back to its usual silver-blue, and more importantly, her expression was one of deep, shameful regret. 
 
    Ari crouched down and started to help her up. Tears filled Eva’s eyes, and she let out a single, shuddering sob. 
 
    “Lord Aristial…” she whispered. “I am so, so sorry.” 
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    Eva didn’t say much as Ari helped her to her feet and up the hill. Their camp for the night still needed to be set up, and Ari took on the responsibility of getting a small fire going, finding the task far easier than it had been in the frozen depths of the Crystalline Forest. 
 
    Kerys warmed them each a small portion of food, but it wasn’t the most appealing dinner she’d ever served, for no fault of her own. Ari nibbled on a chunk of too-hard bread and chewed vigorously on a slice of leathery dried beef. 
 
    Eva didn’t eat much. Ari and Kerys had made a point to sit down on either side of her, as if they were both subconsciously afraid that she might snap and shift back into the personality of Azurelight if she didn’t have her friends close. Ari had made a point of putting the fire rune away in one of the deep pockets of his pack, and he had no interest in ever using it on her again. 
 
    “We’ll probably be able to gather fresh food tomorrow,” said Kerys. “I can keep my eyes out for edible fruits and vegetables.” 
 
    “That would make for a welcome change,” said Ari. “As long as you find the tasty ones.” 
 
    Kerys smiled, but there was no real humor around the fire that night. Ari leaned forward, watching Eva around the corner of his eye. 
 
    “The things that I did,” whispered Eva. “The things that I said, I…” 
 
    She winced. Ari reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “We know,” he said. “It wasn’t you. We don’t blame you, Eva. We’re just glad to have you back.” 
 
    “So glad,” said Kerys. 
 
    Eva shook her head. “It was… me. There is a part of me that I have been fighting against for a very long time. A part I cannot fully understand. At times, I have forgotten that it, that she, exists. But it was my failing that caused her to come forth.” 
 
    “You’re way too hard on yourself,” said Ari. “Besides, we were desperate. As violent as she may have been, Azurelight served a necessary purpose.” 
 
    Eva stiffened at his words and shook her head. Kerys frowned at him. 
 
    “What Ari means is that it all worked out in the end,” said Kerys. “We can just go back to the way things were now.” 
 
    It was Ari’s turn to feel unsure. Could they go back to normal? Underneath her borderline-psychopathic tendencies, Azurelight had made a point that he couldn’t just brush off. Eva was, whether he treated her well and whether he cared to admit it, serving him in the same manner of a slave. She was totally dependent on his goodwill, shackled by the invisible chains of their bond and unable to seek a life of her own.  
 
    “Eva,” said Ari. “Azurelight said something to me that I need to ask you about.” 
 
    Eva didn’t look at him, but she nodded slowly. 
 
    “Of course,” she whispered. 
 
    “Are you happy?” The question made a painful lump form in Ari’s throat as he asked it. “I mean, do you feel like you’re living your own life? Or do you feel like the bond has trapped you, somewhat?” 
 
    Kerys was listening from where she sat around the fire, but the conversation was strictly between Ari and Eva. Eva turned and looked at him, and the emotion in her sapphire eyes was not what Ari had been expecting. She seemed ashamed of herself. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she whispered. “In that case, I have been trapped for a very long time. Longer than my traumatized memory will allow me to recall. Lord Stoneblood, I once told you that the bond between us was one that I had a choice about. Do you remember that?” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. “I do.” 
 
    “That was the truth,” said Eva. “I was eager to establish the bond and have you as my master.” 
 
    There was a cold edge to her words that pushed Ari to ask the question he knew he shouldn’t ask. 
 
    “You say you were eager,” he said. “Not just willing, but eager. Why?” 
 
    “Because you were young,” said Eva, smiling and blinking eyes that suddenly had tears in their edges. “You were just a boy. Young, brash, a virgin, even. Desperate to survive all alone on the surface. I thought that if I established a bond with you and helped you along, I could eventually gain your love and trust. Through you, I could have freedom, of a sort. Through manipulating you.” 
 
    The words stabbed into Ari’s heart like poisonous thorns. He had to turn his gaze toward the fire, but that wasn’t enough to assuage the sudden burn he felt across his eyes. All that time. All the wondering he’d done about how Eva felt, and how he felt. It was just a joke. 
 
    “I should have realized,” he muttered. “Makes sense. I never really stopped to think about why you were so… perfect, I guess.”  
 
    “My feelings changed,” whispered Eva. “Rapidly, in fact. I grew to love you, milord, and I continue to. You ask me if I feel trapped, or like a slave? Well, do you feel as though I have been subtly controlling you, all this time? Do you feel as though I have secured a saddle to your back?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva gave him a small smile through her teary expression and nodded.  
 
    “My answer is the same as yours,” she whispered. 
 
    Ari pulled her into an embrace, hugging her tightly as he felt his heart pounding and swelling in his chest. He brushed her hair back with one hand and gave her a slow, passionate kiss. 
 
    Kerys cleared her throat after the kiss had gone on for a couple of seconds. “Well, looks like things are back to normal.” 
 
    Eva sniffled and laughed, quickly wiping away what remained of her tears. “It appears so, Lady Kerys.” 
 
    Eva reached her arm out, and Kerys rolled her eyes while trying to dampen the smile on her lips as she joined their embrace. 
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    They set up their sleeping bags inside the gaping drake skull. Despite being the one who’d originally suggested it, Ari felt an odd unease take hold of him once they were actually inside the mouth of the ancient creature. The size of the teeth, most of which still remained studded into the jaw, was enough to engender him with an appreciation for the terror the drake’s prey must have felt in the last few seconds. 
 
    It was still cold, despite the fact that they’d made it out of the snowy northern reaches. The fire did little to warm them from where he’d built it by the cave mouth, which left Ari, Kerys, and Eva lying close enough to each other in their sleeping bags to preserve a small amount of residual warmth. 
 
    Ari fell asleep quickly, and for once, he was the first awake the next morning. Light streamed into the drake skull at an angle, not just from the mouth, but also from the eye holes higher up. 
 
    Kerys and Eva were still sleeping, and Ari felt painfully aware of their presence and soft, feminine breathing. He was in the middle of considering what the proper etiquette would be to stealthily slip into one of their sleeping bags for a morning rendezvous, if said etiquette even existed, when a noise came from the mouth of the drake skull. 
 
    He sat up quickly, reaching a hand out in case he needed to summon Azurelight. He blinked, finding it hard to trust what he was seeing with his eyes, almost to the point where he wondered if he was still asleep. 
 
    A little girl was poking a stick at the remnants of the previous night’s fire. She was small, probably no older than seven or eight, with brown hair and a somewhat tattered dress made of the stretchy fabric the Sai favored. Ari stared at her, unsure of what he should do or say. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” he said. 
 
    The girl flinched back, only then seeming to notice that there were people in the cave. Her face was full of expression, and he could all but see her wariness warring with her curiosity as she tried to decide what to do. 
 
    “Kerys,” said Ari. “Eva.” 
 
    He reached a hand out to shake them both awake, and then waited while they both went through the same pattern of surprise he’d experienced. 
 
    “Hi,” said Kerys, to the little girl. “Where did you come from? Are you here by yourself?” 
 
    Kerys had a voice that managed to be both cheerful, welcoming, and authoritative in a matronly sort of way. The little smiled at her and shook her head. 
 
    “What’s your name?” asked Kerys. She wriggled out of her sleeping bag and started toward the girl. 
 
    The little girl held her hand out, and Kerys was about to take it with her own when the sound of pounding footsteps on grass came from just outside the mouth of the skull. Ari surged to his feet, but not in time. 
 
    A tall, teenage boy seized the little girl with one arm, twisting and pushing in between her and Kerys in the same motion. Kerys tripped and fell hard, only able to catch herself with one hand, and let out a small cry of pain. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Ari. He extended his hand, summoning Azurelight to his hand and appreciating the ease with which Eva obliged him. 
 
    “Sevetal les mon conono!” yelled the boy. “Arvreges voach!”  
 
    “That was rude!” snapped Kerys. “I was just talking to her.” 
 
    The boy continued backing away from the mouth of his cave with his sister. Ari moved to help Kerys to her feet, watching the boy and the little girl, but making no move to pursue them. They didn’t retreat far, only backing up halfway down the hill before coming to a stop. 
 
    “Huh,” said Ari. “They look like Saidicans. They must have also been brought back into physical being by the Soul Engine.” 
 
    He appreciated for the first time that there would be many such people scattered across the continent, given how many mesmers had populated the land. Ari took a closer look at the boy and the little girl. The boy was tall, but gangly, no more than fifteen or sixteen, if Ari was to guess his age. Judging from their hair and the lines of their cheekbones, he suspected that they were brother and sister. 
 
    He tossed Azurelight to the side, and Eva appeared in its place in a flash of light. She tilted her head to the side and waved an arm overhead, calling out a greeting in Saidican. 
 
    “I don’t think they pose any danger to us,” said Ari. 
 
    “I don’t think so either.” Kerys rubbed her good hand over her stump. “But still, that fall hurt!” 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s have breakfast.” 
 
    Eva was still talking to the boy, from a distance, though the boy had only said a few syllables, by Ari’s count. After a minute, she shook her head and joined Ari and Kerys, who had begun nibbling on their collection of dried fruit. 
 
    “He will not tell me anything,” said Eva. “Just his name and title. He was the son of a lord, not one that I recognize, though that is no surprise, given how my memory is.” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say that they’re out here alone,” said Ari. “I don’t see how the little girl sneaks off on her own, otherwise.” 
 
    “They’re watching us eat,” said Kerys. “I’m betting they’re hungry, too.” 
 
    She picked up a handful of dried plums and stood up. Ari saw the tension in the boy’s posture as Kerys approached them and hurried over to provide backup. 
 
    The little girl reached out, preparing to take one of the fruits from Kerys. The boy pushed his way in between them again, this time physically knocking into Kerys with his arm. Ari felt as though he’d given him enough leeway. 
 
    He seized the boy by the shoulders, set his leg behind his ankles, and flung him to the grass. He didn’t put that much strength into it, and folded his arms in a gesture of de-escalation as soon as the boy was down. 
 
    “You need to calm down,” said Ari. “She was just trying to give the girl some food.” 
 
    The boy glared at Ari and slapped one of his hands down on the grass. Ari felt something grab him by the ankles, and when he looked down, he noticed two thin weeds wrapping up the length of his calf, as though to hold him in place. 
 
    The plants were stronger than they looked, which Ari discovered as he tried to pull out of the way as the boy scrambled back to his feet and rushed forward. Kerys and the little girl had moved out of the way, and were both watching with concern. 
 
    “So, you’re one of the Sai that can use a mystica,” said Ari.  
 
    The boy tried to punch him in the stomach. The blow was easy for him to block, even bound to the ground as he was. 
 
    “You…” said the boy. “You’re a slave!” 
 
    “You can speak Subvios, then?” asked Ari. “Why didn’t you admit that to begin with?” 
 
    The boy snarled and tried to punch him again. This time, Ari caught the attack and took advantage of its momentum, pulling backward and freeing himself from his plant bindings. The boy tried to spin away, and Ari helped him along with a push that threw him off balance. 
 
    “You just want to trick us!” shouted the boy. “You know what’s going on, and you, you…” 
 
    He threw another punch. Ari had to stifle a laugh as he swept it aside. He’d grown up wrestling and fighting the other boys in the Hollow. He’d fought against Jarvis, who’d been able to hit with the kind of strength that cracked bones and bloodied faces. The boy was barely a threat, even with his magic. 
 
    Ari felt something lash out at him from behind. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed a thorn bush trying to scratch at his legs, the plant pulled to the limits of its length. More sobering was the sight of the few trees Ari could see in the distance, all of which were thrashing their branches and leaves as though mirroring the boy’s impotent anger. 
 
    “Hey,” said Ari. “Hey!” 
 
    He grabbed the boy and tripped him again, this time falling to the grass with him, pinning him to the ground with his forearm across his neck. Ari didn’t choke him, but he held him there with dominant force, even as the grass began to pull at his shirt ineffectually. 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Ari. “You’re right. I know exactly why you’re probably confused right now, and I get why you’re so reactive. I’ll let you up as soon as you agree to be civil and talk instead of trying to fight me, okay?” 
 
    The boy snarled at him. Ari rolled his eyes and sighed. He’d already won the fight, but his patience had limits. It took about a minute for the boy to cool down, though he wouldn’t meet Ari’s gaze as he spoke. 
 
    “Fine,” said the boy. “Just don’t hurt my sister.” 
 
    “I’m a little insulted that you’d insinuate that we’d even consider something like that.” Ari stood up, brushed himself off, and offered the boy a hand. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The boy hesitated before accepting Ari’s help up. “…Virgil. That’s my sister, Selene.” 
 
    He nodded to the little girl, who was currently being comforted and fed dried plums by Kerys. 
 
    “Virgil and Selene,” repeated Ari. “I’m Lord Aristial Stoneblood, and these are my friends Kerys Weaver and Evastria.” 
 
    Eva came to stand next to Ari’s side, nodding to Virgil, who seemed even more confused now than he had been at the start of the encounter. Kerys gave him a small wave before poking Selene in the cheek and eliciting a giggle from the little girl. 
 
    “You say you’re a lord?” asked Virgil. “That’s ridiculous! You’re a Hume, a slave. By the Trium, why would you even joke about something like that?” 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember, Virgil?” asked Ari. “The last thing that made sense, I mean. You woke up here a few days ago and everything was different, right? As though some incredible amount of time had passed?” 
 
    Virgil glared at him and hesitated before speaking. He wore a maroon tunic along with white trousers in the tight, stretchy style of Sai clothing, both of which had been stained and soiled in places by dirt. 
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Virgil.  
 
    Eva looked over at Ari, and he gave her a small nod. 
 
    “You were bonded to the Soul Engine, were you not?” asked Eva. “Lord Stoneblood is the one who removed the blockage keeping it from working as intended, though it was destroyed shortly after.” 
 
    “You…” Virgil shook his head. “How is that even possible? And why do you keep trying to make me believe that you’re… a lord?” 
 
    He seemed to realize the limits of his understanding as he asked the second question. 
 
    “Come on,” said Ari. “Join us in our camp. We can talk about what’s going on while we eat.” 
 
    Virgil hesitated. Ari held up his hands in a gesture of goodwill. 
 
    “It’s your choice,” he said. “If you want to take your sister and run off to wherever you came from, you’re more than welcome to. We won’t stop you, we’re not your enemies, and the only thing we want is to find a rare flower that may or may not be growing around here.” 
 
    Ari took a step back, and he and Eva started walking back into the drake skull. Kerys let go of Selene’s hand, following while still watching the little girl.  
 
    Virgil seemed to consider the offer for a minute or two before taking his sister’s hand and following after them. 
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    “It’s been over three hundred years since what you probably last remember of your world and the Saidican Empire,” said Ari. “It’s probably best for me to get that out of the way from the start.” 
 
    “Three hundred years…?” muttered Virgil. 
 
    The five of them were sitting inside the drake’s skull, though Kerys and Eva had already packed up the supplies and sleeping bags. Virgil and Selene had dug into the food Ari had offered them with ravenous hunger, neither of them seeming to mind that it was all dried travel rations. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “The land has been all but abandoned in the time since. Are you familiar with the Weatherblight?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Virgil. 
 
    Ari gave him a brief explanation of the way the Hume and the Ravarians had survived in the wake of the disappearance of the Saidicans, making sure to stress the fact that slavery was no longer an institution. Virgil’s face seemed to contort as he heard more of the world in detail, until he finally ran his hands over it and sighed. 
 
    “So the rest of the Sai have returned, as well?” asked Virgil. “That means things will go back to normal, won’t they?” 
 
    Ari glanced at Eva, who gave him a small shrug. 
 
    “Normal is probably a relative term in this instance,” said Ari. “Your Emperor, from the time I’ve spent around him, seems to want to make my people and the Ravarians slaves again.” 
 
    Virgil looked as though he wanted to ask a question that he knew that he shouldn’t, and Ari could guess what it was. He smiled, appreciating the boy’s tact and restraint. 
 
    “I see,” said Virgil. “Well, thank you for explaining.” 
 
    “What were you and your sister doing out here to begin with?” asked Ari. “Are there others nearby?” 
 
    “It was just us and my parents,” said Virgil. “We were part of an expedition to the Cursed Coast. My father was a relic hunter, and he’d gotten word of an ancient structure in this area that was a once-in-a-lifetime find.” 
 
    “So your family came out here to find it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “We had slaves with us,” said Virgil. “We were traveling on rune sleds, too, in case we needed to run from a storm.” 
 
    “It seems like it would be dangerous to bring children so far out from a city,” said Kerys. 
 
    Virgil flinched slightly, as though her referring to children in the plural had offended him. 
 
    “My mystica is powerful, especially when it comes to locating and uncovering artifacts,” he said. “I can command plants and trees. And my sister, well, we couldn’t just leave her behind in someone else’s care.” 
 
    He put an arm around Selene, who was munching on dried fruit with the kind of purposeful focus that only a hungry child can manage. 
 
    “Can you take us to your parents?” asked Ari. 
 
    Virgil glanced away from them and nodded slowly. Eva and Kerys had already packed up most of their camp, and they loaded the supplies onto the rune sled, which Ari gently pulled along with him as he followed Virgil and Selene at a walking pace. 
 
    Virgil kept a tight grip on his sister’s hand as he led Ari and the others through the Draketongue Steppe. The region was grassy and full of small, rolling hills, with the occasional drake skeleton and copse of trees scattered throughout. They reached a slight incline that eventually shifted into a larger hill, and they came to a stop as they reached its top. 
 
    “Mud and blood.” Ari whistled and shook his head as he gazed on the landscape below. “What is that?” 
 
    Further down, sitting on a stretch of flat land in between hills, was a massive, circular structure made of grey stone. It was least half a mile wide, and probably a hundred feet tall at its highest point. It was a perfect circle, open to the sky in a manner that made Ari wonder if it had once been intended to have a roof of some sort. 
 
    He had to take a closer look at the trees on either edge of it to fully appreciate the structure’s scale. A small town could have easily fit within it. Most of the main caverns in Golias Hollow would have fit within it, perhaps all of them if it weren’t for their irregular shape. Ari could see that the structure had several levels, with a low central space surrounded by higher levels, almost like giant stairs. 
 
    It reminded Ari of the arena that he and Rin had once fallen into during a windstorm, except on a scale that was breathtaking in comparison. Attached to one side of the structure was what Ari assumed to be the main entrance, an arching tunnel that extended a few dozen feet outward and looked to be at least ten or fifteen feet tall in height and twice that in width. 
 
    “This was what we’d come to find,” muttered Virgil. “We traveled for so long to get here. We spent weeks excavating, digging into the ground at a relentless pace. We’d just finished uncovering it when everything fell apart.” 
 
    “Was this some type of ancient arena?” asked Ari. “It’s in almost perfect condition.” 
 
    “It was intended to be, but we didn’t find any signs of it ever having been used,” said Virgil. “It’s as though it was immediately abandoned after first being built. Even the wards within the interior seemed to have never been triggered.” 
 
    “There are wards inside it?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Virgil nodded. “Dozens of them. My father guessed that one of them controlled the gates and one closed the roof, but there were some that we couldn’t even guess at the mechanism of.” 
 
    “Where is your father, now?” asked Ari. 
 
    Virgil glanced away from him. From the expression on the boy’s face, Ari suspected he already knew the answer. 
 
    Virgil continued walking with Selene, leading Ari, Kerys, and Eva around to the far side of the dome. Getting up close to the structure was a humbling experience. Ari ran his hand across the massive bricks that composed its outer wall. They were perfectly smooth and uniform, each nearly as high as he was tall and twice that in width. Ari couldn’t imagine how they’d been moved into position with anything short of powerful magic, and even then, it must have taken a very long time. 
 
    They came to a stop in front of two patches of recently disturbed dirt. Virgil picked up Selene, holding her in his arms even though the little girl was a year or two past being too big for it. 
 
    “It rained the first night,” said Virgil. “Without any of our servants or the rune sleds, we were totally defenseless. My father pushed Selene and I into one of the chambers within the arena while he and my mother held the door closed from outside.” 
 
    He shrugged. Ari could read the conflict in him as though it had been written in script. Virgil was desperately trying to stay strong, for himself and his sister, while also needing the type of support and comfort that any boy who’d just lost their parents would need. 
 
    “She hasn’t spoken a word since,” said Virgil. “Selene used to be so talkative, curious about everything, but now…” 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” said Kerys, in a gentle voice. She set her hand on Virgil’s shoulder, but he immediately shook it off. 
 
    “I’m fine!” snapped Virgil. “I certainly don’t need sympathy from slaves. I’m going to protect my sister.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth, and looked at each of the three of them with eyes that were already red around the edges from crying and glistening with the promise of more tears. 
 
    “I’m going to protect her, no matter what,” said Virgil. 
 
    Ari nodded. “I believe you.” 
 
    “Are… are you mocking me?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “If I was, I’d be mocking myself,” said Ari. “I think you’d be surprised by how similar we are, Virgil.” 
 
    Ari put an arm around Kerys’ shoulders. Eva came to stand on his other side, and he threaded his fingers through hers. The three of them stood at the grave site for a time, bowing their heads in respectful silence. Virgil was the one who spoke next. 
 
    “Can you help us?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
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    “Lord Aristial, I think it would be wise to explain the wider circumstances to young Virgil before we go any further,” said Eva. 
 
    They’d walked back up the hill, away from the graves of Virgil and Selene’s parents.  
 
    “There really are slaves that have become lords in this time period?” asked Virgil. “Truly? She’s like us, one of the Sai, but she keeps calling you a lord.” 
 
    “Eva is a bit different from you,” said Ari. “She’s a sword construct, and she can become the greatsword, Azurelight, at will.” 
 
    Ari held his hand out, summoning Eva to his hand. 
 
    “Azurelight,” whispered Virgil. “One of Lord Mythril’s legendary weapons.” 
 
    Ari chuckled. Eva shifted back into her incarnate form, looking a little uncomfortable at the sudden attention Virgil was giving her. 
 
    “You’re famous, Eva,” he said. “Anyway, Virgil, what you need to understand is that the world has changed since your time. Humans and Ravarians aren’t just slaves anymore. They can be lords, or vereshis in the case of the Ravarians, and that’s a fact that some of the other Sai who’ve awakened into this time period are having trouble accepting.” 
 
    “You’re asking me what I think, then,” said Virgil.  
 
    “Pretty much,” said Ari. “We came here searching for a flower that might help us defend the Hume and the Ravarians against an attack from the Sai. If you accept our help, your people might see you as a traitor.” 
 
    Virgil looked rather crestfallen as he realized the weight of his decision. 
 
    “Do I even have a choice?” he asked. 
 
    “You do,” said Ari. “It’s probably the first of many hard choices you’ll have to make.” 
 
    Virgil didn’t answer right away. From off to the side, Selene let out a small, delighted laugh. Ari looked over and saw that Kerys had taken to playing with the girl, chasing her up and down the hill and tickling her when she caught her. 
 
    “For now, I think we’ll accept your help,” said Virgil. “You seem different from the slaves that my family used to own.” 
 
    “How well did you know those slaves?” asked Ari. 
 
    Virgil didn’t answer him. 
 
    They sat down on the hill to regather their focus. Ari pulled out the illustration of the hester blossom that Amber had drawn for him. He passed it to Virgil, who frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a plant like this around here,” he said. 
 
    “Would your mystica be able to help us find it?” asked Ari. 
 
    Virgil shook his head again. “It only lets me control plants and trees that are nearby. I can’t sense them at a distance, and I can’t—” 
 
    Selene interrupted, not with words, but with an urgent jab of her finger against the illustration’s parchment. Her eyes lit up, and grinned at them as she quickly stood to her feet. 
 
    “I think she might know something,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Really?” said Ari. “What gave it away?” 
 
    Kerys swatted him playfully on the shoulder, and the group followed after the little girl. She led them eastward, down the other end of the largest hill near the arena, and past a thin stretch of trees. A small lake lay on the other side, and it was there where Selene drew to a stop. 
 
    She crouched down along the nearest embankment and pointed to a small, somewhat sickly-looking blue and maroon flower. Ari compared it to the illustration and nodded. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “Though that’s just a small one. Selene, do you know if there are any other plants like this around here?” 
 
    Selene shook her head. It seemed more like she was saying no rather than she didn’t know, so Ari crouched down next to the one flower they had discovered and considered what to do. 
 
    “Amber did say the hester blossom was potent,” said Ari. “I think it might be worth taking this one back, small as it is.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. “If you use the teleportation anchor, we can always come back to this region and search for more, if needed.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ari. “Speaking of which, I think we’ve found the perfect place to use it.” 
 
    He brought the group back to the arena. Virgil seemed unsure as he led them through to the stone tunnel that led into the open interior. The tunnel reminded Ari of nothing so much as Golias Hollow, which was a surprisingly comforting thought. 
 
    He expected that the arena itself would potentially have a similar ambience if what Virgil had said about one of the wards being able to close off the roof was accurate. The arena was so large and spacious that the idea of it seemed a little galling. 
 
    The main chamber was easily the size of a small town, and rows of long, stone bench seats encircled the central space, continuing almost all the way up to the wall’s edge. There were slits in the rows of benches at regular points, with doors leading to chambers built in the space underneath. Ari guessed that the simple act of going from one to another and checking what was behind each would take upwards of half an hour. 
 
    The most remarkable aspect of the arena was how truly and utterly empty it was. There were no signs of it ever having been used for its intended purpose. The main room felt as though it was somehow unfinished, and there was a hint of tragedy in that. 
 
    “You can summon your tower from anywhere, then?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “Sort of, but not really.” Ari pulled the teleportation anchor out and showed it to him. “I made this before we left Cliffhaven, the human city we’ll be heading back to. It should let me set a location as a permanent teleportation option for my base, Ethereal Tower.” 
 
    Virgil furrowed his brow. “My parents spent weeks working to excavate this structure. They didn’t intend for it to become the landing site for some strange, magical tower!” 
 
    “Look, it’s the only way for all of us to get out of here,” said Ari. “We came from the Crystalline Forest, and you and your sister would freeze if we tried to make the trip back.” 
 
    “This place is the only thing left of my parents’ legacy,” snapped Virgil. 
 
    “What if I helped you restore it?” said Ari. “I have a pretty substantial amount of essence stored in the enchanting altar of my tower. It wouldn’t be something I could do immediately, but over time, we could activate the wards here and finish what your parents started.” 
 
    Virgil hesitated. Ari found it a little amusing, watching his face as he worked through the offer in his head. 
 
    “Also,” said Kerys. “If you let Ari set the teleportation point here, you’ll be able to come back and visit your parents’ graves easily. I think they would appreciate that.” 
 
    Virgil looked over at Kerys, and for a moment, he was back to being the scared young boy he’d been when they’d first met him. Kerys smiled at him and rubbed his shoulder, and Virgil nodded. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” he said. “It seems you’ve made an offer that I’d be a fool to refuse. Go ahead. Summon your tower.” 
 
    Ari grinned, reaching his hand out to shake Virgil’s and make it official. He ran his fingers over the copper teleportation anchor, feeling a bit of performance anxiety on behalf of the runes he’d carefully inscribed into it. He would feel very foolish indeed if it turned out that the teleportation anchor had a flaw in its design. 
 
    He briefly concerned plunking it down in the very center of the arena, before deciding that it would only detract from the layout’s presence. Instead, Ari found a spot directly opposite the tunnel’s entrance where there was a larger-than-normal partition in between the benches that was more than large enough to contain the tower. He pried away some of the grass and weeds and made a little hole to slide the anchor down into. 
 
    “How deep does it need to be?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” said Ari. “I guess, depending on whether this works, we’ll find out.” 
 
    He stepped on the anchor, forcing it deeper into the dirt. Then, Ari set his palm on top of it and tried not to seem as anxious as he felt as he reached out with his will and triggered the enchantment. 
 
    A sudden burst of magical energy erupted from the anchor, extending upward in a pillar of blindingly bright light. Ari heard someone behind him whistle in awe. He fell a few paces back, holding his arms out and encouraging the rest of the group to do the same. 
 
    The white light expanded outward, growing wider and brighter until a sudden, resonant crack sounded on the air. Ari blinked away the afterimage left by the intense brightness, his eyes focusing on what had appeared in its wake. 
 
    Ethereal Tower was an impressive sight, even when placed within the walls of the sprawling arena. Its top floor only reached a little beyond the halfway point of the arena’s wall, and Ari’s chosen placement for it made it almost seem more like a fanciful viewing tower than an inhabited building. 
 
    Ari grinned and clapped his hands together. Eva smiled back at him, and Kerys let out a small chuckle and pulled him into a hug from the side. 
 
    “That’s… impressive,” said Virgil. He was standing directly behind a wide-eyed Selene with his hands set on her shoulders. 
 
    “Come on,” said Ari. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Ari brought everyone inside the tower and shut the door. The mere act of being back in the tower’s common room washed away a burden of stress and tension that he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. He set his pack down, pushed the rune sled into the downstairs storage closet, and then set his hands down on the common room table. 
 
    “We’ll head straight back to Cliffhaven,” said Ari. “Amber needs to get this hester blossom as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I think that’s wise,” said Eva. “Though I do have some concerns about the proximity of your anchor location near Cliffhaven to the city itself.” 
 
    “Why would how close you are to a city be an issue?” asked Virgil. 
 
    Ari winced. “Technically speaking, I’m sort of a… wanted man there. It’s not anything serious. I’ve been, well, you know, falsely accused of poisoning a Baron.” 
 
    Virgil stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Ari. “I agree. Which is why I think we should make this a quick trip.” 
 
    He set his hands down on the table, lit up the wards, and then pushed his will into the one that would take them near Cliffhaven. The usual flash of light and subtle change in air pressure were the only indicators that they’d arrived. 
 
    Ari opened the door and peered out through the trees, toward the city. Part of him had been expecting to return and find a Saidican army already waiting on Cliffhaven’s doorstep, but he could only see a few merchant wagons queued at the gate. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “We won’t all be able to make it inside.” 
 
    Virgil had come to the door beside Ari, and he frowned as he stared at Cliffhaven’s walls.  
 
    “A slave city…” he muttered. “Much as I’m curious of the inner workings of such a settlement, I don’t like the idea of bringing my sister into such a place.” 
 
    “I think that’s for the best,” said Ari. “Also, I doubt we have the money to pay the citizen’s tax for all of us.” 
 
    “I’ll stay out here with them,” said Kerys. “I would feel strange about seeing Cliffhaven again after leaving so recently.” 
 
    She frowned and looked somewhat deflated. Ari could sense her feelings. Cliffhaven was the second home she’d lost over the span of a few months. He stepped in closer to Kerys and pulled her into a hug from behind. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “If I hadn’t shown up at the Traveler’s Guild Inn, maybe—” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood, don’t you even think about finishing that thought,” said Kerys. “I’m glad you came to see me. I wouldn’t change a thing.” 
 
    Ari gave her a small squeeze before letting go and turning to Eva. 
 
    “So,” he said. “I also think you should stay here.” 
 
    Eva blinked. “Are you sure that’s wise, milord? You will be entering the city without a weapon.” 
 
    “Even if you stayed in sword form, I think Azurelight would still give me away,” he said. “Maybe I could disguise the hilt, but how many men do you think are walking around the city carrying greatswords on their back? If the guards are smart enough to focus on that detail this time around, I’d just be giving myself away.” 
 
    “That’s a fair assumption,” said Eva. “Fine. But if something does happen, do your best to reach out to me with your will.” 
 
    Ari nodded. He doubted that he’d be able to summon Eva at such a long distance normally, but if she was expecting it, it might be possible. 
 
    “I’ll use Miragion to disguise my face, bring the hester blossom to Amber, and then check in with Durrien,” said Ari. “I have no intention of staying in Cliffhaven for more than a couple of hours. If I’m not back by tomorrow morning, move the tower somewhere else.” 
 
    “I don’t like this…” said Kerys. “That seems like an eternity to wait for you.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning at the latest,” said Ari. “With any luck, I’ll be back much sooner.” 
 
    Kerys nodded slowly, and Ari gave her a quick, reassuring kiss. He started to turn toward the door to leave and then remembered something. 
 
    “So, I don’t actually have any coin left.” He winced and scratched the back of his head. “Do you think you can lend me the entrance fee, Kerys?” 
 
    “You don’t have any money?” said Virgil, in disbelief. “How can that be? Are you truly a lord?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” said Ari. “Just not a very wealthy one.” 
 
    Kerys’ expression was stuck between a scowl and a reluctant smile as she handed Ari the money. “Be careful,” she said. 
 
    “I always am.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He used Miragion to shift his appearance into one of the faces he hadn’t already worn while in Cliffhaven and headed up the slope to the gate. The guard took his coins and waved him through without a second glance. 
 
    The city felt completely unchanged since the last time Ari had visited, which he found oddly disconcerting. Merchants pushing hand carts or standing under tent stalls aggressively hawked their wares. Small gangs of street urchins ran barefoot through alleyways, laughing and rough housing with one another. Various groups of men and women, nobles and commoners, mothers and fathers, all went about their business as though that day was no different from any other. 
 
    Nothing had changed, from their perspective. The memory of Diya and the Sai torturing the Ravarian scout they’d captured in the same manner a cruel child might play with a frog was too vivid in Ari’s mind for him to think that the world was truly the same. He scowled as he walked, wishing that the rumors he’d spread through the taverns had been taken more seriously. 
 
    He didn’t waste any time heading to Amber’s. The door to her workshop and loft was open a crack, and Ari only went through the motions of knocking before letting himself in. Amber was reading a book at her desk, wearing a pair of spectacles that Ari hadn’t realized she needed. She ran a hand through her short red hair as she turned to face him, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “You’re back. That was quick.” 
 
    She looked as bored and unconcerned by his return as she had been the last time Ari had showed up on her doorstep. He chalked it up to a quirk of her personality and got straight to business. 
 
    “Here,” he said, pulling the hester blossom out of the parchment he’d folded it into within his pocket. “The ingredient you were looking for.” 
 
    “It’s so small,” said Amber, with a frown. “Weren’t there more of them? Bigger ones?” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how far we traveled just to reach the Draketongue Steppe?” asked Ari. “If there’d been more, I would have collected them.” 
 
    “Right, right,” said Amber. “I can use this to make a small dose of the Weathersense potion, but if you want more, I’ll need a more consistent supply.” 
 
    “Getting back to where it’s at will be significantly easier the second time around,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” said Amber. “How is everyone, by the way? Is Kerys doing alright?” 
 
    Ari smiled a little, sensing the genuine concern in Amber’s tone. 
 
    “She’s fine,” he said. “She’s back in the tower. I think she felt like coming back into the city would have been too much for her, on top of the fact that the guards have also associated her with me now.” 
 
    “You are the most wanted man in Cliffhaven,” said Amber. “It’s actually a little ridiculous. I would be extremely careful about letting your guard down.” 
 
    “I always am.” Ari grinned at her, and Amber rolled her eyes slightly. A couple of silent seconds passed before she cleared her throat. 
 
    “I need to focus on preparing this potion,” she said. “I’d also prefer if we met up somewhere other than here once it’s done. Can you meet at the Traveler’s Guild Inn an hour or two from now?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari.  
 
    Amber nodded, turning her full attention from him and back to the hester blossom. Ari was familiar enough with her mannerisms to understand that it was as much of a goodbye as he was going to get. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Ari headed outside and once more disguised his features with Miragion. He was about to head straight to the inn when he remembered something he’d almost forgotten. 
 
    It took Ari fifteen minutes to reach Morwin’s smithy. Morwin was outside at his forge, pounding away at a massive, crescent moon axe-head that was red-orange from the heat of the flames. He dunked into the water trough and was in the middle of examining his work as Ari approached and caught his attention. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “The boy with the strange, broken sword. I have your commission, assuming that’s why you’re here.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” said Ari. “It wasn’t too difficult a job, was it?” 
 
    Morwin immediately set the ax head down and headed into his small shop. He came out carrying the emerald-hilted sword, which he’d slid into a plain leather sheath. He frowned as he passed it to Ari. 
 
    “I’ve never worked on a weapon with such strange metal before,” said Morwin. “It was harder than steel, though once I got it above a certain heat, it became pliable like nobody’s business!” 
 
    “Interesting…” Ari let out a whistle as he slid the weapon out for closer inspection. It was shorter than Azurelight, closer to the length of a standard longsword than a proper two-handed weapon. 
 
    Morwin had worked a near-perfect polish into the blade, along with restoring the metal hilt. It looked like a newly forged sword, the kind of weapon that would be as likely to end up on the belt of a proud warrior as it would the wall of a flamboyant noble. 
 
    “I made sure to work what was left of the blade into the steel I added, so there should be no issues with it having any weak points,” said Morwin.  
 
    “Great,” said Ari. “I appreciate your hard work. I uh, paid you already, right?” 
 
    “You did,” said Morwin. “Though a tip is usually customary.” 
 
    Ari sighed and tossed him the last few coins he’d borrowed from Kerys. He slid the emerald-hilted sword back into its sheath, which he then threaded onto his belt. He let his hand rest on the sword’s handle, poking into it gently with his will. There was something there, a long-dormant enchantment, but Ari knew better than to risk testing its function in the middle of a crowded city street. 
 
    He put the sword out of his mind for the moment and headed to the inn. It was still early enough in the afternoon for it to be more or less empty, other than Durrien and one man sitting at the bar. Durrien favored Ari with a wrinkled frown as he entered, but he seemed to recognize him from his clothing after a moment. 
 
    “How fast can you finish that ale, Moss?” Durrien asked the man. 
 
    “It’s already done.” The man turned his mug up against his mouth, slammed it against the counter, and nodded. 
 
    Durrien followed him to the door, closing it behind him and sliding the lock bar in place. Ari let his facial illusion drop as he turned back around, noticing the way the change elicited a slight reaction from Durrien even though the old man had probably been expecting it. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, lad,” he said. “How are things?” 
 
    “Good,” said Ari. “Kerys is fine. We just figured it would be too dangerous for her to come back into the city.” 
 
    “What about your quest?” asked Durrien. “Did you find the fool thing Amber sent you off chasing?” 
 
    Ari gave him an abridged account of all that had happened over the past few days. Durrien poured him a mug of ale, which Ari sipped on as he finished his story. 
 
    “You did a good thing, helping those children,” said Durrien. “Sai or not, they needed help, and you made the right choice, I think.” 
 
    “I think so too,” said Ari. “With that said, we have to take the threat of Diya and the rest of them seriously. They could already be on the move. There’s no telling how long it will be before they act against Varnas-Rav or Cliffhaven.” 
 
    Durrien nodded slowly. “Strange to think about how much the threat of the Weatherblight has defined this era. It’s as though the people have forgotten that other threats exist.” 
 
    “The rumors I tried to spread haven’t taken hold, have they?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Not as we would have liked,” said Durrien, with a sigh. “Baron Luka is an obstinate, stubborn man. He won’t believe in a threat until he sees it and he’s too focused on building hatred toward the Ravarians to see anything else.” 
 
    Ari swore under his breath. He tried not to think of how different the situation would be if Cliffhaven’s previous ruler, Baron Ogwell, was still alive. It was difficult to keep from viewing Ogwell’s death as being, at least in part, his fault. Regardless of who had poisoned the man, it was his presence in the Baron’s court that had allowed them the cover to do it. 
 
    A knock came at the door. Durrien hurried across the tavern room to open it, and Amber hurried inside. She carried a small bag with her, and she wordlessly set it down on the bar counter and drew out a potion vial. 
 
    “Here it is,” she said. “I used the entire hester blossom on the dose you see here, so it should still be as potent as the last batch I made.” 
 
    She slid it toward Ari and looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “You want me to drink it now?” he asked. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Amber. “The effects should be the same. There must be at least one or two ongoing storms across the land. Take a small sip and see what you can reach out to.” 
 
    “It seems like a waste,” said Ari. “Shouldn’t we save it for when we really need it?” 
 
    Amber crossed her arms and her expression grew serious. 
 
    “I will take a sip of it if you don’t,” she said. “Unless you’ve been lying about what you’ve seen, the Sai are a threat we need to take seriously. Whatever information the potion might let you glean of their movements through viewing the world through the eyes of Weatherblight will be worth the cost.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “I guess you’re probably right. I just wish we had more of it.” 
 
    He took the vial and pulled loose the cork stopper. The smell was stronger than he remembered, and sickly sweet like some of the dessert soups that Mistress Ana used to make back in the Hollow. The taste, from what Ari recalled, was a far cry from the smell. 
 
    He brought the vial to his lips and took a sip, draining about a quarter of the vial’s contents. It took a force of will to keep from retching, and the very act of swallowing required him to force the muscles of his throat into action. 
 
    The effects were almost instantaneous, acting on both his body and awareness. Ari’s muscles thrashed, and he fell forward against the bar counter. Blackness flickered on the edge of his vision before expanding to encroach on everything he could see. 
 
    And then, he was somewhere else. Multiple somewhere elses, all at once. The sensation was jarring even though he’d experienced it one before. He could sense the Weatherblight from the inside out, viewing the world through the eyes of thousands, perhaps a million monsters, scattered throughout the storms they spawned from. 
 
    The vodakai were raging through the sandstorms of the desert. Lurkers surged through the water of the seastorms along the coast. The wights patrolled the snow with heavy, ground shaking steps, moving at the same pace that the snow lazily fell. 
 
    The monsters felt empty, both emotionless and lacking in sentient experience, and Ari wondered if that was the reason why he could see through them to begin with. He tried to orient himself through force of will, shifting through the perspectives of the different varieties of Weatherblight in a similar manner to how he might activate an enchantment. 
 
    He sucked in a breath as he entered a soft, early evening storm. It was just after dark, and the rain was falling in a manner that spawned perhaps a dozen fishers over an area of several miles. An area that Ari recognized. He was viewing the world through the eyes of the fishers outside Varnas-Rav. 
 
    The city looked beautiful in the rain, a mass of towering trees hidden behind a wall that was on the verge of being recaptured by nature. The fishers that Ari could sense were all of the smaller, jungle variety, though what they lacked in size they made up for in their powerful, acidic spit. They were outside, in areas where the rain could reach the ground through the foliage, and they weren’t alone.  
 
    Ari could sense the Sai as they moved toward the city, passing through the field of vision of one fisher, and then through the range of hearing of another. They were on rune sleds, and given the time of day and the area’s current weather, they were hoping to surprise the Ravarians. 
 
    A sickening feeling took hold in Ari’s stomach, which he tried to shake off with logic. The number of Sai seemed like too few to pose a real threat, no more than five or six dozen.  
 
    As though in answer to his unasked question, one of the riders near the front of the group flashed with magic, sending forth a focused fireball that struck and killed one of the fishers that had neared too close to the group. Ari didn’t need to focus on the fisher’s pain to understand how powerful elemental magic could be. He’d learned that lesson himself. 
 
    He waited for a few more seconds, feeling helpless. He kept hoping that he’d see a scout sprinting back toward the city, or Ravarians mobilizing on the wall, but no such reaction was forthcoming. The Sai were only a mile or two away now, traveling on the rune sleds at a punishing pace. 
 
    Ari shouted in frustration and kicked his leg. The scene faded partially. He was in the barroom again, lying flat on his back, with Durrien half pinning him to the ground. 
 
    “You back with us, lad?” he asked. 
 
    “What did you see?” asked Amber. “I take it the potion was a success.” 
 
    Ari stumbled to his feet and took an unsteady step toward the counter, still holding the awareness of the fishers on the edge of his mind.  
 
    “I need… to drink,” he said. It was a struggle to force his lips to form words, as though it had been weeks since he’d last spoken. 
 
    “You look like you could use one after what you just went through,” said Durrien. “Let me get you a mug.” 
 
    “Not ale,” he said. “The potion.” 
 
    He stared at Amber, who had recovered the vial and recorked it at some point. She looked unsure, and shot a questioning glance at Durrien. 
 
    “People will die,” said Ari. “The Ravarians will die. Maybe if I take a higher dose…” 
 
    “You’re not thinking clearly,” said Durrien. 
 
    “No, he is,” said Amber. “Besides, he’s the only one who has done this before. I’m inclined to trust his judgement.” 
 
    She slid Ari the potion, and he downed what remained in a single sip. It burned his throat as he swallowed, and almost as soon as it hit his stomach, he felt his body thrash into another uncontrolled, protesting seizure. 
 
    The fishers’ perspectives slid down over his like a perfect blindfold. The Sai were bunching together, passing through a small clearing in the midst of densely packed trees. He had three fishers nearby, and this time, he could do more than just see through their eyes.  
 
    Ari locked his awareness into one of the fishers and focused his will. It was a confusing and challenging mental struggle, like trying to become lucid in the middle of a strange dream. He felt the world snap into focus as he managed it. 
 
    He lifted a tentacle, and then another. He looked from left to right, sensing the fisher as it let out the low, purring rumble that he’d once been so terrified of. The Sai had just begun to pass by. Ari forced the fisher’s body forward, taking a few steps upright before feeling it fall forward naturally and begin to charge on all fours. 
 
    It seemed to be enough to set the first movement, along with the intention, and then step back. The fisher hurled itself into the caravan of rune sleds, knocking one of the Sai off its enchanted steed and wrapping it in a mass of dark tentacles. Ari heard the Sai scream as green acid melted through skin and muscle tissue, but he’d already shifted his focus to another fisher further in front of the group. 
 
    The one he’d attacked with was quickly disposed of by the other Sai with their magic. Attacking them directly wouldn’t work, not with how close they were to the city. He didn’t have time to set up proper sneak attacks, and they’d be able to watch for the monsters’ approach once they reached the wall surrounding Varnas-Rav and set their backs to it. 
 
    He needed to get ahead of them. Ari reached his awareness out, gathering the attention of the strange, empty fisher minds in the area. One of them had been killed, but three more had spawned, leaving him with an even fourteen fishers to work with.  
 
    His goal was not to attack the Sai, at least not until the fight was winnable. He needed to get into Varnas-Rav, and if possible, make them aware of the situation. The Ravarians hadn’t bothered leaving their wall sentries out in the rain, given the danger the fishers posed and their assumption that even the Sai wouldn’t risk attacking through the Weatherblight.  
 
    He brought his fourteen fishers into a single clump against the opposite from the Sai. The Sai had brought along a man with a mystica that allowed him to launch people and objects into the air, and they were using it to great effect, transporting their small army onto the wall, one by one. Ari felt behooved to try something similar. 
 
    He had one fisher climb onto the back of another, and a third climb on top of those. It was a simple matter of using his will to push the intention of what he wanted into the group as a whole, and it didn’t require nearly as much focus as he’d been expecting it to. 
 
    It took seven fishers stacked atop one another to reach the top of the wall. Once half the group had climbed up the ladder composed of their brethren, he had those seven pull the others up, and then they were in the city. 
 
    Ari dismissed his initial temptation to immediately begin moving his monsters into place to attack the Sai. The Ravarians were still unprepared for an attack, though thankfully, the Sai appeared to be taking their time setting up. 
 
    There was no grand central fire as there had been on Ari’s last visit, nor any sign of anyone out and moving at ground level. Ari split one of his fishers off from the rest and sent it sprinting through the city of trees. He recognized enough of what the monster saw to know approximately where it was, and as soon as he saw the familiar shape of the tree Rin’s hut was suspended in, he set the fisher to climbing. 
 
    The monster’s body was far more suited to the task than Ari’s had been. Its tentacles grabbed branches easily, and it only took a minute to reach Rin’s doorstep, where Ari was forced to confront a more challenging and less straightforward obstacle. 
 
    How was he supposed to get Rin to recognize and understand the situation? She would undoubtedly attack the fisher on sight unless he could figure out a way to convey to her what was going on. 
 
    Ari briefly considered trying to use the fisher’s acidic spit to spell a message before deciding that the process would appear, from Rin’s point of view, too much like an attack. He wracked his brain for something else, anything that made sense. 
 
    He had an idea. Balancing his awareness, Ari pushed a small part of his will into the Ring of Insight, querying it for a solution it might have missed. It gave him one instantly, and he almost laughed at the incredulity of it. 
 
    Rin was sleeping in bed when Ari smashed the fisher through her closed window. She reacted with surprising speed, rolling and grabbing a spear next to her sleeping area before using her wings to push herself out of the fisher’s range. 
 
    Of course, the fisher did not attack her. Ari had it spin around, searching the room for one object in particular. He saw it in a small pile near where he’d remembered leaving it. Knowing that he’d only have a few seconds before Rin decided to attack, Ari hurled the fisher forward. 
 
    It was clumsy, and it was ridiculous. It was Ari’s old clothing, the fanciful shirt that he’d worn into Baron Ogwell’s court, and he forced the fisher to pull it on. Rin stared at the monster in dumb confusion, and her jaw fell completely open as Ari forced the fisher to bow deeply in front of her. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” she muttered. “This can’t be what I’m thinking, can it?” 
 
    Ari made the fisher nod vigorously. He held the monster’s arms forward and pantomimed writing on parchment. 
 
    “Chala,” said Rin. “Is that you? Or is this some kind of trick?” 
 
    Ari made the fisher nod again and then do a stupid, silly little dance for good emphasis. Rin laughed. She hurried over to her desk and brought him parchment and an ink quill. Ari took it from her with the fisher’s strange fingers and wrote a single word. 
 
    SAI 
 
    “They’re here?” asked Rin. “Right now? They’re attacking us? How many?” 
 
    Ari used the fisher to give her all of the relevant information. Rin swore under her breath and ran for the door as soon as he finished, not bothering to even take the time to change out of her night clothes. 
 
    “If there’s anything else you can do to help, chala, I would appreciate it,” she said. “Please.” 
 
    Ari made the fisher bow again. There was more that he could do. He was sure about that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Ari spread his fishers out through Varnas-Rav, focusing on getting a sense of where the Sai were and what they were doing. It didn’t take long. The Sai had dropped down after scaling the wall and almost immediately began wreaking havoc.  
 
    Fireballs struck trees, setting off roaring, hungry flames despite the rain. Lightning and shards of ice cut down the first of the Ravarians that attempted to put up resistance. It seemed as though the Sai with offensive elemental magic for their mystica were being used as the small army’s vanguard, so those were who Ari rewarded with his attention. 
 
    He collected nine fishers and split them into three groups of three. Each group had a similar mode of attack, with one fisher climbing through the dense foliage overhead while the other two lurked in the shadows at ground level. 
 
    Ari chose the Sai with the fire mystica first, fearing the damage the man might do if he continued slinging flames. He waited until the man was directly underneath one of the fishers he had waiting in the trees, then simply let the monster fall directly onto his head. 
 
    Ari got a glimpse of the man’s face, lit by a soon to be thrown fireball. He was smiling, until he saw the falling fisher, and only had a second to panic before the monster wrapped its tentacles around his head and upper body.  
 
    The other two fishers in the group attacked immediately, all three tearing the man apart with vicious bites laced with acidic spit. It was over in less than ten seconds, and the other Sai took notice. 
 
    They attacked the fishers Ari had used in his ambush, heedless of the damage their strikes also did to their fallen compatriot’s body. Ari tried to pull the fishers away, but the Sai with the lightning finished them off as they retreated, reducing the number he had on hand to eleven. 
 
    The Ravarians had finally mobilized to mount their own resistance, but Ari could already see how outmatched they were. Their one advantage was their mobility, the fact that they could fly and attack from the air or retreat up into the higher branches. The fires that had already been lit limited that aspect of their fighting style, and the Sai with the instantaneous lightning attacks made short work of the Ravarians who attempted to dive in and score quick, passing strikes. 
 
    Diya was with the Saidicans, too. It took Ari a minute to realize it and recognize him, given how his black armor blended in with the night. He was directing the Sai rather than partaking in the battle himself, and Ari felt suddenly greedy at the prospect his presence presented. 
 
    Diya was underneath the trees, but the path to attacking him from above was cut off by one of the fires. Instead, Ari took both of the remaining trios he’d prepared for attacks and maneuvered them behind the Saidican Emperor. He watched the two guards that stayed next to Diya as he directed his warriors and mages, knowing he’d need to deal with them first. 
 
    It was hard to focus on so many fishers at once. He set two of the monsters on each of the guards, one going high and one going low. One of the guards fell, but the other dodged. Still, he was distracted enough for Ari to focus the fishers he had left on Diya without worrying about it being a fair fight. 
 
    The Emperor of the Saidicans was ready for them. He took hold of his greatsword as several flashes of light passed over his armor. Diya’s mystica allowed him to buff his physical strength and defenses, which was a fact that Ari had never fully appreciated until that moment. 
 
    He tried to attack with the fisher’s acid, spraying it at the visor gap in Diya’s helmet. Diya blocked the viscous liquid with one arm and swung his sword with the other, managing to cut down one of the fishers and slice a handful of tentacles off another.  
 
    Ari tried to regroup the monsters, but he could feel his focus waning, along with a deep, twisting nausea and soreness that he knew came from his real body, back in the tavern. Diya killed another fisher with a quick, skewering strike, and it was all Ari could do to force the rest into a hastened retreat. 
 
    While he’d been busy attempting to assassinate their Emperor, the rest of the Sai had turned the battle against the Ravarians in their favor. Numbers-wise, the fight was heavily weighted in favor of the Ravarians, but that advantage meant nothing when they were up against battlemages and spellcasters capable of striking them down like buzzing insects. 
 
    The battle was already lost, despite Ari’s best efforts to help. The Sai had made a point of attacking the structures at ground level, which was where many of the Ravarian elderly and children were housed. Too weak or too young to make it up into the trees, they were helpless in the face of an intelligent enemy, an enemy that knew to target them. An enemy whose sole reason for attacking to begin with had been to secure healthy young slaves. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Rin. “Are you listening? You can help here! I need your help!” 
 
    Her voice sounded far off, and it took Ari a moment to identify where it was coming from. Rin was shouting to one of the fishers that he’d relegated toward watching the movements of the Sai. She was huddled with a small group of children hiding behind a ground-level hut that had yet to be destroyed. Five young Ravarian children along with an older Ravarian woman, all of whom would stand no chance escaping under their own power. 
 
    “Can you carry them?” asked Rin. “There is a way out of the city we can use, opposite the way the Sai approached from. I can bring them to where your tower teleports to. Can you do this for me, chala? Please…” 
 
    She was so desperate, all but pleading with a monster in her night clothes to save a handful of people in the midst of a sacked city. Screams echoed from all directions, and Ari’s heart ached as he recognized the impulse that had birthed her idea. She was less afraid of the fishers, of real monsters, than she was of the Sai and what they had in store for her people. 
 
    Ari brought every fisher he still had left under his command over to the group. He saw the Ravarians organizing again. He saw Rin’s sister, the Vereshi, still clad in the cloak Ari had enchanted for her. She was leading a group of wounded Ravarians into what would likely be a death charge against the Sai with the lightning mystica and the warriors he led. 
 
    “This way!” shouted Rin. Ari snapped his awareness back to where he could be useful. The Ravarian children were crying, and Rin quieted them as best she could as she passed the first toward one of his fishers. Ari wrapped the child in its tentacles with as much delicate care as the monster could manage. The child was bawling, and Rin stopped trying to comfort her. 
 
    He repeated the procedure for each of the children, and then dedicated the last two of his fishers to carrying the older Ravarian woman. Rin led them at a dead sprint, using her wings to run even faster than she would have been able to normally. 
 
    A stray barrage of jagged ice crystals struck the ground ahead of them. Rin hesitated only for long enough to avoid the attack before gesturing for them to continue. She led them to a small door built into the rear of the wall, which she pulled open and immediately began waving them through. 
 
    Ari grimaced as he felt a sudden burst of pain in his real body, back at the tavern. One of the fishers squeezed one of the children a little tighter than it needed to, only stopping when Ari forced his will back into place. He couldn’t control them for much longer. The thought of what would happen when the last vestiges of his control faded was enough to make him immediately start setting the children. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Rin. “What’s wrong, chala?” 
 
    There was no way for him to explain, so instead, Ari pulled the fishers away, sending them back into the city as fast as he could will them to move. He solidified that intention, that goal of holding back any Sai that might be in pursuit of Rin and the few Ravarians she’d managed to save, and let out a pained cry as his real body began to seize horribly. 
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    “Try to control yourself, lad!” shouted Durrien. “You’re going to hurt yourself.” 
 
    Ari blinked. Durrien was trying to hold him down against the barroom’s floor, with limited success. His mouth tasted of blood, and from the soreness of his tongue, he guessed that he must have bitten into it at some point. 
 
    “I’m… alright,” he muttered. “I’m alright.” 
 
    Durrien pulled back slightly. Ari leaned to the side and broke out into a coughing fit. His head was pounding, and he felt like doing nothing other than curling up in a bed with a bucket beside it for the next few hours. 
 
    He remembered Rin’s words, and knew that it wasn’t an option. 
 
    “I have to go,” muttered Ari. “I have to get back to the tower.” 
 
    Durrien and Amber looked at each other. 
 
    “Are you going to at least explain what’s happened?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Varnas-Rav is under attack,” said Ari. “The Sai are raiding the city for slaves. We have a chance to save people, but only if we move now.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Durrien. “If there’s anything I can do to help, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t.” 
 
    The conviction was sharp in his voice. Durrien was, after all, the father of Tialese, Rin’s sister and the Ravarians’ leader. He was one of the Hume connected to the Ravarians by blood and had once been an adventurer, in his youth. 
 
    “I’ll go too,” said Amber. “I need to keep an eye on you. The potion is more powerful than I realized, but its side effects…”  
 
    She frowned and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead, but he brushed it away. 
 
    “We can worry about that later,” said Ari. “For now, we need to get moving.” 
 
    He made his way over to the inn’s door on unsteady legs, lifted the lock bar, and instantly took the heavy slab of wood to the face as it slammed open. Ari fell back onto his butt, wiped blood from his nose, and stared at Jarvis as he slowly made his way into the barroom. 
 
    “Well, well,” said Jarvis. “Looks like my suspicion was correct, after all.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth. Amber and Durrien were looking at him expectantly, and he waved a hand toward the door, hoping they’d take the chance to leave. 
 
    “Who is this?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Aristial and I are old friends,” said Jarvis. 
 
    “He’s here for the bounty on my head,” said Ari. “I’ll deal with him. Head to the tower.” 
 
     Amber and Durrien glanced at each other and then both nodded. 
 
    “We’ll wait ten minutes once we reach the tower, but no more!” shouted Durrien. 
 
    Ari had already told him where the tower was approximately located, and he suspected that Kerys or Eva would hear them coming if they made it within a few hundred feet. Thinking of Eva reminded him that he didn’t currently have Azurelight on hand. He tried to reach out to her through the bond to summon the sword, but the distance between them seemed too far for the trick to reach. 
 
    “So,” said Jarvis. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Honestly,” said Ari. “It’s been an interesting couple of days. What about you?” 
 
    “I’ve been enjoying Cliffhaven,” said Jarvis. “I never realized how awful the root ale down in the Hollow truly was.” 
 
    He reached a hand to his shoulder and slowly drew Bloodrose from its hilt. Ari reached a hand down to the only weapon he currently had available, the longsword with the emerald pommel-stone. He didn’t draw, but rather, queried into the enchantment, exploring the nature of the magic of the sword as much as he could with his will. 
 
    There was something very wrong with the weapon. It wasn’t a construct like Eva, that much Ari could tell immediately. The weapon was brimming with essence, even more than the Tremor Boots had contained, but it was unstable, and it didn’t seem to like him testing its enchantment. 
 
    “We don’t have to fight, Jarvis,” said Ari. “Really, we don’t.” 
 
    “Is this the part where you beg for your life?” asked Jarvis. 
 
    “We were never destined to be enemies, you know,” he said. 
 
    “You say that as though it means something,” said Jarvis. “We aren’t the same, orphan. Violence scares you, I can see it in your eyes. You never enjoyed killing like I did.” 
 
    “I would appreciate it if you kept my eyes out of your insane ramblings, thanks,” said Ari. 
 
    Jarvis took a step forward, and Ari tightened his hold on the emerald-hilted blade, wondering if he’d even be able to swing it without its unstable enchantment taking off his hand. 
 
    “This is just how the surface works,” said Jarvis. “Even here, in this city, it’s all just a matter of raw existence. There’s no Choosing ceremony to force balance, none of Dormiar’s teaching to trick people into being nice. The strong take what they want up here.” 
 
    Ari couldn’t resist smiling a little at that. “And you think you’re stronger than me, Jarvis?” 
 
    “You’re the one who ran away the last time we fought, after all,” said Jarvis. 
 
    Ari’s smile grew even broader, and he chose not to share the fact that he planned on running away again this time, as soon as he saw the chance. He drew the emerald sword, watching Jarvis as his eyes flicked to the pommel stone. 
 
    “That’s a new weapon,” said Jarvis. “Pity. Bloodrose and I were looking forward to what we had planned for Azurelight. Tell me, what can this one do?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” said Ari. So would he, but that was another fact he chose not to share. 
 
    Without further preamble, Jarvis lunged forward, swinging his long, curved blade in a downward chop. Ari dodged to the side, lifting the emerald sword to catch Jarvis’ follow-up swing. He threw in a quick counter slash for good measure,  
 
    They traded attacks, each vying for the more advantageous position. Ari wanted to get closer to the door, but Jarvis kept positioning himself in a way that would make it impossible for him to escape. 
 
    The emerald sword was small enough in comparison to Azurelight to make Ari feel clumsy and limited. Jarvis noticed, and he attacked with Bloodrose in ways that threw him off balance. Ari was slowly being worked into the corner when he suddenly caught sight of the expression on Jarvis’ face. He was furious, angrier than he had any right to be, and Ari couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. 
 
    “Mud and blood, Jarvis,” he said. “You take our fights so seriously.” 
 
    “You’re fighting for your life, orphan,” said Jarvis. “Maybe you should do the same.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” said Ari, lowering his blade. “You won’t be killing me today, and the truth is, this doesn’t matter. This fight, this stupid rivalry you have with me, is all just a pointless waste of time.” 
 
    He shifted his grip and launched himself into a series of efficient sword strikes that Eva had taught him. Jarvis did not have the type of training he would have needed to respond correctly to the pattern, and Ari won himself the space he needed to do what came next. 
 
    He pushed the full weight of his will into the enchantment, triggering it as roughly as he could. The sword instantly began to glow in a manner not unlike the sun on a clear day, and Ari felt the hilt grow uncomfortably hot. He slammed the sword’s tip down through the bar counter, feeling the weapon starting to vibrate wildly even before he let go. 
 
    Ari wasn’t entirely sure what was about to happen, but he had gotten enough of an impression of the sword’s enchantment to know that he didn’t want to be around to find out. He sprinted toward one of the barroom’s windows. Jarvis hesitated, staring at the blade. 
 
    Ari smashed through the window’s glass and landed in a sprawl in the adjoining alley just as the Traveler’s Guild Inn exploded. Hot, white energy emanated outward in a blast that incinerated the building’s roof and all but demolished its walls. The sound of it was a singular, deafening bang, followed by a silence that was due as much to Ari’s shocked ears as it was the awe the explosion garnered from the surrounding district. 
 
    He heard Jarvis screaming and somehow knew that they’d just fought their last fight. Ari didn’t waste time checking to see if he’d survived, or if he was in a state to give pursuit. He sprinted down the street, toward the city wall. 
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    Ari’s initial plan was to use his Feathercloak to coast down from the parapet, but it proved to be unnecessary. The city gates were open, and the one guard on duty was too busy staring in the direction of the explosion to even notice him as he slipped out. 
 
    He ran back to the tower as fast as his legs would carry him. The fight with Jarvis had wasted valuable time that Rin and the Ravarians didn’t have, and all Ari could do was hope that it wasn’t too late. 
 
    He weaved through the trees, finding the tower and immediately bursting in through the door. Kerys had a worried look on her face and immediately pulled him into a hug. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. “Amber and Durrien said that Jarvis showed up?” 
 
    “No time to explain,” said Ari. “We have to get to Varnas-Rav as soon as possible.” 
 
    He only took the time to close the door before setting his hands down on the common room table and triggering the wards. Amber let out an appreciative whistle as the cocoon of light formed around the tower, and they were instantly back in the jungle, no more than a few miles from the Ravarian city. 
 
    Ari could already see Rin waiting for them outside, with the children and the older Ravarian sitting next to her. She was resting on her knees, and he didn’t realize what that meant until he’d already opened the door and pushed his way outside. 
 
    A dagger blade pressed against Ari’s neck, along with a few words spoken in Saidios that he couldn’t understand. Ari felt a rough hand grab his shoulder and knew that regardless of what he did, it was already too late.  
 
    “Stop!”  
 
    Virgil shouted from behind him, and an instant later, a thick grouping of vines hanging from a nearby tree reached out to seize the Sai man by the arms and neck. He shouted in surprise and dropped the dagger. Ari’s hand immediately went to his neck to confirm that he didn’t have a fatal injury, and then he was summoning Azurelight and charging forward. 
 
    The man struggled for a few seconds against Virgil’s vines before roaring and releasing a burst of concentrated lightning at Ari’s chest. He brought Azurelight up to guard, catching the spell on his blade and absorbing the magic. He didn’t waste his advantage, pressing forward and stabbing his sword through the mage’s chest before he could pull free. 
 
    He let out a groan, thrashed once, and went still. Durrien was already helping one of the children in the direction of the tower. Ari hurried to help Rin and the others. 
 
    “You… you killed him,” said Virgil. 
 
    Ari hurried to cut Rin’s bindings, noticing how the little Ravarian girl sitting next to her had heavily singed wings, probably from a lightning strike. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari, turning to look at Virgil. “I did.” 
 
    He sliced Azurelight through the rope tied around Rin’s wrists. She stood up slowly, shaking her head and looking more emotionally affected than he’d ever seen her before. 
 
    “Go ahead, chala,” she said. “Mock me for surrendering. I know you wish to, I would if our roles were reversed.” 
 
    “Maybe later,” said Ari. “You did good. You saved these children.” 
 
    “These children,” said Rin. “Not all the children. One fell behind. I couldn’t—I didn’t—” 
 
    “There’s no time for this now,” said Ari. “Get in the tower.” 
 
    Durrien, Virgil, and Kerys had each taken one of the children, and Rin lent a shoulder to the older Ravarian woman, who was walking with a limp. Ari scooped up the girl with singed wings and turned to follow the group into the safety of the tower. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Emperor Diya’s voice was deep, resonant, and unmistakable. Ari slowly turned around, shifting the Ravarian child into his left arm so he could at least swing his sword if he had to. 
 
    Diya wore no helmet, but he was otherwise clad in the same midnight-colored armor he’d worn on their first encounter, when Ari had only known him as the black mesmer. He’d already drawn his massive greatsword, and his face was set into an expression of disapproval and disappointment. 
 
    “We were just leaving,” said Ari. “If you’ll excuse us…” 
 
    “I understand why you chose the side you did,” said Diya. “I don’t begrudge you for it.” 
 
    Ari shook his head. “You’re the one who chose sides. You could have left this city alone. Mud and blood, Diya. You’ve started a war here.” 
 
    “A war against who?” asked Diya. “Slaves? A race of people who could barely fight back against us. They don’t understand how much better they had it under the Saidican Empire than they do now, living in the trees like savages.” 
 
    “Yes, much better for you to murder half of them and force the other half to join you in the dusty ruins of a dead city,” said Ari. “You’re insane.” 
 
    Diya laughed, which surprised Ari to the point of flinching back from him. 
 
    “You speak plain,” said Diya. “By the Trium, you remind me so much of Mythril that it’s almost painful.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Ari. “I’ll keep that in mind. It’s been nice talking to you, but I really should be on my way…” 
 
    He took a step in the direction of the tower. 
 
    “I have one of my remaining mages watching from the trees, ready to incinerate you with a spell at my command,” said Diya. “Why would you assume I’d let you leave?” 
 
    Ari only barely stopped himself from making another quip and gave the question a second or two of serious consideration. 
 
    “Well, it’s as you just pointed out,” said Ari. “One of your ‘remaining’ mages. What happened to the rest, Emperor Diya?” 
 
    Diya’s expression stiffened, and he said nothing. 
 
    “Didn’t it seem strange to you, the way the Weatherblight chose their targets?” asked Ari. “The monsters are usually so simple and single-minded in the way they attack. That’s not how they were this time though, was it? They attacked your mages. They attacked you. Was it just a coincidence, do you think?” 
 
    “What are you implying, Lord Stoneblood?” asked Diya. 
 
    “There are thirty-three monsters within a half mile of us,” said Ari. “If I reach farther, say a couple miles out, I could have thousands at my command. All it would take is a single thought from me, and they would swarm you like a mob.” 
 
    It was a bluff. Ari couldn’t sense any nearby fishers. The effects of the Weathersense potion had completely worn off. He was sure that Diya would see through it, but he still kept a cold smile frozen on his face, playing the lie up to the very best of his ability. 
 
    “Why haven’t you done it yet, then?” asked Diya. 
 
    The sound of cracking branches and rustling trees came from several directions at once. Ari grinned and made a mental note to thank Virgil profusely for having such sharp ears and good timing. 
 
    “They’re already in place,” said Ari. “It’s up to you what happens next, Diya.” 
 
    Diya surprised him by smiling back. He waved a hand toward the tower. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” said Diya. “I’m looking forward to playing another round of Betrothal against you, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Ari didn’t turn his back as he walked into the tower. He set his hands down on the common room table as soon as the door was closed and wasted no time in teleporting them elsewhere. 
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    A collective sigh of relief filled the common room as the tower appeared in the center of the ancient, abandoned arena. Ari couldn’t think of where else would be safe to bring the tower for the night, given how much chaos he’d recently caused in Cliffhaven and the unpredictable nature of most of the other anchor points.  
 
    He spent a minute just sitting at the table, breathing and letting his heart slowly wind down as the tension sloughed off his shoulders. Kerys came up behind him and gently started rubbing his neck. Ari leaned his head back against her stomach and closed his eyes, only half listening as everyone else began talking over one another. 
 
    “The sky looks clear overhead,” said Durrien. “I forgot how bright the stars are when they aren’t competing against all the torches and lanterns in the city.” 
 
    “That was Emperor Diya you were talking to,” said Virgil. “I’ve met him before. I didn’t like him then and I don’t think I like him much now, either.” 
 
    “It won’t end here, Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “A man like that will not ignore the threat you present, especially not after the manner in which you spoke to him.” 
 
    “Could you really sense the monsters still?” asked Amber. “Were there any other lingering effects from the potion?” 
 
    The older Ravarian was also talking, alternating between asking questions in the Ravarian language and comforting the children, one or two of which were crying. Ari just kept breathing, wishing that he could pass out in a soft, clean bed but aware of the fact that it would be a while yet before he could. 
 
    There were thirteen of them in total: Ari, Kerys, Eva, Virgil and his sister, Durrien and Amber, Rin, and the older Ravarian woman and the four Ravarian children. It made for a cramped common room, so Ari opened the tower’s door and led them out into the arena. 
 
    It was cold outside, but much more spacious and as safe as anywhere could be. The stars were bright enough to illuminate their surroundings, and everyone who hadn’t already seen the arena during Ari’s first trip out marveled at the high walls and rows of stair-like benches. He gave them a minute or so to take it all in, then moved to stand at the head of the group, drawing everyone’s attention. 
 
    “A lot has happened,” said Ari. “I’m sure you all have questions and concerns, but for now, I think it would be for the best for us to just focus on our immediate needs. Amber and Kerys, can you take a look at our food supplies and see what we could make a meal of?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Kerys. Amber nodded and moved to join her. 
 
    “Durrien, can you help Rin with the Ravarian children and their caretaker?” asked Ari. 
 
    “No problem,” said Durrien. “Her name is Grena, by the way. I knew her back when I was young. She’s a friend of Tialese’s mother.” 
 
    Durrien let out a sigh, but didn’t let his painful memories stop him from joining the group of Ravarians and seeing what they needed. 
 
    “Virgil, you can leave your sister with the other children, if you’d like,” said Ari. “I need you to give me a more detailed rundown on this arena, if there’s anything we can use here or any easy food sources nearby.” 
 
    “I’d… prefer if she stayed near me, for now,” said Virgil. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Ari. “Eva, can you keep watch? The inside of the arena seems clear, but we could use someone at the tunnel, just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    A murmur of agreement came from the group as people split off to their appointed tasks. Ari suspected that they were all as tired as he was, and knew that the sooner he got the sleeping arrangements situated, the better. 
 
    “What of the rooms underneath the viewing stands?” Ari asked Virgil. “Is there anything of use within them?” 
 
    Virgil shook his head. “They’re completely bare, other than the one I set up a sleeping pallet for Selene and I in. There are a few with wards, but I never took a close enough look at them to determine exactly what they do.” 
 
    “That will be one of our priorities over the next few days,” said Ari. 
 
    Virgil nodded, and his face took on an uncertain expression. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Lord Stoneblood?” he asked. “Emperor Diya, from what I remember of him, is not the type of person who would ignore a threat like you. He’ll mount a search, slow as it may be.” 
 
    Ari didn’t say anything for a while. He watched Eva as she slowly patrolled through the tunnel, around the arena’s outside, and then back into the interior. 
 
    “Why did you side with us, instead of rejoining the Sai?” asked Ari. “You had a chance to. I’m sure Diya would have been reasonable about welcoming two healthy, young Saidicans back into the fold of his reborn empire.” 
 
    Virgil shrugged, seeming unperturbed by the fact that Ari had answered his question with one of his own. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Virgil. “Diya made some sense in what he said, especially about how the slaves had it better before. It’s just… those little Ravarian children. They’re close to Selene’s age.” 
 
    He was holding Selene’s hand, and he pulled her slightly closer to him. 
 
    “Those children aren’t slaves,” said Virgil. “They might be Ravarians, but for the Trium’s sake, they’re just so little. And you and Kerys obviously aren’t slaves, either. I didn’t want to see any of you get hurt.” 
 
    “It must have been a hard choice.” Ari smiled and looked Virgil in the eyes. “Good work with the fake Weatherblight noises, by the way.” 
 
    “Ah, thanks,” said Virgil. “My question from before still stands, though. What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Diya doesn’t know where we are,” said Ari. “But I know where he is, and I have the means to force him on the defensive. He can come after us, but he won’t be safe doing it, not when he has to consider if an army of Weatherblight is suddenly going to organize and attack him during the next storm. Or assassinate him in his sleep.” 
 
    Virgil furrowed his brow. Ari realized that he hadn’t fully explained the details of how he’d controlled the Weatherblight to him, and began explaining the discovery of the Weathersense potion. That explanation carried over to the larger group as Kerys and Amber called them back to the tower for dinner. 
 
    They ate outside, as there wasn’t enough room for them all at the table. Kerys and Amber had pooled much of what was left of the tower’s food store to make a salted pork and vegetable stew, which she served to the children first, as there weren’t enough bowls for everyone, either. 
 
    Ari shared his working plan with the rest of the group as each of them took a turn eating. They listened to him in silence, and he wondered if the dearth of feedback and suggestions was as much due to the distraction of the incredible-smelling food as it was a lack of ideas. 
 
    “It’s a solid plan,” said Eva. “But what if Diya reaches us first? It is possible for him to send out scouts, and one of them might stumble upon this arena before we even have a chance to make more of the Weathersense potion.” 
 
    “That’s where the wards come in,” said Ari. “There’s one for the gate, and Virgil says there’s one that controls the roof. Beyond that, as long as we have essence, we can always retreat to somewhere else with the tower.” 
 
    Eva nodded, though it was clear from her expression that she didn’t like the idea of simply running away. “Your supplies of essence are not unlimited, Lord Aristial. There are no mesmers for you to draw from as a consistent source anymore, either.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” said Ari. “I will have to go on an expedition to find more. Ideally, I’d just explore around here and hope to find some enchanted items, but I doubt that would prove fruitful. So… I’ll have to take the tower further out.” 
 
    He already had an idea of where he’d go, too. Deepwater Spire had been a treasure trove of not just enchanted items but distilled essence, even gold and jewels. Not only could Ari use the spoils of a good dungeon delve on restoring the runes, if he found more gold coins, it would be easy to use the tower to take Amber or Durrien back to Cliffhaven to pick up more supplies. 
 
    “So, there’s one other thing I forget to mention,” said Ari. “Uh, Durrien? This relates to you and your inn. Former inn, I should say. Remember the explosion that occurred when we were leaving Cliffhaven?” 
 
    Durrien took the loss of his inn surprisingly well, though not so well that he brushed off Ari’s offer to eventually pay him back. He was sitting next to Grena, and he said something to her in Ravarian that made her laugh and pull her hands to her mouth. 
 
    One of the stew bowls finally came around to Ari, and he spent several blissful minutes exploring the flavor of the salted pork stew. He didn’t ask for seconds, despite still being hungry, given how aware he was of how many other hungry mouths he was now responsible for. 
 
    “Would it be alright if we took showers before bed?” asked Kerys. “Some of the children could use them. Two of them were barefoot when they left the city.” 
 
    “Our water supply is finite,” said Eva. “We should save it for drinking as much as possible.” 
 
    Ari nodded, agreeing with her logic, until he glanced over at the Ravarian children and Selene. They were all so much dirtier than he’d noticed before, with faces streaked with grime and soiled clothing. 
 
    “The children can take a shower, but nobody else for now,” said Ari.  
 
    Grena said something in Ravarian that sounded like a question. Durrien cleared his throat and translated for her. 
 
    “Grena wants to know where we’ll be sleeping tonight,” said Durrien. 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “Well, we have six beds. The children are small enough to sleep two to each one, and Virgil, I’m assuming you don’t mind sharing with your sister?”  
 
    “Not at all,” said Virgil. 
 
    “The rest of us can share the remaining beds depending on who goes to bed when,” said Ari. “We should be on guard, even if we’re probably safe here for the moment.” 
 
    “I do not mind taking first watch, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “I’ll join you,” said Ari. 
 
    He hesitated, shooting a somewhat questioning look in Kerys’ direction. She was running a finger through her black hair and gave a small nod. 
 
    “I think that’s fine,” she said, after clearing her throat slightly. “As long as the two of you don’t get too distracted.” 
 
    A few of the others reacted with furrowed brows or puzzled smiles. Ari gave them a knowing smile, feeling a little exasperated at the fact that on top of everything else, he would also eventually have to explain the complicated relationship between himself, Kerys, and Eva. 
 
    But there would be time for that in the morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 53 
 
      
 
    They finished eating, and Kerys and Grena took the children into the tower and upstairs to put them to bed. Virgil somewhat reluctantly let Selene go with the Ravarian children, all of whom seemed to be becoming fast friends. 
 
    Ari was on his way to meet Eva where they’d be keeping watch for the night outside the gate when he spotted Rin. She hadn’t eaten dinner with the rest of them, though he hadn’t noticed her absence at the time. She was sitting on top of the arena’s wall, staring out into the night. 
 
    Ari climbed up the arena’s seating area, but there was still twenty feet of wall left between him and where she was. He wiped his shoes off, made sure his Feathercloak was tightly tied and then started running forward at a jogging pace. 
 
    He was surprised by how much easier wall running was to do when not under pressure. It only took him a single try to fall into the rhythm of it, and he made it up to the lip of his wall in just a few seconds. Rin didn’t look over at him as he carefully walked along the thin upper wall of the arena and sat down next to her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Rin didn’t say anything. Ari waited a few seconds and then put his arm around her. 
 
    “There will be other survivors, you know,” he said. “Have faith.” 
 
    “I ran away, chala,” whispered Rin. “I ran from my people like a scared little girl. I saw so many of them die.” 
 
    “You didn’t run away, Rin,” said Ari. “You risked your life to save others.” 
 
    Rin let out a singular, acerbic laugh. “I risked my life? My sister risked her life, fighting even when it looked hopeless. I turned and fled.” 
 
    “Rin…” 
 
    She looked at him, and the tears Ari saw in the corners of her big, violet eyes were enough to send pins through his heart. She was always so strong and confident, and he knew that for him to see her as she was now only shamed her even more. 
 
    “I let them die,” she whispered. “I’ll never be able to turn away from that.” 
 
    Ari pulled her close to him, hugging her and running a hand through her hair. Her body felt limp in his arms, as though she lacked the will to even hold herself upright. 
 
    “Who are the children you saved?” asked Ari. “What would have happened to them if you hadn’t been there, Rin?” 
 
    “They…” Rin swallowed. “They were children with no parents, all of them in Grena’s care. She might have been able to get them out of the city alone.” 
 
    “Did she even know what was going on?” asked Ari. “Where would she have gone on her own? She didn’t know about the tower’s location or the fact that I was watching through the fishers.” 
 
    Rin didn’t say anything. Ari took her by the shoulders and shifted her so that she was looking into his eyes. 
 
    “You saved the lives of those children,” said Ari. “You didn’t run away, Rin. You protected people that needed your help.” 
 
    “Bah.” Rin blinked the tears away and shook her head. “Enough. I don’t need your pity, chala. Besides, if you wish to make me feel better, there are other ways.” 
 
    Ari chuckled. “You’re right. You don’t need my pity.” 
 
    He kissed her on the head and gave her another quick hug, and then he spread his Feathercloak out in his arms as he floated back down to the arena’s interior. 
 
    Rin’s words had left him thinking about the children. They were orphans, which he knew as well as anyone was both a blessing and a curse. They wouldn’t have families left behind in the carnage of Varnas-Rav to cry for, but they would also be more susceptible to withdrawing in the face of the trauma they’d been through. 
 
    Ari slipped back into the tower. Durrien and Amber were sitting at the common room table with Virgil, who was in the middle of spreading a familiar set of cards out in front of them. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s an old card game that used to be popular in my time,” said Virgil. 
 
    “Betrothal,” said Ari, with a smile. “I’m familiar with it.” 
 
    “The rules are peculiar,” said Amber. “It makes me wonder if this is what politics was like during the time of the Sai.” 
 
    “I think it’s closer to the truth than you probably realize,” said Ari. “Anyway, keep those cards handy. I’ll be looking to play a game if I get the time for it tomorrow.” 
 
    He headed upstairs and into the bedrooms. Kerys was putting the children to bed with Grena, sitting with the children and soothing them as they fell asleep. One of them had noticed Kerys’ injury, and she was making a joke of it by pretending to swap her one remaining hand between arms, much to their amusement. 
 
    “You’re really good with them,” said Ari.  
 
    The children immediately stopped laughing as he entered, growing tense and unsure. Ari kept his face stern for a few seconds, and then flipped his lip downward and rolled his eyes in a ridiculous manner, earning a chorus of giggling laughter. 
 
    “So are you,” said Kerys. She smiled and leaned back on the bed, saying nothing else and just staring at him. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You’ve really matured, Ari,” said Kerys. “You’re so reliable now. You went from barely managing to protect me to taking on the responsibility of an entire group.” 
 
    “I guess,” said Ari. “We’re all in this together, though. I’m just doing what comes naturally.” 
 
    “You’re capable of it, though,” said Kerys. “I believe in you now.” 
 
    Ari made an offended noise. “You didn’t before?” 
 
    “No, not really,” said Kerys with a smile. 
 
    Ari reached out and started tickling her, as much to amuse the children as in retaliation for her own teasing. It went on for a minute, until the tickling became gentle and Ari planted a quick kiss on Kerys’ lips. 
 
    “You know what I mean though, don’t you?” asked Kerys. “It feels like I’m watching you become who you’re supposed to be. Not an orphan from Golias Hollow, or a victim of the other boys, but a real leader.” 
 
    “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with being an orphan,” he said. He shot a look at the two Ravarian children, but they clearly didn’t understand him. “I get what you’re saying, though. And I appreciate it. Here’s to hoping I don’t disappoint.” 
 
    “You won’t,” said Kerys. “I won’t let you.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and Ari gave her a long hug before heading out of the room. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Eva was waiting right outside the arena’s tunnel, watching the night with a surprising amount of alertness, given how long of a day they’d had. There was a slight breeze that made her silver-blue hair flutter across one shoulder, and Ari took a couple of seconds to appreciate her beauty in the starlight before announcing his presence. 
 
    “All quiet out here?” he asked. 
 
    “It has been so far,” said Eva. 
 
    “Good.” Ari sighed and took a place next to her, opting to sit down, rather than stand. He leaned his back against the arena wall and stifled a yawn. 
 
    “I can handle the watch on my own if you are too tired,” said Eva. “It is no trouble.” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “If I’m going to play the part of a leader for this group, I need to do it by example.” 
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “You have been doing that since the very beginning.” 
 
    She lowered herself down to sit next to him, threading her fingers through his. Ari realized that he hadn’t had much time to think about her over the past day, or the last real conversation they’d had with each other. 
 
    “At the very least, things should calm down now,” he said. “At least for a couple of days.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to it,” said Eva.  
 
    She slid a little closer to him and flashed a coy smile. Ari chuckled and reached his hand over, setting it on her knee. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we’ve strengthened our bond, you know,” he said. 
 
    “Very true,” said Eva. “We are supposed to be on watch, though, milord.” 
 
    Ari let his hand slide up her thigh a few inches.  
 
    “I’m sure we can find a way to multitask,” he said. 
 
    He kissed her and let his hand gently caress her crotch through her leggings. 
 
    “It is true that it would be unwise for us to ignore the state of our bond,” whispered Eva. 
 
    “I love it when you talk dirty,” said Ari. 
 
    He kissed her again, more deeply this time. Eva set her hands on his chest, and for a moment, Ari thought she was stopping him. 
 
    “You have worked so hard for all of us these past few days,” said Eva. “Perhaps it’s my turn to see how I can be of service?” 
 
    She kissed him again and ran her hands over his crotch. Ari tried to keep his excitement in check as Eva undid his belt and pulled his trousers down. He was already hard, and the sensation of her soft hands on his cock, combined with the confidence and passion in her eyes, was almost enough to make him finish immediately. 
 
    “What would you like me to do for you, milord?” she asked, with a slight erotic purr in her voice.  
 
    Ari cupped her cheek and lowered her head downward. She held his gaze even as she stuck her tongue out and began to lick. He had to look away first as the pleasure hit him with the force of a sledgehammer, hot and wet and perfect. 
 
    Eva began to suck, bobbing her lips up and down with gentle precision. It was so different from Kerys’ earnest, somewhat sloppy technique. She didn’t take him as deeply, but her lips and tongue were practiced and efficient. 
 
    “That’s it,” whispered Ari. “Oh, Eva…” 
 
    She took his words as encouragement and started sucking faster. The sensation was incredible, but Ari still wanted more, like a greedy child that couldn’t be denied their choice of sweet. 
 
    He took hold of Eva’s blouse and pulled it up and over her head. She pulled back from his cock, and her small breasts came into view with taut, enticing jiggles. It was apparently rather cold outside, and Ari ran a thumb over one of her hard nipples. 
 
    He all but tore her leggings and underwear off. Eva pulled forward as much to stay warm as to get herself into position. She faced Ari as she lowered herself down onto his shaft, letting out a soft, confident sigh and continuing to hold his gaze. She was a queen. She was a minx. In the realm of intimacy, it didn’t matter if Eva was his servant or tied to him through their bond. She was the one who would always win if it came down to a battle of erotic will and sexual skill. 
 
    Ari groaned as she began to move, rocking back and forth and riding him as though he was a newly saddled stud. He groped her buttocks and ran his hands up her sides. She leaned forward, and he planted a kiss on one of her nipples before giving it a small suck. 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Eva. “Milord.” 
 
    The way she said it almost made it seem like she was teasing or mocking him. Ari didn’t care. His lips found hers and they kissed as though it was the last one they’d ever share. Eva rode him faster. Ari squeezed one of her buttocks and gave it a small slap. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, Aristial!” moaned Eva. “Lord Aristial!” 
 
    He took a tight hold of her butt and pumped her up and down. Eva’s breasts moved with her body, bouncing up and down, her nipples dancing as though they were on the verge of flying loose. 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and ploughed into her as though he was trying to nail his way through. Eva rewarded his efforts with soft moans and shudders, growing louder as though she was reluctant to let out her voice. 
 
    Her body was a perfect match to his. She was his sword, fit for only his hand, and in the same way, the sex felt like it had been fashioned through a specific design, enchanted for their mutual pleasure. Ari pumped his cock into her and held her tight, listening to her moans like the sweet, lewd song they were. 
 
    The found their release within moments of each other. Eva fell forward, exhausted by her efforts. Ari hugged her tight as he came inside her, blinking and feeling a bit foolish. They were supposed to be on watch, after all. 
 
    “Milord…” she whispered. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” said Ari. 
 
    He kissed her, and they both hugged each other under the stars, naked and happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    And as such, Lady Eletha demanded supreme fealty from Billick. She strode into his palace flanked by her valkyries, wearing the sensual, open cut dress of the elven dawning ceremony. Billick, defeated in both battle and pride, stood naked in his court room. His contemporaries watched on, knowing that their only hope for thriving in the next era lay with the heir about to be conceived. 
 
    Before the war, Billick had boasted of his intent to bed Lady Eletha. Perhaps that was part of the irony of her demands, placing the burden of conception into his lap along with complete surrender. Now, she walked toward him with long, languid steps, the horizontal slits in her dress revealing glimpses of pink nipple as they shifted across her bosom. 
 
    Billick made a show of sneering openly, but it was clear that he was a defeated man. Even as aroused as he was, there was no confidence left in his eyes. If anything, his expression hinted at self-loathing and annoyance in the deep satisfaction Lady Eletha took in their reversal of roles. 
 
    She pushed her hand against his chest, knocking him back into the chair that was once to be his throne. Pulling up her dress from the hem, she lowered herself onto him. He was ready for her, and reached his hands up to feel her body and take control. 
 
    Two of Lady Eletha’s valkyries seized his wrists before he could. Lady Eletha nodded to a third, who came up beside her and took hold of Billick’s long ears, rubbing the appendages and teasing the erogenous zones there with soft movements. 
 
    Lady Eletha sank lower onto him, and Billick’s mask faded away. He let out a defeated moan and tried to glare at her, only managing a halfhearted effort. Lady Eletha pulled at her plunging neckline and thrust her bare breasts into his face. Slowly, she rocked her hips back and forth. She planned on taking her time with him. 
 
      
 
    “Halrin Kentar! Are you truly this daft?” 
 
    Hal flinched at the sound of his sister’s voice, nearly dropping the translation he’d been studying. Lilith was headed up the hill in his direction, carrying her skirts high as she stepped through the rain speckled grass. 
 
    He felt his cheeks reddening as he considered the history he’d been reading. Many of the ancient elven texts that Roth assigned him to translate centered on topics that were less than appropriate for polite discussion. Some of them even veered into explicit detail, giving a raw, unfiltered glimpse into the lurid history of the elder race. 
 
    “Do you need something, Lilith?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith bounced with each step as she made her way toward the tree Hal was resting against, her strawberry blonde curls falling loose across her freckled, youthful face. Behind her, carriages approached the Kentar Estate in an unbroken line, appearing to flee from the beautiful setting sun and indigo infused clouds in their wake. 
 
    “It’s father’s victory party,” she said. “He’s going to be expecting you there.” 
 
    Hal shrugged. 
 
    Of course he will be. Along with all his sycophants, desperate to win his favor however they can. 
 
    “Father is always expecting one thing or another,” said Hal. “I’m sure he’s learned to manage his disappointment over the years.” 
 
    Lilith made an annoyed noise and crossed her arms, the motion causing the curls of her hair to pull and bounce like paper spirals. She stomped toward Hal, pouting as her eyes ran over him. For an instant, he feared that she was going to look at his work, and he scrambled to set the stack of paper just out of reach. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Lilith. “I know you too well, brother, to think that this morose mood comes naturally to you.” 
 
    She sat down next to him, leaning her back against the tree trunk, and took hold of one of his hands. Lilith was only twelve, a full eight years younger than Hal, but she was precocious and surprisingly perceptive for her age. Hal sighed and made a vague gesture, hoping she’d just let it drop. 
 
    “Father denied your request for dueling training,” guessed Lilith. “Again?” 
 
    Hal slowly nodded. 
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” he said. “The Collected Provinces may be at peace now, but that might not always be the case. And he’s one of the most prominent Voicemen, especially now that he’s been reelected. How does he expect me to protect him or you, should something happen? With a single ball from my pistol, which I also haven’t been trained with?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want that kind of life for you,” said Lilith. 
 
    Hal scowled, not at her, but at his circumstances. 
 
    “Father used those exact same words,” said Hal. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect an element of collusion between the two of you.” 
 
    Lilith made an offended noise, and Hal couldn’t keep a tiny smile from betraying his teasing. She was too easy, sometimes. Or perhaps she was just playing along, doing what she could to drag a better mood out of him. 
 
    “It’s not just the training though, is it?” asked Lilith. “He must have said something more than that to darken your temper so.” 
 
    “It’s not what he said…” Hal ran a hand through his hair. “It’s what he does. Who he favors…” 
 
    “You think he favors Mauve over you?” asked Lilith. “Mauve isn’t his son, Hal. And he isn’t your brother, despite how close he’s become to all of us.” 
 
    Mauve was the son of Eddard Broven, the Voiceman who’d originally pulled Hal’s father, Karnas Kentar, into politics. When Eddard had passed away, Mauve had still been a young child and the last of his family line. Karnas had taken him into the Kentar household without a second thought. 
 
    Mauve and my father get along well enough that maybe it would be better if he was his real son. 
 
    Hal pushed the thought away, realizing how petty it was. Mauve had been his best friend for almost his entire life. While Karnas had gone as far as to hint that he’d be open to allowing Mauve to marry Lilith one day, if he wished to join the family legally, Mauve was just as free spirited as Hal when it came to his future. 
 
    “I know,” said Hal. “And you’re right. It’s just frustrating. I’ve seen Mauve on the dueling grounds before. He’s the best swordsman under 25 summers in the province. It’s like father takes a perverse pleasure in allowing him the freedoms that he denies to me.” 
 
    Lilith frowned and said nothing. After a few seconds, she sat up straight and glanced over at him, her green eyes open and hopeful. 
 
    “I know what will cheer you up!” She reached into one of the pockets of her dress. When she pulled it out, her hand was clenched into a fist over something. “Close your eyes!” 
 
    Hal felt as though he’d rather roll his eyes than close them, but he obeyed. He felt Lilith draping a necklace over his head. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “You can open them now.” 
 
    Hal looked down at what he’d been given. The necklace was an odd thing, a circle of leather cord with a small, clear stone in the shape of teardrop hanging from it. It was smooth and uniform, lacking any imperfections that he could see.  
 
    The stone had a strange effect on the light that passed through it. It wasn’t prismatic, but it still created minor distortions, almost like a full glass of water. A small, metal clasp with a loop for the cord to run through had been secured to the tip of its teardrop shape, leaving the larger half to hang downward. 
 
    Hal glanced up at his sister, who watched him with an excited expression on her face. 
 
    “I found it washed up on the edge of the river,” said Lilith. “What do you think of it?” 
 
    “I can’t really wear a necklace,” said Hal. “Rings are the only jewelry appropriate for grown men.” 
 
    All the excitement faded from her face, replaced by open disappointment. She bit her lower lip, and Hal knew beyond doubt that she was seconds away from crying. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” he said, quickly. “And I can just wear it under my shirt. Thank you, Lilith. I’ll treasure it always.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug, and felt her rest her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really,” he said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I love you, Hal,” she whispered. 
 
    She kept hugging him even as Hal started to release her from the embrace. Her hands moved across her eyes quickly as he caught sight of her face again, brushing away wasted tears. 
 
    “Now,” continued Lilith. “You need to head down the ballroom and join the festivities. And for the sun’s love, Hal, patch things up with father. Tonight isn’t about you, it’s about him.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Lilith headed straight back to the victory party, but Halrin needed to return his translation to Roth’s library first. He buckled his pistol belt back on as he stood up from his spot by the tree and set off down the hill toward the archives. 
 
    The Kentar estate was one of the largest land holdings in southeast Cardvale. It was mostly undeveloped, with the main house and buildings set within a large clearing surrounded by cultivated fields and pasture lands. Further beyond lay the dense, thick forest that had reclaimed much of the province over the past hundred years. 
 
    Hal took a route that would keep him away from most of the party’s guests. He was already dressed for the festivities, but he hated listening to the pleas and overtures of the merchants and politicians who were desperate to win his father’s favor. 
 
    The necklace Lilith had given him felt odd around his neck. The strange stone pressed against the bare skin of his chest, feeling warm and alive. He pulled it out as he walked, frowning as it began to heat up against his fingers. 
 
    A flash of light came from within the clear stone’s core, lasting only a fraction of a second, but shining bright enough to hurt Hal’s eyes. He flinched back from it, blinking several times in quick succession and frowning. Stones that changed color over time were not uncommon in the collected provinces, and were often set in to jewelry and purported to be able to tell the mood of the wearer. 
 
    I’ve seen that before, but never anything like this. Very strange… 
 
    The library doors were already locked for the night, but Hal had his own key. He let himself into the musty space and headed to his tutor’s desk. He tucked the translation into the drawer that Roth reserved for him to submit his work and made his way back outside.  
 
    He’d been working as a translator, both of spoken and written word, for almost five years. Few in southeast Cardvale had a better understanding of the various dialects and tongues spoken across the Collected Provinces than he did. Hal’s education extended not only to the ancient elven language, but to the eccentric sign language of the ogres, as well. Being an ogre himself, Roth had taught him personally. 
 
    The air in the hallways of the estate smelled of the night’s feast, a mixture garlic roasted pork, seasoned vegetables, various pastries, and the distinct, slightly acidic smell of wine. The sounds of the victory party reached Hal from far outside the ballroom and stirred his anxiety. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy parties, but the burden of his father’s work in the public eye often fell onto his shoulders, as well as Lilith’s. 
 
    Dozens, if not hundreds of people were packed into the ballroom, pressed closely together across both the lower and upper levels. The estate’s servants had set up a small stage in the very back of the main floor for Karnas to deliver his speech from. Karnas was already busy talking with several of his fellow politicians, the chosen few who curried his favor.  
 
    Hal and his father had shared a fractious relationship ever since the passing of his and Lilith’s mother four years earlier. She’d been the center of their family, with an open, loving personality that had made her a master of orchestrating compromises. Hal still missed her deeply, though her death had been expected, as she’d been sick for several years before it came to pass. 
 
    He watched the conversing politicians for a second too long and Karnas’s eyes met his as his father scanned the room. Karnas was nearly as stubborn as he was, but Hal could see a hint of a plea in his father’s expression. Had their argument truly been so bad? Hal had raised his voice to Karnas, who’d shouted back at him, but what had they actually said to each other? 
 
    He said I wasn’t fit to be a warrior, in body or temperament. And I said that he’d always make a better politician than father.  
 
    It had been rumored that the Executive Voice might make an appearance to congratulate Voiceman Karnas, given how instrumental his support had been in Karnas’s reelection. Looking around, Hal doubted that it would be so, given that most everyone of interest had already arrived. 
 
    He never knew exactly what to do with himself at his father’s parties, and he was still glancing around awkwardly when an arm settled across his shoulders.  Mauve favored Hal with a wide grin and passed him a mug full of ale. 
 
    “Take a swig,” said Mauve. “You look as though you could use it.” 
 
    Hal let out a single chuckle. 
 
    “I think I probably could,” said Hal. He put the mug to his lips, tasting a hint of blackberry in the strong brew. 
 
    “Lilith told me about the fight,” said Mauve. 
 
    Hal turned to look at him, frowning slightly as he did. Mauve was tall, with broad shoulders and strong muscles from his martial training. His skin was tanned, and his face was handsome. Since they’d both come of age, Hal had occasionally felt pangs of jealousy when comparing his more average physique to his friend’s, but the two were more than close enough to make jest of it. 
 
    What surprised him now was the expression on Mauve’s face. He looked guilty, as though he blamed himself for whatever had happened between Hal and his father. Seeing that made Hal feel like a petulant child, arguing and sulking in a manner that dragged his friends and family down with him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” said Hal. “It’s not your fault. And honestly, it’s none of Lilith’s business.” 
 
    “She’s your sister,” said Mauve. “Everything related to you is her business. You are going to talk to him at some point, are you not?” 
 
    At some point… 
 
    Hal nodded, though he wasn’t sure whether he would do it that night. Presenting himself at the party seemed to be enough of a concession, from his point of view. He could put off mending bridges with his father until the morning, when they’d both had the time to cool down. 
 
    “I will,” said Hal. “Do you mind if I finish this?” He wiggled the mug back and forth, suddenly eager to be on his way toward drunkenness. 
 
    “Not at all,” said Mauve. “Of course, you’ll have to do me a favor in return.” 
 
    “I should have expected as much.” Hal grinned at him. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s not even a hard favor, relax,” said Mauve. “And it’s as much on Roth’s behalf as mine. He took his hand drums out to put on a small show for the room, at your father’s request. He mentioned to me that his drumming would go over better if he had a few dancers to demonstrate the flows of Kye Lornis.” 
 
    Hal raised an eyebrow. The Kye Lornis was an ancient ogre martial dance, taught to a tribe’s youths starting at age five. It had become something of a cultural relic over the past century, with ogres assimilating deeper into human society and letting go of many of their old traditions. 
 
    Roth had taught both Hal and Mauve many of the basic Kye Lornis flows and even a few more advanced ones. There was only so much they could learn, limited by their human physique. As a dance intended for ogre youths, many of the movements necessitated an ogre’s four arms and were near impossible for a human to do more than imitate. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mauve,” said Hal. “To be honest, I can’t say that I’m in much of a mood for dancing right now.” 
 
    “Halrin,” said Mauve. “Please. I’ve been dying for a chance to show Maddie what the flows are like when performed in front of a real crowd. And it’s not just for me, but Roth, too!” 
 
    Maddie was Mauve’s girlfriend, though the two spent about as much time fighting as they did in harmony. She was a sweet girl, slim waisted with a generous bust. Hal liked her well enough, as did everyone except his father, who still hoped for an eventual match between Mauve and Lilith. 
 
    “Can it wait until later?” asked Hal. “Once I’m loosened up a little?” 
 
    “Eleanor is here, too,” said Mauve. “I’ve seen how you get around her. And I’m sure you’ve noticed how she gets around you, too. She’s normally so talkative, but every time you join the conversation, all she can do is blush and stutter her words.” 
 
    Mauve clapped him on the shoulder and nodded toward a group of girls across the crowd. Hal spotted Maddie and her best friend Eleanor, both dressed in dresses of the current fashion - which some of the older generation found scandalous. The dresses barely made it down past the girls’ knees, and the tight stockings they wore underneath left so little to the imagination that Hal couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    “Fine,” said Hal. “When is Roth planning on starting?” 
 
    Mauve immediately turned his attention toward the ogre scholar, who was already sitting in the middle of a circle of four drums. Roth was the only ogre in residence in the Kentar estate, and his clothes had been specially made by the estate’s tailor to accommodate his four, long, spindly arms. His face was naturally smooth, and in place of eyebrows, thin ridges protruded from his head. A long pony tail of straight black hair fell across one of his shoulders. 
 
    Roth smiled at Hal and Mauve, and then began to drum a slow rhythm, drawing the attention of the entire room. Before Hal had time to reconsider, Mauve had already grabbed his arm and begun pulling him into the fray. 
 
    A circle of open space and polished wood floor lay just in front of where Roth was drumming. Hal suspected that either Mauve or Roth had spread word of the spontaneous performance long before he’d ever agreed to do it. 
 
    I can’t be mad at either of them. The people want a show, and who else will give it to them? 
 
    It was only then that Hal saw a flicker of nervousness on Mauve’s face. The feeling was infectious, and soon the two of them were shooting each other sidelong, anxious glances. Hal looked to the circle and then back at the waiting crowd.  
 
    He took off his belt, as did Mauve. Mauve’s belt looked heavier than Hal’s, given that it held both pistol and sword. An empty moment passed with neither of them hurrying to be the first one to showcase the dance, Roth’s drums echoing rhythmically throughout the ballroom. 
 
    “Alright,” said Hal. “It was your idea. You should start this off.” 
 
    Mauve let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “You’re the one who Roth claims has the real potential with the flows,” said Mauve. “Maybe you should…” 
 
    Roth’s drumming grew louder. Hal looked over and saw old ogre looking at him and Mauve impatiently. He took a deep breath and started to step forward. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” said Mauve. “You’re right. It was my idea.” 
 
    Hal breathed a sigh of relief as Mauve stepped out into the circle, the crowd breaking out into eager, expectant applause. Mauve bounced on the balls of his feet to the beat of the drums, raising his arms up and down, and then just as Roth shifted into a new rhythm, he lowered into the deep crouch of the introductory Kye Lornis flow. 
 
    Hal had always found the dance to be a thing of both beauty and power. He watched Mauve slowly swaying around the edge of the circle, stepping back and forth in time with the drums, his hands upraised, outstretched, and always moving. 
 
    Mauve dropped to one knee before rolling backward over one shoulder and up to his feet again. Immediately, he hopped forward onto his hands, holding the strength pose for only an instant before bouncing back to standing and twisting himself into another powerful roll. 
 
    The crowd went wild as Mauve’s freestyle flow continued. He had a powerful style that matched his build, and Hal noticed Maddie and more than a few other girls watching his movements excitedly from the edge of the crowd. 
 
    No more than thirty seconds had passed before Mauve spun back into place next to Hal, slapping him on the back and urging him out. Hal grinned, spinning into the circle as though pushed by the momentum of the contact. 
 
    While Mauve’s style was powerful and heavy, Hal excelled at the quicker, more acrobatic flows. He took his time with his standing introduction, stepping and spinning, and then leaping into the air. Landing with his hands down, he maneuvered across his shoulder, onto his back, and then onto his hands again before pushing up to his feet, all a continuation of the same fluid spin. 
 
    Technically, the Kye Lornis was a martial dance. Karnas had denied Hal dueling training and even the basic wrestling that most boys learned in their youth before they picked a weapon focus. But Hal’s father’s concerns about combat training hadn’t extended to the dance, and it was what Hal had put his full efforts into outside of his work as a scribe and translator. 
 
    He hopped up into a spin, leaning slightly on the diagonal toward his landing foot. As he touched down, his other leg spun upward, pulling him into a backflip that had taken him the better part of a year to perfect. Roth let out a high-pitched whoop from his drum perch. The crowd went wild. 
 
    Hal spun back toward Mauve, and for the remainder of their showcase, they danced across from one another, spinning into exaggerated kicks and occasionally clasping hands to twist each other into partner flows. The crowd clapped along with Roth’s drumming. Hal saw Eleanor watching him, her smile reaching to the edges of her face, one finger twisting her straight brown hair. 
 
    Hal and Mauve continued until they were sweaty and out of breath, and finally, Roth brought his rhythm to an end, letting them both off the hook. The two raised their hands into the air and gave a bow. The crowd cheered and applauded, and Hal felt his mood shift as he basked in the attention.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    When the dancing was over, and they’d caught their breath, Mauve winked at Hal and hurried off to his girlfriend’s side. He took her hand and led her off toward one of the hallways leading out of the ballroom. Mauve had already regaled Hal with a generous account of how he’d taken Maddie’s virginity, and Hal suspected his friend was hoping for another taste of paradise. 
 
    A fiddler had begun playing to fill the void left by Roth’s drumming, and a good portion of the crowd had coupled and begun dancing. Hal saw Eleanor eyeing him from the edge of the dance floor and decided to take a page out of Mauve’s book, taking her hand as he went by and pulling her along with him. 
 
    Hal watched as Eleanor’s face flickered with delight as they began to move together. She was better at dancing than he’d expected her to be, and made a show of pushing in close to him. A few times, her breasts even pressed against his shoulder, and she had a habit of lifting her skirts every turn and flashing her lower legs at him. 
 
    The song ended after a few minutes, and it was suddenly Eleanor’s turn to lead Hal off down a hallway. The two of them dipped into a darkened entranceway, the locked door underneath it leading off to the guest rooms. Hal had assumed that Eleanor was a virgin, and looked at her with surprise as she confidentially met his gaze and kissed him on the lips. 
 
    And I almost skipped out on this. I need to thank both Lilith and Mauve come morning. 
 
    Eleanor’s hands moved across his chest and stomach. Hal almost flinched back in shock as she groped at his crotch. She kissed him again, rubbing between his legs, pushing her tongue into his mouth, and making her intentions fully clear. 
 
    “You can lift my skirts up,” she whispered. 
 
    “I… Right now?” Hal gaped at her. 
 
    Eleanor smiled wickedly at him. She reached down and did it for him, pulling her skirts up to reveal her legs underneath. She was wearing socks that only went up just beyond her knees, and nothing else. Hal’s jaw dropped open when she took his hand and pulled it between her legs. His hand grazed across fine, soft pubic hair and nude skin. 
 
    “We can be quick,” whispered Eleanor. “Won’t you show me more of your dancing skills, Halrin?” 
 
    She turned so that her back was to him and pushed her bare butt against his crotch. Hal reached around to her front, his hands palming her small breasts through her dress as he pressed his erection into her. He smiled to himself as he felt his heart pounding with excitement, both from his arousal and the risk of them getting caught. 
 
    After a quick glance down the hallway to make sure that nobody was heading their way, Hal lowered his trousers just far enough to free his cock. Eleanor was grinding into him, her body eager and ready to be taken. Seeing her like that was enough to shatter any illusions he’d had about the sweet, innocent looking girl. 
 
    Sweet and innocent is alright. But this… might be better. 
 
    Hal kissed her neck and leaned her forward against the closed door of the entranceway. It took him a couple of seconds to find the right angle, but he knew immediately once he had, the tight crush of her wet, hot lane welcoming his shaft inside. 
 
    They both let out matching sighs of pleasure as Hal slowly began to move, one hand massaging her butt under the skirt while the other took turns playing with her breasts over the outside of her dress. He thrust slowly, trying to keep Eleanor quiet as tiny squeals of pleasure escaped her lips. 
 
    He was paranoid about being caught, and at first, it distracted him. Eleanor reached her hand back and ran it through his hair, pulling his attention back to her young, nubile body. He pumped his cock deeper into her, feeling the momentum of his pleasure building, drawing him in. 
 
    Eleanor shifted, widening her stance and pushing her butt higher into the air. Hal took hold of her waist and let himself fall into a slow, deliberate rhythm, pulling her back into him as his hips pushed forward. He went back a little too far on one thrust and fumbled to get the tip of his shaft back inside her, to no avail. 
 
    “You’re so cute,” whispered Eleanor. “Here.” 
 
    She reached around and gave him a helping hand. Hal cupped one of her breasts and pushed as deep into her as he could go, savoring the sensation. 
 
    He was about to begin building his pace again when a noise came from down the hallway, back toward the party. His heart skipped a beat as he rushed to make himself decent. Eleanor fixed her skirts and let out a nervous laugh, which made Hal laugh, too. 
 
    The person who’d intruded on their encounter bumbled by them with drunken steps, taking zero notice of their ruffled hair and embarrassed expressions. Hal was about to suggest that they pick up from where they’d left off when a loud shout came from the ballroom, followed immediately by several more.  
 
    He frowned, slowly making his way down the hallway, half expecting the party attendees to have discovered their hijinks, somehow. Instead, he was greeted by the sight of at least half of the crowd pressed up against the ballroom’s windows, peering out into the night.  
 
    The floor suddenly shook, almost as though an earthquake had hit the estate. Earthquakes were uncommon in Cardvale, but not unheard of. Hal glanced toward Eleanor in time to see her making her way back toward her friends. 
 
    Whatever had caught the attention of the crowd had also pulled it away from Karnas, who’d been flanked by hangers-on for most of the party. It was the best chance Hal would have to speak with him alone that night, and he decided to take it. He hoped that Eleanor would still be in a flirtatious mood when he got back, but when he looked over at her, he found that she’d joined the rest of the crowd by the window. 
 
    “What is it?” asked a slightly overweight man. 
 
    “I have no idea…” said Mauve, who was near the center of the crowd. Hal spotted Lilith by his side, and she was looking his way. She smiled and gave a slight nod. Hal took a single step and then winced as the stone on his necklace suddenly burned hot against his chest. 
 
    He pulled it out and looked at it, impressed by how brightly it was suddenly glowing. He glanced up to see if anyone else had noticed it just as he heard the screams. 
 
    Flames erupted through the windows along the ballroom, the same windows that nearly every attendee of Karnas’s victory party was pushed tightly up against, vying for the best view outside. Hal could feel the heat from where he stood, and had a perfect view of the horror as it unfolded. 
 
    Lilith. Sweet, innocent Lilith. She’d been front and center. She hadn’t been given any time to react or to do anything other than be so tragically unlucky. The flames hit her in a direct burst, instantly turning clothing, skin, tissue, everything but a handful of bones into ash and dust. Hal felt a scream being torn from his chest. He had his pistol out, though he had no recollection of drawing it. 
 
    Karnas was screaming, though it was as much for his own pain as for his beloved daughter. He’d been just far enough back to miss the brunt of the heat, but his hair and chest were alight. Hal stumbled forward, numb and unsure. He couldn’t think clearly, let alone understand what was going on. 
 
    “Halrin!” screamed Karnas. “Run!” 
 
    The ceiling of the Karnas estate caved inward in a cascade of roof tiles and dust, and something out of a nightmare poked through. A scaled black reptilian head half the size of a carriage stared down at Hal and his immolated father, watching them both with crimson red eyes. 
 
    Its skin was shiny, segmented, and glistening in the light. Blood from an unknown victim already dripped from its dagger sized teeth, and faint trails of smoke escaped its nostrils in tepid puffs.  
 
    “My daughter!” screamed Karnas. “You monster!” 
 
    He charged forward, still smoldering where the fire had hit him. Hal watched, unable to find his courage or his voice, as his father made a made a foolhardy dash forward. The fight, if it could even be called that, was over in less than a second. 
 
    The monster pecked its snout down like a chicken digging for grub, except it opened its mouth wide at the last second. Karnas was seized by its dagger sized teeth. The creature bit down on him once, the sound of it a wet, sickening crunch, and Karnas instantly went limp. 
 
    Hal fell to his knees as he watched the monster chew and swallow, using a long, disgusting tongue to lick its teeth clean of the man who’d raised him. It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be real. It was all happening too fast, and Hal was still right there, watching it. 
 
    I can’t just sit here! 
 
    He coughed as he forced himself back to his feet, smoke and the scent of charred flesh clogging his throat. The people who’d managed to avoid the creature’s first onslaught were letting out desperate screams as they fled the estate. Hal had no intention of running, though even if he’d wanted to, the flames from the earlier attack had already cut off most of his avenues of escape. 
 
    He already had his pistol in hand, and he squeezed its handle tight enough to make his hand hurt. The monster had pulled back from its entrance point, not to abandon its siege, but to expand the hole outward, destroying more of the building’s roof. 
 
    He lifted his gun in a trembling hand, took aim at the monster, and fired. The shot went wide, missing the monster’s head by several feet. It let out a roar and surged forward, its long neck stretching and pulling a fat, reptilian body into the ballroom along with it. 
 
    The gnashing teeth were still covered in his father’s blood, and they snapped closed a few feet from his face. The monster exhaled near enough for him to smell its putrid breath. Hal was shivering, but he forced himself to stay upright, and forced his eyes to focus on what was happening. 
 
    There was someone on the creature’s back. Hal stared up at a man wearing a golden full helm with a thin eye slit. A red cloak trailed off his shoulders, and loose chain mail covered his chest. The man seemed to pull at the monster, his hands digging into its neck until the grotesque thing halted in place.  
 
    Hal sheathed his empty pistol and took a slow step back, his fear suddenly hitting him with a vengeance. The monster seemed to sense his weakness, and picked that moment to finally strike. It lashed out, not with its teeth, but with one of its claws, knocking Hal off his feet and pinning him to the floor in a single movement. 
 
    He screamed with all the air he had left in his lungs. The monster’s claw was wider across than his chest was broad, but only barely. It seemed to enjoy toying with him, letting the razor like claws dig into his skin, threatening to snap his ribs. He was sure that the creature could do it if it wanted to. 
 
    Seconds went by. Hal had never in his life felt so tiny, fragile, and weak. He’d already vomited up what was left of his dinner, and his stomach was threatening to suffocate him through the continued dry heaves. 
 
    The monster squeezed again. Hal screamed again. He shut his eyes, but that only made the reality of what was happening worse. He reached his weak hands up and tried to pull at the dragon’s claws. It was as though he was trying to put a bend into a sharp sword blade, and he only managed to cut one of his palms. 
 
    Hal felt the pressure against his chest increase for an instant as the creature leaned over him, and then he was pulled into the air. His head whipped back from the speed of it. He had an instant to see the true carnage wrought by the monster on his family’s home. Dozens of corpses lay scattered across the lawn, and the estate itself was in flames. It would be abandoned, though he didn’t expect to survive for long enough to be around to care. 
 
    The monster held him aloft for a few more seconds. Hal turned his gaze onto the rider atop it, hatred surging through his blood and bones for the man who’d orchestrated the deaths of everyone he’d loved. 
 
    And then, the monster leapt into the air, still carrying Hal. He could hear and feel the rushing of its wings, a sound that reminded him of standing too close to one of Roth’s drums while he was in the middle of a furious rhythm. 
 
    Hal got another look downward at what remained of the Kentar Estate as the creature flew off, carrying him like a predator after a successful hunt. It was his home, and it was now a funeral pyre, consumed by flames and thick with the smell of death. 
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