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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Few brambles grew on the Draketongue Steppe, which meant that Fuscia could run through the bushes with the kind of reckless abandon common only to children. It was late in the day, close to sunset, but she knew where she was going and she knew her way back. 
 
    She gave her tiny, immature wings a small flap as she dropped into one of the gaps in between the hills. It had taken her close to an hour to find an excuse to split off from Timo. It had been simple. She’d just needed to announce that she needed to relieve herself, and suddenly, the warnings issued by Grena and Kerys had been all but forgotten in the little boy’s mind. 
 
    It was cold, which Fuscia didn’t like. The ground had frosted over twice that week, and she could already feel the chill in the evening air like a premonition. She pulled her wings closer about her as she reached the top of the next hill. She knew she was close, and she frowned in concentration as she tried to remember the exact spot. 
 
    She sucked in a small breath when she spotted them. Ripe blueberries in a patch that had managed to keep growing out of season. It was just a small patch, but she was a small girl. Grena would have chastised her for not telling Kerys and Amber about the berries, but Fuscia didn’t see how the entire group of them would have been able to share so few. 
 
    She felt a little ashamed of herself, especially for keeping the secret from the other children. Timo especially would have gotten excited over them, given how similar their tastes were. She needed this, though. She needed a thing that could just be hers again, even if just for a little while. 
 
    Fuscia started collecting the berries, filling her tiny palm with as many as it could hold. She ate the entire handful at once, gasping at the intense, tarty sweetness as juice dribbled down her chin. It reminded her of the pies Grena used to make, back when they still lived in the Nest. Back before that horrible night of fire and terror and shouting. 
 
    She started gathering another handful, but she was distracted by the sound of approaching footsteps. Fuscia’s face was red with guilt as she turned around, expecting to find Timo or perhaps even Kerys there to demand what she’d been doing. 
 
    Instead, she saw a coyote moving toward her with wary steps. It sniffed the bushes she’d pushed through on her way down the hill, turning them over with its snout as though it trusted its nose to follow Fuscia’s trail better than its eyes. It was a handsome animal, with a rust-red coat of fur and big yellow eyes. Eyes which passed over Fuscia and settled on the blueberries behind her. 
 
    She glared at the creature and stomped one of her feet. She didn’t get scared anymore, not like some of the other children did. Nothing could ever be as scary as that night had been. Fuscia still felt possessive of the berries, and she was no more willing to share them with a curious coyote than she was to share them with Timo or the others.  
 
    She reached down and fumbled through the grass, fingers searching for a rock. She found a dirt clod instead, and as the coyote took another step forward, she hurled it in the animal’s direction. It struck the coyote on the flank, eliciting a small and somewhat exaggerated yelp that was more surprise than pain. 
 
    “Go away!” She shouted the words twice, once in her own language, and again in Subvios, which she’d been speaking more and more with Kerys and the other Hume. The coyote hesitated, but only for a few seconds. 
 
    A howl sounded from behind one of the nearby hills. It was Fuscia’s turn to hesitate as she heard more approaching footsteps. Paw steps. A small group of coyotes, few enough that she could count on her fingers, but only if she used both hands. More than enough to remind her of the fear she’d previously shaken off. 
 
    These coyotes were bigger than the first one, some of them with heads that were easily level with her shoulder even when she stood up straight. Fuscia took a step back into the berries as the coyotes surrounded her. They could have the berries if they really wanted them, she decided. They were looking at her now, and that scared her. She wasn’t supposed be afraid of anything anymore, not after that night. 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice sounding like a whimper rather than the shout she’d intended. “Go away.” 
 
    She heard another sound. Someone calling her name, along with footsteps too heavy to belong to any pack animal. The coyotes were baring fangs and closing in on her, and there he was. 
 
    Lord Stoneblood bounded down the hill, taking massive, leaping steps aided by the enchanted cloak that seemed to serve him like a minor version of Fuscia’s own wings. His hair was uncut and scraggly, his clothes were rough and practical, and the grin on his face made him look simultaneously younger and older than he truly was. 
 
    “Take off!” he shouted, landing from his jump next to Fuscia. “I saw her first.” 
 
    The largest of the coyotes continued to growl. Lord Stoneblood sighed, took a step forward, and slammed a kick under its chin. This time, the yelp it let out was definitely one of pain. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ari stood in front of the sobbing Ravarian child, watching as the coyotes departed in search for easier prey. He winced as he lowered himself to his knee and set his hand on the girl’s shoulder. Fuscia was her name, he remembered. She was the second youngest of the children they’d become host to after the tragedy that had struck Varnas-Rav. 
 
    “It’s okay, Fuscia,” said Ari. “They’re gone now. We’re going to head back to Etheria, okay?” 
 
    The girl continued sobbing. Her chin was stained purple, and a glance at the blueberry bush behind explained both the color and her reason for sneaking off from the settlement. She was trying to say something, though it was in Ravakkios, and Ari still didn’t have a grasp of the language beyond a few simple words. 
 
    “Don’t cry,” he said. “You’re safe. The mighty Lord Stoneblood has come to rescue you!” 
 
    He stood up straight, setting his hands on his hips and puffing out his chest. He let out an exaggerated, buffoonish laugh and began attacking imaginary enemies with impractical kicks and punches that were all but guaranteed to get a laugh. Fuscia’s crying slackened off and shifted into giggles as Ari threw a punch that carried him into an off-balance roll. He stood up with his Feathercloak over his head and spun in a circle, playing up his confusion. 
 
    “Lord Aristial?” called Eva. “You found her?” 
 
    Ari pulled his cloak back into place and turned around to look at Eva. She’d come with him to search for Fuscia to the north, while the others had spread it in other directions. She stood at the top of the hill with the setting sun behind her, one hand resting on her waist. 
 
    For a couple of seconds, it was all Ari could do to stare at her. Eva was tall, with slender curves and the slim, elegant physique common to the Sai. Her silver-blue hair was long, but she almost always wore it up, twisting it into braids which she then wove into a perfect bun without a strand of hair out of place. 
 
    Eva preferred practical clothing, a tunic and trousers. One of Ari’s tunics, in fact, though it seemed perfectly suited for her despite being a little big. She wasn’t smiling, and her expression seemed full of awareness despite being relaxed. Her sapphire-blue eyes took in the scene of Ari and Fuscia in a manner not unlike the pack leader of the coyotes. 
 
    Looking into her eyes made Ari’s heart skip a beat. Eva’s face was elegant, with defined cheekbones and pouty red lips. He’d always thought that her face had a similar kind of beauty to the way she looked while in sword form, as the enchanted greatsword Azurelight. It was a sharp sort of attractiveness, seductive and dangerous. 
 
    “Aristial?” called Eva. “What is it?” 
 
    “Ah, nothing,” said Ari. “Would you care for a blueberry, milady?” 
 
    “The others are likely still searching and still worried,” said Eva. “We need to take her back.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Ari. He handed the few blueberries he picked to Fuscia instead, who gleefully stuffed them into her mouth. She seemed to have recovered from her scare and made a noise of appreciation as Ari lifted her up onto his shoulders. 
 
    “This is the third time this week that this has happened,” said Eva. 
 
    “It’s the first time that Fuscia has wandered off,” said Ari. “She’s usually one of the calmer ones.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Eva. “This could have been prevented.” 
 
    “I’m already going to get an earful from the others,” he said. “Can’t you wait to voice your disapproval until everyone else does, for the sake of efficiency?” 
 
    Eva crossed her arms and gave him a look he knew all too well. She was right, of course. They’d spoken to the children about being careful about where they played and how far they ranged from the settlement in the arena, which they’d taken to calling Etheria over the past few weeks. After the second close call, Ari had suggested having the children use the buddy system, splitting into pairs to keep track of one another. It had seemed to work, at least at first. 
 
    “It might be time to consider having one of the adults take on the duty of watching them full-time,” said Eva. 
 
    “It would mean taking one of us off foraging or hunting,” said Ari. “Which we can’t really afford right now.” 
 
    “I do not think you realize just how young some of the children are,” said Eva. “Lord Aristial, you need to consider the consequences of some of the decisions you make.” 
 
    “Didn’t I say that this discussion would be best left for once we’re back at the settlement?” said Ari. 
 
    Eva shook her head disapprovingly but said nothing more. 
 
    Etheria came into view as they reached the top of the next hill, and Ari let his eyes focus on the ancient, abandoned relic. It was a massive, circular stone arena large enough that it could have only hosted battles between armies rather than individuals. It was large enough, in fact, to fit a small town inside of, which was more or less the purpose it now served. 
 
    A lot of the work he and the others had done over the past month had been on the inside, cleaning out a few of the large, dusty rooms and repurposing them as living space. By far the most obvious sign of their efforts, however, was the turtle-shell roof that now covered the massive arena. 
 
    The roof was made of stone of a copper color, without the line pattering of cemented brick in the same way as the arena’s slate-grey walls. It had appeared in a flash of light followed by impenetrable darkness when Ari had activated the corresponding essence rune, an event that had brought out a chorus of terrified screams from the children, even though he’d given them advance warning. 
 
    He’d found ward lights higher up along the interior walls of the arena, which kept the settlement from being completely shrouded in darkness. From the outside, Etheria looked almost like a massive, sleeping turtle, with its only entrance being the tunnel at the north end, which had the effect of looking like a protruding neck and thin head. 
 
    Ari had also attempted to activate the rune ward in the tunnel which he was relatively sure had once opened and closed a door in a similar, magical manner to the way the roof had been conjured into place. That ward hadn’t done anything, which had left them with a singular pressing issue. While they were safe from the emergence of Weatherblight within Etheria, there was nothing stopping the monsters from rushing inside other than the efforts of Ari and the few others who were willing and able to fight. 
 
    On this evening, it wasn’t the Weatherblight waiting for him outside the tunnel. Kerys, Durrien, and Grena watched as Ari and Eva made their way down the hill with Fuscia, and he saw them relax visibly as they drew near enough to see that they’d brought back the child. 
 
    Ari set Fuscia down on her feet and braced himself for what he suspected would be a very trying conversation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Grena stepped forward first, dropping to one knee to admonish Fuscia in Ravakkios. Her tone of voice reminded Ari so much of the mistresses back in Golias Hollow that he didn’t need to hear what she was saying to understand her meaning. 
 
    She looked a fair bit like one of the mistresses, too, though her hair was black rather than grey. Her face was matronly but mostly free of wrinkles, which was a testament to the elegance with which Ravarians tended to age in comparison to the Hume. Grena was slightly plump, though like all of them, she’d lost weight over the past few weeks. 
 
    She scooped Fuscia up into her arms and continued scolding the girl as she carried her into the settlement. Durrien and Kerys stepped forward as Grena left, each clearly ready to give Ari a piece of their mind. 
 
    Durrien looked more disappointed than mad. He was an old man, with a bulky, muscular frame and tanned skin. His tangled grey hair was impressively thick for his age, and there was little separation between it and the full, grey beard that covered his face. 
 
    “The girl is safe,” said Durrien. “At the very least, that’s what truly matters.” 
 
    Kerys let out a frustrated noise and shook her head. Ari hated when he managed to get her irritated with him, even though it seemed to have become a biweekly event. Even though there was something about seeing her annoyed and pouting that was undeniably cute, he would have never said that within earshot of her. 
 
    Kerys was short, both for an adult and a woman. Her hair had grown out over the past few weeks, blonde returning to the roots in place of the black she’d been forced to dye it while living in Cliffhaven. She wore it in a ponytail, which had the curious effect of making it look as though she’d dipped the end of it into ink. 
 
    She was gorgeous, which made it even harder for Ari to focus on whether to formulate an excuse or an apology. Kerys had the kind of body that drew the eyes of men and the ire of envious women. Her breasts were large and still full of youthful buoyancy, young as she was. Her butt was the right sort of plump, even after weeks of the diminished rations the settlement had been surviving on. 
 
    Kerys wore a plain dress of grey and blue, one of the ones Durrien had given her during her stay in Cliffhaven. It would have shown off some of her cleavage if not for the shirt she wore underneath to ward off the cold of the approaching winter. It was a simple outfit on a complex body. 
 
    Ari saw Kerys both as she was and as she had been. He only noticed the lower section of her right arm, which ended in a tied-off sleeve rather than a hand, if he focused on it. It was as much because of the guilt he still felt over his inability to save her from the injury in the first place as it was due to the way it seemed like a minor detail against the rest of Kerys, her body, her spirit, and her personality. 
 
    “I told you that this would happen, Aristial,” she said in a sharp, accusatory voice. “You can’t just let the children run loose like this!” 
 
    “I wasn’t just letting them run loose,” said Ari. “They have so much energy. I just thought that it made sense to put it to use.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” snapped Kerys. “This is the third time that this has happened. The Weatherblight aren’t the only threat out here. One of them could fall into a sinkhole or run into a predator of some kind.” 
 
    Ari winced and glanced over at Eva, who slowly shook her head. 
 
    “She was in the middle of a pack of coyotes when he found her,” said Eva. 
 
    “You traitor,” muttered Ari. “You could have left that detail out, you know.” 
 
    “Coyotes?” Kerys took a step forward and jabbed her index finger into Ari’s chest. “Fuscia was being attacked by coyotes, and you still say that it makes sense to let the kids roam free?” 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Ari. “We’re barely scraping by as it is. If Fuscia had stuck with her partner, like she was supposed to, then—” 
 
    “Dormiar’s breath, Ari!” shouted Kerys. “This can’t happen again. Someone needs to be watching them during the day. We can’t keep making the same mistake over and over again just because you’ve forgotten the kind of trouble children on the loose can get into.” 
 
    “Kerys…” 
 
    Ari reached a hand out to set on her shoulder, but Kerys spun around and stomped off down the tunnel. He sighed and scratched his head instead. Her reaction would have seemed overblown, if not for who she was, and what she’d been through. 
 
    He’d failed to protect Kerys, and she’d lost her hand because of it. Ari could imagine how easy it was for her to see a similar fate befalling one of the children. He was responsible for more people now than just her and Eva, and if anything, the odds of an injury or even death among their group were higher than they’d ever been before. 
 
    “She’s right, lad,” said Durrien. 
 
    “I know she’s right,” said Ari. “The thing is, I’m also right. We need everyone we can get either foraging and hunting. On top of that, the kids already know about keeping an eye out for potential food sources, and hester blossom, too. Letting them roam might seem dangerous, but I think it also helps us in the long run.” 
 
    “Would you have let yourself run around unsupervised at such a young age?” asked Durrien. 
 
    Ari hesitated. His mother had died early in his childhood, and he more or less had been on his own during that time frame. Of course, being unsupervised in the Hollow was different from running around the Draketongue Steppe. 
 
    “Why is it that this decision is being foisted onto me, again?” asked Ari. “I’ve suggested before that we all sit down and come up with rules, as a group.” 
 
    Durrien let out a small chuckle. “We’ve already done that. But somebody has to be the enforcer.” 
 
    “Care to take a stab at it in my place?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I’m just an old man,” said Durrien. “You are the lord of this settlement, after all.” 
 
    Ari scowled. “Enough with that. I’m serious. I didn’t ask for this responsibility.” 
 
    “If responsibility worked like that, none of us would ever have any at all,” said Durrien. “Lad, you were the one who brought us all here. You’re the one with the magic tower and the enchanted sword. Pardon, milady.” 
 
    He gave Eva a respectful bow, and she smiled and waved a dismissive hand. 
 
    “My point is,” continued Durrien, “you have to strike a balance between trusting your instincts and trusting the group. I don’t think there is a way for you to lead properly without managing to do both.” 
 
    Durrien patted Ari on the back and then headed down the tunnel. Ari sighed and stretched his arms over his shoulders. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said, to Eva. “I know you still have at least half an opinion to offer.” 
 
    Eva’s smile grew a little wider. She stepped in closer to him and gave him a soft, slow kiss. 
 
    “I know you have been doing your best,” she said. “Just spend more time listening and try to communicate your thought process a little better.” 
 
    “I can do that,” said Ari. “You know, it was a lot easier for me to make decisions back when it was just me, you, and Kerys.” 
 
    “Perhaps that was because when you made a mistake, the scope was far more limited?” asked Eva. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “I will take first watch tonight, milord,” said Eva. “How about you go patch things up with Lady Kerys?” 
 
    Ari nodded to her and started down the tunnel. The interior of Etheria reminded him of the gathering chamber in Golias Hollow, except on a much larger scale. The ward lights gave off pure white illumination compared to the bluish glow moss of the Hollow, and the arena’s shape was much more uniform, but the essence of the two places struck a similar chord in his heart. 
 
    It was the way the roof curved overhead and the way noise echoed throughout the space. It was in the air, the way scents tended to linger, for better or for worse. Most of all, it was in the people, in the way Ari could look around the massive space and get an immediate sense of what was going on in the community. 
 
    Rows of long, curved benches encircled the inside edge of Etheria’s walls, ascending upward, each one higher than the last. Ari could imagine how crowds of thousands could have once filled them and watched whatever entertainment was taking place below. The seating areas were broken into segments, each with a doorway leading into a chamber built underneath, like a room built into the space underneath a set of stairs. 
 
    It was in these chambers that Ari and the others had focused most of their efforts on cleaning and furnishing. The tower stood across from the tunnel, in the very back of the arena, but it couldn’t house all thirteen members of the settlement. Kerys, Grena, and the children all slept inside, since it was the most hospitable and comfortable space they currently had, but everybody else had taken to sleeping in one of the underchambers. 
 
    Ari and Eva shared one, sleeping side by side on a makeshift mattress to keep off the cold stone floor. There was no proper door to close them off from the rest of Etheria, which had forced them to keep their nighttime activities restrictively quiet. There’d been fewer of those trysts than Ari had wanted, given that the watch often fell to him or Eva. 
 
    The search for Fuscia had interrupted the community’s usual dinner time. Kerys had brought the cooking pot out into the main chamber and was in the process of ladling stew into handmade clay bowls for the children. The four Ravarian children were joined by Selene, who still hadn’t said more than a word or two in the time that Ari had known her. 
 
    Ari frowned, realizing that he still hadn’t seen Virgil since arriving back at the settlement. This more than likely meant that he was still out searching for Fuscia, unaware that she’d been found. He turned around and started to head back toward the tunnel, only to see the boy in question strolling into the arena, one hand resting on the rough club he carried in his belt. 
 
    Virgil had dusty brown hair, along with the slim physique and slender features common to the Sai. He and his sister were anomalies, having only been re-embodied a little over a month earlier. For more than three centuries prior, they’d been mesmers, unaware of themselves and their own existence, and in a very real sense, they’d been dropped back into a world that they no longer belonged to. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” Virgil’s back straightened when he saw Ari, and he hurried over. “I apologize, milord! I couldn’t find her, and it was starting to get too dark for me to keep looking.” 
 
    Virgil brought his fist over his heart in salute as he approached. Ari resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he returned the gesture. Virgil was earnest almost to a fault. After their somewhat volatile first meeting, he’d taken to treating Ari as an authority with enthusiasm, despite the fact that in Virgil’s time, Ari would have never been seen as anything more than a slave. 
 
    “It’s okay, Virgil,” said Ari. “We found her.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Trium,” said Virgil. “I hope Grena or Lady Kerys gave her a proper scolding for running off and worrying everyone.” 
 
    “Well, someone was certainly scolded over it,” said Ari. 
 
    Virgil nodded, though he didn’t seem to pick up on Ari’s meaning. The two of them began walking toward the tower. The adults usually didn’t take their food until after the children had had their fill, but Ari still enjoyed being around them as they ate.  
 
    “I did find something of value,” said Virgil. “It’s small, but I think Amber still might be able to use it.” 
 
    Virgil opened his hand and held out a small flower. It was a hester blossom, and it instantly brought a smile to Ari’s face. It was an alchemy ingredient crucial to Amber’s work in making Weathersense potions, which were one of the most important tools at Ari’s disposal when it came to protecting the settlement. 
 
    The flowers were incredibly scarce, and the only other one they’d found over the past month had been covered in spots of mold that had rendered it useless. Ari let out a whistle as he accepted the hester blossom from Virgil. 
 
    “Good work, Virgil!” he said. “Were there any more around that you saw?” 
 
    Virgil beamed in light of Ari’s praise and gave a reluctant shake of his head. 
 
    “Not that I could see,” he said. “I was using my mystica to part bushes in case Fuscia had decided to play the hiding game the children seem so fond of. It was almost hidden by a patch of weeds. I suppose I could see if any others are growing in the same manner nearby.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, then,” said Ari. “Once we’ve finished foraging for the day.” 
 
    Virgil saluted again, and Ari rolled his eyes and gave him one in return. They made their way over to where Kerys was watching over the children as they ate. From the look on her face, she was still irritated with Ari, so he opted to focus his attention on a more welcoming audience. 
 
    “Hey younglings,” said Ari. “Did you guys have fun today? Are you enjoying dinner?” 
 
    The Ravarian children didn’t understand enough Subvios to know what he was saying, and Selene didn’t respond much when addressed more often than not. Ari grinned at them regardless and made a show of scratching his head and spinning in a goofy circle, which bought him a few laughs. 
 
    “Grena, do you mind watching them for a bit?” asked Kerys. “There’s some wild lettuce outside that I was in the middle of gathering before we started searching for Fuscia.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari. “It’s the middle of the night. Why don’t I go along…?” 
 
    He trailed off as Kerys shot him a glare that could have stripped the rind off a melon. 
 
    “Virgil, can you go with Kerys and make sure she stays safe?” asked Ari. 
 
    Virgil immediately straightened, and a slight flush came to his cheeks. 
 
    “Oh!” he said. “Of course, milord! Assuming Lady Kerys doesn’t overly mind my company, that is.” 
 
    Virgil scratched the back of his head and glanced hopefully in Kerys’ direction. He immediately looked away and blushed even deeper when she made eye contact with him. 
 
    “That would be helpful, Virgil,” said Kerys. “Both to ward off the coyotes that are apparently in our backyard and to help carry the lettuce.” 
 
    “Thank you!” said Virgil. “I mean, uh, it would be my pleasure!” 
 
    He fell into step alongside Kerys, who gave Ari a parting scowl that seemed a little over the top and pouty. He sighed and wondered what it would take this time to get back into her good graces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Ari played with the children for another minute before heading around the edge of the arena, toward the underchamber that Amber and Durrien had taken to sharing over the past few days. They weren’t sharing it with the same close intimacy as he and Eva had been occupying their room but rather out of necessity. The underchambers were drafty, cold, and far too large for a single person to feel comfortable in. 
 
    Amber’s corner of the underchamber was surprisingly messy, with a variety of alchemy ingredients spread out into piles, along with a makeshift mortar and pestle made from a clay bowl and a smooth rock. She was in the middle of scratching notes on the stone of the wall with a piece of chalk, a habit that she’d taken up in lieu of having her notebook on hand. 
 
    Her red hair had grown out a little over the past month, long enough to look like a proper woman’s. Amber was attractive, with a decent amount of curve to her bust and hips, though she didn’t seem to care much for her appearance. She wore a grey tunic over a dark red skirt, and stood barefoot, apparently unaffected by the cold stone floor’s tendency to sap away body heat. 
 
    “I brought you a present,” said Ari. “Check this out.” 
 
    He presented the hester blossom to her with a flourish, as though he’d brought a flower to court her. Amber raised a discerning eyebrow as she looked at it and shrugged. It wasn’t the reaction Ari had been hoping for, but he did earn himself a small smile as she took the flower from his hand. 
 
    “Was there any more?” she asked. 
 
    “No, though Virgil says he’ll keep looking,” said Ari. “How fast can you turn that into a Weathersense potion?” 
 
    “I can’t,” said Amber. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t make sense,” said Amber. “For starters, I don’t have the equipment to make a proper attempt at producing more of the potion. I also need more blood from one of the Weatherblight, which by the way, you keep forgetting to gather for me.” 
 
    “Forget is not the right word for it,” said Ari. “I can’t exactly take the time to drain a fisher when I’m trying to keep the monsters from storming into the arena and slaughtering everyone.” 
 
    The weather in the Draketongue Steppe was rather calm compared to most of the other places Ari had brought the tower to, but it had still rained on a handful of nights, forcing him, Eva, Rin, Durrien, and Virgil to hold the doorway. Ari was used to fighting the Weatherblight, but being used to the danger didn’t lessen it. He’d had several recurring nightmares of what might happen, what could have happened, had any of them slipped up for even an instant. 
 
    “Well, my point still stands,” said Amber. “I can still make use of this, but not as an ingredient. It’s possible that I can replant it and maybe even figure out how to seed more from it.” 
 
    “That would be just as helpful,” said Ari. “We’ll get your alchemy equipment back as soon as we’re ready to make a trip back into Cliffhaven.” 
 
    Amber nodded and returned to her work without saying another word. She bent over to set the hester blossom into one of the clay bowls on the floor, and Ari allowed himself an extended view of her rather nice butt before leaving. 
 
    Durrien was standing outside the tower, puffing a rolled sarkin flower stick and looking thoughtful. Ari waved to him as he made his way over and accepted a second smoke stick with a nod, lighting it from the ember of Durrien’s before taking a puff. 
 
    “Did you see Rin earlier?” asked Durrien. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “Did she join in the search for Fuscia?” 
 
    Durrien shook his head. “She’s still caught up in her new training regimen. It’s ridiculous, what she puts herself through.” 
 
    The old man sighed and tapped his fingers against the sarkin stick, shaking loose a bit of ash. 
 
    “She’s taking it a little far, but she has the right idea,” said Ari. “We can’t grow complacent. Between the Weatherblight and the potential for Diya to find us here, there are threats that we’ll have to fend off. Probably sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Ari didn’t like thinking about the restored Emperor Diya, who was now the ruler of what, in his estimation, was the largest city on the continent. Central Dominion was a ruined city, populated by thousands of Saidicans who’d been restored to life by the Soul Engine. 
 
    Diya had an army of powerful mages at his disposal and carried with him the legacy of an empire built on the enslavement of both the Hume and the Ravarians. He’d already attacked Varnas-Rav and destroyed the city. It wasn’t a question of if Diya would find their tiny settlement, but when. 
 
    “Still,” said Durrien, “the lengths Rin goes to in the name of her training are less about improvement and more about, well, making herself suffer. Somebody needs to talk to her.” 
 
    Durrien gave him a meaningful look, and it was all Ari could do to keep from swearing aloud. He took another deep puff of his sarkin flower stick, letting himself lean into the mild euphoria. 
 
    “You know her as well as I do,” said Ari, breathing smoke. “You’re her sister’s father, Durrien. She’ll listen to you.” 
 
    He winced, realizing that bringing up Tialese, the Vereshi of the Ravarians, was probably painful for Durrien. She was his daughter, though Durrien had never been able to settle in Varnas-Rav to raise her properly. She was more than likely dead or enslaved, along with the rest of her flock. 
 
    “She won’t listen to me,” said Durrien. “Unfortunately, I believe that I’m the last person she’d take words from. But you, lad. She likes you. More than you realize, I think.” 
 
    Ari sighed and spent a few seconds pretending like he hadn’t heard the old man. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Is she up by the drake skull again?” 
 
    “Last I saw,” said Durrien. 
 
    Ari turned to go. Durrien grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him in close as he did. 
 
    “You’re doing good work here,” he said. “You might hear more about your mistakes from us than you do your successes, but you should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “Say, how do you roll these so evenly?” 
 
    He held the sarkin flower stick up and wiggled it in between his fingers. 
 
    “There’s a trick to it,” said Durrien. “You have to push down the buds after you’ve gotten the general form.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out another, which he set down in Ari’s palm. Ari chuckled and nodded his thanks as he headed back toward the tunnel. 
 
    Eva wasn’t directly outside the entrance to Etheria, but that wasn’t unusual. On nights when the weather was calm, whoever was on watch would often run a patrol around the outer wall, just for the sake of keeping tabs on the surrounding area. 
 
    The drake skull was the same one that Ari, Kerys, and Eva had once camped inside on their first trip through the area. It wasn’t far, and Ari made the trip at a running pace in less than fifteen minutes. Light flickered from a torch inside the skull, giving the empty eye sockets of the massive, deceased creature an ominous, orange hue. 
 
    “Rin?” called Ari. He stepped in through the mouth and immediately spotted her in the center of the skull. 
 
    She’d taken off her tunic and leggings and wore only her underwear. Even so, her body was slick with sweat. Her black hair hung loose across her shoulders, mingling slightly with the dark feathers of her prominent wings. 
 
    Rin was sexy rather than cute or beautiful. She had an intense face that tended to take on a severe, pouty expression at rest, along with a nose that curved slightly downward. Her eyes were a deep violet hue, and she had long, captivating eyelashes. 
 
    It was hard for Ari to avoid staring at her body, near-naked as she was. Both her breasts and her butt would have afforded her all the attention from men that she ever could have desired under normal circumstances, ample curves that almost seemed unfair when combined with her toned physique. 
 
    She was in motion as Ari entered, swinging a practice staff around the length of the spear she usually favored in combat. Ari kept toward the mouth of the drake skull, watching Rin as she spun her weapon in a deadly, seductive dance. Interesting parts of her bounced and jiggled, motions that normally would have been hidden by her clothing, and he felt his gaze linger for a few seconds too long. 
 
    Rin stopped when she caught sight of him. She was breathing heavily and flapped her wings inward once, scattering sweat and cooling herself off. She bent over slowly, never letting her violet eyes leave Ari’s, and tossed him a second training weapon from the ground. 
 
    “Rin,” he said. “Hold on. I came to—” 
 
    She was in motion before he could finish his sentence. It was all Ari could do to block her first stabbing strike, thrown forward with the kind of strength that would have caused damage regardless of whether her practice weapon had a proper point. 
 
    Ari ducked under the second swing she twisted into and proceeded to engage in a quick exchange of taps and slashes. He’d fought Rin once before, what felt like a lifetime ago. Before they’d been friends. Before they really had any idea who each other was. 
 
    Rin leapt upward, flapping her wings once to stay aloft for a deceptive amount of time. Ari threw himself to the side, rolling through the air over his shoulder, like a bouncing barrel. He kept his eyes on Rin and was rewarded with a loud, echoing crack as his weapon struck hers, blocking his attack. 
 
    She started to pull her practice stick back. Ari grabbed it with his hand before she could and yanked, bringing her close enough to him to make the long weapon ineffective. 
 
    “Take a breath,” he said. “I came here to talk.” 
 
    Rin took several breaths, though it was clearly more from her exertions than his suggestion. She ran a hand across her forehead, plastering a few sweat-laden strands of jet-black hair back into place. 
 
    “Talk,” she repeated. “Is that really what we should be doing right now?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “Well, I also have some sarkin flower if you’d prefer to smoke something.” 
 
    She let out a single, tired chuckle, and Ari grinned at her. 
 
    “You’re strong, chala,” said Rin. “Which is why I know that you understand how pointless this all is. We’re wasting our time here. We have an enemy to fight, one that will kill us if we don’t kill them first.” 
 
    Ari let go of Rin’s practice stick. The tip fell to the ground, making a hollow sound as it bounced off the thick bone of the dead drake’s lower jaw. 
 
    “Rin, I know you understand our current situation,” he said. “We don’t have the resources to take on Diya and the Sai. Mud and blood, we don’t even have a week’s worth of food in our stockpiles. We don’t even have a proper door for our settlement.” 
 
    “We have the tower,” said Rin. “You could use it to bring us close to the Sai city. That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “I only have enough essence stored for a single trip,” said Ari. “One way. Though, given that what you’re suggesting is very obviously a suicide run, I doubt that matters much to you.” 
 
    Rin’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “So you’ll have me sit and stew, then? A world over from the graveyard of my people? Completely out of sight of my revenge?” 
 
    She asked the last question through gritted teeth, and Ari was ready for what came next. Her practice stick was suddenly in motion again, and he whipped his own up to meet her strike. Rin let out an angry, wounded cry as she attacked with a series of strikes that left her completely open. 
 
    Ari’s patience only ran so far. He blocked the first salvo of her attacks and then whipped his own practice sword into her weapon hard enough to snap the pretend spear in two. Rin made as though to keep attacking, but Ari locked his arms through hers, holding her still. 
 
    “Rin!” he hissed. 
 
    Her shoulders shook as she let out a silent sob, followed by a not-so-silent sob. Ari saw the tears streaking down her cheeks as she raised her eyes to meet hers. 
 
    “Chala…” she said, in a broken voice. “Promise me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll help me get revenge,” she said. 
 
    Ari stared into her eyes, wet and red from crying, and shook his head. 
 
    “I promise that I’ll help you,” he said. “Not to get revenge, but to live with yourself.” 
 
    Rin screamed and thrashed. She struggled to pull her arms free, and then let go of her weapon completely, instead throwing herself onto him and trying to wrestle him to the ground. Ari brought her down and pinned her, and then felt her lips kissing his, aggressive and hungry. 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder and pulled back a little. Rin wrapped her legs around his waist. 
 
    “I don’t want to think anymore,” she whispered. “Please.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and then she was roughly pulling his shirt up over his head. Ari let his hands run over the length of her arms and settle on her breasts. He pulled them loose from her sweat-soaked underwear and had to bite his lower lip as he felt the soft, plump flesh underneath.  
 
    He kicked his way out of his trousers, underwear coming loose along with them. He’d been aroused almost since he’d first stepped into the drake skull and seen Rin’s state of undress. If this was what she wanted… 
 
    He felt her kiss his neck, then bite his earlobe. One of her hands tensed on his back, digging in her fingernails. Ari grabbed the offending arm and pinned it to the floor. Rin bucked, and then he was pulling her underwear down, and then… 
 
    It was both an extension of their earlier fight and the complete opposite of it. Raw, pulsating pleasure reverberated through Ari as he pumped his cock into her. Rin bucked her hips to meet each of his thrusts as though he was still attacking and she was still parrying. 
 
    Her breasts bounced in wild circles. Ari kissed and sucked on one of her nipples, listening to the music of her moans and whimpers. He thrust into her faster, pounding out a rhythm with his body against hers. He wanted to give her what she needed. He wanted to teach her a lesson. 
 
    Ari was dimly aware of why he still needed to be careful with Rin. Ravarian women had intimate control over their reproductive parts, and were capable of both storing a man’s seed within them long term and drawing it back up to create a child on command. 
 
    He remembered that in his mind, but not so much in his body. His hips continued to pump against Rin with the pounding cadence of a sprinter’s feet. The sensation of being inside her was incredible. She was a sexual creature in a way that few of the women he’d been with could match, lustful, insatiable, and eager. 
 
    “Oh,” moaned Rin. “Chala. You’re… strong.” 
 
    She bucked her hips and twisted, trying to roll him over. 
 
    “I’m strong,” whispered Ari. “And I have you pinned.” 
 
    Rin let out a whiny gasp. Ari pressed her arms to the floor and thrust into her faster, chasing the edge of his pleasure. 
 
    “Looks like I beat you this time, too,” he whispered. He let his teeth drag gentle lines across Rin’s neck. She let out a shuddering scream that cut off abruptly as she passed over her limit. 
 
    Ari kept going, taking her limp, pleasured form by the waist to use as he pleased for a few more indulgent thrusts. He cared for Rin more than he sometimes admitted to himself, and certainly more than he always showed to her. 
 
    He pulled her into a soft, protective hug as he continued pumping into her, and he only pulled out at the very second when his seed began to spill. Rin didn’t seem to mind the stickiness across her stomach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” whispered Ari. “We should get back to the settlement.” 
 
    Rin was resting her head on his chest, and as Ari moved to reach for his clothing, she wrapped one of her wings over him. It was fairly comfortable, and as always, he was surprised by how soft her feathers were. 
 
    “Too tired,” whispered Rin. “Sleep here.” 
 
    “Rin, I can’t just leave you,” said Ari.  
 
    “Then stay,” whispered Rin. “Keep me warm.” 
 
    It was a tempting idea. Between the various tasks involved with tending to the needs of the new community, Ari hadn’t gotten many chances to sleep soundly and enjoy the company of a woman’s body. 
 
    He and Eva had managed to make time for a few passionate nights, but only when neither of them were on watch for the night. Kerys had been so busy helping with the children that he had only shared a bed with her once in the past few weeks. 
 
    “I need to make sure Kerys and Virgil got back to the settlement safely, at the very least,” he said, a touch reluctantly. 
 
    “They’re safe,” muttered Rin. 
 
    She sounded surprisingly confident despite offering no further evidence. Ari sighed and decided that he could let her rest, at least for a few minutes, before getting up. She was still just light enough for him to carry her in his arms back to Etheria if he really had to. 
 
    “Feeling better?” he asked, running a hand over the feathers on Rin’s wings at the spot where they joined to her shoulders. 
 
    “A little,” she replied. “The guilt is still there. Guilt from running, from failing to do enough to protect my people. From not being strong enough.” 
 
    Ari sighed and gave her a small, comforting squeeze. 
 
    “The guilt will always be there, Rin,” he said. “The trick is to use it as a reminder to do better next time.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ari woke up, which meant that he’d also fallen asleep. Sunlight poured into the drake skull through the gaping jaw and empty eye sockets. He could hear people talking, and was just alert enough to realize that meant it was time for him to be present. 
 
    “Ah…” he said, blinking his eyes open and recognizing the two feminine figures standing at the mouth of the skull. “Kerys. Eva. Good morning.” 
 
    He brought a hand up to shield his eyes as he looked at them, noticing the expressions of their faces. Kerys had her arms crossed under her breasts and was glaring at him openly. Eva was frowning and shaking her head, her sapphire eyes flitting back and forth between him and Rin. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys. “You spent the night here? With Rin?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” said Ari. “She was having a rough time.” 
 
    He got up and started gathering his clothes, feeling rather unaffected by the fact that he was still naked. Eva and Kerys stayed where they were, watching in quiet disapproval. Rin had only just begun to stir, and still had her wings wrapped around herself for warmth. 
 
    It wasn’t that Ari didn’t care about what Kerys and Eva thought. They’d been concerned about his flirtations with Rin almost since the very beginning, and for good reason. She was emotional and occasionally devious, oftentimes prone to acting without thinking or ignoring the feelings of others and the general social balance. 
 
    It was more that Ari understood the role he needed to play. He wasn’t just looking out for Kerys and Eva anymore. He wasn’t a scared teenager, one of the newly outcast Chosen, desperate to survive on the surface. 
 
    He was Lord Stoneblood, the leader of Etheria, and perhaps the only person capable of making sure their small community survived the coming winter. He needed Rin. He needed her at her best, strong and stable, fighting by his side, just as he needed Kerys and Eva. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “You need to be more circumspect. We did not know where you were last night or this morning. For us to find you here, with her…” She cleared her throat. “Naked, even.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Ari. “I didn’t mean to worry anyone. This really isn’t a big deal, though.” 
 
    “Not a big deal.” Kerys made a fist with her sole hand, a slight tremor of anger running through her shoulders. “Aristial Stoneblood, you are the worst!” 
 
    She turned on her heel and was one step into stomping off down the hill when Rin suddenly jerked in her sleep, thrashing her arms and letting out a soul-wrenching cry. She pushed herself upright and across the floor, still completely naked, only slowly coming fully awake from her nightmare. 
 
    Rin held one hand on her heart and took deep breaths, half gasping and half shuddering. Eva and Kerys stared at her in surprise. Rin glared back, first at the two of them, and then at Ari. 
 
    “What?” snapped Rin. “Is there something I can do for the three of you? If not, I’d prefer to dress myself without an audience.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “Rin, can you meet us back at the settlement once you’re ready? We have to talk about what comes next, and we could use your voice in the discussion.” 
 
    Rin didn’t answer him. She turned around and began pulling her underwear on, and after a couple of seconds, Ari could tell that she was done talking. He gestured to Kerys and Eva as he slipped his tunic over his head and the three of them started back toward Etheria. 
 
    “She’s not in a good way right now,” said Ari. “It’s more than just the nightmares. Last night, she tried to convince me to take the tower back to Central Dominion so she could try to get her revenge against Diya.” 
 
     “She does seem a bit more high-strung than usual,” said Kerys. “So you didn’t seek her out, then? It wasn’t about, well, you know…” 
 
    “Rin isn’t the one I’d seek out if I was just feeling horny,” said Ari. “You both should know that.” 
 
    They both looked at him, and he put an arm around both of them. 
 
    “You should still be careful, Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “Women like Rin tend to play with the hearts of men, whether they intend to or not. She did not get you to commit to anything, or take anything from you, did she?” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “Honestly, I don’t think the usual suspicion is warranted, given the state she’s in right now. She needs our support, even if she tries to push us away.” 
 
    From the look on Eva’s face, she didn’t seem entirely convinced. Kerys was still frowning, and as the turtle-shell structure of Etheria came into view, she pulled away from him. 
 
    “I had to take time off helping with breakfast and the children to come find you this morning,” she said. “I should go see if Grena needs backup.” 
 
    “Stay near the tower,” said Ari. “We need to have a group meeting.” 
 
    He and Eva split up to gather the other relevant adults in the settlement. Grena usually didn’t take part in leadership discussions, and Amber was oftentimes too busy with her secretive alchemy research to make an appearance, but Ari found that Durrien and Virgil, and Rin arrived a few minutes later. 
 
    All of the children were still in the tower with Grena, except for Selene, who still occasionally fell into the habit of tagging along at her brother’s side. Virgil looked annoyed and a little awkward, and he tried to pry his sister from his side for a few moments before giving up. Kerys brought her hand up to her mouth and let out a tiny giggle as she watched them, which Selene responded to with a wide, precocious smile. 
 
    “Alright,” said Ari, to the group. “We’ve been here in Etheria for more than a month now. I think we’ve reached a turning point.” 
 
    He examined the faces of the others in the circle. Most were nodding in agreement. Rin’s expression was distant, and Kerys seemed like her thoughts were elsewhere, but Ari didn’t see anyone directly objecting. 
 
    “I agree, lad,” said Durrien. “You sound as though you have some ideas about the future.” 
 
    “I do,” said Ari. “We need to shift our focus away from day-to-day survival and back toward the real threats at hand. Diya and the Sai will eventually find us here, and if we aren’t ready…” 
 
    He trailed off, feeling as though it was a thought that he didn’t need nor want to finish. 
 
    “That’s the question, isn’t it?” said Kerys. “How do we prepare for an enemy like the Sai? They don’t think like we do, and the things they can do with their magic… Oh, no offense, Virgil.” 
 
    Virgil cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably. “Ah, of course not. I understand your point. It’s true. Emperor Diya will likely bring an army with dozens if not hundreds of Sai capable of wielding combat mystica when he chooses to strike.” 
 
    Virgil scratched his head, looking even more awkward, as though by bringing the possibility up he’d claimed ownership of it. Ari nodded slowly and held his arm out to the side. 
 
    “I’m going to have to start using the tower again,” he said. “I know that it’s been the center of our little settlement for the past few weeks, but its teleportation capabilities expand our options. We can’t just let it sit here.” 
 
    “I agree, though that raises the obvious question,” said Eva. “Will we all travel with the tower, or will it just be a select few?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense to expose the children to more danger than what’s absolutely necessary,” said Ari. “The first place I have in mind to travel to, and the only place that really makes sense right now, is Deepwater Spire.” 
 
    He’d told enough stories about the strange, ancient ocean anomaly for everyone in the circle to know what he was referring to, even those who hadn’t seen it up close. Eva nodded slowly. Kerys looked worried. Virgil had an earnest grin on his face. 
 
    “I don’t disagree with the logic in leaving people here,” said Durrien. “But for this plan to make sense, it either needs to be a quick trip, or preparations will need to be made for those left behind. I’m assuming you and Eva will be making the journey, at the very least, which means we won’t be able to defend ourselves from even the Weatherblight as well as normal.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ari. “We need to focus on two things, first. For one, shoring up our food supply so that the community can get by on its own for a few days. Secondly, we need to build a door. We’re long overdue for that, to be honest.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement came from around the circle, followed by a question from Kerys. 
 
    “How, though?” she asked. “You’re still using the tone that makes me think you’ve come up with a plan.” 
 
    “Of course I have,” said Ari. “I’m the mighty Lord Stoneblood!” 
 
    He set his hands on his hips and puffed his chest out, ignoring the eye rolls and sighs that came from an audience less easily amused than the children. 
 
    “Here’s the plan,” he said. “Virgil.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    “Are you certain that this is going to work?” asked Eva. 
 
    Ari stood on one of the sloping cliffs to the west of Etheria, one that he’d chosen specifically because of a dense grouping of trees growing along the edge. He’d taken Virgil and Eva with him, and explained most of his plan on the way. 
 
    “As long as Virgil stays hidden, it should,” said Ari. “You won’t be visible as long as you’re high enough up in the tree. The gazelles will see me and should react appropriately.” 
 
    The idea was simple, though somewhat complicated to execute. It involved relying on Virgil and his mystica to turn what would otherwise be an easily traversable section of trees into two impenetrable walls of foliage. 
 
    Through his magic, Virgil had a basic level of control over trees, shrubs, and vegetation of all sorts. Ari had originally set Virgil to the task of foraging for fruit that would normally be too high up in the branches to be reachable, but he’d realized that the ability had far more uses that they could capitalize on. 
 
    From above, Eva would be able to spot any nearby herds of gazelle across the steppe, and through the bond, she could alert Ari to them without scaring the animals off. The gazelles were fairly common, from what Ari had seen, but almost impossible to catch or corral due to the openness of the terrain. In that specific spot, however, with the trees forming a tunnel and the cliff edge cutting off escape, he was fairly certain that they could hunt at least one or two of the beasts successfully. 
 
    “I can stay totally out of view, Lord Stoneblood,” said Virgil. “Once the gazelles move into the trees, it should be no trouble for me to contain them, either. The walls I make from the tree branches won’t be strong enough to hold them if they make a real attempt at smashing through, but with the cliff on one side, I’m guessing some of them will panic and try to rush down.” 
 
    “Which is when we close in on them,” said Ari. “Got it?” 
 
    Virgil and gave a quick salute, thumping his fist against his heart. Ari grinned and saluted back, and then left Virgil to find his place amidst the bushes, where he could observe and act from out of sight. 
 
    “Now,” he said to Eva, “let’s see about getting you up into the branches.” 
 
    The nearby trees weren’t as suitable for climbing as Ari hoped. He wanted to place Eva up high enough to have a view clear of canopy formed by the treetops, but it didn’t seem like there was a way for her to make it up on her own. 
 
    “I’ll shift into my sword form,” said Eva. “If we time it right, you can throw me into the air and I can shift back to grab one of the upper branches.” 
 
    “That might work,” said Ari. “It sounds kind of risky, though.”  
 
    “As long as you can throw Azurelight accurately, I see no issue.” Eva’s tone had a hint of teasing challenge to it, and she flashed a small smirk before her outline blurred with white light and shifted into the slender greatsword with the flawless sapphire pommel. 
 
    “I should be able to,” he said, catching the blade. “I mean, you certainly weigh a lot less in sword form than you would, uh…” 
 
    “Would you care to finish that thought, milord?” asked Eva, through the bond. 
 
    “I value my life, so no,” said Ari. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” said Eva. 
 
    He took steady footing and sighted one of the branches in the tallest tree nearby. It would make for a difficult throw, but Eva was right. It was probably their best chance of executing Ari’s plan in the manner intended. 
 
    His first throw went wide by a dozen feet or so. The sword spun through the air in a way that made it harder for him to throw it straight than he’d realized. It landed point down in the grass, and Ari stretched his shoulder out as he prepared to try again. 
 
    “Focus on your target,” said Eva. “Try to extend your hands directly toward it as you release.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t need to explain to me how to throw something, Eva,” said Ari. “In this case, it’s easier said than done.” 
 
    He missed the next throw by a little less and found himself taking her advice as he prepared again, focusing on his target. He took a couple of deep breaths, calming himself and steadying his grip. 
 
    This time, he kept his eyes on the branch he was aiming for even after releasing. The sword arced upward, and it looked like it was going to miss. Ari waved a hand out toward it, wishing that its trajectory was just a few feet over to the right. 
 
    Azurelight jerked in the air in a sudden, unnatural burst of motion, shifting over toward the spot Ari had been staring at. The blade flashed with light, and Eva dexterously seized hold of the branch, hanging upside down for a moment before shifting to straddle it against the tree trunk. 
 
    “Good work, milord,” she said, through their bond. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” asked Ari. “Right at the end?” 
 
    “I did,” she said. “It was a form of bond ability, similar to how you can summon me to your hand. We should look into experimenting with it when we have the time.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Ari. 
 
    After checking to make sure Virgil was in place, he headed out of the trees and waited for Eva to announce the position of the nearby gazelle, assuming there were any nearby to find. A few minutes went by with only the sound of the wind rustling through the branches and tossing around dead leaves before he finally heard her voice. 
 
    “To the west,” said Eva. “A pack of at least a dozen. If you loop around between the hills, you can approach from a blind spot.” 
 
    Ari set off immediately, traveling in a wide arc to stay out of both sight and earshot. He paused as he reached the bottom of the hill, knowing that they’d likely only get a single chance with each group of gazelles before spooking them off. 
 
    He took long, bounding steps, assisted by the buoyancy of his Feathercloak. The first of the gazelles came into view as he crested the hill, lifting its head up with a tense, jerky movement and staring right at him. 
 
    The gazelle let out a cry, and the animals took off on a diagonal. Ari didn’t stand a chance at keeping up with them, but he sprinted to the right, trying to keep the pack in between himself and the forest to keep them directed toward the trap. 
 
    He was surprised when it seemed to work, even though it had been his plan to begin with. The gazelles seemed to sense that something was off, but their reaction was to immediately lope toward the cover of the trees. Ari could already see Virgil’s influence on the branches, which all but welcomed the pack in before shifting and threading into the barriers which would keep them from scattering. 
 
    Ari let out a roaring laugh as he sprinted after them. As soon as he was past the first few trees, he heard the branches twisting into place behind him, closing him in as well. The size of the area across which Virgil had applied his mystica was impressive, and he found himself wondering how else they might put it to use. 
 
    He sprinted forward, and the gazelle continued running down the tunnel of branches, toward the cliff. He saw the front few slide to a stop as they reached the edge. One of them tumbled forward as another gazelle collided with it from behind, falling down the steep cliff just as they’d intended. 
 
    “Virgil,” said Ari. “I’m going to rush forward. After we get three, or maybe four tops, let the rest go. We can only carry so much meat.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if Virgil had heard him or not, but as he charged forward, shouting and gesturing to force more of the gazelles off the cliff and into the trap, the majority of the group sprinted to the side. A newly formed break in the trees allowed them to escape, but four of the beasts in total took the grisly fall down the cliff. 
 
    Ari paused as he looked down at the handiwork. One of the gazelles was still alive, legs broken and clearly in pain. It was a grisly sight, especially next to the carcasses of what might have been its brothers or sisters, but he knew that hunting was never pretty. 
 
    “It worked,” he called. “We’re all set.” 
 
    Virgil came out from the trees, and Ari summoned Azurelight to his hand and slid the sword into its scabbard. 
 
    “I’ve never used my mystica in such a coordinated way before,” said Virgil. “You’re brilliant, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Ari flashed a smile. “You and Eva did most of the work. I just did a lot of shouting. Now let’s go. Getting them back to the settlement is going to be the hard part.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Two trips and a little over an hour later, Ari stood next to the gazelle carcasses, watching as Durrien and Rin slowly did the butchering a short distance from Etheria’s entrance tunnel. Virgil was nearby, now rejoined by Selene, who held one of his hands. 
 
    “Was a clever plan, lad,” said Durrien. “How did you come up with it?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “I just gave some thought to what resources we had on hand.” 
 
    He looked back over at Etheria, and felt a kernel of an idea that he’d had earlier expanding into a new, workable solution. 
 
    “Virgil,” he said. “Is there any way for you to use your mystica to make it easier to move trees from one place to another?” 
 
    Virgil furrowed his brow and glanced upward for a moment before giving a small nod. “Yeah, I guess I technically could. It would involve straightening the roots through the soil. There’d still be a fair amount of digging involved, probably more than fair, but I could do it. Why, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “We still don’t have a door,” said Ari. “I’ve been at a loss for how, exactly, we’re going to manage to build one that can properly fill that space, either. The tunnel is what, fifteen, twenty feet high? Even if we snapped our fingers and conjured a door that fit, opening it and closing it would take multiple people.” 
 
    “So…” Virgil frowned and shook his head a little. “You’re saying you want me to build a door?” 
 
    “Not a door, exactly,” said Ari. “More like a fence, an obstacle. Less to keep the cold out and more to ensnare our enemies and slow them down as they try to get in.” 
 
    Ari was under no illusions as to whether trees alone, regardless of the number, would be able to stop a trained Sai army or even a determined-enough group of Weatherblight. Still, it would be better than nothing, and it was a strategy that could scale up. If they wanted to, they could plant a small forest directly outside Etheria’s entrance and force any attackers to run through a gauntlet of the full power of Virgil’s mystica before reaching them. 
 
    Except, Virgil was shaking his head no. “You want me to be the doorman here? Is that what you’re saying? You want me to just… stand around and open the tree branches for people all day.” 
 
    The frustration was open and obvious on the face of the young Sai. Ari held up a placating hand and decided to use a bit more tact. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying,” said Ari. “Well, okay, it sort of is. It wouldn’t be a constant thing, Virgil. You could leave the branches open during the day. It would be your sole responsibility, however. You’re the only one here with the power, Virgil. I… no, all of Etheria would be placing their trust, their lives, into your hands.” 
 
    “Nobody told me you were back!”  
 
    Just then, Kerys came out through the tunnel, followed by Fuscia and another of the Ravarian children at her heels. Virgil had looked as though he was about to voice more of his issues with Ari’s plan, but Kerys’ arrival seemed to steal his attention. He stood there, staring, mouth slightly open, and for good reason. 
 
    It was cold outside, and the laundry situation had apparently forced Kerys into wearing one of the tavern dresses she’d brought from Cliffhaven. It was a simple grey slip, with thin shoulder straps, thinner fabric, and a slit running up one of the legs. Her hair fell across her shoulders, and she wore a small, wool sleeve over her injury. Somehow, Ari got the sense that what held Virgil’s attention was the fact that it was rather cold outside, cold enough to elicit gooseflesh and… other bodily reactions. 
 
    “Hey Kerys,” said Ari. “Check out our haul.” 
 
    Kerys’ eyes bulged as she saw the gazelles. “That’s so much food! It’s meat, too, perfect for stews. Ari, this is amazing!” 
 
    “I can’t take credit for this,” he said. “Virgil did most of the work with his mystica.” 
 
    Kerys smiled at Virgil, and Ari bit back a chuckle as he saw Virgil’s eyes snap up from her chest as his face turned bright red. 
 
    “Oh, uh…” he said, mumbling. “It was just… you know. Easy for me.” 
 
    “So about building that tree fence,” said Ari. “I know it would be a lot for you to commit to Virgil, but think of how impactful it would be for the community. I’m sure everyone here would appreciate it.” 
 
    “Tree fence?” asked Kerys. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” said Virgil. He let out a goofy smile and scratched his head. “It was, uh, Lord Stoneblood’s idea, but I can explain it to you, Lady Kerys. If you want to hear about it, you know, it’s fine either way…” 
 
    “Sure,” said Kerys. “It looks like some of the meat has finished being cut. Want to help me carry it back to the tower while you explain?” 
 
    Virgil nodded vigorously. Ari had mixed feelings, mainly in regard to how manipulative what he’d just done felt. He’d picked up on Virgil’s boyish crush on Kerys during the first few days of settling Etheria. He hadn’t spoken with Kerys about it, not really knowing if it was a conversation that he wanted or needed to have. She seemed flattered by the attention, but she clearly treated Virgil more like the other children rather than an equal. 
 
    Had they been living in a city, or even back in Golias Hollow, the situation would have been easy to dismiss as an unrequited crush. It was different in Etheria, in a community of barely more than a dozen people, cut off from the rest of the world, surviving on the harsh surface. 
 
    Ari hoped that if Virgil ever did find the courage to express how he obviously felt, Kerys would have the tact to let him down easily. He liked Virgil, both as a friend and as an earnest companion, and he brought serious value to the table through his mystica. The last thing he wanted was to see the young Sai end up with hurt feelings, or more likely, a bitter sense of resentment. 
 
    “Milord,” said Eva, through the bond. She’d shifted back to sword form, and Ari flinched with surprise when he heard her voice. “It looks as though they’ve finished with the butchering.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. He drew Azurelight, and Eva shifted back into her incarnate form. Rin and Durrien were already carrying large slabs of gazelle meat down the tunnel. Ari carefully scooped a few pieces from where they’d been set across the inside of the pelts, which would also be put to full use eventually, and headed through the entrance to Etheria. 
 
    The tower had several amenities that were worth their weight in essence, ten times over. The cold closet was one of them. Most of the food that they’d foraged over the past month had either been eaten within a few days of having gathered it or was capable of being dried and stored through simple means. 
 
    The cold closet gave them the ability to store what they would have otherwise been forced to eat quickly or watch spoil. Ari carried his slabs of gazelle meat in through the tower’s entrance, passing them off to Kerys and Fuscia, who’d taken the liberty of organizing their food freezer. 
 
    “It’s going to be a tight fit,” said Kerys. “Dormiar’s teeth, this is so much meat!” 
 
    “We’ll eat some of it tonight,” said Ari. “One of the larger slabs. I think we deserve to indulge, after—” 
 
    He trailed off as an odd, accelerating pattering sound came from above them. It only took him a moment to recognize what it was. It had been a little cloudy on their way back from trapping the gazelle, but Ari had assumed that the rain, if it came, would hold off for a few more hours. 
 
    Kerys tensed up as she came to the same realization. She closed the cold closet and brought her good hand to her injured arm, nervously rubbing her palm over the wool cap she wore on the end of it. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” said Ari. “This isn’t the first time it’s rained since we’ve been here. We’ll just do what we always do.” 
 
    “Be careful,” whispered Kerys. “Please.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him. Ari let his thumb caress her cheek for a beat before turning and hurrying out of the tower. Eva had set her meat down on the common room table and was already rushing ahead to serve as a tunnel guard for any of the monsters that arrived early. 
 
    “Lad!” shouted Durrien. “Is everyone inside?” 
 
    Durrien carried a massive club made from fire-hardened wood. Other than Ari, few members of the community had weapons outside of similar bludgeons and small, simple daggers. The lack of equipment was one of the first things Ari intended to remedy once they were ready to start branching out with the tower. 
 
    “Kerys is inside,” said Ari. “The children are with her or Grena, I think?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder. Grena had been playing with the children up on the seating benches surrounding the settlement’s main room and was hurrying toward the tower with them. All of the Ravarian children were there, other than Fuscia. 
 
    Ari spotted Virgil half-leading and half-dragging Selene toward the tower. Rin was heading toward the tunnel with Eva. That accounted for everyone, except… 
 
    “Amber,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He took off at a sprint toward the underchamber that Amber and Durrien shared. He was running at full speed and all but slammed into Amber as he reached the open entranceway. 
 
    “Perfect timing!” said Amber. “Here.” 
 
    She thrust a hollow gourd into his hand. They’d been using them to hold water, since the only waterskins they had were the ones that Ari had kept in his pack. 
 
    “Uh…” Ari shook his head. “What’s this?” 
 
    “To collect blood,” said Amber. “Remember? If you want more potions, I need more Weatherblight blood.” 
 
    “Now might not be the best time,” said Ari. 
 
    “Just see what you can do,” said Amber. “The sooner we gather all the alchemy ingredients, the better.” 
 
    She had a point, and as Ari hurried off toward the tunnel, an idea formed in his head. Virgil, Eva, Durrien, and Rin were already standing at the tunnel’s end, forming a ragtag fighting wall against the still-unseen Weatherblight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “Aristial,” said Eva. “We’re dealing with freezing rain. I am unsure if that will have an effect on the form of Weatherblight we face.” 
 
    “Freezing rain, huh?” Ari frowned and extended his hand beyond the tunnel. His palm jerked slightly as one of the hard, ice-cold droplets struck it. He was still somewhat unused to the range of weather, having only come up from the Hollow earlier that year. 
 
    He’d never seen freezing rain before, and it left him with a distinct, anxious feeling. The dark clouds overhead had dimmed the sun, but not so much that he couldn’t see the shapes of the Weatherblight as they began to embody and pull themselves free of the soil. 
 
    “Well,” said Ari. “These look new.” 
 
    The monsters were visibly different from the other Weatherblight Ari had seen at a single glance. They had blue skin, with large, oblong bodies that were oriented low to the ground. They looked a little like massive frogs, each large enough to probably pull a small person into their wide mouths. 
 
    Their eyes were huge, larger than Ari’s fists, and set into the side of their heads similar to the orientation of the eyes of a fish. They each had six legs in total, the back two almost identical to the powerful, leap-focused limbs of a frog, while the front ones were more like the thin appendages of an ant or a roach. 
 
    Ari could see three emerging from the ground nearby. One of them opened its wide mouth and let out a low, rumbling noise that seemed like a combination of a snore and a burp, except with an unnerving edge to it. He glanced over at Eva and she nodded, shifting into Azurelight, which Ari took by the hilt and swung in a flourish. 
 
    “Rin,” he said. “Do the Ravarians have a name for these things?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Durrien?” asked Ari. “Did they have a name in Cliffhaven?” 
 
    “They had a couple,” said Durrien. “I’ve seen them before in my time abroad. Me and my old party used to call them pouncers.” 
 
    “That’s a little disconcerting.” Ari took a small step back, and not a moment too soon. The nearest pouncer focused its attention on him, reared back slightly on its legs, and then hurled itself into a leap that carried it high enough into the air to almost disappear from view. 
 
    Ari fell into a defensive sword stance, but Durrien was the one who acted first. As the pouncer came within range, he whipped his club into a vicious, downward strike. The head of the weapon collided with the monster with a hollow thunk, flinging it down to the ground. It bounced, limbs flailing, and green blood gushed from where the club had made contact. 
 
    Ari briefly considered trying to fulfill Amber’s request before deciding that it was still too dangerous. The other pouncers had taken notice of their fellow monster’s find, and each had begun jumping and repositioning themselves in anticipation of a follow-up attack. Ari took a few steps forward, gesturing for Rin and Durrien to do the same, while keeping Virgil behind them as a rear guard. 
 
    The pouncers were no more intelligent than any of the other Weatherblight Ari had faced. They were dangerous, and they did have the basic, predatorial instinct to attack as a group and attempt to split their opposition, but they weren’t truly aware and capable of taking advantage of the situation. 
 
    One of the pouncers jumped at Ari. He pulled Azurelight back and slashed through both the air and the monster’s stomach. Green blood spurted out, and Ari almost reached for the gourd as the pouncer hurriedly scrambled away. 
 
    “The clouds are already starting to break,” called Rin. “We might only have to hold them off for a few more minutes, chala.” 
 
    “We’ll be lucky if that’s the case,” said Ari. He licked his lips, realizing that the underwhelming pouncers probably were his best opportunity at collecting the blood Amber needed after all. 
 
    Two more pouncers attacked. Rin slammed her staff into the gut of one, following up with a kick that sent it somersaulting through the air. Durrien bludgeoned the other away with a cracking blow that echoed through the air above the sound of the pattering freezing rain. 
 
    “There!” said Ari, watching as the pouncer Durrien had just attacked attempted to scramble away. “Virgil! Can you grab it with those bushes?” 
 
    The pouncer was about to run directly through a patch of thick, curling shrubs that seemed ideal for the purpose of temporarily incapacitating a wounded monster. Virgil squinted at where Ari had indicated and shrugged. 
 
    “I need to get a little closer,” he said. 
 
    Ari grabbed Virgil’s shoulder and pulled him forward, moving away from Durrien and Rin, who immediately shifted to stand closer together, blocking the tunnel. It was only a few dozen feet to the bushes. A deceptively short distance when it came to the Weatherblight. 
 
    Virgil slid to a stop when they were close enough, his face scrunching in concentration as he wrapped the pouncer in bushes by the legs and arms. It let out a rumbling, snapping noise and tried to jump free without success. 
 
    “Perfect!” Ari grabbed the gourd and hurried to the monster’s side. Holding the container directly under what he assumed to be the monster’s neck, he pulled Azurelight’s blade across its skin and began collecting the sickly-sweet-smelling green liquid. 
 
    “Whoa!” Virgil let out a surprised shout. Ari turned in time to see a pouncer landing within a few feet of Virgil, followed by a sudden blur as a long, whipping tongue scythed out from its mouth. Virgil fell back holding a wound running along his cheek and neck, blood spilling forth faster than he could hold it in with his hand. 
 
    The pouncer Virgil had been binding with his mystica immediately hopped free of the bushes. Ari barely had time to get Azurelight up to block. Sword met tongue, and metal severed through the sharp, spiny flesh, saving him from taking a similar slash to the neck. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” said Eva, through the bond. “You must get the boy to safety!” 
 
    “I’m aware!” snapped Ari. He kept his sword up as he backed away, watching the pouncer nearest to him along with one other out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    Virgil was shuddering in pain as Ari helped him to his feet. He brought Virgil’s hands to his neck, making sure that he kept them there, applying pressure to the fast-bleeding wound. Durrien and Rin had pushed forward, taking the risk of leaving the tunnel temporarily unguarded for the sake of providing support to Ari and Virgil. 
 
    The four of them fell back as swiftly as they could. As much as Ari wanted to send someone with Virgil as an escort to bring him to Kerys or Amber for bandaging, it wasn’t a risk they could take. The tunnel needed to be defended, at any cost. 
 
    The pouncers continued attacking, and Ari and his companions defended with all the ferocity they could muster. Monster corpses began to pile up outside the tunnel, enough to make the risk he’d taken to get the Weatherblight blood seem premature and foolish. 
 
    The clouds broke after half an hour or so, though it felt like far longer, from Ari’s perspective. As the last droplets of freezing rain fell, the pouncers had already begun to retreat, some of them running off in the distance, others hissing and falling lifeless to the ground like punctured waterskins. 
 
    “Rin,” said Ari. “Stay here just in case the weather flares up again.” 
 
    Rin nodded. Durrien moved into position on the other side of Virgil, and he and Ari began helping him down the tunnel. Virgil was sobbing and shivering with pain. Ari tried and failed to think of something comforting to say that might put him at ease.  
 
    They brought him into the central chamber, where Kerys, Amber, and Selene were coming out of the tower. Selene let out a cry and immediately ran to her brother’s side, burying her face into his tunic. 
 
    “I… I’m okay,” said Virgil. He saw Kerys and hurried to wipe tears from his cheeks, smearing blood across his nose in the process. 
 
    “What happened?” said Kerys. She shot a look at Ari, and he found that he couldn’t meet her gaze. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” he said. He passed the gourd of pouncer blood to Amber, feeling a little surprised that he’d managed to get it as full as he did. 
 
    “This is not your fault, lad,” said Durrien. “I should have mentioned what their tongues can do.” 
 
    “Let me see,” said Kerys, reaching a hand out to touch Virgil’s chin. He looked so young to Ari in that moment, and for an instant, he tried to hide his wound from her like a little boy hiding a scraped knee. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch,” said Virgil. His voice wavered with enough pain to completely betray his words. 
 
    “Let’s get you inside,” said Kerys. “Amber, can you help me with this? I’m not so good with bandages anymore.” 
 
    “You got it,” said Amber. “Thanks for the blood, Ari.” 
 
    Amber leaned in close to him and spoke the words nearly into his ear. She flashed a mischievous smile, as though he’d brought her a flower or gift in place of an alchemy ingredient. 
 
    Kerys wasn’t as pleased with him and didn’t look his way as she led Virgil off toward the tower. Ari could understand her perspective and even agreed with it in part, though that may have just been the influence of his irrational guilt. 
 
    He’d gone to such great lengths to protect her and Eva, and now he had a larger community to think about. Much as it had been with just the three of them, the incidents that happened were often a result of Ari’s judgment. People trusted him, and he had a responsibility to make decisions for the sake of Etheria, decisions that shouldn’t put others at risk. 
 
    “It really wasn’t your fault, lad,” said Durrien. “You don’t have to pout like that.” 
 
    “It was my fault,” said Ari. “I think what you mean is that I came close to getting away with it.” 
 
    “I suppose that is what I mean,” said Durrien. “We’re playing the odds with every move we make out here. Sometimes you have to weigh the trade-off. That cut on Virgil’s face will heal in good time, but when would your next chance to secure that monster blood have been, had the rain ended a few minutes earlier?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. A flash of light came from the corner of his vision, and he sensed Eva shifting into her incarnate form behind him. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Eva. “Questioning your choices in this instance will only lead to you making poor decisions based on doubt.” 
 
    Ari wasn’t so sure, but he let the point drop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The calm weather held through the afternoon. As motivated as Ari was to get started on transplanting trees to put his idea of creating a fence outside the tunnel into motion, it wasn’t possible without Virgil’s help. 
 
    The pouncer attack had left him feeling a strong impulse to stay productive, so he went looking for Eva. He found her on patrol just outside the tunnel and waved a hand to get her attention. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Up for some training?” 
 
    She considered for a moment before nodding. “Yes, I think now would be a good time. The ability you discovered earlier today could be quite formidable, to say the least. We should try to master it as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Ari. 
 
    The weather, though clear, was still cold enough to compel them to find a spot to train inside. One of the underrooms had, for the moment, been repurposed as a training chamber, complete with practice sticks of various lengths and a straw mannequin that Ari had made from an old, torn tunic.  
 
    He and Eva spent a few minutes warming up, first. Eva had taught Ari essentially everything he knew about sword fighting, and she was a more-than-capable opponent for him. He did beat her on occasion, usually by relying on the element of surprise. Today was not one of those times. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said. “You don’t seem focused right now.” 
 
    “I don’t feel focused right now.” Ari sighed. “Sorry.” 
 
    Eva lowered her practice sword and stepped in closer to him. “Talk to me. Is this about what happened earlier?” 
 
    Ari sighed. Eva slid around behind him and began gently massaging his shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” he said. 
 
    “Virgil will be okay, Aristial,” said Eva. “You know that.” 
 
    “It’s not about whether he’ll be okay or not,” said Ari. “It goes deeper. He trusted me. I had an idea, a foolish idea, in retrospect, and he didn’t question it for an instant.” 
 
    “That’s what trust is,” said Eva. “You should value him for it.” 
 
    “I do, but…” Ari shook his head. “His trust isn’t in me. It’s in Lord Stoneblood. It’s in the show I put on. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” Eva turned him around to face her. “It’s complete nonsense, Aristial. You are who you are. I told you before to stop letting the doubt infect you so easily. That’s the real issue here.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “Maybe. Come on, let’s give that new ability a try.” 
 
    Eva nodded, and her body flashed with light as she shifted into her sword form. Ari caught Azurelight by the hilt and tried to clear his head, focusing on the sensation of the bond between them. 
 
    “Did it feel like anything to you when I did it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It was… an interesting sensation,” said Eva. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It tickles, in a manner of speaking,” said Eva. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. “It doesn’t make you feel uncomfortable, though?” 
 
    “Uncomfortable would not be the right word for it,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari wondered what she meant by that, but he let the line of questioning drop. He started with a simple test, placing Azurelight on the floor in front of him and taking a few steps back. 
 
    Extending his right hand, Ari let his mind empty and tried to repeat what he’d done earlier. It was an interesting sensation, as Eva had put it, from his side as well. It felt like he was finding a tether to pull on, except one made from the connection between him and Eva. The space between, or lack thereof.  
 
    Slowly, and with an intense level of concentration, Ari managed to make Azurelight move from a distance. The sword jerked, rising a few inches into the air before clattering back down to the stone, and Ari swore he heard the echo of Eva sucking in a surprised breath through their bond. 
 
    “Are you still okay?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Fine!” said Eva, a touch too quickly. 
 
    Ari took her at her word and continued the experiment. It was hard, but he suspected that was as much because of the ability’s newness as it was its relative difficulty. After a few tries he could consistently lift the weapon into the air. He managed to bring it up to shoulder level on his last attempt before shifting techniques and summoning Azurelight to his hand. 
 
    “I can see a few ways in how this could be useful,” said Ari. “It would turn throwing you offensively into a practical attack, since I could keep your tip oriented and adjust if my aim is off or my opponent dodges.” 
 
    “That would leave you unarmed,” said Eva. 
 
    “True,” said Ari. “Speaking of which, if I do end up being unarmed, I could use this technique to attack with you from behind and catch my opponent off guard.” 
 
    “I can already do that just by shifting forms and attacking,” said Eva. 
 
    Azurelight flashed with light, and Eva appeared in her incarnate form as though to punctuate her point. 
 
    “Well now we have options,” said Ari. “If you have any better ideas, I would love to hear them.” 
 
    Eva smirked at him and offered a nonchalant shrug. On a whim, Ari reached his hand out toward her and felt for the same tether through the bond that he’d been using to manipulate the sword at a distance. 
 
    She let out a sudden gasp along with a shudder that seemed to ricochet through her entire body before falling to her knees. Ari brought his hand to his mouth and immediately went to her side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. “Mud and blood, that was stupid. I’m so sorry, Eva.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “It’s quite alright. When I said before that the sensation was something of a flutter…” 
 
    She blushed, and Ari’s eyes were instantly drawn to the way she ran her hand across one of her breasts. He felt suddenly devious, and he couldn’t help himself from keeping a light pressure on the tether through the bond as she stood back up. 
 
    “There may be some use for the technique even with you in your incarnate form,” he said, increasing the pressure. Eva tried to keep her composure for a moment before giving up, biting her lower lip and wrapping her arms across her breasts. 
 
    “I–I somehow doubt that, milord,” she said, in a breathy voice. 
 
    “Why?” said Ari. He further increased the pressure and saw Eva’s face flush. “Tell me more about what it feels like, Eva.” 
 
    “Aristial,” she said. 
 
    He shifted his focus, gently pulling, or rather, caressing through the tether. Eva stayed on her feet, but she arched her back and slowly began to sway at the hips. Soft, pleasured noises escaped her mouth, and her eyelids fluttered with delirious pleasure. 
 
    Ari grinned as he slowly made his way over toward her, increasing the pressure with each step. He reached a hand out and caressed her cheek. Eva kissed and then sucked on one of his fingers. He was reaching out to take things even further when footsteps came from the hallway outside the training room. 
 
    Grena appeared in the doorway, smiling and bowing slightly as she entered. The older Ravarian woman still had the jet-black hair common to her people, though the wrinkles in her face suggested her maturity.  
 
    She was carrying two clay plates, each covered with pieces of sliced steak and a salad of lettuce and wild tomato. The food would have made Ari’s mouth water if not for what it was interrupting. 
 
    “Hungry?” asked Grena. Her Subvios was still a work in progress, and the word had an odd accent to it. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Ari. “Thank you, Grena. I think Eva is actually starving.” 
 
    He felt a little mean as he put even more pressure on the tether, teasing Eva to her limit with the psychic, caressing pressure it let him apply. She was trying harder to maintain her composure, which only made her flushed face and staggered breathing seem even more lewd to Ari. 
 
    “Eva,” said Grena, smiling even more broadly. “Food?” 
 
    She walked toward Eva and then frowned as she noticed her strained appearance. Grena set both plates down on the juvenile drake skull, which served as a corner table for the room, and then approached Eva in much the same way she would handle the children. 
 
    “Oh,” said Eva, holding up a hand. “Really, I’m… oh! I’m fine!” 
 
    Grena made a tsking noise and brought the back of her hand to Eva’s forehead as Ari continued to psychically tease, or perhaps torture her, through the bond. He felt more than a little bad about what he was doing, but it was hard to stop. It reminded him of being in the Hollow again and snapping the bands of the underwear of Kerys and the other girls. 
 
    “Aristial said he felt unwell,” said Eva. “Aristial. Sick. Fever.” 
 
    She gestured with her hand toward Ari, and he caught a vengeful, eager gleam in her eye. Her hand stayed extended, and he caught the flash of concentration that moved across her expression an instant before the sensation hit him. 
 
    She did to him what he’d been doing to her. Ari felt a thousand hands suddenly caressing, and in a few cases, gently stroking different parts of his body. He jerked forward, almost falling to his knees at the vivid, all-consuming completeness of the sensation. 
 
    It was like he’d fallen into a pile of naked women, and all of them were interested in nothing so much as grinding and rubbing their soft parts against him. His body began to react instantly, his shaft stiffening at a speed that left him bewildered, if not slightly concerned. 
 
    He wanted to close his eyes and groan. He wanted to fall onto the stone floor and roll in circles, writhe against nothing, delve into the feeling. He really, really wanted to take a firm hold of himself and chase down a desperately needed release. 
 
    “Vereshi Stoneblood?” asked Grena. “Unwell?”  
 
    Ari felt Grena’s hand against his forehead and almost moaned aloud. Even just that tiny amount of innocent contact was enough to send another ricochet of pleasure through his aroused body. He forced himself to shake his head back and forth. 
 
    “I–I’m fine,” he said, coughing the last word out. “Just a little tired.” 
 
    He forced himself to stand up straight and tried to ignore the sight of Eva grinning at him from behind the concerned Ravarian matron. Grena frowned and stepped a little closer, inadvertently drawing near enough to graze Ari’s obvious erection. She blinked and turned her full attention downward, staring at it. 
 
    Ari held up his hands and blushed more furiously than he ever had before in his life. Grena pursed her lips, and then winked at him. She tapped a finger on his erection, said something in Ravakkios in a sultry voice that made him blush even harder, and then scampered out of the training room, chuckling to herself. 
 
    “You are evil,” muttered Ari as Eva hurried over to him.  
 
    “You started it, milord,” she said. 
 
    “And now I’m going to finish it.”  
 
    He grabbed her by the cuff of her shirt and pulled her into him, kissing her hungrily and wasting no time dropping to the stone floor. The fact that the training room had no door seemed secondary to the inescapable, pressing need to get off.  
 
    Ari had been on the defensive end of the psychic pleasure for the last minute, and he barely felt like he could think as he pulled Eva’s shirt up and over her head. Her small breasts bounced loose with a taut jiggle, and she only paused to spread her discarded clothing down across the cold floor before pushing him down onto his back. 
 
    Eva pulled his pants down and planted a wet kiss on the tip of his cock. Ari tried to sit up, wanting more than what he thought she was about to give, but she roughly pushed him back down with a hand on his chest. 
 
    She gave his erection a few long, licks with her hot, wet tongue and then mounted him. Ari’s cock would have slipped inside her regardless, wet as she was. The same lewd expression Eva’s face had harbored before came out again, except this time, it was completely unleashed. 
 
    She rode him with perfect, accelerating precision. The teasing they’d done to each other through the bond had brought both of them near the edge before ever even touching each other. Ari groped Eva’s firm buttocks and ran his hands over her breasts. He watched strands of hair coming loose from her perfect bun as she continued to blush and bounce on his cock. 
 
    Ari kissed her and felt her shudder as she finally found the release she’d been craving. Her hips kept moving, back and forth, back and forth, and he squeezed her buttocks hard enough to leave marks as he finally came. 
 
    “Oh…” Eva shivered and collapsed on top of him. Ari ran his hand through her now-messy hair and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “We’ll have to practice this more,” said Ari. “I feel like we’ve only scratched the surface.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    They ate gazelle steak for a second time the next morning. The meat was lean, flavorful, and filling, and Ari sat with Kerys and the children as he devoured his allotted portion. He tried and failed to take his time eating, which left him with no other choice than to begin gathering the community and taking on the leadership role once more. 
 
    He’d already decided that it was finally time to return to Deepwater Spire. The process of leaving Etheria using the tower was not a simple one, now that they’d spent so long treating it like a fixed structure. The beds of the children would need to be moved out, since Ari doubted that they would be capable of making the trip out and back in one day. 
 
    “How long are you expecting to be gone for?” asked Kerys, as he explained that aspect of the plan. She stood in a circle with most of Etheria’s other adults: Eva, Durrien, Amber, and Virgil, who had Selene clinging to his leg. 
 
    “If things go well, only a day or two,” said Ari. “The main issue is that we used up most of the tower’s essence on fixing the wards that control the roof. We only have enough on hand to make the trip one way.” 
 
    He paused, gauging the reactions of the others. Kerys was the only one who looked openly worried, and had taken to playing with the end of her black and gold ponytail. Durrien looked skeptical, Amber looked curious, and Virgil still had a bulky bandage across half his face, obscuring his expression. 
 
    “I think it’s a good plan,” said Virgil. “We’ve spent too long waiting here, doing nothing!” 
 
    “Not nothing,” said Ari. “We started from the very beginning with Etheria. We needed that time to build up our food stores and grow comfortable in this area, not to mention building trust with each other.” 
 
    “What does trust have to do with it?” asked Virgil. 
 
    Ari shot a look in Eva’s direction. “It’s going to feel weird for you all here with the tower gone, I think. You have to trust that we’ll be coming back, even if… it takes longer than expected. It goes both ways, too. While we’re at the tower, I need to have people here that I can trust to care of the community, and the children.” 
 
    Kerys and Durrien nodded, both looking as though they already knew they’d be staying behind. Amber tapped a finger on her lips. Virgil seemed like he was trying to make himself taller than he was, puffing his chest out and lifting his chin. 
 
    “Where is Rin?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Out with her training again,” said Durrien. “That girl is far too hard on herself.” 
 
    “True,” said Ari. “Well, I think it’s better if she stays behind, regardless. The weather for today looks clear enough, but if it does rain, or sleet, or even snow, she has the final say in organizing Etheria’s defenses.” 
 
    There was no objection from the group. Ari moved on. 
 
    “Kerys, Durrien, the two of you would be better suited for staying here as well,” said Ari. “Virgil, you too.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Virgil. 
 
    “I need you to help lead the tree transplanting project,” said Ari. “The sooner we start using your mystica to our defensive advantage, the better.” 
 
    “I can fight!” said Virgil. “I’ve been training. The stories you’ve told of this place, I need to see it! You remember the work I did with my parents, don’t you? I have passion in my very blood for this type of thing!”  
 
    “Virgil,” said Ari, in a calming voice. “You have been training, I recognize that. But your mystica would be better suited to helping with the situation here. There are no trees on Deepwater Spire, at least outside of the roof, which barely counts.” 
 
    Virgil’s eyes flared anger of the type common to younger folk who’ve been denied their way. Selene drew closer to him and rubbed her hand on his shoulder. Virgil knocked it away. 
 
    “If I’m not going, I see no reason to stick around for this conversation,” he snapped. 
 
    “Virgil…” Kerys started toward the boy, but Ari set a hand on her shoulder, letting him leave with Selene trailing after. 
 
    “He needs a few minutes to cool off, anyway,” said Ari. “I think it’s for the best.” 
 
    “Can we shift our focus back to the discussion at hand?” asked Amber. “I’m curious about this spire. I’d like to go along with the exploration party, if possible.” 
 
    Ari winced, knowing that allowing her to come without a good reason would be like pouring salt on Virgil’s wounds. 
 
    “Do you have a reason outside just wanting to see it?” he asked. 
 
    “My work on the Weathersense potion will remain stalled out until the hester blossom the children found begins to flourish, or another one is found,” said Amber. “Given what you’ve told me about this spire, about what the Escion said of its role in enabling the Weatherblight, I’m interested in taking a look at it.” 
 
    Ari looked over at Eva, who was already shaking her head. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to take you beyond the first level,” said Ari. “It’s a dangerous place.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” said Amber. 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea, milord,” said Eva. “Her presence could serve a purpose if she stays on the roof, near the tower. We might need someone to keep watch over that area.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Ari. “Alright, you can come with. We need to start getting supplies together. No sense in wasting time.” 
 
    The group split off to see to separate tasks. Ari grabbed his pack from his room as Durrien and Kerys began emptying out the tower and explaining the situation to the children. The young Ravarians seemed of two reactions, some of them barely even seeming to listen, while others, Fuscia in particular, took the news with grim determination. 
 
    Ari worried for them. Finding more essence was essential for the sake of their community, given that it would allow them to travel more freely, to Cliffhaven in particular, where they could purchase better supplies. Even so, the children had spent the past month living within the tower. It was the second home they’d lost, even if only temporarily, in a depressingly short time span. 
 
    He shook the line of thinking clear of his head, finding that it only added to the stress of leadership rather than giving him any deeper insight. He headed outside and made it far enough up the large hill close to the settlement to see Rin’s tiny figure moving within the drake skull across the way. 
 
    Eva had taken the lead on collecting supplies, and she’d made choices about what to take with them, from what Ari could see. She dropped each item into his pack as he came back into Etheria’s main room. 
 
    “Food,” said Eva. “Mostly gazelle steak, given how dense and filling it is. Two waterskins, since with Amber staying at the tower she can simply drink from the shower. A long length of the vine rope that Virgil has been crafting for us. Can you think of much else we’ll need, milord?” 
 
    “An extra weapon wouldn’t hurt, but we’re limited to the smaller cooking knives and wooden sticks, basically,” said Ari. “No. I think we’ll be alright as we are.” 
 
    He spotted Virgil watching him and Eva from outside the underchamber he would now be sharing with his sister, given that his old room was in the tower. Ari couldn’t bear to watch the youth sulk, so he excused himself from Eva and made his way over. 
 
    “Virgil,” he said. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “I’ve nothing much to say, at the moment,” said Virgil. 
 
    “Then can you listen?” 
 
    Virgil shrugged. Ari almost smiled at his stubbornness and continued on. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “I know you’d prefer to be at the front of things, but I need you here. Look around at the community. You must notice it too.” 
 
    Virgil scowled, but obliged him, glancing around the interior of the massive domed room. 
 
    “What am I supposed to be seeing?” he asked. 
 
    “How many of us here can fight, Virgil?” asked Ari. “How many of us can defend ourselves, let alone others? We’re vulnerable on a base level.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that I need to stay here because I’m weak?” snapped Virgil. 
 
    Ari sighed, took his finger, and flicked him as hard as he could in the earlobe. “Mud and blood, if it wasn’t for your injury, I’d have smacked you upside the head for saying something that dumb. Virgil, with your mystica and your general stubbornness and courage, you’re probably the strongest fighter our community has outside of myself and Eva.” 
 
    And Rin, though Ari figured it made sense to take how reliable each person was into account in his ranking. 
 
    “You’re just saying whatever you think will make me feel better,” said Virgil. 
 
    “What I’m saying is that I want you here because I trust you,” said Ari. “To defend your sister. To defend the children. And especially to defend Kerys. She’s not as strong as she acts sometimes.” 
 
    Kerys was currently helping the children move their blankets and bed linings into one of the underchambers. Her ponytail swung in the air as she spun back and forth between them, keeping the more rambunctious ones in line. Occasionally, her skirt spun too. Ari chuckled as he noticed Virgil staring as fiercely as he was blushing. 
 
    “You care about her, don’t you?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “More than I can put into words,” said Ari. “Don’t let anything happen to her, okay?” 
 
    Ari brought his fist to his heart in salute, and Virgil immediately stood up straight, offering his own in reply. Ari waited for a second before nodding, turning, and heading back to the tower. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    With most of the supplies and furnishings removed, the tower was a lot less homely than it had been in the time since Ari had first found it. Even the chairs had been moved out of the common room, which meant that he, Amber, and Eva stood around the table instead of sitting. 
 
    They’d said their goodbyes to the others. The children had seemed dumbfounded and confused by what was going on. Kerys and Grena stood with them in Etheria’s main room, watching their departure in a manner that reminded Ari of how he and the other children in the Hollow might gather to watch one of the hot geyser spouts go off. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Ari.  
 
    “Ready,” said Eva. Amber gave a similar nod, and Ari set his hands down on the stone table, triggering the wards. 
 
    He felt an odd flutter of nervousness. The last time he’d used the tower’s teleportation magic had been over a month earlier. The last time he’d been to Deepwater Spire had been long before even that. If there was ever a time to expect the unexpected, he was staring down at it. 
 
    He ran his fingers over a few of the other wards, the one that would take him to Cliffhaven, the one that would bring him to Central Dominion. The tower was a powerful tool in the right hands; he sometimes wondered if there was more he could do to best make use of it. 
 
    “Are you ready, milord?” asked Eva. 
 
    She was wearing Ari’s clothes again, one of his tunics over her own tan leather leggings. Her hair was up, and she had a confident expression on her sharply beautiful face. She almost looked bored, and seeing that did more for Ari’s own resolve than anything else could have. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. 
 
    He set his palm down on the rune ward that was connected to Deepwater Spire and triggered it with his will. Light flashed in a cocoon around the tower’s exterior, but only for an instant. The air made a woosh as the differing pressure adjusted, and intense sunlight streamed in through the tower’s crystal-glass windows. 
 
    It was still a jarring sensation, despite how many times Ari had previously experienced it. The sentiment seemed shared by Amber, who had ducked slightly lower as though to hide herself under the table. She slowly stood back up to her full height, a small shudder moving across her body. She pursed her lips and ran a hand through her red hair. 
 
    “Is it safe for us to go outside?” she asked. 
 
    “It should be,” said Ari. “Come on. I want to see your reaction to this.” 
 
    He’d described Deepwater Spire to Amber and the others in Etheria before, but seeing it in person was a different matter. Ari stepped out of the tower onto the roof of a massive stone structure, parts of it covered thickly enough in guano in places for bushes and small trees to have taken root. 
 
    It was larger across than Etheria’s dome was wide by at least four or five times. Seabirds circled overhead, and the soft sound of waves crashing against the spire’s base hundreds of feet below added an ambient whisper to the air. 
 
    Ari watched Amber turning in a slow, bewildered circle as she looked outward toward the horizon, trying to spot any nearby islands or landmasses. As far as Ari could tell, Deepwater Spire was far enough out in the ocean to be completely disconnected from the rest of the world.  
 
    “Wow,” said Amber. “I have so many questions…” 
 
    “I wish I had answers for you,” said Ari. “Feel free to wander around and explore up here as much as you want. Eva and I will need to head deeper into the spire. I’m not sure if it’ll be safe enough for you to follow outside of maybe the first level, which we’ve already cleared.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite alright,” said Amber. “I think I’ll have more than enough to keep me busy up here.” 
 
    She was already crouching next to a small bush and scrutinizing its maroon leaves with the type of intensity that only an alchemist could muster. Ari and Eva wandered a short distance away from her, drawing closer to the open hatch in the center of the roof. 
 
    “This brings back memories, doesn’t it?” said Ari. 
 
    Eva smiled at him. “It does. Quite a bit happened the last time we were here.” 
 
    He watched Eva’s expression take on a pensive quality. The wind fluttered through her silver-blue hair, but as usual, she’d taken enough care in putting it up to keep most of it in place. 
 
    “Speaking of memories,” said Ari. “Have you remembered anything else about your old life?” 
 
    Eva took a moment before answering with a small shake of her head. “I have not, which suits me just fine. I’ve no desire to tap into the part of myself I’ve forgotten, not after the glimpses of it I’ve seen in the past.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. He could still vividly picture what had happened when he’d socketed Eva with the fire rune during their trip south through the Crystalline Forest. She’d become someone else in personality for a time, the sinister Azurelight, a version of who she was with full access to her memories and a cruel, twisted outlook on existence. 
 
    “I can understand that,” said Ari. “I do worry sometimes whether it’s healthy for you to just keep so much of yourself suppressed, though.” 
 
    “Is that truly what I’m doing?” asked Eva. “Truly, it feels more to me like resisting the urge to remember a nightmare after waking. A nightmare that takes over my body and my spirit rather than just scaring me for a time. A nightmare that’s real.” 
 
    Ari came over to her and pulled her into a hug. She let out a sigh as she rested her head on his shoulder. He kissed and ran his hand over her cheek. 
 
    “In that case, we’ll have to fill you up with new memories,” he said. “Enough to force out the old ones.” 
 
    She smiled at that, and they began walking hand in hand. He was satisfied with her answer, though he’d had a second reason for asking beyond his concern for her. He’d been remembering things, memories that didn’t belong to him. The life of Lord Mythril, Eva’s uncle and one-time bond master. 
 
    The memories had been arriving in a slow trickle for the past month, without the depth or clarity of some of the previous visions he’d had. Glimpses of Mythril serving under Emperor Diya and the tension underlying the relationship between the two men later on in their lives. 
 
    He’d seen Eva, or Evastria as she’d been more commonly known as back before she’d become a sword construct. He was seeing more and more of how close Mythril and Eva had become as adults, uncomfortably close for Ari’s liking. He could feel Mythril’s feelings for her, and the confusion that came with them. 
 
    It was all blurred and jumbled, however, without the clarity Ari would have needed to come to any definitive conclusions. Much as Eva had compared her lost memories to an unwanted nightmare, his own remembrance of Mythril felt like a strange dream, full of holes and queer occurrences. 
 
    “We should progress into the spire itself, milord,” said Eva. “Our time is a limited commodity.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “Of course. Let’s make sure that—” 
 
    A scream came from the other end of the roof. Ari and Eva were instantly in motion. He summoned her to his hand as Azurelight and took off in the direction of the disturbance, silently cursing himself for not keeping closer watch on Amber. 
 
    He slid to a stop as he approached the tower’s entrance, blinking as he slowly took in the strange scene. A disheveled woman with tangled red hair, a stained tunic, and torn trousers was attempting to force her way into the tower. Amber was holding her back at the waist and wrestling her to the ground. 
 
    “Stop!” shouted Amber. “Who are you and what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I think I know who she is,” said Ari. “Lady Prestia. Do you remember me?” 
 
    He scratched his head, feeling a little daft for not having considered the possibility. There had been several mesmers within Deepwater Spire, lords and ladies of the Saidican Empire who had been overseeing the excavation of the ruin’s interior.  
 
    Ari had encountered Lady Prestia, in the form of a pink mesmer at the time, and engaged with her in order to get information on the tower and one of the keys to unlock the door that led further down. She’d obviously been through quite a lot since then, if her disheveled appearance was anything to go by, on top of having been re-embodied by the Soul Engine in the last moments of its functioning. 
 
    “I… don’t know you, do I?” asked Lady Prestia. “Were you one of the slaves working with us here?” 
 
    “We’ve met before,” said Ari. “Kind of. It might take some explaining. We aren’t enemies, though. How much do you know about what’s happened to you?” 
 
    Amber pulled back from Lady Prestia with a scowl. Lady Prestia slowly stood to her feet, fidgeting slightly, her gaze darting back and forth between Ari and Amber. 
 
    Despite her dirtied appearance, she was an attractive woman. Tall and thin with a classical Sai physique, but with added plumpness in the chest and hips. She was probably in her mid-thirties, though it was hard for Ari to tell for sure. 
 
    “I only know that some sort of tragedy befell this spire,” said Lady Prestia. “We were making slow but sure progress and sending regular reports by rune boat back to Emperor Diya, and then… it was as though everything changed overnight.” 
 
    “More time than I think you realized has passed since the world you remember,” said Ari. “A few centuries, in fact.” 
 
    He told her of the mesmers and the apparent sabotage of the Soul Engine. Lady Prestia’s face seemed to deflate as Ari described the current state of the world, though when he mentioned that the rest of the Sai, including Emperor Diya, had also been re-embodied, she instantly cut in. 
 
    “You must take me to him!” she said. “Please!” 
 
    “I can’t take you to Diya,” said Ari. “It would end badly for me, and possibly you too, by association. No big loss, though, he’s kind of a jerk.” 
 
    “I can’t stay here!” shouted Lady Prestia. “This spire… it’s evil. It’s different from how it was before.” 
 
    Amber shot a confused glance at Ari, but he could only offer a shrug in return. 
 
    “How is it different?” he asked. “I’ve been here before, too, though you weren’t fully aware of me at that time. I’ve seen some of the traps installed.” 
 
    “It isn’t just traps,” said Lady Prestia. “It’s the tower itself. It… spoke to us. It sent these things, after us.” 
 
    “The Weatherblight?” asked Ari. 
 
    “No,” said Lady Prestia. “Different. These were created through artifice rather than any sort of curse.” 
 
    Ari’s hand drifted up to the hilt of Azurelight out of habit, gently running over the pommel stone. 
 
    “It changes nothing, milord,” she said, through the bond. “We still must press on into the spire.” 
 
    Ari licked his lips and gave her a small nod. “Lady Prestia, is there anything else we should know before heading down?” 
 
    The disheveled noblewoman shook her head. “There were others here, Lords of other Saidican Holds who were also Soul Bonded. They refused to come up to the roof when I did, and I’ve not heard from them in days, perhaps even weeks.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes open for them,” said Ari. “Amber, can you watch her?” 
 
    “I can do more than just watch,” said Amber. “Ah. I mean, I’d like to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “You…” Lady Prestia seemed to come back to herself now that it was clear that she was no longer in imminent danger. “I have no real obligation to answer any questions put forth by a slave. But, perhaps as a reward for helping me clean myself up a little, I might deign to offer you my attention.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, milady,” said Amber, with a generous eye roll. “If only I should be so lucky.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Ari made his way over to the hatch leading into the spire and down the ladder. It led to a massive stone hallway that curved around the spire for one rotation before exiting out into what he’d come to consider as the main chamber on his last visit. 
 
    It looked almost the same as he remembered. Ancient ward lights gave off a small amount of pale illumination from the high, curved roof overhead. The walls were stone, the floor was stone, and the doors a slightly different color of, well, stone.  
 
    What stood out about the chamber was not its construction, but its contents. A pile of centuries-old corpses lay in the center of the floor, with half as many more scattered against the walls. Ari had wondered about the lives of the dead back when he’d first seen them, but he now had a fair idea of who they were. 
 
    “They were the slaves, weren’t they?” he asked. “Not exactly a pretty thought. After the Soul Engine was sabotaged, Lady Prestia and the other Sai lords here must have turned into mesmers, along with the rest of the Saidican Empire. The slaves here would have been left to fend for themselves, probably with no way to leave the spire.” 
 
    “There would have been rune boats tethered to the spire,” said Eva. “Not to excuse the tragedy, but there must have been more to it than just that.” 
 
    Ari shrugged, and then he felt his attention snap toward one of the bodies that didn’t fit with the rest. He should have noticed it earlier, given the distinctly unpleasant and ripe smell. It was the body of an older Sai man dressed in a blue doublet and tight black pants.  
 
    His features were recognizable, though he’d been far more ghostly the last time Ari had seen him. It was the green mesmer they’d encountered in the spire on their original visit, the ghost of a man who’d already lost his mind ahead of his body. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” muttered Ari. “How does this man end up dead? We didn’t encounter anything dangerous on this level of the spire other than the mesmers.” 
 
    “It’s possible that the purple mesmer you struggled with was also disagreeable toward his own,” said Eva. 
 
    “Possible, but unlikely,” said Ari. “Also, I’m not huge on the idea of the purple mesmer being re-embodied if it means having a rematch with that mud-damned bastard.” 
 
    “You might not have a choice,” said Eva. 
 
    Most of the hallways that split off from the top-level chamber led to dead ends, as Ari had already established through his previous exploration. He headed through the largest of the doors, the one that they’d barely had time to explore inside due to the threat of the oncoming storm. 
 
    The chamber on the other side was small in comparison, with an open hatch in the center of the floor and an ornate chest on the far side of the room. Ari had already been through the chest, but they’d been limited to what they could carry. 
 
    Had it not been for the pressing need for them to gather more essence for the return trip, the remaining contents of the chest might still have been enough of a score to celebrate. Expensive clothing, along with at least a dozen rings and amulets with exquisite jewels, still lay in the bottom of the chest. Ari thumbed through them, deciding he’d have a closer look on the way back. 
 
    He made his way over to the open hatch and paused. “Here we go. This is new territory we’ll be exploring. If what Lady Prestia said is true, we might have to fight.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” said Eva. “Remember that I can fight as a sword or by your side.” 
 
    “Yes, because that’s such an easy thing for me to forget,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva let out an exasperated sigh through the bond as Ari dropped through the hatch and climbed down the ladder. It was a longer drop than he’d been expecting, and the open hatch above him became a slowly shrinking disk of light as he continued down the rungs into pitch blackness.  
 
    Steam hissed from either side of the shaft as he reached the midway point, dampening his clothing and mussing his hair. Ari took humid breaths as sweat began to bead on his forehead. He climbed downward at a faster speed and surprised himself when he tried to lower a foot and ended up kicking the floor instead. 
 
    A slow survey of the space around the bottom of the ladder revealed another long, spacious hallway, with more alternating gouts of steam obscuring the far end. The body of a black-haired man in plate armor sat against the wall at the hallway’s start, leaning forward against a heavy, two-handed mace in death. Ari could have recognized him from any of those details. 
 
    “The purple mesmer,” he muttered. “I can’t say that I’m all that disappointed that I won’t have to fight him again.” 
 
    He crouched down next to the body and stared into its open, empty eyes. 
 
    “He has not been dead for as long as the other man,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari frowned. “You’re right. That doesn’t bode well.” 
 
    “You should search his person,” said Eva. “He was obviously a warrior in life. He may have something of use on him.” 
 
    “I’m not so big on stealing from the dead,” said Ari. 
 
    “You took a tunic off a body the last time you were here,” said Eva.  
 
    “I’m just borrowing that,” he said. “Thanks for reminding me, I should really see about giving it back.” 
 
    Azurelight flashed with light, and Eva appeared next to him with her arms crossed and an unamused expression on her face. Ari sighed and leaned over to help her as she shifted the man’s arms so they could pull his plate mail off. 
 
    The found a small amount of Saidican Empire coinage, a folded piece of parchment with no writing on it, and crucially, a single enchanted scroll. Ari whistled as he examined the rune markings on the front of it. 
 
    “What do you think it does?” he asked. “You and Kerys were becoming somewhat proficient at guessing the magic of scrolls from looking at the runes, if I recall.” 
 
    Eva pursed her lips and slid a finger through her silver-blue hair. “It’s related to shock magic, but this ward here is closer to a shield spell. Perhaps shock dome, or shock shield?” 
 
    “Sounds useful enough,” said Ari. “We can always drain it for essence if we don’t end up—” 
 
    A shrill, accelerating hiss came from the other end of the steam-filled hallway, cutting off Ari’s sentence. He reached his hand to the side and summoned Azurelight, dropping into a defensive sword stance as a figure became visible in the shadows ahead. 
 
    At a glance, Ari took it to be an Escion, the strange, sentient race capable of innate control of the Weatherblight. Its head was a similar oblong shape, and each of its long arms had three segments instead of two.  
 
    The way it moved wasn’t right, though. It took slow, nearly symmetrical steps, each one coupled with another high-pitched hiss. Steam also jetted out of the figure at the shoulders, knees, and chest, adding to the pale screen of humid air that kept Ari from seeing deeper into the hallway. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I’m not really sure what to make of this. Your thoughts, Eva?” 
 
    “It looks like an enchanted golem, except… powered by steam in place of magic?” 
 
    “That’s as good of a guess as I could come up with,” he said. “A steam golem. Interesting.” 
 
    The golem wielded a mid-sized flail, the chain attached directly to its hand and the spike ball swaying with each of its movements. Ari kept a close eye on it as he approached, wondering if it was even aware of him, given how aloof its movements seemed. 
 
    His question was answered almost immediately. The steam golem lifted its arm into the air, and the end of the flail began to spin. Ari was close enough to see it in detail now. Its entire body was made of polished copper, and even its face was a mask of metal, lacking any eyes or openings that he could see. 
 
    The steam golem let out a hiss as it swung its arm and the flail within it forward at Ari’s head. He ducked under the attack, but he didn’t account for the way the flexible style of the golem’s arm allowed it to twist and follow up. 
 
    Ari was left with no other option but to block with Azurelight. The sword caught against the chain of the flail, which wrapped once around it before sliding downward and banging into the crossguard. 
 
    He managed to get the blade loose but took a grazing blow from the flailhead to the back of his hand in the process. The steam golem was slow in its response, pulling its arm backward for another, obvious blow. Ari slashed forward with Azurelight during the opening. 
 
    The sword bounced off the copper chest of the golem, leaving only a small scratch in its wake. The golem swung the flail forward again, and it was all Ari could do to throw himself backward out of reach. 
 
    “Maybe if we attack it from behind?” asked Ari. “It must have a weak spot.” 
 
    He stood back up and took hold of Azurelight’s hilt with both hands. With all the care he could muster, he pulled the sword back and tossed it into an arc over the steam golem’s head. As it passed beyond the apex of its arc, Ari reached his hand out, trying to arrest its movement with the tether of will he and Eva had begun training the previous night.  
 
    Azurelight hung in the air for a moment before slipping from Ari’s ethereal grasp and clattering to the stone. The ability wasn’t ready yet, not at the strength he needed it to be. The steam golem seemed to sense that Ari had just disarmed himself, and it lurched forward with surprising speed. 
 
    Light flashed as Eva shifted forms. She slammed a kick into the steam golem’s back, but it did little more than cause it to ebb slightly on its feet. The flail attached to its hand was spinning fast enough to be visible only as a circular blur. Ari got the feeling that it would inflict a fight-ending blow regardless of which part of his body it connected against. 
 
    “Milord!” Eva dropped down to her hands and knees behind one of the golem’s legs. Ari stared at her dumbly for a split second before realizing what she intended. 
 
    Ari ducked under the flail, feeling his entire body tense almost to the point of seizing as he considered how easy it would be for the whirling weapon to crack open his skull like an eggshell. He slammed his shoulder into the steam golem, knocking it off balance. Eva had placed herself in the perfect spot to trip the metal construct backward as it tried to find its footing.  
 
    It clattered to the stone with a noise that reminded Ari of dropped pots and pans. He immediately reached his arm out, intent on using Azurelight to finish it off. Eva seemed to have plans of her own, however. 
 
    She grabbed the two-handed mace the purple mesmer had once wielded and hefted it into the air. Ari was surprised that she could lift the massive weapon, though she was just about the strongest woman he knew. Eva brought the mace down once on the steam golem’s chest and then again on its head, smashing the metal exterior of its body open in several places. 
 
    Within the chest was an odd device that looked like a rubber waterskin with tubes running out of it. The central rubber part inflated and deflated in time with the puffs of steam leaving the golem’s body, which told Ari all he needed to know. 
 
    “There,” he said, gesturing toward it. “Hit that with the mace!” 
 
    Eva brought the spiked weapon down on the rubber component, puncturing it and releasing a cloud of hot steam. The golem instantly went still, and Ari breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “That was annoying,” he said. 
 
    “Very much so,” said Eva. 
 
    “These things are like the opposite of mesmers,” he said. “They have bodies, but no spirit. It’s like they’re empty, metal husks.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope that we don’t encounter any more of—” 
 
    A high-pitched hiss came from further down the hallway, and two steam golems identical to the first began moving toward them. 
 
    Ari ran a hand through his hair and shot Eva an exaggerated glare.  
 
    “You were saying?” he said, with a sigh. 
 
    “We should retreat,” said Eva. “I doubt we’d stand a chance against two at a time, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Ari was about to agree with her when something rather curious and unexpected happened. The steam golems suddenly halted in place. One of them had been wielding a spinning blade, the other a whirling flail, and both stilled their weapons. They stepped to the side of the hallway, leaving room to pass between them, and went as still as statues. 
 
    “Deeper…” The voice that sounded through the hallway came from everywhere and nowhere at once. “Go… deeper…” 
 
    Ari glared at the empty hallway, glancing from side to side. 
 
    “Who are you?” he called. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Go deeper…” repeated the voice. 
 
    The steam in the hallway began to clear, revealing a circular chamber through the open doorway at the far end. Copper piping ran across the walls and ceiling throughout the passageway, and faint, metallic groans, like metal being twisted, came from somewhere further beyond. 
 
    “Well then,” said Ari. “The ominous disembodied voice is right. We should go deeper.” 
 
    “Aristial, you cannot be serious,” said Eva. 
 
    “Where else will we get the essence we need?” he asked. 
 
    He didn’t expect her to give him an answer, and he watched in surprise as she immediately bent down and began pulling open the cracked metal face of the destroyed steam golem. Behind it was a thin crystal glass tube filled with a dark liquid that Ari immediately recognized. 
 
    “That’s distilled essence,” he said. “Huh. Well, I guess they aren’t completely steam powered after all.” 
 
    The vial was connected to a thin rubber tube, which Eva cut on the edge of one of the mace’s spikes and tied off, containing the liquid. She passed it to him and Ari pressed his finger to the surface of the glass, feeling to get an approximation of the amount of essence within. 
 
    “This isn’t enough,” he said. 
 
    “How many would we need to restore the tower’s teleportation functionality?” asked Eva. 
 
    “At least four, maybe five, per teleport,” said Ari. 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” said Ari. “I can’t say I’m overly disappointed, though. It means we’ll be going deeper in, and that’s where all the fun happens.” 
 
    “Was that an attempt at some sort of perverted play on words, milord?” asked Eva. 
 
    “What?” said Ari. “Of course not. I’m just saying. You never say no when someone tells you to go deeper.” 
 
    Eva slowly shook her head, the cool disapproval in her eyes slightly offset by the smile she tried and failed to hold back.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    They took the time to break open the other two steam golems before moving on. Ari took a turn wielding the mace after they’d tipped one of them over onto the ground, and the process of cracking the copper face mask and extracting the distilled essence vial reminded him a little of harvesting the meat from cave crabs down in the Hollow. 
 
    “We should take this with us,” he said, proffering the mace toward Eva. 
 
    “It will slow us down, given how much it weighs,” she said. 
 
    “Think you could carry it with you in your sword form?” 
 
    Eva sighed, and gave him a reluctant nod. “Yes, I suppose I could.” 
 
    She became Azurelight while holding the mace, taking the weapon with her as she shifted forms. Ari caught the sword by the hilt, feeling no extra weight in how the weapon felt in his hand. Her ability to take objects with her through the transformation could be more useful than he’d realized, and he felt like he needed to spend some time thinking of other ways to take advantage of it once they were back at the settlement. 
 
    He sheathed his sword and headed into the circular room at the end of the hall. Ari frowned as he glanced around, not immediately spotting another door to exit through. Long, curved crystal glass windows ran horizontally across the walls, but the only thing visible through them was more stone. 
 
    “There,” said Eva. “Directly across from the hallway.” 
 
    Ari frowned and took a closer look at what she’d been referring to. There was a rune ward set into the wall with a pattern that he didn’t recognize. He set his hand on it, wincing as he discovered how much essence it would take to utilize. 
 
    “We’ll have to spend the full contents of at least one of those vials,” he said. 
 
    “Do we have a choice?” asked Eva. “If what you said about the amount of essence we shall need to teleport the tower is true, there is no turning back.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Ari. “I guess we should hope to encounter more of those steam golems, as obnoxious as they were as enemies to fight.” 
 
    He pulled out one of the distilled essence vials, untied the rubber tube ending, and then tipped it into his mouth. The taste was unpleasant, sweet but with a burn that made it seem like a liquid not meant for human consumption.  
 
    Ari grimaced and reached for one of the waterskins, quickly washing down the taste as much he could. He felt the essence immediately transferring into him after a few exhalations, a tingling, vibrant sensation, as though he’d dipped himself into a hot spring that was just ever-so-slightly too warm. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. 
 
    Pressing his hand flat against the rune ward, Ari pushed the essence outward and triggered the enchantment with his will. He started to take a step back, expecting the wall to slide upward and reveal another door. 
 
    Instead, the floor bucked underneath him, throwing him off balance. He glanced over his shoulder just in time to see the hallway they’d entered in through rising upward. Or rather, to notice that the entire circular room was beginning to drop downward, stone grinding against stone as the archaic mechanism moved for the first time in centuries. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” muttered Ari. The hallway and their way back to the upper level of the spire disappeared completely after a few seconds, and he felt an odd sense of claustrophobia that was strong enough to shake his nerve, even though he’d grown up underground. 
 
    “There will be a way back up, I’m sure,” said Eva. “Perhaps even just triggering the ward again is all it will take.” 
 
    “That’s probably true,” said Ari. “There’s a lot of space down below where we were in the spire, though. Like, a lot of space.” 
 
    “My Lord Aristial is so articulate,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh, hush,” said Ari. 
 
    He moved to stand near one of the walls with the inlaid crystal glass windows just in time to see that descending room pass through something other than the stone shaft it had been in. Ari stared out into a huge, open chamber, lit by powerful ward lights and filled with a scene that took him a few moments to process. 
 
    The chamber was easily two hundred feet from floor to ceiling and almost as wide in diameter as the spire itself. It reminded Ari of Golias Hollow, in that it was a completely self-contained world. There was grass along the floor, bushes, small trees, even, but none of that was what made Ari’s breath catch in his throat. 
 
    Scattered throughout the open space were dozens of fishers, moving about idly with an unhurried ease. It was somehow raining in the chamber, if the condensation beading against the rune lift’s windows was anything to go by. Ari was staring out into a contained habitat for a single variety of Weatherblight. 
 
    “Mud and blood…” he muttered. “Are you seeing this, Eva?” 
 
    “I do not understand it,” she said. 
 
    The rune lift continued at the same slow speed even as it drew level with the chamber’s floor. One of the fishers noticed the movement and threw itself at the window Ari was looking out through. The rune lift’s wall didn’t even shake, and the monster fell back in a sprawl of tentacles. 
 
    They continued downward, passing through the floor of the strange chamber, which was made of thick stone and a dozen or so feet thick. Ari blinked in surprise as the rune lift lowered them into an almost identical space, except with a different, contained, artificial biome. 
 
    A violent windstorm raged through the chamber, stirring up dust and obscuring much of the room. Ari didn’t need to see clearly to know what it most likely was filled with. He saw the figure of one of the vodakai, the long, venomous wind snakes birthed from windstorms and tornadoes in the same manner that fishers were spawned from the rain. 
 
    “Is this some kind of harvest?” asked Ari. “Like a farm, with animals grown for slaughter?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Eva. “I can’t imagine what of use could be taken from the bodies of the Weatherblight.” 
 
    “Their blood, for one,” said Ari. 
 
    “You spoke of Mordus and the Escions as being capable of controlling the monsters directly,” said Eva. “What use would they have for the potion Lady Amber can create?” 
 
    “Good point. They must have another purpose for them, then.” 
 
    He had a few guesses, though there were issues with them all. It seemed unlikely that the Escions would need to keep the Weatherblight contained for study, given that they seemed to already have a deep knowledge of their creation and attributes. 
 
    Keeping them on hand as potential soldiers for a monster army also seemed problematic, given how the Weatherblight could only manifest during adverse weather. Ari shuddered as he considered the possibility that Mordus and the Escions might have a method for creating Weatherblight independent of the weather. The idea of facing fishers or lurkers at any time, without any chance of safety or security, was too terrifying for him to take seriously. 
 
    They passed through more of the Weatherblight biome chambers, one containing fog and the slow, disgusting slimes, another filled with water and the wriggling, alligator-like lurkers. The rune lift continued through an empty stone shaft after the second, and there didn’t appear to be any more chambers for the rest of the types of monsters. 
 
    The rune lift let out a hissing noise, and steam gushed outward from the door as it slid open, revealing another hallway. Ari waited until he could see what they were heading into clearly before taking Azurelight in a firm grip and starting forward. 
 
    “I really hope this thing can take us back up after,” he said. “I have no real interest in attempting to make my way through those chambers.” 
 
    “We can only hope,” said Eva. 
 
    Steam jetted from pipes on either side of the hallway at regular intervals, making it hard for Ari to get a good view of what lay ahead of them. The air felt hot and sticky, and within seconds, his clothing was nearly soaked through by the combination of the steam and his sweat.  
 
    One of his feet splashed into a puddle of water, and a rectangular opening became visible in the floor a dozen feet beyond where he was. It was filled with water up to the floor, wide enough for Ari to drop down into and deep enough to make it impossible to guess how far down it extended. 
 
    The hallway seemed to continue on behind it, but after jumping across and investigating, Ari found that it actually led to a dead end. He doubled back to the water and tested it with his fingers. 
 
    “Well, it’s warm,” he said. “It’s not all bad.” 
 
    “This does not seem like the best idea,” said Eva. 
 
    “If you’ve got a better one, I’ll hear it,” said Ari. “I see no other path forward.” 
 
    Eva didn’t answer him, and he took that to mean she consented to what he was about to do. Ari sat down and draped his feet into the water, letting out a small, not-displeased groan. The temperature wasn’t comparable to the hot springs back in the Hollow or even the tower’s shower, but it was still enough to relax his tired muscles. 
 
    He could see another opening below him, an underwater tunnel just a few feet beyond his body’s length in depth. Ari spent a minute gathering his nerve before taking a deep breath and letting himself sink down to it. 
 
    He took heed of his own cautions and resisted the urge to immediately swim into it. The tunnel was filled with more pipes, some of them set into convoluted, twisting patterns that partially blocked the way at points. It looked dangerous, but doable, especially since he could just barely make out the existence of the connecting shaft on the other side that presumably led back to the surface. 
 
    “Ready Eva?” he asked. “The sooner we get this over with, the better.” 
 
    “Be careful, milord,” she said. 
 
    Another deep breath, another drop back down, and Ari was kicking his way into the tunnel. He kept his movements as fluid as he could, focusing on the breath in his lungs and keeping calm. He’d done a fair amount of swimming back in Golias Hollow, even venturing into the underwater caves once or twice, though the Hollow Lord eventually banned access to them. 
 
    He stretched his arms out forward, ducking his head slightly to pass under a pipe. There was another pipe that made a loop right next to it, and the back of Ari’s left hand brushed across it as he attempted to squeeze through the section. 
 
    His hand stuck to the pipe as surely as though he’d thrust it against a wall covered in resin glue. Ari breathed out a bubble and stared, only realizing what had apparently happened after a few seconds of impotent confusion. 
 
    His Ring of Insight was firmly stuck against the pipe. Ari couldn’t see clearly enough through the water to tell if it was caught on a hidden crack, or pulled by some unseen attraction of metal, or perhaps snagged in some other way, but it didn’t really matter. 
 
    His hand, and by extension, the rest of his body, was going nowhere. Ari felt a momentary, irresistible flash of panic, and briefly flailed his arm in a desperate attempt to get the ring free, to no avail. 
 
    He forced himself to calm down and instead tried twisting his finger in a bid to slip the ring off his knuckle. Losing the Ring of Insight would be heart breaking, given how many times it had led him to life-saving answers, but losing his life would be heart breaking in a more literal sense. 
 
    The ring wouldn’t come off. Ari breathed out another small bubble and felt the tingling in his lungs that served as a precursor for the burning, and the inescapable urge to breathe that would come after. 
 
    He reached his left hand up and fumbled with the hilt of Azurelight, which was meant to be drawn by his other hand. It came loose after a few reluctant pulls. Ari tried to swing the sword at the pipe, hoping to cut away at the metal, or the ring, or even his finger, if need be. The effect of the water slowed his movements too much for the weapon to be effective. 
 
    Azurelight flashed with light, and Eva took the sword’s place, already abreast of the situation. She grabbed Ari’s hand and started pulling, but even their combined efforts weren’t enough. 
 
    Ari met her gaze for a second and managed a shrug. He’d faced off against monsters, mesmers, and the Saidican Emperor, only to meet his match in the form of a steam pipe tunnel flooded with lukewarm water. 
 
    Eva swam away from him, heading out through where the end of the tunnel connected to another shaft, which presumably led upward. Ari knew that she’d come back to him, loyal as she was. The burning in his lungs was already too much, however. Even with the full weight of his will, he could barely resist the temptation to spend the last of his energy thrashing ineffectively before giving in and letting his body’s compulsion to take a breath take over. 
 
    Eva was coming back. Ari watched her through squinted eyes, already resolved to his fate. She grabbed his face, inadvertently causing him to exhale a bubble into her face. She pressed her lips against his, and… 
 
    Air. So sweet. Ari would have kissed her if he, well, hadn’t already been kissing her. Eva gave him the kiss of life, breathing what little air she could carry down to him into his lungs to buy them more time to figure the situation out. 
 
    His thinking was clear enough to let her take the lead. Eva brought her scrutiny down on the Ring of Insight and the pipe, pulling close enough to see exactly what was going on. She pulled at his wrist, twisted at the ring, but still, nothing happened. 
 
    She waited for a few seconds too long before turning to head back up for more air. Ari knew as he saw her feet disappear down the tunnel that she wouldn’t make it back in time, regardless of how stubbornly he tried to resist giving in. 
 
    He closed his eyes. The water was warm, at least. Blessedly, he felt his awareness begin to fade to black before he’d taken that final, traitorous breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Ari felt his body was trying to turn itself inside out, and making a valid attempt. He was simultaneously coughing and retching, with pain pulsing through his temples in time with the revolt. Someone was also trying to kill him, slamming hands down on his chest with the kind of force that made him weep for his bruised ribs. 
 
    “Lord Aristial!” shouted Eva. “Wake up! Come on!” 
 
    “I…” Ari tried to make more words, but his mouth still wasn’t on the same page as his mind. 
 
    Luckily, Eva’s eyes met his, and she breathed a sigh of relief and relented her onslaught. Ari continued coughing and spitting up on himself, only slowly coming back to the reality of the situation. 
 
    “Ugh…” he managed. “What happened?” 
 
    “Do you remember your ring getting stuck?” asked Eva. 
 
    Ari nodded. He lifted his hand in front of his face and felt a small sense of satisfaction when he saw that his Ring of Insight was still there. 
 
    “You got it loose?” he asked. 
 
    “It came loose,” said Eva. “I’m not sure how or why. Do you remember me dragging you up the shaft and out of the tunnel?” 
 
    Ari shook his head. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Then I suppose you do not remember throwing up on me, either?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Oof,” said Ari. “Sorry. I was out for that, but I’m going to assume that I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “Some of it got in my hair, Aristial,” said Eva. 
 
    “Gross,” said Ari. “Do you want to throw up on me to make us even?” 
 
    Eva did not look amused. Ari grinned at her anyway. He was still lying on his back, and he reached over and pulled her into a gentle hug. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me,” said Ari. “I love you so damn much.” 
 
    “You’re still giddy from the time you spent without air,” said Eva. 
 
    “Maybe, but that doesn’t change the truth.” He cupped her face and leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    “The sentiment is sweet,” said Eva, “but I would prefer to take that kiss after you’ve rinsed your mouth out.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes and kissed her on the cheek instead. He did rinse his mouth out, though it felt as if most of what had left him had been water he’d accidentally swallowed on the way up. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” he said. “I’m starting to get really sick of this place.” 
 
    The hallway they were in was similar to the one they’d come from, with pipes running along the walls and ambient steam. They reached an intersection with two other hallways leading off diagonally toward where they’d come from, feeding in to the one hallway that led directly ahead. 
 
    “We should try to remember the layout as much as possible,” said Eva. She’d shifted back into sword form to make carrying the unwieldy mace a little easier. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Though it seems like all of these passageways lead toward a single end route.” 
 
    Several more intersections seemed to lend credence to the idea, with the hallway Ari continued down being only one of many that connected into the main route, like streams feeding into a river. He walked for what felt like an hour or more before the passageway finally spilled out into a massive, brightly lit chamber. 
 
    The ceiling was high, at least fifty feet overhead. The room was in the shape of a large oval, with metal doors running alongside both sides. A small set of stairs led up to a dais in the center of the room which held a massive crystalline glass pod at its center, with a dozen smaller glass globes surrounding it at the base. 
 
    Hundreds of copper pipes connected to the contraption, split equally in bunches that came from both the ceiling and floor. Whatever it was also gave off the lion’s share of the room’s illumination, and steam billowed around it from the flaws in the piping. 
 
    “Yes…” A voice resonated through the room. “Yes!” 
 
    It was as it had been before, emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once, but with a depth that had Ari feeling the sound of it through his teeth. Ari gripped Azurelight in both hands and took a slow step toward the dais.  
 
    The crystal glass pod flashed with light, and a form appeared inside it. It was an Escion, except with the ethereal, ghostly attributes of a dark-blue mesmer. Ari frowned as he considered the elongated head and strange facial features, the recognition slowly dawning on him. 
 
    “Mordus?” said Ari. “That’s you, isn’t it? And here I was thinking that I’d killed you.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” boomed the voice. “I can’t thank you enough for being so eager to place yourself in my power.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting interpretation,” said Ari. “I’m actually here to gather more essence, but you can think what you want.” 
 
    “You are here because I summoned you,” said Mordus. “You will serve as my hound. You will gather shards of the Godsword and bring them to me!” 
 
    A hissing noise came from both sides of the room as the metal doors Ari had noticed earlier slid open, steam billowing from within. Two dozen steam golems lurched into motion, carrying a collection of different weapons between them, all fixated and heading toward Ari. 
 
    “Eva!” shouted Ari. He held Azurelight out to the side, and the sword shifted into a mace-wielding woman. She split off from him, moving to engage with the steam golems approaching from the left, who were slightly ahead of the others. 
 
    Ari didn’t have a weapon, but he did have a scroll. He pulled it loose from his tunic and breathed a sigh of relief at the fact that the water hadn’t damaged the parchment. He kept it clutched in one hand, his will ready to trigger it when needed, and considered the situation. 
 
    A spell with a name like shock dome seemed to imply that it would work to either defend or attack in all directions. Ari shot a glance at Eva, who was doing an impressive job at taking on, or at least holding off, the dozen steam golems on the left side of the room. Her mace let out rhythmic clangs as she pounded them back, but he knew that she couldn’t keep it up forever. 
 
    One of the steam golems near Ari jumped forward with a surprising display of metallic dexterity. It had a whip attached to the end of its arm and snapped it forward with a fast and precise movement. Ari ducked underneath the cracking tip, but he was unprepared for the burst of blinding magical energy that came with it. 
 
    “Damn it!” he cried, blinking away the after image of the flash. The steam golems were moving to surround him. A few that Eva had been fighting against had split off toward him, perhaps sensing the opportunity.  
 
    It suited his plan perfectly. Ari dodged another whip strike and tried to position himself so that he was at the center of as many steam golems as he could collect. Eva saw what he was doing and clubbed one of the ones she was fighting toward him. 
 
    Ari probed into the scroll with his will, feeling the power of the spell for an instant before triggering it. He felt every hair on his body stand up straight, or at least attempt to, as a web of lightning formed around his person. 
 
    He had time to realize that casting a lightning-based spell while still damp from the water and wearing metallic jewelry was a bad idea. He didn’t have time to do anything about it. 
 
    The lightning danced over his skin, tensing his muscles and making his jaw tighten involuntarily, but that was the total of its effect on him. 
 
    Its effect on the steam golems was beyond what he’d been hoping for. The web of lightning burst outward, striking nearly all of the metal constructs and completely disrupting them. The golems seized as the lightning hit, twisting their bodies in ways that caused metal to snap free.  
 
    One of them bent over backward, folding itself completely in half. Another exploded into pieces, limbs flying across the room. Ari saw one compress inward, pulling into an approximation of the fetal position and letting out a grinding screech as its body tried to compress even further. 
 
    “Eva?” he called. 
 
    “I’m here.” Eva had dropped to one knee and shielded her eyes outside of the spell’s range. “I’m fine.” 
 
    There were two stone golems left, one of which she’d already nearly destroyed. Ari watched as she brought her mace to the face of the other, ending the fight. 
 
    “You fool!” screamed Mordus. “You are alive only because I will it! Fall to your knees and beg for your life, and perhaps I will still allow you to serve me.” 
 
    Ari rubbed a finger along the edge of his chin and leaned into a suspicion he’d been harboring since he’d first seen Mordus in the glass pod. 
 
    “On our way down here, we ran into a small group of steam golems,” he said. “They attacked us immediately, and seemed like they were trying to kill us. Up until Eva shouted ‘Lord Stoneblood.’ They stopped immediately, and that was when we first heard your voice, urging us to go deeper in.” 
 
    “You walked right into the heart of my power!” shouted Mordus. “I could strike you down where you stand, and if you refuse to serve me, I will do so, primitive.” 
 
    “Will you?” Ari probed his will into the Ring of Insight, which replied in the negative. “You won’t. You can’t, can you? That’s why these steam golems were so much easier for us to take on. You don’t want me dead.” 
 
    Even as a mesmer, he could see Mordus seething at the implication of his assertion. Eva fell into step beside Ari, and they both approached the dais, coming to a stop at the bottom stair. 
 
    “Eva, would you like to hear my guess about what’s going on here?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Very much so,” said Eva. 
 
    “It seems as though Mordus and the Escions have something akin to the Soul Engine,” he said. “When Mordus died, his soul essence collected here, in this pod. Also much like the Soul Engine, it seems like there is some type of flaw in the process. Otherwise, why would he still be in the pod after more than a month, rather than back in his body?” 
 
    “That’s… very astute,” said Eva. 
 
    “You sound surprised,” said Ari. 
 
    “I am,” said Eva. “No offense. Did your ring help you with any of that?” 
 
    “Of course it didn’t,” lied Ari. 
 
    “Primitive!” shouted Mordus. “You have no understanding of what the stakes here are! Obey, or be destroyed!” 
 
    Ari walked up the stairs and approached the contraption directly. He summoned Azurelight to his hand and poked the sword against the copper pipes leading into Mordus’ glass pod. 
 
    “Before I destroy you again, I’m curious,” said Ari. “You keep mentioning this Godsword and how you and your people are searching for it. To what end? What does it do, anyway?” 
 
    Mordus let out a low chuckle, slowly building to a raucous, borderline-crazed laugh. 
 
    “You’re pathetic,” said Mordus. “Once you stood against us. Now, your world is just one more corrupt bead on the necklace of our conquests. You don’t even remember, you who stand descendant from the breakers of the Godsword. We will have the shards back, and your pathetic civilization will bear the brunt of the blight for as long as it takes to revert you into the beasts you are!” 
 
    “That’s nice.” Ari spun, slashing Azurelight into the copper pipes. The blade bit through the softer metal easily, and he swung again, and again. Steam gushed forth. Mordus let out an ear-splitting scream that resonated through the entire room. Ari hacked at the pipes until he’d severed all of them, then smashed the pod’s crystal glass just for good measure. 
 
    A glowing blue sphere meandered out, as aimless and mindless as any Mesmer that he’d seen before. Ari hesitated for only a second before swiping Azurelight through it, absorbing what little essence it contained. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “Two dozen steam golems,” said Ari. “Along with this.” 
 
    Ari had done a circuit around the ruined contraption that had contained Mordus, only to find a crystal globe in the back half filled with distilled essence. It was more than he’d ever seen in one place before, an amount large enough to make it hard to imagine in terms of enchanted items or tower teleportations. 
 
    “We’ve accomplished our goal, it seems,” said Eva. She’d set her muscles and her mace to the task of smashing open the destroyed golems and retrieving their essence.  
 
    “Apparently we have,” said Ari. “But still…” 
 
    He shook his head. He had an odd, unjustifiable sense that they were missing something. He’d apparently destroyed Mordus, but once the fight had been over, the steam-powered doors that had opened to release the golems had slid closed, and the sound of metal on metal and shifting gears emanated from behind them like a gentle goodbye. 
 
    “Mordus is dead,” he continued, “but I can’t help but feel like this spire still has more secrets locked away within it.” 
 
    He’d found another hatch, too, directly behind the dais. On a whim, Ari had set his hand on the essence lock and almost gasped at the amount it required to open.  
 
    He had a general sense of how far down the rune lift had brought him, and it hadn’t been to the bottom of the visible portion of the spire, which in itself was only a section of a structure that surely must have reached down to the ocean bottom. There was more to explore within Deepwater Spire, more opportunity and more danger. 
 
    “Let’s take the victory we’ve been given,” said Eva. “We still have to reach the roof and the tower, but if we can accomplish that, we’ll be able to return to the tower having accomplished what we set out to do.” 
 
    “More than what we set out to do,” he said. “There is a ton of value here that we can make use of. For starters…” 
 
    Ari found the enchanted whip that one of the steam golems had been wielding and slipped it into his pack. 
 
    “With this, we can start making useful enchanted weapons,” said Ari. “Both for us to use defending Etheria and to sell in Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “You already had a few enchantments that you could have used for that,” said Eva. 
 
    “Yes and no,” said Ari. “An item with an enchantment similar to my Feathercloak or Ring of Insight would have been a little too nuanced to sell that many of. I also have Miragion, but the enchantment of that is so powerful that I doubt I’d ever be able to mass produce it.” 
 
    “Mass production is what you have in mind?” asked Eva. 
 
    “What better way to take advantage of all this essence?” asked Ari. “Of course, we’ll use some of it for activating rune wards and keep a portion in the tower for teleportation, but making enchanted weapons will be the most efficient way for us to raise money for Etheria. Especially given that we now have a bunch to get started with.” 
 
    He gestured to the various weapons scattered across the floor that had once belonged to the stone golems. There were plenty of daggers and short swords, a few longer blades, and a single silver spear with intricate engravings running along its length that he suspected would be perfect for Rin. 
 
    “We can’t take all of these with us,” said Eva. “There’s only so much we can carry.” 
 
    “Can’t you just put a bunch of weapons in your arms to take with you into your sword form?” asked Ari. 
 
    “There’s a limit to what the form-shifting magic extends to,” said Eva. “I suppose I could take the mace I already have, the spear, and maybe one of the longswords.” 
 
    “That should do,” said Ari. “I’ll stuff the whip with the enchantment and a bunch of daggers into my pack.” 
 
    They loaded the essence and weapons up. Eva shifted into her sword form while holding her burden, and Ari sheathed Azurelight. He took one last look at the room, hesitating as his eyes lingered on one of the smaller steam golems. 
 
    Its hand had come loose at some point during its struggle against Eva and her mace. Ari crouched down and picked it up. The hand was undamaged, and even the rune ward inscribed into the back of it had come out unscathed. It was smaller than Ari’s own hand, but the fingers weren’t otherwise that different in shape or size. 
 
    “It’s almost perfect,” he muttered. 
 
    “What is?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Ah, nothing.” He stood up and slipped the copper hand into one of the pack’s pockets. “Just an idea.” 
 
    The trip back through the spire was long but relatively straightforward. The underwater tunnel gave them a little trouble, but more due to the care Ari had to take to stay clear of the pipes this time rather than because of new obstacles.  
 
    The rune lift rose at a much slower rate than it descended. Ari and Eva were treated to repeat views of the Weatherblight biomes, and Ari found himself wishing that he’d forced Mordus to tell him more about them while he’d had the chance. 
 
    “Do you think we could ever destroy this place?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it would be possible, given its size,” said Eva. “Do you suspect that doing so would stop the Weatherblight?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Ari. “Maybe not. Mordus spoke of other worlds having also been corrupted. It might be that if we destroyed the spire, the Escions would just send down another one.” 
 
    Eva was still in her sword form, so Ari couldn’t see her expression, but he got the distinct sense that she was contemplating something. 
 
    “Do you believe that other Escions would react to the move?” she asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they?” asked Ari. “I’d been working under the assumption that they were up there, living on the surface of The Stray moon in the same way we live down here.” 
 
    “Why did they only send Mordus?” asked Eva. “It’s been hundreds of years since this spire first landed, has it not? Why nothing since then?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. It was a good question, and he wasn’t sure whether Eva’s question comforted him or unnerved him. Were the rest of the Escions just biding their time, or was there more to the situation? And what was the significance of the Godsword Mordus had mentioned? 
 
    “I’m not sure if we’ll have answers to these questions anytime soon,” said Ari. 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Eva. 
 
    The rest of the journey out of the spire was easy enough. Ari and Eva retraced their footsteps up into the main room of the top level, and then up the spiral hallway that led to the roof. It was the middle of the night when they climbed up the ladder, and fortunately one with a clear sky overhead. The two of them headed straight for the tower, and Ari could hear the distinct sound of an argument as he opened the door. 
 
    “That’s what there is to eat,” said Amber. “You seem to be under the misassumption that I’m obligated to provide you anything better, or anything at all.” 
 
    “You can’t speak to me like that,” said Lady Prestia. “I am a lady of Farhaven, an official representative of the Emperor.” 
 
    “Your Emperor isn’t here, and if he was, it’s a coin toss if he’d even accept you with open arms,” said Amber. 
 
    “Why, you…” 
 
    Ari stepped into the common room and crossed his arms, taking in the sight of Amber and Lady Prestia arguing with each other from opposite sides of the central table. Lady Prestia’s hair was wet, and her face was clean. She was also wearing one of Kerys’ dresses, which her erotically plump body did a shockingly good job of filling out. 
 
    “Did you lend her that dress, Amber?” asked Ari. 
 
    Amber shook her head, wearing her exasperation openly. “No, of course not. She’s been acting as though the tower belongs to her since the instant you left. She took a shower, too.” 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” said Lady Prestia, ignoring Amber and addressing Ari. “If you would, young sir. I grow most bored of this place. Your fellow slave has already explained this tower’s functionality. You say you cannot bring me to my Lord Emperor, which I accept, but if you would please bring me to one of the other main Holds, I would be most grateful.” 
 
    Ari chuckled and shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. As far as I know, they don’t even exist anymore. You’re welcome to come with us back to our settlement, Etheria, however.” 
 
    “You’re seriously going to let her come with us?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Weren’t you interested in asking her questions about her time period earlier?” he asked. 
 
    “That was earlier, before I realized that this woman was more interested in pomp and pageantry than anything useful about her time period.” 
 
    “You!” Lady Prestia flicked her wet, red hair over one shoulder and set her hands on her hips. “You dare speak to a Lady and an official representative in that tone?” 
 
    “I wasn’t speaking to you, and even if I was, I’ll speak to you how I please,” said Amber, in a flat tone of voice. 
 
    “Lady Prestia,” said Ari, in his most patient voice. “If you want to come with us, you need to sit down and shut up. Are we clear?” 
 
    Lady Prestia blinked, and her expression went through various states of disbelief, frustration, and blank surprise. 
 
    “You…” She shook her head, moving her lips with no sound. “You’re a slave. You’re… all slaves.” 
 
    Ari stepped closer to her. She really was quite attractive, with flawless pale skin and wonderful endowments that were emphasized by her slim Saidican physique. The entitlement that still lived in her eyes, however, was anything but. 
 
    “I’m no slave,” he said, simply. “And the world you remember, the world where you could order people about, is gone.” 
 
    Lady Prestia simply stared at him. She looked out through the open door of the tower, across the roof of the spire. Ari watched her, and suddenly began to see her differently as he noticed the fear and vulnerability in her eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I know this is all shocking for you, especially given how much time you spent on the spire alone. We will help you, Lady Prestia, if we can. I know what it’s like to feel as though you’ve been thrown out into a world that doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “You…” Lady Prestia cleared her throat. “You needn’t comfort me, I’m no child. I will accept your offer of assistance, until a time whence I stand reunited with my own estate and servants.” 
 
    “Right, well, I’m sure that time will come before you know it,” said Ari, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Ari drew Azurelight, which flashed with light as Eva appeared in place of the sword, and Lady Prestia flinched back. 
 
    “A sword that turns into a woman,” said Lady Prestia, fixing Eva with a stare. “I’ve heard of such a thing before, but never seen it myself. Are you from my time as well?” 
 
    “I am, milady,” said Eva. “Though my memory of that age is slim.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Lady Prestia. “It’s good to know I won’t be solely in the company of rebellious slaves for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Ari and Amber let out a groan in unison. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    They spent a few minutes sorting through their collected loot. Eva carried the various weapons they’d salvaged upstairs into the enchanting room, along with the majority of the distilled essence. Ari would have to consume it eventually and transfer the underlying essence into the enchanting altar, but he remembered how the liquid tasted and was in no hurry to drink more of it than he needed to. 
 
    He did have to down a few of the vials in order to gather enough essence to power the teleport back to Etheria. Distilled essence was sickly sweet and burned on the way down, and it gave him the overall sense that it was a substance not originally meant for consumption. Ari coughed as he upended the last vial into his mouth, slapping his free hand down on the common-room table. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” he asked. “I doubt we’ll be coming back for a while.” 
 
    Eva and Amber nodded. Lady Prestia looked confused, though he’d already explained to her how the tower worked. Ari used his will to coax the rune wards into visibility, and then set his hand down on the one that would bring them to Etheria. 
 
    Light flashed around the outside of the tower for an instant, and then they were home. Ari breathed a sigh of relief, feeling more than a little grateful for how quickly they’d been able to accomplish their goal. 
 
    The relief faded as his ears identified the regular, pattering sound of rain striking the roof of the dome overhead, outside of the tower. He immediately looked at Eva, who’d already moved to peer out the window. 
 
    “Fishers,” she said. “At least one is inside the settlement.” 
 
    Ari scowled with gritted teeth. “Come on. We need to find the others.” 
 
    “What?” Lady Prestia stood up and frowned. “Explain the situation to me. How should I—” 
 
    A heavy thump came from outside the tower’s door, hard enough to make the ancient wood groan from the force of the blow. Ari summoned Azurelight to his hand and pulled the door open just as the offending fisher hurled its body forward a second time. 
 
    It came through the doorway in a tangle of dark tentacles, reaching out in an attempt to grab both Ari and Amber. It was a nightmare embodied, with four main limbs, six tentacle appendages extending from just below the head, and a mouth with two sets of diagonally placed jaws.  
 
    Ari didn’t hesitate. He hacked away at the fisher with his sword, severing tentacles and sending green blood splattering across the common room. The monster let out a clicking, high-pitched hiss and continued trying to force its way into the tower. Ari slammed his foot into its abdomen, knocking it off balance, and then stabbed it twice in quick succession with Azurelight. 
 
    “Stay here!” he shouted. “Keep the door closed.” 
 
    “I’ll… try to,” said Amber, her voice shaky with fear. Surprisingly, Lady Prestia was the one who met Ari’s gaze and nodded. A single look at the resolve in her expression was enough to tell him that she’d encountered the monsters up close at least once during her time alone on the spire. 
 
    Ari kicked the fisher carcass out of the tower and firmly shut the door behind him. He looked around the settlement’s central chamber, desperate to catch sight of Kerys and the others but also terrified of what he might find when he did.  
 
    There were two other fishers in the chamber, one of which was already heading his way. Otherwise, it was completely empty. Ari took a breath and forced himself to stay calm and focused instead of letting his emotions take control. 
 
    “Talk to me, Eva,” he whispered.  
 
    “Finish these two and check the underchambers,” she said. “They’ll be here, somewhere. Don’t let yourself assume the worst just yet.” 
 
    “I’m a mud-damned idiot,” he said. “I should never have assumed that the others could manage against the Weatherblight on their own.” 
 
    He sprinted forward, taking loping, Feathercloak-assisted steps. The nearest fisher reared back and stretched its tentacles out on all sides as he closed on it, as though it thought that the gesture might intimidate him into slowing down. 
 
    Ari let himself vent his frustration on the monster. He slashed Azurelight across its chest, nearly cutting it in half in a single blow. Green blood shot to the side, splattering onto the ground in an echo of the path of his sword.  
 
    The fisher grabbed his left arm with two tentacles. Ari swung his sword one-handed, still managing to decapitate the monster despite the grip it had over him. A noise came from behind him. He spun just as the second fisher threw itself forward and fell backward under the weight of its monstrous tackle. 
 
    The new fisher seemed dead-set on getting its bizarrely quadrisected jaws closed around Ari’s head. He blocked with Azurelight, pressing the edge of the sword into the monster’s mouth. It continued pushing forward despite the blade cutting into it, and it had both the weight and strength advantage over Ari. 
 
    “Aristial!” said Eva, through the bond. “The new ability!” 
 
    It took him a second to realize what she meant. Ari was pushing with his arms, but he could also push with his will, drawing from his and Eva’s bond to add even more leverage to the weapon. Azurelight seemed to hum in his hands as he did, and Ari snarled as the combination of both aspects of his strength was enough to push the monster clear of him. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and cleaved through the fisher at the waist, leaving it spewing green blood from both halves. He kept his sword at the ready as he began to run, checking first the underchamber that Kerys and the children had moved into.  
 
    It was empty, as was the training room, and every other one he checked. Ari felt a growing, painful pressure encasing his heart as what little hope he had left began to dissolve entirely. 
 
    “Maybe…” He shook his head, biting his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. “Maybe they’re outside somewhere?” 
 
    Eva didn’t reply. Ari took off at a dead sprint and tried to ignore the insidious voice in the back of his head. 
 
    They’re dead. All of them. That’s why they aren’t here.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Ari slowed as he approached the tunnel, spotting his rune sled in the spot where he’d left it. The old, rusted artifact had been at rest for the past few weeks, given that it had run out of essence shortly into their time at the settlement. 
 
    It wasn’t an issue for him now. He still had enough essence left from the vial he’d drunk earlier to spur the craft back into motion. He triggered the ward and climbed onto it, taking hold of the handle bar and urging it up to full speed as he shot down the tunnel. 
 
    There were signs of digging out front that suggested that the others had begun putting his plan to create a fence of trees into motion. Had they been outside when the storm had begun? The children, at least, would have still been inside. Why would they all have abandoned the arena, then? 
 
    “Check the drake skull that Rin uses for her training,” suggested Eva. 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. 
 
    It was no more than a minute away by rune sled at full speed. The rain was falling in thick sheets, and Ari traveled fast enough to make the droplets sting as they struck his face and eyes. There were fishers everywhere, prowling through the rugged hills with predatory focus, but the few that came after Ari were too slow to catch up. 
 
    The drake skull was empty. Ari swore under his breath and slammed his fist against the side of the ancient fossil. He was desperately trying to think of where else he could look when he spotted the trees at the top of the cliff, where he, Virgil, and Eva had trapped the gazelles the day before. 
 
    “There!” he shouted. He willed the rune sled into motion and took off, cloak trailing behind him like a flag in the wind. 
 
    The trees were knitted together much as they had been during the gazelle hunt, with the addition of several fishers partially or completely bound with vines and flexible branches. Ari brought the rune sled to a stop and dispatched one of them with a sword thrust through the neck. 
 
    “Kerys!” he shouted. “Virgil!” 
 
    The trees shuddered slightly, and then an opening appeared in the branches. Ari decapitated another fisher as he hurried through, the branches immediately locking closed behind him. 
 
    Virgil stood at the front of the group of huddled survivors. They were all soaking wet. The children were at the center, with Grena and Kerys each comforting as many as they could manage at once. Durrien stood on the far end, watching the cliff with a long, club-like stick in both hands. 
 
    When Kerys saw him, she immediately stood and ran over, pulling him into a tight hug. Her teeth were chattering and her skin was ice cold. Ari hugged her as tightly as he could without hurting her. 
 
    “Mud and blood, Kerys,” he said. “You’re okay. I’m so glad.” 
 
    “The storm came on so suddenly,” she said. “Durrien was out gathering firewood since we didn’t have the tower’s kitchen to cook in. Virgil couldn’t keep the fishers out of the settlement on his own, and we couldn’t just stay there once one had made it in.” 
 
    Ari ran a hand through Kerys’ black and blonde hair and kissed her forehead. Virgil was standing nearby, his gaze directed downward. He looked ashamed of himself, and it wasn’t until Ari reached out and set a hand on his shoulder that he lifted his head. 
 
    “Virgil,” said Ari. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine, milord.” Virgil blinked a few times, and Ari got the sense that his face was wet from more than just the rain. “I failed. I didn’t know what to do when it was just me against one of those, those…” 
 
    “You did exactly what I’d hoped you would,” said Ari. “You kept everyone safe.” 
 
    Ari grinned at him and clapped him on the back. Eva had shifted into her incarnate form, and she was helping the others onto their feet and preparing them for the necessary trip back to the settlement. Ari looked around and only then realized what, or rather who, was still missing. 
 
    “Where is Rin?” he asked. “Don’t tell me she…?” 
 
    He couldn’t finish his sentence, and he felt a momentary wave of despair at the idea of her falling to the fishers. 
 
    “We still haven’t seen her,” said Durrien. “She’s been off on her own since you left.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” muttered Ari. “That foolhardy woman. There’s nothing we can do for her right now. Come on, here’s how this is going to work.” 
 
    He set the youngest of the children onto the rune sled, which he put Kerys in charge of controlling. Ari took the lead, wielding Azurelight on foot. Virgil watched over the center group of Grena, the children, and the rune sled. Durrien followed behind as the rear guard. 
 
    They moved as fast as they could through the dark, only slowing when they needed to shift their course to give one of the monsters a wide berth. Ari was forced to dispatch two more, though they each attacked individually, which made the fights easy. 
 
    Etheria was still cleared out, which was a relief. Ari took the duty of guarding the tunnel and directed the rest of the group inside, though the rain was already falling with less intensity. He stood with his hands tight on Azurelight’s hilt, as ready for a fight as he’d ever felt in his entire life.  
 
    The storm ended less than an hour later. Ari only let himself relax after a few minutes of calm weather, and even then, his heart was still pounding in his chest like a well-played drum. His sword flashed with light, and Eva appeared beside him, looking worried. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said. “We should head back inside.” 
 
    “It could rain again,” he said. 
 
    “If it does, I’ll guard the tunnel,” she said. “You’re too tired to keep going.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, but Ari didn’t want to admit that out loud. He headed inside with slow steps and found the rest of the community dealing with the aftermath of the monsters he’d dispatched. 
 
    Kerys, along with a few of the children, were gathered around Lady Prestia, who seemed comfortable, if not outright pleased, with the attention. Kerys was frowning, which Ari found understandable, given that the Sai woman had borrowed one of her dresses without asking. 
 
    “How very quaint,” said Lady Prestia. “I suppose these children aren’t slaves either? Will they at least become your servants when they reach adulthood, then?” 
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys. “Would you care to explain to me where this woman came from, and why you thought it would be a good idea to bring her back here?” 
 
    “She was one of the mesmers in Deepwater Spire,” said Ari. “The pink one. I think you met her briefly, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kerys’ cheeks suddenly flushed. Ari grinned, remembering how he’d found her in Lady Prestia’s room only a few moments away from getting to know the pink mesmer in the same way that he had. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, Lord Stoneblood, could you show me to my room?” asked Lady Prestia. “All of the excitement of this night has thoroughly worn me out.” 
 
    “You don’t have a room,” said Ari. “I suppose you can share the underchamber that Rin has been sleeping in, for now.” 
 
    He scowled and ran his hand through his hair, feeling his anxiety for Rin flare back up. 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” said Kerys. “She has wings, remember? She could always just fly out of a storm, away from the fishers.” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. 
 
    He helped Kerys and Grena clean up some of the fisher blood and disposed of the monster carcasses. Their bodies, after death, felt almost like empty sacks, with all of the bones and structure dissolving in the same process through which they had formed. 
 
    He was tossing one of the dead fishers into the grass when he caught sight of movement overhead. Rin landed not far from the tunnel’s entrance, her feet squishing against the wet ground as she touched down. She waved at him, and he struggled to keep his emotions in check as she slowly made her way over. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he snapped. 
 
    “Outside,” said Rin. “I would have thought you could guess that much, chala.” 
 
    “We needed you here,” said Ari. “You talk about things that should be obvious. We almost just lost people to the mud-damned storm, Rin!” 
 
    She gave him a shrug that was mirrored in her wings as much as her shoulders. Her black hair hung loose and unbraided, and it wasn’t that wet. 
 
    “I had things to attend to,” said Rin. 
 
    “Things to attend to,” repeated Ari. “And these things are more important than those little Ravarian children? Are you trying to find a way to go around blaming yourself for their deaths, too?” 
 
    Rin’s face turned cold, and then violently hot. She rushed Ari, moving in a blur of feathers and twisting limbs. He felt her fist strike his jaw, but he never saw the blow coming. 
 
    “You…!” shouted Rin. Ari fell back a pace, watching as she prepared another blow. 
 
    Eva was suddenly in between them. She slapped Rin across the face hard enough to knock the other woman off balance and assumed a fighting stance. 
 
    “You do not strike him,” said Eva, in a flat tone.  
 
    The two women stared at each other, and Ari felt himself gaining new appreciation for just how dangerous they both could be. He was already searching for the right words to reel the situation back in, but Kerys beat him to it. 
 
    “Enough!” said Kerys, stepping into the mix. “We aren’t enemies. Quit acting like children.” 
 
    Ari ran his hand over the spot on his face where Rin had punched him, wincing at the surprising tenderness of it. Rin watched Eva for a few seconds before turning to look at him, her expression still stubborn and self-righteous. 
 
    “You asked me what was so important, chala,” said Rin. “Does this answer your question?” 
 
    She reached into her tunic and pulled out a small, somewhat withered flower, which she set into Ari’s hand. 
 
    “Hester blossom,” he muttered. “Were there more where you found this?” 
 
    “Just the one.” Rin turned and started walking away from the tunnel, back out into the night. 
 
    “Rin!” shouted Ari. “Hold on for a second. Mud and blood…” 
 
    She stopped, which surprised him. Ari walked over to her and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t have to push yourself this hard,” he said. “And we really could use you here. Not just for your spear, but for, well, your presence. I’m sure the children would be comforted by you stopping by to see them.” 
 
    Rin shrugged again and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. You win, chala.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    The night settled down as Ari and the others headed back into Etheria. Eva diligently insisted on remaining on watch, but Kerys retired to bed with the children, and Rin headed for the underchamber she typically used when she slept in the arena. Ari heard a shout come from that particular underchamber right as she entered, and only then did he remember Lady Prestia. 
 
    “My name is Lady Preanor Prestia, and I will not be spoken to in such a manner!”  
 
    “Try not speaking at all, chala,” said Rin. “It would be well appreciated.” 
 
    “You heathen!” 
 
    “Easy,” said Ari, as he stepped into the doorway. “What’s going on here, exactly?” 
 
    Lady Prestia was already lying down on a sleeping pad, swaddled with an unnecessary number of blankets. She’d let her hair down, and it made her look very young in combination with her tone of voice. 
 
    “She threatened to kill me!” cried Lady Prestia. 
 
    “She kept making demands of me as though I was her servant,” said Rin. “I told her that if she didn’t stop, there would be consequences.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to sleep when I presently fear for my life?” cried Lady Prestia. 
 
    “I think that’s a little over the top,” said Ari. “Ah, maybe a lot over the top?” 
 
    “She’s welcome to the chamber,” said Rin. “I’ll take what I need and go.” 
 
    Rin had already stripped out of her tunic and leggings and didn’t bother putting either back on as she rose to collect her things. Ari took her by the arm as she slipped past him in the doorway. 
 
    “You can share my chamber for tonight,” he said. 
 
    A slight smile played across Rin’s lips. “Is that wise of you, chala? Don’t you usually bed with your sword maiden?” 
 
    “Eva’s on watch, and Kerys is sleeping with the children,” said Ari. “If you can avoid punching me again, you’re welcome to join me.” 
 
    “What about slapping?” asked Rin. She pulled her hand back and made the gesture of striking him with an exaggerated motion. Ari caught her wrist as it came. 
 
    “Come on,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    Rin was still in her underwear, and Ari playfully pulled her along behind him as they started toward his underchamber. She slipped ahead to be in front as they reached the doorway and blocked his way, with the same small smile from before dancing across her lips. 
 
    “What happens if I can’t sleep?” asked Rin. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find a way to keep yourself busy,” said Ari. 
 
    “Would you stop me if I tried to leave right now and run into the dangerous night?” asked Rin. 
 
    “You go out of your way to be insufferable sometimes, don’t you?”  
 
    “Of course,” said Rin. “Are you going to do something about it, chala?” 
 
    He stared at her, feeling what little space separated their bodies suddenly roil with heat, despite the cold of the night. Ari seized her by the waist and tossed her over his shoulder. Rin let out a gasping laugh and kicked her legs against him playfully. 
 
    He threw her down on his bedroll and kissed her, pinning her arms to his pillow. Rin kissed him back and bucked her hips upward with suggestive motions. Ari slipped out of his own clothing in record time and then straddled her, pawing at her ample breasts. He pulled them both free of the fabric of her underwear and slid further up her body. 
 
    His cock came to rest against her bosom, and he felt it growing as hard as it got as Rin’s hot breath tickled against the tip. He still had her hands pinned, and he smiled as he saw her expression, a lewd mixture of lust and defiance.  
 
    “Maybe Lady Prestia was on to something when she tried to treat you like her servant,” said Ari. 
 
    He pushed his cock into her face and stifled a gasp of pleasure as it mashed into the soft flesh of her lips and cheek. 
 
    “If you try to put that in my mouth without an invitation, I will bite it off, chala,” whispered Rin. 
 
    She almost seemed to contradict herself then, as she pushed her tongue out and swirled it in a circle over the tip of his shaft. Ari held her gaze, bringing a hand to her cheek and holding it there with a firm tenderness that seemed an analogy to how he so often treated her outside of the night. 
 
    “Open your mouth, Rin,” said Ari.  
 
    She did, but there was a dangerous gleam in her eyes. She brought her head forward and let the edge of her teeth drag across his cock, just hard enough to warn rather than hurt. Her lips closed and she gave him a single, glorious suck, leaning forward to take most of his length and pulling her lips and tongue back slowly, like she was polishing a dirty sword. 
 
    Her mouth separated from his shaft with a lewd popping noise, and then Rin was in motion. She grabbed Ari by the waist and twisted, trying to vie for control with an aggressive takedown. Ari wrapped an arm around her shoulder and wing as she spun into his grasp. He pushed her down to all fours and Rin let out a tiny, pleasured moan before lifting her butt for him. 
 
    She let out a matching sigh as Ari slid his cock into her, as though by filling her up in one place he’d forced her breath out in another. His first thrust was punishingly hard, and there was an echo of the movement in the way Rin’s wings fluttered out to the side, as though she was considering whether to fly away. 
 
    She stayed right where she was, head down and butt up, as Ari took her. He was still a little annoyed and frustrated with her, and those emotions bled into his movements. He held onto one of her wings for extra leverage, driving his cock deep into her as though giving a naughty little girl the spanking she deserved. 
 
    He slapped her ass. Rin let out a small squeal. 
 
    “Oh yes, chala,” she moaned. “Mmm… show me what you’re made of.” 
 
    Ari leaned further forward, pressing down on her. He sped up, slamming into her and losing himself in the rhythm. He took her for all she was worth and felt the instant when the pleasure became too much for him to handle. 
 
    He pulled out, as he always had to with Rin, and finished on her firm buttocks. She lay prone on his bedroll, her entire body limp like a piece of well-tenderized meat. Ari spread out behind her, and he heard Rin let out a satisfied sigh. 
 
    “I think…” she whispered. “That was just what I needed.” 
 
    She set her hand on top of his, and their fingers intertwined. Rin stayed where she was for a few minutes before getting up, dressing, and leaving the chamber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Eva was asleep in the bed next to Ari when he awoke the next morning. He kissed her softly on the cheek before slipping out from under the covers, wondering if Virgil or Durrien had taken over the watch. 
 
    He headed for the tower after pulling his clothes on. The door was already open, and the smell of cooking food wafted out from inside. Ari’s mouth watered as he slid into the somewhat crowded common room. The children had taken all of the seats around the table, and a few of them smiled and giggled when they saw him. 
 
    “It is I, the mighty Lord Stoneblood!” said Ari, thumping his chest. “I’ve come to grace your presence for the sake of breaking my fast for the morn!” 
 
    Most of the little Ravarians couldn’t understand what he was saying, but that didn’t stop them from breaking out into laughter and jabbing their fingers to point at him. Grena was carrying one of the younger ones across the room, and she smiled along with the rest of them. 
 
    “Please try not to get them too riled up, Ari,” said Kerys. “Here.” 
 
    She was carrying a clay plate with chopped apples and gazelle bacon on it. Ari let out an audible groan as he took in the heavenly smell. 
 
    “You’re a miracle worker,” he said. “This looks so good.” 
 
    “It’s just the usual,” said Kerys, with a shrug. “Grena and Selene did most of the work.” 
 
    She sighed, and she reached over to rub at her injured arm with her good hand. She was wearing a maroon gown with long sleeves, one of which had a button which she’d closed over the end of her arm. 
 
    “I stand by my statement,” said Ari, putting an arm around her. “You’ve been putting in so much effort to make this settlement work, Kerys. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it effort,” said Kerys with a smile. “It’s the same as what I would have been doing down in the Hollow. Looking after the children, helping out wherever I can.” 
 
    She kept smiling, but her expression became a little distant, filled with a near-forgotten longing. Ari pulled her in a little closer to him, but he was already fighting to keep her attention as Selene and one of the other children began tugging at her skirts. 
 
    “Let’s go back eventually,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys furrowed her brow. “Uh, what? Go back where?” 
 
    “To the Hollow,” said Ari. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. I’m serious. Between what we can accomplish now through the tower and enchanting, I see no reason why we couldn’t find a way to pay our old home a visit.” 
 
    “Ari…” said Kerys. “You aren’t just saying that, are you? You really think we could… go back?” 
 
    “I mean, if we wanted to,” he said. He scratched his head, realizing that his offhand suggestion might have stirred a curious mixture of emotions within her. 
 
    Ari hadn’t really missed the Hollow in his time away from it, but it was different for Kerys. She still had family: her mother and father, her brothers, along with countless old friends. Ari felt an odd pressure against his heart as he considered whether she might choose to go back not just to visit, but to stay, if actually presented with the opportunity. 
 
    “I’d have to think about it,” said Kerys slowly. “As much as I’d love to make time to visit, we have so much going on here. We also don’t know how everyone in our old home would react to us doing something that’s so outside of Dormiar’s teachings.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Ari. 
 
    “It was really sweet of you to suggest, though,” said Kerys. 
 
    “It was sweet, wasn’t it?” Ari grinned at her. “Keep that in mind the next time we’re fooling around and I try to—” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” said Kerys.  
 
    Ari cackled and scooped the rest of his food into his hand as he headed back outside. Most of the other members of their small community were already up and engaged in various projects. Ari did a slow circuit of the arena, stopping by to check on Amber, who was working with her alchemy equipment, and Durrien, who was resting after filling in for the watch. 
 
    He found Virgil directly outside the tunnel, already deep into getting his hands dirty in a literal sense. He’d taken his shirt off to keep it clean while he transplanted trees into position around the arena’s entrance, mostly small ones to start.  
 
    Surprisingly, Lady Prestia was also sitting on the grass nearby, watching Virgil with a smile on her face. They were talking Saidios, and though Ari couldn’t understand what was being said, Virgil’s somewhat-awkward body language and short responses told him much of the story. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Ari. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” Virgil immediately saluted, and Lady Prestia let out a small giggle.  
 
    “Relax, Virgil,” said Ari, saluting back. “I’m just checking up on everyone. No plans for today other than the usual, so you’re free to do what you want as long as it’s productive. Have you seen Rin anywhere?” 
 
    “She headed out to the drake skull,” said Virgil. “I made her promise to check in with you before straying any further.” 
 
    Ari raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised she’d commit to that.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, she was a little sarcastic about it,” mumbled Virgil. “Lord Stoneblood, I also wanted to apologize for failing you yesterday.” 
 
    Ari slowly shook his head. “Virgil, your definition of ‘failing’ could use some work. You did exactly what was required of you. No apology is necessary.” 
 
    “He’s a modest one, isn’t he,” said Lady Prestia. “It’s such an admirable thing. You even have a mystica, Lord Virgil. There’s no need for a strapping young man like you to sell yourself so short.” 
 
    “I… uh, well…” Virgil scratched his head and shrugged awkwardly.  
 
    “Are your shoulders tense?” asked Lady Prestia. “I have experience giving massages, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, no, really.” Virgil let out a forced laugh. “I’m fine!” 
 
    Ari grinned and clapped him on the back. “You should consider it. Might help you loosen up a little.” 
 
    “I could give you one too, Lord Stoneblood,” said Lady Prestia. She winked at him and Ari cleared his throat, feeling a slight flush come to his own cheeks. 
 
    He made his way back into the tower and headed up the stairs to the third level. It was quiet and still, with only the noise of the children occasionally being chastised by Kerys or Grena faintly audible. 
 
    Ari felt as though the settlement deserved a day of rest, but there was still work to be done. They’d need to make a trip to Cliffhaven to pick up long-overdue supplies, which meant that they would need money. The best way to go about earning that money would be through taking advantage of the essence he and Eva had gathered by means of making enchanted items. 
 
    He spread his supplies. He and Eva had collected eight daggers, two short swords, a longsword, a spear, the two-handed mace, and the enchanted whip. He also had the copper hand he’d taken from one of the steam golems, though that would need careful examination before he could put it to its intended use. 
 
    The pocket of his pack that he’d stored the essence vials in clinked as he opened it. He carefully took them out and stored them along one of the shelves above the enchanting altar. They had twenty-three of them left, which was a fair amount. Each teleportation the tower made used up the equivalent of slightly more than three vials of essence. Ari suspected that he could make a weapon with a simple enchantment with about half a vial, though that would vary depending on the strength and whatever spell he used as a base. 
 
    He started moving his materials into place, setting the enchanted whip down on the center of the enchanting altar triggering the ward that stored magic for later reapplication. The ward flashed once with light, confirming that he’d done the process correctly. Ari moved the whip aside and reached for one of the daggers to replace it with. He pulled out one of the vials of essence, popped off the rubber lid, and brought the container to his lips. 
 
    The taste was even worse than it had been last time, and his body attempted to rebel against what he was trying to do, half-triggering his gag reflex. Ari grimaced and forced it down, banging a fist against the enchanting altar in hopes that he might be able to distract himself from the awful experience through knuckle pain. 
 
    It clung to his mouth even after he’d finished swallowing, leaving him to struggle with the echo of the horrible liquid and reminding him that there would be more to come.  
 
    “It’s work,” he mumbled to himself. “Just like shoveling the pit. Work.” 
 
    He took a few slow breaths and decided that, at the very least, he should have some water on hand. A quick trip downstairs to find a clay water urn and fill it up, along with waving off a few concerns expressed by a worried-looking Kerys, and Ari was back at his craft. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how many vials of essence his stomach would be able to tolerate, so he decided to focus on the enchanted items he valued the most. He started with the silver spear, which he planned on eventually giving to Rin.  
 
    It was far too nice of a weapon to let go to waste, and Ari got the sense that if he applied the dazzling spell imbued into the whip onto the spear, it would fit her fighting style perfectly. She could drop in, score a few hits that blinded her opponent, and then pull back before they realized what was happening. 
 
    Ari set the silver spear down on the enchanting altar, making sure the tip was near the center even though it left most of the shaft hanging off the side. He transferred the essence his body had taken from the distillation into the altar and set his hand down on the imbuing ward. He made the enchantment stronger than he planned to for the other weapons, using the full amount of essence contained within a single vial. 
 
    A shimmer similar to the dazzling, glimmer spell’s effect ran over the spear as the actual enchanting took place. The enchanting altar glowed during the process and went dim at the end of it. Ari picked up the weapon and used his will to probe and identify the magic he’d imbued it with. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “Or at least good enough.” 
 
    He could always offer to strip the enchantment off the spear later on and replace it with a new, more powerful one. Alternatively, he could copy the enchantment back into the altar and place it onto a new weapon for her. He hadn’t spent much time considering just how open the possibilities of enchanting were and how to maximize the value they were getting out of their equipment. 
 
    Enchanting the spear had given him an idea about who else could use a new weapon and what would be the most effective application of essence. Eva had done the majority of the physical fighting during their last foray into the spire, taking down the steam golems with the two-handed mace.  
 
    The weapon’s weight was a drawback, and it wasn’t practical for her to remain in her sword form indefinitely whenever she wanted to take it with her. Fortunately, Ari had an enchantment that he suspected might solve the problem, if applied correctly. 
 
    He took off his Feathercloak, which he noticed was in need of a good laundering, and set it across the enchanting altar. He used the wards to copy the wind-affinity enchantment from it, the first attribute spell he’d ever enchanted and the underlying basis of the Ravarian’s flight. 
 
    Next, he set the two-handed mace onto the altar, but in reverse, with the grip over the enchanting altar’s center. He wanted the weapon to behave a little like his Feathercloak, using the magic that allowed it to give him lightness and air buoyancy to give the mace a similar factor. He had no idea whether or not it would work, but if it didn’t, he could always strip the enchantment and return the essence to the altar without wasting anything. 
 
    He drank another of the disgusting vials, shaking his head to ward off a migraine as the sweet, fiery liquid tortured his throat. The rest of the enchanting process went off without much interruption, and Ari grinned as he picked up the mace by the handle when it was done. 
 
    It had worked perfectly. He could lift it from the handle or lower shaft with one hand as though he was lifting a broomstick. The weapon’s weight was all still there, which became instantly evident if he tried to pick it up by the head. The magic simply reduced the effort needed to move its mass around from the point at which he’d applied the spell. 
 
    “Two for two,” he whispered. “Let’s see if I can do… a few more.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Ari set the enchanted mace down next to the spear and let out a groan as his eyes settled on the distilled essence vials on the shelf. He wished that there was an easier way to transfer it into the altar and found himself feeling wistful for the days when gathering essence had involved cutting down mesmers with Azurelight. 
 
    He mustered all the reasons why it was important for him to get the weapons he had enchanted and tried to get as many done as fast as he could. He applied the glimmer enchantment to two more daggers and the longsword, setting them into a neat pile on one of the lower shelves. He finished the short sword, too, though as he was putting that away with the rest, the effect of all the distilled essence he’d imbibed finally caught up with him. 
 
    Ari fell to the floor, flat on his back, sweating and feeling clammy and uncomfortable. The room seemed to sway slightly, not in circles as though he’d had too much ale, but from side to side at a gentle pace. 
 
    He’d brought the copper hand up into the enchanting chamber with him, and he took a closer look at it to distract himself. The metal was smooth, polished, and almost soft to his touch. The hand was small, but it was still hard to tell if it would be the right size. It was also on the heavy side, not hollow throughout as the steam golem’s head had been, but composed of carefully smelted pieces. 
 
    The most important detail was the fact that the complicated rune pattern etched into the palm was still completely intact, meaning there was no reason why it wouldn’t serve the purpose he intended for it if filled with sufficient essence. He’d need to get a strap for it, or maybe a glove to go over top. An elbow-length glove would be perfect, he decided. 
 
    “Aristial!” called Kerys. “I thought I heard something. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine!” Ari sat up as quickly as he could, pulling the hand behind. “Totally fine.” 
 
    “Why are you on the ground?” asked Kerys. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Taking a small break,” said Ari. “The distilled essence is pretty unpalatable stuff. Want to smell it?” 
 
    “Uh, no thanks,” said Kerys. “Anyway, Durrien stopped by looking for you, but I figured you were still busy with your enchanting, so I… what are you doing?” 
 
    Ari had stood up while she was talking after carefully sliding the copper hand back behind the enchanting altar. He held her disabled arm and was slowly unbuttoning the end of the sleeve that hid her injury. 
 
    “I need to see your arm for a second,” he said. 
 
    “You could ask, like a normal person.” Kerys’ face flushed. “I don’t exactly like having people stare at it, you know.” 
 
    “Which is why I figured I’d just go for it,” said Ari. He grinned at her and got the button loose. The sleeve fell back, revealing an arm that ended in a scarred, but fully healed, stub. The skin was smooth and oddly shiny, and the shapes of the bones of her arm were visible underneath. 
 
    “Come on,” whispered Kerys. “What’s the point of this? Are you feeling guilty over what happened again? There’s no need for that, Ari.” 
 
    “I’ll never stop feeling guilty, Kerys,” he said. “But no. I just… needed to see it. To see you.” 
 
    He planted a soft kiss on the end of her stump, and Kerys shivered slightly, as though the small point of contact tickled. He ran his hand over it one time, trying to commit the width and thickness of her wrist to memory. 
 
    “I should get back down to the children,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “Hey, I figured we could have a celebration tonight since things have been going so well.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s how I’d characterize what’s happened over the last few days,” said Kerys. 
 
    “We’re alive and flush with essence,” said Ari. “We’re doing well, by my standards.” 
 
    Kerys shrugged, and a small smile sneaked across her face. “Well, I suppose Grena and I could pull out all the stops for cooking tonight. It’s probably better for us to eat some of the choicer gazelle steaks before we start to get sick of the meat. We also found some potatoes that would be fantastic roasted over a fire.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Ari gave her a quick kiss. “Spread the word.” 
 
    He patted her butt as she turned to go, which earned him an exaggerated scowl.  
 
    Durrien was outside, not far from the tunnel, walking across the grass and pushing a stick down into the grass every few feet. Ari shouted a greeting as he approached, and the old man turned and gave him a wave and a grin back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Testing the soil,” said Durrien. “I knew a bit about farming back in the day. Not much, but enough for us to take advantage of some of this space once the season comes back around.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. “It’s not like we’d even have to grow all that much to feed everyone here reliably, given how few of us there are.” 
 
    “I would expect that there might be more next season,” said Durrien. “We’ve already picked up one new refugee this week.” 
 
    Ari chuckled a little at the characterization of Lady Prestia as a refugee, but he saw Durrien’s point well enough. He rubbed his hands together, warding off the cold. Durrien lifted his gaze from the soil, and his eyes seemed to fixate on a specific point out across the horizon. 
 
    “See something?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I thought I did earlier,” said Durrien. “Mentioned to Kerys that I’d want to tell you after. I thought… Well, maybe this isn’t worth getting worked up over.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It looked like a person,” said Durrien. “Someone in the trees. They were moving away from me, and I couldn’t make out much detail. It could have been Rin, on one of her patrols, but I haven’t gotten a chance to ask her yet.” 
 
    Ari frowned. “That doesn’t bode well. We’ll have to keep our eyes peeled tonight.” 
 
    “You wanted us to celebrate our recent victories, right?” asked Durrien. “I heard from Kerys. I think it’s a great idea, great for the morale of the community.” 
 
    “Yeah…” said Ari. “I feel a little unsure after what you just told me. Maybe we should save it for another night.” 
 
    “I’ve already started gathering wood for a bonfire, though,” said Durrien. “Come now, Lord Stoneblood. Don’t let this old man’s failing eyes be the reason why we don’t let the people enjoy themselves!” 
 
    Ari rubbed his chin. “Build the fire on the far side of the tunnel from where you saw this potential person. The flames won’t stand a chance of giving us away if they’re blocked from view by the arena, and the smoke will only reveal us if a scout gets close enough to see Etheria, anyway.” 
 
    “Very wise,” said Durrien. “Just so you know, there’s one other reason why I’m hot for a celebration. Thought it might influence your decision if I mentioned it before you’d made up your mind.” 
 
    The old man flashed him a smile that managed to be simultaneously crafty and mischievous as he reached into the pocket of his shirt. He pulled out one of the rough clay jugs they’d been using for storage, pulled out the cork, and passed it to him. 
 
    Ari smelled what was inside before he tasted it. A strong, sweet-smelling wine, flush with the essence of either plums or a similar fruit. Durrien’s smile became a toothy, fulsome grin. Ari took a quick sip and let out a small cough as the kick hit the back of his throat. 
 
    “I’ve got ten more jugs of it made,” said Durrien. “Twenty more beyond that still fermenting. I call it ‘Drakeplum wine,’ and it’s my own recipe.” 
 
    “You made ten jugs of this stuff?” asked Ari. “You’re telling me that this is where all the clay containers that have been going missing have been disappearing to?” 
 
    “For a good cause,” said Durrien. “We can sell what we don’t need when we finally make the trip to Cliffhaven. I can get a good price for this stuff if I sell to people who know me.” 
 
    Ari chuckled and took another sip. “I like the way you think. But don’t sell all of it. We’ll be bringing other trade goods with us. Enchanted weapons, and I’m betting we could find a buyer for some sarkin flower too if we bring enough with us.” 
 
    Durrien reached inside his shirt again, this time pulling out another of his carefully rolled sarkin flower smokes. Ari shook his head. 
 
    “Save that for later,” he said. “Kerys would never let me hear the end of it if she thought I was slacking off to smoke during the day.” 
 
    Durrien cackled and clapped him on the back. 
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    A single sip of Drakeplum wine was enough to wash away the taste of the distilled essence and settle Ari’s stomach. As much as he would have loved to give both his mouth and his gut a break, it wasn’t quite late enough in the afternoon to justify calling it a day. 
 
    The tower’s common room was empty, which meant that Kerys and Grena had probably taken the children outside to play or into one of the underchambers. Ari drank another vial of essence, made two more enchanted daggers, and then fell into a stubborn state of distraction. 
 
    It reminded him of the times back in the Hollow when he’d been working the pit alone, without Milo breathing down his neck and shouting at him each time he was caught slacking. It wasn’t that the work was hard, or even that the taste of the distilled essence had caught back up with him. Ari had just reached the limit of his focus for the day for enchanting weapons. 
 
    He decided to take a different approach. He brought a vial of distilled essence with him as he headed back out into the arena’s main chamber. The chamber was divided into the underchambers in the sections nearest to the entrance and front and the tower in back, but there were two other, currently unused chambers, each with various wards inside. 
 
    Ari hadn’t bothered committing any essence to any of the wards back when the focus had been on getting the roof in place overhead and supplying basic illumination through the ward lights. Especially since, as far as he could tell, the purposes for most of them were redundant when considering what the tower was already capable of. 
 
    One of the chambers was quite obviously a kitchen of some sort. Dusty counters ran across the walls, with an odd contraption in between them that reminded Ari of a long, rectangular fire pit, with metal grates in the wall just above it for ventilation.  
 
    A heavy iron spit ran across the length of it, with a handle at one end and a simple lock that could be undone to remove it at the other. Ari could only imagine that the setup had once been used to cook large amounts of food at one time, likely enough to feed the paying members of the arena audience. 
 
    He found the rune ward at the pit’s side, and after downing another vial of the least palatable liquid he’d ever encountered, he willed in the requisite essence. A small, rushing noise came from the cooking pit’s interior as half a dozen purple flames burst into life underneath the cooking spit. 
 
    Ari hopped back in surprise. The cooking table that he’d activated with essence in the tower was much less flashy, simply heating up with a subtle orange glow. He held a hand over one of the purple flames, pulling it back as his skin prickled from the unusual amount of heat it emitted. 
 
    They wouldn’t need the cooking pit for the celebration that night, which was a small relief. Ari wasn’t totally sold on the safety of the oddly colored flames, and decided that testing them with small portions of food, for the sake of safety, would be the best approach. 
 
    Having a second kitchen, especially one better equipped to handle the needs of the slowly growing community, made sense. It meant that the next time Ari needed to take the tower on a mission to Deepwater Spire or wherever else, he wouldn’t have to worry as much about how it was affecting the conditions of those who stayed behind. 
 
    It was for the same reason that Ari headed out of the arena’s kitchen and across the massive main room, to the other chamber that stood apart from the rest in form. It had two doors, both facing directly toward the arena’s center, and both leading to identical rooms.  
 
    As far as Ari could deduce, each of the rooms had once been a waiting area for arena fighters of different teams. Chains hung from the ceiling in the corner, where Ari suspected mannequins or training bags might once have hung. 
 
    On the other side of each of the rooms was a small subdivision, within which there was a shower close to identical to the one within the tower, along with a curved basin lined with stone with a drain at the bottom and a similar spigot. A shower and a bath, two essentials that would be a welcome addition to Etheria, given how frustrating it could sometimes be for more than a dozen people to share a single bathing apparatus. 
 
    Ari activated them both with essence and proceeded to give them a quick test. There was a small lever that controlled the drain for the tub. The water came out hot or cold, depending on how long he activated the rune ward for.   
 
    He knew that the fact that the pipes had access to water in the first place meant that there must be a water basin that they’d overlooked somewhere outside the arena. As for the other conveniences, Ari knew that it would make a huge difference for Etheria to have water on demand from a source that wasn’t limited to the tower.  
 
    “Just one more reason to celebrate,” he said with a smile. 
 
    It took more willpower than he’d been expecting to turn off the warm water and resist the urge to climb into the tub for a long soak. The waiting area, which was now more of a bathing chamber, still didn’t have a door. It was a minor issue but still an issue. It was surprisingly easy for him to picture Virgil attempting to spy on Kerys or one of the other women while they were stripping down for a bath. 
 
    Ari was, of course, completely above that sort of thing. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    There was still time left in the afternoon, so Ari decided to take on the task of delivering his newly made enchantments. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to find Rin, but as he carried the silver spear outside and toward the drake skull, he spotted a flash of movement through the mouth of the long-dead creature. 
 
    She was training again, which made Ari want to pat himself on the back for his own timing. The tunic she wore was one of her older ones, made of pale green leather, with no arm sleeves. Her hair was loose, and it seemed to add a sense of chaos to her motions along with the shifting of her wings. 
 
    “I come bearing a gift,” said Ari. “Check this thing out.” 
 
    Rin set down the practice spear she’d been training with and wiped sweat from her brow. She was still breathing heavily from her exertions, which made the almost predatory smile that came across her face seem that much more dangerous. 
 
    “A gift?” asked Rin. “I’d already forgiven you after our, ah, conversation last night, chala.” 
 
    “This isn’t to buy your favor, Rin,” said Ari. “It’s one of the weapons Eva and I recovered from the spire. I put a new enchantment on it, one that you should be able to make good use of.” 
 
    He passed her the weapon. From the way Rin held it, Ari could tell that it was a little heavier than the spears she was used to, even though the slim silver shaft was thinner overall. She tested the balance and ran her finger down the shaft as though she was caressing its length. 
 
    “The enchantment will be useless to me in a matter of days,” said Rin. “Ravarians don’t produce enough base essence to recharge enchanted items on their own.” 
 
    “Closer to weeks,” said Ari. “It’s a mild enchantment, designed more to distract than to destroy. When it runs dry, just bring it back to me and I’ll fill it back up.” 
 
    Rin brought the spear through a few of her complicated, swirling offensive movements. Ari watched her expression shift in cute little ways as she apparently decided that the weapon passed the test she was giving it. 
 
    “Try the enchantment,” he said. “I want to bask in the greatness of my own handiwork.” 
 
    “I would expect that you would,” said Rin. She took a tight hold of the spear and stared at its tip. 
 
    “You have to trigger it with your will,” he said. “I can explain how, if you need me to.” 
 
    “I know how, chala,” she said. 
 
    She pulled the spear back under one arm, setting up for a basic jab. Ari made the mistake of watching the weapon as it moved forward. An explosion of pink and purple light so bright that it made his eyes hurt erupted from the tip of the spear at the end of her strike. He winced and shielded as much as he could with his hand. 
 
    “Ooh,” said Rin. “It’s some type of light magic. Does it do damage, too?” 
 
    “A small amount, I think.” Ari coughed, feeling suddenly nauseous. “I call it a ‘glimmer.’ Its main benefit is in the distraction it can provide if you catch your opponent off guard with it.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Rin. “I love it. I will call this spear ‘Varnasaria.’ Thank you, chala.” 
 
    “Varnasaria?” asked Ari. “Does that mean something in your language?” 
 
    “It does,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari stared at her, still blinking away what remained of the after image from the glimmer, but Rin stoutly refused to elaborate further.  
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “I also wanted to let you know that we’re having a celebration tonight. Your presence would be welcome, especially to the children.” 
 
    “To the children?” Rin smirked at him. “Not to you?” 
 
    “To me, too,” said Ari. “You push yourself hard, Rin. You deserve a chance to relax.” 
 
    She licked her lips, setting the butt of her new spear down and leaning against the silver shaft. She seemed to give the invitation an honest moment of consideration before shaking her head. 
 
    “I can’t,” she said. “I must run my patrol. I appreciate that you asked, though.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Ari. 
 
    Rin raised an eyebrow at him. “That’s it? I expected you to push harder than that.” 
 
    “You’re a complicated woman, Rin,” said Ari. “It would be easy for me to assume that your scouting adventures are all about the Sai and about getting revenge, but I think there’s more to it than that. I can see that you’re working through something, and I’m here if you ever need to talk about it.” 
 
    Ari watched as Rin opened her mouth, and then hesitated. She looked annoyed and aloof, as though she was itching to use her tongue to give him a verbal lashing for assuming she was that vulnerable. He saw her tamping down on her emotions, and she even closed her eyes and took a shallow breath. When she opened them, he could see her pain. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” she said. “I just might take up on your offer, chala. Eventually.” 
 
    Ari flashed a grin at her. Rin turned away, and he waited for a second too long before doing the same. She swung Varnasaria again, and Ari let out a surprised grunt as the weapon’s enchantment wrought havoc on his eyes again. 
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    Eva wasn’t on watch, and after grabbing the enchanted mace, Ari headed to the next-most likely place where he expected to find her. She’d taken to assisting Virgil with transplanting trees into the living fence they were constructing outside the arena. She was in the middle of dragging one that was nearly twice as tall as she was, with long, magically straightened roots, when Ari found her. 
 
    “Hey,” he called up. “Need a hand?” 
 
    “If you’re willing, milord,” said Eva.  
 
    With the enchantment he’d placed on it, carrying the hulking mace with one hand was no trouble. He took hold of one of the tree’s branches and started helping her along. They brought it to the front of the arena, where Virgil was in the process of shoveling soil to fill in the hole the previous tree had been placed in. 
 
    Ari was surprised at the progress that had been made, given that he’d only suggested the idea a few days earlier. With the tree that he and Eva had brought, the base semi-circle had been completed. They’d still need to fill in the space in between the main trees with lesser vegetation, perhaps bramble bushes or young saplings, but with Virgil’s mystica, the arena’s entrance was already far more defensible than it had been a week earlier. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Eva,” said Virgil. “And Lord Stoneblood, you too, of course.” 
 
    The Sai teenager bowed to both of them as they shifted the last tree into the pre-dug hole. Virgil set about filling it in, and Ari gestured for Eva to follow him off to the side. 
 
    “I’ve got something for you,” he said. “I put an enchantment onto the mace that you were using down in the spire.” 
 
    Eva’s hands were covered in dirt, and her face was smudged with it, but her silver-blue hair was set into a pristine braid that she’d tucked into the hem of her tunic. She smiled, but the way she furrowed her brow undercut her expression and made her seem conflicted. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. “You shouldn’t have. Really.” 
 
    “Here,” said Ari. “Just take hold of the grip and you’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    He passed it to her and enjoyed the surprise in both her expression and posture as she accepted the mace, which now weighed less than a quarter of what it had originally when held from the enchanted grip. 
 
    “That’s… incredible,” she said. “Is the weight gone, or…?” 
 
    “It still weighs as much as ever, and hits as hard as it did before,” said Ari. “The enchantment I placed on it should make it far easier to wield.” 
 
    Eva gave the mace a test swing, nodding approvingly. 
 
    “It’s quite the weapon,” she said. “To be honest, however, it does not really suit my fighting style. What if we shared it between us? I think it would see more use that way.” 
 
    Ari felt an odd, immature sense of dejection at seeing the slight frown on her face and her lack of enthusiasm. He shrugged and accepted the mace as she passed it back to him, already considering possibilities for a weapon he could enchant that might suit her better. 
 
    “I could probably come up with something,” he said. “Yeah, I guess I’ll use it for now, then. I also have the option of selling it once we make the trip to Cliffhaven. I’m sure at least a few weapon stores would pay a premium for a mace like this.” 
 
    “It is an impressive weapon,” said Eva. “Truly, Aristial, it is. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” said Ari. “Say, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we’re having a celebration tonight, just to help everyone unwind after the past few days.” 
 
    Eva winced and clasped her hands in front of her. “Someone will need to be on watch tonight, more than ever. Especially from what I’ve heard about Durrien’s Drakeplum wine.” 
 
    “That someone doesn’t have to be you,” said Ari. “You’re allowed to let yourself go every now and then, Eva, just like everyone else.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” said Eva. “I’m more suited to it than most, given how my sword form allows me to rest myself with increased efficiency.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Ari frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Even if that’s true, I feel sometimes you take on servant responsibilities because you feel they’re expected of you, Eva. You don’t have to do that, you know. You’re an equal, like the rest of us.” 
 
    She stared at Ari, and there was a curious intensity to her deep blue eyes that made it hard for him to meet her gaze. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” she said. “If there was a way for you to change the enchantments on Azurelight to give me my freedom, would you do it?” 
 
    Ari blinked, feeling a little caught off guard by the question. “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “Even if it meant destroying the bond that we share?” asked Eva. “Even if I decided to leave afterward and never return?” 
 
    The edge in her voice made his heart burn with sadness, but Ari still nodded. He meant it, too. After everything Eva had done for him, all the times she’d saved his life, or Kerys’ life, she deserved her freedom if it ever became available. 
 
    “Your answer is why I doubt I’ll ever seek out a means through which to break our bond,” said Eva. “I care for you, and I enjoy serving you, and if either of those facts ever change, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    She took a step forward and kissed him. Ari stood there, feeling a hot flush in his face and cheeks, for whatever reason. Eva smiled at him when the kiss ended, and reached her hand down to the mace, which Ari was currently holding. 
 
    “Perhaps I will give this weapon a try, for a time,” said Eva. “Though I do think you should consider selling it once we get to Cliffhaven.” 
 
    Ari grinned at her. “Let’s just hope I get another chance to see you club some heads with it before then.” 
 
    “Let’s hope for the opposite, milord,” said Eva. “For everyone’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting as Ari made his way back into Etheria through the tunnel, and he spotted Durrien beginning the final preparations for the bonfire. It was lively in the main chamber, with Kerys, Grena, and Lady Prestia watching the children as they laughed and chased after one another. 
 
    “Ladies,” said Ari, with a sweeping bow. “Might I invite you all to join me at tonight’s celebration?” 
 
    “How sweet of you, Lord Stoneblood,” said Lady Prestia. “I would be delighted to accompany you.” 
 
    She stepped toward him and extended her arm for him to loop his through. Ari politely patted her elbow and moved to stand next to Kerys, who was rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Lady Kerys,” he said, in a mock formal tone. “Will you be attending?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Aristial, I’ll be there,” she said. “Grena even offered to handle the cooking, so I’ll have the night off as long as we collectively keep an eye on the children.” 
 
    “That should be within our abilities as a community, I think,” said Ari. “Anything I can help with right now?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Kerys. “Maybe just keeping me company?” 
 
    Ari grinned and took her hand into his. He couldn’t resist running his thumb across her palm and fingers and silently taking a few more measurements in his head. 
 
    He and Kerys corralled the children while Grena, Selene, and Amber began taking the food outside. The sun had set completely, but both moons were out, though neither one was completely full. 
 
    Cooking over the bonfire was more for the ambience and the smell rather than practicality. Durrien had set up a spit over one end of the flames, and Grena and Amber began sliding meat and potatoes into place for proper roasting. 
 
    Virgil came out of the tunnel wearing a clean tunic and sporting wet hair from a recent shower. Durrien had gone through the trouble of moving a few logs into place to serve as benches, and Ari gestured for Virgil to take a seat next to him and Kerys. 
 
    “Are Rin and Lady Eva not joining us, as well?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “Eva is on watch.” Ari pointed toward where Eva was, midway through a patrol that took her in a wide circle around Etheria. “Rin is Dormiar knows where. On one of her usual scouting missions.” 
 
    “I see,” said Virgil. 
 
    “Here.” Durrien came up to the three of them and passed out a clay jug. “It’ll be a few minutes before the food finishes cooking. Have some wine to warm up your appetites.” 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that you were trying to get people drunk, Durrien,” said Ari. 
 
    Durrien let out a cackling laugh. “I did use to own an inn, if you recall. It’s been a while since I’ve had the opportunity.” 
 
    Ari took a swig of the rich, sweet plum wine and then offered it to Kerys.  
 
    “I’m not really much of a drinker,” she said, though she accepted the bottle. “Maybe just a small sip.” 
 
    She let out a cough as she finished drinking, and Ari scooped the jug from her hands before any of its contents could spill. He noticed Virgil watching the wine jug with a hopeful look on his face and passed it his way. 
 
    “I’ve… actually never had wine before,” said Virgil. 
 
    “How old are you again?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Ah... I... uh…” Virgil’s face turned bright red, and he took a sip of the wine and also began coughing. Ari laughed and decided to take on the responsibility of babysitting the jug, for everyone’s sake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    The food smelled incredible. Fat dripped off the gazelle meat, sizzling as it fell into the fire and coals below. The potatoes had a rich, earthy smell to them, and there was a pot of vegetable stew that had a hardy enough scent to serve as a meal unto itself. 
 
    Ari was midway toward being drunk when Grena and Amber began pulling the food off the fire. Everyone lined up with clay plates to get their portion, with the children in front and the adults at the back. Ari was at the very end of the line, but he didn’t mind, and there was plenty left.  
 
    He had a thick gazelle steak, a small bowl of stew, and two seasoned potatoes on his plate when he found his seat. Knives and eating utensils were rather limited, so outside of the children who had their food cut up for them, everyone else was forced to eat as carefully as they could by hand. 
 
    It didn’t make a difference in the slightest. The meat was lean and juicy, with a thin marbling of fat. The potatoes were crispy on the outside and fluffy on the inside, and the stew did double duty, tasting delicious and offering further warmth from the chilly night on top of the fire’s heat. 
 
    “Oh…” groaned Ari, as he finished. “I think that was the best meal I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Kerys, slapping him playfully on the shoulder. “The one time I’m not cooking and you say it’s the best? Where did the wine go?” 
 
    Ari took a quick sip from the jug and passed it to her. Virgil had gone over to sit with his sister, who was giggling at something he’d told her. Durrien was conversing with Grena in the Ravakkios language and doing what seemed like a passable job of it. 
 
    “Music!” Durrien said, suddenly. “That’s what we need, isn’t it? Lucky for you all, I thought ahead.” 
 
    He ran off, disappearing back down the tunnel into Etheria. A minute or two later, he returned with a handcrafted drum. It was a simple hollow cut of log with waxed leather tied tightly over it. Ari eyed the instrument skeptically. 
 
    “A drum beat alone seems like a poor substitute for real music,” said Ari. 
 
    “Selene can sing,” said Virgil. “I mean… she used to be able to.” 
 
    He shot a glance at his sister. Selene had only spoken a handful of words in the time that Ari had known her. She looked back and forth between Durrien, who’d started testing out the drum, and her brother. 
 
    Selene stood up and took a few steps toward the fire. Everyone’s attention locked onto her, and Ari wondered if it might be too much pressure for her. She clasped her hands and brought them to her chest, and then slowly began to sing. 
 
    The song was lilting and beautiful, though the lyrics were all in Saidios and incomprehensible to Ari. Selene had a wonderful ability to project her voice, and the sound of it filled the air like an audible spell. 
 
    Her first song was slow and entrancing. She paused once it was finished and let out a small laugh. 
 
    “It’s the first time she’s sang since our parents died,” said Virgil. “I almost can’t believe it.” 
 
    Selene took a breath and then continued, singing a song that was faster and clearly meant for an accompanying beat, which Durrien quickly began to provide. Selene moved as she sang, stepping from side to side in a simple jig. 
 
    “We usually dance when Selene sings this song,” said Virgil. 
 
    Ari glanced at Kerys, who looked at him expectantly. He was already reaching his hand out to pull her onto the dance floor when heard Durrien call to him from where he sat drumming. 
 
    “Do you mind taking over for a minute, lad?” asked Durrien. “I’ve got someone I’d like to ask for a dance.” 
 
    The old man grinned at him, and Ari, despite never having played the drums before, felt as though he couldn’t refuse. He took a seat with his legs around the simple hand drum, doing his best to imitate the same simple rhythm Durrien had been playing. Selene kept singing without interruption, which was approval enough for him. 
 
    The children joined in, laughing and dancing around the fire and occasionally running from one another. Ari saw Lady Prestia watching Durrien and Grena dance, and couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the grizzled former innkeeper might have a choice of partners to move across from for the night. 
 
    Virgil was still sitting next to Kerys, with an anxious and uncomfortable expression on his face. He’d look over at her every few seconds, and then glance away the second she met his eye. Kerys had a sly, patient smile on her face. She crossed her legs and tapped a finger on her knee. 
 
    It was close to a minute before the young Sai teenager finally worked up the courage to ask the question. He scratched the back of his head, and though Ari was out of earshot, he could see Virgil fumbling over his words and blushing furiously. 
 
    Kerys looked directly at Ari before giving her answer. He shrugged and fought to keep an amused smile from stealing across his face. There was something so earnest about Virgil’s crush on Kerys that Ari almost wanted to cheer him on, despite the fact that he was, from an objective standpoint, a competitor for her affections. 
 
    For sensitive, young Virgil, Ari could make an exception. He could allow the boy a dance with Kerys, maybe even two or three. No more than a dance, of course. He doubted that Virgil would try to push for more just as much as he doubted that Kerys would allow it. 
 
    Ari wondered if that was the essence of trust in relationships, and on the other side of the thought, he began to wonder if Kerys had that same trust in him. He felt suddenly ashamed of himself, ashamed at how often he’d strayed from her even when the situation hadn’t called for it. Sex and intimacy with Eva was one thing, but he’d been with Rin how many times over the past few days? And Kerys had basically accepted it, beyond her initial irritation. 
 
    He realized that he’d fallen off rhythm on the drum and turned his attention away from the dancing couples and back toward the task at hand. Selene’s song came to an end after another minute, and Ari watched Virgil looking unsure about what to do next as he stood there with Kerys. 
 
    “Good job, lad,” said Durrien. “Better than I could have done myself with my old joints.” 
 
    Durrien had his arm around Grena, and Lady Prestia was standing at his side. Ari couldn’t help but smile at the scene, and he stood up and gestured to the drum. 
 
    “We should put the music on hold for now,” said Ari. “I get the sense we both have other things to attend to.” 
 
    Ari stood up and scanned the area around the fire. He didn’t see Kerys anywhere, or Virgil, though Selene had also slipped out of view. He resisted the urge to let his imagination run wild, and set off toward the tunnel, wondering if she’d slipped back inside. He heard a feminine laugh as he made his way through the tree fence, followed by Kerys’ voice. 
 
    “Aristiaaaaal!” she called, running up to him. “Hey! Good drumming!” 
 
    She was alone, and she was carrying the jug of Drakeplum wine from earlier. Ari couldn’t help but smile as she took an off-balance step while simultaneously downing another swig. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “Did you enjoy your dance?” 
 
    “I did,” said Kerys. “Virgil is sooooo sweet.” 
 
    She pulled Ari into a hug from the side, and he took the jug from her. He sipped at it, appreciating both the taste of the wine and the crush of Kerys’ breasts against his shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t mind me dancing with other men,” said Kerys. 
 
    “The key word there is ‘dancing’,” said Ari. “Just dancing. Besides, Virgil is on the fresher side of what can be called a man.” 
 
    “He was so nervous,” said Kerys. “He didn’t really know what to do with my injured arm. He kept apologizing, like it was his fault. I did think you’d be a bit more jealous, though.” 
 
    “You want me to be jealous?” asked Ari. “Trust me, if he’d tried to do more with you, you’d have gotten your wish.” 
 
    “I just want…” Kerys let out an exaggerated, drunken sigh. “I want you to feel like the way I do, sometimes.” 
 
    Ari reached his free hand out and caressed her cheek. 
 
    “I know you get jealous when I’m, uh, dancing with other women,” said Ari. “It’s not like I ever mean to hurt you, Kerys. Honestly… I don’t have a good excuse for my behavior. I deserve more of your ire than I feel like I get.” 
 
    “At least you admit it.” Kerys pulled the jug from his hand and took another sip. “Do you know why I put up with you?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you kept your promise,” said Kerys. “You kept me safe and you always… come back to me. Maybe I’m stupid, and it’s just wishful thinking, but… I still see us together, someday.” 
 
    “Kerys,” said Ari. “You know I want that, too.” 
 
    “Then let’s just keep loving each other, for now,” said Kerys. 
 
    She leaned forward and gave him a very messy, drunken kiss. They were still right outside Etheria’s entrance tunnel, in full view of anyone who decided to approach from either direction. Ari set the jug down against the wall and shifted Kerys so they were on the far side of the tunnel, away from the campfire, with only the light of the moons and stars to see by. 
 
    “I wanted to dance with you,” whispered Kerys. “Mmmm… I was hoping the music would go on for a little longer.” 
 
    “So was I.” Ari let his hand settle on one of Kerys’ breasts. 
 
    “Maybe we can dance out here,” she whispered. 
 
    Her hand caressed between his legs, and Ari felt himself getting hard at her touch. He pushed her backward, pressing her against the outer wall of the tunnel, and began grinding into her. 
 
    “Oh…” she whispered. “Aristial.” 
 
    He kissed her and let his hand find its way under her dress. Kerys was wearing panties, but they were only a temporary barrier, one that his fingers easily found their way around. 
 
    “I think we can dance out here tonight, Kerys,” he whispered.  
 
    He let his index finger slip into her and very gently began curling upward. Kerys melted forward against him and her hips began bucking in time with his movements, as though he’d enslaved her body with a single finger. 
 
    “Maybe… we can,” she whispered. “Just for tonight. One time.” 
 
    She was drunk. She was really drunk. Ari felt her fumbling with his belt, and though she did manage to get his cock free, he hesitated. He couldn’t take Kerys’ virginity, or what was left of it, at least, with her in this kind of state. 
 
    “Aristial,” she whispered, in a teasing voice. “Dance with me.” 
 
    She turned around and adopted the lewdest pose Ari had ever seen her take, leaning against the wall and pushing her butt out. He slid her skirt up and tried to think clearly as his erection rubbed in between her thighs. She was drunk, but maybe… 
 
    “You might regret this if you let me do it, Kerys,” he said. “Maybe even as much as I already regret pointing this out.” 
 
    “What if you…” She wiggled her butt against him. “…just put it in for a few seconds? I just want to feel it again. You’ve done that much before.” 
 
    It was a bad idea, and Ari knew it. It was a bad idea, and he did it anyway, pushing his cock into Kerys’ folds and almost gasping from the pleasure as he penetrated her. She was hot and tight. She was everything he’d dreamed about for so long, years, since before ever leaving the Hollow. He reached around to grope her breasts and slowly began to dirty her with rhythmic, purposeful thrusts. 
 
    And then came the shouts. Not from Kerys, and not even from nearby. It was enough to bring Ari back to his senses, and the ensuing sound of pounding footsteps headed toward his tunnel was enough to encourage him to pull his pants back up and abort the encounter. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” shouted Virgil. “Hurry!” 
 
    Kerys fixed her skirts and gave him a worried look. Ari squeezed her hand as they came around to the front of the tunnel. Virgil spared the time to give them both a curious, back and forth look before waving a hand in the direction of the bonfire. 
 
    “Rin came back,” he said. “She wouldn’t tell me what was going on until I found you.” 
 
    Ari could already see Rin approaching, with Eva, apparently now off watch, walking alongside her. He let out a frustrated hiss through his teeth, knowing that the two of them together meant that whatever news he was about to receive was not going to be fun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, as Rin and Eva came within earshot. 
 
    “There’s a scouting party a few miles to the south of here,” said Rin. “They’re in a clearing hidden within a small cluster of trees, nestled away from view.” 
 
    “Are they my people?” asked Virgil. “The Sai?” 
 
    The way he phrased it made Ari stifle a wince. That was still how Virgil, and perhaps Lady Prestia as well, viewed themselves, and rightly so, no less. The violence was already done in the world they’d left behind centuries back, while in Ari’s time, it was just getting started. 
 
    “It’s the Sai,” said Rin. “Of that, I have no doubt, chala. I saw one of them use their mystica while on patrol.” 
 
    “They may already know that we’re here,” said Eva. 
 
    They were standing in a circle, and Ari felt as though everyone’s eyes were on him. He ran a hand through his hair, wishing that he could go back to drinking wine and kissing Kerys.  
 
    “Let me talk to them,” said Virgil. “We might not have to fight. If I explain who I am, and what’s going on, they’ll listen. My parents were fairly well known in the Central Dominion. We could bring Lady Prestia with us, too, I’m sure they’d listen to her!” 
 
    “Virgil…” said Ari. “I appreciate your optimism, but you’re assuming too much. It’s very unlikely that these scouts can decide their orders on a whim. We also can’t trust that they’ll act in good faith, even if they do seem like they might listen.” 
 
    Virgil looked like he had more to say, but he hesitated. His expression took on a more serious and mature appearance, and he gave Ari a slow nod. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “I should still go with you, though. Rin just said they’re in the trees. That’s my specialty.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, we don’t have time for this,” said Eva. 
 
    “She’s right,” said Rin. 
 
    “Virgil, you have to stay here,” said Ari. “I need someone I can trust who can effectively defend Etheria if any of these scouts get by us. That’s you.” 
 
    “That’s a Trium-damned lie!” snapped Virgil. “You don’t trust me! That’s why you’re leaving me here, and why you’ll say anything to avoid considering my ideas!” 
 
    “Enough, Virgil,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’m not a child!” shouted Virgil, in an even louder voice. “You can’t just—” 
 
    “Virgil!” Kerys stomped her foot as she said his name and folded her arms as she glared at him. “I have to get back into the arena so I can make sure everyone is inside and safe. Can I trust you to use your trees to guard the door? Because I swear, if I can’t…” 
 
    “I…” Virgil blinked. “Of course, Lady Kerys. I… can do that.” 
 
    Ari clapped Virgil on the shoulder and then turned to Eva and Rin. They were both already equipped for whatever might happen, Rin with Varnasaria, the stunning silver spear, and Eva with the Feathermace.  
 
    “We’ll take my rune sled,” said Ari. “It’s silent, and with Eva in sword form, we can all fit.” 
 
    “Be careful, Ari,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I will be,” he said. 
 
    They headed out immediately. Rin sat directly behind Ari on the rune sled holding onto him, and she gestured with her arm in the direction they needed to travel in. It was helpful, given that the night was dark enough to make navigating into an otherwise treacherous affair. 
 
    He kept a tight hold on the sled’s handle bar. Between his Feathercloak and Rin’s wings, launching off hills at high speed posed no real challenge for them, and they spent as much of the journey traveling through the air as they did along the ground. 
 
    “There!” said Rin, pointing to a line of trees in the distance. “They should be within those woods.” 
 
    Ari brought the rune sled to a stop in a spot where it would be hidden by a grouping of rocks. He climbed off and stood looking at their target with Rin, considering what would be the best approach. 
 
    “Did you get an idea of their numbers?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Seven,” said Rin. “At least one with a mystica. Probably more.” 
 
    “Not the best odds for us to be picking a fight with,” said Ari. 
 
    “Not the worst either, chala,” said Rin in a cold voice. 
 
    “Were they vulnerable in any way?” asked Ari. “Were some of them sleeping or drinking around the fire?” 
 
    “If they had been, I would have dealt with them before bringing word of the threat,” said Rin. 
 
    “You would have gotten yourself killed, you mean,” said Ari. “We need to be smart about this. If they’re awake and alert, it’s going to be hard for us to get the element of surprise.” 
 
    “I can attack from above,” said Rin. 
 
    “I said us, not you,” said Ari. “Here’s what we’re going to do…” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ari pushed through bushes and branches, making no effort to hide his approach. He could see the camp of the Saidican scouts ahead of him, a simple fire with a few supply packs, and more tantalizingly, a few rune sleds lying around it. 
 
    “Hello?” called Ari. “Might I ask what you fine travelers are doing out here, on my lands?” 
 
    The scouts had already begun moving to identify the disturbance. Ari saw their attention focus on him and watched as a few of them drew their weapons. They looked much like the other Sai that he’d encountered, with tall, slim physiques, and wearing tight tunics made from stretchy fabric in dark colors, green and black. 
 
    “We’re the ones who will be asking the questions, slave.” The man at the front of the group slowly unsheathed a longsword and took a step toward Ari. He was older than the rest of them, with blond hair, a wrinkled face, and a scar that made one side of his mouth sag ever so slightly. 
 
    “Well, feel free to ask away,” said Ari. “I came here to talk, after all.” 
 
    He raised his hands and gestured to the lack of any weapon on his belt or hanging from his back. He hadn’t needed Azurelight for the part he’d decided to play. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the blond man. 
 
    “I am Lord Aristial Stoneblood,” said Ari. “Master of Etheria and the Draketongue Steppe. That’s here, by the way. These are my lands, and you and your men are trespassing.” 
 
    There was a pause before the men burst out into laughter. Ari flashed a good-natured smile and couldn’t resist joining in after a few seconds, though his good humor came from a different source. 
 
    “You’ve done us a favor, slave,” said the blond man. “Walking straight into our camp. Announcing your full title. I almost cannot believe you’d be so brazen.” 
 
    “I see no issue with telling you my name, since I’m not planning on letting any of you report back,” said Ari. 
 
    He whistled, and two of the Saidican scouts died in as many seconds. Rin had been circling above, carrying Azurelight with her. The sound of her wings would have drawn the attention of the scouts, if not for Ari’s rather bold intrusion into their camp. 
 
    She dropped onto them alongside Eva, who shifted out of her sword form and landed on the back of one of the scouts, crushing his skull with the mace. Rin impaled another one with her spear. The five left let out shouts of surprise, but Ari was already moving.  
 
    He caught a short sword that Eva had liberated from her fallen opponent and put it to good use, slashing at the blond man while he was still distracted. He was fast, and he dodged easily enough, but he hesitated before pushing forward and countering. 
 
    Rin and Eva had immediately found new opponents. Eva fought against a man wielding a large greatsword, and the difference in maneuverability between his weapon and Eva’s Feathermace was clearly enough to unbalance him. 
 
    Rin was taking on two at once. One of them was fighting from a distance with a ranged mystica, flinging glowing red spheres at her that she had to work to dodge. Each of the magic missiles let out a high-pitched whine, along with a flash of crimson light, as it struck, though all of them hit the ground or the trees.  
 
    The other Sai attacking her had dual daggers and was doing the exact opposite, attempting to get as close to Rin as possible. She warded off both attackers with Varnasaria and clever wing work, using the spear’s enchantment to distract them while she juggled their attacks. 
 
    Ari’s sword duel against the blond man was relatively even, until another scout decided to join in. The new arrival had a longbow that launched arrows longer than Ari’s forearm, a few of which passed close enough by his head to tease the tiny hairs on his neck. 
 
    A heavy, thumping noise came from Eva’s direction, and he saw her pulling the mace free from her opponent out of the corner of his eye. She was behind the bowman, but he saw her coming, spinning and switching to a curved sword as she closed on him. A nimbus of translucent blue energy shimmered to life around him, and Eva’s first blow from the mace bounced harmlessly aside. 
 
    He drew his attention back to his own fight as the blond man slashed downward and nearly sliced into his shoulder. Ari spun but caught his weight on the back foot, parrying the next few sword strikes. 
 
    “Give up!” shouted the man. “You can’t win!” 
 
    Ari caught the man’s next strike on the short sword, summoned Eva from her fight to his free hand as Azurelight, and slammed the point of the blade through the blond man’s abdomen. It wasn’t a fatal injury, but it was a fight-ending one, and Ari kicked the man’s sword out of reach as he fell to the ground. 
 
    Rin had taken care of one of the opponents and was in the process of drawing near to the second one, who continued to fling magic missiles at her without much success. Ari closed on the scout with the energy shield, tossing the short sword aside and taking hold of Azurelight with both hands. 
 
    “You can’t hurt me!” shouted the scout. “My shield will deflect your weapons!” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. He attacked, knocking aside the scout’s curved sword before slashing a fatal cut into the scout’s neck. Azurelight had a magical absorption rune socketed into it that made short work of most forms of magic. The blue energy shield flickered as the essence fueling it transferred through the sword and into Ari. The scout didn’t even have time to scream before he was on the ground, bleeding out. 
 
    Rin finished off the final enemy, dropping from the air down on him and driving her spear through one of his eye sockets. A low, pained moan came from the direction of the blond man, who was injured but still alive. 
 
    “You’ll die for this!” shouted the man. “Emperor Diya will kill all of you!” 
 
    “Hopefully he sends more capable opponents next time,” said Ari, as he moved to stand over the downed man. 
 
    The Sai let out a pained laugh and glared at him. “He will send more! He knows where you are now. Even if I die, your life will be short, slave!” 
 
    Rin dropped to a crouch next to the man and slapped him hard across the face. The man groaned, and then spat blood at her. 
 
    “You’re pretty feisty for a bird whore,” said the man. “You should see what we’ve done to some of the little Ravarian girls we enslaved after torching your city. Oh, we’ve had so much fun, and we’ll have fun with you, too, eventually.” 
 
    “Rin…” said Ari. “Ignore him.” 
 
    Rin nodded slowly, and then slammed the point of her spear down through the man’s heart. 
 
    “Rin!” Ari grabbed the weapon, but the damage had already been done. Rin gave him a sour look and took a step back. 
 
    “He couldn’t have been trusted, chala,” said Rin. “He would have lied to us and undermined our safety if we’d taken him prisoner.” 
 
    Azurelight flashed as Eva shifted forms. She stepped forward, getting right in Rin’s face. 
 
    “That was not for you to decide,” said Eva. “You are not in charge, Rin.” 
 
    “Neither are you,” said Rin. “I’d be careful who you choose to pick a fight with.” 
 
    The tension was heavy enough to scratch with a fingernail, as though what was left over from the fight had primed both women for another. Ari stepped in between them and gently separated them with his hands, accidentally groping a few breasts in the process. 
 
    “Eva, Rin,” he said. “We’re all on the same side. In the future, don’t execute prisoners without asking me first, Rin. We have no idea what use he might have served.” 
 
    Rin rolled her eyes. “He deserved to die for what he said. For what he did!” 
 
    “I know,” said Ari. “Which is why I’m not mad. Eva, we can’t start fighting amongst each other if we’re going to stay strong as a group. Think about how much Rin has lost, and how much she has gone through, if you can.” 
 
    “I… will do my best, Aristial,” said Eva with a sigh. 
 
    “Now,” said Ari. “Let’s loot some bodies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    There was a surprising amount that proved useful enough for Ari and the others to consider taking back with them. One of the rune sleds had been damaged during the fight beyond what Ari thought he could easily repair, but the other three were still in good shape, bringing the total number that they had at their disposal to four. 
 
    They took the tents as well. Each one had a thin metal circle inside the canvas dome with a rune ward inscribed into the center. Triggering it caused the entire tent to collapse inward, a fact that Ari wished he’d known before doing so on the first one. 
 
    There were four tents, and though they didn’t seem like they’d be immediately useful given how far along Etheria’s habitable spaces had been developed, he figured they could keep one or two and see if the others would fetch a fair price in Cliffhaven. 
 
    They took some of the weapons, too, namely the bow and the longsword. Ari searched each of the bodies himself, taking every coin purse he found. The coinage was mostly silver, but there were a few gold ones in the purse of the leader, and Ari fully expected to be able to find a way to exchange them eventually. 
 
    Dealing with the bodies was what took the majority of the time Ari and the others spent at the campsite after the battle. He didn’t like the idea of leaving the corpses to settle, but it wasn’t as though they could dig graves for so many in the same night. Ari found a small dip in between two hills nearby, and after using the rune sleds to ferry the bodies over, the three of them found rocks to cover them up with. 
 
    “Animals will still be able to get at them, which is what we want,” said Ari. “This is more to keep any future scouts that Diya sends out from finding clear evidence of what happened.” 
 
    “Their leader said that the Emperor already knows where we are, chala,” said Rin. “It’s pointless. We could have just left them.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that the scouts were telling the truth,” said Ari. 
 
    “Can we afford to assume that they weren’t?” asked Eva. 
 
    “We can’t afford to assume anything,” said Ari. “Which is why we’ll keep being careful. And if we can, do some scouting of our own.” 
 
    It was late in the evening when the three of them arrived back at Etheria. Ari saw Virgil’s silhouette stiffen as they approach, followed by a rousing of tree branches as he used his mystica. 
 
    “It’s us, Virgil,” he called. 
 
    “Oh!” said Virgil. “Sorry. I saw the sleds and I thought…” 
 
    “The rune sleds belong to us now,” said Ari. “Spoils of victory and whatnot.” 
 
    Virgil nodded slowly, but Ari could see the conflict in his expression. He relaxed and lowered the branches of the tree fence with his mystica, allowing the rune sleds to glide through. 
 
    “They didn’t leave us with much choice,” said Ari. “I did try to talk to them, you know.” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Eva. “He heard what you said, Virgil.” 
 
    “Well.” Virgil shrugged and waved a hand. “I appreciate that. I do wish I could have been there, but I spoke with Kerys, and… I understand. I apologize for my outburst before.” 
 
    “We’ve all been there,” said Ari, glancing at Rin. “It’s just about doing our best to make this work.” 
 
    “Amber wanted you to come straight to her once you got back,” said Virgil. “She’s been in her room since she first heard about the scouting party.” 
 
    “I’ll go see her, then,” said Ari. “Here. Have a rune sled.” 
 
    He passed one to Virgil, who smiled and accepted it gratefully. Etheria’s main chamber was empty, and Ari assumed that Kerys had brought the children into the tower in case the scouts did end up making it past Virgil. 
 
    Acrid smoke wafted out of Amber’s room as Ari entered. He found her hunched over her makeshift alchemy set, hard at work.  
 
    “Durrien’s bedroll isn’t in here, anymore?” asked Ari. 
 
    “He claims he didn’t like the smell,” said Amber. “I think it’s far more likely that he, ahem, needed a room of his own to entertain a visitor. Not that I’m one to gossip about such things.” 
 
    She smirked at him over her shoulder. Ari drew in as close behind her as he dared and stared into the old cauldron she was slowly stirring. 
 
    “You’re making another Weathersense Potion, aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Amber. “I didn’t have any luck replanting either of the two hester blossoms, unfortunately. It means that this potion will be a bit stronger than normal, but also that we’ll need to keep searching for more of the plant.” 
 
    A plume of pink sparks burst from the cauldron as Amber added another pinch of something, causing Ari to flinch back. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to save it for when I really need it,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not making this right now for fun, Lord Aristial,” said Amber. “When you need it is right now. If the Sai have scouts within miles of our community, we need to have a better idea of their movements if we plan on continuing to sleep soundly through each night.” 
 
    Amber rolled up the sleeves of her robe and started stirring with gusto. She was in her element, and Ari felt an odd sense of admiration at both her attitude and her appearance. Her red hair was still short, but she’d tied it up to keep it out of the way. He could see the bare skin of her chest in the section where her robe crossed in front, and couldn’t help but wonder if she had anything else on underneath. 
 
    Amber frowned at him and pulled her robe a little further closed. She took a ladle and carefully transferred the potion she’d been making into a large vial, tilting the cauldron at an angle to get the last little bit. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “Just take a small sip. No more than a single mouthful.” 
 
    “That will be enough?” asked Ari. 
 
    Amber nodded. “It should be.” 
 
    Ari took a slow breath. He found a spot to sit down against the wall, remembering how painful the experience could be the few times he’d attempted it while standing up. Amber came to his side and sat on her knees, ready to take the vial from him for safekeeping while he entered the trance. 
 
    “If anyone sees me while I’m, uh, unaware, reassure them that I’m okay,” said Ari. 
 
    “I will,” said Amber. 
 
    Ari licked his lips. He really didn’t like the taste of the Weathersense potion. He really, really didn’t like the recent frequency at which he’d been drinking disgusting liquids. 
 
    “Also, tell Durrien to bring a bottle of his wine to have on standby,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ari took a sip and passed the vial to Amber with the last of his awareness. She hadn’t lied when she’d said that the potion was strong. It felt like he’d stepped into a raging, flooded river, instantly swept along into a cacophony of noise and jarring sensation. 
 
    He could only see black, and then many different perspectives became available, all at once, competing for his attention. He had just enough wherewithal left to find it funny that his mind instantly sought out an analogy of having eaten foods with contrasting flavors on top of one another. 
 
    It was a disorienting, drunken feeling. Different elements of the varieties of Weatherblight, some of which Ari doubted he’d encountered, all presented at once. He could feel the snapping claws of the scuttlers, the primitive wings of the vodakai, and the slithering tentacles of the fishers. It was all that, but at the same time, it wasn’t. 
 
    What had always felt eerie about what the Weathersense potion allowed him to do was the fact that there was no real resistance to him. The Weatherblight were hollow of awareness and sensation, more like flesh golems than living creatures. He could see through their eyes, listen through their ears, and most importantly, move them as he pleased. 
 
    Though, in order to take advantage of any of it, Ari first needed to regain his balance. He tried to do the equivalent of focusing on his breathing while feeling the bodies of thousands of different monsters, none of which actually seemed to need to breathe. He split the overlapping perspectives apart and carefully began to sort through what he had on hand. 
 
    The Weatherblight were entirely limited to the parts of the land undergoing some type of weather event. It was an obvious fact, but one that added an element of random chance to the potion, limiting where Ari could flex his influence to the whims of the climate. 
 
    He passed over a dozen different perspectives in as many seconds, scanning the world through the eyes of the flying vodakai, the water-bound lurkers, and the fishers in the rain. He was looking for an army, or scouts, or even just a large campsite that shouldn’t have been where it was. He quickly realized that he might have been overly optimistic in assuming that he could use the Weatherblight in such a fashion unless he already had an idea of what he was looking for, along with the weather’s favor. 
 
    Central Dominion. Ari let his attention settle on the perspective of a fisher on the edge of a rainy island in the middle of the night. He could see the lights of the city, the restored capital of the reborn Saidican Empire, in the distance. 
 
    What better place could there be to find the answers that he sought?  
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    Ari willed his fisher forward, letting himself enjoy the speed at which it could move across the rocky terrain. It relied on its tentacles as much as its arms and legs, pushing and pulling itself with insect-like efficiency.  
 
    It was better to focus on the strangeness of the fisher’s movement rather than the city, which even from a distance left him in awe. The night sky was overcast, and Central Dominion gave off more light than anything else on the horizon. 
 
    It was unnerving how much the city had changed from the last time he’d seen it. The ruins of the Saidican capital city had been cleaned and restored to an extent that he hardly believed possible in a month’s worth of time.  
 
    The curving arch-towers near the city’s center gave off an impossible amount of light through their windows. It reminded Ari of the stalagmites down in the Hollow that had been left behind in some of the abandoned caverns, eventually serving as a canvas for thick patches of glow moss and light fronds. 
 
    The arch-towers jutted up from the ground like massive, sparkling bridges, and though he knew that the light served a practical purpose, it was hard to look upon them and not think that the majestic presentation wasn’t intentional. Ari guided his fisher forward, and eventually forced its gaze toward the nearby area as he realized that that there were other outlets for his attention. 
 
    It was raining in Central Dominion, but not pouring, and certainly not anything close to a true storm. The streets in the outskirts of the city ran by buildings that were still ruined or had just barely begun the process of being restored. 
 
    There were other fishers around, but not many. Central Dominion had paved streets, which discouraged the spawning of fishers by preventing the rain from striking the soil directly. One of the fishers Ari could detect had veered deeper into the city than the others, and he turned his attention toward its perspective in time to see another factor of the area’s safety. 
 
    The fisher was moving around mindlessly, and it was only out of the corner of its field of view that Ari could see the danger approaching. A wheel-less metal wagon was gliding toward the monster, levitating a few inches above the street much in the same way Ari’s rune sled did. 
 
    The metal wagon was completely closed off outside of a few thin window slits in front and along its sides. It slowed as it passed by the fisher. Ari didn’t control the monster directly, and felt it immediately stepping forward to investigate and potentially find prey. 
 
    Light flashed as a lightning spell streaked out from one of the window slits, striking the fisher full-on in the chest. Ari felt the pain as though he’d been hit by the spell himself and had no doubt that his physical, human body had screamed from the shock. 
 
    The fisher fell to the ground. Ari watched as the side panel of the rune wagon slid open, and a Sai guard with a short sword quickly dispatched the stunned monster before moving on.  
 
    Ari took a breath and focused his attention back on the fisher he’d originally been controlling. He’d have to be careful given how few the light rain had spawned for him to work with. It was an ingenious setup, one that required a level of manpower, magic, and enchanting that Etheria wasn’t even close to approaching. 
 
    That unwanted sense of appreciation for the scale of Central Dominion only intensified as Ari willed his fisher deeper into the city. The outskirts were still ruined, but a serious amount of work had gone into restoring the interior of the city. The streets had been cleaned. Crystal glass had been replaced in the once broken, open windows.  
 
    The people, if what Ari could see through the quick glimpses the fisher allowed him into the occupied buildings, were comfortable and unafraid, even during the rain. It was dark enough outside that Ari doubted he needed to be worried about being seen as long as he avoided the rune wagons.  
 
    Through the window of a small, single-story house, Ari saw a Sai man sitting in a chair in front of a fireplace populated by the same enchanted, purple flame that the cooking pit in the arena had showcased. A Ravarian girl no older than Selene stood next to the chair, hands folded in front of her, still as a statue.  
 
    Master and slave. Ari had to suppress his anger as he willed the fisher onward, both in regard to the situation and his inability to do anything about it. He took a closer look at the street ahead of him, his attention slowly turning upward, toward the glowing towers ahead. 
 
    Ari recognized one of them as being the main tower in which Diya had invited him into and been operating out of during his initial foray into the city. He pushed the fisher toward it, slowing as he came within sight of the tower’s base. There were a half-dozen guards outside, Sai equipped with shields, longswords, and chainmail. 
 
    The sight of them, along with everything else he’d witnessed, only seemed to drive the frustration and borderline despair Ari had been feeling that much deeper. The Sai were on a different level than the other races of the surface. The sophistication of their magic, enchanting, and construction capabilities made it seem inevitable that they’d become the dominant power in the region, or perhaps even already were. 
 
    One of the guards turned in the direction of Ari’s fisher. He pulled it to the side, ducking into an alleyway behind a multilevel building. He could hear laughter and thumping coming from inside, though the noise sounded thin and tinny, if also louder than normal. 
 
    Reaching his awareness outward, Ari found two more fishers that were relatively close by and directed them into the city. He wasn’t worried about whether one of the rune wagons would happen upon them, as he could always force them to climb to safety onto the roofs of the buildings. 
 
    Even if they were forced into combat, they weren’t a finite resource that Ari was worried about using up. The sip of Weathersense potion he’d taken was more valuable than the lives of a hundred of the unthinking, respawning monsters. Worth more than any number of them, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Ari positioned the two fishers on either side of Diya’s tower, inching them forward until they were just within sight of the guards. He waited until one of the men unsheathed his sword and started forward, then began to play the game in earnest. 
 
    It was a simple matter of luring the guards away. The eagerness with which they pursued the fisher, all of them leaving their posts without a second thought, almost made Ari think of the way the Weatherblight pursued their targets. Within a minute, and after sacrificing one of the fishers as a distraction, the way was clear. 
 
    Ari sent his main fisher forward at a dead sprint, and he didn’t stop as he reached the tower’s entrance. Trying to force his way inside would only be a waste of time. Instead, Ari had his fisher climb the exterior, using its tentacles to carefully pull itself along the uniform windowsills of each level. 
 
    He felt like he had before when standing outside the home in the outskirts. Each window was a world unto itself, a view into a home within the tower not unlike how the living caverns were subdivided into nooks back in the Hollow. 
 
    Ari saw two Sai children, likely brother and sister, chasing each other around a common room. The next window up showed him a plump woman feeding strips of dried meat to what looked like a tame wolf pup, with a nice sheen brushed into its grey fur. 
 
    He carefully stayed out of direct sight of the next window up, where a Sai man had a woman in a translucent nightgown pressed against the crystal glass in an erotic embrace. He climbed further up with the fisher, catching more glimpses into the domestic world of the Saidican Empire. 
 
    It left Ari feeling conflicted and more than a little annoyed. How was it possible for these same people, so normal and so much like any other community he’d ever known, to harbor such hate? He passed by a window and saw a teenage boy on top of a Ravarian woman at least a decade older than him, stripping off her clothes in what was clearly a non-consensual encounter. 
 
    It almost felt like an answer to his question, but Ari knew that it was merely the other side of the coin. He slapped the fisher’s tentacles against the window, causing the teenager to flinch and stare in his direction long enough for the Ravarian slave to escape, at least for the moment. 
 
    His frustration transformed into fury as he considered the likelihood of similar events occurring throughout the city on a regular basis. Ravarians, and potentially his fellow Hume, being raped and abused. A social order that relegated innocent people into being treated like objects and beasts. 
 
    Ari reminded himself that he’d brought his fisher into the city for a reason. He let it stop climbing for a moment, scanning up and down the tower and trying to recall which floor the room Diya had brought him up to for their discussion and card game had been on. 
 
    His educated guess proved to be accurate. Ari had the fisher pull itself up to one of the tower’s tenth-floor windows, and a single glimpse into the room told him that he’d found his target.  
 
    Diya was sitting in his study, an ornately furnished room with a polished wood table, a desk, and several bookshelves. It was the first time Ari had seen him in over a month, and he was a little surprised by how different the Saidican Emperor looked. 
 
    He’d cut his blond hair short and grown a thin beard that was paler in color, almost white. His clothing was looser than the usual style of the Sai, a purple shirt along with black leather pants. He wore no weapon that Ari could see, a fact that brought several obvious possibilities to mind. 
 
    Diya wasn’t alone, either. He sat across a young, pretty Sai girl with shoulder-length light brown hair, a freckle-dusted face, and an attractive figure that looked like it was still a few seasons short of full maturity. It took Ari a couple of seconds to remember her name. 
 
    Xenith, Diya’s daughter. She wore a simple black dress with thin shoulder straps and a hem that dropped only to her knees. Her feet were bare, and she had them curled underneath her in her chair to keep them warm. 
 
    Diya was talking, and Xenith appeared to be taking notes with quill and parchment. It was such a casual scene that it left Ari at a loss for what to do next. He ran one of the fisher’s tentacles across the crystal glass, tapping it and testing its integrity. 
 
    Diya was more observant than Ari had been expecting, and instantly turned his head in the direction of the noise. The room was heavily lit by ward lights, which would have made the reflection more prominent than what lay beyond the glass, but it wasn’t enough to keep him hidden from the astute gaze of the Saidican Emperor. 
 
    Diya smiled. He held a hand up to Xenith, who instantly drew back when she noticed what her father was looking at, knocking over her ink pot in the process. Diya made a calming gesture toward her and then folded his hands behind his back as he drew up to his full height. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Lord Stoneblood?” he called. “We’ve been expecting you.”   
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    Diya’s smile chilled Ari to the bone, even though he was seeing it through a second set of eyes. The fact that he was merely controlling the fisher seemed like no barrier at all from that smile and the cold confidence of the Saidican Emperor’s stare. 
 
    Diya slowly made his way over to the window and set his hand on a rune ward next to it. There was an obvious flicker of light as the crystal glass melted out of existence. Diya took a step back and gestured to the room while staring at the fisher, as though he was inviting an old friend in for an evening of food and conversation. 
 
    “Xenith,” said Diya. “Go fetch Rachel. I’m sure she’d be eager to meet with Lord Stoneblood again, and I’m equally sure that I’ll catch an earful from her if she isn’t informed of this development immediately. And send for the new slave, while you’re at it.” 
 
    Xenith, to her credit, had recovered from her initial surprise. She stared at the fisher, mouth slightly agape with wary curiosity.  
 
    “Xenith?” Diya turned and looked at his daughter, and she only then seemed to come back to herself. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I… will be right back.” 
 
    She hurried to the door and out of the room. Diya still had his arm outstretched, and Ari hadn’t yet brought the fisher fully into the room. He scanned over the space, searching for any potential traps or surprises for a couple of seconds before realizing that it was a pointless exercise. 
 
    Why would Diya care about trapping or killing a single fisher? He knew about Ari’s ability to control the Weatherblight, though he didn’t know anything about how it worked. Diya was taking a tremendous risk in opening the window and inviting him inside, and Ari couldn’t understand his motivation. 
 
    He brought the fisher forward and into the room. Diya gave a small, approving nod, and then walked around the monster to trigger the ward a second time, sealing the rain outside, along with any other potential reinforcements Ari might have been able to bring to bear. 
 
    “Can I offer you some wine, Lord Stoneblood?” asked Diya. “Will you even taste it, if you drink it? Now that’s an interesting question, if there ever was one.” 
 
    He was still smiling, and he gestured next to the chairs, as though entertaining a fisher in his private study was no different than having any other guest.  
 
    “Or you’re welcome to stand,” said Diya, when Ari kept the fisher where it was. “I do honestly think that the fact you can’t talk will make this conversation easier for us to have. Have you seen much of Central Dominion, as it is now? 
 
    “It’s still a pale imitation of what it once was, though we have made great strides. I was rather paranoid during the first few days after our last encounter, I must admit. The rune wagons, which I’m sure you’ve seen, were somewhat of a reactionary measure. We never used as many during the Empire’s original run, and we still got along well enough against the Weatherblight.” 
 
    Diya paused and brought his thumb to his chin, as though he was taking the time to carefully articulate his next thought. From his eyes, Ari could tell what he truly was up to. He was searching for any sign of readable body language in the fisher’s posture. That element of social interaction didn’t transfer through his control of the monster, which was a larger advantage against someone like Diya than it might have otherwise been. 
 
    “I have no particular grudge against you, Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “In fact, you remind of my old friend, in spite of the conflict that’s occurred between us. Perhaps even because of it. You’re full of ideas and surprises, and you know so many important things. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve been so eager to talk to you. I don’t seek violence against you, Lord Stoneblood, not if it can be avoided. I simply want your help. The knowledge you have or might eventually have about the Soul Engine, along with whatever technique you use to do, well, this… These are valuable things. 
 
    “I’m offering you a partnership. We’ll work together to tame this world. I can make you a noble amongst the Sai, perhaps raise you up even higher than that. All I ask in return is that you come to me in good faith, and present yourself here, within my city.” 
 
    Diya leaned his head forward and furrowed his brow slightly, bringing his hands to clasp in front of himself. It was the stance of a grandfather giving sage advice to a new generation, though Diya was clearly still on the younger side of the role. He waited for a time, as though expecting Ari’s fisher to grow vocal cords and give him a verbal response. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I can’t play coy, since you’re unable to ask questions or make demands,” said Diya. “If you refuse my offer, I will find you and your companions, and I’ll do what must be done. That’s simply how it must be, and don’t let my phrasing fool you, it won’t be so clean in practice. I’ll torture those you care about most, Lord Stoneblood, and I will make you watch.” 
 
    Diya’s voice was intense by the end, with a cold stare that seemed to emphasize the threat of each word. The silence held for a few seconds as he finished speaking, and then the door opened. 
 
    “Ah,” said Diya. “I believe you’re familiar with my newest slave, are you not?” 
 
    Tialese, the former Vereshi of Varnas-Rav, stepped into the room. She was as pretty as Ari remembered, with brown hair, a pale face, slim features, and a small set of black wings that had never reached full maturity. She looked like Rin, with the same violet eyes and expressive mouth, but she wore a simple white servant’s slip and carried a metal platter with a wine bottle and two glasses. 
 
    She hesitated, seeing the fisher, but quickly regained her composure and directed her gaze back where it had been. At the floor. The once-proud Vereshi of the Ravarians was now Diya’s house slave, and everything about her screamed of a broken woman. Worse than broken. She was defeated. 
 
    “This is an example of what you should hope for,” said Diya. “If you struggle against me and turn this into a protracted affair, you’ll wish your friends end up with such treatment. I won’t hold back. I even have special plans for some of them. Eva, for example, given our history and the respect I have for her. I have special ideas for the role she’ll serve.” 
 
    Ari’s blood boiled, and he couldn’t tell whether the hot anger he felt was in the fisher or his true body. The fisher let out a rolling, monsterish hiss. Diya laughed and waved his hand, shooing Tialese from the room. 
 
    “I wonder…” said Diya. “Do you understand why I’m so confident, Lord Stoneblood? Why I invited you, no, a fisher, into my chamber? I have everything to lose, but for you to be destroyed in the body you control would likely affect you less than pulling a hangnail.” 
 
    Ari willed the fisher to spread its tentacles out to the sides while drawing it up to its full height on its back legs. Diya was unarmed, unarmored, seemingly at his most vulnerable, and still smiling that same cold smile. 
 
    “I am an anomaly even amongst my people,” said Diya. “I rule not because of tradition, or through circumstance, as some might claim. I rule because my strength is unmatched.” 
 
    Diya made a fist and stomped his foot. Light flickered around his body, coalescing to form a nimbus of golden energy. Ari had seen him use his mystica before, both in person and through Mythril’s memories. He could use it to strengthen both his offensive and defensive capabilities, but only for a limited amount of time. 
 
    Ari willed the fisher backward, dodging Diya’s first punch. The room was not large enough for him to be able to evade effectively for long, certainly not long enough to wait out Diya’s self-buffs. He dropped the fisher low, dodging a blurring kick more by accident, than intention. 
 
    The fisher hissed as Ari commanded it to shoot its tentacles forward and seized Diya by the legs. He managed to get a secure grip around his ankles, but Diya twisted, grabbing the tentacles and using them to reel the fisher toward him instead of succumbing to the binding. 
 
    “If you attacked me with an army of the Weatherblight, the outcome would still be the same,” said Diya. “You can’t beat me, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and the fisher let out a clicking scream that mirrored his anger. He thrashed at Diya with the monster’s forelimbs and tried to sink its segmented jaws down on the other man’s shoulder. Diya’s clothing tore, but the flesh underneath resisted damage like steel. 
 
    Hands seized the fisher by the neck and back of the head. Ari felt the monster he was in control of being lifted into the air. Diya’s body flashed as he cast a second spell over himself, this one shining a teal-silver.  
 
    “Remember this,” said Diya. 
 
    He pulled, and the fisher came apart, head separating from body as easily as a child might pop the blossom off a flower. Ari felt a rush of pain and terror that he was sure had triggered another convulsion in his physical body back in the real world as the awareness he’d been viewing the world from quickly faded. 
 
    There was more, however. He could hear a voice, not where he’d just been, in the room with Diya, but outside, in the rain. It was shouting for him, demanding his attention. Ari filed through a half-dozen fishers before finding another that had somehow made it into the city. 
 
    “I know you can hear me! Please, listen. Please…” 
 
    The fisher was standing in the street in an area so familiar that it almost made Ari lose himself in nostalgia. He, or rather, it, was standing across from a woman in a grey evening dress, her hands clasped together and a desperate expression on her face. 
 
    It was Rachel. She looked as though she’d been out in the rain for some time, both her grey evening dress and brown hair soaked to the point of dripping and sticking to her body. Even through the rain and the night, and from the perspective of a monster, seeing her stirred emotions within Ari. 
 
    Emotions that didn’t belong to him. Rachel had been the woman that Mythril had loved, and if nothing else, that emotion had slowly begun transferring into him along with the memories. She was older than Ari was by at least a decade in appearance, and probably far more, given how the Soul Engine had preserved her age. And yet, looking at her made him feel things that he’d only thought he could feel by looking at Kerys. 
 
    “It’s you, isn’t it?” asked Rachel, her voice muffled slightly by the rain. “I know you can control them. You wouldn’t pass on an opportunity like this if you had that ability.” 
 
    What she was doing was stupid and dangerous that it almost made Ari wonder if she’d developed a suicidal streak. She stepped closer to the fisher and reached an arm out. Ari wanted to scream at her to get back, to point out that he could lose control at any time. But another part of him, a part of someone, wanted her as close as she could get, even now. 
 
    “He’s lying to you!” Rachel brought her hands to her breast, shivering in the cold. “Everything Diya said, everything he did in your meeting, it was all designed to solicit a reaction. He’s not invincible like he claims, and more importantly, he already knows where you and your friends are!” 
 
    Ari scowled, which translated to a clicking hiss through the fisher. The way Diya had phrased a few of his statements had given him hope that perhaps the scout they’d questioned had been lying after all. It was far more likely that what Rachel was saying was the truth and that the Saidican Emperor had planned every word he’d spoken far in advance. 
 
    “He’s planning a major attack on your settlement,” said Rachel. “I’m sorry. You don’t have more than a week. But I can keep helping you! I can keep feeding you information, if…” 
 
    She hesitated and stared at the fisher expectantly with her piercing green eyes. 
 
    “If you come find me, once you remember more,” she finished. 
 
    Ari felt his emotions shifting into a turbulent, unwanted mess. He bobbed the fisher’s head up and down and felt grateful that he wasn’t there in person. If he had been, he wasn’t sure what would have happened and what else might have bubbled up to the surface. 
 
    He could feel his control over the fisher waning. With the last of his focus, he swept his tentacles in a gesture away from himself and then willed it to rush off as far away from Rachel as he could get it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Ari knew he was back in his own body from the character of the headache affecting him when he blinked his eyes open. He let out a low groan and tried, unsuccessfully, to sit up. 
 
    “Ari!” said Kerys. “Oh, Ari…” 
 
    He felt the pillow underneath his head shift, and he realized that his head was actually lying in Kerys’ lap. He was back in his own room, which he took to be a fairly bad sign in regard to how his body had fared while he’d been controlling the fishers. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he muttered. “Totally fine.” 
 
    “You almost destroyed Amber’s alchemy equipment when you started thrashing around,” said Kerys. “You hit your head against the stone. You were throwing up blood, at one point. Ari, you are not fine.” 
 
    “Gimme a kiss,” he said. 
 
    Kerys scowled at him, but he could see the smile underneath it. He reached his hand up and caressed her cheek. Seeing her was exactly what he needed, a reminder of who he was and what mattered most. It also reinforced the urgency of their current situation. 
 
    “Kerys, can you gather all of the adults?” he asked. “We need to have a community meeting.” 
 
    “Almost everyone other than Grena and Lady Prestia is waiting outside the room,” said Kerys. “We… thought you might not make it.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” said Ari. “I’m made of tough stuff.” 
 
    He ran his hand across his chin and frowned as he saw a few flecks of dried blood come back on his finger. Kerys frowned at him, and it was only then that he noticed the red puffiness around her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take less of the potion next time,” he said. “I didn’t realize that Amber made this one so much stronger.” 
 
    “You’d better,” said Kerys. She gently shifted his head off her lap and stood up, slipping her injured arm into one of her skirt pockets as she headed for the underchamber’s open doorway. 
 
    The rest of the older members of Etheria filed in, each favoring Ari with a look of concern in their own style. Eva shook her head and sighed when she saw him, while Rin shot him an empathetic smirk. They joined Kerys by Ari’s side, while Durrien, Amber, and Virgil stood in a semi-circle at the base of his bed. 
 
    “Where to begin,” said Ari. “As my old friend Milo would say, we’re knee deep in it…” 
 
    He explained what he’d seen and heard over the last few hours, both of the Sai capital city and of his conversation with Diya. He could see the faces of his friends darkening as he gave them Diya’s exact words, and the ease of which he’d made threats against them and their community. Ari hesitated as he recounted how Tialese had been made into Diya’s personal slave, noticing the way Rin’s jaw tightened at the mention of her sister. 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him?” she snapped. “You had not just him, but his daughter in the room with you. You could have killed them both, and then my sister would have… Why didn’t you do anything, chala?” 
 
    “I did fight him, at the end of our conversation,” said Ari. “And I lost, horribly. Diya isn’t an opponent that we can win against through brute strength, even if we discount the fact that he has thousands of warriors and mages at his command.” 
 
    He continued on, explaining how one of the other fishers had received a mention from Rachel, Mythril’s old lover. He was careful about he described the encounter, mostly for the sake of Kerys and Eva, but neither seemed to react at his mention of her.  
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” asked Kerys, once he’d finished. “If he knows we’re here, and he’s already sent out an army, what chance do we even have?” 
 
    “We aren’t helpless,” said Ari. “We can make a stand, and we don’t have to do it alone.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” asked Rin. 
 
    “Simple.” Ari looked around, meeting the gaze of everyone in the room. “I’ll bring the enchanted items I’ve made to Cliffhaven and sell them to raise enough gold to hire an army of our own.” 
 
    The silence that followed his idea seemed to emanate from a range of different reactions. Kerys was the first to put hers into words. 
 
    “Are you insane?” she asked. “An army? Aristial Stoneblood, that’s one of the worst ideas I’ve ever heard you suggest.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” said Eva, with a frown. “Commanding men into battle is not the same as fighting on one’s own. In addition, you would be betting on hired mercenaries against trained and disciplined Sai warriors and mages.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea, chala,” said Rin. “It’s not as though we’d need them to do much other than serve as a distraction. We are capable of doing the killing ourselves.” 
 
    Kerys and Eva scowled at Rin, who shrugged and flashed an eager smile. Ari looked toward Durrien and Amber, both of whom seemed skeptical. 
 
    “I have my doubts about whether it would be so straightforward as you make it sound,” said Durrien. “Most of the men for hire in Cliffhaven are only available because they can’t find steady work. The drunks, the troublemakers, the boys too young to trust real jobs to…” 
 
    “More importantly, you’re still a wanted man in Cliffhaven,” said Amber. “Did you forget that detail?” 
 
    Everyone started talking at once, arguing over whether the plan would or wouldn’t work. Ari held his hands up, but it wasn’t until he attempted to clear his throat and accidentally induced a small coughing fit that the room grew quiet again. 
 
    “We haven’t heard from everyone yet,” he said. “Virgil? What do you think?” 
 
    Virgil folded his arms and gave Ari a level look. “That depends on whether I will get to be a part of the plan, this time. I don’t want to stay behind.” 
 
    “Nobody is staying behind,” said Ari. “That’s the second half of this. Everyone, including the children and the adults who won’t be fighting, will come along to Cliffhaven.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question,” said Virgil. 
 
    “We’ll need you along with us when we return,” said Ari. “You’ll get a chance to fight this time.” 
 
    Virgil flashed a boyish, enthusiastic smile. 
 
    “I’m still not sure about this, Lord Aristial,” said Eva.  
 
    “There’s more to the plan than just attacking the Sai army head-on,” said Ari. “I’ll explain as we go. For now though, I think we could all use some rest. It’s been a long—” 
 
    He started coughing again, and did his best to ignore the concerned looks on the faces of his friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (ERWIN LUKA) 
 
      
 
    Baron Erwin Luka of Cliffhaven took off his crown, sipped his wine, and tried to pretend that the letter sitting on the table next to him said something other than what it said. 
 
    He’d known, or at least expected, that the time would come eventually. The rumors of the return of the Sai had trickled in, slowly at first, and then at a pace that flooded every tavern and inn within the city walls with talk of the impossible. 
 
    He was reading a letter written by a ghost. Though of course, Erwin had seen the messenger who’d delivered it firsthand. A tall man, with pale blond hair, slim features, close enough in appearance to pass for human, if he’d wanted to. 
 
    Erwin took another sip of his wine and exhaled through his teeth. He let his finger trace over the letterhead on the parchment. Emperor Diya of the Saidican Empire. The name was written in such ornate, fanciful script that it almost seemed to actively mock him. 
 
    Emperor Diya’s request had almost seemed innocent on Erwin’s first reading of the letter. He wished to establish official relations between the Saidican Empire and Cliffhaven, and though the incredulity of treating with reborn ghosts still galled him, Erwin would have allowed it. He wasn’t an unreasonable ruler. He wasn’t drunk on his own power, like Baron Ogwell had been. 
 
    He wasn’t a fool, either. The letter ended with a section explaining, with rather flowery language, that the Saidican Empire was in need of fresh servants and wished to import several hundred able bodies as a token of good faith between kingdoms. All of them female. 
 
    Even what little Erwin knew about the history of the Sai was enough to make the Emperor’s intentions plain. The only service the women would be used for, if he sent them, would be as basic breeding stock. Making any sort of concession to the Sai would be no different from surrendering the autonomy of his city, but from the reports he’d received of their armies, it seemed like there was no other choice. 
 
    “More wine!” shouted Erwin. “Bring me more wine, dammit.” 
 
    He waited, still glaring at the letter, as his newest favored servant appeared from the side room carrying a bottle of last season’s most expensive red vintage. Leyehl didn’t look at him as she poured, and Erwin felt a small amount of his anger dissipate as he shifted his attention to the stubs of her destroyed wings. 
 
    He’d clipped them himself, using a pair of gardening shears. It had been in the early stages of Leyehl’s imprisonment, long before she’d been properly broken in. She hadn’t screamed, even as the blades had cut through feathers and flesh. She’d just stared at him. 
 
    Erwin had almost given up on turning Leyehl into a servant after that. Killing her had seemed like a waste, especially since he’d been required to put on a show of interrogating her for information on the poisoning of Baron Ogwell. Information which he, of course, knew he would never get. 
 
    He’d gotten creative, offering her to some of his most vicious guardsmen to use and abuse, and in the end, it had been enough. Erwin sipped at his wine and gestured for Leyehl to pour him another glass, which she did, with that same hollow, glassy stare.  
 
    She was pretty, even with the scars across her cheek, and each time Erwin brought her to his bedchamber a part of what thrilled him the most of her naked body was how the only damage he’d needed to inflict upon it had been on her wings, which were an eyesore to begin with. 
 
    “Fetch my new sword, Leyehl,” said Erwin. “And leave the wine.” 
 
    She bowed to him and left to do as bidden. Erwin leaned into his drunkenness, letting his thoughts veer into fantastical territory. The idea of raising an army and marching south to lay siege to the Saidican’s strange city was appealing, and also completely impractical. He doubted that he’d even make it through the desert without losing half his forces to the Weatherblight. 
 
    As satisfying as seizing leadership from Baron Ogwell had felt, the reality of handling the minutia of the problems confronting Cliffhaven was frustrating in a mind-numbing way. From the Ravarian refugees outside the city’s walls, to the growing frustration of the nobles, and even the organization of the yearly Season’s End Gathering. Erwin preferred problems that could be solved at the point of a sword. 
 
    Leyehl reentered his audience chamber a few minutes later, carrying the sheathed sword in outstretched hands. Erwin motioned for her to set it down on the floor before dismissing her with a wave. He stared at the sword’s ruby pommel for a minute, still sipping his wine, still seething at the world. 
 
    “I know you’re aware of my presence,” said Erwin. “Show yourself. I have questions.” 
 
    The weapon remained where it was, and nothing about it seemed to hint at its true nature. It was a beautiful greatsword, with a long, slightly curved blade, a silver crossguard, and a ruby as perfect as any he’d ever seen for a pommel stone. The weapon had somehow escaped taking any damage from the destruction of the building it had been found in. 
 
    They’d found a body with it, too, along with plenty of rumors from the people in the streets nearby. Some of them even mentioned the now-infamous Aristial Stoneblood, though how the young lord would have returned to the city, let alone orchestrated such a destructive event, made it seem implausible at best. 
 
    “Bloodrose,” said Erwin. “My time is valuable. I do not have the patience for this.” 
 
    The sword seemed to mock him with its inaction. Erwin knew what it wanted, and it took all of the patience and compromise he had in him. He walked across the floor to where the sword lay, crouched down, and set a single finger on its hilt. 
 
    Bloodrose appeared in a shimmer of light, standing closer to him than he would have preferred. She was an alluring woman, with flame-red hair and a pale face. Erwin had demanded her clothing removed and replaced when his men had discovered the sword and the secret within. Bloodrose wore a simple women’s tunic that did a remarkably good job of showing off her modest curves, along with plain cotton leggings. 
 
    “Get back!” snapped Erwin, knocking into her with his shoulder. “I am in no mood to play your games today.” 
 
    Bloodrose let out a laugh that would have sounded musical on the lips of any other woman. The expression on her face was drunken and cruel, a smile that showed too many teeth and emphasized the chaos in her eyes. 
 
    “We haven’t even started playing yet,” said Bloodrose. “I want to play with you, Erwin. I really do!” 
 
    Erwin gritted his teeth, feeling his anger boil at the childish, singsong tone of her voice. 
 
    “Tell me what you know of the Saidican Empire, and this man who claims to be Emperor of it,” said Erwin. “You were from that time. I’ll have all the knowledge you keep.” 
 
    Bloodrose shook her head. Erwin felt himself lose control. He stepped forward and slapped her hard across the face. She fell sideways, laughing as she stooped to one knee, as though she was well aware that it was one of the few reactions that would serve to make Erwin even angrier. 
 
    “You unnatural whore,” he hissed. “You will tell me what you know. You claim that you’ve chosen me as your new master. I command you to tell me.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” said Bloodrose. “But you already know how this works. I can’t tell you what I can’t remember. Come on, I see how you look at me! It’ll be fun, you can even slap me again.” 
 
    Bloodrose gripped the bottom of her tunic and pulled it up and over her head. Her breasts bounced into view with erotic, mesmerizing jiggles. Erwin looked away and forced himself to take a deep breath. 
 
    “Do you take me for a fool?” he asked. “You are poison, a seductress, and I will not be wound around your finger!” 
 
    Bloodrose stared at him, her smile slowly fading. She ran her hands up her body, though Erwin only let himself watch from the corner of his eye. Her hands cupped her breasts before sliding further up, and she performed a stretch with her arms overhead, arching her back. 
 
    “Do I take you for a fool?” Bloodrose shrugged. “No. You’re more of a coward, to be honest. You’re scared of everything. You’re scared of the nobles surrounding you and how they see you as a soldier, playing at being Baron. You’re scared of the Ravarian refugees on your doorstep. You’re scared of Emperor Diya, probably for good reason. 
 
    “You’re a sad, pathetic man, Erwin. Too scared to take an unfamiliar woman to your bed, let alone do battle against the Sai. No, Erwin, you’re no fool. I could work with a fool. You’re craven, stuck in your ways, and losing your grasp on what little you have.” 
 
    Erwin snarled. He closed the distance to Bloodrose and seized her by the arm. She didn’t flinch or even look away, and the intensity of her eyes sent a flicker of uncertainty through him. A flicker of fear, not from her examples, but from the possibility that she might be right. 
 
    The fear turned to anger, and then Erwin was pushing the half-naked woman down against the table and flinging free his trousers. Bloodrose laughed and pushed her hips out, urging him on and celebrating her victory. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Ari was up early the next morning, a few hours ahead of sunrise. The fatigue of the aftereffects of the Weathersense potion made it into somewhat of an ordeal, but he’d realized during the night that he still had a few things left to take care of before leaving Etheria. 
 
    Eva was asleep next to him in bed, which meant that Rin was most likely on watch. Ari grabbed what he needed and headed through the tower’s main chamber, slipping into the tower while trying to make as little noise as possible. 
 
    He’d had a dream the previous night, though the details of it were hazy. It was a dream that hadn’t felt like it belonged to him, with both Mythril’s memories threaded through it alongside other, stranger thoughts that reminded him more of controlling the Weatherblight. 
 
    It hadn’t been a nightmare, though the experience had left Ari sweating when he’d awoken from it. The emotions it stirred within him were ones which had been building for some time, emotions that raised questions of identity and existence that Ari didn’t want to think about or have the answers to. 
 
    More importantly, what he could remember from the dream was actually relevant. He’d been enchanting at some point, working on stone golems. Several of the patterns had flickered through his mind, including the one that he needed. 
 
    Ari tiptoed as he approached the enchanting altar. He took a couple of seconds to just listen and confirm that the early morning was as quiet as it sounded, and then he set the copper hand down on his workspace. 
 
    He used a thin metal pick that Amber had lent him to do the alterations. It was simple enough and didn’t even involve replacing the old rune patterns. He needed to add a few lines and symbols, giving the enchantment the proper context to allow it to be controlled directly rather than as a part of a whole. 
 
    It took him a while, but only because he did it slowly and carefully. Ari was smiling from ear to ear as he finished. He set the hand down in the center of the enchanting altar, pressed his palm down on the relevant ward, and began the process. 
 
    The altar began to glow, and a quiet, ambient hum of energy filled the room. The copper hand didn’t look any different once he’d finished, though that was to be expected. Ari could feel the pulse of essence within as he picked it up. He gave it a small push with his will and chuckled when the fingers gave a corresponding twitch. 
 
    The copper hand wasn’t the only reason he’d woken up early. The group conversation he’d had with the others had left him feeling concerned about whether his plan to raise an army would be enough to protect Etheria. 
 
    There was one other idea he’d had that he put voice to, mostly because it was rather farfetched and based on a few unknown factors. Etheria was an ancient arena, a fact which had become rather easy to ignore now that a domestic community had been established within. 
 
    There were a number of wards in the main chamber that seemed to have been placed in odd locations, on the stones of the floor, or against the outer walls of some of the underchambers. Ari’s curiosity over what they might do had waned after he’d discovered how much essence each of them would take to activate. 
 
    He had essence to spare now, though he’d still need to make the choice of which ones to activate carefully. Ari drew a moderate amount from the enchanting altar, slipped back out into the main chamber, and got to work. 
 
    Testing them would have to wait, as he had no idea how much essence might be expended on each usage. Ari activated two on either side of the arena’s entrance and a handful more spread out across the floor before running out of essence. 
 
    He set the idea aside for the time being and figured he might as well start getting ready for the trip to Cliffhaven. He headed into the newly restored bathing chamber and was surprised to find steam already emanating from within. 
 
    Ari hesitated for a moment before his curiosity got the better of him. He headed around the corner and into the bathing chamber, his eyes immediately settling on the very naked figure of Lady Prestia. 
 
    Her body was mostly hidden by the steam, which was both a blessing and a shame. Lady Prestia’s auburn hair hung in a long, wet lock, and she ran her hands across the back of one of her legs, humming a soft tune. She was a stunningly attractive woman, with generous hips and surprisingly plump breasts for a woman of Sai ancestry.  
 
    She reminded Ari of some of the more appealing wives back in the Hollow. He’d managed once, along with a few of the other boys, to spy on the women on a bathing day. He’d barely been a teenager at the time, and the experience had been burned into his mind as one of the most intensely erotic and confusing experiences of his life.  
 
    Seeing the naked bodies of some of the very same mistresses who would reprimand him for shirking chores was enough to make him realize that their baggy dresses and skirts did them far less credit than he’d ever realized. 
 
    Ari felt a sudden stab of shame over what he was doing, and he politely averted his gaze off Lady Prestia and cleared his throat. She made a small, surprised noise, followed by a more considering one. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Lady Prestia. “It’s okay. I’m covered. You needn’t look away.” 
 
    Ari turned toward her and had to work to keep his reaction in check. She was covered, in a loose sense of the word. She had one arm over her breasts, though the top edge of one of her nipples was still clearly visible. She had a dimpled, devious smile, and raised one eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I was going to take a shower,” he said. “I can wait.” 
 
    “Can you?” Lady Prestia shifted under the shower’s stream, running her free hand through her wet hair. “There’s room for two. I could use some help washing my back.” 
 
    Ari chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not your servant this time.” 
 
    “This time?” she asked. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Ari shrugged, deciding it was probably for the best to keep the encounter he’d had with her during her time as a pink mesmer to himself. He turned around again and started undressing. 
 
    “I’ll wash off once you’re done,” he said. 
 
    “There’s no need to wait,” said Lady Prestia. “Is the idea of helping a noblewoman with a few things really so displeasing to you?” 
 
    Her voice was sultry, with an undeniable alluring quality to it. Ari tried to keep from smiling as he kicked his trousers off and looked back over at her. She’d returned to rinsing herself off and was turned sideways, leaving the profile of her upper body and a single breast and nipple visible through the steam. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He discarded the rest of his clothing and made his way over, making no attempt to hide his arousal as he stepped into the shower to join the older Sai woman. She smirked at him and turned around, gesturing to her shoulders. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Aristial,” she said. “It’s so hard for me to get some spots as clean as I’d like.” 
 
    “The dirty spots, you mean?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    He ran his hand over her shoulders, and then cupped her breasts. Lady Prestia made a small, mocking noise of protest. 
 
    “Oooh,” she murmured. “Those are not my shoulders.” 
 
    Ari gave them a squeeze, appreciating the perfect, plump mixture of softness and firmness. He slid a hand down to Lady Prestia’s butt and pulled it back toward him, grinding his hard cock into her. 
 
    “Just what is it that you think you’re doing?” she asked, in a teasing voice. 
 
    Ari wasn’t in a patient mood. Her pulled her thighs open a little wider and pressed his hips forward, grunting as his tool slid into her hot, wet lane.  
 
    She arched her back and leaned into him as he quickly built up to a punishing pace. It was simple sex, stripped of the layers of emotion and drama that were so often attached to Ari’s other encounters. Lady Prestia had been angling for a man to meet her needs since first arriving in Etheria, and she’d caught Ari at a moment when he just couldn’t resist. 
 
    She moved her hips and buttocks with tiny, bucking motions that made thrusting into her smooth and easy. She was a tall woman, almost as tall as Ari, which made it easy for their bodies to puzzle out the perfect angle. 
 
    “Oh, Lord Aristial!” she moaned. “You’re so brazen.” 
 
    She spun around and gave him a hungry kiss. Ari leaned forward to pin her against the wall and lifted one of her surprisingly flexible legs at an angle with his shoulder before spearing back into her. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and the two of them moved in lewd, horny harmony. Ari felt his mind fog over with lust as he listened to the soft, breathy noises escaping the noblewoman’s lips. He felt his pleasure getting a little ahead of where it should have been, too far for him to pull back from. 
 
    “And here I was, trying to get clean,” whispered Lady Prestia. She pulled his head down into her breasts, almost as though cradling him. Ari took deep breaths as the pleasure throbbed through him, his seed unloading into the dirty noblewoman as common sense came back to him. 
 
    “Er…” he said, feeling a sudden rush of regret. “This was just a one-time thing.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lady Prestia. “We gave into a small, innocuous temptation. Nothing more. I’ll even leave the shower first to keep from drawing suspicion.” 
 
    She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, rinsed herself off some more, and stepped out of the shower. 
 
    “I often take showers around this time in the morning,” she said. “In case you were wondering…” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, feeling an odd flush come to his cheeks as he saw the expression on the older woman’s face. He waited until she had left before returning to washing himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Most of the community was already awake and preparing for the trip when Ari left the showers. Kerys and Grena had warmed up leftovers from the night before on the newly enchanted cooking fires and were doling out portions.  
 
    They ate quickly and then gathered outside the tower’s entrance. Ari made sure that everyone was present before holding his hand up and drawing the attention of the group. 
 
    “Make sure you each have everything you expect to need for the next few days,” he said. “The tower’s anchor point near Cliffhaven is outside of the city itself and not all of us will be able to make the trip through the gates.” 
 
    He saw Rin and Eva both nod in response to his statement. Grena crouched next to the Ravarian children, translating Ari’s words for the ones who still didn’t have a firm grasp on Subvios. 
 
    “Who will be heading into the city, then?” asked Amber. “I obviously expect to be included in the group, given that Cliffhaven was where I was born and raised.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “The same goes for you, Durrien, though I’d like at least one or two combat-capable adults stay with the children in the tower.” 
 
    “I don’t mind volunteering for that particular role, lad,” he said. “There’s not much left for me in Cliffhaven now, anyway.” 
 
    He shot Ari a slightly accusatory look, which Ari shifted uncomfortably under. He’d been responsible for the destruction of Durrien’s former inn, though it had been an accident during a fight that would have otherwise ended in his death. 
 
    “I refuse to be relegated to the back line this time,” said Virgil. “I would also like to enter the city.” 
 
    “You can come, too,” said Ari with a sigh. 
 
    “If it’s alright, I wouldn’t mind going too,” said Kerys. She shrugged, noticing the puzzled glances from Grena and a few of the others. “I like Cliffhaven. I didn’t get to live there for long, but I did enjoy it.” 
 
    “Dormiar’s teeth, we can’t bring everybody,” said Ari. “Fine. But that makes four of us already, plus Eva. We’ll have to hope we can still afford the entrance tax.” 
 
    “Let me handle that,” said Amber. “Most of the guards know me. At the very least, I expect I can get us a discount.” 
 
    Ari nodded. “Okay. Let’s do this.” 
 
    It was slightly cramped in the tower with the entire community packed inside. Grena took the children upstairs to the second floor, which alleviated the crowd slightly. Ari set his hands on the common room table and took a slow breath, centering his focus as he activated the rune with his will. 
 
    The light outside the tower was a sudden contrast to the dimness of Etheria’s central chamber, as was what followed immediately after the teleportation. A small forest lay outside the tower’s windows, with sunbeams sneaking through the gaps in the tree branches and fallen leaves littering the late season ground. 
 
    He was more used to the suddenness of the transition than most of the others. Durrien was frowning, and Grena was clutching him by the arm. Lady Prestia, hair still damp from her earlier shower, looked slightly green in the face. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Ari. “We’re out of direct line of sight of Cliffhaven, so I doubt that any of the nearby patrols or caravans will spot us unless we make ourselves known.” 
 
    “How long are you expecting that this will take?” asked Durrien. 
 
    “A day, maybe two,” said Ari. “Eva, can you scout the nearby area?” 
 
    “Of course.” Eva slipped out the door and into the trees. 
 
    Durrien and Grena also made their way outside, though they stayed close to the tower and insisted that the children remain inside for the moment. Ari collected the enchanted items he’d made from the tower’s second level and started carrying them outside. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” Eva reappeared, sprinting toward him with a concerned look on her face. “You need to see this. Lady Rin should also come.” 
 
    Ari frowned and gestured for Rin to join him. The three of them headed in the direction of the city, and as soon as they left the trees, he instantly saw what had elicited Eva’s reaction. 
 
    “This… cannot be,” said Rin. 
 
    She took a step forward, dropping Varnasaria, her enchanted spear. Dropping to her knees. Outside Cliffhaven, scattered across the grass at the bottom of the road that sloped up the edge of the cliffs, were several dozen disheveled tents and several hundred emaciated Ravarians. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari. “We need to figure out what the situation is before we… Rin!” 
 
    Rin scooped her spear back up and took off at full speed, flapping her wings and flying low across the ground toward her wayward people. Ari swore under his breath and gestured for Eva to follow with him. 
 
    The Ravarians reacted slowly to Rin’s arrival, as much due to a lack of enthusiasm as to the obvious fatigue of their condition. Every one of them that Ari could see was badly emaciated, from the children to the adults to the elders. There was a cold chill in the air, and only a few of them looked suitably equipped for the weather. 
 
    Their clothing was ragged, with obvious signs of burns and soot stains from the fire that had consumed Varnas-Rav. Only a few of the tents looked as though they had proper canvas and poles, the rest being simple makeshift constructions that were unsuited for even fair weather conditions. 
 
    A single bonfire marked the center of the refugee camp, though it was currently unlit. There was no food that Ari could see, though that came as little surprise, given their appearance. Feathers were scattered across the ground, fallen from wings that lacked the proper nutrition to maintain their form. 
 
    A small group had formed around Rin, with a tall, borderline-skeletal Ravarian man at its head. Ari didn’t recognize him, but he wasn’t sure if he would have even if they’d met before, given how drastic the decline of his current body state appeared to be. 
 
    They spoke in quiet voices in Ravakkios, the Ravarian language. Rin’s voice was thin and close to breaking. Ari didn’t need nor want to hear what was being said. She spoke with each of them, nodding continuously, before finally turning to face him. 
 
    “We have to help them, chala,” said Rin. “Please.” 
 
    She took his hand in between hers and squeezed, blinking with eyes on the verge of tears. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “We have enough food back at the tower to supply at least a meal or two.” 
 
    “No!” snapped Rin. “You–you know what I mean. They say the Baron has refused them entrance into the city. A meal won’t save them from the next storm or do anything other than prolong this–this travesty of an existence!” 
 
    “Rin,” said Ari. “I know these are your people, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, finding it hard to phrase what he wanted to express. Ari was already looking out for Etheria, a community which had accrued its own set of problems despite its small size. Taking on the burden of the refugee Ravarians along with trying to prepare for an attack from Emperor Diya and the Sai would be stretching his limited capabilities paper-thin. 
 
    “Can any of them fight?” he asked. “We came here to hire mercenaries. If there are warriors among these refugees, I don’t see why we can’t bind their cause to ours.” 
 
    Rin stared at him with a frozen expression for a couple of seconds and then slapped him across the face. 
 
    “Mud and blood, Rin,” muttered Ari. “It was just a question.” 
 
    “You promised me, chala!” cried Rin. Her voice broke but she didn’t seem to care. “You promised that you would help. I asked for revenge before. Now, all I ask for is your voice. Your influence. Whatever pull you might have amongst the people of this city.” 
 
    Ari rubbed his cheek, readying himself for another slap. Instead, Rin fell to her knees in front of him. The pain of seeing her in that posture was worse than any blow. Ari took her hand as she reached up to pull on his tunic and lifted her back to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace. 
 
    “I’ll help them,” he said. “But we need people who can fight, Rin. I can’t solve every problem myself. I’ll find a way to help your people, but in exchange, the ones who can fight need to stand with Etheria.” 
 
    He took her by the shoulders and shifted her so her eyes met his. Rin was crying, but she nodded through her tears. Ari gave her a quick kiss and caressed her cheek with his hand. 
 
    “I will stay with them, for now,” said Rin.  
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “How many children are here? We should prioritize feeding them first.” 
 
    Rin nodded, and talking with the other Ravarians for a minute, they headed back to the tower with about a dozen children in tow. Grena was outside, and she immediately began fixing a meal that would stretch their supplies as far as they could go once she saw the situation. 
 
    Fuscia and the other Ravarian younglings from Etheria came out of the tower, and Ari watched as they greeted the emaciated children who’d no doubt once been their friends, back in Varnas-Rav. There were smiles, hugs, scattered laughter, and it all felt like a somber reminder of the stakes of the situation. 
 
    “Come on,” said Ari. “We don’t have any time to waste.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Ari headed back toward the city with Kerys, Amber, and Virgil alongside him, and Eva nestled into the scabbard across his shoulders as Azurelight. He also had most of the enchanted items he’d made spread out amongst the group: Kerys, Virgil, and Amber each carrying a dagger, and Eva taking three of the heavier weapons with her when she shifted forms. 
 
    Rin was still with the refugees, and Ari stopped to check on her on his way by. She was crouching next to an ancient-looking Ravarian man and didn’t stand to greet Ari as he approached. 
 
    “You can do the math, I’m sure, chala,” said Rin. “Even with the food we have in the tower, my people do not have much longer.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ari. “Look, this is probably a stupid question, but why don’t the refugees just fly into Cliffhaven?” 
 
    “They have archers on the walls,” she said. “Even if a few managed to slip by, what then? There are few within Cliffhaven who would risk the wrath of the Baron to help a refugee with nothing to offer in return other than their gratitude.” 
 
    “Fair point,” he said. “I guess I’ll have to figure something out for them.” 
 
    Rin rolled her eyes. “You sound so sure of yourself.” 
 
    “Have I ever let you down before?” asked Ari. “Never mind, don’t answer that.” 
 
    He was careful about the path he took as they drew closer to Cliffhaven, as he wasn’t interested in announcing his association with the refugees to any guardsmen or anyone else who might have been watching from the walls. Baron Luka had already proven his spitefulness by denying the suffering people access to his city, and Ari wouldn’t have put it past the man to punish anyone who was openly aiding them. 
 
    The city of Cliffhaven itself looked much as it had when Ari had first seen it. It was a massive fortress of a settlement, built atop high cliff walls with only two paths of access, one along a winding slope to the south and the other through the docks to the north. 
 
    The resemblance was more pronounced in that moment than ever, with the Ravarians striking a sad contrast against the bustle around the gates. There was a line to get in, stretching back a dozen or so people, wagon carts, and horse riders. A line of people who would be allowed shelter, safety, and access to a world that was removed from the savage harshness of normal life on the surface. 
 
    “Amber, you mentioned before that you could handle the entrance tax?” said Ari. 
 
    Amber sighed and gave a slow nod. 
 
    “There is a tax placed on merely entering the city?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Part of the reason why I don’t enjoy going in through the front gate every time I come here. Speaking of which, it’s probably better if I don’t wear my real face while we’re in public.” 
 
    He turned around, averting his gaze from the guards and the other people in line as he fingered Miragion out of his tunic. He probed into the enchanted amulet with his will, picturing each of the faces patterned into it until he found one of an older, rather unassuming-looking blond man. 
 
    Ari wasn’t sure what the transformation looked like from an outside perspective, but it was enough to make Virgil gasp and take a step back. He winked at him and stuffed the amulet back into his tunic. 
 
    “You have an amulet that lets you shapeshift your appearance?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    Kerys groaned and gently punched him on the shoulder. Virgil shook his head, still looking as though he couldn’t quite believe it. 
 
    “That would be considered extremely powerful as a mystica,” he said. “There were not many enchanters in my time with the type of skill to make or use such a thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t make this particular enchantment, to be completely honest,” said Ari. “More of an inheritance. The others I have are all me, though, apart from Eva.” 
 
    Virgil nodded slowly, but he continued to glance over at Ari as they slowly made their way forward along the line of people awaiting entry. 
 
    Making it past the gate guard was a lot easier and more straightforward than Ari had been expecting. Amber recognized him and made up an excuse about searching for alchemy ingredients in the fields to the west of the city. Between her and Kerys, they had just enough coin to pay the requisite fees. 
 
    The ambience of Cliffhaven was stark in comparison to the thriving city Ari had seen and experienced on his previous visits. Fewer people were out on the streets, and the ratio of those who wore weapons and armor openly was far greater than he remembered. The merchant stalls seemed limited to the essentials, bread and clothing, each with at least two or three armed men serving as guards standing nearby. 
 
    The citizens moving about their daily business didn’t smile and only spoke amongst themselves in quiet voices. Ari met the eye of a woman in a long-sleeved tan dress. The man with her frowned and gently pulled the woman to his other side, as though the risk of her being attacked or kidnapped was a possibility in need of consideration. 
 
    It was easy for Ari and the others to make their way forward, given how thin the crowds were compared to usual. At the same time, Ari felt a sense of wariness that seemed inspired by the general atmosphere, and he made sure to keep Kerys and Amber in between himself and Virgil. 
 
    “It’s all so primitive,” said Virgil. “Truly? This is what a city of Hume looks like?” 
 
    “It’s not a city,” said Ari. “It’s the city. The only place I know of where people congregate in these sorts of numbers.” 
 
    It was a depressing thought, especially with the evidence of Varnas-Rav’s destruction sitting within sight of the city walls. The people were right to be scared, but Ari didn’t think their fear justified turning away the refugees on their doorstep. 
 
    He could tell from the general silence of Amber and Kerys that they were having similar thoughts. It almost felt as though Cliffhaven was already under siege, at war with an enemy that may as well have won before the first battle. There was nowhere for the people to run, either, given that they’d be facing the Sai on top of the ever present, cycling threat of the Weatherblight. 
 
    “There’s a festival tomorrow night, if you can believe it,” said Amber. “The Season’s End Gathering.” 
 
    “Must be why everyone is in such a good mood,” said Ari, dryly.  
 
    “The people are aware of the situation,” said Amber. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Baron and the nobles try to make this year’s Season’s End a larger affair than normal, for the sake of trying to take the minds of the commoners off, well, you know.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Ari. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s a mockery of what Season’s End is supposed to represent. It was once a holiday that paid homage to the founders of the city and gave thanks for good weather and the safety of the city. It’s almost as though the Baron wants to make the refugees into a ritual sacrifice of some sort.” 
 
    “And I thought I was good at jumping to dark conclusions,” said Ari. 
 
    “It’s good for us, though, isn’t it?” asked Kerys. “With all the activity, it’ll be that much easier to avoid drawing attention.” 
 
    “I admire you for your optimism, Kerys,” said Amber. “Come on. We’ll need a place to stay tonight, and I think I know somewhere fitting.” 
 
    Cliffhaven was divided into several different quarters. The merchant quarter included most of the center of the city, while the lower quarter comprised the southwest section up against the wall. It was where Amber’s house was located, but she led them a few streets north of the path there, through an alleyway to a busy intersection that was one of the few crowded sections of the city Ari had seen so far. 
 
    Amber stopped in front of a long, single story building with a sign out front made from tree branch lettering that read “Cornerside Bunkhouse”. She pushed the door open and led the group into a cozy common room with a crackling hearth. An elderly woman was stirring a pot hanging over the fire with slow, somewhat restricted movements. 
 
    “Hello Demira,” said Amber. “How have you been?” 
 
    The woman turned and immediately gasped when she saw Amber. She did her best to hurry over, though she was clearly at the age where even the simple act of walking took effort. Amber wrapped her in a gentle hug for a few seconds before gesturing to Ari and the others. 
 
    “These are my friends,” said Amber. “Aristial, Kerys, and Virgil. They’ll be needing a place to stay tonight.” 
 
    “Your what?” asked Demira in an overly loud voice. “Sorry, my hearing is not as the founders intended anymore, no, no, no.” 
 
    “My friends,” said Amber, slowly and loudly enunciating. “They’re looking for a room.” 
 
    “A broom?” shouted Demira. “Oh no, dear, I can still sweep just fine. I’m not helpless.” 
 
    Amber sighed and dug out her coin purse, placing a few coppers into Demira’s hand that seemed to get her message across better than her words. Demira led them down the hall and through a door to the left. The singular room was long, with half a dozen carefully made beds, each with its own urn of washwater. 
 
    “This will do nicely,” said Ari. “We still have a lot to take care of before this evening, though.” 
 
    “Here,” said Amber. She drew the dagger she’d brought into the city for him and tossed it down onto one of the beds. “I need to head back to my house to gather up my alchemy equipment. I didn’t have a chance to grab my things when I originally left the city.” 
 
    “That should be fine,” said Ari. “The rest of us will head into the market quarter and see about selling the enchanted items in the meantime.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it would be smarter if I went and caught up with some of the people we knew in the city,” said Kerys. “We need all the information we can get on the situation with the Ravarians and what can be done about it.” 
 
    “On your own?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Sure,” said Kerys. “I lived here for over a month, Ari. I’ve walked the streets by myself before.” 
 
    “That’s true, it’s just…” Ari rubbed his shoulder and frowned at her. 
 
    Her hair hung in its usual black and gold ponytail, and the maroon dress she was wearing wasn’t immodest by any means, but it was impossible for him to see her without thinking of how vulnerable she was. She was an attractive woman with a prominent injury in a crowded city. His imagination could fill in the gaps of what might happen to her with a surprising amount of detail if she ran into the wrong person. 
 
    “I don’t mind accompanying Lady Kerys,” said Virgil, standing up a little straighter. 
 
    “I mind,” said Kerys. “I can handle myself in Cliffhaven better than either of you. I’ll be back here by suppertime, I promise.” 
 
    Ari sighed. “Fine. But be careful. And keep your ears open for any word that relates to the situation of the refugees.” 
 
    “I’m sure Baron Luka’s stated reason for denying them entry relates back to the poisoning of the previous Baron,” said Amber. “It’s ambitious, but you might stand a chance at swaying his opinion or appealing to the other influential leaders in the city if you had a way to prove that the Ravarians, and by extension, you, yourself, were not involved.” 
 
    “You sound as though you have an idea about that,” said Ari. 
 
    Amber nodded. “I’ll ask around. There aren’t many other alchemists in the city, and no doubt one of them sold the poison that killed Baron Ogwell. I might be able to track whoever it was down, and assuming you can get them to implicate Baron Luka, you’ll have options.” 
 
    Ari wasn’t so sure if it would be that easy, but he nodded, knowing that it made sense to at least look into it.  
 
    “Okay,” he said. “In the meantime, Virgil, Eva, and I will head to the market district.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    A cold wind whistled through the streets as they made their way back outside. Kerys and Amber split off from Ari and the others, heading in separate directions down different streets.  
 
    It felt strange to watch Kerys walking away and then disappearing down the corner, knowing that after a minute or two it would be nearly impossible to find her if he had to in the sprawling city. For some reason, Ari found it hard to shake the thought that it could very well be the last time he ever saw her. 
 
    “What is wrong?” asked Eva, through the bond. “Has something happened?” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “Sorry. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    He gestured for Virgil to follow him and began heading down the street with long strides, letting the surrounding area distract him from his unnecessary separation anxiety. It was close to midday, but the sky was overcast, choking the sun’s light out into a wan glaze. 
 
    A few beggars sat outside on street corners, or on the stoops of abandoned buildings. A few of them glanced up at Ari hopefully, but Azurelight’s presence across his shoulders was clearly enough to keep them from risking offending him with appeals for coin. 
 
    “This… is improper,” said Virgil. “Those men were so dirty. One of them wasn’t even wearing shoes, did you see that?” 
 
    “It’s just how things are in Cliffhaven,” said Ari. “You can’t live if you don’t have money. Even the act of entering the city has a price.” 
 
    “It’s one these men clearly cannot afford to pay,” said Virgil. “It was never like this in the Saidican Empire. Any man, Sai, Hume, or Ravarian who fell upon such hard times would have options apart from suffering in the street.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” said Ari, with a sardonic smile. “I’m sure those beggars would much prefer the option of tracking down their local slaver and offering to exchange their freedom for a hot meal and a bath.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” said Virgil. 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” Ari shrugged. “Things were different in the Hollow, the community where I grew up, too. Nobody went without shoes. Everybody had food, a bed, and a place. But we paid a cost for it, too. I paid the cost for it, under the prophet Dormiar’s gaze.” 
 
    He shook his head. Virgil had an eyebrow raised. The two of them split apart slightly to walk around a noblewoman who looked as though she’d started drinking wine early in the day, and Ari followed his thought up as they drew back together. 
 
    “Cliffhaven is what a city looks like when that cost isn’t being paid,” he said. “They have their wall. They have the Baron and his guards, the rule of law. I guess they decided that they didn’t owe their people anything more.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s fair?” asked Virgil. “Is that how you plan to oversee Etheria, assuming the community continues to grow?” 
 
    Ari grinned. “That’s a question that can wait for a time when there isn’t an army headed for our doorstep.” 
 
    The merchant quarter was still fairly active, though there was a clear disparity between merchants with goods to sell and interested parties willing to part with the gold to buy them. Market stalls with tables laden with food, hanging racks for clothing, crates of miscellaneous tools and supplies were, in many cases, watched over by bored traders and hired guardsman. 
 
    Two out of every three stalls were empty, aside from their minders. Ari heard a few merchants shouting “milord” and “good sir” at him as he made his way through the square, looking for what, or rather, who, he needed. 
 
    He found Morwin arranging a weapon display in his open air shop, just around the corner from the main market square. Morwin was completely bald, short, with stout shoulders and arms as thick around as cudgels. Ari grinned at him, and the old smith seemed to recognize him after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Aye,” said Morwin. “How did that sword end up treating you?” 
 
    “Well enough,” said Ari, remembering the short period of time he’d possessed the emerald sword for. “How’s business?” 
 
    “Could be better,” said Morwin. “Could be a lot worse, too. Founder’s bones, all of my regular blades have sold at a standstill, but the nobles and the Baron have been making specialty commissions to even things out.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, I think you’ll be interested in seeing what I have with me,” said Ari. “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” 
 
    Morwin brought them inside the interior of his shop, which had a small bed in one corner along with a washwater basin and scattered clothing. He frowned and raised an eyebrow at Ari as he slowly drew Azurelight. 
 
    “Is that blade for sale?” he asked. 
 
    Ari chuckled. “No. Also, I’d prefer if you kept this between the two of us.” 
 
    Light flashed, and Eva appeared in her incarnate form, her arms still wrapped around the extra weapons she’d smuggled into the city. Her silver-blue hair was twisted into a tight bun, and she wore one of Ari’s borrowed tunics and black leggings. 
 
    There was a risk in having Eva reveal herself to the smith, but it was one that Ari had considered. He knew that the fact that Morwin had taken a commission for him before would incline the man toward avoiding drawing attention to Ari, assuming he made the connection of who he was. 
 
    “A sword that turns into a woman,” muttered Morwin. “A beautiful woman, at that. Er, I don’t intend to offend, milady, it’s just that you’re… you’re so…” 
 
    The smith blushed, and the red spread through his cheeks and across his bald head. 
 
    “No offense taken, good sir,” said Eva, with a nod. 
 
    “These are what we came to show you,” said Ari. “I’m an enchanter, Morwin. It doesn’t seem like it’s an all-too-common talent in Cliffhaven, so I figured I’d see if I could find a market for my wares here.” 
 
    “Not common in the slightest,” said Morwin, accepting the dagger as Ari proffered it. “The last few Barons have kept tight control on enchanted items. Easier for them to seize magical weapons and armor and lock them up rather than engage in an arms race for the most powerful equipment, especially given how rare the stuff is.” 
 
    Morwin gave the dagger a small, experimental swing, flinching back and almost dropping it as the enchantment triggered. The glimmer expanded outward with a burst of magical energy, momentarily blinding Ari and eliciting a startled noise from Virgil. 
 
    “The rest have the same enchantment,” said Ari, spreading out the swords Eva had been carrying and the other daggers across the floor. “It does a small amount of damage, blinds temporarily, and has quite the surprise factor.” 
 
    “You said you made these?” said Morwin. “How can that be true? The last enchanters were said to have died with the Saidican Empire.” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Ari. “For now, just know that the items I bring you are quality and should fetch a nice markup if you can find discreet buyers for them.” 
 
    “That they will.” Morwin let out a laugh and nodded his head. “Oh yes. I could do, say… twenty-five gold for the swords and ten for the daggers.” 
 
    “Do you mean for all of them together, or…?” 
 
    “Twenty-five and ten a piece,” said Morwin. 
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    Ari left the smith with his coin purse full to the point of bursting. The total had been ninety gold, a small fortune and more than enough to hire the mercenaries he needed. Eva had shifted back into her sword form, and Virgil walked alongside Ari as they headed back through the merchant’s quarter. 
 
    “I would have liked to have kept one of the swords,” mumbled Virgil. 
 
    “You should have said something earlier,” said Ari. “Though really, if you feel like you want a weapon, I can always enchant you another. I still have the pattern for the glimmer stored within my enchanting altar.” 
 
    “Really?” Virgil grinned at him. “I’ll keep my eyes open for a suitable blade, then.” 
 
    Ari didn’t head straight back to the Cornerside Bunkhouse. Instead, he set his sights on a building he’d seen while passing through the market square earlier. It was near the southern edge, off to the side, apart from the merchant stalls and vendors. 
 
    The sign out front read “The Storm Scouts Guild.” Ari was familiar with the concept of storm scouts, adventurers who traveled with scavengers and farmers outside the city wall. They would travel ahead, keeping close eye on the sky, helping plot a route that would keep a group safe from the Weatherblight. 
 
    It was the sort of job that attracted mercenaries due to its tumultuous and unpredictable nature, and Ari suspected he’d be able to find the type of help he needed within the guild hall, or at least a tip on where to look next. He motioned to Virgil, leading him past two tired-looking swordsmen who stood at the bottom of the building’s steps. 
 
    The Storm Scouts’ Guild hall was sparsely furnished, though most of the walls were covered with maps, sign-up sheets, and crude sketches of the Weatherblight. A woman with pale blonde hair and a wrinkled face sat behind a counter in the corner of the room. A group of men clad in leather armor with bows and short swords sat playing a card game off to the side, and a small kettle of water hung over the coals in the hearth’s dwindling fire. 
 
    All eyes turned toward Ari as he took his first few steps into the room. He nodded toward the group to the side and then headed for the counter. 
 
    “Hi,” he said, to the woman. “I’m not sure if this is the right place for me to inquire, but I’m interested in hiring some mercenaries.” 
 
    The woman was reading a book and didn’t glance up as she spoke. “The Guild has got none available. They’ve all been contracted out, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “All of them?” asked Ari. He raised an eyebrow at the men in the corner. 
 
    “All of them, to a man,” said the woman. “Those three are Guild officers, and they aren’t available for hire. The rest of the mercenaries and storm scouts that take contracts are currently in the employ of the Baron.” 
 
    Ari frowned and tapped a finger on the counter. “Is he planning on attacking the Sai, then? Or were they hired to defend the city?” 
 
    “What business is that of yours?” 
 
    A sharp, patronizingly articulate voice sounded from the door behind Ari. He turned around and caught sight of a tall black-haired man with dark skin and a gleaming silver breast plate. The man had the look of a guard captain or perhaps a well-off private mercenary, and the confidence he strode into the room with set Ari on edge. 
 
    “It was a simple question,” said Ari. “I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “And who gave you the right to ask questions?” snapped the man. 
 
    “Would it bother you if I answered that question with another question?” asked Ari. 
 
    The man stared at him. “You aren’t funny.” 
 
    He reached down and drew his sword, a thin longsword with a hilt that looked more decorative than practical. 
 
    “Aristial…” said Eva. “The last thing to serve your goals at the current moment would be getting into a pointless fight.” 
 
    “Your breast plate is really shiny,” said Ari. “Not a scratch on it. Truly, you must be some warrior!” 
 
    He slowly reached down and drew Azurelight, feeling a smile sneak across his face as he held the other man’s gaze. He knew that Eva was right, but a mischievous, reckless part of his ego had taken a firm hold of the reins of his self-control. He could at least push the situation as far as it would go before being the bigger man. 
 
    “My armor is new,” said the man. “Paid for by the Baron himself. It’ll look as good after I’m done with you as it does now.” 
 
    “It does look pretty good,” said Ari. “I can even see my reflection in it. Be a shame if somebody scuffed it up.” 
 
    He made a quick movement forward with his shoulders and the man flinched as he brought his sword up into a guard stance. Ari chuckled and sheathed Azurelight. 
 
    “I’m just messing with you, friend,” he said. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    The man glared at him but said nothing until Ari motioned for Virgil to step alongside him as he stepped toward the door. 
 
    “Hold,” said the man. “I recognize your face.” 
 
    “My face…” Ari swore under his breath, realizing that he’d never reactivated Miragion’s enchantment after leaving the smith. “Mud and blood. It’s always the small mistakes.” 
 
    The man was already moving to attack, slamming his sword forward into a quick lunge. Ari summoned Azurelight into his hand and blocked in a single, swift motion. He followed the strike up with a slash across the man’s breastplate, more out of spite than good tactics. 
 
    “That’ll certainly take some coin to have buffed out,” said Ari. 
 
    The man snarled and hurled himself forward. Ari deflected his strikes without too much trouble. There was no technique to the assault, and the man’s movements made it clear that he wasn’t used to fighting in heavy armor. Ari was more concerned about the others in the room potentially joining in on the man’s side than the actual danger presented by his opponent. 
 
    He knocked back another strike and then twisted as the man attempted another forward thrust, catching the blade of the thin sword on his Feathercloak, which flashed blue as the defensive enchantment activated. The man took a step back in surprise. 
 
    “This fight was over before it started,” said Ari. “Really. I don’t want to have to hurt you, but I will if you keep attacking.” 
 
    The man scowled at Ari and swung his sword through empty air. “This isn’t over. I’ll tell the guards! There’ll be no safe place for you in the city by nightfall!” 
 
    “You should have listened to me,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh, shush.” Ari pushed his will into his Ring of Insight, querying it for a way out of the hole he’d dug himself into. “I may not know your name, but I’ve seen your face. I wonder if you’ve heard some of the rumors about me?” 
 
    Ari used Miragion to shift his face to some of the ones stored within the enchantment, assuming Diya’s visage, and then that of an elderly man. The man in the breastplate’s eyes went wide with surprise. 
 
    “If you insist on making my life difficult setting the guards on me, I will take your face,” said Ari. “It’s no trouble for me. I can do it with a single thought.” 
 
    It was a bluff, but a good one, given how he’d already demonstrated the enchantment. Ari still hadn’t figured out how to store a new face within Miragion, which limited its usefulness somewhat. 
 
    “I’ll murder,” said Ari. “I’ll steal. I’ll insult Baron Luka. All while wearing your face. Is that what you want? Are you really interested finding out what it’s like to be a wanted man within the walls of Cliffhaven?” 
 
    “I–I’m sorry!” stammered the man. “I won’t tell anyone! Please, just let this be.” 
 
    Ari acted as though he was considering it for a moment before nodding and raising a hand toward the door. “Good. Now if you don’t mind, my friend and I will be leaving.” 
 
    Nobody said a word as he and Virgil hurried outside, and he could only hope that same silence extended into their recollections and conversations about what he’d just done. 
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    “I know, I know,” said Ari. “That probably wasn’t the best idea.” 
 
    He was talking to Eva, still in her sword form, as much as he was Virgil. Virgil was the one who answered first. 
 
    “He didn’t give you much choice, really.” Virgil flashed a small, appreciative smile. “You also managed to defuse the situation without actual violence or killing. I thought you handled that well, Lord Aristial.” 
 
    “Thank you, Virgil,” said Ari. 
 
    “He is only saying that because of how he idolizes you,” said Eva. 
 
    “And you don’t?” he whispered, toward the pommel of his sword. 
 
    He headed back through the market district of the city, pulling his Feathercloak tighter around his shoulders against the late afternoon chill. A group of women with matching hair and braids that looked enough alike to be sisters gave him and Virgil a wary berth as they passed by, studiously avoiding eye contact. 
 
    Ari took it as another sign of the general mood of the city. The people were right to be scared, or at the least, nervous. He didn’t know what would happen over the coming weeks and months any more than they did. It was always possible that Diya could make peace with the city, but given what Ari had seen of the man, both through his eyes and Mythril’s, he found it rather hard to imagine him sitting down to negotiate fair terms with people he considered to be his lessers.  
 
    He paused as he and Virgil were walking past a market stall that must have been set up in the last few minutes, as it’d been absent on his last trip through the area. A young girl barely old enough to be taken seriously as a merchant was sitting behind a small table upon which an array of clothing items, mostly socks, underwear, and gloves, had been set up.  
 
    “Hold on a second,” Ari said to Virgil. 
 
    The girl gave him an uncertain smile as he approached the table. Ari smiled back and ran a finger across a pair of white silk gloves. 
 
    “Kerys’ family used to farm silk,” said Ari. “Did you know that?” 
 
    “She mentioned it once,” said Virgil. “Are you thinking of getting her a gift?” 
 
    Ari nodded. “Just a small something to thank her for being her. How much for this set, young lady?” 
 
    “Oh!” The girl stood up a little straighter, though her head still barely came up to Ari’s chest. “It’s twenty copper for the set, sir.” 
 
    “You only have to buy one,” said Virgil. “I mean, Kerys, with her injury probably wouldn’t get much use out of having both.” 
 
    Ari nodded, but his focus was on the make of the gloves. They were elbow length, which was perfect, and they seemed to be about the right size. 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing the girl a full gold coin. “You can keep the rest.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes bulged, and Ari watched as she started to thank him and then decided to bow deeply instead. He gestured to Virgil and tucked the gloves into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The Cornerside Bunkhouse was close to empty when they arrived back, with only Demira tending to the pot on the hearth in the common room. Ari asked her if she’d seen Kerys or Amber, but the questions didn’t seem to register to her ears. 
 
    “Have a seat,” she said. “You two are growing boys! Supper will be a while, so you can relax for now.” 
 
    Ari nodded politely and sat down at one of the tables. Virgil took a seat across from him and fished a pack of Betrothal cards out of his pocket. Ari played a few games against him, losing the first after his Princess absconded with Virgil’s Bard, and then winning the next two through by assassinating Virgil’s King each time and forcing the Queen into marriage. 
 
    Eva shifted into her incarnate form during one of the moments when Demira was distracted with her cooking pot. The elderly innkeeper didn’t seem to notice or mind the new arrival, and Eva whispered small hints to Ari as he and Virgil played another round of cards. 
 
    Demira brought them dinner about an hour later. The plate she set down in front of Ari was laden with thin pieces of soft bread in the shape of fingers and curried chicken and peas. He’d been intending to wait for Amber and Kerys to get back before eating, but the smell of fresh bread and complicated spices overwhelmed his willpower. 
 
    “This is incredible,” muttered Virgil, through a mouthful of curry. 
 
    “What’s that?” called Demira. 
 
    “I said…” Virgil sighed, and he settled for giving her a smile and rubbing his stomach, rather than trying to make himself heard. 
 
    “Truly, it is quite good,” said Eva. “I feel I dismiss my appreciation for food too often because of how easy it is for me to go without it.” 
 
    “I think in this case, you’re lucky that Demira can’t hear,” said Ari. “If she got the idea into her head that you’ve been starving yourself, she’d try to fatten you up.” 
 
    “I have not been starving myself,” said Eva. “You know what I refer to.” 
 
    “Starving?” called Demira. “Hmmm. Yes, you do seem like you could use some more, dear. I didn’t even notice you were here before. You’re thin like a waif.” 
 
    Eva frowned and tried to politely decline seconds by waving her hands, to no avail. Ari grinned and stole a bread stick from her plate, using it to balance out the spicy taste of the curry. Demira also brought out cups of a deep, rich red wine, and the combination of food and drink left him wondering why the inn didn’t have more patrons. 
 
    “Kerys said she’d be back for supper,” said Ari, trying not to let the fact feed into his worry. 
 
    “She seemed confident about traversing the city on her own,” said Virgil. 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. “Perhaps you are just worrying for the sake of worrying, Aristial. Kerys lived in Cliffhaven for a time, and she is more capable than you sometimes give her credit for.” 
 
    Eva reached a hand across the table and set it reassuringly across his. The main illumination in the common room came from the hearth, and shadows flickered across her elegant face. She had her silver-blue braid hanging across one shoulder, and she was still wearing one of his old tunics. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t think she’s capable,” he said. “It’s just… easy to assume the worst, given all we’ve been through.” 
 
    It felt as though the more he thought or spoke about Kerys, the darker his imagination became in regards to what she currently was doing. He tapped his fingers against the table and rested his other hand against the pocket he’d put the gloves and the copper hand in. 
 
    The common room door opened. Ari stood up on reflex, and turned toward the entryway in time to see Amber striding into the inn. She closed the door behind her, glanced around the room, and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No Kerys?” she asked. 
 
    “She has not arrived back, as of yet,” said Eva. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Amber. “Well, that explains why he looks how he does.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Ari. 
 
    “It’s one of those observations that was meant for everyone but you, Ari,” said Amber. “Is that curry I smell?” 
 
    Amber didn’t say much else to the others until she’d finished eating. Demira hovered around the table while she was, and somehow, Amber seemed able to hold an actual conversation with her. Though, what they were talking about often jumped from one subject to another, with the only link being two words that sounded similar that the elderly innkeeper could make a logical connection between. Amber spoke of her potions and received advice on making lotion, and so forth. 
 
    “She’s still not back,” said Ari. It had been more than an hour since the sun had set, and even through the inn’s dusty window, he could see the regular folk clearing the streets for the night. 
 
    “Kerys is fine,” said Amber. “You forget that I was her friend during the time that she lived in Cliffhaven. It wasn’t unusual for her to stay out late, even back when her injury was still fresh.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel much better,” muttered Ari. 
 
    “You’re like an anxious puppy,” said Amber. “Lucky for you, I come bearing a distraction. I discovered which alchemist is the most likely candidate for the one that sold the poison that killed Baron Ogwell.” 
 
    That was enough to pique Ari’s interest. He leaned forward, propping his elbows against the table.  
 
    “Go on,” he said.  
 
    “Ormus Wildeye,” said Amber. “He’s the type of unscrupulous sort that wouldn’t balk at selling potions and charging an extra fee to forget that he ever sold them. He was on my shortlist right after the incident happened.” 
 
    “Why do you think it was him?” asked Ari. 
 
    “He’s only been selling potions to private parties ever since the old Baron’s death,” said Amber. “Hasn’t opened his shop up once. I know him personally, and he’s got an addiction to drink that would make it impossible for him to sustain himself like that unless he’d come across a major windfall.” 
 
    “That seems like scant evidence to base such serious suspicions off,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot to mention, he also is one of three people in the city who sells poison,” said Amber, dryly. “I’m one of the other two, and the third only dabbles in women’s needs through the Founder’s Temple. There was a reason why I was confident I’d be able to find out who it was.” 
 
    Eva and Amber traded annoyed looks. Ari tapped his fingers on the table, drawing their attention back. 
 
    “I’m assuming you know how to find this man,” said Ari. 
 
    “His apothecary is in a cellar, underneath Margo’s Tannery on the eastern edge of the market district,” said Amber. “There’s a sign out front, and you’ll know from the smell that you’ve found the right place. I make no guarantees of whether you’ll find him there, but I suspect you’ll at least find something.” 
 
    Ari nodded and stood up from the table. Eva sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Is it wise for you to follow up on this lead just yet, or are you seizing on this as a distraction from the absence of Lady Kerys?” she asked. 
 
    “Honestly, both,” said Ari. “If I’m going to break in to an apothecary, better to do it at night.” 
 
    “I should come along to keep watch,” said Virgil. 
 
    “You should stay here, in case Kerys comes back,” said Ari. 
 
    Virgil started to object and then hesitated, seeming as though he’d warmed to the prospect on consideration. 
 
    “Amber, do you mind looking around for Kerys if she still isn’t back in, say, an hour?” asked Ari. 
 
    “She’s fine, Aristial,” said Amber. “Really, she is. She had friends here in Cliffhaven. Friends who she hasn’t seen in a while. They probably went out for drinks.” 
 
    Ari chewed his lip, still feeling uneasy. “Please? Just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll look around for her,” said Amber. “Happy?” 
 
    “No, but I’m satisfied,” said Ari. “Come on, let’s go, Eva.” 
 
    She nodded and stood up from the table. Demira was in the other room, which meant that Eva could shift forms freely, and Ari tucked Azurelight back into the scabbard across his shoulders as he headed for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    It was dark outside, and a cold mist slowly ebbed through the streets, obscuring Ari’s view into the distance. He pulled his Feathercloak tighter around him as he started through the city, trying to stay focused on his objective. 
 
    The idea of Kerys having found her way into trouble was just another potential problem to add to his already-full plate. The last thing Ari needed, on top of raising an army to defend Etheria, helping the Ravarian refugees gain asylum within the city, and prove his own innocence against the charge of poisoning the old Baron, was to also save Kerys from danger. Again. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking, Aristial,” said Eva, through the bond. “It is still premature for you to be worrying about Lady Kerys to this degree.” 
 
    “I should get a leash for her,” muttered Ari. “Tie her up when it’s necessary.” 
 
    “That is one of the most appalling things you have ever said aloud,” said Eva. 
 
    “I didn’t mean in like, a sexual way, though that could be fun, too,” he said. 
 
    “When Lady Kerys comes back to the inn, I’ll be sure to tell her that.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    There were more people out and about near the city’s center, though the denizens of the night had a distinctly different ambience to them. Groups of men traveled the streets talking in boisterous voices, drunk or looking to soon be. Women stood outside doorways smelling of sweat and perfume, calling out to interested patrons in breathy voices. 
 
    Ari wandered through the night, wishing he’d gotten more specific directions from Amber. He turned onto a street that seemed like it might be the right one, and as he made his way further down it, the scent she’d mentioned became more noticeable. A mixture of aged meat, the coppery scent of blood, and something akin to dusty animal fur. 
 
    “I think that’s it,” said Ari, pointing to a door at the bottom of a set of basement stairs. He saw the sign next, a wooden oval with the words “Wildeye’s Apothecary” painted on the front. 
 
    The shop was closed and the door was locked. There was a small window in the wall next to the entranceway, and from the dust coating it, Ari got the sense that it had been a while since anyone had been inside. 
 
    He debated whether it was worth breaking in. There were few people in either direction that would be able to see him through the misty darkness, though the noise might still attract attention. All he’d need to do would be to smash the window, slide Azurelight through, and have Eva open the door from the inside. 
 
    “I’m going to circle around the block once, first,” said Ari. 
 
    “That would be wise,” replied Eva. 
 
    He’d only just made it around the corner when he caught sight of a figure out of the corner of his eye—a man who was doing a masterful job at acting like he was paying attention to nothing in particular. Ari slowed his pace as he continued forward another fifty or so feet, confirming what he already suspected. 
 
    “We are being followed, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “I noticed,” whispered Ari. “I would be surprised if this wasn’t somehow related to our purpose here. I’m going to lead him somewhere nice and secluded.” 
 
    He resisted the urge to start moving with purpose, continuing the same aimless, searching pattern that he’d been engaged in before he’d found the apothecary. Ari headed further east, out of the city center and away from where the majority of Cliffhaven’s taverns were congregated. 
 
    He spotted an alleyway in between two unassuming buildings with no lamps on inside. Ari walked past it and then hesitated as though he’d forgotten something, turning the corner and heading down the alley. 
 
    He pulled Azurelight from its scabbard and quickly hid the greatsword in a pile of straw by the alley’s mouth. It was a dead end, but given that Ari had no intention of fleeing, it still suited his purposes well enough. He leaned against the wall and waited. 
 
    The man following him passed by the alley in almost the exact same way that Ari had before doubling back and following him down it. He slowed as he came within a few paces, and then surprisingly, he held his arms out to the side. 
 
    Azurelight flashed with light as Eva appeared in her incarnate form. The man flinched, but maintained his composure remarkably well. He waited until Ari had turned to face him fully before clearing his throat. 
 
    “Aye, that was well played,” said the man. “I was wonderin’ what you’d do once I made myself known.” 
 
    Ari took a step forward. “Start talking. Why were you watching the apothecary and who do you work for?” 
 
    “Ha!” laughed the man. “I wasn’t watchin’ the apothecary, though I suppose that’d be what you’d think. I was watchin’ you, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    “For how long, and to what end?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Since you mucked up the show at the guildhall,” said the man. “That was fun to watch, by the way.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you inside that building,” said Ari. 
 
    It was dark in the alleyway, but he could still make out the man’s general features. He was tall, with a spindly build and a bald head so shiny that it reflected the light given off by the stars and moons. 
 
    “I’m a very missable person, see,” said the man. He was grinning, and he had been since the beginning of their conversation. There were obvious gaps in between his teeth, but somehow, the expression had an open, endearing quality to it. 
 
    “Get to the point,” said Ari. “Why were you following me?” 
 
    “My employer has taken an interest in you, see,” said the man. “Sorry, let me jump back a step. My name is Skinner. I work for Lord Bruno Ogwell, son of the True Baron.” 
 
    Ari looked past Skinner, letting his eyes settle on Eva where she was at the other end of the alley. She gave a small shrug, followed by a smaller nod. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. “Why does the young Lord Ogwell want to keep tabs on me?” 
 
    “You’re the talk of the town,” said Skinner. “That ain’t an exaggeration, either. Lord Ogwell got all excited when he heard that you were back in Cliffhaven and sent me off to find you. He wants to meet you, but only if it seemed like you were somebody he’d see eye to eye with. Hence why I was doin’ what I do best. Apologies for that, again.” 
 
    “Somebody that he’d see eye to eye with,” said Ari. “Mind explaining how you know that’s case here?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d be preferring to reveal that himself, but I’ll let it slip long as you act surprised when he tells you,” said Skinner. “He’s met with ol’ Wildeye, too. Knows he’s the poisoner. One card of many Lord Ogwell has up his sleeve, ready to use against the usurper.” 
 
    Ari didn’t say anything. He stared at Skinner, trying to get a better read on the other man’s grinning face in the dark. Skinner looked over at his shoulder at Eva and then back at Ari, making a gesture with his hand. 
 
    “If it please, Lord Stoneblood,” said Skinner, “allow me to be your humble escort to the estate of my master.” 
 
    “It does not please,” said Eva, entering the conversation for the first time. “Lord Stoneblood, this could easily be a trap.” 
 
    Skinner turned to look at Eva and let out a small whistle. 
 
    “There be talk about you, too,” he said. “The fabled Sword Siren. It is as they say. Behind every great man is a… scary woman.” 
 
    “She has a point,” said Ari. “I’m not just going to follow you blindly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to,” said Skinner. “My master feels similarly, which is why he sent me to watch you instead of issuing this invitation blindly. How about this? I’m going to walk, very slowly, with no sudden movements, back to Lord Ogwell’s estate. You can watch me from a distance for the sake of learning the route there, and decide when to visit at your leisure.” 
 
    Skinner held his hands palm up, as though he’d given them all he had to offer. Eva offered no further objection, and Ari summoned her to his grasp as Azurelight. Skinner flinched as the light flashed, and then whistled again. 
 
    “Scary woman, indeed,” he muttered. 
 
    “She can still hear you,” said Ari. 
 
    Skinner winced, then shuffled out of the alleyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Ari followed behind Skinner at a distance of a few hundred feet, only drawing closer when it was necessary to keep him in view around street corners. He was well aware of the fact that if Lord Ogwell had one minion following him, he could have others, perhaps some that might be positioning themselves to spring a trap. 
 
    The way Skinner had referred to Eva as the “Sword Siren” made him uncomfortably aware of how Azurelight might be seen as a potential prize for a lord or noble to seize for themselves. The secret was out, which also meant that he’d have one less advantage against any opponent he went up against who knew who he was. 
 
    They weren’t headed toward the Noble Quarter, which seemed strange, given how Skinner had spoken of his master. Instead, Ari followed the bald man southeast through the winding streets, toward a section of the city he hadn’t spent much time in.  
 
    Skinner came to a stop in front of a stout-looking mansion with a yard enclosed by an iron fence. It wasn’t an extensive property, but the surrounding buildings were packed close enough together to make it clear that the space it took up was worth a premium. 
 
    Two guards in rust-red cloaks stood outside the gate, clearly privately hired, rather than those in the employ of the city, who wore grey and blue. Skinner shared a word with one of them while he waited for Ari to catch up. He didn’t rush, only slowly making his way over to the guards, keeping one hand ready to reach for Azurelight’s hilt if needed. 
 
    “We’re expected,” said Skinner. 
 
    The guards opened the gate and stepped to either side. Ari felt a sudden flare of anxiety over the idea of stepping through and placing himself in the power of a lord he’d never met. The last time he’d taken a risk like that had ended rather poorly. 
 
    He took a closer look at the fence and decided that he could probably scale it with the help of his Feathercloak. It would be made more difficult if the guards decided to give him trouble, but if he took care of them first… 
 
    Skinner made a gesture, and Ari realized he’d been silently staring at the gate for several seconds. 
 
    “Ahem,” said Skinner. “Lord Stoneblood? This ain’t a trap. It’d be a piss-poor one, if it was.” 
 
    “Those are the easiest kind to fall for, in my experience,” said Eva. “The traps that seem too obvious and blatant to catch anyone.” 
 
    “Lead on, Skinner,” said Ari. 
 
    He shared Eva’s sentiment. There was something off about the situation, though Ari couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. Still, he needed to start making moves in the city, even if they were the wrong ones. 
 
    Skinner led him into the mansion through the front entrance. The building had an odd design, and the main room almost felt like a massive set of entrance stairs, with small cutaways set into the steps that led into various rooms along its three main levels. 
 
    They didn’t bother with the stairs, heading directly forward through the first door instead. Ari heard laughter coming from the other side, and the smell of perfume and wine reached him as soon as they’d taken the first few steps into the chamber. 
 
    Lord Ogwell was a young man, no more than a few years older than Ari with a face that seemed to have never lost his boyishness. His hair was golden blond and cropped short, and he wore an intricately embroidered red shirt along with loose black trousers. 
 
    He was sitting on a wide, heavily cushioned chair in the back of the room, facing the door. A woman completely naked from the waist up sat on his lap, and the simple silk skirt she wore tied around her waist was in the middle of being pulled off by Lord Ogwell.  
 
    She was laughing as he pawed at her, and neither of them seemed to notice Ari or Skinner’s presence. A second woman, equally unclothed, appeared with a platter carrying a goblet of wine. She did notice the new arrivals, and she leaned over to whisper in Lord Ogwell’s ear. The posture was incredibly flattering for her, and Ari tried not to let his eyes nestle on her naked, hanging breasts for more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Oh!” said Lord Ogwell. “Skinner, you always do that. You don’t have to act like the sneaky bastard you are when you’re reporting in from a mission.” 
 
    “Aye, milord,” said Skinner. “All went well. This is the man in question, Lord Aristial Stoneblood.” 
 
    Lord Ogwell sat up a little straighter, pushing the naked woman off his lap. She made a noise and stood, coming around to the other side of the chair and letting her hands settle on her master’s shoulders.  
 
    He took a sip of his wine and seemed to take a measure of Ari, though the Baron’s son seemed unwilling to look him directly in the eyes. Ari’s first impression of the other man was less than flattering, but he forced himself to dismiss it for the sake of practicality.  
 
     “Lord Stoneblood,” said Lord Ogwell. “It is such a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “Likewise, Lord Ogwell,” said Ari. 
 
    “Please, call me Bruno,” said Lord Ogwell. “I’ll call you Aristial. And just like that, a friendship was born. Kensi, more wine!” 
 
    His tone shifted on the heel, sickeningly friendly for Ari and then snapping an order to one of the naked women as though commanding a dog. The woman smiled and rolled her eyes as she left the room, and though the exchange lasted only a moment, it told Ari nearly everything he needed to know about Bruno. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to meet you for the longest time,” said Bruno. “The rumors swirling around you are just so extravagant! I include the rumor insinuating that you killed my father in that. I never believed that one from the beginning, and my investigation basically proves your innocence.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” said Ari. “Would you care to share some of the details of this investigation? Maybe, oh you know, share them publicly, so I can stop being hunted by the city guard?” 
 
    “In due time,” said Bruno. “I need to know, Aristial, is it true what they say? That you can steal faces and shapeshift into other people? It would make it much easier for our friendship to bear the proverbial fruit we both seek, if that was the case.” 
 
    “No, that’s just another rumor,” said Ari. 
 
    He saw no point in trying to bluff about his abilities, since he doubted that Bruno would take him at his word regardless of what he said. It was better to issue a denial that would leave the other man guessing rather than claim to be able to do something he couldn’t in an attempt to leverage his position. 
 
    “Ah, a pity.” Bruno glanced away from Ari as one of the naked women returned with wine. “Here’s the wine. Kensi, bring me mine first and then bring Aristial his.” 
 
    She did just that, leaving the serving tray on a table next to Bruno’s chair and slowly making her way toward Ari, goblet in hand. She had straight brown hair, large breasts, and hips that swayed from side to side with each step in a manner that was extremely hard to ignore. 
 
    A smile came across the woman’s face as she passed him the wine, and she arched her back in a way that made the points of her breasts seem to angle toward his eyes. Ari cleared his throat as he took the goblet from her. 
 
    “Kensi, why don’t you see if he needs anything else,” suggested Bruno. 
 
    “Ah, no, that’s alright,” said Ari. 
 
    Kensi took a step forward anyway, and Ari studiously attempted to turn away from her as she pressed her nearly naked body against his shoulder. She was smiling in a manner that told him that she probably enjoyed this part of her job more than fetching wine and running errands. One of her hands ran across Ari’s stomach, settling just above his crotch, and a single finger tested the integrity of his belt, sliding to hook underneath it against bare flesh. 
 
    Light flashed, and Eva appeared next to Ari in her incarnate form. She cleared her throat loudly and inserted herself between him and Kensi, much to the serving woman’s surprise. Bruno let out an entertained laugh and clapped his hands. 
 
    “That wasn’t a ploy, mind you,” he said. “I honestly thought it might be fun to watch you and Kensi get along and help build our friendship. It seems at least one rumor about you does bode true. The Sword Siren, in the flesh.” 
 
    Ari expected Eva to say something, but she held her silence, even as Bruno stared at her with a hungry gleam in his eyes. She gave Ari a small nod, and he took a step forward, favoring the young lord with an impatient expression. 
 
    “I’m not here to play games,” said Ari. “I came to Cliffhaven for a reason. I want to help the Ravarian refugees outside the city.” 
 
    “The poor Ravarians, of course, so sad,” said Bruno with a tone that only lazily attempted empathy. “That’s not the only reason you’re here, though. I know you tried to hire mercenaries from the Storm Scouts Guild.” 
 
    “Well, I’m juggling multiple problems at once,” said Ari. 
 
    “All with the same solution,” said Bruno. “One that would also benefit me. The reason why the Ravarians haven’t been given proper attention and the reason why you can’t show your face openly are because of one simple fact. Erwin Luka remains in power.” 
 
    Ari glanced around the chamber, noting that both of the serving girls were still present, along with Skinner and another guard clad in a red cloak. It seemed like a few too many random sets of ears and tongues to be talking about treason openly in front of. 
 
    “Hear me out,” said Bruno. “Luka was not the rightful successor to govern this city. It’s just a fact. All the former Barons, up until my father, have hand-picked their replacements. He planned on eventually bestowing me with that responsibility, and I’m not the only one who thinks so.” 
 
    “Maybe we should speak about this in private?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about the help,” said Bruno, with a dismissive wave. “They have too much respect for me to breathe a word of this outside this room.” 
 
    Ari resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He ran a hand through his hair and did his best to keep his expression amicable. 
 
    “I already have a plan,” said Bruno. “I know exactly what needs to be done to overthrow Luka and seize what’s rightfully mine. It’s been in the making for a while now, but with your help, the final pieces can fall into place!” 
 
    “This man is an idiot,” said Eva, through the bond. 
 
    Ari knew that she was right, but couldn’t help but wonder if that might work to their advantage. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “Tomorrow is the Season’s End Gathering,” said Bruno. “It’s a holiday here in Cliffhaven, one of the few celebrated by the nobles and commoners alike. There’ll be a grand festival throughout the day tomorrow, full of events and attractions, including the ever-popular Bout of Sacrifice. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
    Ari shook his head. 
 
    “The Bout of Sacrifice is a tradition in Cliffhaven. Eight condemned men fight in an arena, fighting for a pardon from their crimes. Each death that occurs during the bout is considered a sacrifice to the Trium in the name of fair fortune and kind weather for the oncoming year.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Ari. 
 
    “There’s more to it than just that. Each of the eight participants dresses up in costume, usually as a stylized version of one of the weather monsters. Yields are accepted. Nobody necessarily needs to die, though it is tradition. The Baron himself does not issue the reprieve, but the will of the people depending on how good of a performance the winner puts on. They vote with either a thumbs up or a thumbs down at the end, and—” 
 
    “Just get to the point,” said Ari. 
 
    “I want you to enter the Bout of Sacrifice as my champion,” said Bruno. “Each of the influential nobles in the city, along with the Baron, are allowed to pick a fighter from their personal jail or the dungeons to represent them in the Bout. 
 
    “I was planning on entering one of my men charged with some petty crime or another. Once they’d dispatched with the other criminals, they’d be allowed to address the crowd to lobby for their pardon. My plan was for my champion to denounce Baron Luka and call for new leadership within the city.” 
 
    Ari blinked and stared across the room at the other man. One of the scantily clad women was on his lap again. Bruno had a smug, self-satisfied grin on his face and was clearly waiting for a resoundingly positive reaction to his freshly explained plot. 
 
    “It makes sense, doesn’t it?” he continued. “With you as my champion, the entire crowd will rise up! I’m not sure you realize how popular you are amongst the commoners, Lord Stoneblood. For some reason, they see you as some sort of heroic vagabond, given the way you’ve evaded capture and affected change within the city.” 
 
    “I have a few… minor issues with this plan,” said Ari. “It just doesn’t seem like it would go as smoothly as you’re describing it.” 
 
    “My guards would help lead the rebellion,” said Bruno. “I’m sure the nobles would support me afterward, as well, in case that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, please tell me you are not actually considering this,” said Eva. 
 
    “So, let me just make sure I’m understanding this correctly,” Ari said, in a slow voice. “You want me to dress up in a costume, fight in a sacrificial tournament against seven condemned men with nothing to lose, and then rally the crowd onto my side to overthrow the Baron immediately afterward in a city-wide uprising?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” said Bruno. 
 
    Ari rested his fist against his forehead. He felt his Ring of Insight pressing against his skin, and sent a query into it with his will as to whether the plan was as terrible and ill-advised as it seemed on the surface. 
 
    The ring’s enchantment confirmed what he basically already knew. It was a horrible plan, and Bruno wasn’t the type of man to reconsider or compromise any part of it. If he wanted to make a serious attempt at helping the Ravarians or raising an army, the dismal opportunity he’d been presented with was the only path forward. 
 
    “Do you already have the costume?” he asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Ari spent another hour at Bruno’s estate, going over small aspects of the plan and doing what he could to buff out some of the less-than-realistic parts of it. Bruno had a grand vision of the commoners and nobles uniting as one and carrying him to victory. 
 
    Ari told him to get one of his guards, or better yet, several of them, in close enough to Baron Luka to slip a dagger into his ribs once the chaos broke out. It felt strange speaking about murdering a man in such practical terms, but he still remembered how Kerys had lost her hand, and the beating he’d endured immediately after Luka, then a Marshal, had accused them of poisoning the senior Ogwell. 
 
    Bruno had been resistant to the idea, but Ari had sold him on it by presenting it as more of a last resort. He’d still fight in the Bout of Sacrifice and reveal himself at the end, and that part of the plan felt somewhat sensible, at least. He was still a wanted man in Cliffhaven, and the ensuing drama that would come about when he presented himself to the crowd, especially if Baron Luka attempted to refuse him a pardon, was the type of chaos that he could work with. 
 
    He was a little nervous about how the actual fighting within the Bout would go, but he figured he could wear his Feathercloak under the costume. Weapons were allowed, so he’d have Azurelight along with the various tricks it brought to the table. He also had the Weathersense potion, though its usefulness was diminished by the fact that the festival would likely be called off in the event of rain. 
 
    “This is the most foolhardy action I have ever seen you take,” said Eva. 
 
    “You aren’t wrong, but it would help if you stopped second-guessing me and focused on offering suggestions to make it work,” said Ari. 
 
    They were walking back toward the bunkhouse. It was late, but the mist from earlier had abated aside from a thin layer of swirling fog at knee level. Ari frowned as they slipped into the inn and surveyed the common room, finding it in much the same state as it had been when they’d left. Virgil was half-asleep near the hearth, and he let out a small, boyish yawn as he started talking. 
 
    “There has still been no sign of Lady Kerys,” he said. “Amber already gave up and went to sleep. Said she thought Kerys was fine and would come back in the morning.” 
 
    Ari sighed and collapsed into one of the chairs. “I doubt it took long for her to convince herself of that. Mud and blood…” 
 
    A flash of light came from over his shoulder as Eva shifted forms. She rested a hand on Ari’s arm reassuringly. 
 
    “It is sweet how you worry for her, but in this case, I think it unnecessary,” said Eva. “Kerys seemed very confident of herself when she left earlier. You should trust in her capabilities.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t have much choice, do I?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva smiled at him. She stayed for a few minutes before retiring to the shared bunk room, reiterating one last time that the best thing they could do in the situation was rest and wait. Virgil kept Ari company for some time after that before doing the same, leaving him alone with his thoughts in the common room. 
 
    It felt like an eternity had gone by before he heard a noise at the door, but it was likely no more than an hour. Ari all but ran to the door and threw it open, and there she was. 
 
    Kerys was essentially being held upright by two similarly aged girls, both of whom Ari recognized from when he’d first reunited with her in Cliffhaven after her injury, though he couldn’t remember their names. Laughter, sloshy movements, and in Kerys’ case, hysterical and exaggerated crying combined to create a picture of the night they’d probably shared. 
 
    “See? I told you he’d be worried about you, Kerys!” One of the girls let out a drunken laugh and almost lost her balance. 
 
    “We were so clooose,” said Kerys, in a devastated voice. “We should have stayed a little longer.” 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t have,” said her other, more sober-sounding friend. She rolled her eyes and looked at Ari. “She got it into her head that she could help you with a problem that you’re having by plying some of the nobles for information. I’m not sure what she intended, but she had half the horny young men in the Golden Goblet buying her drinks for most of the night.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Ari. 
 
    “Noooooooo…” said Kerys, in a whiny voice. 
 
    “None of them did anything with her, other than getting thrown out by one of the doormen for being too handsy,” said her friend. “You’re a lucky man, Aristial. She really loves you.” 
 
    The two girls lifted Kerys, and gently, but insistently pushed her into Ari’s grasp. Kerys came close to tumbling onto her face as her foot caught on the doorstep, but Ari caught her by the shoulders. 
 
    “Ari,” she muttered. “I’m so sorry. I thought… I thought…” 
 
    “She’s your responsibility, now,” said her friend. “Might want to make sure she gets a glass of water in her before bed. Trium blessed, Kerys, next time you go out with us, you’re cut off after your second ale.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. Kerys’ friends headed off down the street. Ari shouldered the door to the inn open and halfway carried Kerys through the threshold as she sniffled and stumbled over her words. 
 
    “I really thought that this time I could help,” she muttered. “The Golden Goblet is where all the nobles go when they want to drink and gossip and, and…” 
 
    She stumbled as Ari let go of her to close the door. He spun and caught her before she hit the floor. 
 
    “I appreciate the effort you made, all the same,” he said, smiling. “Here, let’s get you into a chair.” 
 
    Kerys let out a sniffle and nodded. She looked completely crestfallen, and even knowing that it was likely due to how drunk she was, it still made Ari feel like comforting her. 
 
    “Really, it’s okay, Kerys,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t do anything right,” she said. “I’m useless. You should just… throw me awaaaay.” 
 
    She let out a melodramatic sob and stared at her injured arm. Ari considered the situation for a second before slipping into the bunkroom to grab something out of his pack. 
 
    “I was going to give you this soon anyway, and I honestly can’t resist seeing what your reaction will be like with so much ale in you. Stick out your arm.” 
 
    Kerys sniffled, wiping away tears and furrowing her brow in confusion. She stuck out her good hand and Ari shook his head, still keeping his present for her hidden behind his back. 
 
    “The other one,” he said. 
 
    “Aristial.” Kerys shook her head. “I don’t want to think about my injury. That’ll just make me even more…” 
 
    Ari took her injured arm and gently began undoing the button that closed the sleeve of her dress. Kerys blinked in surprise as he brought the silk glove and copper hand out and set them down on the table. 
 
    “Now, this isn’t a perfect solution,” he said. “The hand fits inside the glove, but you’ll have to use these extra ties to keep it held in place. It’s enchanted, so you’ll be able to manipulate the fingers using your will, but I’m not sure if you’ll ever be able to feel anything through it.” 
 
    The look on Kerys’ face was a dumbfounded mixture of disbelief and awe. Ari slid the copper hand into the elbow-length silk glove, pushing it so that it filled out the fingers while leaving room for the fabric to be pulled onto Kerys’ arm. 
 
    “You’ll probably have to get someone to put it on and take it off for you, but that’s already the case for the dresses you wear with ties,” he said, with a smile. “Which, by the way, I’m also fine with helping you with. I know I’ve mentioned that before a few times.” 
 
    Kerys seemed at a loss for words as Ari continued securing the ties. The copper hand didn’t hold in place as a real hand would have, falling slightly limp at the point where the metal met the healed skin of Kerys’ stump. Ari frowned as he shifted it around experimentally, and then pulled back in surprise as the hand closed around his finger. 
 
    “Whoa…” said Kerys. “I… did that?” 
 
    “Apparently,” said Ari. “It looks like it works for you.” 
 
    He felt his professional curiosity take over as he watched Kerys flexing her fingers experimentally. She could clearly activate the enchantment with her will, and doing so seemed to pull the copper hand into place, making it hang where it should be and act like a real replacement more effectively than he’d been expecting it to. 
 
    “How…?” Kerys shook her head. “You made this for me?” 
 
    “More like repurposed,” said Ari. “I took it from one of the steam golems in Deepwater Spire and just restored the essence within it.” 
 
    Kerys put the hand through a series of different movements, opening and closing a fist, stretching out her fingers, and touching the individual buttons on her dress. Her motions were clumsy, but Ari wondered if that was due as much to her newness with the hand as it was her general drunkenness. 
 
    “Aristial.” whispered Kerys. She sniffled, blinked a few times, and started crying again. 
 
    “Maybe I should have waited until you were sober to give this to—” 
 
    Kerys cut him off with a kiss, pressing her lips firmly against his and, as fit her usual habit, not doing much more in the way of moving them. She sat on his lap in the chair, almost falling over as she threw her arms around him. Her new hand pressed against Ari’s cheek, and he could feel both the cold of the metal and the tingle of essence through the soft silk glove. 
 
    “I love you,” she muttered. “Dormiar’s face, Ari. I really love you.” 
 
    Ari smiled and ran a hand through her hair. The kisses continued, and Kerys began shifting on his lap, wiggling her butt against his crotch to the full effect of her inebriated ability. Ari slid a finger into the bust of her dress, then his entire palm, cupping one of her breasts and feeling tempted to pull it loose. 
 
    “We’re not exactly in private,” he whispered. “One of the others could walk in at any time.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said Kerys. “I… want to show you how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Well, there are plenty of other ways you could…” Ari wisely decided to stop talking as Kerys slid off his lap and dropped to her knees in front of the chair.  
 
    She had a wicked and somewhat silly smile on her face as she looked up to him. Using her new hand, she slowly and clumsily undid Ari’s belt and pulled his pants down. He leaned back as she freed his cock from his underwear, feeling excited but also a little wary. 
 
    “Maybe you should hold off on testing your new hand,” he said. “Just for now?” 
 
    “Does it feel too cold?” asked Kerys with a giggle. She ran one of the silk-clad fingers of her new hand along the length of Ari’s rapidly hardening shaft. 
 
    “Cold isn’t the right way to describe it,” said Ari. He could feel the essence in the hand, a tingling, not unpleasurable sensation. It was weird, and as Kerys closed the fingers of her new hand around his cock, he shuddered at the intensity of the sensation.  
 
    “I’ll be careful, don’t worry,” she whispered. “I have to test it, after all.” 
 
    She slowly began to stroke, letting the silk glove slide up and down Ari’s length. She used the thumb of her other hand to gently caress the tip, and she grinned up at Ari as he let out a low moan. 
 
    “I know what would feel even better,” she whispered. 
 
    She kissed the head of his cock, and Ari couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “How is it that you know how to purse your lips for that, but can’t—” 
 
    Kerys engulfed his member with her mouth, and the thought died before he could finish giving it voice. Ari took a slow breath as she began to suck, savoring the pleasure and melting into his chair. 
 
    She was still rather drunk, but the sloppiness of her technique only seemed to add to the intensity of the experience. Ari ran a hand through her hair, urging her onward. Kerys took his cock a bit deeper with each additional bob of her head, until she’d pressed forward further than a normal woman would be able to. 
 
    Ari felt his shaft sliding an inch or two into the back of her throat, a little trick that Kerys told him Rin had helped her learn. He couldn’t resist taking her head into his hands and giving a few gentle thrusts with his hips. Kerys kept a tight seal with her lips and her tongue stayed flat against the underside of his cock, which quickly became too much for Ari to handle. 
 
    He was right there, hovering on the verge, when Kerys pulled back. She kept his cock held in the firm, interesting grip of her new hand as she turned her gaze up at him. Slowly, she started licking again, watching his face the entire time and reading each shift in his expression. It was torture, and it was bliss. 
 
    “Kerys!”  
 
    Ari lost control as he unloaded, shooting his seed onto Kerys’ face. She let out a tiny squeak, but seemed more concerned with keeping the silk glove covering her new hand clean, rather than her hair and face. Ari leaned back in the chair, smiling like a fool. 
 
    “You must be really drunk to not be getting mad at me for dirtying you like that,” he said, with a smile. 
 
    “You should at least offer to help me clean up,” said Kerys. “I’m not so drunk that I don’t, uh…” 
 
    She stood up and swayed on her feet. Ari caught her and deftly set her down into the chair in his place. A small, mischievous smile crept onto his face as an idea popped into his head. He dropped to his knees, and before Kerys could say anything, slipped his head under the hem of her dress. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” she muttered. “What are you—oh!” 
 
    Ari had pulled her panties aside, and he ran his fingers in a gentle, caressing motion along what lay underneath them. Kerys reached her hands down and grabbed his head through her dress, not pushing him back, but not pulling him closer in either. 
 
    He let his breath warm her up and waited until Kerys started bucking her hips forward before beginning his true onslaught. He went slow, kissing first and then licking, aware of how easy it would be to overwhelm her. 
 
    “Ari,” moaned Kerys. “Oh, Ari! Dormiar’s eyes…” 
 
    Kerys let out a delicious squeal after no more than a full minute, arching her back and nearly wrapping her legs around his head. Ari felt her body quiver, and when he pulled his head out from under her dress, he was smiling from ear to ear. 
 
    “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked. “From the noises you were making, I have to assume that… Kerys, are you crying?” 
 
    She was, and she quickly wiped a hand across her face to get rid of the tears. She looked as beautiful as Ari had ever seen her, face flushed from the alcohol and intimacy, her now medium-length hair still a mixture of gold and black. 
 
    “Ari,” she said, in a soft voice. “I want to be your wife.” 
 
    He was surprised by how hard the words hit him. His first reaction was to brush the suggestion off as an impulsive thing, an idea born from the afterglow of ecstasy and her drunkenness. She kept looking at him, though, waiting for a reaction, or rather, an answer. 
 
    “I want you to be my wife, Kerys,” said Ari. “Mud and blood. That’s what I’ve always wanted.” 
 
    She stood up from the chair and Ari pulled her into a tight embrace, followed by a lengthy kiss. It was, by a fair margin, the happiest moment of his life. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They stayed with each other in the common room for another hour or so, until Kerys fell asleep in Ari’s arms. Neither of them said anything else, though the silence was comfortable, and it certainly didn’t extend to Ari’s thoughts. 
 
    She’d said that she wanted to be his wife, but he’d still need to go through the motions. A man would give a woman a bracelet to propose down in Golias Hollow, usually one studded with gemstones of various types. Ari wondered how quickly he could find a suitable bracelet in Cliffhaven and how much it would cost. 
 
    He thought about Eva, too, and how a potential marriage between himself and Kerys would affect their relationship. It made his heart feel strange to consider committing fully to Kerys, despite that being what he’d wanted for almost as long as he could remember. Eva was part of his life, a friend, a lover, a companion, someone who he couldn’t simply toss aside at the whim of circumstance. 
 
    Was there a possible compromise? It felt unreasonable for him to expect to marry Kerys while still sharing a bond with Eva, especially if the two of them were actively maintaining it with their intimacy. Of course, shutting Eva out for the sake of committing fully to Kerys would also put them at a disadvantage when it came to survival, given how much stronger he was when fighting with Azurelight. 
 
    Ari listened to Kerys’ soft, rhythmic breathing and slowly stroked her hair. He decided that he didn’t need answers for every question and gently carried her to bed. Everyone else was asleep, and within minutes, so was he. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (MYTHRIL) 
 
      
 
    The rune harp had a wavering, elegant sound, as though it were several instruments playing at once. The woman working the strings was young, a Hume slave barely into her teenage years. Mythril let out a slow sigh and took a sip of his wine, wishing that Diya had thought to include more options for distraction at the celebration. 
 
    “What a beautiful sound!” said Bloodrose, through their bond. “Mmmm… true ecstasy.” 
 
    “It’s just a harp,” muttered Mythril. “Nothing special.” 
 
    Even to his own ears, it sounded like he was only trying to convince himself. The rune harp was one of close to a dozen inventions of the Nameless Enchanter that Rachel had restored, not including the Soul Engine. 
 
    She’d risen in prominence that far outshone her humble beginnings. Technically, she was still Mythril’s slave, but Emperor Diya had favored her to an extent that meant that she could go and do as she pleased. Mythril had halfway expected her to be present at the Moon Ball, and the fact that she wasn’t brought him more relief than he cared to admit. 
 
    “You’re sulking again,” said Bloodrose. “Go mingle with people, Mythril. Enjoy your time back in Central Dominion. Find a girl with a tight body for us to play with later.” 
 
    “I’m in no mood,” said Mythril. 
 
    He took another sip of his wine and tried to keep his expression neutral instead of giving in to his disdain. He was in a corner of the ballroom, one of the few people paying attention to the harpist. Emperor Diya was on the other side of the room, seated at his table and laughing with a few of his guests while serving slaves cleared the plates from the evening’s dinner. 
 
    “Someone is trying to get your attention,” said Bloodrose. “You can pout, but at least don’t be rude, master.” 
 
    Mythril bit back a scowl and glanced over his shoulder. Xenith, Diya’s daughter, was watching him from the edge of one of the crowds of younger nobles. She glanced away as their eyes met. She was still just a girl, not yet even in her teenage years, and one of the youngest at the celebration. 
 
    “She isn’t trying to get my attention,” said Mythril. “She’s… oh, dammit.” 
 
    Xenith very cautiously started walking his way, as though to intentionally contradict Mythril’s conclusion. Her face was freckled, and she wore a green dress that perfectly complemented her brown hair. She was also incredibly shy, and even after she’d drawn near Mythril and made it clear that he had her attention, she still didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Hello Xenith,” said Mythril. “It’s good to see you again. Enjoying the party?” 
 
    Despite himself, he smiled at the tiny, reserved nod she gave in answer. There was something about her that he had always found endearing, sometimes to a degree that left him wondering if she was a more precocious child than he gave her credit for. It reminded him of how Diya would play up his confidence to the point of arrogance, except almost in reverse. 
 
    “Did your father send you?” asked Mythril. It was often the case when Xenith sought him out at social functions, or at least it had been back when he’d last been in Central Dominion. 
 
    Xenith nodded again, and shifted her gaze to look toward where Diya was across the room. He was still entertaining his guests, but as Mythril observed more closely, he noticed that his old friend was watching him out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” he said. “I’ll go see him.” 
 
    He’d barely started walking in Diya’s direction when he saw the other man excuse himself from the crowd and start toward him. It would have been just as easy for Diya to have confronted Mythril when he’d first arrived at the Moon Ball, but he understood why he hadn’t, and how much things had changed in the time he’d been gone. 
 
    He barely recognized the man who’d once been his best friend, which was saying something, given that he hadn’t aged a day since Mythril had last seen him. The Soul Engine was to thank for that, as the effects of bonding with it locked a person into however old they were when they first touched it, or in the case of children, arrested their development shortly after they reached early adulthood. 
 
    He drew to a stop next to the central fountain and pretended to admire the way the water extended upward from a triangle formed from the outstretched arms of the Trium, Lucia and Sarai clad in thin body-length sarongs, with Kresia wearing his iconic armor. Diya came up next to him and folded his arms behind his back. 
 
    “Lord Mythril,” he said. “It’s good to see you again, old friend. I’m surprised you chose this function to reveal that you’d returned to the capital. You were never much for the social scene.” 
 
    “Oh, if he only knew how I had to twist your arm to make it happen,” said Bloodrose. “But you deserve this, Mythril. It’s a glimpse of something that should be yours. Something that was stolen from you.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Mythril. “The only thing that made the old balls bearable was how much leeway Horace gave us to upholding expectations.” 
 
    The silence left in the wake of that comment almost made Mythril wish he’d kept it to himself. It wasn’t an accusation, though he did still blame Diya for the death of the former Emperor and their good friend. Maybe that was why he’d said it, to make sure Diya wouldn’t be allowed to forget how close the three of them had once been. 
 
    “Are you comfortable?” asked Diya. “I suspect I would have heard from Rachel if you’d chosen to stay at your old estate, given how she’s all but co-opted it for herself in your absence.” 
 
    “I rented out space in a boarding tower,” said Mythril. 
 
    Diya nodded, running a finger across his wine goblet. 
 
    “You could have gone to see her, you know,” said Diya. “You do have that option.” 
 
    “You have many options, Mythril,” whispered Bloodrose. “You’re still well-known and well-loved. Power comes to those who take it.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” said Mythril. 
 
    Diya let out a good-natured chuckle, and for an instant, Mythril felt a flash of nostalgia for the way things had once been. 
 
    “You should stay,” said Diya. “It’s been three years, Mythril. You left without telling anybody—not me, not Rachel, not even Evastria. If not for the few reported sightings of you sent by the settlements, we’d have thought you fallen, slain by the Weatherblight.” 
 
    Mythril let out a single, mirthless chuckle. The Weatherblight were treated as a much-larger threat by those who’d never spent time traveling through storms. The monsters spawned by weather were real enough, but much rarer than the fuss about them would make it seen. He’d only encountered a few during his time abroad, and Bloodrose had made short work of them. 
 
     “You should stay here in the city and settle down,” continued Diya. “Take a wife. We both know there are plenty of women in the city who would have you.” 
 
    “I’m not interested,” he said. 
 
    “You should be,” said Diya. “You’re still one of the most influential men and desired bachelors amongst the Sai. Trium blessed, if you were a little younger and Xenith were a bit older…” 
 
    “Please don’t finish that sentence,” said Mythril. 
 
    “Why would you need a wife when you have me?” purred Bloodrose. 
 
    “Look, I know how you feel about the Soul Engine,” said Diya. “Even after years of ruling over Central Dominion and watching more and more people join the ranks of the Bonded, I’m still grappling with the implications of it. If you don’t wish to take control of your mortality, Mythril, at least take control of your life. Start a dynasty. Mend up with Evastria, and Rachel, too, if you can stomach it. She’s still your slave, after all.” 
 
    “You should treat her like one,” said Bloodrose. “Find her and take out the frustration you’ve been harboring, master.” 
 
    “No,” said Mythril. 
 
    Diya glanced from side to side and then leaned a little closer. “I’m not asking just for your sake, Myth. You’re needed here, and I’m not just talking about how much I value your help as an advisor. Evastria… has been handling your absence poorly.” 
 
    Mythril scowled and took a long sip of his wine. Leaving Evastria behind had been the hardest part of his departure, and he’d spent far more time than he was willing to admit finding creative ways to keep his mind off the guilt he felt for never saying a proper goodbye. Now, it was as though he was staring that guilt in the face. 
 
    “She’s begun experimenting, if you could call it that,” said Diya. “Engaging in dalliances with some of the less-reputable young noblemen. A few noblewomen, too, if rumor is to be believed. Never for long before she moves on, leaving a jilted lover in her wake. I know you’re the last person who probably wants to hear this, Mythril, but you need to.” 
 
    “She’s a grown woman now,” said Mythril. “I have no control over the decisions she makes.” 
 
    “She was jealous of us,” whispered Bloodrose. “Perfectly understandable for her to react in such a way. Think nothing of it.” 
 
    Diya scowled and shifted on his feet. His other guests were paying the two of them increasingly more attention, and it was clear that Mythril had spent more time with the Emperor than some of them deemed fair or appropriate. 
 
    “Myth…” he said. “Your hand keeps going up, like you’re reaching for the hilt of your sword.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “What reason did you even have to wear it here?” asked Diya. “None of my other guests arrived carrying their arms, and I know how your sword works. She could just as easily be present in an evening gown as in a sheath.” 
 
    “What use is a weapon in an evening gown or a sheath?” asked Bloodrose. “Use me, Mythril! Strike him down, along with anyone else who stands in the way of your greatness! You deserve so much more…” 
 
    Mythril shook his head, letting his hand fall from the ruby pommel stone.  
 
    “You should get back to your guests,” said Mythril. “I need some air.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He found his way out onto one of the balconies and stared across Central Dominion, the jewel of the Saidican Empire. The other nearby towers pulsed with light from various runes in their interiors. Rune sleds with illumination wards traveled the night streets, like fireflies with a purpose. It was the city he’d grown up in, the city he’d once called home, yet he didn’t feel like he knew it anymore. 
 
    His entire reason for coming back had been to deliver a single warning, and he couldn’t even find the words to do that much. He’d tried to warn Diya about the Soul Engine, about what would happen if even a single ward in its construction failed. It had been on his mind during all of his travels, and he’d thought of ways not just for the rune wards to fail, but for them to be sabotaged, and the potential results. 
 
    The Soul Engine was the heart of Diya’s power now. He’d heard rumors of how Diya had used access to it as a way of ensuring Central Dominion’s dominance, only allowing those loyal to him from Farhaven and Westmoore to bond with it and become functional immortals. Diya had been smart and careful, and he’d all but founded a dynasty of gods. 
 
    Gods with a weakness that only Mythril could conceptualize. 
 
    A flash of silver-red light came from the sword as Bloodrose assumed her incarnate form. Her scarlet hair fluttered in the wind, and she wore a simple red dress of the same color with slits cut into the skirt to allow her full movement. 
 
    “You don’t need to say it,” said Bloodrose. “I can feel your emotions, Mythril. I’ll be here, when you’re ready.” 
 
    “The bond doesn’t work that way,” he said. 
 
    “For us it does,” said Bloodrose. “You made me to accomplish so much more than I think you understand.” 
 
    She pressed her body against him from the side, her breasts rubbing against his shoulder. She always did this, using sex and her mastery of it as a way of cementing her suggestions and ideas to him. She was poisonous, but she would never betray him. She wasn’t what he needed, but she was exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Mythril pulled her into an embrace and found her lips with his. One of Bloodrose’s legs slid up along his side, and she pulled his head down to briefly cradle in her bosom. Mythril kissed her again and cupped her cheek as it ended, staring into her eyes so he could really see her. She held his gaze, sticking her tongue out to lick, and then suck on, one of his fingers. 
 
    “Mythril…” 
 
    Evastria’s voice was only just louder than a whisper, but it carried to his ears like no other sound could. He pulled back from Bloodrose and turned to face his niece as she stepped out onto the balcony. 
 
    She looked older than he remembered, which was a relevant fact in the context of the Soul Engine. Her silver-blue hair hung in a neat braid, and the sharp angles of her face seemed tempered by a newfound confidence, or rather, independence. Her dress was white with blue embroidery, and it fit her in a way that made what Diya had said before about her promiscuity seem all too believable. 
 
    “Your uncle is busy right now, little girl,” said Bloodrose. “Come back when the situation calls for your presence.” 
 
    Evastria ignored her, along with a similar plea from her date, a handsome Sai man far closer to Mythril in age than he thought appropriate for her. She passed the man her wine glass, and he left with the immediacy of a dismissed slave. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me,” she said.  
 
    “Evastria…” said Mythril. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me when you left,” said Evastria, shaking her head. “Now you don’t tell me when you’ve arrived back? Do you hate me so, uncle? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    “It was never about you,” said Mythril. “The situation here in the city… no longer called for my presence.” 
 
    “According to whom?” snapped Evastria. “Diya wanted you to stay and advise him. Rachel still cared for you. I loved you as my only family! Yet in the end, you chose… that!” 
 
    She pointed an accusatory finger at Bloodrose. 
 
    “She has nothing to do with this,” said Mythril. 
 
    “Do you say that because it’s the truth, or because you’d be inside her if not for my interruption?” said Evastria, voice bubbling with acid. 
 
    Mythril gritted his teeth. “And whose bed would you be warming tonight, Evastria? Do I even want to know? I’ve heard from Diya what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    “You…” Evastria’s cheeks colored, and she clenched her fists. “You have no right!” 
 
    Bloodrose let out a cackling laugh. “You can see the truth of it in her face. Your niece is vulgar now, Mythril. Or perhaps she was always this way and only now shows her true—" 
 
    Evastria surged forward, swinging her hand to slap Bloodrose across the face. Mythril caught her arm at the elbow, but she twisted, pulling free. One of her feet caught the hem of her dress, and she fell strangely. 
 
    The sound of her head hitting the balcony tile was wrong, as was the way blood immediately began to pool around the injury. Mythril fell to his knees, heedless of the stains that formed on his trousers. Evastria was blinking her eyes quickly, and her body moved with small, quickening seizures. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted at Bloodrose. “Get a healer!” 
 
    For an instant, Bloodrose hesitated. She’d never refused a direct command from him in the time they’d been bonded. Mythril was about to press the weight of his will into the order when she began moving, casually stepping over Evastria’s body and making her way back into the party in search of help. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mythril sat next to Evastria’s bedside, watching the soft rise and fall of her chest as she took slow, pointless breaths. It had been close to a week since the Moon Ball. The healers had done everything within their power to help her. She was still alive, but asleep, and there was no indication if or when she would ever wake up. 
 
    “It isn’t your fault, Mythril,” said Rachel. “Truly. I know how you are. I know you fully intend on blaming yourself for this, but please…” 
 
    Rachel reached her hand over and set it on top of his. Her tanned face was pretty and rounded, still vital and youthful, given how she’d bonded with the Soul Engine during the peak of her fertile years. She’d forgiven him for not telling her and welcomed him back, as a friend and as a lover. He didn’t deserve her, and he certainly didn’t deserve to do anything but blame himself. 
 
    “She never bonded herself to the Soul Engine…” muttered Mythril. “Because of me. Because of what I told her about its faults.” 
 
    Rachel kept holding his hand. She was the last person who should have been capable of offering the sort of sympathy she was. She recognized the tragedy of his mistakes more clearly than anyone else could, as the true mastermind behind restoring the Nameless Enchanter’s world-altering invention. 
 
    “She wouldn’t want you to blame yourself,” whispered Rachel. 
 
    Mythril blinked, feeling the heat in his eyes. There were no tears left for him to cry, which only made him feel that much more helpless. 
 
    “She’s lying to you, and you know it,” whispered Bloodrose, through the bond. “It is your fault, Mythril, and you need to be the one to make it right. She’ll be better than she was before, stronger, faster, and most importantly, loyal.” 
 
    “Mythril…?” whispered Rachel. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Mythril shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Evastria was only covered by a thin sheet as Mythril carried her into his workshop. With each step forward he took came more hesitation, and more carefully crafted justifications from Bloodrose as she continued to whisper in his ear. 
 
    “She’ll thank you when it’s done,” said Bloodrose. “I promise she will. This is for the best, master.” 
 
    “I…” Mythril stopped and looked down at the specifically purposed enchanting altar he’d built for that very purpose. “I don’t know. She could still wake up.” 
 
    “She could die at any time!” snapped Bloodrose. “You’re risking her life by waiting.” 
 
    “There’s no undoing this,” he said. “She would be forever changed. Is it right for me… to make such a decision for her?” 
 
    Bloodrose flashed with light, and a woman stood next to Mythril in place of his sword. 
 
    “You would leave her to whatever fate your Emperor decides for her instead?” she asked. “He values her enough to bond her to the Soul Engine, even if it’s against your wishes.” 
 
    “No…” said Mythril. “He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “Would you stay here indefinitely to stop him?” 
 
    The question sank into Mythril’s stomach like a heavy pit. No, he wouldn’t stay. He couldn’t stay. This time, leaving Evastria behind wasn’t an option. Except what would bringing her with him mean, in the end? 
 
    “The bond,” said Mythril. “She would never accept it. Not if it was the same as it was between you and I.” 
 
    He felt his cheeks flush with shame as he considered the deep, chaotic intimacy he and Bloodrose had so quickly come to share. The idea of forcing his niece into a situation where she would also have those kinds of needs… He didn’t let himself follow the thought to its conclusion. 
 
    “You could be gentler with her, and share a familial intimacy,” said Bloodrose. “But even if it was more than that, would it be so bad? You’ve heard the rumors of how she is now, and you know that she loves in a way that goes far beyond—” 
 
    “Stop!” snapped Mythril. “I…” 
 
    A shout came from outside the workshop. Mythril recognized the timbre of the voice without needing to confirm who it was. Emperor Diya, his oldest friend, flanked by a dozen of his soldiers, had come to put him in check. 
 
    Mythril was suddenly moving, his hands making the decision that his heart could not. He pulled one of the exquisitely crafted swords he’d had forged in anticipation of the process, the one with the sapphire pommel that Evastria had always favored, and held it at the ready. 
 
    Priming the enchanting only took an instant, and there was a flash of light as the essence and Evastria’s imprint transferred into a usable rune pattern. Her already-labored breathing cut off as though he’d deactivated a ward, and the tears began to flow down Mythril’s cheeks as he stared at her now-still form. 
 
    “Mythril!” screamed Diya. “Open this door or my mages will burn it from its hinges!” 
 
    He was too stunned to finish what he’d started, but Bloodrose was there to help. She shifted Evastria’s lifeless form off the table, replacing it with the sword, and then set Mythril’s hands into place. He wasn’t aware of placing the enchantment, just holding the weapon afterward, watching as light flashed and the blade transformed into a replica of his beloved niece.  
 
    She stood naked in front of him, with a confused, childish expression on her face. She shook her head. Mythril clutched at his chest as the shame of what he’d just done stabbed through him like a spike of hot metal. 
 
    “Myth…?” she whispered. “What’s going on?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Ari was left feeling much as he always did after delving into one of Mythril’s memories: tired and confused. He set up in the thin, dormitory-style bed, taking a few seconds to remember where he was, and who he was. Aristial Stoneblood. Lord of Etheria. Wielder of Azurelight. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, trying to separate Mythril’s feelings for his niece from his own emotions toward Eva. It was easy to tell himself that the Eva he knew was a different entity from the Evastria who lived in Mythril’s time. It was also easy to build a wall in the middle of a river, but that didn’t mean it would stop the water’s flow. 
 
    Most of all, Ari was haunted by those last few, confused words he’d heard Evastria speak. He wanted to know what happened next, though at the same time, he didn’t. Mythril’s memories had seemed so innocuous at first, but he was beginning to see them as more of a curse than a blessing. Incidentally, he was beginning to feel more like he remembered being Mythril, and that was a fact that he found unnerving. 
 
    He brought his focus back to where it needed to be as he made his way into the common room. The others were already up, but it didn’t seem like they had much of a head start on him, judging from their respective breakfast bowls. 
 
    “Morning,” said Ari. 
 
    The others responded in an overlapping array of mumbled grunts and greetings. Demira, the kindly innkeeper, was already ladling spoonfuls of a sweet-smelling porridge into a bowl for him from a pot over the fire. 
 
    Kerys was sitting in a chair in between Amber and Eva, looking visibly disheveled and hungover. Her hair fell loose across her shoulders, and there were dark bags under her eyes, which she seemed like she was struggling to keep open. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling? You were pretty drunk last night?” 
 
    “I feel like garbage,” muttered Kerys. “I barely remember anything. I hope I didn’t provide you with too much entertainment.” 
 
    Ari winced, trying not to let his disappointment show openly on his face. 
 
    “Entertainment isn’t the word I’d use for it,” he said. “You really don’t remember anything?” 
 
    Kerys furrowed her brow, and a flush came to her cheeks. “Aristial… Don’t tell me you did what I think you did?” 
 
    “No, but we did other stuff.” He flashed a grin and nodded to her copper hand. “How is your new appendage working out for you?” 
 
    “I do remember that much,” said Kerys, flexing her fingers. “Thank you, Ari. I can’t explain how much of a difference this will make.” 
 
    “Truly, it is an impressive enchantment,” said Eva. “It makes me smile to know that you were able to do such a kind thing for Lady Kerys.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “That’s the type of praise that’s going straight to my head, you know.” 
 
    “Humility is a virtue, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari found a chair and joined them, digging in to his porridge. 
 
    “We need to talk about how the plan has developed,” he said. “I didn’t get a chance to explain what’s going on last night.” 
 
    Virgil, Amber, and Kerys all leaned in a little closer as Ari retold the events of the previous night, specifically his encounter with Bruno Ogwell. He saw the range of reactions on their faces as he went over the young nobleman’s plot to stage a coup against Baron Luka. 
 
    “That’s a horrible plan,” said Amber. “How stupid are you to think that any of that would go as this spoiled lord has imagined in his head?” 
 
    “First of all, I don’t claim ownership of the idea or any of the creative thinking that may or may not have gone into concocting it,” said Ari. “Second, even if I backed out now, he’s still going through with it. So we might as well do what we can to take advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “It would help if you could use the Weathersense Potion,” said Virgil. “Using the Weatherblight would make it a simple matter of sneaking a few monsters past his guards.” 
 
    “We can’t wait until the next time it rains,” said Ari. 
 
    “You’re talking about murdering somebody,” said Kerys. “I… don’t think that’s right.” 
 
    “Luka is responsible for poisoning the previous Baron, Kerys,” he replied. “He imprisoned us. He sent his guards after us when we escaped. And he…” 
 
    He didn’t say it out loud, but what ultimately made the idea of killing Baron Luka seem fair, in his mind, was what he’d done to Kerys. She was still shaking her head, but she let her protest drop. 
 
    “I could potentially use my mystica to trap him during the commotion,” said Virgil. “There aren’t many trees in Cliffhaven, but it’s something he wouldn’t be expecting.” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for that, then,” said Ari. “Amber, Kerys. I want the two of you to head back to the tower this afternoon with as much food as you’re capable of bringing with you.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Amber. 
 
    “You’re going to tell Rin to organize the refugees and have them join in once a commotion breaks out tonight,” he said. “They’ll need a scout flying overhead to watch and give the signal. The guards on the wall will be too distracted to shoot them down with arrows.” 
 
    “Aye, now that is a good idea!” said Skinner. “See, I knew it was the right decision for Lord Ogwell to place his trust in you.” 
 
    Ari turned, blinking in disbelief as he took notice of the bald-headed man sitting across the room. Skinner grinned and gave a small wave. 
 
    “It’s as I said, I’m a very missable person.” Skinner shrugged. “You’re right, by the way. Lord Ogwell has a very… sheltered perspective on this sort of thing. Including the refugees in the revolt will likely make the difference between success and seeing our heads on pikes by the night out.” 
 
    “Do you know this man?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “He’s one of Ogwell’s servants,” said Ari. “He’s also about to explain what he’s doing here, unless he’s looking to make a quick, violent exit.” 
 
    “Easy now,” said Skinner. “I just came to let you know that you’ll be needed at my lord’s estate come midday so we can fit you into the costume. It’s going to take some preparation to ready you for the Sacrifice Bout if you want to stand a chance at winning it.” 
 
    “I’m wondering if that’s even necessary, now,” said Ari. “It might be more advantageous for me to lead the attack and help command the Ravarians.” 
 
    Skinner shook his head. “I can’t speak for Lord Ogwell, but I doubt he’d be willing to make a change like that. We’ll still need the common people to rise up, and the most likely way for us to achieve that is for you, Lord Stoneblood, to put on a performance for them and call them to your aid.” 
 
    Ari chewed his lower lip. He still wasn’t sure about the plan, though given the way the winds were blowing, it seemed like he had few other options. He needed to help the Ravarians. He needed to get back to Etheria to defend their new home from attack. He didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “Midday,” said Ari. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    Skinner nodded, and after taking another bite from a bowl of porridge that he’d apparently pilfered, he headed for the door. Ari waited for a silent moment before glancing over at Amber and Kerys. 
 
    “I want the two of you to stay in the tower once you’ve brought the supplies out to the Ravarians,” he said. “This is going to be a mess.” 
 
    “If that’s what you honestly think, then why in the world did you agree to it?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Because sometimes you have to make a mess in order to clean up,” he said. 
 
    “That doesn’t actually mean anything, does it?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Oh, shush.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They headed into the merchant quarter, perusing the stalls to find the best deal on food in bulk. The city felt muted, despite the fact that it was the day of the Season’s End Gathering. Some of the preparations were evidently underway, with stalls being set up around the central square along with the arena circle where the Sacrifice Bout would be taking place. 
 
    “I suppose it’s tough to be festive with all that’s been going on,” said Ari. 
 
    “They have an example of how their city might end up sitting right outside the gates,” said Amber. “It doesn’t exactly make for a compelling celebration.” 
 
    Ari let Kerys take the lead when it came to picking out the supplies they’d be taking out to the refugees. It was interesting watching her testing her new hand, picking up fruit with delicate care and turning it over in her palm. It looked almost indistinguishable from a normal gloved hand from a distance, perhaps slightly stiffer, but nothing that stood out. 
 
    He thought about what they’d talked about last night, and what Kerys had forgotten. Did she really want what she’d said, for him to marry her and take that final step? Or were her words those of a girl who’d gotten a little too drunk and a little too carried away? 
 
    “Ari?” said Kerys. “Are you listening?” 
 
    “No, but I am now,” he said. “What do you need?” 
 
    “This merchant says he has a cart already with loaded with supplies that we can take,” she said. “He bought extra expecting that there’d be more people out for the festival.” 
 
    The cart was laden with bread, fruit, and a variety of different vegetables. It took a minute of haggling to bring the merchant’s price for it all down within an affordable range, and Ari still felt like his coin purse had been raided at the end of it. 
 
    It was enough food to feed the refugees for a time, but not forever. Ari felt a cold certainty taking hold as he and Virgil pushed the cart back through the city, toward the gates. The plan needed to work, not just for his sake, but for everyone’s. 
 
    “Be safe, Ari,” said Kerys. “Please. If it seems like it’s too dangerous—” 
 
    “I will keep a close watch over him, Lady Kerys,” said Eva. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” said Ari. “I feel like I need to tell the two of you the same thing. After you’ve explained to Rin what she needs to do and delivered the food, head straight for the tower.” 
 
    “I will,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari gave her a kiss, and then watched as she and Amber pushed the cart through Cliffhaven’s main gate at a somewhat slower pace than he and Virgil had managed. He waited until they’d disappeared down the road before turning and heading to Lord Ogwell’s estate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Bruno Ogwell was not present when they arrived, but Skinner ushered them into one of the estate’s side rooms. He made a show of having them sit down before calling to the servants, who wheeled in the costume on a small display platform. 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Ari. “You’re really expecting me to wear, and fight, in that?” 
 
    It was closer to what a children’s drawing of a fisher might look like than a real recreation of the actual monster. All of the scariest details, the quadrant-sectioned jaws, the tentacles, and the claws, were larger than they should have been. The head and mask section appeared to be made from hardened clay painted black, while the tentacles were braided ropes twice as thick as they should have been. 
 
    The detail that Ari found most striking was how incredibly difficult it looked like it would be to actually get the costume on and move around in it. There were wooden slats on the chest, legs, and arms that seemed to approximate a carapace that wasn’t nearly as visible on a real fisher, and they didn’t look like they would allow him anything close to his full range of mobility. 
 
    “Lord Ogwell hired a dozen master tailors and craftsmen to have it created,” said Skinner. “It’s, er, certainly one of a kind.” 
 
    “You could still wear your Feathercloak underneath,” said Eva. “It will not be comfortable, and perhaps it might be hot, but it would still provide you with a large advantage.” 
 
    “What if I just wear sections of it?” asked Ari. 
 
    Skinner shook his head. “It’s part of the festival’s tradition. The other competitors will be similarly hindered, which is what makes the Sacrifice Bout into the proper entertainment that it is.” 
 
    Skinner flashed a toothy grin. He gestured to Virgil and Eva to follow him out of the room, and after scowling at the costume for a minute, Ari set about getting dressed. 
 
    He was in the middle of pulling his tunic off when a soft knock came at the door. Ari was expecting Eva or Virgil, and he was more than a little surprised when he found Kensi, one of Lord Ogwell’s servants, on the other side. 
 
    “I came to see if you needed any help getting into the costume,” she said. 
 
    “I think I can manage.” 
 
    She was still topless, and Ari did his best to avert his attention from one of the nicest sets of breasts he’d ever seen in his life. They were large and seemed to bounce slightly with each movement she made. Kensi noticed the effort he was putting into not ogling her and stepped closer, clearly intent on doing her best to shatter his defenses. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she said, in a soft voice. “A few parts of it are rather tight, you know. It might be a hard fit if someone doesn’t help you prepare properly.” 
 
    She set a hand on Ari’s shoulder, drawing near enough to him for the point of her nipple to briefly graze his arm. 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Ari, with a shake of his head. 
 
    “To keep you happy,” said Kensi. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    She slid her hand lower and began taking his pants off. Ari scowled and stopped her mid-motion. 
 
    “And is that what you want?” he snapped. “Are you truly alright with Lord Ogwell sending you to seduce a stranger on a whim?” 
 
    Kensi smiled. She took one of her hands and pulled it to her breast. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, simply. 
 
    “Too bad,” said Ari. “I’m an engaged man now.” 
 
    Kensi made a face and pulled back slightly. Even though it wasn’t exactly true, given that he’d never formally proposed to Kerys and she’d been heavily drunk when they’d had the conversation, part of him still wanted to stay true to her. Well, true to the extent of not taking advantage of a servant girl he’d just met who was offering herself to him as part of her work. 
 
    He spent the next few minutes calming his lower half down enough to make a real attempt at getting the costume on. It was a tight fit, and the mask hid most of his face and dampened his peripheral vision. He hoped that the other competitors would be similarly hindered if he wanted a real chance at coming out on top during the melee. 
 
    He tested out a few movements, getting a sense of how his Feathercloak changed the dynamic of his movement. He’d been hoping that even while trapped underneath the costume, its enchantment might still let him jump higher, keep his balance more easily, and dodge with grace. Unfortunately, that wasn’t really the case, which meant that he’d need to rely on Azurelight and his own combat skills to pull out the win. 
 
    The Sacrifice Bout didn’t start until that evening, so Ari took the costume off once he’d gotten a feel for it and met up with Eva and Virgil in the lobby. Bruno had arrived back at his estate, and he frowned as he saw Ari walk out. 
 
    “You didn’t like Kensi?” he asked. “I have others, you know. It’s no trouble, you could even help yourself to two at once.” 
 
    Ari hesitated for an instant, slightly intrigued at the last possibility. Eva cleared her throat and gave him a meaningful look. 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” said Ari.  
 
    “I’ve prepared a room for you and your friends to relax until the festival begins,” said Bruno. “Food and wine are already on the table, though I suggest you go easy on the latter.” 
 
    Skinner led them up to the room, and the three of them starting helping themselves to pieces of cheese, cured meats, and grapes from the meal platter. Ari took Bruno’s advice on the wine, though as the minutes slowly dragged on, he began to feel like he needed it. 
 
    “You will fight well, milord,” said Eva. “There is nothing to worry about. You will still have Azurelight and the abilities allowed us through our bond, remember.” 
 
    “Eh, there was one detail that might have been left out earlier I should probably mention,” said Skinner. “Each competitor starts unarmed. Weapons, among other things, are thrown into the fighting ring by the crowd.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s somewhat of a crucial detail,” said Ari. “Though if anything, it works to our advantage. Virgil, can you throw Azurelight within reach of me once the fight starts?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “I’ll reposition myself after that so I’m ready once the real battle begins.” 
 
    The city began to sound more festive as late afternoon progressed into early evening, with music emanating through the streets from numerous different performances. There was a constant din of conversation, and even though Lord Ogwell’s estate was nowhere near the city center, the streets slowly became crowded with people. 
 
    “Does it remind you of anything?” Ari asked Eva the question as he watched her spying on the people below through the window. He remembered the party he’d seen in Mythril’s memory and how different Evastria had seemed from the Eva he knew. 
 
    “It does, and it does not,” said Eva, with a shrug. “I think once upon a time I was drawn to this sort of thing. Or at least, entertained by it.” 
 
    Ari mulled on her answer as they continued to wait. Eventually, Skinner came back into the room, knocking gently on the doorframe as he entered. 
 
    “It’s time,” he said. “I’ll be your escort. The costume has already been brought ahead.” 
 
    Eva shifted into her sword form, and the three of them walked through the streets in a tight group, weaving in between smaller and larger crowds of people alike. The central square of the merchant’s district was where the main entertainment was taking place, with musicians and dancers performing every which way the eye could see. 
 
    It was entertaining, but it also felt forced, like a deliberate, necessary distraction. Cliffhaven was a refuge before it was a city, a place that ultimately existed to provide protection and shelter from the dangers of the surface. It was under a new, larger threat, one that couldn’t be turned away with walls and careful observation of the weather. 
 
    It was no time for a festival, and it was the only time for a festival. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The central fighting circle where the Sacrifice Bout would be taking place had already drawn a crowd, despite currently being empty of anything other than sand. Tiered benches of various heights had been set up around the edge of the circle to allow as many people as possible to view the entertainment, and most were already packed full of people, commoners and nobles sitting shoulder to shoulder in places. 
 
    It reminded Ari of Etheria’s central chamber, and making that comparison drew his attention back to what he needed to do. Skinner was already gesturing for him to follow as he started off toward the small building at the edge of the circle where the competitors would apparently be housed prior to the event’s start. 
 
    “Here,” said Ari, pulling Azurelight and its sheath loose from his shoulders. “I’m trusting you with this, Virgil. I’ll need you to throw it near enough to me for me to get my hands on easily once the battle starts.” 
 
    Virgil blinked a couple of times, and uncertainty briefly flashed across his face, which made Ari scowl. It was just one more essential detail of a plan with far too much that could potentially go wrong. 
 
    “Be careful, Aristial,” said Eva through the bond. 
 
    Ari nodded and turned his attention back to Virgil. “You can do this. Just make sure you have a spot near the edge of the circle, and I’ll try to get as close to you as I can to make it easy.” 
 
    “What if…?” Virgil hesitated mid-question, shaking his head. “Right, never mind. I can do that, and I’ll be ready for what happens after.” 
 
    He puffed out his chest, and Ari grinned and slapped him on the shoulder, releasing Azurelight into his hands. He took one last look at the surrounding area as he jogged to catch up with Skinner, noting the spot where the Baron would likely be watching from. 
 
    It was an upraised platform, higher than any of the benches with stairs leading up to it from behind. A private viewing area for the Sacrifice Bout. A large tree grew alongside it, its leafy branches extending outward in a manner that might have provided some shade from the sun, had it been midday instead of early evening. 
 
    “There you are,” said Skinner, as Ari reached him and the building. “Head on inside. Be sure to keep your, uh, face up while you’re in here.” 
 
    Ari had fallen into the habit of doing it automatically after his encounter in the Storm Scouts Guild, but he still tested Miragion with his will to ensure that he was properly disguised. He’d picked one of the faces of the old men it had stored within it, which he suspected might give him an advantage if the other competitors underestimated him. 
 
    The building’s interior was a single, ill-smelling room that seemed like it might have once been a butchery or tanner’s shop. There was a second door that exited directly out into the fighting circle, a few benches where the other competitors were sitting, and dark stains at regular intervals across the floor. Two guards stood at the entrance to the main door, and it was clear enough from their posture that the competitors were not to be allowed back outside once they’d entered. 
 
    “Well, this be it,” said Skinner. “Your costume is in the corner, though you’ll have to put it on yourself, this time. Er, good luck. I think you’ll be needing it.” 
 
    Ari could see exactly what the other man meant by that as he glanced over the men he’d be fighting against. The closest one sat on one of the nearby benches, which dipped in the middle under his immense weight. He was one of the largest people Ari had ever seen, almost as tall as he was while sitting down and as wide across as three of him. 
 
    Another man, also rather tall, but thin and limber, was playing with a knife, tossing it into the air and catching its tip. His face was crisscrossed with scars, one of which seemed to run through his eye, but his hands were completely free of them. That small fact made his tricks with his small blade appear doubly threatening, though Ari assumed he wouldn’t be able to bring it with him into the actual fight. 
 
    Each of the rest of the competitors had a similar ambience, or at least one physical feature that justified their presence. They were all convicts, chosen by the high lords of the city to fight for a pardon and entertain on their behalf. Ari hadn’t taken the time needed to really consider what that meant when he’d agreed to be a part of Ogwell’s ridiculous plan. 
 
    Two of the men were already in their costumes. One was dressed as a form of Weatherblight that Ari had only seen once before, a lumbering wight with fur the color of snow. It was a simple costume, without the extra adornments that Ari had on his, limiting his movement. 
 
    He fixed that as he started pulling on the fisher costume, untying a few of the painted wood panels meant to represent the monster’s carapace and carefully setting them aside. He put on everything but the mask and tried not to feel as ridiculous as he was sure he looked as he sat on one of the benches and waited for the Sacrifice Bout to begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna get eaten alive.” 
 
    The humongous competitor that Ari had seen when he’d first entered the building had stood up and walked over to him. Ari still had his mask off, and leaned back on the bench, flashing a smile that was equal parts amused and acidic. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m going to be the one who eats you,” said the fat man. 
 
    Ari eyed the man’s considerable girth and shrugged. “I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if you tried.” 
 
    He could tell from the man’s expression that his reaction wasn’t the one he’d been fishing for. Ari had doubts about his chances, sure, but intimidation and threats had always had the opposite of their intended effect on him. 
 
    “Is that some kind of joke, pissface?” snapped the fat man. “Are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “Oh no, I won’t start making fun of you until I see you in costume,” said Ari. “Mud and blood, that’ll be entertaining.” 
 
    The fat man snarled. There was a single guard near the door that led to the fighting circle, and he blew a small whistle just as it seemed like a fight might break out prematurely. The fat man spat on the floor and made his way over to the other side of the room. 
 
    Ari waited impatiently as the sound of the crowd’s excitement began to grow louder. Someone began clapping, and an odd rhythm developed, two claps followed by what sounded like a heavy boot stomp. 
 
    Ari looked over at the guard. “Is this some sort of tradition?” 
 
    The guard nodded. “You should ready yourself. The Sacrificial Bout will begin as soon as Baron Luka addresses the crowd.” 
 
    The clapping and stomping accelerated, eventually reaching a fevered pitch before dissolving entirely. Someone blew a horn, and the crowd fell silent. 
 
    Ari could only dimly hear the shouted address Baron Luka gave to the crowd, but he doubted there was much that would have been of interest to him. He caught a few snippets of him shouting about “Cliffhaven staying strong” and “repelling invaders,” but most of his attention was on his increasingly sweaty palms and pounding heart. 
 
    The other competitors had pulled on their costumes, and almost to a man, they all seemed more dangerous than Ari rated himself. It wasn’t just a matter of some of them being larger than him, as the fat man was, or visibly scarred. There was an element of simmering, barely contained violence in the way they stood, the expressions on their faces, and even their small, unconscious mannerisms. 
 
    He was tempted to ask the guard if he knew what crimes the others had committed in the past, but he was unsure if it was a question that he truly needed or wanted the answer to. The crowd broke out into applause beyond the curtained door that led to the fighting circle, and as soon as the sound of it died down, the guard waved a hand at the competitors, ushering them into line.  
 
    Ari was fourth, behind the thin man with the scars and two others. The fat man was next behind him, which he didn’t like, but it seemed as though the Sacrifice Bout’s imminent start was enough to dissuade him from further instigation. 
 
    “When I blow the whistle, you go out the door,” said the guard. “One at a time. No violence until you’ve made it into the circle, you hear?” 
 
    A few grunts came from the men in line. The guard pulled back the curtain hanging in the doorway and blew the whistle. The crowd let out a booming roar as the first competitor rushed out into the open.  
 
    The man only managed to take two or three steps into the circle before being pelted with a hail of rocks and rotten fruit from the crowd. A few small weapons also clattered to the ground nearby him, mostly daggers and basic clubs. 
 
    “Well, that’s just wonderful,” said Ari. He pulled his mask on, hoping it would at least keep the deluge of thrown debris from getting into his face and eyes. 
 
    For the thousandth time that evening, Ari silently cursed Lord Ogwell for managing to convince him to go along with such a stupid plan. He knew that it would be impossible for him to back out at that point, given how many guards there were watching the building. 
 
    The thin man with the scars went next. He was dressed up like one of the vodakai, and he waved to the crowd as the onslaught of rotten fruit assailed him, causing one of the trailing ribbons from his arms meant to imitate the wings of the monsters to flail through the air.  
 
    Ari felt he understood the appeal of the festival and almost felt a stab of admiration for the core concept of it. There was something visceral about the idea of the Weatherblight fighting against each other, monster versus monster. Knowing that the people inside each costume were convicted criminals slated for execution only enhanced the entertainment, along with the appeal of crowd participation in the form of throwing whatever was at hand. 
 
    The fight had already begun, with the scarred man facing off against the first competitor, who wore a dark costume that could have passed for either a fisher or a lurker. The scarred man had a short sword, while the other competitor only had a rock, but both were as busy with each other as they were with dodging the constant stream of projectiles. 
 
    The third competitor ran into the circle, tentacles from his fisher costume trailing in the wake of his movements. He paused a few feet out, finding a sharpened stake on the ground the length of Ari’s forearm. He grinned and turned back toward the curtained doorway, apparently intent on ambushing the next competitor in line, which would have been Ari. 
 
    The crowd didn’t seem to like that. The rocks and rotten fruit focused on the man, foiling his ambush after only a few seconds and forcing him to run closer toward the center of the circle. The guard by the doorway nodded to Ari and blew the whistle to announce his entrance. 
 
    He took a page out of the scarred man’s book as he ran forward, pumping a fist into the air as though he was a valiant champion. A mushy onion struck his arm, and a rock skidded across the ground a few feet away from him. It was less than the others had received in welcome, though with each additional fighter in the circle, the crowd’s attention was spread slightly thinner. 
 
    Ari alternated between keeping a wary eye on the other men and searching the crowd for Virgil’s face. There were at least a thousand people crowded into the benches, enough to make the task harder than he’d expected it to be. He needed Azurelight if he wanted to stand a chance at victory. It would be a simple matter of forcing the other men, who were mostly wielding makeshift weapons and cheap daggers, to yield. 
 
    He briefly looked into the face of Baron Luka, who was watching the chaotic event with a solemn, but satisfied expression. With his mask and the illusion of Miragion still up, was there was no chance of the Baron recognizing him yet. Even still, it was slightly unnerving to know he was being watched by a man who wanted him dead and—at least for the moment—still had the power to make it happen.  
 
    Ari blinked as he noticed something completely unexpected. Baron Luka had a sword, one that he recognized from the flawless ruby hilt. Jarvis’ old sword, Bloodrose, a construct that was a twin to Azurelight in function if not personality. A twinge of guilt ran through him as he realized that the only way Jarvis would have parted with that sword was in death, one that Ari likely caused with his finishing blow during their last encounter. 
 
    One of the other competitors let out a grunt from his left, and Ari was hit with a tackle an instant later from the same direction. He cursed his poor strategy in letting himself get distracted so easily. Mourning an old enemy while surrounded by seven new ones. 
 
    The two of them hit the sandy floor of the fighting circle hard. Ari reflexively pulled his opponent into a clench, but the action was made awkward by the bulkiness of their costumes. An elbow slammed into his ribs, followed by a grazing fist that caught him across the forehead. 
 
    Another punch came, but he was ready. He dodged upward, catching his opponent’s arm just above the elbow and levering it to the side with an armbar that elicited a hideous crunch. He would have never put so much force into the movement while wrestling back down in the Hollow, but he’d always been aware of what would have happened if he did. 
 
    The man he was fighting was incoherent with pain, leaving Ari room to scramble back to his feet. All of the other competitors were in the circle now, and all of them were sizing each other up. Only a few had managed to find a weapon, but Ari was wary of the possibility that some might find a small dagger to conceal within their sleeve to surprise their opponent with. 
 
    He stood with his back as close to the fence as he could get it and resumed his search for Virgil. The process would have been easier if the crowd wasn’t so loud, leaving Virgil with little chance to shout out to him to get his attention. Was he even in the crowd? Had something already gone wrong within the process of their shoddy, half-baked plan? 
 
    Another competitor sprinted toward Ari, a stocky man old enough to be wrinkled but young enough to still have nice hair. He got his guard up in time to block the man’s first punch and throw a quick jab of his own. The man started circling, and Ari was cursing him as a distraction under his breath when another fighter joined the brawl, this one with a dagger. 
 
    The man with the dagger slashed his blade at Ari and then spun and drove the point of the weapon deep into the wrinkled man’s stomach. Ari hopped back and then started running, staying near the edge of the fighting circle and scanning the crowd for Virgil again. 
 
    He finally spotted him. Virgil was in the second row, holding Azurelight above his head with the sapphire pommel glinting in the light, which was a pretty smart strategy for drawing notice. Ari hoped that it wouldn’t also draw the notice of Baron Luka, who’d seen Lord Stoneblood carrying Azurelight before, but he somewhat doubted that the Baron noticed the details in weapons in the same way he did. 
 
    Ari waved his hands, and Virgil nodded his head, relief flooding over his face. He pulled the weapon loose from its scabbard, nearly poked the eye of the man sitting behind him out as he drew back his throw, and then hurled it forth. 
 
    It went wide, by a distance that was rather unflattering to Virgil and inconvenient for Ari. He saw Virgil cringe and run a hand through his blond hair before sitting back down heavily. Ari sprinted toward Azurelight. It was a bit more than thirty feet away, but if he could just… 
 
    The fat man who’d been taunting him earlier was closest to the sword, and he leaned over to scoop it up with surprising urgency. Ari slid to a stop, too close to retreat unnoticed. He saw the fat man’s features twist upward into a cruel smile. 
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    Ari had a couple of options, and none of them were great. As tempting as it was to summon Azurelight to his hand, as he would have normally done after dropping it, the act would draw too much attention. Particularly the attention of Baron Luka, who might not be able to notice a sapphire pommelstone from a distance but would recognize the trick for what it was and immediately connect it to the wanted criminal Lord Stoneblood. 
 
    He could try to fight unarmed, but even assuming that the fat man had no sword training, Azurelight was a razor-sharp greatsword. The range and deadliness it offered were second to no other unenchanted weapon Ari had ever wielded before. 
 
    “Stay still, and I’ll make it quick,” said the fat man as he lurched toward Ari. 
 
    There was a third option, and Ari felt a little stupid for not realizing it sooner. 
 
    “Are you sure you have a tight grip on that thing?” he asked. “You might drop it if your palms are too sweaty…” 
 
    He reached out with his will, feeling for his and Eva’s bond, and then focused it as he flicked his hand to the side and took advantage of their newest trick. The sword jerked in the fat man’s hands as Ari manipulated it from a distance, and he stared at the hilt, dumbfounded. 
 
    “What is this?” muttered the fat man. 
 
    Ari picked that moment to rush forward, hoping he wasn’t overestimating the strength of control he had over Azurelight. The fat man took a step back and lifted the greatsword up as though to slash on a diagonal. 
 
    Ari slid to a stop, out of range by mere inches, as the fat man swung. Flicking his hand forward again, he focused his will and manipulated the sword to add more momentum to the attack. Too much momentum. The fat man let out a surprised grunt as his upper body twisted too far across for his balance and costume to handle, tumbling to his feet. 
 
    Ari stripped the sword from his hands and delivered a shallow slash to the back of the fat man’s ankle, disabling him without doing too much damage. He jumped back, surveying the circle for his remaining opponents. 
 
    “I would prefer if you kept me out of the hands of that type of man in the future, Lord Aristial,” said Eva. 
 
    “Trust me, nobody is going to be touching you in the foreseeable future other than me,” he said. “Time to finish this.” 
 
    Including himself, there were four men left standing in the fighting circle: the scarred man and three others. Two fishers, a vodakai, and a wight, by costume. The scarred man was the only one who appeared to have a weapon worthy of consideration, a short spear with a steel tip that was coated in a thin layer of crimson blood. 
 
    Ari didn’t want to get ahead of himself now that he’d gotten his hands on Azurelight, so instead of attacking immediately, he sent a general query into the Ring of Insight with his will. It drew his attention to the fact that the remaining competitors would be unwilling to attack him individually, given how much deadlier Azurelight was than their daggers or even the scarred man’s short spear. 
 
    He interpreted that to mean that he could hang back, fight defensively, and wait until only one opponent remained. 
 
    “Let’s gang up on him,” said the scarred man, gesturing to Ari. “None of us will stand a chance at winning as long as he’s still got that sword.” 
 
    “Oh, for Dormiar’s sake,” muttered Ari. 
 
    He realized then that he’d interpreted the enchantment’s answer in reverse of how he should have. What he needed to do was go on the offensive and scare the men into fleeing so he could cut them down, one at a time. 
 
    It was a strategy that would have worked a moment earlier, but was useless to him now. The roar of the crowd was louder than ever, and it seemed to reflect the hunger in the men’s eyes. They were all criminals and killers offered one last chance at returning to a normal life. They had nothing to lose and everything to gain, and they fought like it. 
 
    Ari had to slash wildly to keep the two men with daggers from approaching close enough to stab one into him. Neither of them seemed capable of throwing their weapons, which was significant, as there was little Ari could do in that scenario other than hope his costume and Feathercloak were enough to shrug the projectile off. 
 
    The scarred man was circling around, trying to get behind Ari. He was aware of it, but there was very little he could do other than set his back against the fence, which would eliminate any room he had to retreat. Instead, Ari pushed forward, slashing at one of the men with daggers and scoring a superficial slash across the leg of his costume that immediately began to glisten with droplets of blood. 
 
    Heavy, accelerating footsteps sounded from behind him. Ari spun and swept Azurelight into a defensive slash just as the scarred man stabbed his spear forward. The sword cleaved the weapon in two, but that wasn’t enough to deflect the assault. 
 
    The scarred man hurled himself forward, tackling Ari at shoulder level and twisting in an attempt to drop him to the ground. He wasn’t as heavy as he looked, and Ari managed to maintain his balance with some assistance from his Feathercloak. 
 
    The scarred man tried to bite him, opening and closing his mouth on Ari’s neck. He felt a pinch, but the costume was just thick enough there to keep the man’s teeth from breaking skin. He didn’t want to think about what would have otherwise happened, or how often the scarred man had won fights with that maneuver. Or what the aftermath of it would look like. 
 
    Ari twisted, letting out a shout as he flung the scarred man off him and to the ground. The other man with a dagger fell upon him instantly, stabbing the dagger down on his chest far more times than what was likely necessary. 
 
    Ari landed a quick slash across the man’s thigh, eliciting a shout and a swear from him. He turned to face the last man, who appeared to be unarmed, and readied himself for anything. 
 
    “I yield,” said the last man. “Founder’s bones, I yield!” 
 
    He fell to his knees, and Ari was the last man standing. He let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and lifted his sword into the air, taking care to shield the pommel stone with his arm, just in case. 
 
    The crowd was applauding, and despite the brutality of what had just occurred, Ari felt proud of his performance. Baron Luka stood up from his seat on his viewing platform, ushering the crowd into silence with a wave of his hands. 
 
    “The Sacifice Bout has reached its conclusion,” shouted Baron Luka. “We have a new champion! Step forward, warrior, and—” 
 
    Someone screamed, and a Ravarian flew overhead, silhouette briefly visible as their winged form passed across the full face of Lumas, the old moon. A sinking feeling took hold in Ari’s chest as he realized that a single mistiming had just sent their plan up in flames. 
 
    “Guards!” shouted Baron Luka. “The Ravarians are attacking! Ready your weapons!” 
 
    As though the fates were interested in making the situation doubly complicated, a deep, distant boom sounded, followed by a low rumbling that promised more thunder to come. Several panicked cries emanated from the crowd, and people began jostling one another as they attempted to flee the oncoming chaos. 
 
    One of the Ravarians landed in the fighting circle next to Ari. He recognized Rin’s jet-black hair and violet eyes as she hurried over to him, splitting her attention between Ari and the guards that were readying bows to aim at her. She carried Varnasaria with her, the silver spear gleaming in the rain like a stolen strand of lightning. 
 
    “Rin!” he snapped. 
 
    “Is that you, chala?” she asked. “That costume looks ridiculous.” 
 
    Ari scowled and hurriedly began pulling it off, knowing he’d need his full mobility for what was to come next. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. “You were supposed to wait for the signal.” 
 
    “I had no choice,” said Rin. “We waited for as long as we could. The storm would have decimated my people.” 
 
    Ari turned to look at the crowd again, spotting Skinner and Lord Bruno Ogwell in one of the front rows. Bruno looked anxious and seemed to be gathering his personal guards around him, preparing to abandon the situation. Ari was about to shout for him, when a different, more panicked shout came from another direction. 
 
    What happened next seemed to occur in slow motion. Baron Luka was teetering on the edge of his viewing platform. One of the branches of the tree next to it had moved strangely, as though blown by a strong wind. It whipped back and forth, striking the illegitimate ruler of Cliffhaven a second time, and sending him tumbling headfirst from his perch. 
 
    He landed on his neck, and he didn’t get up. Ari stared at the fallen Baron for a couple of seconds before turning and looking for Virgil in the crowd. The Sai youth was grinning, and he gave Ari a thumbs up as though what he’d just done had been the intended outcome of the plan from the beginning. 
 
    “Mud and blood, this is getting wild,” he muttered. 
 
    Bruno had climbed into the fighting circle, and he warily approached Baron Luka’s body. He turned him onto his back and revealed the wide, empty eyes of a recently deceased man. 
 
    “The Baron… is dead,” said Bruno. 
 
    The way he spoke the words all but confirmed to Ari that he’d never expected his original plan to work to begin with. Ari hurried over to him and pulled him to his feet by his shoulder. 
 
    “We can make this work,” said Ari. “This is close enough to what we intended.” 
 
    The rain was starting to fall, and Bruno shifted nervously, clearly wanting nothing more than to run back to his estate. The fishers spawned more rarely within the city, but there would still be enough within Cliffhaven’s walls to cause panic with so many people in the streets. 
 
    “The Ravarians are attacking us?” said Bruno, half as a question and half as a statement. 
 
    “The Ravarians are here to help,” said Ari. “Right, Rin?” 
 
    “We’ll help, but only in exchange for shelter,” said Rin. “We have many who aren’t capable of fighting or fleeing the Weatherblight.” 
 
    “Bruno, start giving orders,” said Ari. “The people just saw their Baron fall to his death in a tragic accident. They need leadership.” 
 
    “You… are correct,” said Bruno. “Guards! Start patrolling the streets, and carry word that the Ravarians are not to be attacked unless they attack first!” 
 
    “They need a place to go,” said Rin. “Somewhere out of the rain.” 
 
    “I’m sure Lord Ogwell would be willing to lend his estate,” said Ari, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” he muttered. 
 
    Ari clapped Rin and Bruno on the shoulder, turning his attention to his own circumstances. He couldn’t leave the tower unattended during a storm, not without someone capable of fighting the Weatherblight watching over. He needed to get back as soon as possible, and it would likely be a one-way trip. 
 
    “Bruno, I need you to honor our bargain,” said Ari. “I need mercenaries, and I need them now.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” said Bruno. “I won’t have many to provide immediately. But, er, perhaps I could send Skinner along with some more over the next few days?” 
 
    Skinner was standing nearby, and he winced when Lord Ogwell said his name. 
 
    “You wish for me to go with Lord Stoneblood?” he asked, grudgingly. “Out into a storm, to help him with whatever fool endeavor he came to Cliffhaven seeking help in?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s an order,” said Bruno. 
 
    “I need more than just Skinner,” said Ari. 
 
    “Do you see more men I have to give?” snapped Bruno. 
 
    Most of the rest of his red-cloaked guards had already moved off to patrol the city. The rain was falling more heavily, with flashes of lightning now interspersed through the storm. They were out of time. 
 
    “I will rejoin you once I’ve made sure the refugees are safe within the city,” said Rin. “I’ll bring any warriors that can be spared.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be enough,” sighed Ari. “Mud and blood, why can’t things ever go to plan?” 
 
    He turned to look to Virgil, only to spot him standing near Baron Luka’s body. He held a greatsword with a flawless ruby pommel stone in his hands, and was staring into the blade as though he saw something more than his own reflection. 
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    “Lord Aristial!” shouted Eva through the bond. “You must not let him hold that sword!” 
 
    Her words were sharp and urgent, almost desperate. Ari didn’t disagree that Virgil holding Bloodrose was probably a recipe for disaster, but the storm was underway and they had no time. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out when we get back to the tower,” said Ari. “Kerys and the others could be in danger.” 
 
    Ari sprinted over to Virgil, who grinned as he held Bloodrose up. His smile faded as he saw Ari’s expression, but there was no time for the discussion that would eventually need to take place. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get moving,” he said. “The three of us need to…” 
 
    He trailed off, realizing that Skinner was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “I’ll meet you outside the city wall,” called Skinner, from a distance. “Harder for me to be missable when I’m a part of a group, see.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Ari. “Just be ready.” 
 
     He grabbed Virgil by the arm and pulled him into motion, sprinting out of the fighting circle and through the entry building. 
 
    The streets were still filled with people, and the rain, the night, and the lack of torches all combined to make traversing the city difficult. Ari kept hold of Virgil’s arm, pulling him forward to keep pace. They slid to a stop as they reached Cliffhaven’s main gate, which was firmly shut. 
 
    “What are you doing?” shouted one of the guards. “Get inside! We’d kill everyone if we opened the gate right now.” 
 
    Ari ignored him, instead grabbing Virgil and leading him up the stairs that led to the parapet. The confused guard at the top of the stairs hesitated instead of drawing his sword. Ari approached the wall’s stone lip, furiously considering if there was a way to use his Feathercloak to slow their fall enough for the two of them to safely jump down together. 
 
    “There’s a tree!” shouted Virgil. “Over that way!” 
 
    The guard finally came back to his senses and grabbed Ari’s shoulder as he attempted to follow Virgil along the wall. Ari twisted out of his grasp and pushed him back, knowing that he’d just earned himself an arrow if any of the archers were paying attention to the parapet instead of the streets. 
 
    They made it to the tree, which was a massive, old oak that had grown almost flush with Cliffhaven’s wall but would have normally been outside of reach. Virgil pushed his hand outward, and the tree’s trunk leaned toward the wall, creaking as it strained against its own wood. Virgil leapt onto it, pulling himself down by grabbing branches, each of which he repositioned. 
 
    Ari ran further down the wall, drawing the guards away from Virgil. He didn’t need the tree to make it down with his Feathercloak, and once he saw Virgil drop low enough to be out of easy range of any archers, he hurled himself into the open air. 
 
    It was a smooth drop, with the enchantment on his cloak keeping the speed of his fall manageable, almost dangerously so. An arrow whizzed by his ear at an uncomfortably close distance. Ari twisted sideways, trying to reduce his profile as a target. 
 
    He rolled across the wet grass as he hit the ground and immediately began running. Virgil slowed so he could catch up, his gait made slightly awkward by the scabbard-clad greatsword he still carried in his hands. 
 
    “Nice work.” Skinner stepped out of the shadows and fell into pace with them. “So where exactly are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” said Ari. 
 
    They weren’t alone, which was both expected and terrifying. The fishers had already begun to draw in, sensing new prey in the night. Virgil’s panting took on a desperate, fearful quality as the shapes began to move in the shadows. Skinner seemed less distressed by the situation, but there was still a nervous quality to his movements. 
 
    Oddly enough, the first thought that came to mind was about the fisher costume Ari had worn during the Sacrifice Bout and what a poor job it did at capturing what made the monsters seem so threatening. They moved with a limbering, predatory ease, switching between running on all fours to rearing up on their back two legs, extending their tentacles to sense movement on the air. 
 
    There was also the soft, purring noise that they made, like a cat from a distorted nightmare. Two of the fishers were approaching Ari and Virgil, one from either side. There were more behind them, and one stood on its hind legs directly ahead, blocking their way forward. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “Have you a plan?” 
 
    “No, but that’s never stopped me before,” said Ari. 
 
    He drew Azurelight and took a skipping step as he hurled it forward. His goal was to use their new bond ability to direct his attack, striking down the fisher before he and Virgil came within reach of it to keep them from needing to slow down. 
 
    It worked far better than he’d been expecting. Azurelight gained momentum at the insistence of Ari’s will, stabbing into the fisher’s midriff. He pulled his hand back, drawing the greatsword out at a distance, and then stabbed it forward again. The monster shuddered and fell sideways, spilling sickly-smelling green blood onto the grass. 
 
    Ari summoned Azurelight back to him and made sure Virgil and Skinner were still keeping pace. The copse of trees obscuring the tower from direct view was just ahead of them. All they needed to do was get inside and secure the door until Rin and the warriors she was bringing along with her arrived. 
 
    There was a single fisher milling around the tower’s entrance when they reached it. Virgil used his mystica without needing to be told, binding it in place with the nearby vegetation and foliage. Ari severed the fisher’s head from its body with a single, cleaving strike and then made his way to the door.  
 
    He knocked, fully expecting that just throwing the door open would elicit panic from within. 
 
    “We’re back,” said Ari.  
 
    There was a small scuffle as the lock bar was pulled loose from the wooden door, and then it swung open. Ari grinned at what he saw on the other side. 
 
    Durrien held a club in his hands and looked prepared to use it if he needed to. Kerys and Amber were also in the common room, weaponless but determined. A visible wave of relief washed over all three as they saw Ari and the others. 
 
    “It’s damn good to see you, lad,” said Durrien. “What of Rin? And what of the mercenaries?” 
 
    “It’s a long, frustrating story,” said Ari. “We still have to wait for Rin, but I’ll explain as much as I can in the meantime.” 
 
    He quickly gave Durrien a rundown of the events that had transpired in Cliffhaven, skipping over the parts that Amber and Kerys had already explained to him. Some of the Ravarian children came downstairs, though they were followed by Grena’s chastising voice. One of them grinned upon seeing Ari and ran over to hug his leg. 
 
    “I’m going to check on Selene,” said Virgil. 
 
    “Go right ahead,” said Ari. 
 
    Virgil set Bloodrose down on the common room table as he made his way upstairs, having no real way to secure the weapon to himself. Eva shifted forms as soon as he’d left the room and shot Ari a concerned look. 
 
    “You must take that sword from him, Aristial,” said Eva. “Bloodrose is not like me. She will manipulate him, bend him to her will. Take the sword and destroy it, or at least cast it into the ocean.” 
 
    “Virgil has wanted a weapon for some time now,” he said. “It’s not going to be easy to convince him to give a sword like this up, though I understand why it’s necessary.” 
 
    He’d seen the way Bloodrose was during Mythril’s visions and had no doubt that she’d be whispering in Virgil’s ear the same way, given enough time. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him about it,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva crossed her arms and frowned in response to that answer. Ari returned to keeping a careful watch on the surrounding forest through the window as the minutes slowly went by. He’d been half expecting Rin and her warriors to make it to the tower before them, given how quickly they could fly. What was taking them so long? 
 
    The answer came in the form of a knock at the door. Ari removed the lock bar and pulled it open to reveal Rin on the other side, along with a dozen male and female Ravarians, armed with a mixture of wooden spears and weapons taken from the fallen during the chaos in Cliffhaven. 
 
    He recognized one of them, though she looked vastly different from the last time he’d seen her. 
 
    “Mud and blood…” muttered Ari. “Leyehl?” 
 
    She was tall, though her blonde hair was much shorter than it had once been. Her features were slender and athletic, and two parallel scars ran across one of her cheeks. She looked much the same as she had the last time Ari had seen her, except for the fact that she was missing her wings. 
 
    She wore clothing intended for a normal human, and two small bumps gave contour to her shirt in the spot where her wings should have emerged from. A dull, repressed rage burned in her eyes, and the grip she had on her spear seemed tense, almost quivering. 
 
    “She did not want to stay in Cliffhaven,” said Rin. “For good reason. The dead Baron had taken her as a prisoner, and then a slave. That man deserved far worse than he received, chala.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” said Ari. 
 
    A clicking hiss from a fisher came from outside, punctuating the continued urgency of their situation. 
 
    “Everybody inside,” said Ari. “There’s more room upstairs. Come on, quickly.” 
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    He teleported the tower back to Etheria as soon as he was sure they had everyone. The instantaneous shift of conditions was a relief this time, with the sound of pattering rain on the tower’s roof replaced by a stale, open silence. 
 
    Outside of Rin and the children, the rest of the Ravarians reacted with various awed noises. Ari waited until they’d calmed down before calling Eva and Rin over to him and preparing to open the door. 
 
    “We’ve been gone for long enough that we can’t be sure that Etheria is still as we left it,” he said. “The Sai could already be here, waiting for us. It’s an ugly possibility, but there might also be something like a wild animal or two that managed to sneak in.” 
 
    “They’d have to get past the tree fence,” said Virgil. “I made sure it was as tightly knit as I could before we left.” 
 
    Virgil was holding Bloodrose again, one hand caressing the pommel stone much in the same way that Ari knew he often unconsciously stroked Eva as Azurelight. He frowned and decided to talk to Virgil about the sword sooner, rather than later. 
 
    “Spread out,” said Ari. “Rin, have your people check the underchambers, the kitchen, and the baths. “Virgil, come with me to check the entrance.” 
 
    Rin nodded. Eva shifted forms, as much to give Ari Azurelight to wield as to make space in the crowded common room. Slowly, they made their way out into Etheria’s main chamber, footsteps echoing through the massive enclosed space. 
 
    Ari waited until he and Virgil were far enough away to be out of earshot from the others before folding his arms and looking over at him. 
 
    “Virgil,” he said. “Has she said anything to you?” 
 
    He frowned at Ari in confusion. 
 
    “What?” asked Virgil. “I… don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “The sword you carry is like mine,” said Ari. “Almost a twin to it, except it’s corrupted by the imprint of the woman it was made from. It’s not a weapon that you should be wielding. You didn’t know, so I don’t blame you for picking it up, but—” 
 
    “You wish to take it from me?” asked Virgil, with an edge in his tone. “Is that it? You think it’s too dangerous for a boy to play with?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said, and that’s not what I mean,” said Ari. 
 
    “What is it you meant then?” asked Virgil.  
 
    “It’s too dangerous for anyone to wield!” said Ari. “You don’t understand what she’s like.” 
 
    Virgil sneered at him and closed a hand on the hilt of Bloodrose. Ari’s hand went to Azurelight on reflex, but he forced it to relax at his side, not wanting to even consider where the movement might lead. 
 
    “So you won’t take the sword for yourself, but you don’t want me to have it, either,” said Virgil. “Just as with Lady Kerys.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that,” said Ari, through gritted teeth. “Kerys is a person, not a thing to be taken.” 
 
    He felt a sudden tension in the bond between him and Eva and realized how she might have interpreted the words, meant toward Bloodrose, to also be about her. 
 
    “If it is just a sword, then I’m keeping it,” said Virgil. He unsheathed the curved greatsword and set the flat across his palm. “I’m in need of a good weapon.” 
 
    A flash of light came from Bloodrose as she shifted forms, startling Virgil back. She closed the distance between them before he could do anything other than let out a surprised gasp. 
 
    “You’re more in need than I think you realize,” said Bloodrose, pulling him into an embrace. She kissed him, and Virgil seemed to go limp against her, dumbfounded by the sudden turn of events. 
 
    “No!” shouted Ari. 
 
    He drew Azurelight, but the sword disappeared in his hand, Eva taking its place. She hurled herself forward, knocking Bloodrose away from Virgil.  
 
    “You vicious harpy!” screeched Bloodrose. “I’ll make you wish for death.” 
 
    “Shut your foul mouth,” said Eva. 
 
    “Hey!” Virgil reached out an arm, apparently intent on pulling the women apart. Ari grabbed him by the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. 
 
    The fight was fiercely violent and over almost as soon as it had begun. Eva dodged a punch from Bloodrose, slammed her fist into the red-haired woman’s stomach, and then pulled her into a vicious trip, landing her flat on her back against the ground. Bloodrose flashed with light as she landed, returning to her sword form. 
 
    “This is what I meant, Virgil,” said Ari. “Bloodrose is insane.” 
 
    “Blood… rose,” repeated Virgil. He shook his head. “She kissed me?” 
 
    “She is weakened from the death of her former bond master,” said Eva. “I suppose there is a small upside to us now having control of her.” 
 
    “You have any idea what to do with her?” asked Ari. “I know you mentioned flinging her into the ocean, but it’s not exactly close by Etheria.” 
 
    “The sword must be destroyed,” said Eva. Despite her words, there was a slight waver to her voice that made Ari think she wasn’t as resolved as she wanted to be. 
 
    “I could drain the enchantment from it,” he said. “You mentioned once that if I did that with Azurelight, it would destroy you.” 
 
    “Only because I was willing to allow it,” said Eva. “If you attempted it with her, you would first have to overcome her will, which would leave her an opening to bond with you. It may be possible, but it would take time and preparation.” 
 
    Eva walked over to the ruby-hilted greatsword and lifted it from the floor. She reached a hand toward Virgil, demanding the scabbard. He looked down at it, frowning in confusion and disappointment, then passed it to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what I said before,” muttered Virgil. “It’s just… hard for me, Lord Stoneblood. Perhaps it’s a trick of my ego.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you have a sword, Virgil,” said Ari. “It looks like the Ravarians brought some weapons with them. I can even enchant it for you, like I said I would before.” 
 
    Virgil gave a small nod before turning his attention back to the trees blocking the end of the tunnel. He waved a hand, creating an opening amidst their branches, and then he departed for his room. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” asked Ari, as Eva fell in step alongside him, still carrying Bloodrose. 
 
    “I will bury this where it will not be found,” she said. “By anyone.” 
 
    It was a clear night outside Etheria, with no clouds overhead and both moons providing ample illumination. Ari did a slow circle of the arena dome’s exterior, staring off into the horizon for any sign of an approaching Sai army. 
 
    To the southeast, beyond the trees, was a small line of smoke trailing upward into the sky, too thick to be made from a small campfire. Ari ran a hand across his forehead, feeling slightly nauseous even though it was what he’d been expecting. 
 
    “I can scout them from the sky, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari hadn’t heard her coming and flinched at the sound of her voice. 
 
    “Only if you can do it without being seen,” said Ari. “I’m sure they’ve already found Etheria and noticed that we weren’t home. Announcing that we’re back will likely only instigate the battle early.” 
 
    Rin nodded. She slammed the butt of her silver spear against the ground and flapped her wings, taking to the sky with a vaulting start. Ari waited until Eva returned from burying the sword before slowly making his way back into the dome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    From the behavior of the rest of the members of the settlement, Ari could almost convince himself that everything was still normal. Grena had brought the Ravarian out into Etheria’s main chamber, and they were enjoying themselves. Some of Rin’s Ravarian warriors were joining in, happy to indulge the spirits of the children that they’d soon be fighting for the survival of. 
 
    Kerys was in Etheria’s main kitchen, cooking up dinner with what remained of the food that they’d purchased in Cliffhaven. Ari was happy to see the magical, purple cooking fires he’d expended essence on to get working were finally in use. 
 
    “Smells good,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys glanced over her shoulder and grinned at him. “As it should. It’s the most complicated meal I’ve made since, well… In a while.” 
 
    She was rolling out dough on the table, and she dusted her hands off, her new one still covered by the silk glove that kept it attached to her arm. She had a smudge of flour on her cheek, and Ari reached his thumb out to brush it off. 
 
    “There will be stew to go with it,” said Kerys. “Carrots, potatoes, onions, and gazelle meat.” 
 
    Ari took a whiff from the large pot hanging over the cooking fire, savoring the smell. 
 
    “Well, if nothing else, we’ll be going into battle well-fed,” he said.  
 
    Kerys didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. She shifted her attention from the dough back to the stew, stirring it with a large, wooden spoon. 
 
    “Ari,” she said. “Do we really have to fight?” 
 
    It was a simple question, but a good one. They still had essence left, enough to take the tower and go somewhere else. Diya had found Etheria, but it was unlikely that he knew where all of the tower’s teleport anchors were located. If they went back to Cliffhaven, they might even be able to live comfortably within the city until the Sai showed up outside the gates. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice this time,” said Ari. “Emperor Diya is the type of man that would chase us if we ran. Fighting here, fighting for our home, is what we have to do. It’s what I have to do.” 
 
    Kerys moved back over to the dough, pounding it flat with the palm of her new hand. Ari set his hands on her shoulders and gently kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Promise me that you’ll win?” she asked. Her voice sounded very girlish and small, and it betrayed the depths of the fear she was harboring inside. 
 
    “We won’t lose,” he said. “I can’t promise that we’ll win, but we won’t lose.” 
 
    Dinner was served shortly after, with everyone in the settlement gathering in the kitchen. It was cold in most parts of the settlement, and being close to the cooking fire made it easier to stay warm. They didn’t have enough bowls to go around, so the children ate first, followed by the adults who’d be fighting the next day, and then everyone else. 
 
    The stew was thick, with big chunks of lean gazelle meat, soft potatoes, and a delicious broth. Kerys had baked the dough she’d been working on into a simple bread, which was still warm and fluffy as Ari used it to mop clean his bowl. He waited until everyone else had finished eating and the children had left for bed with Grena before making his way to the front of the group and gathering their attention. 
 
    “The Sai are here,” he said. “They’re camped a couple of miles away from Etheria.” 
 
    Rin had described their numbers to him when she’d returned, the two of them having a quiet conversation away from the others. There were just over a hundred Saidicans, by her count, and it was impossible to know how many were mages or how well-equipped they were. The thought of each of them having a combat mystica along with a rune sled was Ari’s worst fear. 
 
    “Most likely, they’ll attack tomorrow,” said Ari. “It might be before dawn. It might be sometime during the day, possibly in the evening. We have no way of knowing what will happen.” 
 
    He kept expecting someone else to butt in and either put voice to their fears or make a confident quip about how Etheria would stand strong against the invaders. Nobody said anything, which left him shouldering the heavy tension by himself. 
 
    “Everyone who isn’t able or willing to fight will hide inside the tower,” said Ari. “The teleportation wards can be activated by any of the Hume, not just me. I’ll walk Kerys and Amber through how to use them so you’ll still have the option to escape if the front line falls.” 
 
    He looked over at Kerys and Amber, and they each nodded in turn. 
 
    “We are outnumbered,” said Ari. “But we still have some advantages. Namely, Etheria itself. The tree fence along with the tunnel means that we can hold against the Sai in the same way we do against the Weatherblight, forcing them to attack at a choke point and fighting them evenly.” 
 
    He could see Eva and Skinner nodding. Rin, Leyehl, and the other Ravarian warriors looked more skeptical, and Ari knew that their preference would be to be outside, fighting from the air if they could.  
 
    “We hold the line, and we don’t let any of the Sai get by us,” said Ari. “Do you understand? Our plan will only work if we prevent them from getting by us into Etheria.” 
 
    “Er, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how is that a plan?” asked Skinner. “It sounds kind of like you just want us to fight them and let the cards fall as they may.” 
 
    “The best plans are the simplest ones,” said Ari. “Why make it any more complicated than it needs to be?” 
 
    The discussion continued, opening up as Eva, Rin, and Skinner began to talk about the specifics of their strategy and how they’d organize themselves into a line. Ari was distracted, his attention instead shifting across the group, looking for one face that he knew would be listening intently. 
 
    Lady Prestia had been keeping a low profile since they’d returned to Etheria. She hadn’t said anything to Ari or spoken much with anyone else. She’d been quiet in light of the fact that an encampment of her people, the Sai who she longed to return to, were almost within shouting distance. 
 
    Ari hadn’t worked it out entirely on his own. As was often the case, he owed his Ring of Insight for reminding him of the fact that Etheria was a settlement of diverse people with occasionally diverging interests. Lady Prestia was not a warrior, and she hadn’t been with the group long enough to owe them any loyalty. She didn’t want to die, and she would have rather been with the Sai, with her people, from the start. 
 
    He waited patiently while the battle discussion continued, and he pretended not to notice as Lady Prestia parted from the group, heading for the baths. He watched for a minute, and was finally rewarded when she quietly walked around the edge of Etheria and out through the tunnel. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” said Ari. 
 
    The others shot him curious glances. He grinned back at them and started after Lady Prestia, making sure to follow at a distance far enough back to keep his presence hidden. 
 
    Virgil had left the tree fence open, just as Ari had told him to. He watched Lady Prestia slip out through the branches and break out into a jog that required her to pull her skirts up. The Sai bonfire in the distance was visible as a partially obscured orange light through the trees, though he was sure it would still be an uncomfortable trip to make through the dark. 
 
    Ari watched, and let her go. 
 
    “What was that about?” asked Eva, as he returned. 
 
    “Lady Prestia is going to tell Diya everything we just worked out.” 
 
    “That Saidican bitch!” Rin snatched Varnasaria off the ground and started toward the tunnel. 
 
    “Don’t,” said Ari. “She’s our only chance of coming out of this battle alive. Now, it’s time for us to talk about the actual plan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Another hour went by with everyone present adding their ideas to stir into the proverbial pot. Ari insisted on everyone getting a full night’s sleep aside from those on watch, which Eva dutifully organized into shifts. 
 
    He found Kerys waiting for him back in his underchamber. She wore a simple grey shift, one too short to be suitable outside of the warmer seasons or for bed. It was a sleeveless dress, and she hadn’t worn it in a while for fear of revealing her injury. Ari decided he liked the way it looked with her in gloves. 
 
    She sat on his sleeping roll, legs pulled to the side, her partially dyed black and blonde hair hanging in a single lock across her shoulder. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari slowly walked over and sat down next to her. For some reason, he found it hard to keep his mind from wandering off to their first night together. Circumstances had forced them to share a single kellowack, and they had fumbled about in the way that so many teenagers do. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll be the only one having trouble with sleeping tonight,” he said. 
 
    He put an arm around her, and Kerys leaned her head onto his shoulder. She was trembling slightly, but the small amount of contact between them seemed to steady her somewhat. 
 
    “Will we make it through this?” asked Kerys. “Is this the end?” 
 
    “Not even close,” he said. “We’ll be fine. I know exactly what I’m doing.” 
 
    “That’s the worst lie you’ve ever told,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    For once, Ari wasn’t sure that he was lying. He did know, or at least have an idea of what he was doing. Whether it would work or not was another question. He had the tools he needed to win. It was all about figuring out the correct way of using them to outsmart the Sai. 
 
    “I want to talk about… last night,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Ah.” Ari gave her a small squeeze with his arm. “Which part of last night? It was certainly eventful.” 
 
    “You know which part,” said Kerys. “I meant it, you know. I really do want to, you know…” 
 
    Kerys shrugged, and her cheeks reddened as the silence lengthened. 
 
    “You want to be my wife?” said Ari. 
 
    “Is that a question, or… a proposal?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari laughed and kissed her. Kerys hugged him from the side, letting her breasts press against his shoulder. 
 
    “I know it would be complicated,” said Kerys. “It’s not as though you can just commit like that. Our current situation isn’t like down in the Hollow, where that type of fidelity was rigid and made perfect sense.” 
 
    Ari didn’t say anything right away. Kerys was far more emotionally articulate than he was, and he wondered if that had always been the case or if it was a reflection of how much thought she’d put into her current words. 
 
    “Since we first came to the surface, it’s been you and I,” said Ari. “And Eva.” 
 
    “And Eva,” agreed Kerys. “She’s been there for me as much as she’s been there for you. I… would be okay with it. With her, being a part of our lives still.” 
 
    She spoke the words in a soft voice, which only seemed to reinforce the resolve they must have taken. She was talking about sharing him with a woman who she envied in a dozen different ways. She was talking about love, trust, and true commitment. 
 
    “Lord Aristial?” Eva walked in at that very moment. “Oh! My apologies, Lady Kerys. I was expecting Aristial to be alone.” 
 
    Eva turned to leave. Ari was about to tell her to stay, but Kerys reacted first. She got up and hurried over, taking Eva’s hand before she could step out of the underchamber’s open doorway. 
 
    “You should stay,” said Kerys. “In here. With us.” 
 
    Eva blinked, looking confused, and then blinked again. For once, she seemed caught off guard, and her cheeks flushed as red as Kerys’ had been earlier. 
 
    “I thought the two of you were going to share the night, so to speak,” said Eva. 
 
    “We were,” said Kerys, in a very shy voice. 
 
    Eva started to shake her head, but Kerys set her hand on her cheek, cutting off her dissent. 
 
    “You can build your bond with Ari this way,” said Kerys. “That’s what you came here to do, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I… yes… however…” 
 
    Kerys stood up on her tiptoes and gave Eva a quick kiss on the lips. Ari realized two things in that moment. One, he was pretty sure he’d never seen Kerys kiss anybody other than himself before. And two, the fact that Eva was still wearing one of his tunics was, under the current circumstances, a serious turn on. 
 
    She led Eva over to Ari’s bedroll by the hand. For a few seconds, the three of them just looked at each other. The tension built in a way that was a mixture of nervous eroticism, more pronounced than Ari remembered it being even during the first time he’d been intimate with each of them on their own. 
 
    “This is… rather sudden,” said Eva. 
 
    “If you knew how many times Kerys had peeped on us while we were being intimate, I don’t think you’d say that,” said Ari. 
 
    “Aristial!” snapped Kerys. 
 
    “Truly?” said Eva, in a slightly miffed tone. “Lady Kerys, you’ve watched us before? While Aristial and I were…” 
 
    “I was just curious,” mumbled Kerys. 
 
    Eva looked as though she had more questions, but Ari slid over until he was directly behind her on the bedroll and planted a soft kiss on her neck. 
 
    “Eva, you wanted to strengthen our bond tonight,” whispered Ari. “It would be good for us to do that before tomorrow’s battle. Kerys also wanted to spend the night in my bed.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Eva’s breathing quivered audibly as Kerys slid over to the other side of her and set a hand on her thigh. 
 
    Ari was fascinated by the dynamic and more than a little turned on by Eva’s hesitance. He’d always assumed that Kerys, so desperate to keep a firm grip on her virginity until marriage, was the more vanilla of the two. Though, now that he considered it a little more, aside from full-on sex, Kerys had been the one who’d been more experimentative and creative when it came to following her passion. 
 
    “Kerys?” whispered Eva. Her voice made it sound like she was seeking an ally in her, as though there was still a chance to make Kerys realize that what they were doing was too dirty and lewd for their reservations. “Are you… certain you’re comfortable with this?” 
 
    “You’re really pretty, Eva,” said Kerys. “I don’t know if I ever really told you that before.” 
 
    Kerys ran a hand up Eva’s side, letting her thumb caress the edge of her breast through her tunic. 
 
    “You are just as pretty, Lady Kerys,” said Eva, in a rather confused tone. 
 
    Ari was getting impatient. He wrapped his arms around Eva and slowly began rubbing himself against her, fully intent on making her his first conquest of the night. 
 
    Kerys kissed Eva again, and Ari saw Eva extend a hesitant hand, briefly touching one of Kerys’ breasts before pulling back. Kerys flashed a proud smirk and reached down to the hem of her shift, slowly pulling it up and over her head and letting her plump breasts bounce loose. 
 
    “Kerys,” whispered Eva. 
 
    Ari was too horny to keep himself under control. He gently shifted Eva, who seemed more pliable than usual while so far out of her comfort zone, and straddled her waist. He slid his hands underneath her, really his, tunic and enjoyed the sensation of the soft, flawless skin of her taut stomach. 
 
    Eva lifted her arms so he could pull it off her and brought them to her chest as though to cover her nudity. Ari watched as she glanced over at Kerys and then shyly revealed herself. Kerys ran a hand across one of Eva’s breasts, and Eva did the same to her after a few seconds, each woman softly groping, comparing and contrasting. 
 
    They slowly drew closer to each other before kissing again. Ari could see Eva’s reaction to Kerys’ particular style of kissing, or lack thereof. She cupped Kerys’ cheek and let the kiss deepen for a moment before gently pulling back. 
 
    “We aren’t giving Ari enough attention,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari almost admitted that he didn’t really mind, given how hot it was to watch them, but he had the wherewithal to clamp his mouth shut at the last second. He leaned back on the bed, and Kerys and Eva slid over to him. 
 
    Kerys started taking off his pants, while Eva quickly wiggled out of her own and then started slipping up his tunic. The air in the room felt a fair amount hotter with all three of them fully naked. Ari was hard as a rock, and he felt Kerys’ hand wrap around his shaft as Eva kissed his lips and ran her hand through his hair. 
 
    Ari couldn’t resist. He gently cupped Eva’s cheek, guiding her face and kisses down the length of his chest, toward his crotch. He ran a hand through Kerys’ hair, positioning her in a similar manner. Both of their faces were across from each other, with his cock in the middle, like the battle standard of a naked army. 
 
    “Are you trying to hint at something, milord?” said Eva, in a coy voice. 
 
    “You’re such a pervert, Ari,” said Kerys. “Though… It would probably be less work with both of us.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ari. “If anything, I’m just streamlining the process for you both.” 
 
    Kerys stuck out her tongue at him and then pressed it to the underside of his shaft. Ari had to dig his fingers into his bedroll to keep from gasping in delight. Eva ran her fingers along his thigh and then pressed a kiss of her own to his cock, lower down than where Kerys was teasing. 
 
    Ari was delirious with pleasure. He watched and was surprised to find that both women were having an unexpected amount of fun with it. They turned their heads sideways and matched one of their kisses up perfectly, pressing their lips together with Ari’s cock perfectly positioned in between. It was a wet, hot paradise of soft lips and teasing tongues. 
 
    He could feel how close he was. The lewd mixture of licks and moans emanating from Kerys and Eva might have been enough to push him over the edge on its own. Kerys seemed to sense how close he was just before he was about to unload into their faces, and she pulled back, gesturing for Eva to stop. 
 
    “He’s about to make a mess,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Very true,” said Eva. “He always makes that face when he’s close.” 
 
    “What face?” mumbled Ari. 
 
    “Would you like to, um… take the lead, Lady Kerys?” asked Eva. 
 
    Kerys flashed a devious smile. “I think I’d have more fun to watch you with him.” 
 
    She slid to Eva’s side, shifting her down onto the bedroll. Ari was still possessed by his lust, and he was barely aware of what he was doing as he climbed onto Eva, kissing her lips and pulling her legs apart. 
 
    He was just aware enough to glance over at Kerys before pushing forward and entering Eva. Kerys was biting her lower lip while simultaneously caressing Eva’s breasts with her real hand and touching between her own legs with her copper one. 
 
    Ari pulled Kerys’ face to his and kissed her as he slid his cock forward into Eva. The sensation hooked onto his primal urges, fueled by their previous foreplay, and he was thrusting at full speed after only a few seconds. 
 
    He pressed down on Eva, wrapping one arm around her back and shoulder to lever himself forward. His other hand reached out for Kerys, and she spread her legs for him and guided one of his fingers inside of her. 
 
    It was an experience beyond anything Ari could have envisioned for himself. Eva was moaning like an animal in heat. Kerys was alternating between letting out soft, pleasured whimpers and lewdly sucking on one of Eva’s nipples. 
 
    Ari was thrusting into Eva, fingering Kerys, and taking complete dominance over the two women he loved the most. He squeezed his toes until they cramped painfully, an old trick he’d learned to force himself to last longer. He wanted to hear them both cum before he did. 
 
    It worked. Surprisingly, Kerys came first, the inside of her lane squeezing tight around Ari’s finger as her hips jerked uncontrollably. Ari pulled back from her to focus completely on Eva for a moment, pounding his shaft into her with the kind of strength he usually reserved for fighting. 
 
    Kerys slid back over to join them as soon as she’d recovered from her pleasure. She traded kisses with both Eva and Ari, using her tongue to lick Eva’s breasts, whenever her mouth was free. The combination proved to be too much for Eva, and her entire body tensed and seized as she was struck by a tremendous orgasm. 
 
    Ari was so proud of his handiwork that he almost forgot about himself. He started thrusting into Eva’s body again slowly, but Kerys took his shoulder and roughly pulled him onto his back before he could build up speed again. 
 
    “Let’s try something new,” she said, in a voice that was too cute and girlish for the moment. 
 
    She cupped her breasts around Ari’s cock and motioned for Eva to do the same. Eva looked unsure, and she blushed a little as the positioning drew a rather stark comparison between Kerys’ ample assets and her smaller pair.  
 
    “Now, what if we slide like this…” mused Kerys. 
 
    She and Eva slid their hot cleavage along the length of his cock. Ari groaned, hoping they both understood that he was already past the point of no return. 
 
    The two women pressed their lips together, covering the entirety of the head of his cock. Ari’s eyes flickered open and closed as he came, unleashing a hot, sticky mess into the mouths and onto the lips of both Kerys and Eva. They continued kissing each other, cleaning the mess as much as continuing the sensual moment. 
 
    They slid to fit alongside Ari, Eva on his left, Kerys on his right. Kerys pulled the blanket over their bodies to provide some much-needed warmth to fill the void left by their hot exertions. 
 
    “I was skeptical before,” whispered Eva. “I think I have been convinced.” 
 
    Kerys giggled. “It’ll only be better next time, too. We can think of new stuff for all of us to try.” 
 
    Ari let out a long, satisfied sigh. 
 
    “I love you both so very, very much,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    The next morning arrived more quickly than Ari would have liked. He stood in Etheria’s main chamber eating freshly cooked porridge, still steaming hot and with a generous pinch of wild berries mixed into it.  
 
    Eva was already dressed for battle and stood ready at his side. She wore her old Saidican silver battle outfit over a pair of black leggings, and the Feathermace hung from a small loop at her waist, looking a tad unwieldy, though its enchantment made it anything but. 
 
    Rin and Leyehl were speaking with the Ravarians, who were similarly equipped and ready for battle. Skinner was chatting with Durrien over by the tower, both of them puffing away at sarkin flower sticks and blowing smoke tricks into the air. 
 
    Virgil was saying goodbye to his sister. Ari felt a pang of concern as he considered the fact that Virgil would be the youngest of all those who would be taking part in the oncoming battle. He would have preferred to spare him that, but Virgil’s mystica made him indispensable in his planning. 
 
    All of them would be following his orders. It felt strange, and even though the loyalty of most of them was more borrowed than pledged, he still felt the responsibility of the role he’d be playing. He needed to lead his warriors in defense of Etheria, to risk their lives for the sake of saving all that they’d built and all the people who needed their protection. 
 
    “One of my scouts says the Sai have broken camp,” said Rin. She was wearing a tight grey tunic and had Varnasaria in hand. Ari nodded slowly, keeping his face as neutral as he could even as his heart began to pound in his chest. 
 
    “It’s time, then,” he said, projecting his voice to fill the pace of the chamber. “Remember your roles.” 
 
    He looked around, meeting the eyes of all those he’d be fighting alongside and seeing the resounding, collective determination they all shared. He didn’t have a grand speech for them and didn’t want to insult them by making jokes about what they were heading into.  
 
    He’d gone to Cliffhaven seeking an army and had arrived back with something resembling one. The Sai were the aggressors, but Ari felt like the architect of the conflict that was to come. 
 
    He was ready, and he was terrified. 
 
    Kerys had waited near the tower instead of heading inside to join the rest of the noncombatants. She ran over to Ari as he started leading his warriors outside, pulling him into a quick embrace. He gave her a soft kiss and let his forehead lean against hers. 
 
    “I’ll have a bracelet for you when I come back,” he whispered. “So we can make it official.” 
 
    “I’m holding you to that, Aristial Stoneblood,” she said.  
 
    She kissed him again, blinking quickly as she pulled away from him. Ari saw her hand going to her eyes as she ran back to the tower. He hoped it would be the only time that day she cried for him. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ari stood just outside the tree fence, with Rin, Eva, Virgil, and Skinner standing at his flanks. He’d been hoping for early morning rain, but the overcast sky seemed yet undecided on which way the day’s weather would go. He palmed the bottle of Weathersense potion in his tunic pocket, wishing that they’d done more experimentation on whether Amber or one of the others might find a way to manipulate the Weatherblight in the same way he could. 
 
    It was for that possibility that Ari decided to forgo bringing Eva into battle as Azurelight. He wore a simple longsword at his side instead with the same basic glimmer enchantment he’d placed on Rin’s silver spear. Eva was one of the most capable fighters they had, and it made more sense for her to be a part of the battle from the outset. 
 
    The Sai were approaching on foot, aside from the commander at the army’s head, who kept pace on a rune sled. Ari and the others watched and waited as the enemy forces emerged from the trees, organizing themselves into what looked like ten or so lines, each of twelve soldiers.  
 
    It was more soldiers than the amount would make it sound, enough to make Ari’s breath catch in his throat on each inhale. Enough to destroy everything he’d built. He lowered his eyes as they slowly resolved into recognizable figures. 
 
    “It’s him,” said Rin. “At the front. The army is under direct command of Emperor Diya.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” asked Ari. It made sense. He’d also been with the force that had sacked Varnas-Rav. It took a force of will to keep himself from thinking of that dark night and the chaos wrought upon the city of the Ravarians. Etheria was barely a small village in comparison. 
 
    “It is him, Lord Stoneblood,” confirmed Eva. 
 
    Ari exhaled through his teeth. “Well, it changes nothing about our plan just yet. We wait, let them approach, and force them to fight through the tree fence.” 
 
    The army drew near enough for Ari to also see Diya clearly, though his face was obscured by the distance. He wore the same impressive suit of black plate armor that he’d had on when Ari had first encountered him, back when he’d just been an unusually persistent mesmer. He wore no helmet, and his blond hair was cropped short. 
 
    A second figure on a rune sled broke off from the army’s main force and walked up alongside Diya. Ari recognized Lady Prestia more from the dress she wore, one she’d borrowed from Kerys, rather than from her physical features. She and Diya exchanged a few words, and then she began walking forward. 
 
    “I could kill her, chala,” said Rin. “She’s a traitor. Why not strike her down as soon as she comes within range?” 
 
    “Don’t,” said Ari. “She might be a traitor, but she did exactly what we wanted her to last night. Besides, we need to stall for as much time as we can if we want the weather to shift.” 
 
    Rin made a low, growling noise. “Once we’ve won, then. I will have my time with her, chala.” 
 
    Lady Prestia came to a stop within shouting distance, showing a remarkable amount of composure given the weapons Ari and the others had on display. She waved an arm, as though she didn’t already have their attention, and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” she called.  
 
    “Lady Prestia,” replied Ari, in his most cordial voice. 
 
    “Emperor Diya wishes a temporary promise of peace for the two of you to negotiate,” said Lady Prestia. “I assure you, if you listen to what he has to say and accept the offer he proposes, all of you within Etheria may leave with your lives.” 
 
    “I’ll hear him out,” called Ari. 
 
    Lady Prestia raised an eyebrow, as though she hadn’t expected him to agree so easily. She was a very pretty woman, with straight auburn hair, curvaceous features, and an attractive if sweetly plump face. She’d have power amongst the Sai upon returning to their capital, which from Ari’s reading of her was what she desired most in the world. 
 
    “I know that you and your friends are good, if stubborn, people,” called Lady Prestia. “I shall put in a positive word for you. I see no reason why you all could not end up as slaves in welcoming houses, where you can thrive and associate almost as you do here in Etheria.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” said Ari, with a generous roll of his eyes. 
 
    Lady Prestia gave a small, hesitant nod, and then quickly made her way back to the rear of the army. When she’d rejoined the rest of the group, Emperor Diya started forward in her place, gliding at a walking pace on his rune sled, which he rode standing up. 
 
    Ari silently cursed the fact that he hadn’t thought to bring his own with him earlier, but it wouldn’t have served much purpose given how stationary their defense setup was. He kept his head held high as he slowly closed his half of the distance to the no man’s land in between the invading army and Etheria, one hand resting on the hilt of his basic enchanted longsword. 
 
    Ideas churned through his head as he came close enough to see Diya’s face and to look into his eyes. What would happen if he killed the Saidican Emperor, right there and then? He might be able to do it if he surprised the other man, attacking with the sword he currently had while summoning Azurelight into his free hand. 
 
    What then? If it were even possible, which Ari doubted based on his experience with Diya, there was no guarantee that it would have the same effect as cutting off the head of a snake. The minds of the men in Diya’s army would turn toward revenge, not surrender. He’d be caught out in the open, unable to make it back to the safety of Etheria’s tree fence. 
 
    Unless… He took Diya’s rune sled. The plan was gaining momentum in his head as he drew within ten feet of the Saidican Emperor, saw the smile on his face, and decided it would be better to consult the Ring of Insight before making any attempt at fighting a warrior with such a confident expression in an open duel. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “It is good to see you again, though as often seems to be the case, I find myself wishing it were under different circumstances.” 
 
    The Ring of Insight gave its answer. He couldn’t kill Diya without the help of the Weatherblight, which was about what he’d figured. 
 
    “Emperor Diya,” said Ari. “I couldn’t agree more. It’s never too late for us to change the current circumstances, however. I’m glad you had the wisdom to open negotiations before attacking. There’s no need for us to fight.” 
 
    Diya gave a small nod, not pronounced enough to be agreement, more an acknowledgment of having heard him. He looked past Ari for a moment, and his eyes settled on one of the companions behind him. 
 
    “That boy behind you,” said Diya. “That’s Virgil Arestes. Son of Lord Kolin Arestes, the famous relic hunter.” 
 
    Diya waved to Virgil from where he stood. Ari risked a glance over his shoulder, noting the way Virgil’s posture stiffened, but also the fact that he didn’t wave back. He breathed a sigh of relief, realizing part of him had been expecting another defection from his ranks. 
 
    “I can do little more than lament how much of my Empire still lies scattered,” said Diya. “We’re a skeleton of what we once were, a collection of people bonded to the Soul Engine who happened to be close enough to Central Dominion to make it to shelter under the specter of the Weatherblight. I should have expected that you would offer safe harbor to the Sai you found.” 
 
    “You sound almost grateful,” said Ari. 
 
    “I am grateful,” said Diya. “Lord Stoneblood, I am not here out of spite. I am here because your knowledge may be the key to securing the future of the Sai.” 
 
    Ari almost laughed. “My knowledge? That’s all you care about, isn’t it? Your precious Soul Engine. Are you afraid to die, Diya?” 
 
    A dangerous glimmer flickered through Diya’s eyes. “The Soul Engine, and the knowledge of how to control the Weatherblight. You aren’t stupid, Lord Stoneblood. You must see how much the things you know could improve the state of the world if applied on a mass scale. I do not see you as a threat, but as a resource.” 
 
    “Not a threat?” he asked. “That’s why you show up with an army at your back? I suppose next you’ll try to tell me that they’re just your traveling entourage?” 
 
    “Etheria is now under Saidican authority,” said Diya. “Some of these men will serve as my escorts back to Central Dominion. The rest will stay here, serving as stewards and guardians of the settlement and the surrounding lands.” 
 
    Ari met the other man’s gaze and held it for long enough for the tension to feel thick and disruptive. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’m willing to give you what you want, Emperor Diya. I’ll help you rebuild your Soul Engine. Mud and blood, I’ll even do what I can to protect your city from the Weatherblight. But that’s all you get. Etheria is my settlement. It’s my home. I won’t let you have it.” 
 
    Diya took several slow steps forward, drawing close enough for Ari to hear him whisper. 
 
    “It is already mine,” said Diya. 
 
    Ari’s hand moved before he was conscious of it. He attacked first with the enchanted longsword, drawing it from its scabbard and striking in the same movement. Diya drew his own greatsword with similar speed, blocking Ari’s strike as though he’d long been expecting it. 
 
    Ari didn’t stop there. He kept spinning, letting go of the longsword to preserve what he could of his momentum as he summoned Azurelight. The sapphire sword appeared in his hands, slashing through thin air as Diya hopped just out of its range. 
 
    The two of them stared at each other, both holding their weapons at the ready. How easy would it be to end it there and then, with a single duel between two men? Too easy. 
 
    Diya was the one who stepped back, climbing onto his rune sled and making his retreat seem as aggressive as the sword exchange had. He glided back toward his army at full speed, and his men didn’t wait for him to close the entire distance before beginning their charge. 
 
    “Mud and blood!” swore Ari. He scooped up the enchanted longsword, sheathed Azurelight in the hilt he still wore across his back, and took off at a dead sprint. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    Spells began striking to either side of Ari before he’d made it halfway back to the safety of the trees cordoning off the entrance to Etheria’s tunnel. Light and air wavered to his left as an invisible ball of force missed him by a few feet, and the spell’s aftermath was still enough to shake his balance. A ball of flame landed where he’d been an instant before, scorching the grass and emitting enough heat to make sweat bead on his forehead. 
 
    The rest of his rather small army seemed eager to leave their positions and come to his aid. Ari waved a hand for them to stay where they were as he sprinted the last few feet. They had a plan and they desperately needed to stick to it. 
 
    “Get ready!” he shouted, as he ducked through the branches. “Wait for the front line to close in. Let them come to us.” 
 
    It was easier said than done. Ari tossed Azurelight into the air, and Eva returned to her incarnate form. Virgil stood furthest back, his hands splayed outward in concentration as he waited for the signal. Rin and her warriors, excepting Leyehl, were all poised to leap into the air and play their part. And Skinner… 
 
    “Eh, anyone want a puff of this?” Skinner blew a cloud of sarkin flower smoke into the air, grinning his usual smile. “You’ve got some good stuff out here in the wild.” 
 
    Ari resisted the urge to snap at the man, realizing that his cavalier attitude was probably more valuable, morale-wise, than having him remain silent. He wasn’t as aloof as he seemed, which was obvious from the way the fingers of his free hand twitched at the curved dagger at his belt. 
 
    “Skinner, for each of the Sai you take down in this fight, I’ll have Durrien roll you a dozen smokes,” said Ari. 
 
    Skinner scoffed. “That man does know how to roll a good smoke stick. Deal.” 
 
    The approaching army shouted no war cry, but their foot falls formed an accelerating drum roll, announcing their arrival. Ari let them come. The front line of Sai warriors hit the trees hard, men wielding shields, swords, and maces, confident they could break through simple foliage. 
 
    It was Virgil’s masterstroke that kept them from being rolled over in an instant. The branches of the trees shifted as the men rushed in, twisting and knotting around ankles, stripping loose weapons and defense. Ari and the others swept forward with the follow up, hacking the Sai to pieces while they were still off balance. 
 
    A rough count told Ari that they’d afflicted about nine casualties, one full wave of their opponent’s army. Not nearly enough to win the battle, and they’d done it through the use of a trick that would only work once. 
 
    “Now!” shouted Ari. 
 
    He thrust his sword into the air and led his diverse attacking force forward. The Sai were already shifting tactics, as he’d been expecting them to. A fireball struck one of the trees as Ari and the others ran out into the open. Virgil’s role would be to hold back and maintain the tree fence, putting out flames however he could. 
 
    The rest of them would target the Sai mages with the types of mystica that could threaten the trees. Rin and the Ravarians took to the air immediately, flying in a complicated swarm, intentionally trying to draw the attention of the spellcasters. 
 
    Ari didn’t lead the rest of his army, those who would be fighting on foot, any further forward than was absolutely necessary to distract their enemy. It was just him, Eva, Skinner, and Leyehl. They were there as much to serve as bait as to be a proper offensive. 
 
    Ari and Eva were slightly ahead of Skinner and Leyehl, given that the mild defensive capabilities of Ari’s Feathercloak and Eva’s ability to quickly shift into Azurelight and back gave them options against spells. 
 
    The Sai attacking with conventional weapons were easier to deal with. Rin and her flock would dive into a flying charge whenever the Sai attempted one of their own, thinning their numbers with rushing spear strikes that diminished their ranks.  
 
    A few would manage to slip by. Ari engaged a Sai warrior wielding a shield and longsword, knocking him back with a kick after their initial blade clench. Skinner rolled forward before the man could regain his balance, unconcerned with any sense of honor-based, battlefield decorum. He stood up inside the Sai warrior’s shield, made a rapid, jerking motion with his fist, and stepped back grinning as blood poured from half a dozen dagger wounds. 
 
    Eva was untouchable. Ari wasn’t sure what other word could describe her, and he found himself thinking back to the reputation she’d apparently developed in Cliffhaven as the Sword Siren. Though, she wasn’t fighting with a sword at the moment, instead wielding the Feathermace with brutal precision. 
 
    It didn’t matter if the Sai approached in pairs or even trios. It didn’t matter if they fought with sword, or shield, or spears. They all posed as much of a threat to Eva as blades of grass in the path of a newly sharpened scythe. 
 
    She had that look on her face again. The one that Ari usually hated. The one that meant that she was close to losing herself, or perhaps remembering who she’d once been. Her face and clothing accumulated blood splatters as the Sai continued to charge to their doom. 
 
    Eventually they seemed to realize that there were easier ways to deal with Eva rather than fighting her directly. The Sai turned their focus toward Ari, Skinner, and Leyehl, the latter of whom was still recovering from her mistreatment in Cliffhaven. 
 
    Leyehl was a savage fighter, nearly Eva’s equal in her prime, and she wielded her spear with surgical precision. Unfortunately, her muscles were weak, and her movements were hampered by how reliant she’d once been on the small adjustments she could make with her wings. 
 
    Ari severed a Sai’s hand loose from his arm on a backswing poised to bring a longsword down on Leyehl’s defenseless flank. He spun, blocking another strike intended for him and kicking the man responsible in the chest. 
 
    “Fall back!” he shouted. “To the trees!” 
 
    It was a retreat that came not a moment too soon. One of the Ravarians had taken a spell to the wing. Rin and the rest of her warriors had been forced to drop and surround him, abandoning their objective for the sake of saving the man’s life. A callous part of Ari’s logical mind wished they’d just write the loss off and keep doing what they needed to, but his empathy reminded him that Rin and her people had already lost more than he could ever have imagined.  
 
    A few of the Ravarians remained airborne, swooping down to attack with their spears like dark, vengeful crows as the Sai continued to press forward. Ari and Leyehl fought on either side of the retreating group, fighting more as distractions rather than in any hope of stalling the oncoming army. 
 
    One of the Ravarians in the air fell from a sword stab through the stomach. There was no chance of making it to him before he bled out, and several of his fellows let out furious cries as he slid off the sword of his opponent and fell to the ground in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    Rin and her warriors had gotten the injured man back through the tree fence, but it was too late to do a turnabout and resume the battle from where they’d left off. The Sai mages were targeting their spells at any Ravarians who stepped out of the trees and attempted to take flight with malicious accuracy. 
 
    Ari, Eva, Skinner, and Leyehl were still exposed, though the Sai had pressed in tightly enough around them to keep them from being easy targets. It was harder for them to fight on equal footing now. A few of the Sai had mysticas more suited for direct combat, enhancements to their speed or strength, and it was near impossible for Ari or his companions to do anything about them other than team up and hope for the best. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” came a familiar shout. 
 
    Diya pushed two of his men aside, striding forward with his greatsword outstretched toward Ari’s heart. An empty moment seemed to follow in the wake of his shout. It gave Rin and a few of her warriors time to push out through the trees and reinforce their line.  
 
    Ari knew what the Emperor of the Saidicans wanted, and he was relatively certain that giving it to him would be in the best interest of Etheria. They needed more time, time for the wounded man to be moved down the tunnel and to safety. Time for the weather to shift. Time to reorganize themselves. 
 
    Ari sheathed his enchanted longsword into the scabbard at his belt, summoning Azurelight to his hand somewhat begrudgingly. Taking Eva out of the fight was a tradeoff, one that he only made in the face of an otherwise certain defeat.  
 
    Both sides hesitated in the face of the encounter set to take place, a microcosm of the battle up to that point. A self-proclaimed lord versus a centuries-dead emperor. It was a duel, and it was one that could be reduced to the essence of power and what determined the fundamental light to lead and to rule.  
 
    The Sai and Etheria’s warriors both fell back a few paces, still fighting but in a more reserved, general manner. Space was given, a central circle in which both Ari and Diya stood across from one another. Diya wore his closed-faced black metal helm, and he slowly lifted his greatsword to the ready. Ari squeezed sweaty fingers around Azurelight’s hilt, his Feathercloak fluttering in the cold breeze. 
 
    “You would risk fighting me.” Diya spoke it as a statement, rather than a question. “Commendable. You’ve glimpsed Mythril’s memories. You know me from your own experience. I can only imagine how highly you must regard your own abilities.” 
 
    Light flashed across Diya, blue like lightning flashing over a still lake, then a yellow-orange with the intensity of the sun. Diya’s self-enhancement mystica could turn him into a juggernaut. Ari tried to swallow the lump in his throat as he pushed forward into what he suspected was a doomed offensive. 
 
    Trying to get past Diya’s guard was like fencing against a psychic. His sword was ahead of Ari’s so far in advance that it almost seemed pointless. Whenever Azurelight struck Diya’s greatsword, it felt as though he’d tried to cut into an anvil, with the impact ricocheting back up the blade hard enough to make his hands hurt. 
 
    Diya didn’t attack him, which was almost more terrifying than the opposite. Ari slowly circled his opponent, taking the risk of turning his back to the other Sai simply because it seemed like all he could do. Emperor Diya seemed intent on making a point. 
 
    Which was fine by Ari. He played his role with all the emotion and range of a stage actor. He feigned as though faking confidence. He forced reactions and made a show of reeling them back in. He did what he’d always thought he’d been good at: entertaining the crowd. 
 
    The sky overhead was getting darker, and the wind had become indecisive and agitated. The storm would come, given enough time. He just needed to stall, let the seconds build into minutes, until finally… 
 
    “Pathetic,” said Diya. The word had a hollow, metallic quality through his helm. He rushed forward as Ari came around in a complete circle, setting his back against the trees again. Ari managed to block Diya’s first overhead slash, though it almost knocked Azurelight from his hands and made his elbows screech with pain. 
 
    The second slash would have, no, should have, cleaved through him. It was faster than Ari’s reflexes were capable of reacting to. Eva’s, however, were on another level. 
 
    She shifted forms, pulling from Ari’s hand and twisting the Feathermace to block the strike as she appeared directly in front of Ari, her back pressed against his front. They moved as one from there, Eva passing the Feathermace into Ari’s grip and instantly shifting back into Azurelight. He caught the greatsword in his left hand and hurled it forth. 
 
    To anyone looking on, it probably seemed like Ari had attempted a cheap, desperate sword throw and missed by a couple of inches. Ari was counting on that. He lifted the Feathermace, marveling slightly at his own handiwork as the mace moved instantly with a twist of his wrist, and swung it into an obvious attack. 
 
    Diya lifted his greatsword into a lazy, disappointed block. Ari pulled his left hand back toward him, manipulating Azurelight from a distance. The sapphire sword spun to aim its point at the Saidican Emperor, and then surged forward with twice the speed of Ari’s original throw. 
 
    He heard a gasp as the sword pierced armor and flesh. Ari had been forced to aim for one of the gaps in Diya’s platemail, and because of that Azurelight took Diya through the back of the shoulder, rather than his chest or anywhere vital. It was enough. It was more than he’d expected. 
 
    “Destroy them!” bellowed Diya. His voice sounded confident, though there was an almost inaudible wave of pain. Ari leapt back, sweeping his left hand from side to side to twist Azurelight while it was still inside Diya’s body before summoning it back to him. 
 
    He performed a full reset, handing Eva the Feathermace as she assumed her incarnate from and unsheathing his enchanted longsword. For an instant, it seemed like they might reverse the flow of the battle and push the Sai back for good. 
 
    A volley of fireballs and lightning strikes dismissed his optimistic notion. None of the spells were aimed at Ari or his companions, but at the trees, which crackled as they burst into thick flames, beyond what any of them were capable of fighting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Ari and Eva were the only two defenders left outside the tree fence, which had shifted from being a protective asset to a blazing wall of inferno. He pulled her to him as Azurelight for simplicity’s sake before pulling the Feathercloak over his head and diving through the flames. 
 
    The cloak’s defensive enchantment was strong enough to stand against a short exposure to even the most intense fire, but one of his pantlegs still ignited. Virgil hurriedly helped put it out by patting it down with his own cloak before helping Ari to his feet. 
 
    “I can’t do anything with the trees anymore!” shouted Virgil. “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Ari. 
 
    He could see the silhouettes of the invaders on the other side of the flames, patiently waiting for the fire to die down enough to press on the assault. There would be little stopping them from marching into Etheria once the trees were out of the way. They still had the numbers advantage by almost four to one. Etheria’s defenders had managed to kill more of the Sai, but not by enough of a margin to prevent the battle from being a war of attrition that they were currently losing. 
 
    “Fall back,” said Ari. “Regroup in the main chamber.” 
 
    Eva came to Ari’s side and gave his hand a squeeze. She looked into his eyes, still wearing that same coldly intense expression he’d seen on her before. 
 
    “It is going better than we expected,” she said. “We shall see them fall, Lord Stoneblood. All of them.” 
 
    He didn’t like her when she was like this, but at the same time, he needed her like this. 
 
    “Stay focused,” he said. “They’ll charge as soon as the way is clear. We have to be ready for them.” 
 
    He was the last down the tunnel. Rin and her warriors were already in position near the tunnel’s inner entrance. They would take flight within the main chamber once the Sai reached Etheria’s interior, though the dome overhead slightly limited their mobility. 
 
    Ari, Eva, Skinner, and Leyehl stood as the front line, blocking off the tunnel. Virgil was a dozen feet or so behind them, though there was little he could do to contribute given how situational his mystica was.  
 
    Slowly, the Sai began marching forward. Diya was no longer leading them, which was both a disappointment and a relief. The tunnel’s confines made it impossible for the mages to cast spells to their full capacity, which meant that the battle did not begin anew until Ari and the others in front collided with the point of the Saidican charge.  
 
    They would lose the battle. It was inevitable. The main chamber was both too open and too limited for them to make a stand in a proper fight. Ari only put up a token defense before falling back and signaling for Eva and the others alongside him to do the same. 
 
    The Ravarians covered their retreat, if it could be called that. Rin and her warriors swooped down to attack any of the Sai that attempted to press them at a direct, forward angle. The Sai noticed and began moving to encircle Ari and his companions. 
 
    Ari let them. He watched and waited, letting as much of the attacking army into Etheria as he thought that his plan would allow him to handle, and then he gave the signal. 
 
    “Push them back!” he screamed. “For Etheria!” 
 
    Rin and what remained of her warriors immediately dropped to the ground, forming a dense clump along with Ari, Eva, and the rest of them. Ari let out a wordless charge as he hurled himself forward, forcing back the Sai in front of him more out of surprise than actual force. 
 
    They’d been careful to lead the Sai along a set path as they retreated, staying close enough together in the center of the chamber to let the invaders think that they had plenty of room to maneuver through. They would have—if it weren’t for the rune wards Ari had activated earlier. Rune wards of a type that would have only ever been found in an arena meant for public entertainment. 
 
    He’d wondered, upon first arriving at the dome, why the roof had been warded to open and close as it did. It seemed like a pointless waste of essence, a function for the purpose of vanity and not much else. There was one other reason why an ethereal roof would be useful, however. It provided ventilation. 
 
    A dozen screams sounded out within seconds of one another as the Sai began to step upon the ward triggers. Flames burst forth, some from the outer edge of the main chamber’s wall, some from points on the floor where fire traps had been rigged at random. Ari had spent nearly an hour explaining to everyone where the traps were located and making sure they had a sense of where it was safe to step. 
 
    It was like an echo of the burning tree fence, a final verse that tied the symmetry of a song together. The Sai didn’t scream; they panicked. A third of the invaders were incinerated within the first minute of the defenders corralling them into the fire traps. Another third retreated back into the tunnel. The remainder tried to fight while standing in place, not even daring to trod back across the path they’d taken into the chamber, lest there be more traps freshly activated. 
 
    Ari had enough space to make it over to where the ward controls were by the tunnel entrance and toggle the dome’s roof off, allowing the smoke to clear before it became as much of a threat to them as their enemies. The air was still thick with the nauseating smell of scorched flesh, and screams from the Sai who’d been burned into submission without being killed were loud enough to drown out thought. 
 
    In accordance with the plan, Ari retreated back to the chamber’s center, fighting with Eva, Skinner, and Leyehl in a spot where they were safe from the traps. Rin and her warriors flew above, swooping in to force the few Sai left who dared to press on the attack toward the flames and their doom. 
 
    There was an empty moment where the momentum of the battle truly did shift. Half a dozen Sai stopped as they reached the edge of the tunnel, staring into the mixture of death and inferno that awaited them, and decided to retreat. 
 
    Ari lifted his sword into the air and pointed it down the tunnel. Everyone broke into a charge, ignoring the dead and dying within Etheria in lieu of the enemies fleeing outside. He couldn’t risk what was left of the Sai army, which still outnumbered them, regrouping and attempting another attack. 
 
    The Ravarians handled most of the cleanup. The retreating Sai were disorganized and panicked even after escaping the deathtrap that was the dome, and Rin and her warriors swooped down on most of them, dispatching them with ruthlessly precise spear strikes.  
 
    Ari stood next to Eva just outside Etheria’s tunnel, beyond the smoldering remains of the tree fence. He didn’t see Diya anywhere and was fairly certain that he’d escaped outside their range. Killing the Emperor of the Sai would have sent a strong message to any who remained to stand against him, but he was fairly sure that it would take a more coordinated assault than they were currently capable of, given that the invaders who did escape would surely have found their way back to him. 
 
    “We did it,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva reached her hand over to his and interlaced their fingers. She had a small smile on her face, and her expression had softened back into its normal state. 
 
    “You did it, milord,” she whispered. 
 
    He pulled her to him and kissed her, feeling a mixture of pride and relief. It hadn’t been just him, though her words were something he would cherish. Eva was his sword, his right hand, and his siren. He kissed her and held her, trembling slightly for no reason that he could easily discern. 
 
    “They’ve scattered, chala,” said Rin, landing next to them. “Do I get a kiss for my hard work as well?” 
 
    She grinned at Ari, wiping blood from Varnasaria’s tip. He chuckled and blew her a kiss, still half embraced by Eva at his side. 
 
    “Reel your warriors in,” he said. “We’ll need a few scouts watching to make sure the Sai don’t do anything unexpected. The rest can help deal with the bodies.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Rin. 
 
    She took to the air again, spreading her black wings wide and soaring toward the other Ravarians aloft in the distance. Ari’s attention shifted from her toward the sky, which brought a single, comforting realization. 
 
    “We don’t have to pursue Diya ourselves,” he said, patting the pocket of our tunic. “We can just wait for it to rain. Diya and what’s left of his army can’t escape the storm, not before it begins.” 
 
    “The storm will catch us as well,” said Eva. “Should we not look toward reestablishing the security of Etheria in the meantime?” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, and he and Eva began walking back into the tunnel, pausing to examine what had once served as Etheria’s front line of defense. The tree fence was all but destroyed, but it would take more time than they likely had before the weather shifted to find suitable trees to transplant. 
 
    “We’ll simply have to defend the dome like we used to,” said Ari, continuing down the tunnel. “I’ll close the roof as soon as we’ve finished disposing of the bodies, and then…” 
 
    The remnants of the smoke made it hard to see what was going on as he entered the main chamber. So hard, in fact, that he was left in disbelief of what his eyes were showing him as he stared across the main chamber. 
 
    The tower was gone.  
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    “Mud and blood!” shouted Ari. He rushed forward, sliding to a stop in front of the wide circle that represented the spot around where he’d once sunk the anchor crystal. 
 
    “This was part of the plan,” said Eva. “If the battle began to turn against us…” 
 
    “Kerys wouldn’t have panicked like that,” said Ari. “She knew the details of the plan. She would have waited until she actually saw us fall.” 
 
    Eva folded her arms and joined Ari, staring at the empty space where the tower should have been. He knew what she wanted to say, and he also understood why she was so hesitant to say it. 
 
    “It is possible that one of the Sai got past us,” she said. Barely contained frustration made her last word crack on the end. 
 
    “The tower…” Virgil had wandered over to see what the fuss was and stared past them with wide eyes and a slackened jaw. “Trium blessed…” 
 
    “Do you see anything, Virgil?” asked Ari. “You were the furthest back out of all of us for most of the battle. Did you see any of the Sai attacking the door?” 
 
    “No!” he said. “Of course I didn’t. I wouldn’t have let them if I had. Just as I’m sure Lady Kerys would not have opened the door without a struggle, and without screaming for help.” 
 
    “That is true,” said Eva. “I guess it is possible that the ward was triggered accidentally. If the tower is not here, it must be somewhere.” 
 
    It only took Ari a moment to decide. He all but tore the Weathersense Potion from his pocket, hurrying toward his underchamber to lie down on his bedroll in case he had another seizure. 
 
    “Lord Aristial!” said Eva. “Hold a moment. They may come back within the next few minutes. We should be patient.” 
 
    “If they didn’t leave by their own will, then a few minutes could be more time than they have,” said Ari. “Given how overcast the sky is here, I’ve no doubt that it’s raining, or snowing, in at least a few of the other places they could be. I have to start looking for them.” 
 
    “Aristial.” Eva took him by the arm and held him in place for a moment. “Please. You are still needed here, as a warrior and as a leader. The battle seems to be over, but we have not finished our enemy.” 
 
    “I have to do this, Eva,” said Ari. “Watch over things while I’m gone.” 
 
    A flash of worry passed over her expression, culminating in the concern he saw in those deep blue eyes. Ari was aware of how he, or rather, his body, got while he was under the effects of the potion. It was secondary to him now. Everything was secondary other than finding and protecting Kerys. 
 
    Eva stayed with him, crouching by his side as he stretched out on his bedroll. Ari pulled the cork stopper out of the potion bottle, wrinkling his nose as the smell of the foul liquid hit his nostrils. He had to take a couple of calming breaths to quiet a few involuntary reflexes before bringing the lip of the glass to his mouth and taking a generous gulp. 
 
    He was worried enough to ignore the burning, but mud and blood, the potion was the type of liquid that always did its best to convince him that it wasn’t meant to be drunk. It probably wasn’t, and he tried not to fixate on the fact that his body more than likely went into seizures when he imbibed it for a specific, unhealthy reason. 
 
    The blackness swallowed his vision after only a couple of seconds. He hoped Eva had had the wherewithal to take the bottle from his hand and recork it, but he certainly hadn’t. Ari felt his body fading away like a bright afterimage from a candle in a darkened room. 
 
    He was there, and he was everywhere. His existence was far-flung and spotty, a collection of eyes, mouths, and bodies scattered across the world. It hurt more this time than Ari could remember it hurting in the past, a deep, psychic pain, like a migraine in multiple minds. 
 
    He tried to breathe, though that only induced the claustrophobic realization that many of the bodies he was jumping through had no need or apparatus for it. Ari focused on the visuals, what the currently spawned Weatherblight were seeing. It was a process of elimination, each monster scanning the area around them for the tower, and each one failing to find it. 
 
    He’d never find it, searching like that. He needed to think, to reason, to guess. The tower wasn’t where it was supposed to be. It had disappeared during the battle against the Sai. If it hadn’t been an accident, the Sai were the most likely, the only suspect. 
 
    He searched through the eyes of more Weatherblight until he found the place he was looking for. The capital of the reborn Saidican Empire, Central Dominion. It was an overcast, rainy morning, perfect for his purposes. 
 
    The city itself looked far less grandiose in the light of day compared to how Ari had last seen it. The towers and domiciles were a uniform slate-grey in color, and they seemed lifeless without the presence of visible ward lights in windows and along streets. 
 
    The rubble outside the city was more prominent in much the same way. It made the restored sections feel like a carefully constructed lie, like a half-finished stone carving with the shavings yet to be dusted off. 
 
    Ari ignored the city in lieu of the area outside of it. The anchor point for the tower was only a short distance away from the edge of Central Dominion, which he suspected was a remnant of Mythril’s tenure as the tower’s master. 
 
    He found the anchor point, and he found the tower. Ari kept the fisher he was controlling at a distance, forcing its limbs and tentacles still as he watched a procession of newly captured prisoners being let outside into the rain.  
 
    He saw Kerys, Amber, and Durrien, each held at blade point by Sai guards dressed in tight silver uniforms. It took a force of will for Ari to keep from flinging his fisher forward and attacking in a blind rage. 
 
    Doing so only would have gotten Kerys and the others killed. He needed to focus and keep thinking clearly. Diya had somehow stolen his tower and the people he cared about along with it. However, the weather was on Ari’s side, along with the things that lurked within it. 
 
    For the second time in as many days, Ari began assembling an army. This army was not of men, and it certainly wasn’t lacking for potential recruits. It had been raining over the area around Central Dominion through the night, and hundreds of fishers were ambling about aimlessly outside the city itself. 
 
    There was a limit to the number Ari could control at once, and he immediately began pushing further than he’d ever dared to before. He started with a dozen fishers, bringing them in close to the tower, but still outside of direct view. He found that it was easiest to have them fall in synchronization with each other while in motion, stepping with legs and tentacles in perfect symmetry with one another. 
 
    He added more to his pool, going from thirteen to over a hundred in a matter of seconds. As far as he could tell, there were ten guards surrounding the tower, and perhaps a few more inside of it. Ari wasn’t sure if any number of fishers could free Kerys and his friends in a direct attack without risking their lives, but he could certainly do other things with them. 
 
    He spent a minute carefully considering his first move, and then sent one of the fishers forward. He made no attempt to hide its approach. He shifted the monster’s posture upright, onto its back legs, and pulled the tentacles behind him into an approximation of a trailing cloak. 
 
    The reaction of the guards was close to what he’d expected. The ones without hostages drew their weapons and formed a tight semi-circle around the tower’s entrance and the newly captured prisoners. One of the men wore a black cape with an insignia on it similar to the shape of Diya’s helm, and he took a hesitant step forward, staring at Ari’s fisher with wary eyes. 
 
    “Emperor Diya told us to expect you if it rained, Lord Stoneblood,” said the man. He did a remarkable job of keeping his voice steady, though there was a slight stutter as he said Ari’s name. “He wishes to speak with you directly.” 
 
    The man reached into his shirt and drew forth a circular gem the color of amber that was slightly smaller than a man’s fist. He held it out toward Ari’s fisher, and for a moment, it almost seemed as though he was offering it to the monster. 
 
    The gem flashed once with light, and the flickering image of a familiar face appeared within its depths. Diya was staring down into something in his hand that captured and transported his reflection, likely another gem. His free hand clutched at the wound Ari had inflicted on his shoulder in their earlier fight, but he was smiling despite the obvious pain he was in. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “We’ve come full circle, it seems. I must say, it makes me smile to think that the two of us are currently within shouting distance of each other, but we negotiate now through our pawns, thousands of miles away from our actual location.” 
 
    Ari let out a low hiss using the fisher, fighting a sudden, sinking sense of dread. 
 
    “The difference is, of course, that I’m more than willing to share my secrets,” said Diya. “What you see now is known as a Messagem, a new invention created by Rachel, my resident enchanter. She’s also the mastermind behind the trick we used on your tower. I can only assume that caught you as off guard as I hoped it would.” 
 
    It took all of Ari’s self-control to keep from hurling the fisher forward and attacking the guard holding the gem. It would have amounted to nothing, of course. With the edge of his awareness, Ari reached out, feeling for the locations of the fishers elsewhere and the current extent of the world’s adverse weather. The area around Etheria was, unfortunately, still placid. 
 
    “This will, unfortunately, be a rather one-sided conversation, given how limited the conversational ability of the Weatherblight appears to be,” said Diya. “You will agree to my terms, Lord Stoneblood. I’m afraid they will not be as amenable to you as the ones I presented earlier happened to—” 
 
    “Re… lease… them.” 
 
    Ari did something that he’d considered a few times before, but had never tried until that very moment. Fishers didn’t have anything close to vocal cords, but they could form a few simple noises, hisses, clicks, and purrs. It would have been impossible to say anything with just one, or even a dozen, but with forty or fifty, by overlapping specific sounds, he could slowly form audible words. 
 
    The effect was chilling, even from the perspective of the one forming the words. It came from all directions, given how he’d encircled the site of the tower with the fishers. It was a low, evil whisper, as though the rain itself had thrown in on the side of the monsters. 
 
    Diya let out a small, somewhat nervous cough. “I stand corrected, but my point still, uh, stands. If you wish to avoid your friends meeting a very untimely fate, you will listen and obey.” 
 
    “Re… lease… them.” 
 
    It was hard to conceptualize how to form the sounds for new words, so Ari resorted to repeating himself. A new idea had already entered his awareness, and he split his attention away from the conversation with Diya, hoping he could prolong it for a few minutes without having to make his monsters say much more. 
 
    He gathered more of the nearby fishers, leaving the ones at the tower where they were and assembling a second squadron. He had close to fifty of them in a loose mob, and he sent them sprinting into the city. 
 
    It was raining, so there were few people taking the risk of walking the streets. The rune wagons he’d previously seen in the city were the main patrolling presence. Ari set about flipping them over, tearing the Sai within out, and tossing them aside. 
 
    His goal wasn’t to use the newly formed fisher mob to kill, but to sow as much deliberate fear and chaos as he could, hopefully drawing and holding the attention of the city’s guards. He set the group on another rune wagon, this one alert and wary enough to already be attempting to flee. The fishers chased it, not bothering to attempt to flip it over. Ari picked a few buildings at random and split the fishers off, directing them to smash through windows and scare the occupants. 
 
    He took a dozen fishers deeper into the restored section of the city. Guards in full plate mail were hurrying out onto the streets, abandoning their usual posts as they headed to investigate the situation he’d engineered. Ari found Diya’s residential arch-tower and set the fishers under his direct control to climbing up to the right window while he split his attention back to the tower. 
 
    “…is not a joke,” said Diya, through the Messagem. “Agree to my terms, Lord Stoneblood. I know which of these hostages you truly care about. Kerys, isn’t that her name? Her death will not be pretty for you to watch.” 
 
    “Pull… ease…” said the fishers. “For…give…” 
 
    He was pulling words from thin air, saying whatever he could reasonably expect the fishers to pronounce coherently. It didn’t matter if it made sense. He just needed time, a few more minutes. Time to even the score. 
 
    Ari switched his attention back to the window that led to Diya’s study. His true body breathed a sigh of relief as he saw, through the fisher’s eyes, that Xenith was exactly where he’d been hoping she’d be. 
 
    She was pacing back and forth, her attention distant, unaware of the threats a few feet away from her. She wore a tight-fitting blue dress, and she looked so very young, though Ari knew that she was close to him in age. Her brown hair and lightly freckled face bore little resemblance to Diya, and he wouldn’t have guessed that she was his daughter without being told. 
 
    Ari interlaced the tentacles of the fishers, extending one outward into the open air, high above the city streets below. Using the strength of four of the others, he slammed that one forward, swinging it into the window like a stone launched from a sling. 
 
    The glass shattered. Xenith screamed. The fishers took their hostage.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Xenith went silent as Ari’s fishers took hold of her, three of them wrapping her with two tentacles each, binding her at the arms, ankles, and waist. Her eyes danced back and forth, taking in the full number that Ari had sent to capture her, and then blinking out their resignation. 
 
    “O…bey…” the fishers attempted to say. It was impossible for him to form real words with only a dozen, but he hoped that at least the essence of the word would reach her. Ari wouldn’t hurt her unless Diya attempted to hurt Kerys. He might not even have the stomach for it then, but that was a fact he needed to keep to himself. 
 
    Xenith was trembling, but she didn’t resist. She kept her eyes open, watching the fishers as they carried her out of the tower through the window and slowly began descending the hundred or so feet to the ground. 
 
    She was clearly scared, but there was more to her expression than just that. Her eyes had a gleam of fascination to them that Ari couldn’t help but respect. He made sure the tentacles binding her weren’t cutting off her circulation as the fishers made it to the ground and began sprinting through the city. 
 
    Guards seemed to emerge from every door, corner, and intersection to stand in their way. It was as though they’d been content to ignore the threat earlier, or perhaps had been indulging in the fear rather than making a real attempt at pushing through it. 
 
    Now, with the daughter of their Emperor in danger, the men and women charged with maintaining order in Central Dominion were rising up and standing tall. It was as commendable as it was annoying. 
 
    Ari sent two of his fishers forward to deal with a group of Sai guards headed by a man wearing plate armor and wielding a spear. He jabbed the tip of his weapon forward in a tentative strike. One of the fishers leapt onto his face, while the other stripped the spear from his hands and slammed it through a chink in his armor just above the knee. 
 
    The other guards fled, losing face in the wake of imminent defeat. Ari hurried the fishers carrying Xenith forward, briefly shifting his attention to the tower to make sure the hostages were still okay. Diya seemed to be growing impatient. He decided to play his first card to buy some time. 
 
    “Xe… nith…” hissed the fishers around the tower.  
 
    Ari watched the miniaturized visage of Diya within the Messagem blink, and then shake his head in disbelief. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” said Diya. “My daughter is safe within the Emperor’s Tower. Your empty threats fall on deaf ears, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    The fishers began to click and hiss in a pattern that approximated a cold, mocking laugh. As conflicted as Ari felt about the morality of what he was doing, he couldn’t help but indulge in his gloating for a moment. The proud, overconfident Emperor, unwilling to accept the truth. 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Diya. “Bring the girl forward! We shall see how Lord Stoneblood and his monsters react to the screams of his beloved.” 
 
    Kerys tried to struggle as the guard holding her pulled her forward. Her dress was soaked through with rain, sticking to the contours of her body as though it had been painted on her. The guard had a dagger pressed to her neck, and another man joined him, pulling Kerys’ hand outright and preparing to slice his own blade into one of her fingers. 
 
    Ari’s other fishers arrived just before the threat of violence could be realized. One of the guards pointed, and the man carrying the Messagem turned and held it out so Diya could get a view of the new development. 
 
    “Xenith…” said Diya. “You… Lord Stoneblood…” 
 
    For once, Diya’s composure seemed to break entirely. He clenched his free hand into a fist and leaned it against his forehead, grimacing with rage and despair. 
 
    “No,” muttered Diya. “I will not be threatened. You have one hostage, Aristial Stoneblood. I have many. I have your friends, I have the Ravarian children. I have the woman you love! I will not be threatened!” 
 
    Was this it? Ari took direct control of the fishers holding Xenith, hating the precipice that Diya had brought them to. Could he really inflict pain on a girl guilty only by association for the sake of saving Kerys and his friends? 
 
    “Father!” cried Xenith.  
 
    There was more to the word than just the sounds. Xenith was afraid, but there was also an accusation there, as though what hurt her most was Diya’s apparent willingness to risk her life in the name of victory. Ari softened his grip on her with the tentacles, realizing that the requisite pain had already been inflicted, not by his fishers, but by her father. 
 
    Diya gritted his teeth. He leaned his head from side to side, as though trying to clamp his head down on a decision that his heart had already made. 
 
    “…Release them,” said Diya. 
 
    The guards hesitated. 
 
    “Release the prisoners!” screamed Diya. “Now!” 
 
    Hands and weapons drew back from Kerys, Amber, and Durrien, and they immediately hurried back into the tower. Ari felt a momentary flash of concern that some of the others might have been taken out of the tower before he began observing it with the fishers, but that fear disappeared as the tower flashed with light and teleported away. They wouldn’t have left anyone behind, especially not one of the children. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood?” asked Diya. “Are you a man of honor? Will you do the same?” 
 
    Ari realized he was still holding Xenith. He immediately released the fishers’ hold on her, and sent them scattering, not wanting to act in bad faith by leaving them nearby once he’d released his control. 
 
    “Well played,” said Diya, through the Messagem. “I stand defeated. For now.” 
 
    Ari slowly let out his breath, pulling back from the fishers and the tension and the storm. He blinked his eyes, feeling the back of the head of his true body resting on a pillow made from Eva’s soft, warm thighs. 
 
    “Aristial,” she whispered. “You should rest. The tower is back. Everyone is fine.” 
 
    He felt her hand caressing his forehead, and grinned up at her. 
 
    “I actually did it, didn’t I?” he said, or tried to. His tongue tasted of copper and had a painful gash bitten into it that he’d have to account for when speaking for the near future. Eva reached to the side of his bedroll and brought a clay bowl filled with water to his lips. 
 
    “It is as I said,” whispered Eva. “Your state while under the influence of that potion is rather disconcerting to watch. I had to hold you away from the walls while you were seizing.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet,” muttered Ari. “Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?” 
 
    She really was. Her silver-blue hair had been tied up into a small ponytail, but strands had fallen loose to frame the edges of her pale, slender face. She had a small smile on her face, and she took the clumsy hand he reached up to cup her cheek into her own. 
 
    “Rest, Aristial,” she said. “Have another sip of this.” 
 
    She brought the bowl to his lips again, and Ari drank deeply. It tasted off, and he didn’t think it was only because of his tongue. 
 
    “This… isn’t water,” he said, more than asked. 
 
    “I mixed in some of Durrien’s plum brandy,” she said. “It will help you sleep.” 
 
    Ari tried to shake his head. “Diya and the Sai. They… could come back.” 
 
    “They will not come back,” said Eva. 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” Ari tried to sit up and received an example of his own current weakness. 
 
    “Because it is raining outside,” said Eva. “The Sai are scared of you, Aristial. As they should be.” 
 
    Her words, spoken in a different tone, might have sounded like a condemnation. Eva was smiling, however, and her voice was brimming with love and pride. She brushed her fingers across his forehead. Ari wished he could bottle her smile and save it for… a time when he could finish thoughts. 
 
    He took her advice and went to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    Ari wasn’t sure what time it was, given the lack of windows in the underchambers of Etheria. He was asleep on his bedroll, naked, and he wasn’t alone. Three facts which were more than enough to decide his course of action. 
 
    He recognized Kerys more by the form of her body than what he could see under the dim ward light. He was spooning with her, and though she wasn’t quite as naked as he was, she was only in her underwear. He let his hands slide around to the front of her body and slowly began grinding into her as his hands cupped her generous breasts. 
 
    “Ari,” she whispered. “Are you awake?” 
 
    Part of him, a rather hard part of him, wanted to say nothing and see just how far she’d let him thrust forward with the moment. Kerys rolled over before he could, however, smiling at him under the blanket and seeming unconcerned by his nakedness and arousal. 
 
    “I’m awake,” he said. “In more ways than one.” 
 
    “I noticed, and that’s about the cheesiest joke you’ve ever made,” said Kerys. 
 
    “If that’s the case, just wait until you hear my next—” 
 
    She cut him off with a kiss, and then they were rolling together, rubbing against each other, hands gliding across bare skin and through soft hair. When had Kerys ever kissed him first, before? Ari couldn’t take it as anything other than a sign, a sign of a destination he’d finally reached. He slid his hand into her panties, and blinked in disbelief as he felt Kerys start to wiggle out of them. 
 
    “Careful, Kerys,” he whispered. “I might start to get ideas if you keep going.” 
 
    Kerys finished taking off her panties and very deliberately placed them next to his bedroll. 
 
    “I was thinking about so much during the battle,” she said. “I know how silly this is, but my mind kept coming back to your promise about the bracelet…” 
 
    Her voice was sweet and sincere, and it made a strange contrast to the soft, dirty movements of her hand as she found and began to stroke his cock. 
 
    “But then,” whispered Kerys, “I realized you’d already given me something better.” 
 
    She lifted her copper hand, which wasn’t the one she was currently caressing him with. Ari let his fingers intertwine with hers, feeling the silk of the glove and the unyielding metal underneath it. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She nodded, blinking back tears. Ari kissed her and pulled her into a tight embrace, shifting her so she was straddling him without even considering what he was doing. He sat up and pulled her against him. They kissed, and Ari felt the tip of his erection enter her, followed shortly after by the rest of his shaft. 
 
    A shudder ran through her, and Ari tell that Kerys was as unsure about what they were doing as she ever had been about kissing. He let his hands cup her butt, slowly guiding her hips in a gentle, building motion. 
 
    It reminded him of his first time with Eva, except with the roles reversed. He led Kerys through it as softly as he could, even though he was brimming with long-suppressed primal urges, feelings that went back to their time in the Hollow. 
 
    “Oh…” moaned Kerys. “Oh, Ari.” 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “I’m never letting go of you.” 
 
    They rolled about on the bedroll, and Ari landed on top. He made love to Kerys, thrusting with considerate movements even as he sped up, kissing her constantly. She made him feel his age again. Like Ari, the troublemaker of Golias Hollow, instead of Lord Stoneblood with the responsibilities and stress of leadership. 
 
    “I—” gasped Kerys. “Oh! I— think I’m—” 
 
    She let out an altogether-too-loud scream as she came. Ari pulled her mouth against her shoulder, trying to muffle it as he kept going. He sped up, suddenly appreciating his luck, her body, and everything that had led to that moment. A moment he never would have dreamed of before coming to the surface. 
 
    He didn’t pull out. Nothing could have convinced him to. If anyone was to bear his child, it would be Kerys Weaver, his first love, his wife. 
 
    “Did you mean it?” she whispered, once they’d come back down from the clouds. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “I’m never letting go of you, Kerys.” 
 
    She let out a noise that he almost couldn’t identify as a laugh or a sob. 
 
    “I’m so happy,” she whispered. 
 
    “Me too,” said Ari. “The only thing that would make this better is if Eva was with us.” 
 
    He said it in a teasing tone, but the way Kerys blushed at the words made him suddenly realize that she might also have been thinking something similar, or at least been open to the idea. 
 
    “Kerys.” Amber’s voice cut through their reverie from just outside the underchamber. “I sent you in there to wake him up, not to have a sexual awakening.” 
 
    Kerys scowled at the door. Ari would have thrown something, had any objects been within convenient reach. She rolled off his bedroll and began pulling her dress on. 
 
    “Amber sent me in here to check on your condition,” said Kerys. “I just thought I’d do a more thorough check than what she intended…” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” said Ari. “You did the honorable, heroic, self-sacrificing thing. The type of thing we need to start doing a lot more often.” 
 
    She giggled, and Ari sneaked another quick kiss before putting his arm around her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked her. 
 
    “Me?” Kerys furrowed her brow. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Kerys, I saw the way the Sai were holding you and the others hostage,” said Ari. “It’s not exactly a pleasant experience to have someone put their sword to your neck.” 
 
    “Ari, I am made of stronger stuff than I think you give me credit for,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Are you?” asked Ari. 
 
    Kerys scowled at him and playfully slapped his shoulder. “Yes, I am. But I appreciate you asking.” 
 
    “Never again,” said Ari, sneaking another kiss. “Kerys, I will never let anyone take you like that again.” 
 
    She held his gaze, blinking as one side of her mouth pulled up into an oddly embarrassed smile. Ari kept his arm around Kerys as he headed for the door. Amber was waiting with her arms crossed, frowning slightly, and she looked him up and down as he stepped out into Etheria’s main chamber. 
 
    “Ari,” said Amber. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Ari rolled out one of his shoulders. “My tongue hurts, and I have a headache, but other than that, I’m alright.” 
 
    “How long do you think you’ve been resting for, if you had to take a guess?” 
 
    “A couple of hours?” he ventured. 
 
    “Almost an entire day,” said Amber. 
 
    “The look on your face makes me think that you’re about to tell me that there is an issue with that,” he said. 
 
    “Be serious for a second,” said Amber. “The Weathersense Potion appears to be taking more of a toll on you each time you imbibe it. Eva described to me the level of seizing and thrashing about you did. I feel as the only one with any healing ability, and as the producer of that potion, I have to warn you against using it indiscriminately in the future.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “It’s not as though we have an unlimited supply of it to begin with. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “You sound remarkably unconcerned about your own health,” said Amber. 
 
    “He’s always been a fool like that,” said Kerys with a warm sigh. 
 
    She leaned her head against Ari’s shoulder. Amber rolled her eyes and headed back toward her own room. 
 
    “Well, I heard her out,” said Ari. “It’s still early. Come on, if we’re quick, we can get back to my bedroll before it gets cold.” 
 
    Kerys smiled as though he was joking and shook her head. Ari could feel the attention of other members of his small community on him, and momentarily set his boyish urges aside. 
 
    Rin was the first to make it over to him. Leyehl and a second Ravarian followed on either side of her, almost like bodyguards, and she still carried Varnasaria in one hand. She gave Kerys a deferential nod as she approached and then proceeded to give Ari a quick kiss anyway, eliciting an annoyed groan from the other woman. 
 
    “It’s good to see you up and moving, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    “It’s one of those aspects of life that I no longer take for granted,” said Ari. “What’s the situation? How many did we end up losing during the battle?” 
 
    Rin ran a hand along the length of her silver spear. “Two of my people were killed. Three were injured. The mercenary you brought with you took a cut across the face, but he is otherwise fine.” 
 
    “That’s all?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That’s all.” Rin grinned at him. “A good plan goes a long way, chala. You did yourself proud.” 
 
    She set her hand on his shoulder for a moment and then headed toward the tunnel. Ari looked around the main chamber, noticing where the cleanup of the remnants of the battle was still taking place. The firetraps had all but incinerated most of the bodies, but there were still bloodstains to be scrubbed away, weapons to be stockpiled, and a rather unpleasant smell, though it was bearable.  
 
    Someone had triggered the ward to close the roof overhead, likely to keep the rain from getting in that Eva had mentioned when he’d last been awake. From what he could see of the far end of the tunnel, it didn’t appear to currently be raining, though Ari still felt too disoriented to say for sure. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood!” Virgil was next to make his way over, pulling his fist to his chest in a salute that Ari smiled at and reciprocated. “Ah, and Lady Kerys.” 
 
    He blushed and gave Kerys a somewhat awkward, though very sweet, bow. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Virgil,” said Ari. “How did you fare during the attack?” 
 
    “I managed well enough,” he said. “Selene is fine, too. She was a little scared after what happened with the tower, but she’s since calmed down.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, glancing past Virgil toward the rear of the main chamber where the tower sat occupying its usual position. 
 
    “We should avoid spending more time than necessary within the tower for now,” said Ari. “Just in case Diya decides to try his trick a second time.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we’ve been doing,” said Kerys. “We moved the children into one of the underchambers and found places for the essential supplies we have stored within.” 
 
    “Good, good,” said Ari. He ran his hand through his hair, still feeling tired and a bit out of sorts. 
 
    “What I wanted to speak with you about was the tree fence, Lord Stoneblood,” said Virgil. “We’ll need to get started restoring it as soon as possible, and I was hoping you could speak with Rin and her warriors about helping with the digging and transportation of the trees.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. How much damage did it take during the battle?” 
 
    “Not as much as I had initially assumed,” said Virgil. “The larger trees were scorched by the flames, but they did a remarkably good job of withstanding the blaze. It shouldn’t take nearly as much work to repair as it did to build in the first place.” 
 
    “Good,” said Ari. “I’ll let Rin know to send help as soon as I see her.” 
 
    Virgil nodded and started to leave. His eyes lingered on Kerys, and she gave him a kind smile. 
 
    “Virgil?” she asked. “Is there something else?” 
 
    He hesitated, bringing a hand up to brush back some of his blond curls.  
 
    “Ah, no,” he said. “I just wanted to say that I’m glad to see Lord Stoneblood has recovered so thoroughly.” 
 
    A flush came to Virgil’s cheeks, and Ari felt a little bad for the Sai youth as he watched him hurrying off. 
 
    “He’s so sweet,” said Kerys. “We need to find him a girlfriend. Maybe Rin?” 
 
    “Rin would eat him alive,” said Ari. 
 
    “And you don’t think he’d enjoy every second of it?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari scowled at her and playfully flicked her ear with his finger. He glanced across the chamber, noticing another group making their way over. It was Durrien and Grena, along with Fuscia and one of the other Ravarian children. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve had your fill of being fussed over by now, lad,” said Durrien. “Thought you could do with some breakfast, though. It’s sweetbread, the children helped with rolling the dough.” 
 
    The two Ravarian children bounced forward, each holding one end of a long loaf of deep brown bread. They both grinned at Ari, looking so earnest and happy to see him that it almost made his heart melt. He brought his fingers to his mouth and made a ridiculous face while tapping his lips, eliciting a round of giggles. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Ari. “I’m starving. This is exactly what I needed.” 
 
    The bread was still warm out of the ovens. It had a flaky crust and fluffy interior, along with a taste that reminded him of black maple sap from down in the Hollow. Ari devoured it, smiling as Kerys chastised him for getting crumbs on his tunic. 
 
    “Where is Eva?” he asked, in between mouthfuls. 
 
    “Where do you think?” asked Kerys. “She’s on watch. I tried to tell her that it’s not really necessary, given that we have Rin and her warriors to fly scouting patrols now, but she wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    Ari and Kerys made their way down the tunnel, and sure enough, Eva was watching over the surrounding area from just beyond the damaged tree fence. It was early morning, and the sky was again overcast, though only a thin breeze blew across the steppe.  
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva, turning and flashing a small smile. 
 
    “Lady Eva,” said Ari in a teasing tone. 
 
    He kept his arm around Kerys as he reached his other hand out to pull Eva in close enough to kiss. Her lips were cold, but incredibly soft. Ari found himself appreciating the newfound balance of intimacy between himself, Kerys, and Eva more than he could put into words. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Well enough that I’m sick of answering that question,” said Ari. 
 
    “I only ask because I was there to witness what you went through,” said Eva. “I stayed with you until it was necessary for me to take over the watch out here.” 
 
    “I’m just teasing,” said Ari. “I appreciate your concern.” 
 
    “We were all worried about you, Aristial,” said Eva. 
 
    “I prefer that to me being the one doing the worrying,” he said. “What about you? How are you holding up?” 
 
    The question wasn’t about her physical condition, and he could tell from the way Eva hesitated before answering that she understood his meaning. He’d seen her expression during the battle, the way the violence had almost exposed a side of her that she was rightly afraid of. 
 
    “I am managing,” she said. “It is only during the actual fighting that I… struggle. Thank you for asking, milord.” 
 
    Eva set the Feathermace down and slid into place on Ari’s other side. They spent a minute like that, the three of them silently watching the surrounding area, feeling each other’s warmth in the face of the cold. 
 
    He was about to suggest that the three of them head back inside when one of Rin’s scouts came barreling out of the sky a few feet away from them. The scout was out of breath, and he only took the time to say one word before sprinting down the tunnel to sound the alarm. 
 
    “Saidicans!”  
 
    Ari reached for his sword, only realizing then that he hadn’t bothered to put it back on upon waking. He had the option of summoning Azurelight, but that would have been a tradeoff, depriving him of Eva in her incarnate form. 
 
    As he soon discovered, he needn’t have bothered. Ari saw the Sai army slowly forming into a thin, somewhat destitute line in front of the copse of trees to the south. Emperor Diya had apparently survived their harrowed retreat, and he glided out ahead of the army on his rune sled, alone and unarmed. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “They aren’t here to fight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    Ari spent a few minutes discussing the situation with Eva and Rin, eventually bringing them around to the same conclusion he’d come to. He resisted Rin’s suggestions to take advantage of their position and force another battle, feeling as though it would be too risky. 
 
    He was also sick of fighting, and it was for that reason that he accepted Diya’s implied offer, riding his own rune sled out to meet the Saidican Emperor in the no man’s lands between Etheria and the remnants of the invading army. 
 
    He took Azurelight with him, grateful for both the weapon and the woman behind it. Knowing that Eva would be in his ear to offer advice, if needed, gave him an extra bit of confidence. He slowed the rune sled to a stop as he came within a dozen or so feet of Diya, climbing off it to face him directly. 
 
    The Saidican Emperor was clearly not there for a fight, or even for the purpose of intimidation. He’d stripped his armor off at some point, and the simple white tunic and leggings he was currently wearing were stained with blood in places. Bandages poked through a hole in the shoulder of his tunic, the spot where Ari had used his bond ability to run him through with Azurelight from behind. 
 
    “Do you know why I’m here, Lord Stoneblood?” asked Diya. 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. It was an obvious lie, and he almost smiled at how easy it came to his lips. The tables had turned. He felt as though he was the one with the options, the one standing in the position of power. 
 
    Diya reached into his tunic and withdrew a missive with a red ribbon tied around it, passing it to Ari, who stared at it for a moment before unrolling it. He continued to stare as he read the words written in clean, simple Subvios, and examined the basic map sketched across the bottom of the page. 
 
    “This is… a peace treaty,” said Ari. He opened his mouth, and then closed it, for once remembering his old friend Milo’s advice about when it was best to stay silent. 
 
    “It’s fairly straightforward,” said Diya. “The map at the bottom represents the border that we would both establish and honor. Troop movements would be forbidden across it without express permission. This includes manipulation of the Weatherblight, be it for military purposes or espionage.” 
 
    “Aristial…” said Eva, through the bond. “You should consider this carefully.” 
 
    Ari took a closer look at the map. He’d done enough exploring across Maiya to understand that the border Diya had drawn up would hand over hundreds of square miles to Etheria, perhaps a tenth of the entire continent. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickling with suspicion and took a closer look at the written agreement. 
 
    “As I said, suspicious movements of Weatherblight would also be considered a provocation,” continued Diya. “It’s fairly easy for my guards to detect when you’ve taken control of one of the monsters, so I wouldn’t expect you to take that risk.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Ari. “You’re making quite the offer, Emperor Diya. Would you like to know what I think of it?” 
 
    He gripped the treaty in his hands and slowly tore it in half, and then into even smaller pieces, letting the wind take them from his hand as he opened his fingers. 
 
    “You forget your position, Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya.  
 
    Ari forced himself to ignore the sweatiness in his palms and the tension that reached all the way to the hairs of his neck. He drew Azurelight and pressed the edge of the sword to Diya’s neck, noting the way the other man’s injury prevented him from reacting in time to stop him. 
 
    “Aristial!” hissed Eva. 
 
    “I know my position,” said Ari. “I forced your surrender, not the other way around. I’m open to the idea of peace with the Saidican Empire… under certain conditions.” 
 
    “You…” Diya’s face went red with rage, and he gritted his teeth loud enough for the grinding to be audible. “Who do you think you are?” 
 
    Ari couldn’t resist, and he felt a smile creep onto his face as he spoke words that he felt like he was borrowing. “An old friend. Someone who knows enough about you to know that this should have happened a long time ago.” 
 
    “You forget yourself, Lord Stoneblood,” said Diya. “I’ll see you and everyone you love dead! I’ll—” 
 
    “Let’s add a more reasonable voice into the conversation, shall we?” said Ari. He took a step forward, reaching out a hand to rummage through Diya’s pockets. He kept a careful eye on the rest of the Sai army behind the Emperor, but they seemed chastened, both from battle and from the knowledge that they would never make it to save their Emperor in time if Ari did decide to kill him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” snapped Diya. 
 
    Ari found the Messagem and handed it to the other man. “Get your daughter on the line.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Xenith,” said Ari. “She’s the one that I wish to negotiate with.” 
 
    Diya’s eyes flickered with anger for a moment, until he saw that Ari was serious. He took the Messagem and seemed to spend a minute reaching his will into it. A quick, quiet conversation took place as he instructed the guard carrying it to bring it to his daughter, and then Ari was staring into the pretty face of the young heir to the Saidican Empire. 
 
    “Xenith,” he said, with a respectful nod. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood.” Xenith’s hair was messy, but her expression was strong and unreadable. “Do you intend to kill my father?” 
 
    “Mud and blood, I’m not some kind of monster,” he said. “I was hoping that you would be more reasonable than him so we could discuss a proper compromise.” 
 
    She stared at him, and Ari briefly wondered if he’d made a mistake in assuming that she’d be more reasonable than Diya in surrender. 
 
    “Name your terms,” said Xenith. 
 
    “Your father has already drawn up a reasonable map of the borders between our lands,” said Ari. “The only thing I ask for on top of that is for you to release the prisoners you’ve taken.” 
 
    “Prisoners…?” Xenith shook her head, and then seemed to realize what he meant. “You mean the slaves?” 
 
    “They are people, not slaves,” said Ari. “You have no right to treat them as property. You will set them free, all of them, and give them the means to travel to safety.” 
 
    He tightened his jaw, considering for the first time about what he’d be willing to do if Xenith refused his offer and the conflict continued. It didn’t seem so outlandish anymore to think that he could potentially lay siege to Central Dominion with the Weatherblight and free the captured Ravarians by force. 
 
    “Done,” said Xenith. 
 
    “Daughter!” shouted Diya. “You cannot possibly—” 
 
    “Quiet,” said Ari. “She’s the authority now, not you.” 
 
    Cold fury burned in Diya’s expression. Ari wondered if he’d gone a little too far for a moment until he saw the way the other man sucked in a calm, defeated breath. 
 
    “I agree to your terms, Lord Stoneblood,” said Xenith. “The prisoners will be released.” 
 
    “In return, I will limit my troop and Weatherblight movements to the new border,” said Ari. “Your father and what remains of his army will be allowed to pass out of my lands safely.” 
 
    The discussion continued for a minute or two more, with Xenith bringing up the possibility of exchanging official diplomats. Ari was surprised by how comfortable she seemed with the situation and almost forgot that he was still holding her father at the point of his sword when the conversation came to a close. 
 
    “No hard feelings,” said Ari, as he sheathed Azurelight and handed Diya back the Messagem. 
 
    Surprisingly, Diya gave him a slow nod in return. 
 
    “If yesterday’s encounter proved anything, it’s that I cannot protect my daughter from you, and you cannot protect your friends from me,” said Diya. “I seek outcomes, Lord Stoneblood. Not victories. This was not the outcome that I expected, but it is one that I am willing to accept. I wonder if you share that same sense of practicality in this shattered world.” 
 
    Ari resisted the urge to point out that it was fairly easy to be practical when he’d gotten everything he wanted. There was wisdom in Diya’s words, and for an instant, he really could see the man as one of Mythril’s old friends, along with the lengthy road that had led to where they were now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 52 
 
      
 
    Ari rode his rune sled back to Etheria slowly, waving a hand for Rin and her warriors to stand down as he came within a few hundred feet. Rin looked as though she was bristling for a fight as he dismounted. 
 
    “We can strike them down now, chala,” said Rin. “I understand if you wish to wait for the next storm to do it yourself, but we mustn’t let this chance pass us by.” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “We’ve made peace.” 
 
    He grinned as he pulled out the treaty, which both he and Diya had signed and kept a copy of once it had been redrafted with the important changes. She scowled as she began reading it, and Virgil, Skinner, and Durrien moved in close to read it over her shoulder. 
 
    “The slaves will be released?” asked Rin, in disbelief. “That means… my sister?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “Your people will have their Vereshi back.” 
 
    Rin shouted something in her native language to the other Ravarians nearby, and Ari was instantly pulled into a crushing hug by half a dozen ecstatic men and women. 
 
    “How likely is it that he’ll hold to this contract?” asked Rin. 
 
    Ari was about to shrug when Azurelight flashed, and Eva appeared next to him. 
 
    “The Emperor will uphold the terms,” said Eva. “I have no doubt that he will seethe under the surface while doing so, but I am confident that the treaty can be trusted.” 
 
    “It’s over then,” said Ari. “We really did it.” 
 
    Several celebratory shouts came from around the main chamber as the others hurried over to the group. Ari saw Durrien and Grena holding hands and grinning. The Ravarian children were chasing each other around, smiling and laughing.  
 
    Kerys stood a little behind the others, smiling with tears in her eyes. Ari worked to extricate himself from the center of the crowd and hurried over to her. She reached her hand out, first to cup his cheek, and then to run the surprisingly cold fingers of her copper hand through his hair. 
 
    “You kept your promise,” she whispered. “For once.” 
 
    “For once?” Ari pulled back a little and furrowed his brow in mock offense. “Kerys, you’re so mean.” 
 
    He pulled her into a tight hug and spun her around in the air, eliciting a small, surprised gasp. Some of the others flooded in around them, and Ari laughed as he suddenly found himself in a group that also included Amber, Eva, and Rin. 
 
    Virgil, with in Selene in tow, squeezed into the celebration. An idea that had been formulating in the back of Ari’s head came to the forefront, and he clasped the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    “Virgil,” he said. “Have you ever considered being a diplomat before?” 
 
    Virgil shook his head and raised an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “I need to send someone to Central Dominion to represent Etheria,” he said. “Not permanently, we’ll still need you back here in the long run. But I figure you’d be a perfect fit, given that the Sai are your people.” 
 
    “You… would trust me to do that?” asked Virgil. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “I would.” 
 
    Virgil opened his mouth, closed it, and then nodded his head. “I… would be honored.” 
 
    Ari grinned and was about to explain more of what the responsibility would entail when Durrien thrust a clay mug into his hand. 
 
    “Here,” said the old innkeeper. “I think a celebration is in order.” 
 
    Ari chuckled and took a deep sip of the best plum brandy he’d ever tasted. There was still food left from earlier, and Durrien and Grena began assembling it into more of a proper meal as the sun began to dip low for the evening. 
 
    There would still be work to do the next day, cleaning, repairing the tree fence, along with the general tasks of hunting and gathering food. It was work that Ari was looking forward to, the peaceful process of maintaining a burgeoning settlement. 
 
    He stood by the entrance to the tunnel with Kerys and Eva on either side of him, eating a slice of bread and continuing to nurse his mug of plum brandy. 
 
    “Can we relax now?” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “I think we can.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading. My next book, Arcane Dropout, will be the first in a new urban fantasy series and should be out on June 5th. I’ll most definitely be looking for ARC readers through my newsletter, if any of you are interested in getting it early. To get in touch with me directly, send an email to edmundhughes@outlook.com. For updates and occasional freebies, sign up for my newsletter. 
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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. 
 
      
 
    Heartgem Homestead 
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