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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Aristial Stoneblood adhered to a single, hard rule when it came to sparring in the dueling cavern. He always took his shoes off, regardless of how unstylish it looked. He could feel the cold stone underneath his feet in all its gritty, damp glory, along with the spots where moss or mud had made the floor unexpectedly treacherous. 
 
    Jarvis circled around Ari on the other side of the ring, which currently had more than a dozen other boys near their same age packed against the outer rope, shouting encouragement and jeers. It was distracting, ebbing and flowing in waves as the noise echoed throughout the massive chamber. 
 
    The glowmoss had been carefully seeded across the ceiling of the cavern to ensure that it was one of the more adequately illuminated locations within Golias Hollow. The cave was well enough lit that Ari could see the expression on Jarvis’ face, though it was of little help. He’d fought most of the similarly aged boys in the community, and Jarvis was, outside of himself, the most unpredictable of the bunch. 
 
    Ari took a step back, shifting his bare foot off a stone that was slick with condensation. Jarvis rushed forward, seizing the opening. He was tall, with the heavily muscled physique of a digger and a naturally bulky frame. Ari’s only physical advantages were his broad shoulders and lanky arms, but he was agile, and spun out of the way of the other boy’s tackle. 
 
    There was no point in throwing a punch, given his current angle, but he managed to get hold of one of Jarvis’ wrists and lever his arm in a way that threw him off balance. Jarvis tumbled to the ground, one of his shoes fighting for purchase against the same slippery stone Ari had been wary of before. 
 
    He hurried to press the advantage before Jarvis could get up. He’d taken two steps forward when a small, jagged rock clipped the side of his forehead, forcing him to hesitate. He looked in the direction the thrown stone had come from and saw Harris, the Hollow Lord’s son, smirking at him. 
 
    “I was aiming for your shoulder, orphan,” said Harris. “Deepest apologies.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes and wiped a spot of blood from the edge of his scalp. Jarvis was already pulling himself back to his feet. 
 
    “I’d be more offended if I wasn’t so sure that you were telling the truth,” said Ari. “It’s common knowledge that you have the aim of a blind cave rat.” 
 
    He couldn’t shift his attention over to enjoy the reaction of Harris and his easily bruised ego, but he still allowed himself a small smile. Jarvis was circling around him, and it was time to finally get serious. He feinted forward, forcing Jarvis to take a step toward the slippery section of rock, and then unloaded a fast volley of punches. 
 
    How many times had he and Jarvis been pitted against each other before? He’d lost count. Ari had sparred against all of the boys in the cavern, back when they’d all been young enough for the fights to go either way. As he’d gotten older and better at fighting, the shame inherent in losing to an orphan had deterred most of his challengers. 
 
    Jarvis had become a tool for the other boys, in a sense. A surrogate through which they could continue their childish games, despite the fact that most of them would never dare to harass him alone and to his face. 
 
    He let himself draw from his anger as he continued his attack. Jarvis blocked the first few punches but took one of the subsequent ones across his cheek. Ari tried to follow through on the attack, but Jarvis got a hand on his shoulder and thrust his knee upward. 
 
    The blow knocked the wind out of Ari and distracted him for long enough to eliminate any chance of dodging out of the way of the next rock that Harris threw, which clipped the tip of his left ear. 
 
    Jarvis waited until Ari had recovered his equilibrium before pushing forward with his counter. Ari did everything he could to dodge rather than block the barrage of punches Jarvis threw at him, but it wasn’t enough. All of their fights usually ended like this. Jarvis had that option. He could, almost without exception, overwhelm Ari’s speed and mobility with a relentless display of brute strength. 
 
    “Hit him in the face, already!” shouted Harris. “Here! We’ll make it easier for you, Jarv.” 
 
    Ari had taken a few too many steps in the direction of the sparring ring’s edge, and he felt two sets of hands grab his shoulders and pull him against the rope. He gritted his teeth and tried, unsuccessfully, to pull himself loose.  
 
    Jarvis punched him in the stomach twice in quick succession but didn’t aim for the face. Despite how often the two of them were pitted against each other, there was still a grudging respect between them. Unfortunately, that sense of sportsmanship and honor did not extend to the other boys. A few boos came from the crowd, along with a couple more rocks. 
 
    “I win,” said Jarvis. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “And what a victory it was.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” said Harris. “I’m almost impressed that he still hasn’t learned how to hold his tongue. The Choosing ceremony will happen in a couple of hours, and it’s quite possible that this could be our last chance to show our good friend Aristial how much we value his wit.” 
 
    Harris and another boy still held Ari against the edge of the ring, and he felt two more join in. He tried to struggle free, but they pulled him over the ropes in the time it took him to get a single arm loose. He realized what they were doing an instant before they reached the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “Try not to land on your head,” said Harris. “They say it’s best to curl up into a ball during this sort of thing.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and bit back his reply, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of hearing the frustration in his voice. He covered his head as they tossed him over, falling into an uncoordinated roll down the rough, rocky slope. 
 
    Most of the caverns composing the sprawling, underground community of the Golias Hollow served several functions. As such, only the upper level of the dueling chamber was devoted to actual fights, with the space below reserved for several spacious silk worm enclosures.  
 
    Each of the creatures was about the size of a large dog, completely deaf, but sensitive enough to ambient illumination that the glowmoss that the sparring ring needed could serve the secondary purpose of putting them at ease. 
 
    Ari landed in the middle of a group of them, startling the bunch into letting out surprised, ugly squeals, along with a spray of premature silk. It missed him, instead striking the unlucky person who’d been tending to the creatures full in the face and chest. Ari winced when he turned and saw who it was. 
 
    Kerys Weaver. One of the few people in the entirety of the Golias Hollow who Ari truly cared for. She was a petite girl with beautiful green eyes, straight blonde hair only slightly longer than a boy’s, and a heart melting smile that she always seemed eager to share with the world. 
 
    This time, she was not smiling. She was covered in the runny, sticky substance that silkworms spray out of their mouths as a defense mechanism, and both of her hands were balled into fists.  
 
    Gobs of it clung to her hair, her cheeks, her bottom lip, and even the cleft of her surprisingly full cleavage. Her dress had been soaked to the point of being almost sheer, and he could see the curve of her breasts and the points of her nipples in full relief. If Ari hadn’t been the one responsible, he might have drawn a leisurely comparison to what a girl looks when covered in a different sticky, natural substance, except multiplied by a hundred. 
 
    “She looks good dirty, doesn’t she?” laughed one of the boys, from above. 
 
    “It’s the only chance Aristial will ever get to dirty a woman!” shouted Harris. “Blame the orphan, Kerys, not us!” 
 
    Ari heard the sound of footsteps as the group of boys who’d been harassing him ran off. He pulled himself to feet and winced as he took a closer look at Kerys. Her grey cloth dress looked as though it had been clean before the messy, unfortunate accident, and in the caverns that was no small feat. 
 
    “Aristial… Stoneblood…” said Kerys, through gritted teeth. Her voice was high pitched and small on most days, and her current overflowing anger made it sound like a furious squeak. 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t exactly choose to fall down here, just so you know.” 
 
    “Well, now,” said Kerys, rolling her eyes. “That fixes everything, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Ari smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t listen to what those bastards were saying,” said Ari. “I’m sure I’ll get the chance to dirty you properly someday. That’s why you’re so mad, right?” 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys. “You stupid, boorish brute!” 
 
    She hit him on the shoulder. Ari caught her hand and gave it a soft squeeze, glancing around the cavern. Most of the other enclosures were empty, and he didn’t see Mistress Tina, the overseer of the silkworms, around anywhere. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “It’s going to take more than a mug of root-ale to make this up to me, in case that’s what you had in mind,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari blinked and did his very best to act as though she hadn’t just guessed correctly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Ari pulled Kerys down one of the Hollow’s many winding passageways and through the stone masonry workshop, which was filled with the accidentally rhythmic chorus of more than a dozen hammers and chisels.  
 
    Few of the crafters on duty glanced up from their work, which suited Ari just fine. There were no strangers in their community, and he expected to get an earful from any adult who saw Kerys and correctly guessed that he was the one responsible for her sticky state. 
 
    They continued down another passageway, one that led past several residential nooks, each with a door curtain of oiled cave-goat leather. Kerys slowed her pace as she realized where he was taking her, and Ari had to look over his shoulder and urge her on with a nod. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Ari, it’s a washing day, not a bathing day,” said Kerys. “The Hollow Lord will punish us for sneaking into the hot springs out of turn.” 
 
    “What the Hollow Lord doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” said Ari. “He likes you. I’m sure he’d make an allowance, regardless.” 
 
    He glanced her over again and had to force back a smile as he noticed a strand of premature silk hanging from one of her ears that she’d missed when she’d tried to wipe herself off. Kerys bristled under his attention, responding with a blush and a glare. 
 
    “If you think he’d make an allowance, why don’t we simply ask him first?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “In my experience, it’s better to act first and apologize later,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys rolled her eyes. “Your experience is that of a malcontent and a troublemaker.” 
 
    Ari shrugged and pulled back the leather curtain that cordoned the hot springs off from the rest of the hallway. He gave Kerys a mocking bow, and after a couple of seconds, she sighed and headed on in. 
 
    As tempted as he was to follow her, she did have a point. Sneaking into the hot springs on a washing day was a small offense, but a relatively selfish one that the community tended to make an unnecessarily big deal out of. It made more sense for him to keep watch, he figured. 
 
    Less than a minute after Kerys had entered, his caution was rewarded. Mistress Chella, the Hollow’s lead wash woman, came into view at the end of the passageway. Ari heard her before he saw her, primarily because of the cart she was pushing, which was heavily stacked with iron pots and clay dishes. 
 
    “Young Aristial,” said Chella, in a voice that sounded as ancient as she looked. “You have a suspicious aura around you. The hot springs are off limits today, as I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    Ari scratched his head. “The Hollow Lord caught Jarvis and I rough-housing in the dining hall again. Assigned us both extra chores.” 
 
    “Dormiar condemn you both,” sighed Mistress Chella. “If you have so much extra energy, you should spend it on digging. We could use the help.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, of course, Mistress Chella,” said Ari. “And it’s a fair enough punishment, I must admit, but it’s stupid that Jarvis gets to sweep the main cavern, while I’m stuck on wash duty.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Mistress Chella. “Well, I suppose with your help, I can finish early today.” 
 
    Ari nodded, thinking furiously. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “By the way, Benowan was looking for you earlier. He said he had the morning free, since he finished setting up his part for the Choosing ceremony early. Mentioned taking a walk through the rainbow cavern.” 
 
    “Benowan was here?” asked Mistress Chella. “Asking for me?” 
 
    Ari nodded, feeling a little guilty about this lie in particular. Benowan was one of the oldest men in the Hollow, and he’d put off taking a new wife after his old one had passed away several years earlier. Mistress Chella, a widow herself, had been positioning herself to be the target of Benowan’s affections for as long as he could remember. 
 
    “If I were to ask you to take the lead on washing, would you be able to handle it on your own?” asked Mistress Chella. “I would make it up to you, of course. You can put a few root-ales on my tab the next time you’re in the brewing cavern.” 
 
    “Three root-ales, and we’ll call it a deal,” said Ari. 
 
    Mistress Chella gave him a quick nod and hurried back down the hall. Ari breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t plan on taking advantage of her kindness and actually redeeming her reward, but as he stopped to think about it, Benowan had been wandering about rather aimlessly earlier that morning. 
 
    He pulled the cart of dirty dishes toward the leather curtain, then hesitated. There was a reason why bathing days and washing days were separate, and it was as much to preserve people’s modesty as it was to give the water a break to filter through the sponge rocks. On top of that, he was rather fond of Kerys, and respected her as a person too much to peep at her like a horny adolescent. 
 
    But maybe… just a quick look. He did have to wash the dishes, now that he’d entangled himself in falsehoods. 
 
    He pushed the cart through the curtain and tried not to gawk at what he saw on the other side. Kerys was naked in the water, and though the steam obscured most of the illicit details of her body, she was still a sight to behold, and then some. 
 
    The other boys around Ari’s age often jested about the attractiveness of the girls in the community. Kerys was one of the few that none of them could find fault with. She had what many of them called a “wife body”, buxom and curvy in all the right places. Kerys was small, but her breasts and butt were amply sized in proportion to the rest of her, with that awesome buoyancy that most women were lucky to maintain for just a few peak years at most. 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys, as she noticed his not so subtle staring. “What in Dormiar’s name do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Calm down,” said Ari. “I had to agree to handle Mistress Chella’s wash cart to keep you from being caught.” 
 
    “Keep me from being caught?” asked Kerys. “This was your idea!” 
 
    “One way or another, I’m taking on extra chores for your sake,” said Ari. “Besides, I was only looking at you to make sure you hadn’t fainted in the hot water. Again.” 
 
    Kerys set her hands on her hips, a posture that would have been a lot more interesting if not for the billowing steam. 
 
    “That’s only happened a few times,” she said. “More to the point, do you really expect me to believe that as an excuse?” 
 
    Ari sighed. He was good at lying, but not to her. 
 
    “Okay, I was peeping,” he said, smiling a little. 
 
    Kerys made a high pitched, frustrated noise. Ari brought the cart up to the side section of the hot springs, where he could sit down without having her directly in view. 
 
    “Toss me your dress,” he said. “I’ll wash it first.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Kerys. “Thanks.” 
 
    She tossed her dress over. Ari spread it out across the rocks, dabbing a finger against the sticky substance it was covered with. It felt as much like a man’s seed as it looked like it, and he felt a weird flush of arousal as he considered how thoroughly Kerys had been hosed down. 
 
    “Are you nervous at all, about today?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari dunked her dress into the warm water, grabbing one of the sponge stones off the cart to scrub at the fabric. 
 
    “A little,” he said. “But I think everyone is. The Choosing is basically a rite of passage for eighteen-year-olds. It’s not just about what happens if you pull a black stone.” 
 
    He heard the sound of splashing water and only barely resisted the temptation to glance over at her. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep last night,” said Kerys. “I just kept picturing the ceremony in my head and all of the ways it could end up playing out.” 
 
    “Relax, Kerys,” said Ari. “There was only a single girl born this last year, so there’s only going to be one black stone for you to worry about. And I sincerely doubt you’ll even be one of the ten chosen to pull from the urn in the first place.” 
 
    The Hollow Lord was ultimately the one who made the decision about which newly turned eighteen-year-olds would be participating in the Choosing. Ari fully expected Kerys to be given a free pass, given her unique circumstances and that there were 16 other girls of the same age. 
 
    She was the youngest daughter of the Weaver family and the only one of the family’s girls that had survived her childhood. Kerys had suffered from the same weakening sickness that had taken her sisters, but miraculously, she’d lived through it.  
 
    She was still prone to sickness as an adult, and her frail body both bruised and bled easily. Ari couldn’t imagine the Hollow Lord thinking that she’d be a good candidate to potentially send out to the surface, assuming he had any compassion whatsoever. 
 
    “Only a single girl was born,” said Kerys, “but three boys were. And with ten of you having to pull stones…” 
 
    She trailed off, though Ari knew full well where her line of thinking was taking her. The Hollow Lord tended to pick the boys for the Choosing based off their standing and worth to the community.  
 
    Designated troublemakers, more often than not, were the first ones pulling stones in the Choosing each year. The same was true of orphans. The fact that Ari fit neatly into the intersection of both categories made his stomach twist into stubborn knots whenever he let himself consider it. 
 
    “That’s just how the Choosing works,” said Ari. He scrubbed a little harder at her dress. “It’s always been this way, ever since we were kids.” 
 
    “It’s so much scarier now,” whispered Kerys. “To think that anyone of our age could be picked, and we’d lose them forever, over what amounts to a game of chance.” 
 
     Ari nodded slowly. It was the harsh reality created by the limited resources of the Golias Hollow. The legends surrounding the Choosing portrayed it as more of a pilgrimage than a death sentence, which is part of the reason why teenagers had traditionally been the ones sent out, rather than the old and infirm.  
 
    Ari had always thought that it would have made more sense to prioritize sending out the biggest drains on the community’s resources rather than young people in their prime, but the Hollow’s rigid adherence to Dormiar’s revered and dogmatic teachings didn’t leave much room for things like common sense. 
 
    It was possible that the Choosing had once been similar to a pilgrimage, but he’d had never seen it in that light during his lifetime. Nobody had ever returned from the surface in all the time that anyone he knew could remember. The records they had of Maiya, the continent that existed outside of their self-contained underground world, spoke of horrible monsters, impossible weather conditions, and a “tainted wind” that no man or woman could survive. 
 
    The most terrifying aspect of the surface, at least to Ari, had always been how taboo it was to talk about it. They didn’t speculate about what might be up there. They didn’t reminisce about loved ones who’d previously pulled the black stone in the Choosing. They spoke of the world outside of Golias Hollow less than they spoke of the prophet Dormiar’s fabled Endfate. 
 
    “I’m the last person to make any sort of argument that the Choosing is somehow righteous, or fair,” said Ari. “But I think it will be okay this time. I have hope.” 
 
    “You do?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  
 
    It was true enough. He’d been working hard for the past year, even though his job as a disposalist was one of the most maligned in the community. Ari had faith that the Hollow Lord would pass him over in favor of some of the other boys, and he was sure that Kerys wouldn’t be picked. 
 
    “Promise me,” said Kerys. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Promise me that if you get picked for the Choosing, you won’t pull a black stone.” 
 
    “Kerys…” 
 
    Ari heard the sound of splashing water. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” shouted Kerys. “Look me in the eyes and promise me you won’t pull a black stone! Promise me on Dormiar’s hand!” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. He turned around and let his gaze find hers, feeling an exaggerated, persistent thumping in his heart. It was usually so easy for him to hide his feelings for her, but he could sense his mask crumbling under the weight of her intense, earnest stare. He didn’t just care for her. He loved her. 
 
    “I promise I won’t pull a black stone,” he said. 
 
    He saw Kerys let out a sigh of relief. Her golden blonde hair hung in soaked, tangled locks, and her entire body glistened with moisture. Including her breasts, which he found near impossible to draw his attention away from. 
 
    “You’re still naked, you know,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys let out a small gasp, followed by an embarrassed squeal as she pulled her arms into place to cover herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Ari gave Kerys her dress back as soon as it was clean and stayed behind in the hotsprings to finish the chore he’d adopted once she’d left. After that, he headed back down into the main cavern, depositing the dishes off at the cooking nook in the far corner. 
 
    A few of the Hollow Lord’s helpers were already setting wooden chairs into place for the ceremony, each one carved from dusktree trunks and worth more in stones than Ari made in a week. He headed past them, through the sweetroot farms and mushroom fields that comprised the deeper caves, before finally making the climb down the sloping tunnel that led to the lower pit. 
 
    The lower pit was where Golias Hollow dumped the majority of their refuse. The smell was terrible on a good day and borderline unbearable when it got warm. Ari found his spade where he’d left it and moved to start shoveling some of the trash that had accumulated into the massive opening of the deep, gaping chasm. 
 
    Milo, the grizzled, middle-aged Master of the Pit, made his way over to Ari and set a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “No need for your help today, boy,” said Milo. “I’ve got it covered.” 
 
    Milo was typically a man of few words. He was short and stocky, with only a few scraps of gray hair left on his head and a scowl permanently set onto his face. He’d never taken a wife, though that wasn’t unusual for a disposalist, even one who’d risen to hold a position of authority. 
 
    “There’s more to dump here than you can do in one shift,” said Ari. “I’d feel bad about leaving it all to you.” 
 
    “Do you have wax in your ears, boy?” snapped Milo. “I’m giving you the day off. Along with this.” 
 
    The old man reached into his tunic and pulled out a small, leather pouch. Ari furrowed his brow as he accepted it, untying the draw string and sniffing the contents when he couldn’t see them in the dark. 
 
    “Sarkin flower,” said Ari, smiling and shaking his head. “The Hollow Lord banned this stuff almost three years ago. Probably for good reason.” 
 
    Sarkin flower had once been a popular narcotic amongst the more indulgent denizens of the cavern. Ari had tried it once or twice, himself, back when it had still been around. It was a highly pleasurable stimulant, and when ingested, it gave the user a rush of energy and euphoria, along with heightened senses. The effect was even more pronounced and immediate when smoked. 
 
    “Take it with you,” said Milo. “Just in case.” 
 
    Ari scowled, finding himself unable to brush off the implication. 
 
    “I’m not going to get picked, Milo,” he said. “I’ve reformed over the past year. I’m not a miscreant anymore. Well, not really. You’re worrying over nothing.” 
 
    “Not as I see it, boy,” said Milo, in a sharp tone. 
 
    “You’re ancient, Milo,” said Ari. “You can barely see me, let alone what I’ve been up to.” 
 
    Milo let out a small chuckle, and then his face grew serious. 
 
    “You’re strong, Ari,” he said. “You’ve certainly got guts to spare, and a solid head on your shoulders. I honestly hope you’re right.” 
 
    Ari tried to swallow the unnecessary lump that had formed in his throat. He hesitated for only an instant before pulling the old man into a tight hug. They’d been good friends, at least as much as two men separated by half a century in age could be. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “But I’ll be giving your illegal gift back to you when I come down later today to finish up the work.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then,” said Milo. 
 
    The old man patted his back and slowly released him from the hug. He cleared his throat and returned to shoveling shit, and Ari watched him for a couple of seconds before heading back down the hall. 
 
    He spent the next few hours in his personal nook, which had once been a small storage closet. It lacked many of the conveniences of most homes in the Hollow, including the means to prepare his own food or a proper privy.  
 
    It was as much as could be expected for an orphan. Ari had barely been old enough to talk when his mother had died, and he’d been passed from household to household until the age of twelve, when he’d been allotted his own living space. 
 
    A few of the Mistresses had continued to check in on him over the months, making sure that he was earning enough from his drudge work to pay his own way. They’d always been reminding him to stay out of trouble and bemoaning the fact that their advice so often seemed to fall on deaf ears. 
 
    The few times Ari had eaten food that hadn’t been raw or at a communal meal were when Kerys had invited him over for dinner. He’d always appreciated the gesture but found himself declining her offers as he got older and began to notice the disdain Kerys’ father and older brothers had for him. 
 
    The hour drum announced the arrival of the Choosing in dramatic fashion. Ari was already wearing his best tunic and only took the time to stuff the sarkin flower into his pocket and wipe his face clean with a wet cloth before heading down to the main cavern. 
 
    He was one of the last to arrive, though that was often the case. The majority of the cavern’s three hundred and four residents were sitting in their chairs, facing the center of the room in stark silence. 
 
    The Hollow Lord, Harris’ father, stood behind an altar on a stone dais in the center of the room. He was dressed in a ceremonial white silk robe, and his hair was pulled up into a knot in the same style often depicted in the old artwork of the prophet Dormiar. 
 
    All of the Hollow’s eighteen-year-olds stood on either side of the room, girls to the left and boys to the right. Ari hurried to take his place, ignoring the annoyed glances a few people shot in his direction.  
 
    Harris was surrounded by his friends, and he whispered something to them as Ari approached that brought out a muffled laugh. Probably a joke at his expense. He was too nervous to make himself care. 
 
    The Hollow Lord waited for a few more minutes before finally clearing his throat. The altar had twenty candles on it, and the Hollow Lord accepted a small twig torch from one of his helpers, which he used to slowly and methodically light each wick. 
 
    “Welcome, friends and family,” said the Hollow Lord, in a booming voice. “We are gathered here today to take another step forward in fulfilling Dormiar’s mission.” 
 
    “Dormiar’s blessings upon us,” replied the assembled crowd. Ari mouthed the words on reflex, finding that his throat was too dry to make much sound. 
 
    “When our people were first given this hollow, this sanctum that we’ve made into our home, it was with an understanding of both the responsibility and sacrifice inherent in the mere act of existing,” said the Hollow Lord. “Dormiar, our beacon and guide through the darkness, decreed that Golias Hollow would always strive to remain a community of three hundred and no more.” 
 
    The Hollow Lord took a slow breath, and then reached down under the altar. He pulled out a large, white urn and set it in the center of the circle of candles. 
 
    “On this day, as is tradition, we shall perform the Choosing,” said the Hollow Lord. “Those selected will be asked to leave, for the sake of our community. They will leave the sanctum as pilgrims, men and women alike, and seek a life beyond the rock.” 
 
    “Dormiar’s blessings upon us,” the crowd repeated. 
 
    The Hollow Lord left the silence that followed to hang in the air for several seconds. He let his gaze drift across the teenagers, his expression serious in consideration of the gravity of both the situation and the fate to which he’d be condemning some of them. 
 
    “We shall begin with the men,” said the Hollow Lord. “The first to pull a stone and place their future in the hands of Dormiar’s wisdom… shall be Aristial Stoneblood.” 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd. Ari felt his cheeks burn as dozens of sets of eyes turned his way in unison. Being selected to pull a stone in the Choosing was a minor shame, in itself.  
 
    The only exception was for those with aspirations of future leadership within the Hollow, namely the Hollow Lord’s son and other privileged youths. They were typically expected to make the noble gesture of requesting to pull a stone for the sake of their family’s honor and as a way of avoiding accusations of personal bias or favoritism. 
 
    Being personally selected to pull the first stone without prior notice, however, was basically a condemnation of a person’s character. The first pull was considered to be particularly unlucky, so much so that the Hollow Lords of past years had been rumored to have occasionally rigged the Choosing in order to make the first pull always turn out to be a black stone. 
 
    Ari took a step forward, separating himself from the other boys, most of whom had already begun whispering behind his back. His face, neck, and chest were all hot with shame. He knew what everyone was thinking, because it was the same thing that he was thinking himself. 
 
    They didn’t want him. He was an orphan, prone to fighting and other troublesome behavior. He had nothing to offer their community. If he pulled a black stone, all it meant in practical terms to them was that someone else’s son would get a pass. Nobody was going to miss him. 
 
    He made the mistake of glancing over at the girls on the left side of the cavern. Kerys immediately held his gaze. Her eyes were already wet with tears, and as much as her concern touched him, it also dissolved the remaining vestiges of his hope. 
 
    He knew that he was going to pull a black stone. And he knew that he was going to die on the surface. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    The Hollow Lord stepped back from the altar as Ari made his way up onto the stone dais. He extended a hand, and Ari shook it, though it took all the willpower he had to keep from petulantly squeezing as hard as he could. 
 
    He stepped up to the altar, taking a slow breath to calm himself. As the ceremony demanded, Ari licked his thumb and forefinger and used them to extinguish the flame of one of the twenty candles that represented each of the potential sacrifices selected for the Choosing. 
 
    More than anything, Ari wanted to say something. He wanted to put his feelings into words. He wanted to let it all out, especially his frustrations with the community and the fact that he’d never been given a chance to truly belong to it. 
 
    His mother had been no more than a few years older than he was now when she died. She’d never taken a husband, and nobody had known for sure who Ari’s father was, since no man had ever come forward and claimed him. He was an orphan and a bastard, and apparently also a naïve fool for not seeing the truth. Who else would they have chosen to pull the first stone? 
 
    He jammed his hand into the urn with more force than necessary and pulled out a stone, clutching it so tightly that his knuckles started to cramp. He held it out in the direction of the crowd, as the ceremony demanded, and then opened his fist. 
 
    The stone was white. Ari blinked a few times, wondering if it was a trick of the glowmoss illuminating the cavern. He brought it close to his face and stared at it in disbelief. 
 
    “White stone,” called out the Hollow Lord, in a voice that was more than a little disappointed. “By Dormiar’s decree. Aristial Stoneblood, you shall serve the community here, in the sanctum.” 
 
    The Hollow Lord took the stone from Ari’s hand and gestured back toward the other boys. Ari walked over to them slowly, looking for Kerys in the crowd of girls as he went. She was grinning, though her cheeks were still wet from fresh tears. Ari winked at her. He always kept his promises. Well, most of the time. 
 
    The next few boys who were picked to pull stones seemed to pass by in a blur, from his perspective. Jarvis was one of them, which was not unexpected. Ari wasn’t sure how to feel when Jarvis opened his hand and revealed a black stone. Jarvis didn’t seem to know how to feel, either, as his expression remained as shrouded and impassive as it usually was. 
 
    A boy by the name of Byron also pulled a black stone, and he began weeping openly, without hesitation. Nobody stood to comfort him, not even his family. The ceremony was too solemn of an event to be interrupted by anyone’s tears. 
 
    Much to Ari’s surprise, Harris also pulled a black stone. The Hollow Lord let out an audible gasp when he saw the color of the stone in his son’s hands, and Ari watched him struggling to recompose himself as he dumped the urn out and began preparing the correct ratio of stones for the girl’s side of the Choosing. 
 
    “So it shall be,” said the Hollow Lord. “If you pulled a black stone, come forth to stand behind me. The rest of you may sit down, while we determine which of our daughters Dormiar has chosen.” 
 
    Ari took a seat in one of the chairs in the back of the cavern and slowly exhaled. He felt relieved, but still nervous. He looked over at Kerys, but she was whispering with some of the other girls. Only one of them would be picked, but the favorable odds did little to improve the atmosphere in the cavern. 
 
    One by one, the Hollow Lord began calling the girls up, and one by one, each of them pulled a white stone. They’d made it through the first six when the Hollow Lord cleared his throat and announced the next name. 
 
    “Kerys Weaver,” he said. 
 
    Ari almost stood up from his chair. He felt his heart pounding hard enough to make the insides of his ribs ache as he watched Kerys stepping forward, the shock clear on her face. Ari glanced over at her family, and saw Kerys’ father, along with her three brothers, all active in the process of comforting her mother. 
 
    Kerys stumbled a little as she made her way up to the dais, struggling with steps that weren’t carved to accommodate her small stature. She extinguished one of the candles, and then stood up on her tiptoes to reach into the urn and pull forth a stone. 
 
    She opened her hand, and revealed a small, black object in its center. Her mother let out a choked sob, and the crowd broke out into whispers.  
 
    Ari couldn’t believe it. He double and triple checked the color of her stone, much as he had with his own, still seeing black. Sending Kerys up to the surface was like pitting a puppy against a fully-grown subterranean snake. It was savage, even by the sacrificial standards of the Choosing. 
 
    “That… marks the end of the ceremony,” called out the Hollow Lord. “Those chosen, along with their families, should remain in the cavern to discuss what happens next. The rest of you may return to your errands.” 
 
    The crowd immediately broke out into hushed murmurs. The Hollow Lord’s stoic disposition seemed to fracture as he made his way over to Harris and his wife and pulled them both into a tight embrace. 
 
    Kerys, likewise, was surrounded by worried members of her family. Her mother was hugging her and sobbing uncontrollably. Her father was still sitting in his chair, looking stunned. 
 
    More than anything, Ari wanted to go over to her and say something. There was so much he still felt like he needed to tell her, all of it to do with how she made him feel. He felt cheated, as though he’d been on the butt end of destiny’s cruelest joke. He kept his promise to Kerys, and now she was the one who’d been chosen. 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth hard enough to hurt. He couldn’t live with himself knowing that Kerys, of all people, was being sent up to the surface to die a pointless death. It was a fact that would rip him apart, piece by piece, his soul contorting and shredding at the tragedy of it. 
 
    He knew what he had to do, and it scared him senseless. His stomach was a bundle of knots as he tried to will his feet into carrying him forward. What he was about to do was allowed, though so seldom done that the Hollow Lord didn’t bother mentioning it as a possibility during the actual ceremony. 
 
    Ari took slow, shaky breaths as he walked toward Harris and his family. The Hollow Lord frowned at him as he approached, clearly annoyed at the prospect of being interrupted from the final moments he had with his son by the orphan, of all people. 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his tunic and took out the white stone. The fact that he’d pulled it in the first place was a greater feat of luck than he’d probably managed in the rest of his life combined. He felt like he was about to throw up, and he had to force the words out in a choked voice as he proffered the stone toward Harris. 
 
    “Switch stones with me,” said Ari. “I’ll take your place.” 
 
    Harris, his mother, and the Hollow Lord stared at Ari, all three of them stricken dumb in disbelief. Ari couldn’t manage a smile, but his sense of humor still seemed capable of forcing out a bad joke. 
 
    “You know, I could still change my mind,” he said. “Better hurry, before I do.” 
 
    Harris took him seriously, and immediately snatched the white stone from his hand and replaced it with the black one. His mother pulled him into an even tighter hug, and the Hollow Lord let out a relieved gasp. 
 
    “My son…” called out the Hollow Lord. “Aristial Stoneblood has switched places with my son! Harris will remain in the Hollow!” 
 
    Several joyous shouts came from what remained of the crowd, along with a short, but enthusiastic round of applause. Ari had to work to keep from feeling personally offended by how much more the community appreciated Harris than they did him. He looked over at Kerys and reminded himself of why he was doing what he was doing. 
 
    He found himself wishing that the rules of the Choosing would have allowed him to switch stones with her directly. It would have thrown off the gender balance, of course, and that facet of the tradition was as rigidly and pointlessly enforced as the archaic age requirement and pompous ceremony. 
 
    “Thank you,” whispered the Hollow Lord. “I don’t know what possessed you to offer this kindness to my family, Aristial, but we shall never forget it.” 
 
    The most respected man in Ari’s community bowed his head low enough to make him feel uncomfortable. He scratched his head and shrugged, trying not to let the fear building on the edge of his awareness overwhelm him. 
 
    He didn’t say anything else to Harris and his family, and there really wasn’t much else to be said. He was trembling as he walked away from them, and he had to force his hands into the pockets of his trousers to keep from fidgeting incessantly. 
 
    Kerys was watching him from across the room, but she was still in a tight embrace in between her mother and father. Her three brothers, Arnold, Fello, and Tomas, walked over to Ari, looking a little sheepish. They hadn’t exactly been kind to him, but Ari still greeted them with a wave, mostly since it was the last time he’d ever have to speak with them. 
 
    “You switched stones because of Kerys,” said Arnold. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    Ari gave them a small nod. It felt strange to admit it to them, almost as though he was asking them for their approval to run off with her. Arnold reached his hand out, and Ari shook it. 
 
    “Please,” said Arnold. “Protect her. Aristial, my sister will die up there on her own. Do everything in your power to make sure that won’t happen.” 
 
    Ari bit back his first response, which was a quip about how they’d probably both die, regardless of anything he did. Instead, he gave them the truth, the words his heart had used to give him the resolve to make the switch in the first place. 
 
    “I’m going to put her life before my own,” he said. “I’ll protect her to the very end.” 
 
    Arnold squeezed Ari’s hand and nodded, clearing his throat and turning away before the tears in his eyes could drop. Tomas also shook his hand, and Fello, the youngest of the three, pulled Ari into a quick hug. 
 
    He looked over at Kerys as her brothers walked away from him. Her face was a mask of conflicting emotions. Relief over the fact that she wouldn’t be heading into the chaos alone. Anger at him for the promise he’d made to her, and then broken. Another emotion, deeper and harder to place. 
 
    Ari looked at the black stone in his hand again. He tucked it into his pocket for good luck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Mistress Geline, the keeper of the Hollow’s stores, took her place on the stone dais. Her helpers had already brought out four bags, each made from the highest quality leather the cavern could produce and packed full of equipment. 
 
    “If the chosen would please grant me your attention for a moment, I’d like to read off the list of supplies you will have at your disposal,” said Geline. “As all resources are naturally limited, I would like to place great emphasis on the significance of the objects we’re entrusting you with.” 
 
    Ari resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He’d stuck around for this part of the Choosing ceremony the previous year and was familiar with what each of them would be given. It was a little insulting for Mistress Geline to act as though it was anything more than the strict essentials, a small collection of supplies that might last them a week, at best. 
 
    “One waterproof kellowack tent,” said Geline. “One silk stuffed sleeping pad. One wool blanket. One red-iron hunting knife. One full waterskin. One rope. One breath scarf, which I encourage all of you to wear across your face as soon as you’re outside to combat the ‘tainted wind’ our records suggest exists on the surface.” 
 
    She took a breath, frowning as she surveyed her audience. Ari was the only one standing alone. Byron and Kerys were still surrounded by their families, and even Jarvis, whose mother had died a few years earlier, stood with Harris and his parents. 
 
    “One pound of dried goat jerky,” said Geline. “One pound of smoked cavepig. One pound of fresh sweetroot. One pound of dried mushrooms, and one pound of candied fruit.” 
 
    It sounded like a lot of food, and maybe it was, given their circumstances. Ari chewed his lip, wondering if any of them would survive for long enough to eat all of it. He felt as though if they did manage to, they might stand a chance of living significantly longer. And if not… well, he could always eat the candied fruit first and be dead by the time he had to start eating the dried mushrooms. 
 
    “One fire kit, containing flint, an iron striking rod, a small amount of tinder, and a waterproof carry box,” said Geline. “Take note of the diagram etched into inside of the box’s lid instructing proper usage of said materials, as I’m sure most of you have never started a fire on your own before.” 
 
    Ari had, though it had been part of a petty prank to take revenge on a few of the other boys for stealing his shoes during a duel. 
 
    “I wish all of you the best.” Mistress Geline bowed and hurried off the stone dais, clearly eager to be done with her minor role in the Choosing. The Hollow Lord rose to take her place, looking visibly relieved compared to just a few moments earlier. 
 
    “I would ask you all to say your final goodbyes,” said the Hollow Lord. “It is best not to belabor your departure, as the conditions on the surface shift due to the motion of the sun and stars.” 
 
    Ari had nobody left to stay goodbye to, so he opted to take a look at his pack, instead. The rolled up kellowack tent hung from straps on the bottom, but everything else fit inside neatly. He still felt nervous, but there was another emotion rising from underneath, a liberating sense of anticipation that made him eager, if a tad anxious, to see what awaited them. 
 
    Kerys received hugs, kisses, and emotional farewells from her entire family before finally walking over to join Ari by the equipment packs. She was blushing and wouldn’t look directly at him as she bent down to pick up her allotted supplies. 
 
    “You switched with Harris,” she said, softly. 
 
    “I did?” Ari made a face and pulled the black stone out of his pocket, staring at it in mock surprise and horror. “What in the name of Dormiar? How did that happen?” 
 
    “Aristial!” she snapped. “You made me a promise!” 
 
    “I believe the exact words of that promise involved me not ‘pulling’ a black stone,” said Ari. “Switching for one later on was never mentioned. You should really be more specific, Kerys.” 
 
    He gave her a wink, taking a small amount of pleasure in how it flustered her and dropped them back into their usual rapport. That’s it, he thought to himself. Make jokes. Tease her. Do everything in your power to distract from the death sentence you’ve both been dealt. 
 
    “Did… one of my brothers put you up to this?” whispered Kerys. 
 
    Ari gave a single shake of his head. They were standing close to each other, and one of his hands brushed against hers. 
 
    “I put myself up to this,” said Ari. “I’m a noble lad. It was more than I could stomach to imagine poor little Kerys Weaver out on the surface, all on her lonesome.” 
 
    Kerys didn’t look like she’d heard him. She let one of her small hands run across the strap of her equipment pack and took a shallow breath, blinking back tears. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry. It isn’t fair, Ari. For both of us to have to…” 
 
    “Quit moping, Kerys,” said Ari. “The surface might not even be so bad. And if it is, well, I guess we’ll face it together.” 
 
    He let his eyes linger on hers and felt an odd tension in the air between them. It wasn’t quite enough to push out the fear that had taken up residence in his chest, but it did reaffirm his decision. They would face the surface together, and that singular fact was enough to let him keep up a brave face. 
 
    The Hollow Lord and a dozen other men from the community led Ari, Kerys, Jarvis, and Byron out of the main cavern. He heard the families of the other Chosen calling out to them as they left, and he watched Kerys as she waved her last goodbye over one shoulder. 
 
    The walk toward the Hollow’s seldom used exit gave Ari a moment to further consider his circumstances. He didn’t really know Byron, and Jarvis was close to the opposite of what he’d call a friend. But even still, he found himself wondering if any of that would matter, once they were on the surface. They’d need every advantage they could get. 
 
    Golias Hollow had been slowly dug out over a long period of time, and as such, the caverns closer to the original cave tended to be smaller and formed through natural processes, rather than by the shovels of the digging crews. The exit cavern was now a simple storage chamber, with a massive circular stone door at one end that did little more than collect dust outside of one day of each year.  
 
    It took all the strength of the Hollow Lord and the other dozen men he’d brought along with him to so much as budge it. Ari watched them straining at the stone handholds cut into the door, some of them groaning from the exertion. The door barely moved, rotating to the side an inch at a time as it slid past the archway behind it. 
 
    They didn’t bother to open it further than what was needed for Ari and the others to squeeze through. There was another door on the other side of it made of wood so old that the cracks between its boards had been filled in and smoothed out by stone dust over the years. 
 
    The Hollow Lord worked a small mechanism in the wall, and the second door slowly fell forward. It was a drawbridge, Ari realized. And it would be pulled back into place behind them, cutting them off from even attempting to get back in. 
 
    “This is where you make your departure,” said the Hollow Lord. “If you follow the caverns down the cliffs and then up the slope, you’ll reach the surface.” 
 
    He didn’t sound entirely sure of his words, and why would he have been? He’d never made the trip before or even gotten any confirmation in over three hundred years that it was still traversable.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Kerys in a low voice.  
 
    She gave the Hollow Lord a deep bow and then stepped through the stone door and out onto the drawbridge ahead of the others. It was dark on the other side, with at least the first cave lacking the coordinated glowmoss growth that illuminated the Hollow’s inhabited interior. 
 
    Jarvis and Byron also bowed to the Hollow Lord. Ari gave him a mocking salute, enjoying the irritation it brought out on the faces of the other men around him. The Hollow Lord didn’t seem to mind. Given what Ari had done for him, he wasn’t all that surprised. 
 
    An unpleasant smell wafted up to his nostrils as he made his way across the long, wooden drawbridge. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that there was a deep chasm underneath. Judging from the stains he could see on the rocks on the way down, the pit below had once been used for disposal, just like the one he and Milo had worked. 
 
    The drawbridge began to lift back up almost as soon as he’d stepped off it. He made his way over to Kerys and stood close to her, both of them getting their last glimpse of the only home they’d ever known. 
 
    “It’ll be okay,” whispered Ari. 
 
    “Are you lying to me again, Aristial?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “No,” he lied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Ari stood alongside Kerys and the others, none of them moving as they listened to the last of the grinding noise of the larger stone door being rolled back into place. The silence that followed was vacuous and all-encompassing, unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. 
 
    There was always noise in the Hollow. It bounced around, echoing off walls and becoming an ambient hum of talk, work, laughter, and occasionally, sex. But on the other side of the door, there was nothing. The air was stale and dry, and the path ahead of them was dark in both appearance and future promise. 
 
    “The Hollow Lord said we have to climb down first,” muttered Byron. 
 
    “Then let’s go,” said Ari. “No use waiting around.” 
 
    He pulled his equipment pack into place on his shoulders and took the lead. The cavern they were in was large enough for him to think that it had also once been a part of the original hollow, or maybe whatever its precursor had been. 
 
    There was a smaller passageway on the far side, narrow enough to force them into walking in a line, rather than side by side. After a few twists and turns, it exited out into another large chamber that was lit with splotchy sections of natural glowmoss, and immediately dropped off into a steep cliff. 
 
    “Well,” said Ari. “Here we are.” 
 
    He winced at the prospect of climbing down the poorly lit, damp looking cliff face with the heavy equipment pack on his shoulders. There wasn’t enough illumination from the glowmoss for him to even see the bottom, and what he could see of the cliff suggested that the climb would not be an easy one. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” said Jarvis. It was the first time he’d said anything in audible distance of Ari since the Choosing. “There’s no advantage in going slow.” 
 
    He looked over to Byron, and then to Ari. 
 
    “Kerys isn’t going to be able to make the climb all that quickly,” said Ari. “But we all have ropes. We should take our time and do this carefully.” 
 
    “Piss on that,” said Jarvis. “This isn’t a game, and we’re not on a team. Her wife body won’t help us survive, orphan. She’s dead weight, and you know it. Let her make the climb on her own.” 
 
    “Suck on dirt, Jarvis,” snapped Ari. 
 
    Jarvis shrugged and started toward the edge of the cliff, shooting an expectant glance over his shoulder at Byron. 
 
    “He’s probably right,” muttered Byron. 
 
    “Byron!” said Kerys. 
 
    “Sorry, Kerys,” he said. “But we all have to look after ourselves now.” 
 
    Jarvis had already begun descending the cliff face, and Byron slipped down to follow after him, struggling a little more than the other boy had. Ari drew in a little closer to Kerys, who looked like she was about to cry. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “And those bastards don’t know what they’re talking about. They’re probably too scared to think straight.” 
 
    Kerys seemed consoled by his words, and Ari immediately set about digging through his pack. He found the rope and tied one end of it around his waist and the other around Kerys.  
 
    “You’ll have to go first,” said Ari. “I can see a small ledge that the rope can reach. I’ll lower you down and then climb down myself.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Kerys. “I think I can do that.” 
 
    She was still wearing the gray dress that Ari had scrubbed clean for her earlier that day, and it was not the most suited garment for the type of climbing they were doing. Or any climbing, for that matter. 
 
    Kerys managed to take some of the burden of her own weight off Ari by pressing her feet against the cliff as he lowered her, but ultimately, it wasn’t even necessary. She was tiny, and even laden with her equipment pack, her weight would have only been a serious burden for him if he’d let himself fall off balance. 
 
    Ari came down after her, finding it more difficult than he’d expected. He almost slipped off the edge of the ledge as he dropped into place next to her, but Kerys caught one of his arms and hugged it to her chest, pulling him back. 
 
    “It will only be a few more drops, I think,” said Ari. “Are you still doing okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Ari,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 
    He ended up having to lower her down the full length of his rope seven complete times, the last of which was against a cliff face so sheer that even the glowmoss couldn’t find purchase to grow on it. He struggled to find his own way down that stretch, and ended up half sliding and half falling down the slick rock. 
 
    Ari stood next to Kerys as they looked back in the direction that they’d come from. The passageway leading toward the Hollow was so high up as to be virtually invisible to them. Had they stumbled into where they currently were by chance, they would have been facing a borderline impossible climb for the first thirty feet, continuing on from there up to a destination they couldn’t even see. 
 
    “Hopefully that was the hard part,” said Ari. “Are you ready to keep going?” 
 
    He frowned as he glanced around the cave they found themselves in. There was a mound lying in the corner, only barely illuminated by the spotty illumination of the patchy glowmoss. Ari took a few steps toward it before realizing what it was. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “You might not want to come over here…” 
 
    “What?” She ignored his suggestion, moved to stand behind him, and then let out a muffled scream. 
 
    The skeletal remains of a man, or possibly a woman, were lying in a sprawl across the floor near the far end of the cliff face. Whoever it was had been dead for some time. Decades, if not longer. There was no flesh or skin left on them, though a few scraps of clothing still hung loose on their bones, remarkably well preserved. 
 
    “Dormiar’s tears, Ari,” whispered Kerys.  
 
    “It’s been years since this poor soul passed on,” said Ari. “They’re at rest now, Kerys. Probably found their serenity in the Endfate.” 
 
    Ari didn’t actually believe in the Endfate, but he would have said just about anything to keep from having to see Kerys upset. His own heart was pounding a chaotic rhythm in his chest, and he couldn’t help but get the feeling that the skeletal remains wouldn’t be the last brush with death they’d have in the near future. 
 
    “Who knows?” said Ari. “This could be someone who lived a long, fulfilling life on the surface. Maybe they were about to pass on from old age, and they decided to try to come back to the Hollow one last time?” 
 
    “You’re spinning fantasy, Ari,” muttered Kerys. “It’s far more likely that this was one of the Chosen, like us, who just… slipped and fell. Died before ever making it out to the surface.” 
 
    “There’s no way for us to know,” said Ari. “Regardless, at least now we have an idea of why the Chosen never try to return to the Hollow.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at the sheer cliff face again. Kerys didn’t say anything, and after a minute or two, he set a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Kerys. “We should put on our breath scarves now. There’s no telling how soon we’ll reach the surface.” 
 
    “Good point,” said Ari. He pulled his out of his bag and tied it across his face. He had some doubts about how much good it would do against the mysterious “tainted wind,” but it was probably better than nothing. 
 
    There was another passageway ahead of them, and it ran upward at a gentle slope. As they progressed further into it, the sides and ceiling pinched inward. Ari found himself wishing that he’d let Kerys go first as he struggled to slip through some of the tighter sections. He had to take his pack off his shoulders eventually, and one of the squeezes after that was so tight that he only managed it by pushing all of the air out of his lungs and wriggling like a snake. 
 
    The passageway opened back up after that, much to his relief. They walked through the dark for a while, and Ari couldn’t help but reach out for Kerys every few seconds, just to make sure that she was still close by him. They rounded an s-turn and then spotted something in the distance. 
 
    “Is that… glowmoss?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Uh…” Ari shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Whatever it was gave off a more intense illumination than glowmoss, though only in small pinpricks. Ari and Kerys walked side by side, drawn to the source of the light like moths to a flame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    It was the exit. A thick curtain of vines had grown across the cave opening, but Ari made a hole through them so he and Kerys could slip past. What awaited them on the other side was enough to bring him to his knees, lost in a state of unabashed awe. 
 
    Light. There was so much light. More than he’d ever experienced before, at any point of his life. More than what made sense. Ari felt his eyes burn from the intensity of it. It suddenly felt like he was spinning and tumbling head over heels. Kerys’ hand was clutching his shoulder, but after a couple of seconds, she abruptly pulled away from him. 
 
    “Kerys!” he said. He reached a hand out to steady her, and then hesitated as he saw her pulling her breath scarf aside to vomit onto the ground. 
 
    It was a response that Ari almost mirrored as he slowly examined their bizarre surroundings. They were outside the Hollow, midway up the side of a large hill. Or was it a mountain? He’d seen depictions of the surface before in some of the scrolls and paintings in the Hollow, but it was impossibly vivid in person compared to how it had looked in artwork.  
 
    His eyes naturally tracked toward the source of the overwhelming light, and Ari had his first encounter with the fabled sun. It was too bright, like one of the occasional bonfires they’d have in the main cavern when they could properly ventilate the smoke into the higher caverns. No, it was even brighter than that, so bright that it scared him and hurt to look at directly. 
 
    “Dormiar’s blood…” he muttered. Kerys was still retching, and he hurried to her side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She spat onto the ground, wiped her mouth, and pulled her breath scarf back on. 
 
    “Not really,” she said. 
 
    Ari would have laughed at that, had he not been struggling to regain his own composure. There was just so much wrong with what he could see of their surroundings.  
 
    There seemed to be no limit to how far he could see into the distance. The ground was covered with vegetation. He knew what grass and flowers were, and they’d had dusk trees underground, but seeing all of them together at such insane densities was bizarre and a little terrifying. 
 
    There was water, too, enough of it to form a thick, blue line that cut across the tapestry of the land. Ari had to take a deep breath to steady himself as he considered how much water that was. He then proceeded to have a brief instant of panic as he checked to make sure his breath scarf was still on and doing its job properly. 
 
    “I… have no words for this,” muttered Kerys.  
 
    “This is the surface,” muttered Ari. 
 
    “Your mastery of the obvious is unmatched,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari let out a single chuckle and flicked her on the shoulder. The fear he’d felt when considering the surface back in the Hollow was still there, but it was now intermingled with other emotions. Awe. Disbelief. A large helping of curiosity.  
 
    “That’s the sun,” said Kerys, jutting a finger upward. “Trees. Grass. That’s a river, over there, and we’re… on the side of a mountain.” 
 
    “I can’t get over how bright it is out here,” muttered Ari. “How do people even sleep in these conditions?” 
 
    He bit his lower lip immediately after asking the question. The last thing he wanted to do was give Kerys another worrying facet of the surface to fixate on. He was surprised when he heard her let out a delighted giggle. 
 
    “It’s not always in the sky, Aristial,” she said. “It’s a celestial object. It travels, and when it’s not around, the land is as dark as any cave.” 
 
    “I… knew that,” muttered Ari. “It’s just been a while since I’ve had my lessons about the surface.” 
 
    Kerys laughed at him again, and then sat down on the rocky, sloping ground. 
 
    “There’s so much color,” she whispered. “It makes me feel so strange to look at it all. Not in a bad way, though. The blue of the sky. The green of the grass and trees. I never knew anything could be so green, Ari.” 
 
    He looked over at her and almost did a double take. 
 
    It was the first time he’d really seen her since they’d stepped out of the darkness of the cave. Kerys… was beautiful. Her hair swayed slightly in the wind. It was dirty, but her golden blonde locks were still captivating underneath the specks of moss and dust that she’d collected during their passage. 
 
    The skin of her neck and arms was pale, so much paler than he’d ever realized in the Hollow, but also flawless and unmarred. The grey dress that she’d been so proud of looked drab and muted compared to the girl wearing it. And her eyes. Her big, perfect, emerald eyes. 
 
    Kerys glanced over at him, and he felt his face heating up as she held his gaze. 
 
    “Are you ogling me, Aristial?” she said in a teasing voice. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t going to throw up again.” 
 
    Kerys made a face, though he could only see the section of it above her scarf. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she said. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    Ari scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” he said. “It’s hard for me to believe just how big this place is. I keep thinking about how many times the Golias Hollow would fit in just what we can see here, and it’s more than I can imagine.” 
 
    “This is only a tiny portion of the continent,” said Kerys. “The land is curved, Ari, so we can only see the area nearest to us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” said Ari. 
 
    “It would, if you’d paid more attention during your lessons,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari briefly considered pointing out that he hadn’t had a family—or the stones—to pay for lessons beyond the few he’d had as a child but decided against it. 
 
    “The continent is so large that it doesn’t make sense to talk about it in the terms we used to speak about length and distance in the Hollow,” said Kerys. “To walk from one end of it to another would literally take months, if not years.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I had Mistress Ana show me some of the old maps,” said Kerys. “I can remember enough about what they looked like to have a general idea of where we are. The Golias Hollow is located on the southern half of Maiya, which means, well…” 
 
    She hesitated and gave a small shrug. 
 
    “I don’t think it means anything, to us,” said Ari. “Here. Let’s head toward the river first.” 
 
    He pointed a finger at the unbelievably crisp, vibrant blue line of water in the distance. 
 
    “Okay,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” said Ari. “Give me a shout if you have trouble keeping up with your tiny legs.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Kerys. “My legs are dainty, not tiny!” 
 
    Ari made slow progress as he led Kerys down the side of the mountain, more due to his own trepidation than the terrain. There was a cool, meandering breeze that reminded him of the way it felt to sit in front of some of the passageways back in the Hollow. He was enjoying it up until he stopped to consider whether it was the “tainted wind” they’d been warned about. 
 
    He slowed to a stop after about half an hour as they made their way off the mountain’s slope and up to the edge of forest that encompassed the land around it. Ari was dumbfounded by the size of the trees. Some of them were higher than anything that could have fit into the caverns and wide enough around to seem like permanent features of the landscape. 
 
    “We should be able to head through here,” said Kerys. “At least I think so.” 
 
     She pulled back a branch and peered into the thicket beyond it, eyeing the dense foliage warily. 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “It should be fine.” 
 
    He took the lead, biting back his own concerns rather than burdening Kerys with them. They hadn’t encountered anything all that dangerous yet other than the wind, which Ari was beginning to doubt as a real threat. 
 
    With that said, he still wasn’t ready to let his guard down. As they slowly moved through the forest, Ari listened and reacted to every sound he heard in the distance. He wore his tension openly in his body language, and he noticed that Kerys was similarly wound up as they passed by an old, rotting, fallen log. 
 
    “Listen,” whispered Kerys. “Can you hear that?” 
 
    Ari paused and directed his attention toward where she was gesturing. 
 
    “It’s the river,” he said, after a moment. “Come on.” 
 
    They reached it as they passed beyond the next line of trees. Ari shook his head as he stared across the rushing basin of water, feeling awed for the hundredth time that day. 
 
    “There’s so much of it here,” he said. “If there’d been something like this in the Hollow, the very idea of washing days versus bathing days would have seemed ridiculous.” 
 
    The river was at least a hundred feet across and deep enough in the center that Ari couldn’t see the stones underneath. He made sure Kerys was still nearby and then crouched down on his knees at the edge, only then realizing how thirsty he was. 
 
    “Careful,” said Kerys, as she watched him pull off his scarf. “Only drink. Don’t breathe.” 
 
    “I think… it’s probably fine.” Ari took a small, experimental breath. “If there is something in the air, the scarves aren’t going to do much about it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari dipped his hand into the water, cupping some up to his mouth to take a sip. It was shockingly cold, and it had none of the chalky mineral aftertaste that had always seemed so normal back in the Hollow. 
 
    “I’m not absolutely sure,” said Ari. “But I don’t think we’ll get that kind of certainty on the surface. We just have to trust our instincts.” 
 
    He nodded to Kerys and could tell from the expression in her eyes that she was still a little wary. She slowly pulled the scarf aside, revealing the pale skin of her cheeks and the deep red of her lips. Again, he found himself struck by how the sunlight brought out her natural beauty. 
 
    “Quit looking at me like that,” said Kerys, smiling. 
 
    “You had something on your cheek,” said Ari. “And—whoa! Check this out!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s in the water,” said Ari. “Here, get down on your knees and lean forward.” 
 
    He kept his face as stoic as he could as he watched Kerys drop down behind him and scan the riverbed for nothing. 
 
    “Lean a little closer,” said Ari. “It’s right… there!” 
 
    He brought his hand up, splashing a handful of ice-cold water into her face. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” Kerys glared at him and then smiled as she reached her own hand into the water to retaliate. 
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    They rested for about an hour before moving on. Without any specific destination in mind, Ari decided that the most logical thing for them to do was to follow the river.  
 
    At the very least, they wouldn’t have to worry about running out of water if they stayed near it. After a while, they found a place where the river narrowed slightly, and Kerys pointed out a clearing on top of a hill on the other side. 
 
    “We should rest there,” said Kerys. “We can set up our kellowacks and prepare for the night.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. He glanced up, noticing for the first time that the sun had progressed across the sky toward the horizon. It still felt as bright out as it had when they’d first left the caverns, but he trusted what Kerys had told him before about how that might change. 
 
    “I think it might be smart for us to use the rope again, here,” said Kerys. 
 
    “You might be right about that,” said Ari. The water wasn’t as deep as it was in other sections of the river, but it was flowing fast enough to make him unsure of how it might affect their movement. 
 
    He took the rope out and handed one end of it to Kerys, not bothering to tie it this time. He tested the water with one foot, feeling it soak his leather shoe all the way through. It was a soothing sensation rather than an unpleasant one, even if the cold was enough to make him shiver. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” said Ari. “Hold tight to the rope and stay close to me.” 
 
    He stepped into the river, which was up to his knees just off the bank. Before going deeper, he had a thought, and took the time to shift the bag of sarkin flower Milo had given him out of his trouser pocket and into his pack. 
 
    The two of them made slow progress, swaying slightly to keep their balance in the river’s unyielding current. Kerys made cute little noises as they progressed deeper, and she inhaled sharply as they reached the point where the river was up to her waist. 
 
    “Dormiar’s skin!” squealed Kerys. “The water is really cold.” 
 
    Ari looked over his shoulder at her. She still held the rope, but she’d drawn her arms across her body, just under her breasts. He couldn’t help but notice that her nipples were visible against the cloth of her dress. 
 
    “I can tell,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to…” Kerys glanced down at herself, and then glared at him. “Aristial Stone—” 
 
    The last syllable of her sentence was cut off as she set her foot down on a rock that was too slick for her to maintain her footing. Ari watched in horror as Kerys fell backward into the water and lost her grip on the rope. 
 
    “Kerys!” 
 
    He reached for her a second too late and felt his fingers graze the edge of her shoe as the river immediately began carrying her along. Ari gritted his teeth and pushed forward, flailing his arms in an attempt to give himself the momentum to catch up with her. 
 
    Kerys let out a scream, followed by a choking cough as she apparently inhaled a breath of water. There were rocks behind her in the distance where the river dipped downward into a small waterfall. She was being swept along toward them, completely unaware of it, on track to strike them head first.  
 
    Ari kicked hard against the riverbed and made another grab for her. He got a hold of her dress and held it tightly enough to arrest her momentum. Unfortunately, Kerys’ arms were above her head, and stopping her didn’t stop the river from dragging her pack along in the current. 
 
    It came loose from her shoulders and bobbed up and down a couple of times before disappearing over the waterfall. Ari gritted his teeth and dug his feet into the rocks as he pulled Kerys back toward him. He felt her dress rip slightly, but he managed to get a grip on her ankle with his other hand and pulled her into a tight, desperate hug. 
 
    She was still coughing when he managed to get them both across to the other side of the river. Her dress had a tear that ran from the bottom hem up to just above the knee, and she was shivering from the cold. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Ari. “You’re safe now.” 
 
    “My… pack,” she said, through chattering teeth. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Ari. “You’re alive. That’s all that really matters.” 
 
    Kerys hugged her arms across herself and met his gaze. She looked so scared, and so tiny. 
 
    “They were right,” she muttered. “Jarvis and Byron. I am just dead weight, aren’t I?” 
 
    Ari sat down behind her and pulled her into a reverse hug. It was as much to warm her up as it was to comfort her. 
 
    “Forget about what those dirt suckers said,” he told her. “You’re not dead weight. You’re smart and capable. And there’s a good chance that we’ll be able to find your pack if we follow the river further down.” 
 
    “We won’t have time before the sun sets,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Well, we’ll do it when it comes back up, then,” said Ari. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    He gave her a squeeze and stood up. Kerys stayed on the ground. 
 
    “Your nipples are showing again, you know,” he said. 
 
    Kerys let out an offended gasp and stomped to her feet. 
 
    “The plan hasn’t changed,” said Ari. “Let’s set up camp and eat dinner. I still have my pack, so it’s not like we’re completely helpless.” 
 
    “We’ll only have half as much food,” muttered Kerys. 
 
    “That’s true,” said Ari. “But I somehow get the feeling that the Chosen of previous years didn’t starve to death out here. It doesn’t matter if we have five pounds of food or fifty if it turns out that there are other, more pressing threats that we haven’t encountered yet.” 
 
    He felt a little bad about pointing out to her that they still didn’t have a firm grasp on the nature of the danger they were in, but Kerys took it in stride. She nodded and walked alongside him as they headed into the clearing and up to the top of a nearby hill. Ari found a section of flat ground and passed her his kellowack. 
 
    “Do you mind setting this up?” he asked. “I’ll look around the nearby area for some loose wood for us to make a fire with.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Kerys. “Just… don’t go too far.” 
 
    Ari pulled the red-iron knife out of his bag and nodded to her. 
 
    “I won’t,” he said. “If anything happens, give a shout.” 
 
    Kerys nodded. She was still soaking wet, but she’d already set about unfolding the oiled leather of the kellowack. Ari hesitated for only a moment before heading off into the trees. It felt good to have the pack off his shoulders, and he’d been dying for a chance to explore freely since he’d first begun to feel comfortable on the surface. 
 
    There was a constant chorus of sound in the forest that was unlike anything in Golias Hollow. Birds chirped, insects buzzed, and the wind made the leaves and branches of the trees hiss with a soothing rustle.  
 
    The dense foliage overhead formed a ceiling of sorts, too. It didn’t come close to reminding him of the comfort of having a shelf of rock overhead, but it gave him a similar sense of limitation. The surface was strange, but not indecipherable. He felt like he could get used to it, and perhaps even thrive, given enough time.  
 
    One of his footsteps landed on a branch, which let out a sharp snap. He saw movement in a nearby bush and almost tripped in his rush to pull himself back. The knife he held was barely as long as his hand, and it felt woefully inadequate as he watched a creature surge across his field of view in the forest ahead of him. 
 
    It was brown with tan spots and slightly larger than a cave-goat. It ran away from Ari, rather than charging him down as he’d expected it to, and he made out the details of its thin, hooved legs and horned head before it disappeared into the trees. 
 
    It took his heart a minute or two to calm down, during which time he collected as many dead branches as he could. Kerys had finished pitching the kellowack when he returned and was in the process of weighting the corners down with rocks. 
 
    “The wind keeps tipping it over,” she explained. “It was never a problem down in the Hollow, but up here, it seems to happen pretty often.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what the histories meant by the tainted wind?” said Ari. “The bane of tents and blower of shirts.”  
 
    “You’re hilarious,” said Kerys, rolling her eyes. 
 
    She stood up from behind the tent, and Ari noticed that she’d made a change to her dress. She’d removed the section that had ripped when he’d grabbed her in the river, which kept the hem even, if a little ragged, though it now fell only to mid-thigh, rather than to her knees. 
 
    “You’re staring at me again, Ari,” said Kerys. Her voice had a teasing note in it this time, and when she met his gaze, Ari was the one who blushed. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” he said. “Hey, look. It’s starting to get a little darker out.” 
 
    “It’s called the sunset,” said Kerys. “People used to make time to watch it, back when they lived on the surface. We should give it a try.” 
 
    Ari set the branches down in a pile and followed after Kerys as she found a spot for them to sit down on the edge of the hill. A few puffy, dark clouds had coalesced in the sky, and he felt as mesmerized by them as he was by the orange and purple hues of the burning sun as it drooped over the horizon’s edge. 
 
    “It’s really beautiful here,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    He felt himself wondering why anyone would ever consider abandoning a place so expansive and abundant with resources, even for a cozy hollow. It was a thought that he chose not to voice as he considered the implications. 
 
    People would have only left the surface if there was a reason to leave. A damn good one, at that. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. 
 
    “Liar.” 
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    They watched the entire sunset, and the colors left Ari wondering why everything seemed to be so much more beautiful by default on the surface. It was dark as he made his way back over to the center of the camp to start the fire, which he found comforting. 
 
    Kerys assembled dinner from their rations, picking out a small portion of each of the different foods they’d been allotted. They didn’t have any plates, but there was a large, flat rock next to the kellowack that she swept off as well as she could before setting their dinner down onto it. 
 
    “I’ll trade you my dried mushrooms for your candied fruit,” said Ari. “I know how much you love them.” 
 
    Kerys would have normally rolled her eyes on that, but her complete attention was devoted upward. Ari followed her gaze, frowning a little as he took in the bizarre tapestry of lights and dots arrayed across the sky. 
 
    “Those are stars, aren’t they?” he asked. “And that’s… the moon. I didn’t realize it was so bright. But what in Dormiar’s name is that?” 
 
    He pointed a finger at the second large, glowing disc in the sky. The moon that he’d been taught about, Lumas, was clearly recognizable as the largest feature of the night. It was full and shining a slightly reddish white color. However, it had also a companion, a smaller moon that Ari had never seen any mention of in the histories. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Kerys. “That’s a little unnerving. Ari, that shouldn’t be there.” 
 
    She shook her head and hugged her shoulders. Ari leaned to the side slightly, as though it would give him a better view. The second moon, if it was what it appeared to be, stood out against the black of the Void as a mixture of blue and green. It was pretty, and even though it was smaller than Lumas, there was something about it that caught the eye. 
 
    “Let’s give it a name,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We discovered it,” said Ari. “In a way… it’s ours. All the people we left behind in Golias Hollow have zero knowledge of its existence. We can call it whatever we want.” 
 
    He was smiling, but he wasn’t really sure why. He looked over at Kerys and saw her gazing back at him with a slight gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “The Stray,” she said, in a soft voice. “The Stray moon.” 
 
    “Kind of breaks the naming format,” said Ari. “Lumas is just Lumas. Not ‘The Lumas.’” 
 
    “Oh, you be quiet,” said Kerys. “That’s its name.” 
 
    They kept talking about the sky as they ate. Ari listened as Kerys explained the idea of a constellation to him and pointed out several to him. 
 
    “That looks nothing like a trident,” said Ari. 
 
    “The shaft is pretty obvious,” Kerys said. 
 
    “Just because something has a shaft doesn’t make it a trident,” said Ari. “Obviously.” 
 
    Kerys shot him a look from across the rock. 
 
    “What?” said Ari. “You know I’m right.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” said Kerys, with a slight smile. “You are just too much sometimes.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. It was starting to get a little chilly, and he ran his palm across his knuckles. 
 
    “It’s pretty,” he said. “All of the stars are. They remind me of glowmoss a little bit.” 
 
    Kerys had finished eating her food, and she moved to the other side of the rock to sit next to him. 
 
    “The stars are ancient,” she said. “And the moon. Well, Lumas, at least. The histories we had in the Hollow all acknowledged the fact that Lumas and the stars have been the same in the sky for as long as we’ve been keeping records.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. 
 
    “I’m glad we got the chance to see them,” he said. “And I also hate the fact that we got the chance to see them.” 
 
    “I know that feeling,” said Kerys. 
 
    There was an odd tension in the air as they finished dinner, and Ari didn’t need to guess at where it came from. He didn’t say anything as Kerys did a pointless circle of their campsite and their singular tent. 
 
    “We only have one kellowack,” she said. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    The conflict in her expression was enough to make Ari feel sorry for her, and he understood where it was coming from. The kellowack was more than just a tent. It held a significance in the society of the Hollow, as many young newlywed couples would opt for spending their first nights together inside of one set up in one of the public caverns rather than in the nooks of their families. 
 
    There was no real way for two grown adults of any size to sleep together in a kellowack without being in direct contact with each other. Ari had no problem with that, given that the second person in the equation would be Kerys. 
 
    And Kerys… was blushing so fiercely that he could see her red cheeks in the near dark. Ari fought off the almost overwhelming urge to tease her. She’d been through a lot over the past day. They both had. 
 
    “I can sleep outside,” he said. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Strangely, Kerys looked conflicted. Her face was still flushed, but she slowly nodded her head, holding his gaze. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    They stared at each other for a period of time that stretched on for far too long. Finally, Kerys brushed off the bottom of her somewhat ragged dress and slipped through the canvas flap of the kellowack.  
 
    Ari tended to the fire for a while longer before finding his pack and setting it down on the ground to use as a pillow. His sleeping pad was inside with Kerys, but he wasn’t uncomfortable. He was tired, and he knew that it would only take him closing his eyes for a couple of seconds to get to sleep. 
 
    The sky looked ridiculous to Ari, full of bright, shimmering stars that each seemed to demand his attention. They made being outside feel like being in a cavern with no curtain for the glowmoss. Except, that wasn’t entirely true. The clouds, another feature of the atmosphere that Kerys had explained to him earlier, were thick enough now in places to cover the tapestry of lights behind them. 
 
    “I think it’s going to rain,” said Kerys, from inside the tent. 
 
    “Rain,” said Ari. “The artwork always made that seem like quite the event. I think I’d like to see it up close.” 
 
    “It’ll be cold Ari,” said Kerys. “Cold and wet.” 
 
    He shrugged, even though he knew she couldn’t see it. “I’m made of tough stuff. I’ll live.” 
 
    He let out a yawn and rolled over, feeling a little sleepy. Nothing happened for a couple of seconds, and then he heard the sound of the tent flap opening. 
 
    “Aristial…” said Kerys, in a soft voice. 
 
    He turned around and blinked several times in numb surprise. Between the dark of the night and the shadows of the kellowack, he could only see Kerys’ silhouette. But that alone was enough to tell him that she was naked, and she absolutely did have a wife body on par with the rumors. 
 
    Her breasts were perfect, round mounds in the dark, dotted by nipples that were as hard as they’d been earlier in the river. There was a slight breeze, and it made Kerys’ hair flutter to the side. She held on to a single lock of it between two fingers, twisting and teasing it nervously. 
 
    Girls back in the Hollow had a tendency to plump up once they left childhood, but this apparently had not been the case for Kerys. If she’d put on any weight in the past few years, it had all gone to the most interesting places, namely her breasts and her butt. Ari felt his cock stiffening and realized that he’d just been staring at her for the last few seconds. 
 
    “I know you switched stones because of me,” whispered Kerys. “Well, here I am.” 
 
    Her words turned him on more than he would have thought possible. Ari shifted toward the kellowack’s opening on all fours, fighting to reel in his basic, primal urges. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “We both could be dead within a day or two,” she whispered. “We might be scared, but we don’t have to be lonely.” 
 
    Her logic was solid, even if Ari found it to be a tad unsatisfying. He resisted the urge to complicate the moment by asking Kerys about her true feelings or trying to explain his. Instead, he moved toward the kellowack’s doorway, and Kerys moved backward to allow him enough room to come in. 
 
    There was almost no extra space inside. Kerys was sitting with a posture that was probably more lewd than she realized, with her knees and butt touching the ground and her legs parted open. Ari undid his belt and pulled off his tunic, which he’d only kept on to give him some cushioning between himself and the ground. 
 
    He tossed it aside, followed shortly by his trousers, leaving only his underwear. Even in the dark, without being able to see the expression on her face, Ari could tell that Kerys was nervous. He reached his hand out slowly and pressed it against her cheek. She put her hand over his and leaned her head to the side as he brought his in closer. 
 
    He kissed her. It was… interesting. Kerys didn’t really seem to know how she was supposed to move her lips, or even that she was supposed to. Ari pulled back a little, and then tried again, slower this time. Kerys let out a shaky breath as their lips broke away. 
 
    “That was my first kiss,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Really?” Ari said, with a smile. “I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    He wasn’t exactly that much more experienced than she was, but he couldn’t resist such a prime chance to tease her. Kerys tried to slap his shoulder and he caught her hand. He kissed her again with more passion and let his fingers trace across the bottom edge of one of her breasts. 
 
    They were nice. They were really nice. He let his kiss with Kerys deepen as he gently tipped her back onto the sleeping mat. He didn’t let his hand do more than graze her breasts, as he worried how she might react if he got too aggressive. Instead, he slid it lower, across her stomach, and then a little further down… 
 
    “You’re still wearing your panties,” whispered Ari, as his fingers discovered the upper hem of the soft, silkworm spun garment. 
 
    “I’m… embarrassed,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “They’re silk,” said Ari. “Leave it to the Weaver family to give their daughter panties that are borderline erotic.” 
 
    “Aristial!” said Kerys in an even more embarrassed voice. 
 
    He gave her another kiss, doing most of the work with his lips in an effort to draw out her passion. One of his fingers slid into the fabric of her panties, and he started to pull them down. A shiver ran through Kerys, and she wiggled against him. 
 
    “That tickles,” she whispered. “Can I… leave them on? Just for now?” 
 
    “Of course.” Ari slid his hand up and let it cup the entirety of one of her naked breasts. Kerys let out a gasp, and then they were kissing again. 
 
    Kerys could keep her panties on, he decided. But he was going to take his underwear off. He pulled them down and straddled her, letting his hard cock lay across her stomach. Kerys arched her back as it made contact, lifting her hips with an instinctual impulse that he doubted she fully understood. 
 
    “Aristial…” whispered Kerys. “Ari.” 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her on the lips, and then the cheek, and then the neck. He let his hard arousal grind into her as his hands roved over her. The tip of his cock pressed into her impossibly soft panties at what would have otherwise been the perfect angle. It was knocking on the door, begging to be let in. Demanding it. 
 
    He kissed one of her breasts but decided that doing anything to her nipples with his mouth might be too much for her. Instead, he kept up the pressure in other ways, kissing her lips with shifting intensity and letting his fingers caress the inside of her thigh. 
 
    He could feel her getting more comfortable and even beginning to take the initiative. She wrapped her arms around him, letting her hands trace his broad shoulders. Ari moved his hips against her as he felt her hands shyly groping his buttocks, as though she was trying to pull him into her even though her panties prevented it. 
 
    “I don’t have to take your panties off, you know,” whispered Ari. 
 
    He heard Kerys let out a small, shaky gasp in response, as though she was too overwhelmed by the experience to speak anymore. Ari rubbed her leg gently and then let one of his fingers pull the soft, silk fabric slightly to the side. 
 
    Physically, she was ready for him. Ari could feel the wetness and heat of her womanhood as though she’d just climbed out of the hot springs. Mentally, he wasn’t so sure. He pushed forward, but shifted to a safer angle, letting his cock graze between her thighs, just underneath his true goal. 
 
    He kissed her and slowly pushed forward, letting his shaft slide against her but not into her. It still felt unbelievably good, and from the way Kerys tensed her muscles and squeezed her thighs to emphasize the point of contact, he got the sense that the pleasure was mutual. 
 
    Ari kissed her deeply, letting his tongue enter her mouth for the first time. He let himself grind against her, his hands caressing her breasts as she squeezed his cock tightly between her thighs. Her body was so small, and so easily taken. Her hot wife body, ready and waiting to be taken and dirtied, and… 
 
    Ari took a sharp breath, suddenly realizing how close he was to blowing his seed early. He pulled back slightly, and Kerys ran a hand across his cheek. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I… think so too.” 
 
    Ari frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I’m so worried about what my parents and brothers would think,” she whispered. “What Dormiar would think, even. We aren’t married, Ari.” 
 
    Her hand drifted across his stomach as she spoke, and she absentmindedly took hold of his cock and gave it a squeeze. It felt awesome, almost too good. 
 
    “I thought…” He tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice. “I mean, after what you said before...” 
 
    “We’re both scared and confused,” whispered Kerys. “Neither of us really knows what we’re doing.” 
 
    Her words were rather apt, as her hand had begun to slowly stroke up and down. If Kerys lacked much natural skill when it came to kissing, she certainly didn’t lack for it in other places. Her palm was unbelievably soft, and she had a fidgeting way of squeezing her fingers individually that was as pleasurable as it was unintentional. 
 
    “We don’t have to always know what we’re doing,” said Ari. “We’ll figure it out as we go.” 
 
    “Right,” said Kerys. “As we go.” 
 
    Her hand pumped faster, but she still barely seemed to notice the effect she was having on him. Ari was on the brink. 
 
    “Uh, Kerys—” 
 
    “We can take our time…” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” said Ari. “Maybe you should also take your—” 
 
    “Then when I’m ready,” she said. Her thumb ran over the head of his rock hard cock, making Ari feel like he was about to explode. “We’ll come together, as man and woman, when it’s appropriate and—” 
 
    “Kerys!” 
 
    Ari jerked his hips upward, half straddling her again as his cock unleashed its hot, sticky seed. Kerys let out a tiny squeal and squeezed him harder, probably more out of surprise, than anything. 
 
    The pleasure of it was unreal. Ari shivered from it, feeling like he’d just slipped into the hot springs after a long day. With Kerys alongside him, naked and willing. He ran a hand through her hair, only then noticing that she did not seem to be pleased with him. 
 
    “Aristial… Stoneblood!” shouted Kerys. 
 
    Ari kissed her cheek. “I told you I’d dirty you eventually, Kerys.” 
 
    She slapped him on the shoulder and let out a frustrated noise. Ari chuckled a little and slipped out of the kellowack to find something to help her clean up with. 
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    A dagger of silver light cut through the sky in the distance, followed by a bang loud enough to make the air in Ari’s ears resonate. He dropped to one knee in surprise, clutching the loose scrap Kerys had torn from her dress in one hand. 
 
    “Thunder!” Kerys said, from inside the kellowack. “That means it’s about to…” 
 
    Water began to pour from the sky in small droplets. Ari furrowed his brow, glancing upward, and then all around. It was the strangest thing, as though he was being continually splashed by water from an unseen source. 
 
    “Rain,” said Kerys. “It’s rain. Come on, get back in here before you’re totally soaked.” 
 
    Ari was still naked, and he did the best he could to wipe the water he’d already accumulated from his body. He passed Kerys the cloth, which she used to wipe his seed off her stomach with the daintiest movements she could manage, under the circumstances. 
 
    “I’m glad we set up our camp on a hill,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Mistress Ana said that occasionally it would rain enough on the surface for the ground to become a basin,” she said. “They call it flooding.” 
 
    “That would be bad,” said Ari.  
 
    “We should be fine up here, though,” said Kerys. “It usually doesn’t flood enough to reach the hills. And also—” 
 
    A blood curdling scream came from the nearby woods, loud enough to be heard through the patter of falling rain against the leather of their tent. Ari sat up straight in an instant, gripping Kerys tightly by the shoulder. 
 
    Another scream came, followed by the sound of snapping branches and an inhuman gurgling noise. Ari’s legs felt like they were paralyzed from terror, but he forced himself to think about what would happen if someone, or something, attacked them while they were still in the tent. 
 
    “Ari!” hissed Kerys, as he began to move.  
 
    “Stay here,” he said. “But be ready to run.” 
 
    He only took the time to pull on his underwear before slipping out of the tent and scanning the nearby trees for the source of the disturbance. He grabbed his red-iron knife from his pack, clutching it so tightly in his hand that his knuckles turned white. 
 
    Kerys. He had to protect Kerys. 
 
    Ari took a step forward, making his way over to where the sloping hill gave way to the forest below. He couldn’t see anything through the curtain of darkness and rain, but he could hear the threat clearly. 
 
    Something was feeding. Multiple somethings. Ari could hear the disgusting sounds of it, crunching and viscous gurgling. He willed himself forward, too frightened to come up with a plan of action other than to investigate and be ready to run. 
 
    Ari pressed his back to a thick tree trunk and sneaked a glance around it. He could see them in the distance, gathered around their prey in a small clearing. Three of them were down on all fours, feasting on what looked like a human body. The fourth was standing, and though Ari could only see the outline of his shape, it was enough to chill him to the bone. 
 
    The creatures were vaguely humanoid in form. The upright one stood on two oddly jointed legs, swaying slightly from side to side. It was taller than a human, rising at least seven or eight feet tall, judging from how much bigger they were than the corpse they were devouring. 
 
    The most disturbing feature about them was their upper body. It looked as though someone had plucked a massive cave squid out of the depths of one of the water caverns and attached it to their neck. Half a dozen tentacles as long as the creatures were tall extended outward from their heads, and they moved and fidgeted incessantly. 
 
    The one that was standing dropped to all fours and shifted forward into place next to the others, moving with forced, jerky motions. Ari couldn’t make out the detail of their faces, but from the way they were biting down into the corpse, he could only assume that they had strong jaws and sharp teeth. 
 
    He didn’t know what to do. The fact that they hadn’t seen him yet was basically the only advantage that he had. Any fantasy of trying to sneak up on the monsters and initiate a surprise attack was, well, simply a fantasy.  
 
    Ari slipped back through the forest the way that he’d come, resisting the urge to break into a sprint as the camp came back into view. He needed to stay quiet. He needed to get Kerys somewhere safe. He needed… 
 
    There was another one of them at the bottom of the hill. And another one a short distance beyond it. Neither of them had noticed Ari yet, but they would, soon enough.  
 
    He all but ripped the kellowack’s flap open and grabbed Kerys by the hand. She looked terrified, and from the way she blinked when she saw him, Ari was pretty sure that he did, too. 
 
    “Run,” he mouthed. He gestured in the one direction he hadn’t seen the monsters coming from yet, and then hesitated, gritting his teeth. Where would it even be safe for her to run to? He couldn’t see or hear well enough in the dark to get a sense of their surroundings, and guessing would be gambling with her life. 
 
    Not to mention that Kerys was clinging to his side so tightly that he doubted he could have pried her off him without using a specialized tool. She was still naked from the waist up and now soaking wet, as vulnerable as the day she’d been born.  
 
    Ari found his pack and dumped it out, grabbing the bag of sarkin flower from the mess. He pulled it open and dumped the entire thing into his mouth, chewing and swallowing as quickly as he could. 
 
    “Ari!” hissed Kerys. “One of them is coming!” 
 
    Sarkin flower was a strong stimulant, and it worked quickly. Ari could already feel its effects as some of the dry petals touched the underside of his tongue. It amplified the senses and helped him focus, but it also made him better at handling his emotions. He felt himself waging an internal war, desperately trying to outthink his fear by coming up with a plan in what little time they had before being discovered. 
 
    “Come on!” he whispered.  
 
    He pulled Kerys through the camp and in the direction he’d originally told her to flee in. It was forested, and he could hear the sound of the falling rain, along with the rustling of tree branches, but nothing else. 
 
    Behind them, however, the creatures were spreading out. Ari was basically dragging Kerys through the muddy grass. They were both barefoot, and aside from his knife, they’d abandoned all of their supplies. It didn’t matter. Surviving the night was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    “Here!” said Ari, sliding to a stop in front of a massive tree. “Up!” 
 
    Kerys understood his plan immediately. Ari laced his fingers together and gave her a boost to the first branch, which was just out of her reach. He stood waiting with his knife, giving her a few seconds head start. 
 
    If it came down to it, he would fight off the creatures there, on the ground. If that’s what it took to protect Kerys, he would do it. It wasn’t that Ari was fearless in the face of death. It was that he felt more worried for Kerys than he did for himself. 
 
    “Ari!” whispered Kerys. “I can’t reach the next branch!” 
 
    He looked upward, spotting her amidst the foliage and cursing under his breath. She wasn’t high enough. Even if he made the rather large assumption that the creatures couldn’t climb, one might still have enough reach between their height, their tentacles, and a decent leap to pluck her loose from her current position. 
 
    Ari tucked his knife into a rather precarious sheath in the back of his underwear as he started to climb up after her. By the time he was halfway to where she was, he could hear the creatures approaching, the sound of them crashing through bushes and branches only audible to his sarkin flower enhanced ears. 
 
    “Hold this,” he said, handing Kerys the knife as he reached her. “And hold onto me.” 
 
    “What?” asked Kerys.  
 
    Ari didn’t have time to explain. He grabbed her and hoisted her onto his back. He could feel the points of her nipples pressing against his skin. He could also feel how cold she was, which gave him an implicit understanding of how challenging it would be for her petite, mostly naked body to hold its warmth in the pouring rain. 
 
    He climbed for both of them, moving through the tree limbs fast enough to earn a collection of cuts and scrapes from the smaller branches he ignored in his haste. He climbed until his arms burned and then kept going until his biceps cramped up, physically preventing him from lifting them any further. 
 
    They were on a thick branch, thirtyish feet above the ground. Ari sat down so that he was straddling the tree in a way that left his back against its trunk, with Kerys sitting on the tree limb directly in front of him. He wrapped his arms around her as much to comfort her as to warm her up. 
 
    He could hear the creatures coming, and he almost wished that the sarkin flower hadn’t done such a good job of enhancing his hearing as his heart pounded in terrified anticipation. The foliage of the branch they were on and the surrounding ones was thick, but it wasn’t perfect. They’d be visible from a few different angles. 
 
    Kerys squeezed his hand so tight that it made his knuckles hurt. Was she shivering from cold or from fear? Did it even matter? 
 
    The creatures made strange purring noises as they passed through the underlying forest. Ari spotted one of them approaching their tree and prayed that Kerys wouldn’t notice it. The last thing he wanted was for her to scream, or gasp, or react unpredictably. 
 
    There were at least three of them. One of them came right up to the trunk of the tree they were in and ran its tentacles over the bark. Ari took the knife back from Kerys, though he had no idea what he’d even be able to manage to do with it. 
 
    By some miracle, the creatures continued on without making an attempt to reach them. Ari waited until they were completely out of view before letting out a shaky sigh. Kerys was still shivering, and he ran his hands over her arms and shoulders in an attempt to work some more heat into her. 
 
    “We’re okay,” he said. “We got away from them.” 
 
    Kerys’ shaking shifted into full body, but totally silent sobs. Ari hugged her as tight as he could. 
 
    “I knew…” she whispered. “We both knew. The surface couldn’t have been so nice and so beautiful. There had to be something.” 
 
    “Well,” said Ari. “At least now we know what it is.” 
 
    If Kerys had been put at ease by his attempt at looking on the bright side, she didn’t let it show. 
 
    “We’re going to die,” she whispered. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. 
 
    “Aristial, don’t lie to me again,” she said. “They’ll get us eventually. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    “They won’t,” he said. “I’m not lying to you, Kerys.” 
 
    “Liar,” she whispered. 
 
    “I promise you,” said Ari. “I won’t let you die. Kerys Weaver. I… I love you. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure that we both survive.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but Ari felt her hand squeezing his even tighter. He let his head lean on her shoulder as he hugged her and focused on the rhythm of her soft, scared breathing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Ari didn’t sleep much, only drifting off for minutes here and there and jerking awake each time. The rain continued throughout most of the night, stopping an hour before sunset. He waited until there was enough light for their surroundings to be visible to be sure that the monsters weren’t still a threat. Finally, he gave Kerys a shake and carried her back down to the ground. 
 
    It was a bit of a challenge, given how uncomfortable his body felt after being stuck straddling the branch for hours on end. Neither of them said anything as they slowly walked back to camp, naked and muddy and barefoot. 
 
    The kellowack’s leather covering had been shredded, and one of the poles holding it up had been snapped in half. Their clothes had been left untouched, as had the sleeping pad and most of the rest of the camp, including their food. 
 
    “It could have been worse,” said Ari, as he pulled his tunic back on. 
 
    “I don’t see how,” said Kerys. “Dormiar’s blood, Ari. What were those things?” 
 
    He shook his head, unable to venture a guess. He’d certainly never seen any artwork of them down in the Hollow or read any descriptions of them in the histories. 
 
    “They came out as soon as the sun had set,” said Kerys. “Why would they only come out at night?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “They’re pretty ugly. Maybe they’re really shy and don’t like all the attention?” 
 
    Kerys didn’t smile or get annoyed. She didn’t react to his comment at all, as though it hadn’t reached her. 
 
    Kind of like when Ari had admitted to her that he loved her the previous night. 
 
    He felt a little irritated at the fact that he was letting himself care about a thing like that, given everything else that was happening. He’d been hoping that she’d eventually say it back to him, but failing that, he at least wanted her to mention it in some way and acknowledge his feelings. 
 
    Ari shook himself out of that line of thought, recognizing how little it mattered. He’d made Kerys a promise. He could worry about how she felt once they were safe. Besides, they’d already played around a little, and the memory of her soft lips, and softer hand, was still fresh. 
 
    “So,” said Kerys. “What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Eat breakfast,” said Ari. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “We keep following the river,” he said. “And stay close to the trees.” 
 
    Kerys frowned and shook her head. 
 
    “What will that accomplish?” she asked. 
 
    Ari resisted the urge to shrug. He knew what she was asking, and he didn’t have an answer. Surviving long term seemed impossible if those creatures came out every night in similar numbers. Instead of giving her false hope that he didn’t really have himself, he gave her a practical answer. 
 
    “Well, we’ll need water to drink anyway,” said Ari. “Also, it seems like it’s easier to find animals and vegetation around the river. If we’re near the river and the trees, when the creatures show up again, we’ll have two potential avenues for escape.” 
 
    “You’re saying that we should jump in the river and ride the current?” asked Kerys. The expression on her face suggested to Ari that she hadn’t forgotten her last foray into the water, along with her lost equipment pack. 
 
    “Only if we have to,” he said. “There’s also the chance that if we follow the river, we might find your missing supplies.” 
 
    Kerys nodded slowly, looking satisfied. She’d already started pulling out food for them to eat, and she passed him a large handful of dried fruit. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to ration each different food out, like you did yesterday?” he asked. 
 
    “Is there a point?” Her tone was flat, and she looked at him with dull eyes. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Ari. “Here, take half of what you just gave me. We’ll be mad at ourselves this time next week if we eat all of our sweets in the first few days.” 
 
    Kerys shrugged, but she did as he suggested, and Ari thought he noticed her expression softening a little. They ate in silence and didn’t waste much time packing up what was left of their camp after. Ari brought along the torn canvas of the kellowack, just in case they managed to find another use for it. 
 
    They followed the river for about an hour, traveling slowly and listening to their surroundings. Eventually, they reached a small bend where the river had a large, sandy bank. Ari was so busy watching the trees that he was caught off guard when Kerys grabbed his shoulder and gestured ahead of them with her hand. 
 
    “Somebody’s over there!” she hissed. 
 
    Ari fumbled the knife loose, and then relaxed as his eyes settled on a woman in the water. A naked woman in the water. She was staring at them, seemingly unconcerned by the fact that they could see her body. 
 
    She wasn’t bad looking, though an unfortunate array of scars covered her chest, shoulders, and one of her cheeks. It left her face looking decidedly unbalanced, a little like some of the elderly folk back in the Hollow who’d been partially paralyzed from sickness. 
 
    Her body offered a pleasant enough view, if a little over muscled. Her breasts were smaller than Kerys’, even though the woman was at least half a foot taller. He felt Kerys squeezing him arm, warning him again, but this time for a different reason. 
 
    “Quit gawking at her and say something,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” called Ari. “We didn’t realize that you were there.” 
 
    The woman didn’t say anything. She slowly walked out of the water and over to her discarded clothing, pulling a knife free from her shirt that was at least twice the length of Ari’s. She didn’t attack or posture herself aggressively, however. She just stood there. 
 
    A rustling noise came from the forest. Ari took a step back and pulled Kerys behind him as a bald man with a rotund physique stepped out from the trees, and then fumbled a bow into his hands. He glared at Ari as he drew back an arrow. 
 
    “Where the piss did you come from?” snapped the man. “What do you think you’re doing here?” 
 
    “Easy,” said Ari. “We aren’t looking for trouble. And we didn’t realize that anyone was here.”  
 
    The man didn’t relax. His face was red, and Ari was a little concerned that he might shoot the arrow at him accidentally if he didn’t calm down. 
 
    “Smalls!” called a voice from in the trees. “Please don’t do anything rash.” 
 
    Another man stumbled out of the forest. He was tall and handsome, with dusty brown hair and a strong jawline covered in thick, even stubble. He wore a stained tunic that looked like it had been mended several times over the course of its life. He smiled cordially at Ari and Kerys before walking over to the bald man and gently forcing the bow down. 
 
    “They were watching Ingrid,” said the bald man. “Might have been plotting something.” 
 
    “Really, Smalls?” asked the other man. “They’re kids. And if that knife is all they have, do you honestly think they’d have stood a chance against her?” 
 
    Ari didn’t let the offense he took from that statement show on his face. 
 
    “No, I guess not,” said the bald man. The woman had moved to stand next to them, still naked and still unconcerned. The handsome man seemed to be their leader, and he held a hand up in greeting to Ari and Kerys, but made no move to approach them. 
 
    “Greetings,” he said. “Sorry about that. My name is Jed. The big guy is Smalls, and the one with the pretty face is Ingrid. We aren’t looking for any trouble. Right, Smalls?” 
 
    Smalls, the bald man, shrugged his shoulders and then shook his head. “No trouble. Sorry.” 
 
    Ari relaxed, and Kerys stepped out from behind him. 
 
    “I’m Aristial,” he said. “This is Kerys. We didn’t realize anyone else was out here.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Jed. “The two of you are Chosen, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ari furrowed his brow. He was positive that he didn’t recognize Jed or either of his companions from Golias Hollow. 
 
    “We found two others from your same crop last night,” said Jed. He winced slightly. “Er… we found two, but only one is with us now, I should say.” 
 
    “Jarvis,” said Kerys, “or Byron?” 
 
    She didn’t sound overly excited, and Ari could understand why, given how eager they’d been to ditch her on the way out of the Hollow. 
 
    “Jarvis is the one that’s still around,” said Jed. “The other one was outside the encampment when the fishers came.” 
 
    “The fishers?” asked Ari. 
 
    Jed nodded slowly. “The creepy bastards with the long tentacles. That’s what we call them. They came in number last night. Almost got your other friend, too. We found him covered in blood.” 
 
    “You mentioned an encampment,” said Kerys. “Is it safe? Against the monsters?” 
 
    Jed shrugged. “It has been so far. I’ve been out here for almost two months now, and I’m still standing. Me and Smalls here came from the Ventura Hollow. Most of our group did.” 
 
    “Ventura Hollow?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It’s to the southeast,” said Jed. “Not that any of us would ever stand any shot at getting back in. Pretty nice place, if a little crowded.” 
 
    Ari had known that there were other hollows in the mountains, but it had been so long since there’d been any contact between them that it had never seemed relevant. 
 
    “Were you Chosen, too?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Jed let out an odd laugh.  
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” he said. “Anyway, if you’re interested, you can follow us back to our encampment. It’s not far from here, and your friend should still be there. That’s if you want. We aren’t looking for trouble, so let me emphasize that it’s totally up to you.” 
 
    Ari couldn’t help but notice how comfortably Jed had dodged his question. He stared at the other man and acknowledged that Jed’s eyes still seemed honest, despite the evasion. Ari glanced at Kerys, who gave a tiny nod. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “We’ll go with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    “So what are those things?” asked Ari. “The fishers, you called them.” 
 
    He walked alongside Jed as they traversed a reasonably well trodden trail through the forest. Kerys was next to him, keeping so close that they almost tripped over each other’s feet. Smalls and the woman, Ingrid, were both behind them, and he wasn’t entirely comfortable with that fact. 
 
    “That’s… not a simple question to answer,” said Jed. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Everything I learned about them comes from Old Man Leon, who was a touch addled in the head. Not his fault though, it’s mud damned stressful living out here.” 
 
    A branch cut across the trail ahead of them, and Jed ducked his head under it without slowing down. 
 
    “Just tell us what you know,” said Ari.  
 
    “They’re monsters,” said Jed. “Different from animals, even predators. They’re mindless killers, but they also obey certain rules. For example, you’re always alright when the weather is nice. It’s why we can walk around right now, like we are.” 
 
    “During the day?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Jed shook his head. “The weather. Not just during the rain, either. There are more types than just the fishers, for other sorts of weather, see?” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ari. He considered the events of the previous night, remembering how the first few minutes of the evening had been uneventful. Well, not uneventful, but the theme and ambience of the events had certainly been different. They hadn’t seen the fishers until it had begun to rain. 
 
    “These things aren’t natural,” said Jed. “I’m sure you probably figured that much out on your own. They don’t follow the normal rhythm of living things. No breeding. No sleeping. They’re just there, whenever the weather starts up.” 
 
    “They don’t breed?” Ari frowned and shook his head. “How can that be? If that’s really the case, then where do they come from?” 
 
    Jed led them around a winding corner as the trail ascended a steeper slope by cutting back and forth, meandering through the grass. 
 
    “Leon had a theory about it,” said Jed. “Ever heard of a slime mold?” 
 
    Ari was about to tell him that he hadn’t, but Kerys spoke before he could. 
 
    “It’s a slug,” said Kerys. “Sort of. Mistress Ana taught me about it. It lives as a thin, slimy puddle most of the time, but it pulls together to form a more complicated creature that can migrate whenever conditions become unsuitable for it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Jed. “The weather monsters are the same way. Leon’s theory was that the ground already holds the seeds and potential for them, and the weather nurtures them to life at an accelerated pace. His guess was that ‘cursed magic’ was involved somehow. He was an interesting guy.” 
 
    “They come directly out of the ground, then?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That they do,” said Jed. “I try not to make a habit of being near enough to see it, but it looks a little like watching a corpse un-bury itself. Almost seems like they’ve been there all along, but we’ve tried digging for them before on nice days and never found one.” 
 
    “Have you killed any of them before?” asked Ari.  
 
    It was the question that he needed to know the answer to the most. Jed didn’t answer right away, and his stride slowed slightly as they turned around another corner. 
 
    “One,” he said. “Only one. And I’ve been out here for more than fifty days. We lost six people trying it. Know what happened when we finally got it down and finished it off?” 
 
    “What?” asked Ari. 
 
    “The slime came out,” said Jed. “It was exactly like Leon had said. There was more of it stuck in different parts, its head, its arms. Each one we popped started spurting like we’d stabbed through a water skin, and then the stuff just slithered off and dissolved into the ground. I said before that we killed it, but I don’t think we even did. We just beat it.” 
 
    “Maybe try fire next time?” said Ari. 
 
    “It was raining, you pissant.” Jed grinned him. “But here, the most important thing you need to know is that there are several different types of weather monsters. We’ve seen two different ones, so far. Fishers when it rains, and wights when it starts to snow.” 
 
    “What’s a wight?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Snow giant, basically,” said Jed. “They’re slower than fishers but deadly in their own right. They’re strong and persistent. Fishers are more common, from what I’ve seen, and unfortunately, they’re also way harder to deal with.” 
 
    They reached the end of the trees, and Jed led them out into a thin clearing that bordered the face of a massive cliff. A small camp site had been set up against it, with a rough wooden fence encircling the front and sides. 
 
    It wasn’t a pretty community, or a neat one. The survivors mostly lived inside rough lean-tos built directly against the cliff, with a couple of kellowacks standing free, off to the side. The ground was dirt and dead grass, with a few obvious blood stains. Animal bones and bits of fur from butchering littered the ground, coupled with a sour, copper smell. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Jed. “We were getting ready for breakfast when you arrived. Now is probably a good time for me to explain what joining us would entail.” 
 
    Ari tried not to tense visibly as he stepped closer to Kerys and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We didn’t say anything about joining you,” he said. 
 
    “Easy, now,” said Jed. “Don’t give me that look. I didn’t mean anything sinister. We don’t have a lot of food here, and because of that, if you have anything, you have to share. That’s basically the rule we live by, so I just wanted to make it clear before inviting you to sit around the fire and have some soup.” 
 
    It made sense to Ari, but he still shot a conferring glance at Kerys and only relaxed after she nodded to him. 
 
    “So this soup,” said Ari. “Does it taste better than it smells?” 
 
    “You really are a pissant,” said Jed, with another grin. 
 
    It didn’t take him and Kerys long to spot Jarvis. Most of the survivors were gathered around the fire, but he was apart from the bunch, sitting in a kellowack identical to the ones he and Kerys had been given. Kerys grabbed his hand as he started toward their fellow Chosen. 
 
    “Let him come talk to us, if he wants to,” she whispered. 
 
    “He’s the same as we are, Kerys,” said Ari. “I might not have gotten along with him in the Hollow, but it’s different out here.” 
 
    “It is different out here,” said Kerys. “In case you forgot, Jarvis was the one who had the idea to leave me behind as soon as we were outside the Hollow’s door.” 
 
    “True,” said Ari. “But I’ll take him over one of those… things. The fishers.” 
 
    A flash of fear passed over her face for an instant, and Ari felt a little bad for phrasing it the way that he had. He didn’t like Jarvis either, but their circumstances were desperate. Better to see if they could mend bridges with him now, rather than when their lives might depend on it. 
 
    Jarvis didn’t look at them as they approached. His tunic was stained with mud, along with redder flecks that Ari was sure were blood, but he looked otherwise unharmed. The expression on his face was unreadable, neither happy, nor sad, nor anything identifiable. 
 
    “Jarvis,” said Ari. “Hey. Didn’t know if we’d see you again.” 
 
    Jarvis didn’t say anything or give any indication of having heard him. 
 
    “Jarv,” said Kerys. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Still no response came from the boy. He stared straight ahead, and the combination of his long blond hair and passive features made him seem like a painted doll. 
 
    “Jed told us about what happened to Byron,” said Ari. “We’re sorry.” 
 
    Jarvis did not seem to be in a place where words could reach him. Ari waited next to Kerys for another moment or two before setting a hand on her shoulder and turning to leave. He’d taken a single step when a rustle of movement came from behind him. 
 
    Ari spun, reflexively pulling his guard up and saving himself from a punch to the temple in the process. Jarvis followed the blow up with a second, aimed at Ari’s stomach, but he managed to spin away from that one, too. 
 
    “Mud and blood, Jarvis!” shouted Kerys. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Ari would have voiced a similar question, had the other boy not been attacking him at full tilt. It felt like the most intense fights they’d ever had back in the Hollow. The ones that had been born of their own animosity for each other, rather than Harris and his gang egging them on.  
 
    “You’re weak, orphan,” said Jarvis. “You should be dead.” 
 
    Ari ducked under a right hook and pushed Jarvis back with both hands. He feinted forward, and then grabbed Jarvis by the wrist as he tried to retaliate, yanking him off balance. 
 
    “Nice to see you, too, Jarvis,” said Ari. “I hope you haven’t missed me all that—” 
 
    Jarvis surged forward, sneaking a punch by Ari’s guard and into his neck that abruptly cut off his sentence. Jarvis took advantage of the moment, getting one of his legs into position for a harsh trip that sent Ari sprawling and bounced his head off the hard-packed dirt. 
 
    “Enough, you two!” shouted Jed. “I let you have at it for a bit, since it seemed like you needed to work something out. But I’m not about to watch you kill each other.” 
 
    Ari saw the look in Jarvis’ face and was a little concerned that the other boy would ignore the warning and just keep going. But he did stop, and he even took a step back, giving Ari room to pull himself to his feet. 
 
    “The fight’s not over yet,” said Jarvis. 
 
    “For once, I think you might be right.” Ari brought a finger to his lip, tasting copper from the spot he’d bit down on when Jarvis had tripped him. 
 
    Without another word, Jarvis returned to sitting in the kellowack and staring forward impassively. Kerys took Ari by the hand and forcefully pulled him off to the other side of the encampment. 
 
    “We should keep our distance from him,” she said. “At least for now. He seems a little unhinged.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Ari flashed a smile at her. “What gave it away? The crazy look in his eyes, or the fact that he picked a fight like he was two pitchers deep into root ale?” 
 
    “I’m serious, Ari,” said Kerys. “I think whatever happened last night might have… changed him.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. He’d actually been having similar thoughts about himself and his own behavior. It wasn’t anything as drastic as whatever Jarvis had been through, but encountering the fishers, and more importantly, realizing how easily the monsters could kill him or Kerys, had triggered a resolve that he hadn’t previously known. 
 
    “What’s your take on the rest of this?” asked Ari, in a lower voice. “Jed and the rest of his survivors. Do you trust them?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” said Kerys. “But I think we’ll be safer here than we would be out on our own.” 
 
    Jed called the two of them over, and they took a seat around the fire after pulling their own rations out to share, as requested. Ari still had a few pounds of dried foodstuff left, and though it wasn’t all that much split between the entire camp, it wouldn’t have been that much for just him and Kerys, either. At least this way, they’d have allies to fight against the monsters with and actually stand a chance at dying of starvation instead. 
 
    The soup was surprisingly tasty. It had a thick broth and chunks of root vegetables and a meat called “venison,” according to Jed. They ate it out of thin bowls crafted from outer halves of a large fruit that Ari didn’t recognize. 
 
    “We’ll head out to do some hunting and foraging as soon as we’re done eating,” said Jed. “But first, here. Let me introduce you to one of the perks of the surface.” 
 
    He pulled a small stick of tightly wrapped green leaves out of the inside pocket of his tunic and carefully held one end of it to the fire. Ari raised an eyebrow, sniffing as he watched Jed bring the stick to his lips and inhale. 
 
    “Is that…?” he started to ask. 
 
    “Sarkin flower,” replied Jed, as he exhaled smoke into the air. “It grows everywhere out here. No need for glowmoss and careful watering like down in the caverns. It’s basically a weed, it’s so common.” 
 
    Jed offered the smoke stick to him. Ari hesitated before accepting it, catching Kerys’ disapproving frown. 
 
    “Maybe later,” he said. As much as the stimulating effects might have helped him, there was also a risk of it affecting his judgement, and that was the last thing he needed. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” said Jed. He passed it to Smalls instead, who took a massive inhalation. 
 
    They finished eating, and Jed waved for Ari to follow him. 
 
    “We could use your help,” said Jed. “We’re not bad at hunting, but it’s a pain carrying the meat back to camp without extra hands.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Ari. “We can do that.” 
 
    “Your friend should probably hang back,” said Jed. “Normally, we wouldn’t risk hunting on a day like today, but we’ve fallen out of our routine recently and our food stocks have suffered.” 
 
    “A day like today?” he asked. 
 
    Jed gestured to the sky. There were a few dark clouds arrayed across the beautiful expanse of blue, just enough to hint at the possibility of rain. 
 
    “If we get caught out when it starts to come down, we’ll be in trouble,” said Jed. “Even if it’s just a light drizzle, that might be it. Trust me, you don’t want to have to worry about running from the fishers and protecting someone that can’t fight.” 
 
    Ari frowned. “We’ve stuck together so far. I don’t see any reason for us to stop.” 
 
    “She’ll be safe, here,” said Jed. “Not just because of the fence. When the fishers come, we have a climbing route that takes us midway up the cliff face. They don’t seem to like coming after us when we’re up there.” 
 
    Ari furrowed his brow and looked at Kerys. She gave him a small shrug. 
 
    “It does make sense for me to stay,” she said. “At least for now. I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “What about Jarvis?” asked Ari. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you here at the campsite with him while he’s this unbalanced.” 
 
    “Ingrid will be watching over things while we’re gone,” said Jed. “She’ll make sure no harm comes to your friend. And we won’t be going too far.” 
 
    Ari was still unsure, but Kerys seemed comfortable enough with the arrangement. He hesitated for another moment before giving a slow nod. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Be careful, Kerys.” 
 
    She met his gaze, and an understanding passed between them. She would be on guard, and so would he. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Ari, Jed, and another survivor by the name of Kevo headed out of the encampment and down the meandering trail that crisscrossed the slope. Ari was the only one without a bow, though he still carried his knife. He quickly got into the habit of keeping the other two in front of him, though he still hoped that his suspicions were unfounded. 
 
    “We’ll spread out along the river,” said Jed. “Ari, you can just focus on gathering fruit and berries for now. If you see a deer, or a pig, feel free to try to take it down if you can get close. Meet up back here in an hour.” 
 
    “What’s a deer?” asked Ari. 
 
    “One of the brown ones with the long legs and horns,” said Jed. 
 
    “Got it,” he said. 
 
    They split up, and Ari slowly made his way south along the river, searching the trees and nearby foliage for any sign of animals to hunt. He didn’t see much and wondered if maybe the sarkin flower would have made a difference, after all. 
 
    He kept going, putting a decent amount of distance between himself and their meetup point. The river was a rather impressive natural feature, and a number of smaller streams fed into it, strengthening and deepening its waters. 
 
    Ari split off to follow one of those secondary streams and found himself staring at an odd rock formation in the distance. It seemed as though the small stream had once been a much grander entity, powerful enough to have shaped and smoothed the stone around it. 
 
    He walked between the river and the stones, spotting a dark section that looked like the entrance to a cave. He drew closer, making out more detail as his eyes adjusted to the light. It was a cave, but a small one lacking any crevices leading deeper underground, unlike the caverns he’d grown up in. 
 
    The interior was far more spacious than the kellowack that he and Kerys had shared, and was occupied in a far more grisly fashion. An ancient corpse lay near the center of the cave, reduced to skeletal remains over decades, if not centuries, of gradual decay. 
 
    Ari hesitated before drawing closer to it, feeling a stab of unease. The skeleton still wore clothing, despite having no flesh to speak of. The clothes were faded and strange looking, with expensive embroidery and patches of once elegant fabric. 
 
    “You don’t look like a victim of the monsters,” muttered Ari. “You look like you died a more peaceful death.” 
 
    He crouched next to the bones, considering what to do. He had no interest in looting clothing off a corpse, even a long dead one. Something about it just felt wrong. 
 
    A small, gleaming rock protruded out from one of the corpse’s skeletal bones. Ari reached a finger out and tried to pull it loose, only to find that it was attached to something larger, something heavy enough to resist the tug of his arm. 
 
    He considered the situation for a moment before carefully moving the skeletal remains aside and giving it another try. The gleaming rock appeared to be a sapphire, and it was a part of a handle. Ari dug through the dirt to free more of the object underneath, finally pulling it loose. 
 
    It was an ancient sword covered with dirt and closed into its scabbard. It was a few inches longer than a weapon that could be comfortably wielded in one hand, and two buckles on the scabbard suggested that it had once had a shoulder strap to hang from. 
 
    Ari took a firm hold of the sword, which had a handle tightly wrapped in strips of strange black leather. He tried to pull it free from the scabbard, gently at first, and then with all his strength. The weapon refused to come loose. There was enough rust around the dirty copper cross-guard to make him wonder if the sword and scabbard hadn’t fused together over the years. 
 
    Still, it was something. He couldn’t see much use for it, but it felt comfortable in his hands. The idea of leaving it behind seemed patently wasteful, so he carried it at his side as he left the cave and started to make his way back toward the meeting point. 
 
    “That’s a Saidican weapon,” said Jed, once Ari had met back up with the others. “A greatsword, if I’m not mistaken. Would be quite the find if it wasn’t in such a bad state.” 
 
    “Saidican?” asked Ari. “As in, from the Saidican Empire? Isn’t that just a fable?” 
 
    “Most certainly not,” said Jed. “Though given some of the legends I’ve heard about their mystical ways, I thought the same thing. There are ruins of their cities all over the place. They once ruled this continent, back before the monsters took it over.” 
 
    “Ruins?” asked Ari. “Are there any nearby?” 
 
    “I’ll show you tomorrow, if there’s time,” said Jed. “We don’t often go into the ruins, as there are some… strange things that reside within. But a single glance of them is all you need to understand that the rumors of the greatness of the Sai cannot be overstated. Even just the rotted bones of their civilization are still an impressive sight.” 
 
    The other survivor, Kevo, had managed to snag a small boar, and he passed it around so each of them could take a turn carrying the heavy carcass as they headed back up the slope. Ari ran his thumb over the pommel stone of his prize, fascinated by how flawless the sapphire still was after so much time. 
 
    He realized that something was wrong as soon as he stepped through the encampment’s crude gate. Kerys was nowhere to be seen, and none of the other survivors would look at him. 
 
    “Kerys?” he called. “Kerys!” 
 
    He sprinted forward, ignoring Jed’s plea for him to calm down. He heard a soft, feminine cry come from off to the side of one of the larger lean-tos against the cliff face. Ari rounded the corner of it to find Kerys with her back against the wall, cringing as Smalls attempted to pull her dress up. 
 
    “Just let me see…” said Smalls. “You have such a nice body. I’ll be gentle.” 
 
    Ari dropped the greatsword and stepped forward. The weapon might have still been useful as a bludgeon, even in its scabbard, but he preferred to do what he was about to do with his bare hands. 
 
    He wrapped an arm around Smalls’ neck before the big man sensed his presence and squeezed tight enough to make him sputter. Jed called out, and Ari heard footsteps approaching from behind him. He twisted his arm and threw Smalls to the ground, kicking him hard in the ribs. He still had his shoes on, which for once he was glad for. 
 
    “Ari!” shouted Jed. “Hey! Take it easy. We’re all on the same side.” 
 
    “That’s two fights he’s been in since he got here,” said one of the other survivors. “I say we throw him out. He’s not like us, anyway.” 
 
    “Neither is the kid we found last night,” said Jed. “But we’ll make it work.” 
 
    “Not like you?” asked Ari. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Jed glanced around at a few of the other survivors, including Ingrid and Smalls, before giving a small shrug. 
 
    “We weren’t Chosen,” said Jed. “The hollow that most of us are from has… other reasons for throwing people out.” 
 
    Ari stepped closer to Kerys. They had their back to the cliff face, and he couldn’t help but notice how the survivors had moved to form a semi-circle around them. Jarvis was standing with them and seemed intent on making the side he was on clear. 
 
    “You’re exiles, then,” said Ari. “Or criminals.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jed. “But we’re not bad people. Trust me, we’re not. There’s no need for you to do anything rash just because Smalls got a little handsy with your female friend, there.” 
 
    “I’m not done with her yet,” said Smalls. 
 
    “Yes you are, Smalls,” said Jed. 
 
    “No.” Smalls took a step forward, pulling a stone knife from his belt. “I’m not. And you ain’t gonna stop me from finishing, you pissfuck.” 
 
    “Smalls!” snapped Jed, pulling his bow. 
 
    A few of the other survivors also pulled weapons, and everyone glanced around, as though waiting for a signal to begin the chaos. It came in the form of a silver flash in the distance, followed by deep, resonate boom. 
 
    “Thunder…” muttered Jed. “Dormiar’s blood, it’s going to rain! Close the gate!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    The speed at which the situation devolved from bad, to worse, to complete madness, would have been impressive to Ari if the circumstances hadn’t been so dire. Most of the survivors ran around screaming as the rain began to come down in heavy, relentless sheets.  
 
    Jed was shouting, but his voice was barely audible over the cacophony of panic and chaos. Ari held the greatsword in one hand and Kerys’ wrist in the other as they sprinted toward the encampment’s gate. He only slowed to scoop up his pack, which he’d left near the campfire, and to loop his arms through the shoulder straps. He came up short when he saw the first of the fishers approaching up the slope outside.  
 
    “The cliffs!” shouted Kerys. “We can climb up them, like Jed said!” 
 
    Ari nodded, and they spun around to run in the other direction. A few of the other survivors were already scrambling their way up. Ari found a few handholds as they slid to a stop at the base of the cliff, then frowned as he watched one of the climbers above him let out a shout and throw himself into the open air. 
 
    There was another fisher above them, at the top of the cliff. It was hard to make out through the rain, but the scream that left one of the survivor’s mouths as the monster used its long tentacles to pry them free from the cliff was sharp and clear. The survivor struggled, and the fisher barely seemed to notice as it carried them up and over the edge of the cliff. The screams took on a different quality, desperate and choked with wet gurgling noises. 
 
    “We can hold out!” screamed Jed. “We just have to work together as a—” 
 
    One of the fishers vaulted over the encampment’s gate, using its tentacles to propel itself into a lunge. It seized Jed in mid-sentence and sank its mouth into his shoulder and neck. Ari blinked, momentarily dazed by the horrible image. The fisher’s mouth had a disturbing aspect to it, its jaws opening in four directions like one of the paper fortune tellers that the kids in the Hollow used to play with. 
 
    “Aristial!” Kerys dug her fingers into his arm, and he snapped out of it. He pulled her into motion, running at a speed that she could only keep up with by being half dragged along. 
 
    Ari set both his hands on the greatsword as they approached the fence. He swung the weapon in its scabbard, striking down on the wood of the flimsy barrier. One of the posts tipped sideways slightly and then broke completely as he barreled through it with his shoulder. 
 
    Kerys was still close behind him, and he laced his fingers through hers as they sprinted down the slope at full tilt. The rain made the ground muddy underneath their feet, and every new sound caused them to flinch and stumble. 
 
    They were being chased. He didn’t have to look behind him to know it. He could feel the pressure of the attention of the monsters like a physical thing. The heavy weight of their predatorial focus. The slowly diminishing stretch of ground between them and their prey. 
 
    “Kerys!” shouted Ari. “Hang onto me!” 
 
    He pulled her tight against his chest as they reached the bank of the river, which was churning white from the sudden inflow of storm water. Kerys screamed as they fell forward into its depths. Ari kept a tight hold of both her and the greatsword and kicked his legs hard to keep their heads above the water’s surface. 
 
    They were swept along by the current at a frightening speed. Ari did what he could to keep their course from shifting toward rocks and other debris, but he wasn’t a trained swimmer, and his efforts only went so far. Especially as he had to account for the extra weight of his pack, the greatsword, and Kerys. 
 
    A large tree had fallen into the water ahead of them, and it spun in slow circles as it hurtled downstream. Ari briefly considered trying to pull himself and Kerys onto it before realizing that it would be far too dangerous to attempt. 
 
    Kerys coughed, spitting up river water onto Ari’s face and shoulder. Something splashed in the water behind them. Ari glanced back in time to see a fisher breaching the water’s surface, its tentacles pumping in unison to propel it toward them. 
 
    Fisher. Ari had never stopped to consider why Jed, or Old Man Leon, or whoever had coined the term had chosen it. The fisher looked more comfortable in the water than it did on land. 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth in frustration as it dove back underwater. He couldn’t escape the terror twisting through its bowels as he considered how easy it would be for the monster to pull them to their deaths. 
 
    The fallen tree snagged against a rock. Ari and Kerys were still being swept toward it, and he decided that it was as much of a sign as anything could be that it was time for them to get out of the water. He slipped an arm under Kerys’ shoulder and used all the strength he could muster to pull himself halfway onto the log. 
 
    “Ari!” screamed Kerys. “My leg! It’s—” 
 
    Her words were cut off as her head disappeared under the water’s surface. Ari’s arm wasn’t enough to keep her with him, and he grasped ineffectively into the river at where she’d just been, shouting wordlessly in despair. 
 
    “Kerys!” He thrust the greatsword down into the water as deep as it would go. Nothing happened for a moment, and then he felt a small tug. 
 
    He had to resist the urge to pull it up and out of the water as quickly as he could, instead slowly lifting and levering backward to allow her to maintain her grip. Kerys was choking, gasping, and shivering, but was still alive. Ari hugged her tightly and then stood up on the log with her over his shoulder. 
 
    The tree didn’t make for the most stable bridge, and Ari barely managed to hurry across to the river’s sandy bank before it came loose from the rocks it had been stuck on and continued rolling down the river. He helped Kerys sit up as she continued to cough up water. 
 
    The fisher arrived only seconds later, emerging from the water with more ease than any aquatically capable predator should be allowed to have. Its tentacles were splayed out on all sides, wiggling with grotesque motions. It had claws where the hands would have been on a human, and it slowly clenched and unclenched them as it took the last few steps toward Ari and Kerys. 
 
    Ari stood up and lifted the greatsword. He clasped one hand on the handle and the other on the scabbard, desperately trying to pull the blade loose. If he could just get it out, he’d have a real weapon to work with. He stomped his foot and shouted with exertion as he pulled with all the strength in him. 
 
    His life depended on an old, dirtied, rusted sword. More importantly, Kerys’ life depended on it. 
 
    The fisher towered over him, making him feel like a child facing off a monster straight out of his nightmares. It dropped into a crouch, its tentacles shifting to point toward Ari as the creature prepared to lunge. 
 
    “Please!” he screamed. 
 
    Kerys was clinging to the back of his tunic, and he was all that stood in between her and certain death. 
 
    He ran his thumb over the sword’s sapphire pommel stone, trying to make it understand what he needed through his desperate, pointless force of will. 
 
    He pulled again, and the blade finally came loose. White light flashed as he slashed outward with the sword. The fisher took a step back, as did Ari, and he took a closer look at the strange weapon he’d just unsheathed. 
 
    It was perfect. All of the rust, dirt, and grime had crumbled from the weapon and its scabbard, revealing a sword of far higher quality than anything he’d ever seen down in the Hollow.  
 
    It was also more than just a sword. The sapphire pommel stone pulsed bright in a chaotic, shifting rhythm. The weapon gave off a blue afterglow as it moved through the air, and there was a dangerous hum of energy within it that made Ari’s fingers tingle. None of that mattered much as the fisher rushed forward, mounting a second charge. 
 
    Ari clutched the hilt as tight as he could and swung for the monster’s neck. It ducked at the last second, and though he missed the head, he still managed to catch one of its tentacle-like appendages. A spurt of disgusting, green ooze flowed from the point of severance, splattering onto Ari’s arm for an instant before sliding down to the crook of his elbow and to the ground below. 
 
    If the loss of one of its tentacles had caused the fisher pain, it didn’t let it show. It slashed a claw at Ari, who hopped back, colliding with Kerys, who’d been standing closer to him than he’d realized. The fisher threw itself at him, knocking him off balance and tossing both him and Kerys to the ground at an odd angle. 
 
    The sword fell free of his hand, bouncing across the rain-soaked grass a few feet away. Ari reached for it, but the fisher was already pressing down on him. The monster wrapped its disgusting tentacles around his throat. It was all Ari could do to lever his left forearm against its neck, preventing it from slamming the jagged teeth of its terrifying, four-sided jaw down on his face. 
 
    “Kerys!” he cried. “The sword!” 
 
    There was no response from her. Ari reached his right hand out, hopelessly trying to pull it toward him. It was too far away. It was over. Without the sword, he had nothing. 
 
    He saw the sapphire pommel of the greatsword pulse with another strange burst of light, and then the weapon was gone. A woman stood in its place, silver haired and clad in strange white clothing. She looked momentarily confused until her eyes settled on his, which seemed to be enough to trigger her into action. 
 
    The woman surged forward, slamming into the fisher and knocking it off Ari. 
 
    She didn’t stop there. Reaching down to lift up a rock that must have weighed fifty pounds or more, she slammed it down on the monster’s neck. It let out a pained gurgle and went still, at least for the moment. 
 
    Ari rose to his feet and immediately went to Kerys’ side. She was stunned, but otherwise unharmed, and he slipped his arm under her shoulder to pull her upright. 
 
    He searched the ground for his lost sword and found the eyes of the strange woman staring back at him instead. She was holding the weapon’s scabbard, and she passed it to him with a small nod. 
 
    Through some mutual, unspoken agreement, the three of them took off into the forest together. Splashing noises came from the direction of the river behind them. Ari knew that it meant that there were more fishers on their trail. 
 
    He ran a little faster, urging Kerys along beside him and looking over his shoulder to make sure that the woman was still with them. 
 
    They slowed to a stop as they reached a clearing with an oddly uniform rock spire at its center. It was overgrown with moss and vines, and it was exactly what they needed. Ari gestured to Kerys and the woman, pointing them toward it. 
 
    “Climb!” he said. “If we can get to the top, we might be able to hold them off!” 
 
    He held the scabbard in his hands in the same stance he’d used with the greatsword, silently mouthing obscenity laden questions in regard to where it had disappeared to. And where had the woman come from? He wanted to ask her, but there was no time for that. He could already see the monsters in the distance, snapping through branches and foliage as they approached. 
 
    The woman came to stand next to him, adopting a fighting pose that she held with enough confidence to make him think that she had at least some martial training. Ari glanced over his shoulder, hoping to see Kerys already making her way up the vines. Instead, he saw her waving to him, beckoning him over. 
 
    “What?” he shouted. 
 
    “A door!” cried Kerys. “There’s a door!” 
 
    “Get it open!” shouted Ari. He set a hand on the strange woman’s shoulder and pushed her toward Kerys. “Help her!” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate, rushing back to assist Kerys in pulling aside the vines and clearing the way. Ari took slow, heavy breaths, blinking away droplets of rain as they rolled down his forehead and across their face. The first of the fishers charged. He lifted the scabbard up readying it for a strike that he knew might cost him his life. 
 
    A hand grabbed his arm, and he felt himself being pulled backward. He turned, expecting to see the woman and finding Kerys instead. She was screaming, and it was hard to tell whether her eyes were wet from tears or the weather. Ari followed after her and through the now open entrance that led into the small tower that he’d mistaken for a natural rock formation. 
 
    The door was heavy wood, and Ari slammed it shut as soon as he’d slipped through. Almost immediately, he felt the impact of one of the monsters slamming into it on the other side. He searched the interior of the tower’s bottom floor for the woman, but couldn’t see her anywhere. 
 
    “Kerys!” he shouted. “Help me hold it!” 
 
    She immediately fell into place next to him, both of them leaning all of their weight into the task of preventing the press of monsters on the other side from bursting through. There was a metal loop built in for a drop bar, and Ari fumbled the scabbard in through it. 
 
    He still stayed where he was, leaning his weight against the door. Between him and the scabbard, they managed to hold out for several of the longest minutes of his life. He heard his own shaky, terrified breathing as the pressure on the other side of the door finally stopped. 
 
    “They… gave up?” he whispered. 
 
    “No,” said Kerys. “Listen.” 
 
    Ari shook his head, not understanding. 
 
    “It stopped raining,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    It took them a while to calm down enough to process their situation. They were on the bottom floor of the tower. Neither of them dared to venture outside or up the ancient spiral staircase leading to the other levels. They were too tired to do much else other than to sit next to each other and shiver in their soaking wet clothes. 
 
    The woman was gone, and the Saidican greatsword was back. It didn’t take a leap of logic on Ari’s behalf to deduce that magic was involved somehow. Either the sword could shift forms, or summon entities, or some combination of both. He briefly considered telling Kerys about his suspicions concerning the blade before tossing the idea out, not wanting to add to her mountain of worries.  
 
    Kerys was currently sitting on the dirty stone floor and hugging her knees to her chest, looking as frail and defenseless as he’d ever seen her. Ari walked up behind her and set his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “We’re still alive,” he said. “That’s all that really matters.” 
 
    “For now,” whispered Kerys. “Dormiar’s tears, Ari. It’s only a matter of time. We can’t keep running like this. Not if they come out every time when it rains.” 
 
    Ari ground his teeth together, unable to muster enough false hope to disagree with her. They were in a dismal situation, and he felt powerless in the face of it. Still, at the very least, he could try to cheer her up. 
 
    “Turn around,” he said. 
 
    “What?” asked Kerys. “Why?” 
 
    She turned around. Ari sat down across from her, giving her a serious, somber expression. Then, he poked his index fingers against the points of her nipples, which were impossible to ignore against the sheer fabric of her dress. Kerys let out an offended gasp and climbed to her feet. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” she shouted. “You boorish pervert!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I couldn’t resist. Cold in here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re worse than that creep back at the encampment!” 
 
    “Seriously?” asked Ari. “Kerys, that’s a low blow. At least I had the sense to take you somewhere private before I started molesting you.” 
 
    She blushed and glared at him, but Ari detected the faint hint of a smile in the corners of her mouth. He pulled back a little and took his pack off his shoulders, wincing in relief as he stretched his arms. He rifled through it, swearing under his breath upon realizing that all of their food provisions were still back at the encampment. They still had the waterskin, but it was nearly empty. 
 
     “We left our food behind,” said Kerys, noticing what was missing. “And we don’t have much water. You can keep trying to make light of the situation if you want, but—” 
 
    “But we’re still alive,” said Ari. “That’s the only ‘but’ that matters. Well, that one and yours, of course.” 
 
    Kerys’ glare took on a decidedly dangerous quality, and he decided that he needed more than just crude humor to put her mind at ease. 
 
    “Let’s see where these lead,” he said, gesturing to the stairs. 
 
    “Okay,” said Kerys. “You’re going first, though.” 
 
    Ari nodded and slowly began making his way up the stairs. It was dark inside the tower, but he and Kerys had grown up in Golias Hollow. Even in the dark they could make out the basic outline of the shape of the interior.  
 
    It was also incredibly dusty, and Kerys let out a high-pitched sneeze as they reached the second level. It was a round room, similar to the first floor, but with more doors. Each of the doors was wooden, and still in a relatively workable state. Ari opened one of them and stepped into the room on the other side. 
 
    “This looks like a bedroom,” he said. 
 
    “This one, too,” said Kerys, from one of the other chambers. “There’s even a stone base for a mattress or sleeping pad.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. 
 
    The stairs led to at least one or two more floors, but Kerys seemed like she was about to collapse on her feet. Ari picked one of the rooms they’d discovered and made a decent effort at brushing a spot in the corner clear of dust. He would have spread out the sleeping mat, but it was still soaking wet, along with the rest of their meager belongings. 
 
    “We can rest up here,” said Ari. “That way, we’ll be behind two doors.” 
 
    Kerys nodded and collapsed down next to him without another word. He stretched out, letting her use his shoulders as a pillow like the gentleman he was. It didn’t take either of them all that long to get to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The room was remarkably well lit come morning. Ari gently shifted Kerys to the side so he could stand up and let his eyes find the source of the illumination. 
 
    The small bedroom they were in had a window, an arch made of translucent crystal glass. It was overgrown with moss and vines on the other side, but it still allowed in a trickle of light. Ari peered out, noticing and silently giving thanks for the clear blue skies overhead. 
 
    He made his way down to the first floor with slow, cautious movements. He felt like his wariness had been necessary when he spotted a figure standing near the center of the first floor common room. At least until he saw her long, silver-blue hair and remembered more of the previous night’s events. 
 
    The room was well lit, with crystal glass windows similar to the ones upstairs set into the wall by the door and staircase. Ari watched the woman as he made it the rest of the way down the steps, making no further attempt at stealth. She wore strange clothing, a white bodice that looked like nothing so much as a woman’s brassiere that had been converted into a piece of armor, along with a matching skirt that had vertical blue stripes running down its length. 
 
    She’d been sitting, but she stood up to face him. Ari got a look at her face and figure for the first time. She was tall and undeniably beautiful, with a body that was lean and elegant. Her breasts were small, and her hips only had a slight curve to them, which her skirt did, admittedly, work to accentuate. 
 
    Her face was pale, and her eyes were a deep, sapphire blue that reminded Ari of the color of the pommel stone of the sword. The comparison gave him a sudden thought, and he glanced toward where he’d left the sword in the door jam. It wasn’t there, but the scabbard still was, which was what Ari had been expecting. 
 
    “Hello,” said the woman. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” said Ari. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He felt awkward under the intensity of her gaze. She looked so serious, standing there with her back straight and hands folded in front of her lap. 
 
    “I feel good,” she said. “Truly, I do. If I seem uncomfortable at all, it is only because of the chaos of the past night. I was not expecting to have to fight so soon after awakening.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ari, nodding along. “Right. Thanks for helping us, by the way. I think Kerys and I would have died if it hadn’t been for your timely intervention.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the woman. “May I ask a question? You mention Kerys, who I assume is the other woman you were with. What is your name?” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood,” he said. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood.” The woman dropped to one knee. “My name is Evastria. I am at your disposal.” 
 
    Ari scratched his head. He opened his mouth and then closed it. 
 
    His face flushed with warmth as he stared at the silver haired stranger. She was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes on, and it was hard for him to be sure that he’d just heard her right. He looked down at his muddy and ragged tunic and his dirty hands and didn’t find her declaration any easier to believe. 
 
    “Evastria,” said Ari, testing her name out on his lips. “You may have noticed this from the state of my current clothing, or my age, or basically any other detail about me, but I’m no lord. I’m not even close.” 
 
    She lifted her head, offering him a small smile. 
 
    “You are my new bond master,” said Eva. “Even though our bond isn’t fully established yet, it’s still fair to say that you could essentially be considered a lord of at least minor renown. Does it displease you to be referred to as such?” 
 
    “It’s a little weird,” said Ari. “But I guess I’m fine with it if it’s what you prefer. It’s also not exactly what I’d call a pressing concern at the moment. Hey… don’t take this the wrong way, but what are you, exactly?” 
 
    “I am a sword construct, milord,” said Evastria. “My previous master, as far as I can remember, was Lord Mythril of the Saidican Empire.” 
 
    “A sword construct,” repeated Ari. “That’s some kind of magic? Like, actual magic? I saw the sword turn into you, and when I was wielding it, there was a faint aura around it. A combination of blue light and energy.” 
 
    “A sword construct is a powerful, intelligent, enchanted weapon,” said Evastria. “I can manifest as I am now or as Azurelight, a magical greatsword with its own special properties. As with any construct, the imprint of a living entity has been imbued into the enchantment.” 
 
    “So you’re both Evastria—and Azurelight?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Azurelight is the sword,” she replied. “Evastria was the name of the woman who gave her soul for the enchantment.”  
 
    “That’s confusing,” he said. 
 
    “My apologies, Lord Stoneblood,” said Evastria. “I can try to explain it in simpler terms, if you’d prefer?” 
 
    Ari wasn’t sure if he was imagining the hint of condescension he heard in her voice or not. He scratched his chin, furrowing his brow at her. 
 
    “You mentioned establishing our bond, or something like that?” he asked. 
 
    Evastria nodded. “My previous master and creator, Lord Mythril, understood the inherent danger in creating intelligent weapon constructs. As a construct, I can only manifest my full strength through establishing a bond with my wielder, as a means of preserving my loyalty.” 
 
    “And when I found the greatsword, err, you… I somehow created a bond between us?” 
 
    “I responded when you first reached out to me,” said Evastria, “I sensed your plight and made the decision to allow you to establish the bond.” 
 
    “You had a choice in it, then?” asked Ari. 
 
    Evastria gave him a small smile. “Of course.” 
 
    Kerys had apparently woken up, and she was slowly making her way down the stairs with a confused and slightly fearful expression on her face. 
 
    “Kerys, this is Evastria, an ancient enchanted construct capable of transforming into the magical greatsword, Azurelight,” said Ari. “Evastria, Kerys Weaver.” 
 
    “A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” said Evastria. 
 
    “She’s a… what?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari gave her a quick explanation of everything he currently knew, with Evastria politely butting in at a few points to correct him. 
 
    “Back up,” said Kerys. “How is any of this possible? Magic… I thought that was just a legend. A metaphor used in history and Dormiar’s teaching to speak of power and ignorance.” 
 
    “Magic is no legend,” said Evastria. “Mystica is the Sai word for the inherited magical trait, which roughly translates to ‘the power’ in your language. It is the innate means through which a small percentage of gifted souls can manifest magical essence into the form of spells and abilities.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why were there never any recorded cases of mages being born in Golias Hollow?” Kerys asked, as much to Ari as to Evastria. 
 
    “You and your people are of the Hume line,” said Evastria. “The Hume were never born with mystica, though your bodies still produced the requisite essence.” 
 
    “What?” asked Ari. “That seems a little unfair. So the Saidicans had magic, but humans, or the Hume, didn’t?” 
 
    Evastria opened her mouth to answer, and then hesitated. 
 
    “I apologize, Lord Stoneblood,” she said. “I mean no offense by this, but in truth, your people were slaves to the Sai. It is possible that the lack of mystica in your bloodline was an intentional decision.” 
 
    “You look human, or like a Hume, as you call it,” said Ari. “What’s the difference between the Sai and the Hume?” 
 
    “There are few differences beyond the ability to use magic and some slight physical attributes, such as height and hair color,” said Evastria. “The Hume were created long before I was born, bred using an ancient technique that rendered their line unable to inherit mystica.” 
 
    It was strange hearing her make such a stunning revelation so casually. Ari looked over at Kerys, who shook her head, mouth still agape in surprise. 
 
    “I…” Kerys ran a hand through her hair. “There was nothing about this in the histories, Ari. Though I guess I can see why they might have omitted it, if it was something that Dormiar and his followers wanted to forget.” 
 
    Ari leaned against one of the walls of the common room and steepled his fingers. 
 
    “This is a lot to take in,” he said. “Let’s start with something small. Evastria?” 
 
    “Yes?” Evastria instantly stood to attention, raising a closed fist against her chest in salute. 
 
    “Can I call you Eva, for short?” he asked. 
 
    He took a bit of satisfaction from the surprise that flickered across her face.  
 
    “Of course,” she said. “If that is what you’d prefer.” 
 
    “I want to know what you’d prefer,” said Ari. “Evastria, Azurelight, or Eva.” 
 
    She hesitated again, blinking her eyes a couple of times. 
 
    “Eva… sounds pretty,” she said, quietly. “I like it.” 
 
    “Eva it is,” said Ari. “Here’s our current situation. We have no food, only a small amount of water, and few other relevant supplies to speak of. No real weapons, aside from you and a small knife that I have in my belt. And we’re under siege by these strange, cursed monsters that come out every time it rains.” 
 
    “My people knew them as the Weatherblight,” said Eva. “I am familiar with the basics of their methods. They pose a… significant threat.” 
 
    “Are they what wiped out the Sai?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Eva didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “I do not know,” she said. “Forgive me. My time dormant has left me with significant holes in my memory.” 
 
    “Amnesia,” said Ari. “That’s a little inconvenient, but we can work around it. What’s the last thing that you do remember?” 
 
    Eva opened her mouth to answer him, then scowled and shook her head. 
 
    “I am unsure,” she said. “My apologies. It feels a little like trying to remember a dream. I know that I was last active in the time after the fall of the Saidican Empire, but not much more than that.” 
 
    “That was over three hundred years ago,” said Ari. “Dormiar’s blood. It certainly explains why you were rusted into that scabbard when I found you. Were you with your master up until the end, Eva? Do you think there might be anything else of use back in the cave where I found you?” 
 
    “I do not know,” said Eva. “It is possible, but my recollection is so sparse that if there was anything left to find, I doubt I’d be able to aid you in searching for it.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” said Ari. “I think I’d probably have a few gaps in my own memory if I took a three-hundred-year nap.” 
 
    “I will still, of course, offer whatever help I can,” said Eva. “Along with advice, whenever appropriate.” 
 
    “Your advice would be welcome,” said Ari. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “You have one advantage that you forgot to include in your list,” said Eva. “This tower. It’s ancient, older than the Sai even, and built architecturally sound enough to survive the years. Properly provisioned, it would make for an adequate base.” 
 
    Ari chewed his lower lip. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it would hold up against a fisher attack,” he said. “But it’s better than us being out in the open, and probably better than any other place we could find to hole up in, for now.” 
 
    “I don’t necessarily think it’s a bad idea,” said Kerys. “I do like it here.” 
 
    Ari looked from Kerys over to Eva and slowly nodded. His burden felt lighter than it had the previous night or even earlier that morning. 
 
    “So do I,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “I would offer the suggestion for you to order me into my sword form, for the time being. Until we have a chance to strengthen our bond, your essence will not flow between us in a manner that will keep me sufficiently refreshed and able to maintain my incarnate form.” 
 
    “Can you translate that into slightly less confusing terms?” asked Ari. “I lived most of my life up until now in a cave.” 
 
    Eva nodded, though Ari could sense Kerys rolling her eyes from where she stood next to him. 
 
    “Our bond is still weak at the moment,” said Eva. “It prevents me from maintaining my current state, my incarnate form, by drawing the required essence from your reserves. By keeping me in my sword form, I will not run the risk of overdrawing my own meager reserves of essence, and I can still help you in other ways.” 
 
    “Such as?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Cutting things, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari couldn’t tell whether she was being serious or if she’d made an extremely dry joke. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Can you do it yourself, or do you need my help, or…?” 
 
    Eva stepped forward. She took his hand into hers. Her fingers felt surprisingly cold. Slowly, she lifted Ari’s palm and pressed it to her cheek. He stared into her eyes for a silent, intimate moment, and then Eva flashed, disappearing and leaving the greatsword, Azurelight in her place within Ari’s hand. 
 
    “Wow,” he muttered. “I know they say that seeing is believing, but this is almost too much.” 
 
    “You will grow used to it in time.” Eva’s voice spoke to him in a quiet whisper, from all directions. Ari looked over at Kerys. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” said Kerys. 
 
    “I am speaking to you through our bond,” said Eva. “She cannot hear me.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. He tried to do the same and speak back to her without actually forming the words out loud, but he couldn’t quite figure out how.  
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys. “We need to have a little talk. Alone.” 
 
    Ari winced, recognizing her tone of voice. 
 
    “Of course, Kerys,” he said. “Eva, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He set the sword down and followed Kerys upstairs and into the small bedroom they’d spent the night in. She made sure the door was closed and scowled at the wall, letting her fingers play with a lock of her blonde hair. 
 
    “How much of what she’s told us do you actually believe?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “The stuff that I actually understood?” Ari shrugged. “I don’t have any pressing reason to doubt the claims she’s made, given what we’ve already seen her do.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Kerys. “You don’t think there is any possibility of her having an ulterior motive?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but what would the point be, Kerys?” he asked. “Look at our current circumstances. She has absolutely nothing to gain by trying to swindle us.” 
 
    “You’re too trusting,” said Kerys.  
 
    “Hey, I was the one suspicious of Jed and his bunch,” said Ari. “And I was more or less right, in the end.” 
 
    “The only reason you’re accepting her claims without question is because she calls you ‘Lord Stoneblood’ and has a pretty face.” 
 
    “She does have a pretty face, doesn’t she?” said Ari. “And her body looks even—” 
 
    “Aristial!” snapped Kerys. 
 
    Ari took one of her hands into his and gave it a small squeeze. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “It’s just the two of us. We could use all the help we can get right now. Trusting Eva could make the difference between whether we survive or not.” 
 
    Kerys frowned and glanced away. “Are you sure about this?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “But I’m a lot less sure about our odds if we decide to refuse her help.” 
 
    Kerys let out a small sigh. “I guess you’re right,” she said. 
 
    “I’m always right,” said Ari. “But I know how much admitting it takes out of you.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Kerys, flicking him on the shoulder. 
 
    The two of them headed back downstairs and found Eva, still in sword form, resting across the table. Kerys’ suspicions had made him curious about what else she might be able to share with them, but it was already mid-morning, and they needed to take advantage of every second of clear weather that they had. 
 
    “We should set out,” said Ari. “Our main goal for today is just to replace what we already had. We need food, and we need water.” 
 
    “Right,” said Kerys. “I thought about it as I was falling asleep last night, and I have a few ideas about how we can get started.” 
 
    Ari made his way across the common room over to his pack. He’d already taken out the sleeping pad, the torn leather covering of the kellowack, and his spare change of clothing, all of which were laid out across the floor to dry.  
 
    He took out his old, now useless breath scarf. Then he had a thought. He threaded it through the metal clip on the scabbard and tied it around his shoulders diagonally, letting Azurelight hang sheathed across his back. 
 
    “We’ll use this to hold everything we gather,” said Ari, picking the pack back up. “It’ll help us save time.” 
 
    Kerys had drifted over to one of the other doors on the first level that they hadn’t yet opened. The wood made a groaning noise, scraping against the stone as she opened it and poked her head through the doorway. 
 
    “What do you make of this?” asked Kerys. “It almost seems like a privy, but it’s weird.” 
 
    Ari furrowed his brow and joined her. The room was small, consisting of a single, circular holed throne that definitely was a privy, and an odd, cylindrical tube that jutted out from the roof over a metal grating. 
 
    “Huh,” said Ari. “That is weird.” 
 
    “What’s this?” Kerys brushed dust off the wall next to the metal grating, revealing two circles carefully carved into the stone. The lines glittered, as though they’d been embossed with gemdust, and each of the circles was filled with intricate patterns that looked like a complex form of writing. 
 
    “They’re magical wards,” said Eva, through the bond. “I will need to examine them more closely to tell you exactly what they do, but I believe at least one of them is for heating water.” 
 
    “Eva says that it’s a magical ward that can heat water,” said Ari. 
 
    “How?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Through magic,” said Ari. “Obviously. Try to keep up, Kerys.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him, and Ari grinned back at her. 
 
    They took the time to open the other two doors on the tower’s first level. One led to what seemed to be an empty storage room with shelves and nothing else of interest. Ari had been hoping to find some chairs to furnish the common room with, but he didn’t see any. 
 
    The other led into a small, cozy kitchen with a long counter made of both wood and metal, a small closet with a rusted door, and a few wards scattered across various surfaces. Ari conferred with Eva, and her best guess was that one of the wards could be used to heat the metal section of the counter for cooking, while another would cool or freeze any food placed inside the small closet. 
 
    “Ask her how to make them work!” said Kerys, excitedly. “Think about how useful that would be, Ari! We’d basically have a miniature cold cave for storing perishables, and we’d never have to bother with campfires for cooking.” 
 
    “Don’t get too ahead of yourself, Kerys,” said Ari. “I don’t think it’s that simple.” 
 
    “The wards require essence to be activated,” said Eva. “It would take you a prohibitively long time to provide enough of your own essence to make them workable.” 
 
    “How long?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Weeks, perhaps even months, for each one,” said Eva. “There is another way, but it will require us to strengthen our bond first.” 
 
    “What is she saying?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari shook his head. “Just that it’s going to take us a while to take full advantage of the tower. It doesn’t sound like a simple process.” 
 
    “Then let’s just leave it for now,” said Kerys. “We should get moving. I’m absolutely famished, and it’s starting to make me grumpy.” 
 
    “I have no interest in seeing you get grumpy,” said Ari. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    The harrowing escape they’d made through the river and forest the previous night had thrown off Ari’s sense of direction. The tower was situated in a small clearing just up the hill from the river. He and Kerys spent a minute walking in a spiraling circle through the nearby forest, getting a sense of their immediate surroundings. 
 
    There was a small, sandy beach at the bottom of the hill, near where they’d originally washed up. Ari refilled the waterskin, drinking deeply from it before passing it to Kerys and topping it off. 
 
    “How far do you think we ended up from where the encampment was?” asked Ari. 
 
    “The river was flooded last night,” said Kerys. “I think it washed us further along than we realized. I’m not sure if it would make sense to try to head back there for the rest of our food.” 
 
    Ari nodded, though he felt as though there was more to Kerys’ reasoning than just that. The fishers had all but wiped out the group of survivors. If there were still people left, it wasn’t as though he was looking forward to encountering them again. Not after the way Smalls had treated Kerys. And if everyone at the encampment was dead, returning to it would be an even more unpleasant experience. 
 
    “It probably isn’t worth it, anyway,” he said. “We should try to shift to surviving off what we can scavenge. That’s where our food is going to be coming from from now on.”  
 
    Kerys was already a step ahead of him. She’d found a small patch of berry bushes growing next to the river and had started to pick them. They were tiny red spheres, similar to cave cherries, but a little smaller. 
 
    “We have to test them to see if they’re safe to eat or not,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Don’t we do that by, you know, eating them?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood, you’d be dead by nightfall if you started eating random berries off the bush,” said Kerys. “There’s a method to it. First, take one of the berries and squeeze the juice against your skin.” 
 
    She passed him a berry. Ari shrugged and squeezed it against his wrist, resisting the urge to lick the rest of the juice off his fingers. 
 
    “Done,” he said. “Now what?” 
 
    “Wait for twenty minutes,” said Kerys. “See if it develops into a rash.” 
 
    Ari did some more exploring as he waited, paying careful attention to the underbrush in search of any edible tubers he recognized. When he returned to Kerys, she had him repeat the procedure again, but this time with the juice in his mouth, and under his tongue. The berries were more tangy than sweet, but he still found the taste quite enjoyable. 
 
    “I think they’re safe, Kerys,” he said. 
 
    “So do I,” she said. “I’ll pick as many as I can, but we’ll probably need more than just berries if we’re going to survive.” 
 
    “Leave that to me,” he said. 
 
    He strode off into the forest and spent the better part of an hour unsuccessfully foraging for food. The area around the river was clearly fertile, but there weren’t many fruits or berries around that stood out as obviously as Kerys’ find. He found a small, prickly bush with green berries and tested one against his skin, only to find the patch red and itchy a few minutes later. 
 
    “Eva,” whispered Ari. “Any suggestions about the best way to find food in the woods?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Eva. “Fishing, perhaps?” 
 
    Ari gave it some thought and decided that it was probably their best bet. He doubled back to the tower to get the rope, from which he carefully unwound several long, fibrous strands. He twisted them together, tying a knot on both ends to form a proper line. 
 
    He made his way back to the beach and spent a few minutes digging for worms with a flat rock. There were plenty to be found just under the surface, which was good, as the ones he found immediately began to wriggle away from him, and he wasn’t interested in storing them in his pockets. 
 
    Ari carefully tied half of a worm to his line, along with a jagged piece of flint that he hoped would make a serviceable hook. He cast the baited line out into the water and then sat down on the sand as he waited. 
 
    It took a while, long enough that he was beginning to have doubts, but he eventually got a bite. Ari almost dropped the line in surprise and had to quickly pull in both his enthusiasm and the catch. It was a decently sized fish, almost as long as his forearm, and he grinned as it flopped onto the sand. 
 
    The hook came loose during the struggle. Ari dove for the fish and wrapped his arms around it, but it thrashed loose. 
 
    “Damn!” he shouted.  
 
    The fish flopped again, nearing the edge of the water. A flash of light came from behind him, and Eva was suddenly soaring through the air. She landed with one foot on top of the fish, breaking its spine and rendering it helpless. 
 
    “My apologies,” she said, as she lifted their dinner and proffered it to him. “I should have asked your permission before shifting forms so casually.” 
 
    “No, that was the right thing to do, Eva,” said Ari. “Feel free to use your own judgement about this kind of thing in the future. It’s totally up to you.” 
 
    Eva frowned a little at his words but nodded. 
 
    “If that’s what you wish, Lord Stoneblood,” she said. 
 
    Ari chuckled. The mighty Lord Stoneblood. An orphan, a bastard, and the wielder of an ancient magical sword. Quite the combination indeed. 
 
    “We should head back and check on Kerys,” said Ari. “Do you want to hang out in the scabbard, or are you comfortable as you are?” 
 
    Eva shrugged. “It should be fine for me to maintain my incarnate form, as long as we make time to strengthen our bond tonight.” 
 
    Ari had been meaning to ask her just what “strengthening their bond” would entail. He considered how to phrase the question as they started through the forest, but something caught his eye before he could. 
 
    He froze in place, suddenly realizing that they weren’t alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “Mud and blood,” Ari muttered. “What in Dormiar’s name is that?” 
 
    Ahead of them, a glowing blue sphere hovered in the air. It was about the size of an apple, and a thin wake of ethereal blue light trailed behind it, almost like the afterimage left from swinging a lit torch. 
 
    “It’s an entity known as a mesmer,” whispered Eva. “One of the more active remnants of the Saidican Empire.” 
 
    “A mesmer?” asked Ari. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “This one is not dangerous,” said Eva. “They vary in behavior, depending on their color. Light blue mesmers are unaware of their surroundings or circumstances. They are imprints of people who once lived, frozen in time.” 
 
    Ari shook his head. “What is that supposed to mean? And why is it that most of your explanations leave me with more questions than answers?” 
 
    Eva flashed a small smile. 
 
    “It is safe to approach it,” she said. “I believe doing so will provide you with a better understanding, in this instance.” 
 
    She set a reassuring hand on his shoulder, and Ari felt his cheeks flush a little as he noticed how close she was standing to him. Her silver-blue hair fell down across her neck and shoulders, framing her face and drawing his attention to the way her chest armor perfectly showcased her cleavage. 
 
    “Alright,” said Ari, clearing his throat. “Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    He walked toward the glowing sphere slowly, half wishing that he’d requested Eva to return to sword form first. The sphere took little notice of him, and nothing happened until he came within a few feet. 
 
    The sphere flashed with light, and a figure stood in its place. It was a man, his entire body blue, translucent, and ethereal. He had a similar build to Eva’s, tall and slender, and he towered over Ari by at least half a foot. 
 
    He held a bow with a notched arrow and was slowly making his way forward. He froze in place, and Ari took in a quick breath, wondering if maybe the man could see him after all. 
 
    The man said something in a language Ari didn’t understand and then pointed at something in the distance and dropped to one knee. He pulled the arrow back as far as it would go and then let it loose, the shaft sailing forward and disappearing after a few feet. Light flashed, and the man became a glowing sphere once more. 
 
    “He appears to be a Saidican trapper,” said Eva. “He seems as though he was in the middle of chasing a forest tiger and told his companion that he saw one ahead of them, hiding in the bushes.” 
 
    “Was he hunting it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “He was attempting to capture it for his master’s menagerie,” said Eva. “The Saidican Empire was prosperous and had little need for hunting animals for their meat.” 
 
    “Ah.” Ari stared at the mesmer for a few seconds. “Why is that what it showed me? And how did this man end up like this?” 
 
    Eva frowned a little and brought one hand to her forehead. She shook her head after a couple of seconds. 
 
    “It is a question that’s difficult for me to answer in my current state,” she said. “I know that the mesmers were once people, and that their existence is evidence of a great tragedy which was afflicted upon the Sai. I also know that they are imprints of significant memories, continuing to exist through their ability to absorb lingering essence. But there’s little else I can say with confidence.” 
 
    “How much of your memory have you lost?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I suspect I would need to have my memory back to answer that question,” said Eva with a slight smile. 
 
    Ari let out a small chuckle. “You aren’t as serious as you pretend to be, are you?” 
 
    Eva didn’t say anything, but she followed after him as he continued back toward where they’d left Kerys. The beach by the berry bushes was empty, but Kerys had drawn an arrow in the dirt pointing back in the direction of the tower. 
 
    “Do you remember anything about who you were before you, uh, became a sword?” asked Ari. He wasn’t sure if he’d phrased the question in the most tactful manner, but Eva didn’t seem to mind. She brushed a few strands of silver hair out of her face and shook her head. 
 
    “I do not,” she said. “I remember flashes of emotion. Smells. Tastes. But none of it is in coherent order, and it’s hard to separate the true memories from my own imaginings. My apologies, Lord Stoneblood.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize for that,” said Ari. “Just… if you start to remember, be sure to tell me. I’m curious.” 
 
    “I will, if I can.” Eva looked oddly sheepish, and she glanced away rather than meeting his gaze. The two of them made their way back up the hill to the tower, where they found Kerys in the process of carrying branches over for firewood. 
 
    “I caught a fish,” said Ari. “Think you can get the bones out of it?” 
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys, in a whining voice.  
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I can probably figure it out. That means that you’ll have to handle the fire, though.” 
 
    “I’m already taking care of it,” she said. 
 
    “It might take a while,” said Ari. “You’re not starving, are you?” 
 
    “I’ve been sneaking berries all afternoon,” said Kerys. “I can wait.” 
 
     “Interested in helping out, Eva?” he asked. He looked over his shoulder and saw that Eva had meandered off over to the side of the tower. She brushed moss and vines back from a section of the wall and was staring at something underneath. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked as he came over. 
 
    Eva ran her hand across the wall, dispersing a layer of grime and revealing another ward underneath. 
 
    “I do not recognize this ward, but I suspect that it relates to the tower’s defenses,” said Eva. “There may be more nearby like it.” 
 
    They found six wards in total inscribed into the tower’s outer wall, all of them identical. Ari wondered if there might be even more of them, higher up the wall, but they didn’t have the means to climb up and clear the vines off, just yet. 
 
    “You said they relate to the tower’s defenses,” said Ari. “Could that be something we could take advantage of? Would it be possible to activate the wards and use them to defend against the fishers?” 
 
    “It is possible, I believe,” said Eva. “Likely, even. We should perform a more in-depth survey of the tower’s interior to see if there is anything else of note waiting for us.” 
 
    Ari carried the fish inside and set it down on top of the common room’s table. He and Eva headed up the spiral staircase, pausing only briefly on the second floor to confirm that there weren’t any interior wards there before continuing on. 
 
    The third floor was a single large room with several items of immediate interest. Bookshelves covered most of the walls, and most of them were packed to the brim with old volumes, though a significant number were obviously soiled and decrepit with age. 
 
    A circular stone table sat in the center of room with a number of wards on it that looked more intricate and flashier than the others Ari had seen. He approached it slowly, looking over at Eva as he began to run his hand across the table’s surface. 
 
    “This is an enchanting altar,” she said. “Lord Stoneblood, it cannot be understated how significant of a find this is.” 
 
    “An enchanting altar?” asked Ari. “Interesting. What could we do with this?” 
 
    “The most relevant purpose, given your circumstances, is to disenchant objects for the sake of recycling and storing their magical essence.” 
 
    “Could we use that essence to create enchanted objects of our own?” asked Ari. He felt a little excited at the prospect and wondered what he might be able to accomplish with Eva’s help and a little creativity. 
 
    “Theoretically, yes,” said Eva. “However, doing so would also require you to either have a form of mystica or another enchanted item. The pattern of an enchantment must come from somewhere. The enchanting altar must be primed with a pattern to overlay the essence it contains onto another object and create the actual enchantment.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. 
 
    “What I would recommend is for you to use the altar to collect the essence from enchanted objects for other purposes,” said Eva. “Such as activating the wards that the tower already contains. The altar gives us a secondary means for collecting the required essence.” 
 
    “Secondary means?” asked Ari. “What’s the first?” 
 
    In answer, Eva turned around and pulled the bottom hem of her armored shirt up, revealing her lower back. Ari stared, dumbfounded, at what looked like a small tattoo just above her butt. He wasn’t sure what to say for a couple of reasons, not all of which were appropriate to voice aloud. 
 
    “As a sword construct, I have the ability to equip runestones meant for usage in enchanted weapons,” said Eva. “They are similar in function to wards but usually with a small, combat focused effect.” 
 
    Ari hesitated and then reached his hand out. 
 
    “Can I touch it?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva. “It is a runestone of magical absorption and nullification. Through it, I can not only counter most magical attacks but also absorb small amounts of essence from them.” 
 
    Ari touched a finger to Eva’s runestone. It felt exactly like a tattoo, and he noticed a small shiver run through her as he made contact. 
 
    “How can this help us?” asked Ari. “Are you saying that if I attack creatures with you in sword form, you can absorb their essence?” 
 
    “Only with certain kinds of entities,” said Eva. “The level of absorption is miniscule. Most intelligent races won’t have enough essence for the absorption to be noticeable.” 
 
    “What about fishers, and other weather monsters?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “They are… different. Unthinking. Born from a curse, or dark magic.” 
 
    “Then how is this relevant?” he asked. 
 
    “The mesmer are made of almost pure essence,” said Eva. “The blue ones common on the surface are too weak to provide much, but I may be able to lead you to a place where they are stronger. You could harvest them to collect the essence you would need to activate the wards.” 
 
    Ari raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you familiar with this area?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” said Eva. “But I am familiar with the continent as a whole. The Saidican Empire was rather densely populated. You can see for yourself.” 
 
    She took his hand and led him up to the next floor. The tower’s fourth floor, as far as Ari could tell, was either unused or unfinished. It was an empty room with no partitions, and it reminded him of the freshly dug caverns in Golias Hollow before anything had been done with them. 
 
    The spiral stairs continued up, however, and he followed Eva through the hatch that led to the roof. It was overgrown with moss and vines, but Ari noted the ceramic vegetable planters arrayed in rows. She brought him to the edge of the waist-high stone walls encircling the tower’s exposed top level. 
 
    “There,” said Eva. “Can you see those ruins on the edge of the horizon?” 
 
    The sun was in the midst of setting, and Ari had to draw his attention away from the fascinating mixture of colors to see what she was talking about. 
 
    “That’s an old Saidican Empire city,” he said. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “A small city, but yes,” said Eva. “I do not recognize it, so I cannot tell you its name. But everything you seek can be found there. Mesmers, and possibly also enchanted items that might be scavenged.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. “Okay. Collecting magical artifacts and fighting mesmers for their essence. That sounds like a plan of action.” 
 
    “A wise plan, at that,” said Eva. “But for it to be effective, you must first strengthen our bond.” 
 
    “You keep mentioning that,” said Ari. “How exactly do we go about it, though? If our bond is part of what determines your strength, I want it to be as strong as possible.” 
 
    A small smile played across Eva’s lips, and Ari felt a sudden, odd tension in the air. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be best if we spoke more on that after dinner,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The two of them headed back down to the first-floor common room. At Eva’s suggestion, and after almost stabbing his own palm, Ari left the duty of skinning and deboning the fish to her and instead took on another task. 
 
    He’d set his sleeping pad out to dry when they’d arrived at the tower the previous night, along with the leather covering of the kellowack. The sleeping pad already had four dividing segments sewn into it to help the silk scraps it was stuffed with bunch up more evenly. Ari merely had to tear along the dividers to convert it from a single sleeping pad into five much needed pillows. 
 
    He performed a similar procedure with the kellowack covering once Eva was done with the knife, making four medium sized blankets out of it. They wouldn’t exactly be comfortable, given the roughness of their base material, but they’d certainly be warm. 
 
    He brought his creations up to the second floor, setting up a room for himself, Kerys, and Eva. By the time he made it back downstairs, the smell of cooking fish was thick on the air.  
 
    Ari found Eva and Kerys sitting around the campfire outside, conversing with each other. They seemed to be getting along rather well, which was a relief after the suspicion she’d expressed about Eva earlier that morning. 
 
    “It was nice enough,” said Kerys. “It was all we knew, really. We were part of a community down there. I miss it quite a lot. My mom and dad. My brothers.” 
 
    “You say that there was no contact with the surface?” asked Eva. “No trade or communication?” 
 
    “None,” said Kerys. “At least, aside from the Choosing ceremony which happened once each year. The people who left during that never came back.” 
 
    “Forgive me for saying this, milady,” said Eva. “But if that truly was the case, then you should look on your current circumstances as a blessing. You’ve been given true freedom.” 
 
    “True freedom?” Kerys stared at Eva in abject disbelief. “We barely have enough food tonight for all of us to sate our hunger, and we might all die if it rains, and you call that true freedom?” 
 
    “She has a point,” said Ari. “We’re free to do anything we want. Including run from terrifying monsters while screaming for our lives.” 
 
    “You aren’t funny, Aristial,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I meant no offense,” said Eva. “My point was simply that your previous home sounds as though it had its own set of drawbacks and limitations.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” said Kerys. “Though if I’d had a choice, I would have stayed with my family.” 
 
    She carefully shifted the hot rock she’d been cooking the fish on out of the fire. Ari came around with his knife and started to cut it into three portions when a thought hit him. 
 
    “Do you have to eat, Eva?” he asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth, and then gave a small, hesitant shrug. “No. Not if I’m in my sword form. I can go for long periods of time without food.” 
 
    “That implies that you do need to eat if you’re going to stay in your body for tonight,” said Ari. 
 
    “That’s true,” she said. “I should shift out of my incarnate form to allow the two of you to take a larger portion.” 
 
    “No,” said Kerys. “That’s okay. Between the fish and the berries, we should have enough for all of us.” 
 
    “What does it feel like?” asked Ari. “Being in your sword form?” 
 
    “That is… difficult for me to describe,” said Eva. “I can sleep and allow myself to become dormant if I choose to. When you’re wielding me actively, I can sense the world through your eyes. It is a rather limited existence, but still serene in its own right.” 
 
    “A rather limited existence,” said Kerys. “Like life in the Hollow.” 
 
    Ari cut the fish into three sections, passing the two larger portions to Kerys and Eva. The meat was tender and full of flavor, and he tamped down his stomach’s demands for more once he’d finished by eating several large handfuls of Kerys’ berries. 
 
    “The sky is still clear,” said Kerys. “It doesn’t seem like it’s going to rain tonight.” 
 
    “It’ll be nice to finally be able to sleep without running for our lives,” said Ari. “We should probably turn in soon and take advantage of it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Kerys. “I can barely keep my eyes open.” 
 
    Kerys slowly stood up in front of the dimming fire, brushing her hands off on her dress. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “Before you retire tonight, may we continue our discussion from earlier concerning our bond?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    “I think I’ll head to bed,” said Kerys, with a yawn. “Don’t do anything stupid, Aristial.” 
 
    “Kerys, Kerys,” he said. “The only reason I do stupid things in the first place is because you make for such a reactive audience.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. “Goodnight, Eva. It was nice to make your acquaintance today.” 
 
    “And you as well, Lady Kerys,” said Eva. 
 
    Kerys headed into the tower, closing the door behind her. The tension Ari had felt before returned instantly as soon as he and Eva were alone again. 
 
    “I must confess that I have not been entirely forthcoming with you,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t say.” Ari smiled a little at that. “This is about the means through which we do the ‘bond building,’ or whatever you called it?” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Eva. “For your essence to flow freely into me and allow for me to reach my full strength, we must share a close relationship. There must be intimacy between us to establish and maintain the bond. I apologize for not disclosing this earlier, but I wished for you to grow comfortable with me first.” 
 
    “That was probably for the best,” said Ari. “It’s fine. I don’t mind, Eva, if it will help make you stronger.” 
 
    Eva smiled at him. “Then we should not wait. The strength of our bond will determine much in the coming days.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    He stood up, and so did Eva. She looked beautiful in front of the fire, the light playing across her pale face and silver-blue bangs, emphasizing the shape and size of her lips. Ari took her hands into his for a moment, then pulled her into a soft hug. 
 
    “There,” he said. “So how long do we have to stay like this?” 
 
    Eva pulled back and stared at him with a quizzical expression. 
 
    “When I spoke of intimacy, I meant a form of it with a little more… contact,” she said. “While small gestures such as hugs could theoretically build our bond over time, it would make more sense for us to go… a little further than that.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Ari. “Oh!” 
 
    He felt his face heat up as he realized how oblivious he’d been to her hints. Eva had a coy smile on her face, and she held eye contact with him in a manner that made Ari’s heart feel like it was going to race out of his chest. 
 
    “Are you a virgin, milord?” asked Eva. 
 
    “No!” said Ari. “Well, I mean, technically yes, but I’ve… done other stuff. It’s not like I don’t know what I’m doing, or anything. I totally do!” 
 
    Eva’s smile widened even further. She brought a hand up and ran it across his cheek, and then gently through his hair. 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva. 
 
    It wasn’t just Ari’s general lack of experience slowing him up. He thought of Kerys, and of how they’d come so close to being each other’s first that night in the kellowack. He thought of his feelings for her, how he’d told her he’d loved her and heard nothing back. 
 
    He also thought of what would happen to her if the fishers came again and he and Eva weren’t prepared to defend her. He reached his hand out to squeeze Eva’s and nodded slowly, his heart still pounding like a well-played drum. 
 
    She brought her lips forward, and gave him a slow, precise kiss. It was so different from the way kissing Kerys had been. Ari felt himself melting from the intensity of it as she pushed her tongue into his mouth and brought her body into contact with his. 
 
    It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d bedded all of the attractive women down in the Hollow. Ari got the sense that no amount of sexual experience or erotic practice would have prepared him for this. She was sensual and intense, and she knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Ari had left one of the newly made leather blankets out by the fire to finish drying off, and he took hold of Eva’s hand and pulled her over to it. She let him lead her, though there was a slow, patient confidence in the way she moved that still made it seem like she was the one in control. 
 
    “I never asked you about your clothing,” said Ari. “It can be taken off, can’t it? It’s not fused onto you or anything, right?” 
 
    Eva laughed. “Indeed, it can come off. I’m as naked as the day I was born underneath.” 
 
    She sat down next to Ari on the leather blanket. He kissed her, trying to make his lips match the perfect elegance and shape of hers. He let one of his hands run up the back of her shirt, his fingers dancing across what felt like a dozen different ties. He pulled one loose, and then another, and then another. After a few seconds, he felt it come free, falling forward off Eva’s body and revealing her chest to him. 
 
    Her breasts were amazing. They were small, barely more than a handful each, but perfectly suited for her slender, lithe body. Eva took hold of Ari’s hands and pulled them to her chest, smiling at his reaction. 
 
    “I’ll be cold without that on,” she whispered. “Perhaps you can warm me up?” 
 
    Her tone of voice had a seductive, teasing quality to it that was so outside of how she’d presented herself earlier during the day. Ari kissed her with all the passion he had in him, rolling her underneath him on the leather blanket and grinding his erection into her through his pants. 
 
    Eva wrapped her legs around him and kissed him three times in quick succession, letting out soft, playful moans after each one. She had on a pair of panties underneath her armored skirt, and it was unreal how soft they were. Ari ran his fingers over them before sliding a finger into the waist tie and pulling them down. Eva didn’t stop him. 
 
    She pulled his shirt off, and then his pants down. She leaned back her elbows on the blanket, keeping her legs crossed and smiling in a manner that seemed like a dare to take things further. Ari let his cock stand to attention as he pulled his underwear off, the tip of it pointed directly at her. 
 
    “Are you in need of a sheath for that, milord?” she said, nodding at his arousal. Ari was blown away at how confident and comfortable she seemed. He wondered if the way she was expressing herself now was her true self, and if perhaps that was what needed for their bond to grow properly. 
 
    “Indeed I am,” said Ari. “A nice, tight sheath.” 
 
    He positioned himself over her, pulling her thighs apart. Eva gave him a kiss with so much passion that it made him wonder what else she could do with her mouth. Her body was surprisingly light, and he shifted her back a little so that her head stayed on the blanket as he sought the right angle with his tool. 
 
    It took a couple of tries, the last of which she helped him with, guiding his cock into her with soft fingers. Ari let out a groan of pleasure as he discovered that her “sheath” was far hotter and tighter than he ever could have imagined.  
 
    He couldn’t push the entirety of his length into her right away and spent a minute teasing himself in, inch by inch. Eva was biting her lower lip and moaning softly, running a hand through his hair and urging him on. 
 
    Ari had a single, fleeting thought about the fact that there was still enough light from the fire for both of them to be visible from any of the tower’s windows. And they weren’t exactly being quiet, either. 
 
    Eva kissed him again, and his concern faded like dust in the wind as he pressed his body down on hers. 
 
    It was a world of pleasure beyond what Ari had known existed. He pumped into her at a rapidly building rhythm, finding that his hips had taken on a mind of their own. It felt a little too good, actually, and after less than a minute of it, he felt himself staring down the same problem he’d had while fooling around with Kerys. He was already on the brink, and he needed to calm himself down if he didn’t want to blow his seed early. 
 
    Ari pulled out, letting his cock rest against Eva’s crotch, which had a thin, neatly trimmed collection of soft, silver-blue hairs. Even that almost felt good enough to push him over the line, especially as Eva lifted her hips, urging him to push back inside. 
 
    “Are you not enjoying yourself?” she whispered. 
 
    “I just… need a second,” he said. “You’ve gotten me all worked up.” 
 
    “That was my intention,” said Eva, in a teasing voice. 
 
    She let her finger dance across his tool, which throbbed and almost exploded in response. 
 
    “Easy,” said Ari. “If you do that—” 
 
    “If I do what?” Eva wrapped her entire hand around his shaft and gave it a squeeze. Ari shuddered at the pleasure of it. He was about to tell her to stop again when she made a sudden movement, grabbing his shoulder and rolling so that she was the one on top and he was underneath. 
 
    “What if I do this?” She took his cock in her fingers and carefully positioned herself over it. Ari stared up at her and let out a sharp breath as she lowered herself halfway down on his tool in a single, smooth motion. 
 
    She leaned forward and gave him a hot, breathy kiss, and then she started to move. Ari groped her buttocks, knowing that his time was limited. He began thrusting upward, meeting each of her movements with as much strength as he could muster. Eva’s tiny breasts bounced in time with their exertions, and tiny, pleasured gasps escaped her lips. 
 
    “Milord,” moaned Eva. “Oh!” 
 
    An intense shudder ran through her, and she fell forward onto him. Ari gripped her by the waist and bounced her up and down hard on his cock, losing all control. He pushed his shaft as deep as it would go as he unloaded his hot seed inside of her, dazed by the pleasure of it. 
 
    They were both sweaty and breathing hard. Eva stayed where she was, gently kissing his lips and cheek as they enjoyed their mutual afterglow. Ari held her against him, feeling more satisfied than he could ever remember feeling before. 
 
    “Hey, quick question,” he said. “Can swords get pregnant?” 
 
    Eva lifted her head up. He couldn’t see her expression, now that the fire was almost out, but he didn’t think he needed to. 
 
    “Truly, Lord Aristial, you ask me the most insightful things,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “Did it work?” asked Ari. “Is our bond stronger now?” 
 
    Eva had pulled her top back on, and Ari was slowly helping her lace it up. She gave him a small nod and set her hand on top of his, squeezing. 
 
    “It is stronger,” said Eva. “But not as strong as it could be. We will need to maintain a regular routine.” 
 
    A routine of hot sex with a beautiful, silver haired woman. Ari could think of worse things to commit to for the sake of their survival. 
 
    “Is there any way I can tell the current strength of our bond?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It is a subtle thing, but you may be able to notice it the next time you wield me as a sword,” said Eva. “There are a few small abilities that will also develop in strength, over time. Ways of communicating and summoning me at a distance.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Ari. “Let’s keep at it, then.” 
 
    Eva bowed her head to him slightly. They finished getting dressed and headed back into the tower. Kerys was waiting in the common room, leaning against the stone table in the center of the floor. The expression on her face was conflicted and more than a little suspicious, and Ari couldn’t look her in the eyes without feeling a similar mixture of emotions. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys. “Eva. The two of you were out there for quite some time.” 
 
    “It took longer than I expected it to,” muttered Ari. 
 
    He found the tense moment of silence that followed to be borderline unbearable. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “With your permission, I shall head to bed.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She set a hand on his shoulder and then went upstairs, leaving him and Kerys alone. He’d already decided that he wasn’t going to lie to her. Finding a way to tell her, however, still required some delicate phrasing. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “In order for me to help Eva become more powerful as a sword, I have to strengthen my bond with her over time. It’s kind of… an intimate process. If you catch my meaning.” 
 
    “An intimate process?” repeated Kerys, in a sharp tone. “Would you care to enlighten me as to what it involves, Aristial?” 
 
    “Kerys,” he said, wincing. “I think you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” said Kerys. “Oh, I get it, Aristial. You were just so desperate to find a place to sheathe your sword, so to speak.” 
 
    Ari started to reply, and then frowned, considering her phrasing. 
 
    “Were you spying on us?” he asked. 
 
    Kerys flinched, and her cheeks flushed bright red. 
 
    “What?” she said. “No! I mean, I was just confused about what was going on. The two of you were rather loud, and…” 
 
    There was an odd gleam in her eyes, and Ari couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to her flushed face than just simple embarrassment. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you,” said Ari. 
 
    “Who said I was upset?” snapped Kerys. “We slept in a kellowack once together, Ari. It’s not like we’re married to each other. And it’s not like I’d consider an orphan like you that way, either.” 
 
    There was a surprising, but not unwarranted, amount of venom in her tone. Ari wanted to point out that there was no reason for her to be reacting so emotionally if she really wasn’t interested in him, but suspected she’d blow up on him if he did. 
 
    “Is that really how you feel?” he asked. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood, how I feel is none of your business!” she snapped. 
 
    Her words stung him. He had to turn away from her as he thought back to how he’d confessed his love to her and gotten silence in return. Maybe Kerys really didn’t care about him like that. But if that was the case, then why was she so upset? 
 
    Ari didn’t get a chance to delve for answers. Kerys stomped away from him, and he let her go, hoping that a full night’s sleep might help her cool off. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “The sun is up. We should begin our day if you plan on exploring the ruins I pointed out to you last night.” 
 
    Ari yawned and sat up. He’d slept in one of the bedrooms, lying on top of his makeshift pillow and blanket. Comfortable wasn’t the word he’d use for it, but the fact that he’d been undisturbed and able to stretch out had done wonders for his physical state. 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “Is Kerys up already, too?” 
 
    “She’s in the common room, I believe,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari pulled on his shoes and headed downstairs. Kerys was sitting at the table, and already hard at work. She’d gathered more of the red berries that they’d eaten with the fish the previous night, along with a few currently unidentified fruits and berries. There was a yellow fruit about the size of a cave grape sliced in half, probably so she could use it for the rash test she’d taught him about, and also a purple, oblong shaped fruit. 
 
    “Morning Kerys,” he said. It was surprisingly challenging to keep the tension out of his voice as he remembered her words from the previous night. 
 
    “Good morning, Aristial,” said Kerys. 
 
    He waited out an awkward silence that seemed to stretch on for far too long as Eva moved to stand next to him. 
 
    “Milord,” she said. “We should get moving.” 
 
    “Kerys, Eva saw some ruins in the distance yesterday,” said Ari. “It’s a little complicated to explain, but it might hold the key to our continued survival.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Kerys. “Have fun.” 
 
    “I… had assumed that you’d come with us,” said Ari. “It isn’t safe for us to split up. If it starts raining, and you’re the only one here…” 
 
    “Look at the sky, Ari,” said Kerys. “It isn’t going to rain today.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure about that,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’m as sure about it as I am of the fact that I’m not going with you,” said Kerys. “There’s work to be done here. I plan on spending my day gathering fruits and vegetables and possibly taking a look at the library upstairs, if I get the chance.” 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari. Eva set a hand on his shoulder and gave a small shake of her head. “Fine,” he said. 
 
    Ari tried not to fume as he and Eva headed north from the tower, traveling quickly as the trees of the surrounding forest began to thin out. He knew that he’d made a mistake leaving Kerys behind, but it wasn’t as though he could have forced her to come along. He resolved to be back from the ruins by midday to minimize the chance of anything unexpected happening. 
 
    “I do not think you need to worry about her,” said Eva, as though she could sense what was on his mind. “She has a point. It is unlikely that it will rain with skies this clear.” 
 
    “It’s when she has a point that she’s at her most unbearable,” said Ari. “She was upset last night. By the, uh, bond building that we did.” 
 
    “Is she your woman?” asked Eva. “Does your culture have reservations about this sort of thing?” 
 
    “She’s not my woman,” he said, quickly. “But we do care for each other. She’s the reason why I came to the surface. Protecting her matters to me more than anything else.” 
 
    Eva seemed to consider his words before nodding. “In that case, you should consider just what protecting her means. Physical violence isn’t the only means through which she can be harmed.” 
 
    “Evastria, you are wise beyond your years,” he said. 
 
    “I’m far older than I think you realize,” said Eva. 
 
    “How old, exactly?” he asked. 
 
    Eva gave a small sigh, and Ari looked over in time to see her rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Will you tell me if I guess correctly?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” said Eva.  
 
    The landscape shifted, rising into a pinched plateau that overlooked another river. Ari and Eva walked along the edge of it, taking in the sights. The view was breathtaking, and he could see how the river divided the grassy plains they’d been exploring so far from a dry desert of deep golden sand.  
 
    Two massive statues stood out in a clearing visible to the southeast, bulky humanoids each over fifty feet tall. They each struck a dramatic, coordinated pose, reaching up and over to grasp each other’s hands and create an archway with their bodies. Ari noted that one of them had two massive emeralds for eyes, though only because the sun caught the right angle to cause the gems to gleam from underneath the dirt and grime that mostly covered them. 
 
    The ruined city was a little further north, perched atop the plateau like a bird’s nest on the end of a branch. The buildings were made of uniform stone bricks, or at least, they had been once. From a distance, there didn’t appear to be a single structure left untouched by the calamity that had descended upon it. 
 
    Ari slowed as they drew closer, feeling a little uneasy. The ground underneath his feet shifted, and it took him a couple of seconds to realize that he was walking on a paved road, underneath the dirt obscuring it from view.  
 
    “They had so much stone that they even used it on the ground,” he muttered. “If you’re going to do that, why not just find a cozy cave to hole up in?” 
 
    “There are certain advantages that come with living out in the open,” said Eva. “The sun, for example. Along with the amount of available space.” 
 
    “I guess,” said Ari. 
 
    They passed by two crumbled watch towers, one on either side of the road. They reminded Ari of their tower base in a certain way, though they’d fared far worse against the sands of time. The city had once had a wall, and even though it was crumbled to the point of being little more than a few decaying segments, he still found himself opting to head through where the city’s main gate had once been. 
 
    “Is there anything I should know before we head in?” asked Ari. “I don’t exactly explore ghost cities on a regular basis.” 
 
    He could already see a few mesmers moving through the streets ahead of him in their glowing, spherical forms. They were blue, like the one he’d seen in the forest, but that wasn’t really enough to set him at ease. 
 
     “Do not let your guard down,” said Eva. “Stay alert and treat the ruins with respect.” 
 
    “Will the mesmers attack me if I don’t?” he asked. 
 
    “These ones?” Eva shook her head. “No. They will not even acknowledge you. But this is a resting place. I would ask that you give it the deference it deserves.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. He held his arm out with the elbow bent, gesturing for Eva to loop hers through. “Shall we?” 
 
    She gave him a small, mildly amused smile, and then her body flashed with light. Ari caught Azurelight by the hilt before the sword hit the stone and swept it in a flourish through the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Ari took his time as he walked through the ruins of the city, listening to his surroundings as he moved. He tried to keep from drawing too near to the mesmers as they meandered aimlessly through the air, but there were so many of them as he made it further that it was near impossible. 
 
    He spotted something as he approached an open area that might have once been the city square or trading bazaar. A section of road had been worn down enough for vegetation to grow through underneath, and Ari recognized one of the plants in the bunch. 
 
    “Sarkin flower,” he muttered. “Growing here, of all places.” 
 
    He remembered what one of the survivors in Jed’s group had said about it spreading like a weed as he plucked the plant from the ground and pulled free the flowerhead, the part with potency. He still had the leather bag that Milo had given him, and he tucked the sarkin flower inside before retying it. 
 
    “How is a flower relevant to our current purpose, Lord Stoneblood?” asked Eva, through their bond. 
 
    “You’ll see,” said Ari. “Possibly. It might not be relevant immediately, but it’s a useful medicine.” 
 
    It was also incredibly fun to use recreationally, but Ari didn’t feel the need to point that out to her. Instead, he continued forward, scanning the city for any buildings that seemed like they might have held up well enough against the elements to have preserved their contents through the years. 
 
    “Eva,” he said. “Do you have any advice for me? I’m searching blind here.” 
 
    “Keep your eyes focused downward,” said Eva. 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    Eva didn’t reply, and after a few seconds, Ari decided that it was probably best to trust her suggestion and find out for himself. He moved slowly, staring at the city’s partially destroyed paved roads and investigating any anomalies. 
 
    With his attention focused toward his feet, he wasn’t minding the mesmers. Ari drew close enough to one for it to materialize into an ethereal, blue person. He flinched backward when he noticed, his heart racing despite the fact that he knew it posed no danger. 
 
    “Veljian!” called the woman. “Veljian! Veljian…?” 
 
    She was pretty, despite being ghostly and partially translucent. She had the same lithe, tall body type as Eva, and her hair was tied back into a tight ponytail. She wore a strange dress with slits across the back and arms, and she was clearly looking for somebody. Ari carefully stepped around her, glancing back as he continued on. 
 
    “What was it like?” Ari asked. “The Saidican Empire, as a society.” 
 
    Eva didn’t answer him right away, and her silence went on for long enough to make him wonder if he’d somehow offended her. 
 
    “Most of what little I remember is of it crumbling,” she said. “The Sai took magic for granted. It was something we relied upon, and it made many of us soft and comfortable over centuries of continued calm and peace.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Ari. “At least the civilization had a good run.” 
 
    “We were insulated from nature, and because of that, we were tragically unused to death,” said Eva. “The Weatherblight took a toll on the empire, giving the populace its first true taste of desperation.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. “Have any of your other memories returned, now that we’ve started to strengthen our bond? I want to know more about your life, not just history.” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” said Eva. “I remember little of my own life, be it as a sword construct or the person whose imprint I was created from.” 
 
    “You mentioned your old master once,” said Ari. “Lord Mythril, was it? Do you remember anything about him?” 
 
    “Only the emotion of knowing him,” said Eva. “I remember that I despised him.” 
 
    Even though he was hearing her through the bond, Ari could still make out the bitter, unbridled contempt in her voice. As curious as he was, he had the sense not to press her for more detail. She’d tell him when she was ready, if she ever was. 
 
    He was still looking down at the ground, and he did a double take when he brushed a dirt clod aside and saw something underneath that didn’t fit with the regular pattern of smooth stone brick. He was standing over a perfect circle inset into the ground with runic lettering carved into it. 
 
    “Do you recognize whatever this is, Eva?” he asked. 
 
    Azurelight flashed with light, and Eva appeared in the sword’s place. He’d been holding it close to his body and found that he was all but embracing the slender woman as she transformed. Ari felt his face flush slightly as he caught a whiff of her sweet, feminine smell before pulling back. 
 
    “This is what we are looking for, I believe,” she said. “An access point into the labyrinth below the city.” 
 
    “Labyrinth?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva nodded. “Smaller Saidican cities outside of the capital often expanded underground rather than outward. It was a means of protecting the residents from the Weatherblight in places with lower populations.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see the logic in that,” said Ari. “And you think we’ll have a better shot at finding what we need down there?” 
 
     “Absolutely,” she said. “The labyrinths haven’t suffered the same amount of damage from the elements and the Weatherblight. However, be warned that the mesmers you will encounter down there will be far more dangerous and powerful than the ones on the surface.” 
 
    “Is there a reason for that?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Purple, black, and red mesmers are the most dangerous varieties, and they avoid the light,” said Eva. “I cannot say just why that is, as I do not know myself.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Ari. “Now, how do we get this thing open?” 
 
    It took the two of them a minute or two of brushing away grime to find the hatch’s handholds. Both of them were encrusted over with dirt and rock dust, but Ari dug with the toe of his shoe until they were cleared out enough to serve their original purpose. 
 
    “I think we’re both going to have to put our strength into this,” said Ari. “Ready?” 
 
    He gripped one handhold, while Eva took the other. They pulled as hard as they could, exerting themselves to the point of grimacing and sweating. The hatch held for a few seconds and then slowly began to turn. Ari was able to pull it loose after jiggling it from side to side, and he set the heavy steel cover on the ground next to the opening he’d revealed. 
 
    There was a metal ladder, and he climbed down it slowly, trying to listen for anything that might await them in the chamber below. Eva followed after him, and she took hold of his hand as she reached the bottom, letting her fingers entwine with his for an instant before turning back into her sword form. 
 
    “You should travel slowly,” said Eva. “As long as you keep your wits about you, the darkness will not be a thing to fear in itself.” 
 
    Ari smiled a little as he stared down the pitch-black tunnel ahead of them. 
 
    “I don’t fear the darkness,” he said. “The surface, up there? Now that makes me nervous. But this is what I’m used to. This is the type of place where I thrive.” 
 
    It even smelled similar to Golias Hollow, with that same dusty, dank staleness permeating every inch of the air. Ari held Azurelight at the ready as he started forward, listening to the sound of his own footsteps and breathing. 
 
    What little light extended outward from the opening they’d descended through disappeared as he rounded the first corner. Ari had better than average night vision, and he could still make out the walls and general shape of the underground environment. The tunnel exited out into a larger chamber, and he came to a sudden stop as he saw a mesmer ahead of them. 
 
    It was purple, deeper and darker in coloring than the light blue mesmers on the surface, though it still gave off light. Even as a glowing sphere, it seemed agitated, swaying back and forth and shifting through the air with jerky motions. 
 
    “Anything else I should know before I approach this thing?” Ari whispered, as quietly as he could. 
 
    “The only means through which you can damage mesmers is using magic or an enchanted weapon,” said Eva. “Their attacks will not cause physical damage to you, but they will cause pain and drain your soul essence.” 
 
    “What happens if I run out of soul essence?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You die,” said Eva. “It would not be a pleasant death, either, though I cannot remember the specifics of it. It would be best if you avoided that outcome.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “You don’t say.” 
 
    He approached the glowing sphere with cautious steps, holding the sword as tightly as he could in sweaty hands. He was nervous, despite himself. Ari had been in more sparring matches than he could count back in the Hollow, but he’d never trained with a sword before, and he’d certainly never gone up against anything like a mesmer. 
 
    The sphere flashed with light as he stepped within a dozen feet of it, manifesting as an ethereal, purple figure. It was a man clad in heavy armor, wielding a sword that was both broader and longer than Ari’s. Though honestly, given the ghostly nature of the mesmers, he wasn’t sure if that even mattered. 
 
    The ghost made for an undeniably intimidating opponent. It wasn’t the same as facing off against one of the other boys in the Hollow or even fighting and fleeing from the fishers. It was an intimidation factor born from a sense of respect and a lack of understanding. He was up against an entity that looked more suited for battle than he felt like he had any right to claim to be. 
 
    “So I should just… attack it, then?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s generally how fights work,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh, shush,” said Ari. “I’m just making sure I haven’t—” 
 
    The mesmer took the initiative before he had the chance. Ari dodged backward on reflex as the purple knight swung its sword in a slash at neck level. He was fast enough to get out of the way of all of the blade except the tip, which nicked the edge of his shoulder. Ari felt a cold tremor run through him, along with a sharp, pulsating pain. 
 
    He brought a finger to the point of impact and glanced down at it, expecting to see blood. There wasn’t any, though the pain had been real. He felt clammy and a little lightheaded, and he wasn’t interested in finding out what would happen if he took a direct hit. 
 
    The purple mesmer attacked again. Ari moved out of the way, but he also lifted Azurelight up to deflect, just for the sake of seeing what would happen. The knight’s ethereal sword seemed to bounce off his, but there was no vibration of impact. 
 
    Ari rushed forward, seizing the small opening he’d been given. He slashed diagonally toward the side the knight had left unguarded. The mesmer dodged, but not fast enough to avoid Ari’s strike entirely. Ari’s sword cut a slash across the knight’s forearm, and though it felt like he’d swung his sword through open air, he saw the knight’s gauntlet shatter and his blade bite into the knight’s wrist underneath. 
 
    The mesmer let out a fearsome shout and launched a sudden assault, feinting and then chopping with its sword twice in quick succession. Ari blocked the first, dodged the second, and responded with a spinning cut that took the knight in the side. The mesmer fell back onto one knee. Ari brought his sword up to finish him off. 
 
    “No!” cried Eva. “Lord Stoneblood, he is—” 
 
    It was another feint. The knight surged upward at the last second, slamming the pommel of his weapon into Ari’s gut. It reminded him of the punch Jarvis had slammed into his gut back in the sparring ring, except it struck him in a place deeper than his physical body, in a manner cold enough to make his insides feel flash frozen. 
 
    Ari stumbled back, blinking away double vision as he saw the mesmer pull its sword up to issue the finishing strike. He tried to lift his own sword up to block, but it wasn’t in his hand anymore. Light flashed, and Eva was suddenly in motion. 
 
    She swept the knight off his feet with a powerful kick aimed at his ankles and delivered a ruthless stomp to his neck. Ari heard the knight let out a gag as Eva delivered a second blow, and then there was a flash of purple light as the entirety of his form disappeared. 
 
    The essence the knight had been composed of seemed to flow directly into Eva’s chest, and she let out a small shudder. Ari stood to his feet and stared at her with open awe in his expression. 
 
    “That was pretty cool,” he said. “I didn’t realize you could damage it.” 
 
    “It is part of my design,” said Eva. “My absorption rune also applies to direct physical attacks.” 
 
    “If I’d known you were that good in hand to hand combat, I’d have let you handle him in the first place,” said Ari.  
 
    She scowled at him. 
 
    “It is not something you should come to rely on,” she said. “I am much more powerful in my sword form than I am manifested like this. If I had realized that your swordsmanship was as… lacking as it is, I would have offered to instruct you in it before bringing you into a dangerous situation.” 
 
    “Yeah, I probably should have mentioned that I’ve never used a sword before,” said Ari. “Or even held one, for that matter. Speaking of which, would it be possible for you to manifest a weapon of your own, along with your body? That would come in handy, since the only real weapon we have between us right now is, well, you.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Eva. “But that is a question we should address later, milord.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Ari spent a minute or two catching his breath before taking a closer look at the chamber they were in. It wasn’t large, and most of the furnishings it had once contained were broken and scattered in pieces across the floor. A single door stood at the far end of the room, and the top of it was curved in the shape of an arch. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “Before we move on, it would be prudent to transfer the essence I just absorbed over to you.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ari. “Just tell me what I need to…” 
 
    He trailed off as he caught sight of her eyes and noticed, for the first time, that they were giving off a subtle glow. Eva noticed his attention and gave him a small smile. 
 
    “In my incarnate form, my eyes serve as a visual indicator of the amount of essence I’ve absorbed,” she said. “It is a mechanism to keep me from absorbing too much at once and accidentally stunting my absorption ability.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva nodded. “Yes, though it shouldn’t be much of a concern for us under normal conditions. When you wield me as a sword, the essence I absorb will transfer directly through me and into you once I’m at full capacity.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, considering what she was saying. 
 
    “Can you use the essence for anything?” asked Ari. “I know you explained that as a human, there isn’t much that I can do with it beyond enchanting or activating wards. Is it more useful for you?” 
 
    “I can use it to repair damage from wounds,” said Eva.  
 
    "Handy,” said Ari. “Is that something I can do, too?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “Unfortunately, that is a function limited solely to me.” 
 
    “What else should I know about your abilities?” he asked. 
 
    “If you were to find and imbue me with an offensive rune, I’d have more options available,” she said. 
 
    “If you had a rune like that, would its power be accessible to me while wielding you as a sword?” he asked. 
 
    Eva flashed a broad smile at him and nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I am impressed that you managed to put that together. That is exactly how it would work.” 
 
    “Awesome,” said Ari. “I think I know what we’ll be on the lookout for first.” 
 
    He started to walk toward the door, but Eva took hold of his wrist before he could step away from her. 
 
    “About the extra essence I have,” she said. “It is better if you store it within yourself so I can use my full absorption capacity on the next mesmer we encounter.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Ari. “So how exactly does the transfer work?” 
 
    In answer, Eva moved in a little closer to him. She brushed a hand against his cheek and slowly bought her mouth forward to meet his. Ari kissed her back, feeling a little surprised at how turned on he suddenly was. He wrapped an arm around her, letting his hand settle on the cusp of her buttocks. 
 
    “That is how,” said Eva, as the kiss ended. 
 
    Ari exhaled and saw an ambient, blue mist come out on his breath. He could feel a subtle but discernable energy running through his body, all the way to the tips of his fingers and toes. He didn’t look any different, at least from what he could see, but he could feel the magic, the essence, reverberating through him. 
 
    “It feels interesting,” said Ari. “Almost like when I sleep on my arm and wake up with it asleep, except… pleasurable, instead of painful.” 
 
    “I’m glad it does not unnerve you too much,” said Eva. 
 
    “I could see that being the case if I had enough essence in me,” he said. “But this much, I think I can manage.” 
 
    He walked over to the door, frowning as he noticed that it didn’t have an obvious handle. There was a ward circle on it, with a rune different from any of the ones he’d seen before in the tower. 
 
    “It is an essence lock,” said Eva. “How fitting. You’ll have to use the essence you just absorbed to open it. This is a good chance for you to get a sense of how wards work.” 
 
    Ari nodded. He ran a finger across the runes and pressed his hand against it. He could feel the ward in more than just a physical sense, almost as though it was a container that he’d reached into. He focused his will and tried to relax, letting his body release some of the tingling essence he’d just absorbed into the door’s ward. 
 
    The rune circle glowed with a soft, ambient white light, but only for an instant. 
 
    “It didn’t work?” said Ari. 
 
    “You need more essence,” said Eva. “It is the outer door of the labyrinth, so it may take a significant amount.” 
 
    “Damn,” said Ari. “Is that it for today, then? If we can’t get past this door, we won’t be able to go any further.” 
 
    Eva smiled at him. She took his hand and led him back over to the tunnel that had led into the room. She sat down, and he took a seat next to her, furrowing her brow. 
 
    “I know that smirk,” said Ari. “You know something that I don’t.” 
 
    “I do,” she said. “There is another option. You’ll see what I mean if we wait here for a time.” 
 
    She flashed with light and turned back into Azurelight before Ari could press her further. He picked the sword up and set it across his lap, running a finger over the hilt and absentmindedly wondering if she could feel his touch as a weapon. 
 
    Ten minutes later, a purple sphere burst into existence in the center of the chamber. Ari stumbled to his feet, though the mesmer didn’t notice him immediately and meandered a few feet further away from him. 
 
    “They come back…?” he whispered. “The mesmers don’t die?” 
 
    “It’s called respawning,” said Eva. “The mesmers were created from the remnants of the souls of the Saidican Empire. My people sought immortality in the face of a world-ending threat, and in a sense, they found it.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” said Ari. He shook his head, unsure about how he felt about the revelation. He’d been considering the idea of clearing out the labyrinth and bringing Kerys down into it as a safer alternative to the tower. But if the mesmers respawned, he doubted it would ever be a safe enough place for them to inhabit. 
 
    “Each time a mesmer respawns, it gets a little bit stronger,” said Eva. “Blue mesmers can take years to respawn, while black, purple, and red ones tend to respawn much faster.” 
 
    “I can absorb its essence again, right?” asked Ari. “That’s why you had me wait, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Eva. “Though the amount you can absorb diminishes if you defeat a specific mesmer multiple times. It’s likely that you can absorb enough from this one despite that, before it respawns at a strength that would prevent you from defeating it.” 
 
    “This is why you wanted me to come here, isn’t it?” he said. “You knew that I’d at least be able to come out with some newly absorbed essence as long as I made it inside.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari took another minute to prepare himself, then attacked the purple mesmer a second time. The fight started out differently, but the mesmer’s movements were more familiar to him.  
 
    It was far from a predictable opponent, but Ari remembered the way it dodged and feinted. Adding to his tactical advantage was the fact that the reverse did not seem to apply to the mesmer, which fought him as though he was a brand-new opponent. 
 
    But Ari could also see what Eva had meant about the mesmer getting stronger. It was faster now, and though it had no physical body to speak of, the ferocity of its attacks was much higher.  
 
    He managed to win, but only after avoiding several strikes that could very well have led to his death. The mesmer slumped forward onto his blade after the final thrust, flashing with purple energy and vanishing again. 
 
    This time, Ari felt the essence automatically passing through Eva in her sword form and rushing into him. It was like taking a breath of air or drinking from a waterskin on a hot day. The essence felt vital within him, humming and pulsing, ready to be used. 
 
    He pressed his hand on the door’s ward lock again and pushed the essence into it. This time, the ward lit up as soon as he’d finished. The door let out a small rumble, and stone began to grind against stone as it sank downward into the ground. 
 
    “How long would you guess it’s been since someone’s last opened that?” he asked. 
 
    Eva did the sword version of shrugging her shoulders, which was apparently to just ignore the question.  
 
    Decades? Centuries? Ari wondered. It was hard for him to see a way for one of the Chosen—or even the sort of exiles that Jed’s group had been composed of—to find a way down into the labyrinth and then past the essence lock.  
 
    The mesmers couldn’t even be damaged by non-enchanted weapons, not to mention the intuitive leap it would have taken to guess that they respawned and could be harvested for essence to open the door. 
 
    “Not bad for an orphan,” he said, with a grin. He took a step into the next chamber, which was a long hallway with a door on either side and two along the walls. 
 
    His ankle caught against something, and a thrumming noise cut through the air. Eva returned to her normal form in a flash of light while simultaneously throwing herself against him and knocking him out of the way of a salvo of crossbow bolts that had apparently been rigged to a tripwire. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” muttered Ari. “Who puts a trap in a random hallway?” 
 
    Eva let out a small groan. Ari looked over at her and saw the shaft of one of the crossbow bolts protruding from her shoulder.  
 
    “Eva!” he said. “Damn! Here, try not to move!” 
 
    “It is okay, milord,” she said. “The injury is not that bad. Just a scrape, really.” 
 
    Ari could read the pain and annoyance in her expression. She was blinking back tears, which he found a little surprising, given how stony her demeanor oftentimes was when she was being serious. She closed shaky fingers around the shaft and attempted to pull it out, to no avail. 
 
    “Do you think it’s wise to take it out?” asked Ari. “I’ve heard these types of injuries bleed more when tampered with.” 
 
    “I will need to, if I’m to heal,” said Eva. “Once it is loose from my shoulder, you can transfer essence into me to help with the process if you have any left.” 
 
    Ari had a small amount left, and after considering it for a moment, he nodded. Eva was still struggling with the bolt, leaning with her back against the side of the safe portion of the hallway.  
 
    He took her into a gentle embrace and leaned her back against the stone floor. Eva frowned a little, but didn’t stop him as he moved to take hold of the bolt. He let his eyes settle on hers, hoping that the experience wouldn’t be too traumatic. 
 
    “I’m going to pull it out on three,” said Ari. 
 
    “I am ready,” said Eva, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “One.” Ari pulled it out immediately, not giving her a chance to tense up any further. Eva let out a small cry of pain and arched her back. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “Now for the essence.” 
 
    He placed a hand on her chest and tried to will essence into her the same way he had for the ward. Eva shook her head. 
 
    “It will not work like that for us,” she said. “It has to be… like before.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” He leaned over Eva and gave her a kiss, hesitating as his lips touched hers and feeling his way through the process. The intimate contact opened a channel between them, and it was easy to pass his essence on to her once that was done. 
 
    “That is good,” said Eva. “Thank you, Lord Stoneblood. My shoulder should start healing soon.” 
 
    Ari cast a skeptical glance at the injury. Blood was still dripping from it, not enough to put her life in danger, but enough to make him worry. Her white armor hadn’t been pierced by the crossbow bolt, but the edge of it was now stained an obvious crimson red. 
 
    “Would it help you to be in sword form for this?” he asked. 
 
    “There are more tripwires ahead of us,” said Eva. “I would prefer not to let you face them alone. We should turn back for now.” 
 
    “Not quite yet,” he said. “I have an idea about how to get past those.” 
 
    Eva nodded, and her body flashed as she turned back into Azurelight, the beautiful, slim greatsword with the perfect sapphire pommel stone. Ari caught it in midair and sheathed it in the scabbard hanging across his shoulders. He wouldn’t need it if what he was about to do ended up working. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Ari reached into his tunic and fished out his newly filled bag of sarkin flower. He sniffed the fresh leaves, frowning at the somewhat muted smell. It usually wasn’t hard to tell the potency of sarkin flower from a sniff or two, and the flowerheads that he’d managed to collect were what he should have expected from a plant growing in the wild. 
 
    He popped most of it into his mouth, chewing as much as he could and then letting the mush settle under his tongue for a minute. It was the quickest way to feel the effects of the drug outside of smoking it. It only took a minute for the first heady rush of euphoria to hit him, but that wasn’t what he was interested in. 
 
    The drug sharpened his senses, and the first thing Ari was struck by was the deafening silence of the labyrinth. He could hear his own breathing and movements, and quite literally nothing else. Nowhere should have been able to be that quiet. 
 
    He shook the feeling off and squinted further down the hallway. The tripwires were thin, almost invisible, but he could see at least a couple of them with the help of the drug. Reaching down to the floor, Ari scooped a small pile of dust up and cast it into the air. 
 
    Small bits of dust clung to tripwires that he’d missed as it fell, which was exactly what he’d been hoping for. He could see enough of them now to be fairly confident about what it would take to get to the other side of the hallway.  
 
    They were arrayed in a frustratingly complex pattern, some of them at ankle level, others at neck level. A few were crisscrossed diagonally into the shape of an x, which he could only assume would trigger two salvos of crossbows at once. Not a fun thought. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be wise to reconsider progressing any further,” said Eva. 
 
    “I can do this,” he said. “I just have to move carefully.” 
 
    He was surprised by how much more confident his voice sounded than he actually felt. Ari started forward, stepping over the first few trip wires, which were at ground level and easy enough to avoid. He ducked under another and had to continue ducking as he also lifted his leg up over the next one, which was at thigh height. 
 
    The x pattern loomed ahead of him. He initially thought he’d just be able to crawl underneath it, but there was an additional trip wire running across at ankle level. He’d have to slip through the side, and do it in a way that would keep him from falling onto the trip wires immediately after it. 
 
    The issue with going through on the side was that his entire body wouldn’t fit at a normal angle. He’d have to lean himself at an awkward slant and attempt to hop from foot to foot as he passed by. 
 
    Ari took a breath, moved into position, and then attempted it without giving himself enough time to second guess himself. His leading foot landed on solid ground, which was good. His trailing foot caught on one of the trip wires. Which, of course, was bad. 
 
    He heard the thrum of the crossbows, but the more immediate issue he had was the fact that he was off balance and in the midst of falling. He desperately flailed an arm out toward the wall and found one of the doors on the side of the hallway instead. It was open, and it had a handle his fingers immediately grabbed onto. 
 
    The door carried Ari along with it as it swung into the room, and he felt at least one of the crossbow bolts pass close enough by to make his tunic rustle in its wake. His heart was pounding with sufficient force to make him concerned, though part of that was probably due to the Sarkin flower. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “That was a little too close.” 
 
    “If only someone had advised you against that course of action, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh, shut your pommel-stone,” said Ari. 
 
    He rose to his feet and surveyed the room he was in. It was illuminated, surprisingly. A single, small ward was inscribed onto the ceiling, and it glowed with a faint, white light that he guessed had been intended for that specific purpose. 
 
    He was in a centuries old bedroom, untouched by anything other than the passage of time. Ari slowly scanned it over, noticing that the bed still had several blankets on it that had somehow withstood the years. 
 
    “I’m actually going to take these with me,” he said, shaking one of them to dust it off. “They’re still in good shape.” 
 
    They were made of some kind of silky animal fur that was profoundly soft to the touch. There were two of them, but each was more than twice as large as the makeshift blankets he’d fashioned out of the kellowack canvas. Ari rolled them up and set them into his pack, stuffing them down far enough to make room for anything else he found. 
 
    The bedroom had a small chest in the corner. Having learned his lesson from the hallway, Ari meticulously checked it over for tripwires or other traps before lifting it open. It wasn’t locked, though the plume of dust that shot up as the lid shifted the air was a defense mechanism in its own right. 
 
    “What is this stuff?” he said. “Papers? Along with… another blanket?” 
 
    “That is a cloak,” said Eva. “And those are scrolls. It is likely that all of them are enchanted.” 
 
    “You think so?” asked Ari. “Is there any way for us to know for sure?” 
 
    “Try touching them,” said Eva. “Even without a mystica of your own, you should be able to sense a faint echo of the essence within an enchantment.” 
 
    Ari did as she’d requested, feeling a bit strange as he ran his hands over the items within the chest. It was hard at first, but after a couple of seconds, the soft hum of magical energy became obvious and identifiable to him. 
 
    “Nifty,” said Ari. “That’s going to come in handy the next time we’re in here. Is there any way for me to tell what the different enchantments are? Or at least what the cloak is enchanted with?” 
 
    “Not as you are now,” said Eva. “It is a task that requires the skills of a practiced diviner. Unfortunately, there may not be an easy way to find out beyond simple experimentation.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “I guess that would have been too easy.” 
 
    He tucked the cloak away into his pack, not wanting to do that particular bit of experimentation while still in the labyrinth. The scrolls were all extremely old, and Ari half crumbled one of them as he was shifting them into his pack. 
 
    “We’ll have to take it slow on the way back up to the surface,” he said. 
 
    He noticed a small handle next to the door as he turned around that didn’t appear to be connected to a cabinet or door. Ari had a suspicion about what it did, and he took hold of it and jiggled it around until he found the proper direction to turn it. 
 
    A soft, shifting noise came from the hallway. He poked his head out and grinned, noticing that the trip wires had all receded into the floor, or walls, or wherever they went when they weren’t making dangerous deals with hidden crossbows.  
 
    There was another door directly across from the one that Ari had opened, but it was locked with an essence ward, as was the one at the far end of the hall. He figured that he could attempt to fight the mesmer in the first chamber a few more times to gather the requisite essence needed to progress further if he really wanted to. 
 
    As much as the idea appealed to him, it didn’t seem wise. Eva was recovering from her injury, and Kerys was alone back at the tower. Ari decided to head back the way he’d come from, taking a route close to the wall through the chamber with the mesmer to avoid attracting its attention. 
 
    The skies were clear overhead when he made it back outside, which dissolved some of the tension he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying. Ari carefully pulled the labyrinth’s cover back into place before heading back through the city in the direction of the tower. 
 
    He jogged most of the way, cutting the length of the trip down by at least a third. He was starving by the time he made it to the bottom of the hill and hoped that Kerys had managed to scavenge some food for dinner. 
 
    He came to a stop in his tracks as the tower came into view. There were people outside of it, and Kerys was not among them. Ari slowly drew his sword from its scabbard as he closed the last stretch toward them. 
 
    There were seven of them, and they were all dressed similarly. The one at the head of the group was a woman a little older than he was, perhaps in her mid-twenties. She had long black hair, moderately tanned skin, and deep violet eyes. 
 
    She wore a red and black leather tunic with flared shoulders, along with tight black leggings and brown knee-high boots with winding laces. A black cape studded with feathers hung from her shoulders, swaying slightly in the wind. 
 
    The woman was extremely attractive, with even more of a “wife body” than Kerys. She had large breasts and curvaceous hips along with a slender waist. Her face was sharp and elegant, with long cheekbones and a nose that curved slightly downward. 
 
    As easy as her body was on the eyes, what drew Ari’s attention was the spear in her hands and the bows he could see several of her allies carrying. They still hadn’t noticed him yet, and their attention was completely focused on the tower. The woman was apparently trying to talk with Kerys, though the words she spoke were in a language he didn’t understand. 
 
    “This is not a winnable fight for you,” said Eva. “I would recommend retreating before they see you. The tower should keep Lady Kerys safe as long as she’s inside.” 
 
    Ari scowled. Her logic made sense, but there was still the risk that the intruders might somehow manage to make it inside, and he wasn’t willing to take it. He let his fingers dance across the hilt of Azurelight and started forward with the sword angled to one side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” asked Ari. “And what business do you have with my tower?” 
 
    The woman turned to face him, as did the rest of her group. Ari had considered attempting a surprise attack to give himself an early advantage before dismissing the idea. It was possible that a fight might still be avoided, and that chance outweighed the slight benefit he’d achieve by sneaking up on them. 
 
    “Ah,” said the woman. “So you speak the slave tongue? Explains why the girl wasn’t responding to us.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” said Ari. 
 
    The woman smiled at him. It was a cat’s smile, full of mischief and playful violence. 
 
    “You may call me Rin,” said the woman. “What name shall I address you by?” 
 
    “Lord Aristial Stoneblood,” said Ari. 
 
    Rin stared at him for half a second before bursting into laughter, soon joined by the rest of her group. She had to hold a hand to her mouth to finally stop herself, and she pulled her feathery cloak about her as she stared at him and shook her head. 
 
    “The word ‘lord’ means vereshi in my people’s language,” said Rin. “The idea of you as vereshi is truly funny, chala.” 
 
    “And what does ‘chala’ mean?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin’s smile widened. “Chala means… a not very smart person.” 
 
    “Suck on dirt,” said Ari. 
 
    “It isn’t so offensive of a word, chala,” said Rin. “Don’t misinterpret my meaning. I use it because it fits. You say this is your tower? This is no one’s tower. You say that you are vereshi? You stand here alone, in dirty clothing, against me and my cadre.” 
 
    “This is my tower,” said Ari. “If you don’t have polite business here, you should be moving on.” 
 
    Rin and her followers shifted position, moving to encircle him. There wasn’t anything Ari could do about it, so he kept his grip on Azurelight and did his best to stare her down. She moved closer toward him, taking steps until the tip of his sword was almost perfectly positioned between the cleavage that the open slit of her leather tunic so perfectly showcased. 
 
    “My business is simple,” said Rin. “I came to introduce myself, and allow you to pay your… hmm, what is the word? Price? Tithe? The tribute a lesser one pays to a greater one.” 
 
    “You came here to rob us, in other words,” said Ari. 
 
    “You aren’t being robbed, Aristial Stoneblood,” said Rin. “In exchange for your tribute, you’ll be left in peace.” 
 
    “What do I get out of this deal?” asked Ari. “Are you offering protection? Would this tribute mean that you’d lend us aid against the monsters?” 
 
    Rin let out a small laugh and shook her head. 
 
    “If it were that simple, there’d be many more of your kind established here on the surface, no?” She shrugged her shoulders. “The tribute is a small thing. A token of goodwill. You give us some food, or some other valuable resource, and gain a new friend.” 
 
    “That’s not how making friends works, where I’m from,” said Ari. “I refuse.” 
 
    “It might be best to just concede to their demands,” said Eva. “This fight will not go in your favor, given the odds.” 
 
    He was aware of that, but he also knew that bending to Rin’s demands would only lead to more extortion in the future. It had been the same with Harris’ gang back in the Hollow. There was no such thing as appeasing a bully. 
 
    “You are brave,” said Rin. “But you are also stupid.” 
 
    “A few people have mentioned that to me,” said Ari. “You seem like a reasonable enough person. How about this? I’ll fight whichever of you is the strongest, and if I win, you leave without causing trouble.” 
 
    Rin and the rest of her group broke out into an even more raucous round of laughter. It went on for long enough to make Ari’s face burn with embarrassment before finally coming to an end. 
 
    “I like you, chala,” said Rin. “Very well. You’ll fight the strongest among us, and we shall see if you can back up your words.” 
 
    All of the others in her group took a step back, and Rin lifted her spear into her hands. The tip was polished steel, and the sunlight gleamed off it in a way that emphasized its inherent danger. Ari tightened his grip around his sword, crouching slightly and preparing for her first attack. 
 
    She spread her feathered cloak out to the side, and then… flapped it, rising a foot or two into the air. Ari tried not to let his bafflement show on his face as he realized that none of them were wearing cloaks, at all. They had wings, which just happened to hang in a similar fashion to a cape or a cloak when not actively in use. 
 
    A single black feather came loose from one of Rin’s wings as she continued to flap them, hovering just high enough in the air to make attacking her impractical. The spear in her hands made more sense to him now. She could stab downward, or even throw it from above, and there’d be nothing that he could do about it. 
 
    That wasn’t to say that he was completely without advantages. If he could force Rin to stand and fight, Azurelight could easily cleave through the shaft of her spear. He circled around where she hovered, wondering what the best way to make her drop down would be. 
 
    “You’ve already lost,” said Rin. “Don’t make me spill your blood.” 
 
    She darted forward, letting her feet hit the ground and twisting to use her wings for an extra burst of speed. Ari started to perform a sweeping block with his sword before realizing that she was coming at him way too fast. He had to throw himself into a rolling dive onto the ground at the last second. 
 
    Rin landed next to him and lazily flipped her spear around to point the tip in his face. Ari swiped it away with his sword before she could thrust downward, but strongly suspected that she’d allowed him the liberty. 
 
    He scrambled to his feet and slashed at Rin’s neck. She ducked under the attack, and then hopped out of range of the reverse cut he followed up with. She jabbed the spear a couple of times at his chest with one hand, forcing Ari to take a step back. 
 
    Rin flashed a smile as she kicked a small dirt clod into the air and then flapped her wings, spraying dust and bits of grass into his face. Ari swore under his breath and swung his sword blind in her general direction.  
 
    “Behind you,” whispered Rin. She’d drawn near enough to him for her breasts to press against his shoulder blades, and her companions broke out into laughter as he whirled and tried to counterattack.  
 
    Rin simply flapped her wings and rose into the air again, flying higher this time and then coming to hover just out of reach of his sword. Or was she? Ari blinked and rolled out one of his shoulders. 
 
    “Can you sense what I’m about to do next through the bond?” he whispered under his breath. 
 
    “No,” said Eva. “But I do not need to for this. It seems like the obvious move.” 
 
    Ari grinned, He took a few steps back, trying to entice Rin into coming down to the ground again by lowering the point of her sword. She landed in front of him, gesturing with her spear. 
 
    “Are you ready to give up, chala?” she asked. 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    Ari charged, swinging his sword in a slow, obvious strike. Rin shot up into the air to dodge, laughing at him, and he let out the most furious fake snarl he could muster and hurled Azurelight into the air after her. She dodged it easily, the blade sailing past her harmlessly. 
 
    “You reek of desperation,” said Rin. “Surrender, pay your tithe, and you can still—” 
 
    Eva slammed into her from above, catching the flying woman completely off guard. Rin dropped her spear as she fell. Ari picked it up and tossed it out of her reach. Eva shifted back into the sword as he came near, which he caught by the hilt and immediately pointed at Rin’s exposed neck. 
 
    “It’s your turn to surrender,” he said. 
 
    Rin glared at him and tried to launch herself back up into the air. Ari slashed, cutting a chunk of feathers out of her right wing. It was enough to throw her off balance, and she tumbled slightly before falling back to the ground on unsteady legs. 
 
    The rest of her companions had moved to intervene. Ari stared down an arrow notched into a bow pointed at his head. He was expecting the situation to devolve into total chaos when the sky darkened by a significant amount. A glance upward showed him that a dark, meandering cloud that hadn’t been there before was now blocking out the sun. 
 
    “Enough,” said Rin. “We’ll have to finish this another time, chala. The weather does not bode well.” 
 
    She locked eyes with him, flashing that curious cat smile again. Despite himself, Ari couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “Another time, then,” he said. 
 
    Rin gestured to her cadre, and they immediately took to the air. She struggled more than her companions to stay aloft, and the wing on which Ari had scored a hit left a trail of loosened feathers in her wake. 
 
    Ari held the sword out to his side, and light flashed as it transformed. Eva frowned as she observed Rin and the others leaving, shaking her head slightly as they faded from view. 
 
    “Ravarians,” she said. 
 
    “What?” asked Ari. 
 
    “That’s what her people are called,” said Eva. “The Ravarians were another race of slaves, much like you people, the Hume.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Ari. “I guess that explains why she was able to speak the ‘slave tongue’ so well.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Eva. “The official term for the language of servants in the time of the Saidican Empire was Subvios, I believe.” 
 
     “Ari?” Kerys called down to him from the tower’s roof top, her voice echoing on the air. “Is it safe to unlock the door?” 
 
    “It’s safe,” he said. “And it would be best if we all hurried inside.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Ari had barely stepped through the door when Kerys pulled him into one of the tightest hugs he’d ever experienced. He hugged her back, feeling his heart race and only then realizing how worried about her he’d been. 
 
    “Idiot,” he muttered. “I told you that it would be dangerous for you to stay here.” 
 
    “Sorry…” said Kerys. “I really am. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did this morning.” 
 
    She pulled back slightly, but didn’t leave his embrace. Ari stared into her eyes and felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her. Eva stepped into the tower behind him before he could, and the moment slipped from his grasp.  
 
    “It’s okay,” said Ari. “I’m just glad that you’re okay. What happened?” 
 
    Kerys shrugged slightly, still looking more relieved than anything else. 
 
    “I was foraging for food down by the river when those bird people, or whatever they are, landed nearby,” she said. “They didn’t see me right away, so I grabbed what I’d gathered and sneaked back to the tower. I think when I closed the door and slid a piece of wood into the lock, they must have heard it, because they showed up right after.” 
 
    “They didn’t hurt you or anything?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Kerys. “The one who you fought against kept trying to communicate with me, though it was in a language I didn’t understand. I just stayed upstairs and hid from them.” 
 
    “That was probably for the best,” said Ari. 
 
    He pulled his pack off and set it down, closing the door behind them. It hadn’t started raining yet, but the threat was still there in the form of the clouds overhead. 
 
    “We found some stuff in the ruins,” said Ari. “Nothing that exciting, but I think I scored an enchanted cloak, along with a few scrolls.” 
 
    “Drakeskin,” said Eva, as she pulled the cloak out of the pack. “I’d been wondering how the cloak had managed to stay in such good condition after being abandoned for so long. It is made of drakeskin leather.” 
 
    “Is that good?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Extremely,” said Eva. “Drakeskin has one of the highest capacities for enchanting out of all pliable clothing materials. You’ll be able to find a use for it even if its current enchantment turns out to be a minor one.” 
 
    “Cool,” said Ari. “What about the scrolls?” 
 
    “They will be more difficult to find a use for, given the difficulty of identifying their enchantments,” said Eva. “Each one represents only a single use of a spell, so while you could attempt to cast them, it would be a gamble and a potential waste.” 
 
    “Could I even cast from one of these scrolls?” asked Ari. “You said that humans don’t have the power to use magic, didn’t you?” 
 
    “The essence is already within the scrolls, along with the enchanting pattern that focuses the magic into a usable form,” said Eva. “It would be no more difficult for you to use than it is for you to activate a ward.” 
 
    Kerys stood apart from the two of them, listening to the conversation, but pouting slightly. Ari walked over to her and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “How did your day go?” he asked. “Did anything else happen while we were gone?” 
 
    She flashed a bright smile at him. 
 
    “I was productive, though in a slightly less exciting way,” she said, folding her arms. “I collected more of the berries, and I found some small crabs on the beach, along with river lettuce.” 
 
    “Is it edible?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Yup,” said Kerys. “I tested it already. And to top it off, I found this.” 
 
    She disappeared into the tower’s kitchen nook and reappeared with an old black cooking kettle. 
 
    “I scrubbed it as clean as I could down by the river,” said Kerys. “We’ll be able to make soup now!” 
 
    “Nice!” said Ari. “Good job.” 
 
    Ari looked out the window again. He breathed a sigh of relief as he caught sight of the sky. The clouds had continued past the sun and didn’t appear interested in coming down as rain for the moment. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “We should take the scrolls to the enchanting altar without further delay. The essence within the scrolls should be enough for us to activate at least one or two of the tower’s defensive wards.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “Good thinking.” 
 
    He headed upstairs with Eva and Kerys following behind him. The enchanting altar was just as he’d left it, though he noticed that Kerys had pulled a few of the old books down off the library shelves. 
 
    He carried the scrolls over and took a look at the ancient device. It was made of black stone, a different kind than what had been used in the construction of the tower. The top of the enchanting altar’s table was a single ward in itself, with a complicated pattern that had been carefully carved and filled with strange, glittering gemdust. 
 
    There were wards along the altar’s side, too. Four of them, much smaller than the one on the top of the table, but each was clearly designed for a specific use. Eva examined the enchanting altar as she stood next to Ari, her lips moving in silent concentration. 
 
    “My recollection of wards is extremely hazy,” said Eva. “My former master, Lord Mythril, was a prolific enchanter, so I know the basics of how the altar works.” 
 
    “Just tell me what you can,” said Ari. 
 
    “One of the wards… I think maybe this one?” She pointed to a ward on the left side. “This will pull essence directly from the item you set on top of the table and store it within the enchanting table for later use.” 
 
    “What do the other wards do?” he asked. “Can you remember?” 
 
    “The one directly behind that one on the left will allow you to store your own essence within the altar or pull essence out of the altar and into your body,” said Eva. “That is what you’ll want to do once you’ve used the altar to drain an item, so you can then transfer the essence into the defensive wards.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” said Ari. 
 
    “On the right side, one of the wards will store the pattern of a mage’s mystica or the enchantment of the item currently on the table,” said Eva. “The other will transfer the currently stored enchantment to an item. The strength of that enchantment varies depending on the amount of essence currently stored within the table and the force of will you activate the ward with.” 
 
    “But you don’t know which one is which?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I do not, milord.” Eva glanced away from him, looking more affected by the question than he’d expected. “I apologize.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. “There’s lots of stuff I can’t remember. Do you know how many times I’ve forgotten Kerys’ birthday before?” 
 
    “Ari!” said Kerys. “That’s mean.” 
 
    “Just drawing a comparison,” he said. “Okay. Let’s give this thing a try.” 
 
    He carefully set one of the ancient scrolls down on the center of the enchanting altar. He brought his fingers within an inch of the ward that Eva had indicated, hesitating slightly as he considered whether there might be any unintended consequences that she might not have warned him about. Or possibly even known about. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Eva. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “Just trying to build suspense.” 
 
    He pressed his fingers to the ward. There was a prickle of sensation, followed by an immediate, downward moving flash of light that shot from the scroll into the enchanting altar. It only took an instant, and immediately after it happened, the scroll crumbled to dust.  
 
    “Huh,” said Ari. “Does that always happen?” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “In most cases, it is fine to disenchant items without causing damage to them. It may be because of the age of these scrolls. The essence could be what preserved them for so long.” 
 
    Ari brought his right hand over to the wards on the other side of the table. One of them tingled as he ran his fingers across it, and pressing his palm down instantly gave him the sensation of being able to tap into a secondary reserve of essence. He could feel how much the scroll had contributed into the enchanting altar’s stores. It wasn’t much, but it was something, and if he wanted it, he knew he could just pull it out, almost like taking a breath. 
 
    “It’s a waste,” said Kerys. “We don’t know what these scrolls do. What if some of the enchantments on them are more useful than the essence? We’d be stepping on our own feet by destroying them now.” 
 
    “I cannot identify any of the enchantments,” said Eva. “There is no point in keeping them, and we cannot do much else with them since the altar can only store one enchantment pattern at a time.” 
 
    “Look at all the books here,” said Kerys, her voice slightly annoyed. “Given enough time, we might be able to find one about enchanting. Especially since, you know, this room is quite obviously an enchanting laboratory.” 
 
    A tense silence followed the exchange. Ari winced as he turned around and saw Kerys and Eva staring each other down. The silver haired woman’s expression was a neutral, unreadable mask. Kerys had her hands on her hips, and her blonde hair framed an irritated, scrunched up expression. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “I think it would be prudent to draw the essence from the scrolls. We do not know if they will eventually prove to be useful, but we do know that this tower has wards that could help us.” 
 
    “Think about this, Ari,” said Kerys. “Each of those scrolls could potentially be a spell that’s useful to us. There’s no reason why we need their essence right this second. I doubt there’d be enough in all of them combined to activate all of the tower’s defensive wards, anyway.” 
 
    Both women had turned their attention toward him, and Ari got the sense that it was the type of disagreement that he’d be hard pressed to not take sides on. Still, if there was going to be any semblance of calm in the tower for the night, he was going to have to try. 
 
    “You both make a good point,” he said. “We have nine scrolls left, and I’ve already drained one. I’ll drain four more for their essence and leave the other five for us to study. Sound good?” 
 
    Eva and Kerys both scowled at him. Ari stuck out his tongue at them. 
 
    “You’re both really bossy,” he said. “Just in different ways.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Draining four more of the scrolls proved enough to impart a significant amount of essence into the enchanting altar. Ari was unsure if it had a limited essence capacity, but he decided it was a good place to stop, regardless. 
 
    He took the drakeskin cloak out of his pack and briefly considered trying to use the enchanting altar to fiddle with whatever enchantment it had been given. Eva frowned as she saw him holding it and gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “I didn’t notice while we were within the labyrinth, but that cloak’s enchantment is spent,” she said. 
 
    “Spent?” asked Ari. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Certain types of enchantments are too powerful to recharge from the radiant essence of the wielder,” said Eva. “You can think of them more as water in a glass that is slowly sipped over time as the wielder of the magical item uses it.” 
 
    “And this cloak is an empty glass?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva nodded. “Precisely.” 
 
    “Can we refill the glass, er, recharge the cloak?” he asked. 
 
    “Not without risk,” said Eva. “The enchantment on the cloak is probably a one-time defensive spell, but it is possible that it could be something more volatile. I would not recommend wasting essence on an unidentified enchantment when better options are available.” 
 
    “What would you recommend that we do with it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Strip the item of the last vestiges of essence within it,” said Eva. “Doing so will undo its enchantment, which is preferable under the circumstances. You’ll be able to place your own enchantment on it later, once you are more comfortable with the process.” 
 
    Ari agreed with her logic, and so he went through the same process with the drakeskin cloak as he had with the scrolls. He half expected it to crumble to dust as soon as he touched the draining ward, but the cloak didn’t seem affected by the loss of its spent enchantment. 
 
    He took a minute to consider what to do with the essence stored in the enchanting altar. They’d discovered over a dozen wards in the tower, from the ones in the privy and kitchen, to the defensive wards outside, to a few unidentifiable wards on the second and third floors. There was even a ward engraved into the floor of the roof balcony, the purpose of which Ari couldn’t begin to guess at. 
 
    “Focus on the tower’s defenses, first and foremost,” said Eva.  
 
    Ari nodded and glanced over at Kerys, expecting a second opinion. 
 
    “I agree with her,” said Kerys. “Though I think we should also consider what’s practical. There’s a ward in the privy that seems to be connected to a storage basin that collects water from the roof. It would be useful for washing, assuming it does what I think it does.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we have enough to do both,” said Ari. 
 
    He started with one of the exterior defensive wards, seeing the logic in Eva’s words. Pulling essence from the enchanting altar was simple to do, but it left the inside of his body feeling jittery and turbulent, as though he’d taken too large of a dose of sarkin flower. 
 
    He went outside and found the ward nearest to the tower’s door. Pressing his palm against it, he exhaled and transferred a share of his essence over. It took more than he’d been expecting, but the ward briefly flashed with white light as it reached the point of activation. Nothing else happened, not even when he pressed his hand against it and tried to will it into showcasing whatever defenses it might have controlled. 
 
    “I suspect that all of the exterior wards will need to be activated before we can appreciate their effects,” said Eva. 
 
    “That’ll take a little while,” said Ari. “We’ll have to double down on collecting essence and enchanted items.” 
 
    He headed back inside and found Kerys waiting next to the ward she’d pointed out in the privy. 
 
    “This one,” she said. “See? The water basin is above us, on the fourth floor, and there’s a pipe made of the same crystal glass as the windows that runs down to here.” 
 
    She pointed at the grate in the ceiling. 
 
    “You think that’s where it releases the water?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I’m sure of it,” said Kerys. 
 
    That was good enough for him. He pressed his hand against the ward and willed most of his remaining essence into it. The sound of rushing water came from overhead, and Kerys, who’d been staring quizzically up into the grate, took the brunt of it full in the face. 
 
    “Eek!” she cried. “It’s… warm?” 
 
    She took a step back, still holding one hand under the flowing spray of water, which fell onto the grate in the floor and drained off to places unknown. 
 
    “Let me turn it off,” said Ari. He tapped his hand to the ward again. 
 
    “It’s cold now,” said Kerys. “What did you do?” 
 
    After a couple of minutes of experimentation, they figured it out. The tower’s water shower came out warm by default, but by holding his hand against the ward and twisting it to the left or right, he could vary its temperature. Tapping it twice while it was on would turn it off. 
 
    “Can you use it, too?” asked Ari. 
 
    Kerys tried, and it worked for her. She let out a whoop of delight and pulled him into a hug. Her dress was still soaked, and it took all of Ari’s willpower to keep from focusing on the sensation of her breasts against his shoulder. 
 
    “This will make bathing so much easier,” said Kerys. “And cleaning! And cooking, even! I don’t have to go all the way down to the river to get water for the soup I’d planned to make. And, and…” 
 
    Her smiled faded a little, and Ari saw a flicker of a darker emotion arise to replace it in her expression. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “I just thought of how much my mum and dad and my brothers would have liked this,” she said. “I know. Kind of stupid.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid,” said Ari. “It’s sweet.” 
 
    He put an arm around her and gave her a hug. Kerys leaned her head against his shoulder.
  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    They each took the time to bathe before dinner. Ari went first, since Kerys still needed to prepare the food, and Eva had offered to tend to the fire for the night. 
 
    The experience of warm water cascading down on his head, shoulders, and face was unlike anything he’d experienced before. It reminded him of the hot springs down in the Hollow, but more efficient and far more private.  
 
    He didn’t have to worry about washing days or bathing days. As long as there was sufficient water in the basin, he could decide to bathe whenever he wanted. It was absolutely decadent, and well worth the price he’d paid for it in essence. 
 
     Kerys went next. She expressed her enjoyment rather loudly, and Ari felt weirdly turned on as he listened to her satisfied sighs and soft, pleasured moans from the common room. She came out wrapped in one of the makeshift, kellowack leather blankets, which Ari had repurposed after shaking the dust out of the new ones and bringing them upstairs. 
 
    “That was incredible,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I know, right?” said Ari. “I’m a little concerned about how much water it uses up, though.” 
 
    “We didn’t even have access to that water an hour ago,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I know, but we should conserve it as much as we can,” he said. 
 
    “Are you going to suggest that we appoint specific bathing days, Aristial?” said Kerys in a teasing voice. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Just that it would be more efficient if we bathed together. You and Eva, or me and Eva, or me and you. Make sure we take advantage of the time.” 
 
    “Pervert,” said Kerys. “It’ll be fine. The basin should refill the next time it rains.” 
 
    Her words brought Ari back to the reality of their situation. It would rain again, eventually. Probably sooner rather than later. When it did, the amount of water they had in storage would be the least of their worries. 
 
    Eva went next, taking a quick shower and walking out of the privy completely naked. Ari gawked at her lithe, pale figure. Her hair was slick against her back and shoulders, and it looked more blue than silver when wet.  
 
    Her nipples were like tiny, beautiful flower buds against the small mounds of her breasts. She was extremely light on her feet, and Ari could see the muscles of her athletic thighs and legs as her hips swayed with each sensual step. 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” she said, walking right up to him. “I was curious as to whether we’d have a chance to strengthen our bond again this evening.” 
 
    Ari felt his body, primarily the lower half of it, reacting to the presence of her. She was so close, and so naked. It was just the two of them inside, at the moment. Kerys was out tending to the stew over the fire and would be none the wiser. 
 
    Kerys. He couldn’t ignore how irritated she’d been with him the previous night, despite how much his arousal and a certain rapidly stiffening part of him argued for him to. 
 
    “I think we should hold off for tonight,” said Ari. 
 
    “It is imperative,” said Eva. “There are more advantages that come with a stronger bond. All that is required,” she said, stepping even closer as her voice lowered to a throaty whisper, “is for you to take me, milord.” 
 
    She let her fingers touch his, drawing near enough for Ari to sense the residual heat the shower had left on her body. She didn’t meet his gaze, instead looking up and slightly past his eyes, as though she preferred for him to direct his focus at other, more naked places. 
 
    “We will,” said Ari. “Just not tonight. I’m sorry, Eva. It’s complicated.” 
 
    He wanted to so badly. He wanted to throw her down on the common room table and do things to her that he’d only imagined before. But he couldn’t, not without talking to Kerys and getting a better sense of her feelings. 
 
    “Very well,” said Eva. She stepped away from him and picked up the one of the old, makeshift blankets, wrapping it around herself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Ari breathed a sigh that was as much of disappointment as it was of relief and looked out the tower’s open door. The fire was within view, and from the way Kerys was blushing slightly, he couldn’t help but get the sense that she might have been observing some of what had just happened. He headed outside and took a seat on the stone next to her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How’s the food coming?” 
 
    “It’s almost done,” said Kerys. “I didn’t think the two of you would be ready to eat until you got done with, well, whatever it is you planned on doing.” 
 
    The annoyance in her voice was plain. Ari chewed his lip, considering the most tactful way to address the growing tension within their small group. 
 
    “Nope,” he said. “What you just saw is all the peeping you’ll be getting for tonight.” 
 
    He’d meant it as a joke, but Kerys’ face immediately turned beet red. 
 
    “I wasn’t—I mean—It’s not like…” She scrunched her face up and furiously stirred the soup. “I only accidentally saw you. I’m not a pervert, like you.” 
 
    Ari stifled laughter as he slid a little closer to her. 
 
    “I’m just teasing, Kerys,” he said. “Listen… I didn’t mean to be sneaky about what we were doing, and I definitely didn’t mean to do anything that I thought might hurt you.” 
 
    “You’re a man,” said Kerys. “I might not have been old enough to court a husband down in the Hollow, but I was still warned about the way men are.” 
 
    “I’m a man, but I’m also your protector,” he said. “Kerys, I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe. Strengthening my bond with Eva is part of that. If it makes her stronger, as a person and as a weapon, I’ll do it without question. It might mean the difference between life and death, not just for me, but for you too.” 
 
    He felt a small lump in his throat as he thought about how close they’d both been to death the last time they’d faced off against the fishers. Even earlier that day, when Rin and her Ravarian cadre had been holding the tower under siege, he’d felt that same, desperate emotion. He couldn’t lose Kerys. He just couldn’t. 
 
    “Is that really how you feel?” asked Kerys. She reached over and set a hand on his knee. 
 
    “I already told you how I feel, Kerys.” It was Ari’s turn to blush, though he forced himself to ignore it and make eye contact with her anyway. 
 
    She was the one who eventually looked away, turning her complete attention to the pot. She’d found a ladle to go along with it, and she lifted a small portion of steaming stew out for inspection. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “Taste test.” 
 
    Ari tried to smile and pretend like she hadn’t basically ignored his confession for a second time. Why was she so upset over his fledgling intimacy while simultaneously being so reluctant to accept his feelings? 
 
    He took a sip of the stew. 
 
    “Oh wow,” he said. “It’s really good.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Eva joined them outside shortly after, and the three of them took turns eating stew, since they only had the one pot and the one ladle. The stew really was quite tasty, if a little lacking for seasoning. The crab was tender, and the river lettuce had a nice, chewy quality that paired rather well. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva, as the meal drew to a close. “I believe after today’s encounter with the Ravarians, it would be prudent for one of us to keep watch throughout the night.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. “We can all pitch in. I’ll take first shift.” 
 
    Eva shot a meaningful glance at Kerys before shaking her head. 
 
    “If it is alright, I would prefer to handle this myself,” she said. “I can rest while I’m in my sword form, so I don’t require as much sleep as either of you.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “If you’re sure. Don’t hesitate to wake me up if you start to get drowsy.” 
 
    He stood up and started to bring the pot inside. Kerys took his other hand in hers and walked in front of him, pulling him into the tower. 
 
    “I wanted to talk with you some more,” she said. 
 
    Ari set the pot down on the common room table. Kerys kept pulling him, toward the stairs, and the bedrooms on the second floor. 
 
    “Talk,” said Ari, in a slightly amorous voice. “Sure. Let’s have a nice conversation, Kerys.” 
 
    “Aristial, you pervert!” she snapped. “Why must you insist on always teasing me?” 
 
    Ari chuckled and let her lead him to her bedroom. She’d done more cleaning than he had, and most of the dust had been cleared out. They sat down on her bed, which was marginally more comfortable with one of the new blankets spread across it. Kerys didn’t let go of his hand, holding it while she took a moment to gather her thoughts. 
 
    “I’m still confused by how I feel,” she finally said. “I didn’t know what to say on that first night when you, you know. Said what you said.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly, wincing at the memory of her silence, which still stung a bit. 
 
    “I’d always seen you as a friend,” said Kerys. “A close one. Someone who I could be myself around. Not someone who would court me for marriage.” 
 
    “Who said anything about marriage?” asked Ari, in a halfway teasing tone. 
 
    Kerys scowled at him. “Let me finish. I was unsure, Ari, and I still am. The reason why I let you kiss me, and touch me, and do all of that stuff was because I genuinely thought that we were going to die within a day or two.” 
 
    Ari felt his heart sink at that, but she gave his hand a quick, reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “But then, you went to such great lengths to save me,” she said. “We discovered Eva. And you and Eva… discovered each other. I was watching last night, Ari. Seeing the two of you, like that… it stirred up something inside of me.” 
 
    It took all of the willpower that Ari had to keep from making another joke about her peeping, but he somehow managed it. 
 
    “I do have feelings for you,” said Kerys. “I just haven’t worked out what they are yet.” 
 
    “To be honest,” said Ari, “that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    He leaned in closer, and Kerys didn’t pull back. He gave her a soft, slow kiss, feeling the difference between her lips and Eva’s. She didn’t seem to know what to do with her mouth while he was kissing her. Ari tried to guide her along by making the movements of his lips more exaggerated, but Kerys didn’t take the hint, which was somehow just as irresistibly cute in its own right. 
 
    He leaned her back on the bed and kissed her again, letting his body press down on hers. Kerys ran her hands through his hair and shifted in a way that caused her dress to slide up, and her thighs to open for him. 
 
    “You aren’t taking my virginity tonight, Aristial,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ll do my best not to,” said Ari, with a smirk. 
 
    “Aristial…” said Kerys. “Promise me. I’ve decided that if we aren’t going to die, I’d like to stay true to tradition and hold onto my virginity until I’m properly married.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “I promise that I’ll try not to take your virginity.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” snapped Kerys. “Promise me, or—” 
 
    Ari tried to cut her off with a kiss, but she turned her head to the side and crossed her legs, preventing the encounter from going any further. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ari. “I promise I won’t take your virginity tonight, Kerys.” 
 
    She seemed satisfied by that, and Ari was glad that she hadn’t taken exception to the fact that he’d added on the qualifier of “tonight,” rather than making it an open-ended promise. He kissed her again before she could notice, and then the two of them were in their own, personal realm of soft intimacy. 
 
    He could sense that she was unsure with what to do with her hands and body, even as he began to kiss her neck and feel her up. She wasn’t nearly as active of a lover as Eva had been. Ari felt a little guilty for making the comparison, but it basically came to his mind unbidden. 
 
    But still, she was Kerys Weaver. She was the girl he’d cherished from afar for years. He’d never being able to express his feelings outright as an orphan, at least not until they’d come to the surface. Ari ran a hand through her silky blonde hair and cupped one of her breasts. In that capacity, she most definitely had Eva beat. 
 
    “Oh,” whispered Kerys. “Aristial…” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I’m just touching.” 
 
    Touching and grinding into her. Touching and imagining what it would feel like to sink his hard cock as deep into her as it would go. Touching and wondering if she’d have the willpower to stop him if he tried, despite her earlier protestations. 
 
    No, he told himself. He wouldn’t go down that road. Kerys was tugging at the bottom of his tunic, and he took a slow, calming breath as he pulled it up and over his head. He kissed her again, hurrying to take his trousers off, but leaving the final barrier of his underwear in place. 
 
    Kerys didn’t object as he pulled her dress off. Her amazing breasts bounced as the bottom hem of it pulled loose from him, and the two stared at each other for a heated, primed moment. 
 
    Ari kissed her again, and Kerys let out a soft moan. He ran his thumb over one of her nipples and then planted a kiss on it, sucking slightly. Kerys gasped and threaded her fingers through his hair. Ari shifted to kissing her neck, letting his hard and currently confined cock press into her crotch. It felt hot enough to burn a hole through both their underwear, almost. 
 
    “We… should slow down,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Should we?” asked Ari. 
 
    He ran a hand up her thigh and across the fabric of her panties. Kerys shivered and twisted, closing her legs. 
 
    “That tickles,” she said.  
 
    “In a good way?” asked Ari. 
 
    He tried again, and she shifted away again. Kerys was blushing, and she shifted so she was sitting on her knees, with her legs underneath her. 
 
    “It isn’t just because I’m afraid of what Dormiar, or my parents, might think,” she said. “I just… I’m not comfortable with the idea of you putting your thing into me yet.” 
 
    “My thing?” Ari smiled at her and pulled his underwear down, enjoying her reaction to his hardness as it snapped free. “You mean this?” 
 
    Kerys was already on her knees. Ari shifted so that he was higher up and let his cock stand at attention in front of her blushing face. 
 
    “We can do other stuff, even if you don’t want to go all the way,” said Ari. He reached down and ran a hand through her golden blonde hair. 
 
    “Can I… watch you?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “What?” He raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “You know…” She set a hand on his cock and gave it a single, insanely pleasurable stroke. “Doing this. I want to see how you do it.” 
 
    She was blushing so fiercely that Ari worried if he said no, she’d develop a new insecurity or hang-up relating to sex beyond the ones she already had. So he reached down, took hold of his cock, and slowly began to stroke. 
 
    Kerys’ reaction was not what he was expecting. She seemed transfixed, rather than curious. Her face was still flushed, but her eyes were completely locked onto his cock, watching with rapt attention. Ari couldn’t deny how much of a turn on it was. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “I want to look at you. All of you.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, leaning back on the bed and pulling her underwear off. She didn’t shave down there, but her silky blonde hair fell in a straight, neat pattern. Ari really wanted to know what it would feel like against him, during the moment. 
 
    “Do you like my body?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari nodded dumbly, staring at her as she shifted so that her legs were spread, and cupping an arm underneath her breasts. His hand was moving faster now, stroking with a mind of its own. It would be so simple to fall forward onto her, pinning her underneath him and taking her with a single, deliberate thrust. 
 
    Kerys was still watching him, her eyes locked on his member as he touched it. Ari saw one of her hands shift down between her legs and listened to her excited breathing as she began to do the same. It was weird, and a little sterile, but it was undeniably hot to masturbate with her, so close and yet so far from what he wanted most. 
 
    “Kerys,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh, Aristial!” She shuddered and tensed up, exhaling sharply and biting her lip. 
 
    “Kerys!” he said. He was close, and she seemed to sense it, bringing her face in closer and opening her mouth. Ari saw her sticking her tongue out, and then felt the wetness of it pressing against the underside of his shaft. 
 
    That was all he could take. He let out a small groan as he unloaded, his seed splashing into Kerys’ mouth, but mostly onto her lips and chin. She made a surprised noise and pulled back, which only allowed more of his hot stickiness to spurt onto her. It reminded him a little of their last day in the Hollow and how she’d been doused by the silkworm. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” snapped Kerys. “Warn me next time!” 
 
    “I thought you knew,” said Ari. “Wasn’t that why you… Oh, never mind.” 
 
    He laid down next to her in bed, and she leaned her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “But… That was nice,” whispered Kerys. “Just because I don’t want to go all the way doesn’t mean we still can’t have fun.” 
 
    “True,” said Ari. He chewed on his lip, hating what he had to bring up next, but knowing that he didn’t have a choice. “Listen… About the bond, and Eva.” 
 
    Kerys sighed. “Do we have to talk about this now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “I don’t want to end up hurting you, Kerys. But I don’t know if there’s any other way then for me and Eva to continue with it.” 
 
    Kerys was silent for a long moment. 
 
    “I understand why you have to do it,” she whispered. “But I still don’t like it.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll at least tolerate it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I guess, for now,” she said. “If it means the difference between life and death. But that doesn’t mean I’m giving you permission to… fall in love with her, or anything like that.” 
 
    Ari could feel the muscles in Kerys body stiffening as she spoke the final sentence. 
 
    “No falling in love,” said Ari. “I don’t think that will be a problem.” 
 
    “If we ever were to get, you know, more serious than we are now,” said Kerys, “then it would only be if you also changed your relationship with Eva. I don’t think I’d be comfortable with it continuing if we decided to be devoted to each other or got married.” 
 
    “Who said anything about marriage?” asked Ari, with a somewhat forced laugh. Kerys didn’t say anything, and he got the sense from her lack of reaction that she understood his feelings for her better than he understood hers for him. 
 
    “I imagined a lot of different ways that the surface might be,” said Kerys. “But I never thought it would be this complicated.” 
 
    Ari nodded, and ran a hand through her hair. “You should talk to Eva. It feels like she might have something to add to this conversation.” 
 
    He could sense Kerys’ skepticism in the silence that followed. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Anyway, I’m going to take a shower before bed.” 
 
    “Another shower?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You can’t expect me to sleep with your dried seed stuck to my face, can you?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “I think it makes you look pretty.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” 
 
    Ari chuckled and gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (JARVIS) 
 
      
 
    Jarvis listened as the two self-appointed leaders of what remained of the survivors argued with each other. It was the same stupid argument he’d heard for the past two days. An argument fueled by cowardice and paranoia. 
 
    “It might rain,” said Smalls. “I ain’t taking the chance. Piss on that.” 
 
    “We don’t have any fucking food left, you laggard,” snapped Kevo. “If we keep hiding, we’ll be dead all the same. Don’t matter if it’s from the monsters or starvation or a combination of the two.” 
 
    “Are you questioning me?” Smalls rose to his full height over the other man, brandishing a small, makeshift rock club. “I ain’t going out there. Let’s send one of the others. The silent one.” 
 
    Jarvis was lying with his back to them, but he could still feel their combined gaze as they turned their attention his way. 
 
    “Which one?” asked Kevo. “The Chosen boy, or Ingrid?” 
 
    “The boy,” said Smalls. “Obviously. Still a chance Ingrid might come to her senses and decide to warm one of our bedrolls.” 
 
    “We don’t have bedrolls,” said Kevo. “Unless you’re talking about your own rolls of fat.” 
 
    “You shut your dirty, piss gargling mouth before I shut it for you!” snapped Smalls. 
 
    There was a pause, and Jarvis let himself hope that the situation would play itself out through violence that didn’t involve him. Rough hands seized him by the shoulders a few seconds later, pulling him to his feet. 
 
    “We got a special mission for you,” said Kevo. “You’re going outside the cave. Looking for food. You can do that, right?” 
 
    Jarvis didn’t say anything. He could still talk, when he wanted to. But usually, he chose not to. It was the lesson that the fishers had taught him. Words were for polite society, for places backed by the rule of tradition and elders. Places with consequences. 
 
    The surface was not one of those places. Jarvis could beg, plead, or lie. He could make friends. Maybe not friends like Harris had been his friend, but he could still form connections to people. But those connections would become a liability the instant the monsters decided to assert their rule. 
 
    Byron screaming. Byron with blood dripping from his eyes and nose. Byron’s body shielding his, as the fishers tore into it. 
 
    “He’s a retard,” said Smalls. “You have to talk slow for him to understand what you’re saying and use simple sentences. Go… out. Find… food… to eat. Okay?” 
 
    Jarvis stayed where he was, tamping down on his fresh, simmering, and utterly useless anger. He had no real interest in helping the group survive, if what they were could even be called that. He would have already gone his own way if not for the simple, easy momentum that sticking with the others had carried with it. 
 
    “Pull him upright,” snapped Smalls. “He needs to be taught a lesson.” 
 
    Jarvis moved before anyone could touch him, surging forward and slamming a fist into Kevo’s gut. There was another reason why he hadn’t left the group, though it felt like dancing with the darkness to admit it to himself. 
 
    The fishers were a test. Each time they came, those that could survive were separated from those who couldn’t. The survivors, back when they’d still been led by Jed, had numbered over a dozen. Now, they were down to four, Smalls and Kevo, himself, and Ingrid the tongue-less. And all of them, in their own way, were survivors. Would Harris have been one, too? 
 
    Kevo reeled backward from Jarvis’ punch, but his back had been to the cave wall, and he fell against it to regain his balance. Jarvis threw a jab at him, which Kevo dodged. Someone shouted from behind him, and Jarvis felt an arm wrap around his neck before he could react. 
 
    “You got some long hair,” whispered Smalls, as he gave Jarvis’ overgrown blond locks a sniff. “Almost like a girl!” 
 
    Kevo punched him in the stomach, which was a revenge blow if Jarvis had ever taken one. His memory flashed back to when he and Harris had done something similar to the stupid orphan, back in the Hollow. He remembered the walk he and Harris had taken after, and them sharing lunch together up on the glowmoss cliffs. 
 
    “You’re going out to forage for food,” said Kevo, speaking slowly as Smalls had before. “Do you understand? Come back with food for all of us, or don’t come back at all!” 
 
    Kevo and Smalls took him by the shoulders and heaved him out of the cave’s entrance. Jarvis tumbled as he landed, almost rolling into the oddly dressed skeleton they’d cleared out of the small, rocky chamber upon first finding it. 
 
    He had less than zero interest in complying with the demands of Kevo and Smalls. Those two would be as much of a threat to any of the group’s slim hopes of survival as any of the monsters would be.  
 
    Was it time for him to finally go his own way? The answer came without much need for consideration. Of course it was. It had been that time since he’d first pulled a black stone in the Choosing, and especially since Harris had gleefully revealed that the orphan had given him a reprieve from banishment. 
 
    His chest still burned with the outrage of it. It could have been him and Harris, surviving together. Exploring together. Experiencing both the good and the bad that the Dormiar forsaken surface had to offer. But of course, Aristial Stoneblood, the orphan, the bastard, the whipping boy of the Hollow, had to go the extra length to spite him. 
 
    Jarvis spit on the sand as he slowly stood up. He walked along the river, each step aimless and plodding. There was a surprising amount of illumination, even though it was the middle of the night. Both moons were out overhead, Lumas and the unfamiliar, blue-green one. 
 
    Something glimmered in the water, reflecting moonlight in a manner that made it seem to protrude slightly from the river basin. Jarvis stared for a couple of seconds before stomping forward through the current. He accidentally kicked up a small cloud of sand, which forced him to dip his head underwater and feel with his hands to find whatever the hidden object was. 
 
    It was longer than he’d been expecting and firmly stuck in the mud. He went up for a breath before dunking his head again, digging his fingers in for purchase until he finally managed to work it free. He carried it to the shore and turned it over in his hands. 
 
    It was a sword. A long, two handed greatsword encrusted with mud and gunk and firmly stuck in its scabbard. It had a slight curve to it, and though it was dirty, Jarvis got the sense that it had once been a magnificent weapon. He brushed mud from its pommel stone and revealed a deep red ruby that gleamed like fresh blood in the moonlight. 
 
    “Are your ears broken, you little pissant?” snapped Smalls. “We said to go looking for food! You about to turn around and show me a fish, mud sucker?” 
 
    Smalls was an impatient man, and he gave Jarvis a hard shove before even giving him a chance to turn around or plead his case. Jarvis landed on his hands and knees, sword still tightly clutched within his grip. 
 
    “I think you need to be taught a lesson,” said Smalls, reaching for his belt. “Ingrid being so particular about who gets to lie with her has me all sorts of backed up. But you got long hair. Almost like a girl’s.” 
 
    Jarvis gritted his teeth. He grabbed the sword’s hilt and pulled as hard as he could. He felt it catch against something within the scabbard for a moment before finally coming loose. There was a ringing noise as he revealed it, along with a peculiar flash of white light. 
 
    “What in the name of…” Smalls trailed off as he took a step back. His pants were already around his ankles, and there was basically nothing he could do as Jarvis closed on him. 
 
    He slashed Smalls across the chest and stomach, opening a hideous gash that immediately began gushing blood. Smalls let out a choked scream and fell onto his butt. Jarvis pulled the sword back a second time, and then felt it disappear from his fingers in another flash of light. 
 
    A girl stood next to him. She was young and close to his own age or perhaps a year or two older in appearance. Her hair was bright red, and she wore a black armored bodice that was low cut enough to show off a body with ample assets. She stretched her arms above her shoulders and yawned. 
 
    “Lord Mythril…” the girl said, in a slightly petulant voice. “You said you’d let me do the killing with my hands this time. Why…?” 
 
    The girl trailed off as she noticed Jarvis, and then she let out a shrill, slightly crazed laugh. 
 
    “What… are you?” asked Jarvis. He tripped over a rock as he tried to back away from her. 
 
    “I’m a sword!” said the girl. “I’m the best sword. Would you like to know why?” 
 
    The only answer that came was the sound of Smalls whimpering as he continued to bleed out. 
 
    “Because I know what I was made for,” said the girl. “Violence. Killing. I’ve always been good at it, too. I really have!” 
 
    Jarvis slowly stood up, somehow sensing that she wasn’t a threat to him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t remember,” said the girl. “I think… they called me Bloodrose? What’s your name? You’re my new master, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The sword was still slick with blood by the time Jarvis made it back to the cave. He stood at the entrance, knowing that the moonlight would leave him silhouetted, and waited for the inevitable reaction. 
 
    “You…?” said Kevo. “Where did Smalls piss off to, then? And where’s the food we sent you to…?” 
 
    Kevo trailed off as Jarvis lifted the sword and pointed its tip at his face. 
 
    “Smalls is dead,” said Jarvis. “I killed him.” 
 
    The silence that followed his announcement almost felt like a physical thing. 
 
    “You… what?” stammered Kevo. 
 
    “From now on,” said Jarvis, “I will be deciding where we go, and what we do. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you leave now.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” said Kevo. “We aren’t just going to…” 
 
    He trailed off abruptly as Jarvis’ sword flashed with light, and Bloodrose appeared next to him. She giggled and bounced over to Kevo, who drew back from her on reflex. 
 
    “What does your blood taste like?” she said, in a far too friendly tone of voice. “I’d love to find out.” 
 
    Ingrid, the only other remaining survivor, had less of a reaction than Kevo did. Jarvis knew that she was more like him, underneath it all. Numb and cynical. She’d follow him. So would Kevo, as long as he kept him scared enough. 
 
    “Last chance,” said Jarvis. “Leave now, or obey.” 
 
    “I’d listen to him,” said Bloodrose. “He’s scary.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    “Don’t we have any of those berries left, though?” asked Ari. “The ones you had me test for poison.” 
 
    “This is all we have,” said Kerys. “It’s not my fault! I could only gather so much yesterday before the Ravarians showed up.” 
 
    “I’m not blaming you, I just…” Ari sighed. 
 
    They were gathered around the common room table, all of them standing up since they still had no chairs. Ari was hungry, and he could tell just from the posture of Kerys and Eva that the same was true for them. The pot that sat in the center of the table contained the meager remains of the previous night’s dinner, which amounted to no more than a few bits of crab and some broth. 
 
    “I don’t like being the one who has to take on the responsibility of foraging for the entire group,” said Kerys. “It’s not going to work for us in the long run.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Ari. “We can all head out today as a group and use the pack to bring back as much food as we can.” 
 
    His growling stomach had as much influence on the decision as logic and reason. Kerys passed the pot around the table, and he took a small sip of the broth, deciding that it was far tastier when it was fresh and warm. 
 
    They spent a few more minutes getting ready before heading out. Eva walked alongside Ari and Kerys in her incarnate form, and at Ari’s insistence, all of them carried some type of weapon. Eva and Kerys basically just had walking sticks, and he only had the small knife he’d been given when he’d left the Hollow, but it was the only alternative to relying on Azurelight to protect them. 
 
    They headed south along the river, stopping wherever they could to collect the red berries that grew in clusters near the water. They’d stopped to load up on more of them when Ari noticed Eva lagging behind a little. He left Kerys gathering berries to jog over and see what was on her mind. 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked. “You’ve been a little quiet this morning.” 
 
    Eva flinched slightly at the sound of his voice and seemed to lose her composure momentarily. She didn’t blush, but she did hesitate, seeming to choose her words carefully before speaking. 
 
    “My apologies, milord,” she said. “I just… remembered something. It actually came to me the night after we first began strengthening our bond, but I was reminded of it again, just now.” 
 
    “What did you remember?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva gave him a modest shrug. 
 
    “Nothing relevant, or exciting,” she said. “It was a memory of me, or the woman who I’m an imprint of to be precise, dancing in the flowers. She was just a girl, but she was so happy and so carefree. Very much filled with joy.” 
 
    She looked upward again, and Ari noticed that the object of her attention was a small flower, growing out of the craggy cliff face that ran along the nearby section of the river. 
 
    “That’s the same flower as the ones you remembered, isn’t it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Yes, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    Ari grinned at her. “I’ll get it for you, then.” 
 
    He hopped forward, finding a handhold and scrambling up the first few feet. 
 
    “Aristial!” said Eva. “I was not intending for you to…” 
 
    “Relax, Eva,” he said. “It’s fine.” 
 
    He’d done far harder climbs down in the caverns, and that was on wet and occasionally even mossy stone. Ari made it to the flower in under a minute and then climbed down with its stem clutched between his lips. It was pretty, violet with a maroon center, and as soon as he’d reached the ground, he held it out. 
 
    Rather than taking it, Eva leaned forward and sniffed its center. Her eyes fluttered, and she smiled in a way that he hadn’t seen before. It was a young, girlish expression, and it made Ari feel a deep stab of emotion in his chest. 
 
    “Here,” he said. “To make it easier to carry.” 
 
    He stepped forward and slid the flower into her hair, which she’d twisted into a tight, silver-blue bun. The stem held the flower in place perfectly, and Eva reached a tentative hand up to touch it. 
 
    “Thank you.” She leaned forward, bowing to him. 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, and you certainly don’t have to bow,” said Ari. “I’m glad you told me about what you remembered. And I’m really glad that it was a good memory.” 
 
    The two of them just looked at each other for a couple of seconds. Ari felt a heady, not entirely unpleasant tension laced through the moment. Eva had appeared in a burst of mystery, and she’d pledged her service to him without hesitation. But she was a person, a woman in her own right. Ari found himself wanting to delve deeper into who she was, and what she really wanted, both out of him as her master and out of her own life. 
 
    He cleared his throat as the silence stretched into awkward territory and turned back in the direction they were headed. His eyes momentarily met Kerys’, who’d been watching from further down the river. Her expression was hard to read, from a distance, but Ari could tell that she wasn’t all that happy from the set of her shoulders. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” he said, in a voice loud enough for both women to hear. 
 
    They passed by the area where they’d originally emerged from the underground path leading out of the Hollow, except on the other side of the river. Ari felt an odd mixture of emotions as he considered what the community he’d left behind had been up to in his absence.  
 
    A few different dramatic possibilities played out in his head before he ultimately acknowledged that they were likely going through the same routine they’d always been going through. He took a few quick steps to catch up with Kerys, who was looking at the mountain with a conflicted expression. 
 
    “Do you wish you could go back?” he asked. 
 
    Kerys made a noise and scowled at him. 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” she asked. 
 
    “Basically the first one that popped into my head,” said Ari. “There’s no interim between my thoughts and my mouth, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
 
    “At least you admit it,” said Kerys, with a slight smile. “Of course I wish I could go back. Don’t you?” 
 
    Ari took the time to seriously consider the question. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I mean it,” said Ari. “I suppose it’s different for you, given how well you fit into the community. But there wasn’t a place for me there, Kerys. I was an orphan and a bastard, and there seemed to be no end to the ways in which people took to reminding me of it.” 
 
    “We’d be safe if we were still at home, Ari,” said Kerys. “Sure, you might have had it hard. But maybe, the two of us still could have…” 
 
    She trailed off, and Ari tried not to let his curiosity about where her sentence had been headed show openly on his face. 
 
    “We’ll be safe in the tower,” he said. “I’ll make it safe for us. I promise.” 
 
    Kerys sighed. “Are you lying again, Aristial?” 
 
    “I never lie,” he said. 
 
    “Liar,” said Kerys. 
 
    They kept walking until they reached a new area, one far enough away from previously traversed territory to be ripe for foraging. Ari set the pack down in an open location and the three of them split up, searching the nearby forest for anything that looked edible. 
 
    Ari didn’t spot anything, and he wasn’t sure whether it was because pickings were scarce or if he just didn’t have an eye for foraging. He did, however, manage to find a patch of bushes thick with sarkin flower. He plucked as many of the buds as he could and brought them back to the pack, chewing one of them for residual effects on the way. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” Kerys had been dropping some wild carrots into the pack, and set her hands on her hips as she saw him approaching. “Sarkin flower is a drug, not food! For Dormiar’s sake—” 
 
    “It has plenty of uses,” said Ari. 
 
    “You’re just going to roll it into sticks and smoke it around the fire,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Of course I won’t,” said Ari.  
 
    Kerys was rolling her eyes at him and preparing another retort when a shout came from the nearby forest. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood! Lady Kerys!” 
 
    Ari and Kerys hurried toward the sound of Eva’s voice. They found her crouched in the bushes, watching a nearby boulder with unwavering focus. 
 
    “I found something,” whispered Eva. “You’ll need to use me as a sword in order to subdue it, however.” 
 
    “Meat?” asked Ari, in a hopeful voice. 
 
    Eva nodded. “Here it comes.” 
 
    Grass rustled, and a long, green shape emerged from behind the rocks. It was thicker around than Ari’s upper arm and at least ten feet in length. The snake rose up to lift its head into the air and prod its tongue out. 
 
    “No way,” hissed Kerys. “I am not eating a snake. Those were only a step above bugs and worms down in the Hollow.” 
 
    “They aren’t that bad,” said Ari. “I’ve eaten snake a few times. And this one looks to have a ton of meat on it.” 
 
    He reached his hand out, resting it on Eva’s shoulder as she flashed with light and shifted into sword form. The snake noticed the disturbance and did the opposite of what would have been prudent. It slithered closer, and Ari waited until it was within a few feet before launching himself out and issuing a ruthless, downward chop. 
 
    The blade bit deep into the snake’s middle, cutting it in two. Both halves seized and contorted for a couple of seconds before going still. Ari draped each over his shoulder, feeling relieved by the relatively minimal amount of blood dripping from the creature’s severed halves. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “At least we’ll have dinner for tonight.” 
 
    “We aren’t done gathering yet,” said Kerys. “Those of us who aren’t snake-eating savages will need some variety in their vegetables.” 
 
    They spent another hour or two scouring the nearby forest. There was food to be had, as Kerys showed him, just not where he’d been looking. The ground was rife with wild potatoes and carrots. Kerys dug up enough of them to stuff the pack full to bursting. She then proceeded to set a carefully stacked pile of rocks at the river’s bank to indicate that there was still food left to be foraged the next time they came around. 
 
    “I’d say that was a success,” said Ari. “We should make this our new standard method for foraging. I don’t like the idea of you doing it on your own, Kerys.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” She smiled and drew a little closer to him. “I think us splitting the work is a wonderful idea.” 
 
    Ari nodded and turned to look over at Eva. She was looking at the sky with a frown on her face. There were a couple of clouds out, but none of them seemed to be of the type that rained without warning. 
 
    “The weather is turning,” said Eva in a quiet voice. 
 
    It was almost as though her words were the catalyst for it. One of the clouds unfurled, spreading outward across the sky as though it had been flattened from above by an invisible hand. It still didn’t look as though it was going to rain, but the sky abruptly became overcast, and the air at ground level began to thicken with fog. 
 
    “Are there monsters that come out during the fog?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva slowly nodded, and it was all he could do to keep from unleashing a torrent of curses. 
 
    “Do you know anything about them?” he asked, instead. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” said Eva. “There is no way we could have seen this coming. It is simply the nature of the surface. We should keep moving.” 
 
    They retraced their steps at a brisk pace, even as the fog began to grow so thick that it was hard for them to see the path forward. Ari made sure Eva and Kerys stayed close to him and did his best to listen and anticipate any incoming threats. 
 
    “Hold on.” He reached into the pocket of his tunic and pulled out a handful of fresh sarkin flower buds. 
 
    “Aristial, is this really the time?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “This is exactly the time,” he said, as he chewed. “It’ll help me sense whatever is threatening us before it can get close.” 
 
    The sarkin flower really did help. Ari could hear what was going on in the nearby forest with his expanded senses, even to the point of being able to make out the occasional soft movements of small animals. He couldn’t hear anything unusual or any threats, but that wasn’t enough to put him at ease. 
 
    They continued forward until the noise of a snapping branch came from the trees to their right. Ari motioned for them to stop, and Eva shifted into her sword form so that he had a proper weapon to investigate with. He approached the edge of the forest slowly and used the tip of his sword to pull back a thick bush. A small rabbit hopped out and sprinted off before he could react. 
 
    “Aristial!” screamed Kerys.  
 
    Ari turned around and immediately tensed up at what he saw. Kerys had tripped over a rock, and a blob of a monster was bearing down on her. It was both taller and wider than he was and lacking any significant form. It was a blue, viscous, circular slime, with a body that already contained a collection of prey embedded in its considerably, gooey bulk. And it was only a few feet away from Kerys and moving fast. 
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    “Kerys!”  
 
    Ari sprinted for her, knowing that there was no way that he’d close the distance before the slime was able to. He saw Kerys scream and attempt to run. One of her feet slipped on grass, dampened from the dense fog as it was, and the slime slithered toward her. 
 
    It moved across one of her legs, pulling the limb into its own body with a viscous, sucking sound. Kerys screamed and tried to punch it with one of her hands. The motion only resulted in her hand also becoming stuck within the slime’s gooey, blue form.  
 
    Ari reached her after another second and made a desperate attempt at pulling her out. It was like trying to free a person from thick mud, except with an additional, sucking force counteracting him. Kerys was screaming, and Ari felt like doing the same as he did what he could and watched his efforts come up short.  
 
    The slime had absorbed all of her except for her shoulders, neck and head when Ari reached the point where he knew he needed a change of tactics. He took his sword in both hands and cleaved at the monster with a vicious strike. 
 
    The blade cut into the slime halfway before coming to a stop. Predictably, Ari found that he couldn’t pull it loose with any amount of strength. He groaned through clenched teeth in frustration, taking a step back. 
 
    “Eva!” he shouted. “Change back!” 
 
    She did, in a flash of light, but the slime still had one of her legs absorbed into its bulk. Kerys was up to the neck now, and she was desperately turning her head from side to side in an attempt to slow down the inevitable. 
 
    He needed a plan. He needed an idea, even, something he could act upon to keep his friends from getting killed. Ari briefly considered submerging himself into the slime to try to fight it within before recognizing how insane and reckless it would be. 
 
    He looked toward the forest and noticed a tree jutting out at an odd angle that was directly in front of the slime. Ari didn’t have time to stop and consider whether it would work. He rushed into the forest, climbed onto the half-fallen tree trunk, and began to swing from one of its branches. 
 
    The tree was nearly uprooted, and with each movement, Ari could feel it coming further loose from the ground. The slime was moving forward at a slow pace and would be directly under where he needed it in mere seconds. Timing was of the essence, but he didn’t have much margin for error. Kerys was coughing, and he could see that the slime was about to suck her in far enough to cover her mouth completely. 
 
    “Arrghh!” Ari threw all of his weight against the tree trunk and felt it snap loose completely. The tree threw him into a tumble as it fell, smashing down in a direct hit against the slime’s oozing bulk. 
 
    Ari landed in the river. He found his footing against the slick rocks and hurried over to the bank. The tree trunk attack had been more successful than he could have ever hoped. It hadn’t just injured the slime. It’d completely obliterated it, scattering blue ooze into disgusting piles that coated the nearby grass and bushes. Eva was already back on her feet. Kerys was still lying on the ground, unmoving and coated in slime. 
 
    “No…” Ari said, feeling a lump of despair cramping in his chest.  
 
    “She’s alive,” said Eva. “But the slime has an acidic quality to it, and I think some may have gotten into her throat.” 
 
    Eva opened Kerys’ mouth and then pressed both hands down hard on her chest several times. Nothing happened. Ari could only watch and do his best not to express his overwhelming concern and worry. 
 
    Eva gently brushed a hand across Kerys’ lips and then pressed her own mouth against hers in a resuscitating kiss. She did it twice, pushing down on her chest each time, until Kerys finally let out a cough and spat up a disgusting blob of blue.  
 
    “Kerys,” said Ari. “Thank Dormiar. Oh, Kerys…” 
 
    He crouched next to her, squeezing her hand in his. She was still coughing, but her eyes were open, and she seemed to be aware of the situation. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” said Eva. “The fog has not abated yet. Unfortunately, I do not think the blow you struck was a killing one, milord.” 
 
    Ari hadn’t been paying much attention to anything other than Kerys, but he looked up as Eva gestured to something behind him. Bits of slime were in motion, moving and collecting into a growing pile that was essentially a smaller version of the monster he’d faced. 
 
    “Kerys, can you walk?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “My dress. It’s torn.” 
 
    Ari glanced down at her dress, which was still soiled with the blue ooze. Calling it torn was a bit of an understatement. The acidic ooze had melted dozens of holes into the fabric, one of them revealing most of a breast and nipple. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Ari. “It doesn’t matter right now.” 
 
    He scooped her onto his back and started moving at a brisk pace alongside Eva back toward the tower. They watched their surroundings as carefully as they could, staying vigilant until the fog slowly began to fade to a soft mist and evaporated all together. 
 
    Still, Ari was on edge until they’d made it up the hill and back into the tower. He set Kerys down in the common room and rolled out his tired shoulders. Kerys was staring down at her dress, looking more distraught than she had when the slime had gotten hold of her originally. 
 
    “This is my only clothing,” she said, trying to cover some of the more revealing holes with her hands. “This was my favorite dress. It’s the only thing I have left from the Hollow.” 
 
    “You can borrow my spare tunic,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys nodded, but her expression didn’t change. Ari went upstairs and grabbed it for her, and Kerys changed into it without a word. It looked ridiculous on her, almost like a dress in its own right, but a poor fitting one without much feminine fashion appeal. Kerys looked like she was about to cry. 
 
    “Give me some time,” said Eva. “I believe I can help with this.” 
 
    Eva took Kerys’ dress and disappeared into the privy. Ari heard the sound of the shower running, and figured that she’d at least get the ruined garment clean, if nothing else. 
 
    “I’ll handle gathering the firewood and cooking dinner,” he said. “After what you’ve been through, you deserve a rest. Probably some bathing time, too. You kind of smell like a slime.” 
 
    Kerys smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 
 
    Ari gathered the firewood with a heavy heart. Kerys’ words about how she missed the Hollow echoed in his head, and he found himself wondering if it was enough for them to just survive.  
 
    He could build up the tower’s defenses. He could make sure they had food, and the means to defend against the Weatherblight. But he couldn’t buy her a new dress. He couldn’t reassure her that it was going to be okay in the same way her parents, or her friends could. He couldn’t offer her a community to lean on in times of emotional turmoil and need. 
 
    The sun was setting in the distance as he lit the fire and coaxed the flames into spreading through the wood. He headed back into the tower as soon as he had a solid blaze going and raised an eyebrow at what he saw. 
 
    Eva was in the middle of sewing Kerys’ dress. She’d taken one of the makeshift kellowack leather blankets and cut it into long strips. Using Ari’s knife to punch tiny holes in the fabric and a long strand of thread taken from the dress itself, she was slowly using the leather to mend it and doing a surprisingly good job of it. 
 
    “Wow,” he said.  
 
    “I’m still familiar with sewing,” said Eva. “It is strange, is it not? I know how to do this, but I cannot remember a specific time of having done it before.” 
 
    “Are you hoping that you’ll eventually remember a lost life as a seamstress?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva glanced up from her work to meet his eye and gave a small, somewhat shy nod. 
 
    “I want to remember as much as I can,” she said. “I hope it is not imprudent for me to admit that.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Ari. “Did Kerys head upstairs?” 
 
    “She’s resting in her bed,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari headed back outside, taking the cooking pot with him. He decided not to use it in the end, as the thought of eating boiled snake and potato stew didn’t really appeal to him all that much. 
 
    Instead, he cooked both halves of the massive snake on two separate spits and let the potatoes cook on the hot coals on the fire’s edge. It was clumsier than what Kerys would have likely accomplished, but the smell was enough to make his mouth water, and he felt like he’d done a decent job when it was done. 
 
    Eva had just finished Kerys dress. The fabric was still wet from being washed, but that didn’t stop Ari from being able to recognize the incredible tailoring on display. Kerys came downstairs just as Eva was holding it up for Ari’s inspection and stopped in her tracks when she saw it. 
 
    “Is that… mine?” she asked. 
 
    The question was a valid one, given how Eva had transformed the garment. Strips of leather ran in circles up the lower portion, neatly covering the holes the slime had melted into it. More strips crisscrossed into a curving X shape that covered the hole over her breast, along with the ones on either side, underneath the arms. 
 
    It looked better than it had before, in Ari’s opinion. And the addition of the leather would make it far more resistant to the general wear and tear it would face over time. Eva bowed to Kerys as she passed it into her hands. 
 
    “I did the best that I could, Lady Kerys,” she said. “I hope the fit is to your liking.” 
 
    “Evastria…” said Kerys, in a small voice. 
 
    The two women looked at each other in silence for a couple of seconds. Ari got the sense that there was more to the moment than just the dress. Emotions simmered in the background, along with fresh understanding. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” Eva flashed a tiny smile. 
 
    “Want to watch me try it on?” asked Kerys.  
 
    “Sure!” said Ari. 
 
    “I was talking to Eva, not you,” said Kerys. 
 
    “It is still a little damp, milady,” said Eva. 
 
    “So am I, since I just finished washing all that gunk off me,” said Kerys. “And call me Kerys.” 
 
    “Of course, Lady Kerys,” said Eva. 
 
    Kerys giggled and shook her head in mock exasperation. She took Eva’s hand into hers, and the two of them headed upstairs together. 
 
    “Right, then,” said Ari. “Dinner is ready downstairs, whenever the two of you are ready. I’ll just be sitting by the fire, twiddling my thumbs all by my lonesome.” 
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    Opinions on dinner were mixed. Ari enjoyed the flavor of the snake if not the extremely chewy texture. Eva didn’t comment on it, though she ate plenty. Kerys refused to even try it, though they’d gathered enough potatoes, carrots, and berries to let her have a somewhat varied meal regardless.  
 
    She was still wearing Ari’s second tunic, since her newly repaired dress needed to dry. Between the poor fit of her borrowed clothing and her pickiness, it was hard for him to not treat her like a child. 
 
    “It’s better than you’d think,” said Ari. “I promise. It kind of tastes like cave pork, but leaner.” 
 
    “I’m not eating that, Aristial,” said Kerys. 
 
    “It’s not like we have food to spare, Kerys,” said Ari. 
 
    “The two of you can have the rest of it for breakfast.” Kerys quite literally turned her nose up, and Ari let the issue drop. 
 
    At Eva’s suggestion, they spent some time outside after dinner gathering firewood, since the sky was clear and both moons were nearly full, providing plenty of illumination. Ari saw the logic in it.  
 
    The more tasks they could take care of in advance each day, the more time they’d slowly end up accumulating. Much of the process of surviving was simple busywork, and if they could get a jump on it in a few places, they’d have a huge advantage. 
 
    The three of them headed back to the tower afterward. Ari had rolled a sarkin flower stick from some of the buds he’d found earlier, but Kerys made him finish smoking it before coming inside. He was sporting a significant buzz as he joined them in the common room and had to work to keep from grinning like a fool. 
 
    “Well then,” said Kerys. “I think I’ll spend some time upstairs looking around the library. At least an hour, at the minimum, after which I’ll be heading to bed.” 
 
    She gave Eva an odd look, along with a tiny nod. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” said Ari. “Thanks for the announcement.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Kerys, with a hint of annoyance in her voice. “I’ll see the two of you in the morning.” 
 
    Ari looked over at Eva as Kerys disappeared upstairs. 
 
    “What was that about?” he asked. 
 
    “The two of us had a talk,” said Eva. 
 
    “Oh?” said Ari. “What about?” 
 
    “There is no need to play coy,” said Eva. “It was about you and our somewhat conflicting relationships with you.” 
 
    Ari sighed. He’d hoped that after his talk with Kerys the previous night that the tension between the two women might have started to abate. Eva sewing Kerys’ dress had seemed like a good start, but he sensed that they still had a long way to go. 
 
    “What did she say?” asked Ari. “And what did you say? You aren’t sworn to secrecy, are you?” 
 
    “I do not believe so,” said Eva. “She cares for you, Aristial. She’s uncertain about how she feels about sharing you.” 
 
    “She doesn’t own me,” said Ari, frowning a little. “I know that her feelings are pretty mixed up, but I don’t see why this is an issue. We’re just strengthening our bond. It’s not like our intimacy is completely natural.” 
 
    Eva was silent for a couple of seconds. She blinked a couple of times, but she didn’t otherwise react to his words. 
 
    “Of course, milord,” she said. “I explained that to her, along with my own personal desire to regain more of my memory through strengthening the bond.” 
 
    “Did she accept that, in the end?” he asked. 
 
    Eva nodded. “She did.” 
 
    “Just like that?” asked Ari. 
 
    “We had a long discussion,” said Eva. “There was more to it than just that.” 
 
    Her tone was a little stiff, and it didn’t invite Ari to delve deeper with more questions. He sighed and gave a small shrug. 
 
    “She’ll be alright with us strengthening the bond tonight, then?” he asked. “That’s why she was so specific about where she’d be, and how long.” 
 
    “Her only request was for us not to be intimate outside of when it is necessary, and never more than once every other day,” said Eva. 
 
    “For someone who isn’t sure about her own feelings, she sure does seem comfortable dictating the emotional boundaries of others,” said Ari. 
 
    “It is for the best for us to come to a compromise,” said Eva. “I know how much you care for her. I do not wish to come between the two of you in a way that damages your relationship.” 
 
    “What about you, though?” asked Ari. “Are you alright with this?” 
 
    “I am,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari crossed his arms. “Would you tell me the truth if this made you uncomfortable? If it felt weird for you to have to tiptoe around Kerys’ feelings to keep building our bond?” 
 
    “I…” Eva hesitated, and an odd, unidentifiable emotion passed over her face. “I am committed to putting your needs, and the needs of those you care about, before my own.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked,” said Ari. 
 
    Eva shrugged and looked away. “Does my answer not suffice?” 
 
    Ari scowled at her. She stood up before he could say anything else, coming around to the side of the table Ari was leaning against and stepping in close enough to invade his personal space. 
 
    “Shall we go upstairs?” asked Eva. 
 
    She held his gaze with that same intensity that had caught him so off guard the first time they’d been intimate. Ari knew that just because she was comfortable following his orders and taking on a submissive role in day to day life didn’t mean she was lacking for confidence. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Eva took him by the hand and slowly led him up the spiral stairs. She brought him into her small bed chamber, closing the door gently behind them. It was exactly the same as Ari’s own room, except for one detail. Eva had set the flower he’d given her earlier in the day on her bedside table. 
 
    He wanted to say something about it, but what was there to say? It was just a flower. One that he’d given her, and one that had resonated with her memories, but nothing beyond that. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t a big deal. 
 
    Eva came up next to him, embracing him from the side. Ari felt his heart pound a little faster as he wrapped one of his arms around her and let his lips find hers. The flower was just a flower, and the kiss was just a kiss.  
 
    The way Eva made him feel when they were intimate, almost as though his body was lighter than air, was just another part of their bond building. It had nothing to do with them as people, even if her body felt right against his, and even if he felt an almost overwhelming urge to hold her close and never let go. 
 
    She pulled back slightly, letting her hands take hold of the scruff of his tunic, almost as though they were in a fight. The smirk on her face was confident and flirtatious, and Ari grinned and blushed a little at the intensity of it. 
 
    “Milord,” she whispered. “I have noticed that your… swordsmanship skills are self-taught.” 
 
    “Have you, now?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You could use some instruction to refine your skills,” whispered Eva. 
 
    Ari grabbed her and kissed her roughly, groping her butt and pulling one of her legs up in anticipation of what was about to happen. Eva met his aggression with an intense, flowing passion. She was like water, shifting to accommodate his movements and need. A perfect and elusive lover. 
 
    “Refinement,” said Ari, “is overrated.” 
 
    “You have something else in mind, then?” whispered Eva. “Not all foes can be defeated through aggressive, blunt action.” 
 
    Ari pushed her down on the bed. Eva was still smirking, and he knew that she was teasing him. Or at least, he was pretty sure. 
 
    “I have a capable sword,” said Ari. “And I know how to use it.” 
 
    He pinned her down as he spoke, kissing her again and letting his erection poke at her through their clothes. He ran his hand over Eva’s unusual clothing, wondering how the white bodice and skirt had managed to remain that way over the past few days. 
 
    “Perhaps I should test you, then?” whispered Eva. “To make sure you are ready to go into action?” 
 
    Her words were breathy now, and they came in quick bursts. Ari gave her a deep kiss, his fingers reaching around and fumbling to undo the mud-damned ties that had stymied him during their last intimate encounter. 
 
    “I’m more than ready,” said Ari, finally undoing the last tie. “I get the sense that you are, too.” 
 
    His hand slid under her skirt and into her panties. She was wet, and as his fingers began to explore and run over her, she bit her lower lip and let out a quiet, wavering sigh. 
 
    “Come at me with your sword then, milord,” she whispered. “See if you can score a hit.” 
 
    Ari was far too horny to maintain their verbal foreplay. He all but tore off his tunic and kicked aside his trousers as though they were on fire. Eva rose to her knees on the bed as he was shifting around, and they were both mostly upright as they kissed.  
 
    She surprised him by taking one of his wrists into her hand and grappling, as though they really were in the middle of a fight. Ari grinned at her and let out a small grunt of effort as he shifted his body against hers. Half of him was actually wrestling. The other half just wanted to grind against her. 
 
    Eva twisted, and Ari pushed her forward onto the bed. Her head and upper shoulders went down, but she kept her butt in the air. Ari pulled down her panties before she could right herself and quickly found the magic angle. He levered his hips forward while still holding onto her waist and keeping her in position, sheathing half of his hard cock into the realm of hot, wet glory. 
 
    “Oh,” moaned Eva. “Milord.” 
 
    “Looks like I’ve scored a hit,” whispered Ari. “But don’t worry. The bout isn’t over yet.” 
 
    He kept still for a moment, running his hands across the flawless, pale skin of her back and sweeping them around to cup her breasts. They were small, but Eva’s slenderness made them seem perfectly suited to her. Eva arched her back as he played with her nipples, pushing her butt back into him. 
 
    One of her hands clasped his forearm, and Ari took a firm hold of her waist. He used his free hand to grope her butt a little harder than he needed to as he began to pump into her. It was hard to go slow, but more than anything, Ari wanted to take his time. He wanted to stretch the encounter out and properly spend the night with her. He wanted… 
 
    He felt a flutter of emotions that he’d thought he’d reserved for Kerys. Ari swallowed and tried to distract himself from them by focusing on the movement of his hips and the punishment of Eva’s slender, perfect body. It didn’t work. 
 
    “Oh, Aristial!” moaned Eva. “Yes… that is… good.” 
 
    Ari pushed her down flat on the bed, leaning over her for a moment to kiss her neck and smell her hair. He thrust into her while she was lying prone and then pulled back a bit too far, losing his angle. 
 
    Eva shifted in a flash of movement, spinning out from underneath him, grabbing him by the shoulders, and pinning him on the bed. Ari let out a small chuckle and tried, without success, to reassert control. 
 
    “It is my turn,” she whispered. “As I said. You could do with some instruction.” 
 
    She kissed his lips, his neck, and his chest, and then she straddled him and lifted up straight. She was a fraction of an inch from the tip of his cock, so close to riding him that Ari found it painful to endure. He watched as she reached up to her hair, which was in a bun, and undid the tie, letting it fall loose across her shoulders in all its silver-blue glory. 
 
    Ari ran his hands up her body, holding eye contact with her as she sank down on his tool. They both let out matching sighs of pleasure, and then Eva slowly began to ride. Her hips swayed back and forth in a sensual grinding motion, as though she was trying to rub the hardness out of his cock. 
 
    He let her show off for a little bit, sinking into the sensation. He was close to his limit, but he wasn’t willing to admit it, not after all the teasing. Instead, Ari waited for Eva to lean forward to kiss him, then took a firm hold of her buttocks and began to add his own rough, upward thrusts into the mix. 
 
    It was hot, loud, and wonderful. Eva became more vocal as she gave in to the pleasure. Ari gave into something else. It was emotion that he felt surging through him as much as a sexual thrill. A sudden realization of the fact that Eva, mysterious as she was, had become special to him. 
 
    Eva gave him a deep, passionate kiss and then let out a cute moan and buried her face in his shoulder, her hips continuing to ride him automatically. Ari caressed her hair with gentle fingers as he continued to pump upward into her with rough, punishing strikes.  
 
    He looked over at the door. It was partially open, and someone was peeking in through the crack. 
 
    Kerys was watching them. 
 
    Ari felt his heart skip a beat. His body kept moving even as his mind froze, fucking Eva as though it was a matter of survival. He stared at Kerys, his eyes roving over her face. He expected her to be mad, or at least upset. Hurt at the level of intimacy he and Eva were engaged in. 
 
    None of those emotions were visible, or at least, they weren’t predominant. Instead, Kerys looked curious, embarrassed, and a little guilty, like a little girl up after her bedtime.  
 
    “Oh, milord!” moaned Eva. She started moving faster, shifting so that she was moving up and down and bouncing on Ari’s shaft. 
 
    “Eva…” said Ari. He needed to tell her. He was afraid of telling her. He was afraid of even letting Kerys notice that he’d seen her. 
 
    He took the path of least resistance, flipping Eva underneath him so that Kerys couldn’t see his face and thrusting into her with all the hard determination he could muster. It felt weird knowing that Kerys was, in all likelihood, still watching him. It made it extremely hard for him to hold out. 
 
    “Eva!” Ari pumped into her hard, feeling himself cross over the line. He heard a small gasp come from the doorway, followed by the creaking of the door as it closed. Eva didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Aristial!” She wrapped her legs around him and squeezed tight. Ari thrust his entire length as deep as it would go and gave her one last passionate kiss as he erupted inside of her. 
 
    They stayed like that for a time. It was a peaceful embrace, though Ari’s thoughts were anything but. It wasn’t until he finally rolled off her and Eva cuddled up against his shoulder that she finally seemed to notice something off about him. 
 
    “What is wrong?” she asked. 
 
    He should tell her. He knew he should. She had a right to know that they’d been being watched during the most personal of times. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “I should probably head back to my own bed.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva. “Sweet dreams, Lord Aristial.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    “Why do you keep looking at me like that, Ari?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari shifted his gaze away from her, looking out the window at the early morning sky instead. 
 
    “I just think your new dress looks good on you,” he said. 
 
    “Are you teasing me?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “No,” said Ari. “It really does.” 
 
    That was, at least, true enough. The strips of tan leather that Eva had sewed onto Kerys previously ragged grey dress had brought the garment back to life. It even fit her better, with a strip of leather around the waist serving as an adjustable belt to better cling to her form. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Kerys. “Evastria, I can’t thank you enough for your help with it. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Kerys set a hand on Eva’s shoulder, who flashed a small smile back at her. 
 
    “Of course, milady,” she said. “I’m just glad to be of service.” 
 
    Ari tapped his fingers against the common table. He had a small pile of carrots and red berries in front of him, which made for a filling, albeit simple, breakfast. He tried to turn his focus to the food and away from his conflicted thoughts. 
 
    He’d stood outside Kerys’ door the previous night for several minutes after leaving Eva’s room, trying and failing to think of a way to confront her. It wasn’t as simple as pointing out what she’d done and demanding an explanation. He had no idea how she would have reacted, and the last thing he wanted to do was upset Kerys by blundering into a conversation that needed to be handled delicately. 
 
    Ari had also considered telling Eva about it. As far as he was concerned, she had a right to know. A different side of her came out whenever she and Ari were making love, and it didn’t seem right for her to unknowingly show it to Kerys when it was meant for him. 
 
    He brought his hand to his chin and scratched at the thin, patchy stubble he’d slowly been growing. Kerys was smiling, and she seemed as happy as Ari had seen her since they’d first come up to the surface. Eva was the same as ever, and she was in the middle of explaining to Kerys how her clothing worked and how she managed to keep it so clean. 
 
    “There is nothing magical about my bodice,” said Eva. “The fabric is a Saidican weave, designed to be extremely resistant against stains and damage.” 
 
    “Really?” said Kerys. “I had just assumed that it was enchanted, like you were.” 
 
    Eva smiled and shook her head. “If I took it off before changing into my sword form, it would remain behind. Any other clothes I put on in their place would come with me instead.” 
 
    “That’s so interesting,” said Kerys. “If you were closer to my size, I’d beg you to let me try the bodice on. Just to see what it would look like.” 
 
    Eva laughed. 
 
    “You still can, though I make no promises about the fit,” she said. “We’ll make a night of it once things get a little more settled, milady. Hopefully by then we’ll have found more clothing for us both.” 
 
    Why had Kerys been watching them? Ari felt like if he could just find an answer for that, he’d be able to approach the situation with the necessary tact to put his concerns to rest.  
 
    Had she been brought to the door by jealousy or anger at Ari’s lack of concern for her emotions? 
 
    Had it been simple curiosity about the nature of his and Eva’s bond and the level of intimacy they reached in pursuit of strengthening it? 
 
    Had Kerys been watching them for her own erotic reasons? Ari felt particularly reluctant to let himself consider that, given how inexperienced and guarded Kerys was when it came to sex. Perhaps she’d decided that she enjoyed watching more than participating? 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” snapped Kerys. “You’re looking at me weird, again.” 
 
    “Sorry…” he said. “I, uh, thought you had some berry juice on your cheek.” 
 
    Kerys and Eva shared an exasperated look. Ari cleared his throat and drew his focus back to the tasks of the day. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “We should get off to an early start. Now that we have enough food to last for the next day or two, we should turn our focus to gathering essence through any means possible.” 
 
    “I think that would be prudent,” said Eva. “The labyrinth underneath the city’s ruins seems like the ideal place for us to return to, given what we found there on our first foray underground.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’ll come along this time, too,” said Kerys. “Nothing good ever seems to happen when I stay behind.” 
 
    Ari hesitated before nodding. It made sense to keep Kerys close, but he couldn’t shake the weirdness of the previous night off. Still, she and Eva seemed to be getting along better than he’d ever seen before. Maybe the issue of her peeping was one that would work itself out? 
 
     “You seem troubled this morning,” said Eva. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Ari. “We should get moving. I’ll carry the pack.” 
 
    They filled the waterskin, somewhat inefficiently, from the stream of clean water in the shower, and they also packed half of their remaining carrots to snack on as they got hungry. Ari shouldered the pack over the empty sword scabbard, and the three of them set out. 
 
    It took them about an hour to reach the ruins. Kerys let out a whistle of appreciation as they passed through the outskirts and entered the city proper. 
 
    “Are those the mesmers?” she asked, pointing to one of the glowing blue spheres. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “These ones are relatively docile. They’ll take on the form of a ghost if you get close enough, but they won’t attack.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Kerys. She’d brought a small writing pad with her, complete with parchment and a charcoal pencil. Ari heard the sound of her scribbling and glanced over at her pad to see her making a small sketch of the city’s buildings and the locations of the mesmers. 
 
    “Can you keep doing that once we’re down in the labyrinth?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Make a map, you mean?” asked Kerys. “Of course!” 
 
    They reached the entrance to the labyrinth. It was easier to pry up, having been opened recently, and Ari climbed down into the hallway below. He waited until Kerys and Eva had joined him before starting forward. 
 
    “I figure it makes sense for us to take the same route we did last time,” said Ari. “It should be easy since we already know what to expect…” 
 
    He trailed off as they pushed through the dark and into the first large chamber. There was a mesmer waiting for them, and not the one that Ari had encountered last time. Instead of purple, this mesmer had a crimson red glow to it. 
 
    “The mesmers do occasionally shift locations of their own accord, if I remember correctly,” said Eva. “It is, in part, why the labyrinth is a place unsuited for habitation. The mesmers would be impossible to deal with, as they cannot be cordoned out through normal means.” 
 
    “Damn,” said Ari. “Well, I managed against the purple mesmer without too much difficulty. This one can’t be that much harder, right?” 
 
    Eva furrowed her brow a little but didn’t otherwise answer him. Ari reached his hand out, and she took the hint, flashing with light and shifting into her sword form just as his fingers closed. He lifted Azurelight in both hands, but he didn’t start forward immediately. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “Try to stay as far back as you can.” 
 
    “I thought you said that the mesmers are relatively docile?” said Kerys. 
 
    “Only the blue ones are,” said Ari. “The ones down here attack whenever you get close. They don’t have a physical presence, but their attacks still hurt, and they sap at your soul essence.” 
 
    “Which is bad?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “If you run out of soul essence, you die,” said Ari. “It’s basically the magical version of blood.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, I feel I must point out the issues inherent with that analogy,” said Eva, through their bond. “Essence is a form of magical energy, and comparing it to blood is—” 
 
    “Shhh,” said Ari. “You can lecture me on the fine details of magical metaphysics later. We have a mesmer to deal with.” 
 
    He could sense Eva scowling at him without needing to see her actual face. Ari stepped forward slowly, keeping his entire body tensed and ready for whatever the mesmer decided to do first. 
 
    It manifested as a ghostly body as he came within ten feet of it. It looked different from the purple mesmer and significantly less threatening. It wore no armor and carried no weapon, and the hooded red cloak it had on seemed more like the garb of a traveler than a warrior. 
 
    “Do not let your guard down,” said Eva. “I cannot remember specifically what red mesmers are capable of, but I sense that they are dangerous foes.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” said Ari. 
 
    The mesmer turned to face him at the sound of his voice. Ari gripped his sword tighter and started forward, waiting for his opponent to make the first move. 
 
    That proved to be a mistake. The mesmer lifted its arm and brought it down through the air in a quick, cutting motion. An arc of fire extended outward from it, flying toward Ari at high speed. He threw himself to the side to avoid it and watched as the ethereal fire spell collided with the stone wall behind him, releasing a splash of sparks and flame. 
 
    “Fire magic?” muttered Ari. “Was this mesmer one of the Sai who had The Power?” 
 
    “It appears so,” said Eva. “The Power manifests in a variety of different forms. Fire conjuration was a relatively common one.” 
 
    “But the flames won’t actually burn me, right?” he asked. “Only drain my essence?” 
 
    “I… believe that is the case,” said Eva. 
 
    Her tone didn’t inspire much confidence in him, but Ari still made another slow approach toward his opponent. The mesmer fire mage stood with both his arms outstretched, a fireball hovering over each palm. 
 
    “Good luck, Aristial!” shouted Kerys. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, feeling oddly touched by her encouragement. 
 
    He darted forward, poking and then slashing with his sword. The red mesmer was quick, dodging both attacks and responding with a quick fireball. 
 
    Ari got out of the way of it, but it forced him into awkward footing, and he half-stumbled to a stop. The red mesmer launched two more fireballs at him. He spun again, dodging the first one, and he could only lift his sword in a feeble attempt to block the second. 
 
    It hit him square in the chest, and it was more painful than anything he’d experienced. It was a burning sensation so intense that it made him feel numb an instant after it began, and then the pain returned again, prickling underneath his skin and making him feel like his blood was boiling. 
 
    He fell to the ground, screaming and writhing. He could hear both Eva and Kerys calling out to him, but their words didn’t reach him through the fog of excruciating pain that had clouded his awareness. 
 
    It went on like that for several of the longest seconds of Ari’s life before he finally managed to pull himself back to his feet. He looked down at his tunic, expecting to see charred fabric and blistered skin. But as far as he could tell, there was no visible damage. 
 
    “Okay,” he muttered. “Let’s not do that again.” 
 
    “You do not have much of your soul essence left,” said Eva. “I would not advise allowing it to hit you again. At least, not if you value your life.” 
 
    “Just don’t get hit,” said Ari. “Genius. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Careful, Ari!” called Kerys. 
 
    He forced a smile onto his face and nodded. The red mesmer was watching him and waiting patiently, and he was a little impressed by the amount of respect it seemed to be giving him. 
 
    Ari feinted forward, hopping to the side on reflex as he saw the mesmer extending its arm out toward him. The resulting fireball missed, and Ari seized the opportunity. He slashed at its ankle, scoring a shallow cut that made the mesmer stumble. 
 
    Ari tried to finish the fight there and then, but as he drew within distance for the final blow, the mesmer’s entire body flickered with flame. A defensive sphere of flame surged around it, forcing Ari back. He waited for it to fade from existence before pressing forward and trying his approach a second time. 
 
    He feinted twice instead of once, dodging two fireballs before striking. He missed and quickly pulled back, narrowly avoiding a blast of fire into the space where he’d just been. Ari spun with what remained of his momentum and pulled his sword into a horizontal slash. 
 
    His blade caught the mesmer at waist level and didn’t slow down as it passed through it, which almost made Ari lose his balance again. He felt a sudden flood of absorbed essence as the mesmer fell to the ground in two halves, flashing red and disappearing from existence. 
 
    “Nice work, Ari!” shouted Kerys. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, sheathing Azurelight and wiping sweat from his face. 
 
    “Milord, not to sully your victory, but I think you could use some instruction on swordsmanship when we find the time,” said Eva. 
 
    “This isn’t more teasing on your part, is it?” asked Ari. 
 
    “What?” said Kerys. 
 
    “Never mind, I was talking to Eva,” said Ari. “Through the bond.” 
 
    The smile faded from Kerys’ face, and she looked visibly dejected as she made her way over to him. Ari winced, realizing how his statement must have sounded to her. 
 
    “I am not teasing you,” said Eva. “You are strong, but you lack the necessary technique and tactics.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” muttered Ari. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    He made sure Kerys stayed close to him as they passed through the door with the essence ward lock he’d opened on his last trip through the labyrinth. The crossbow traps on the other side were still deactivated, which was a massive relief, and he found the second locked door where they’d come to a stop at the end of the hall. 
 
    “I think I have enough essence absorbed to open it,” said Ari. He could feel the essence tingling inside of him, from the tips of his fingers all the way to his toes. 
 
    “This is a lock?” asked Kerys, examining the ward. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Ari. “It’s how the Sai sealed off different sections of the labyrinth. I’m guessing that they all activated during the calamity that destroyed their civilization.” 
 
    “We should check and see if the tower has one of these,” said Kerys. “And if it doesn’t, we should see about finding a way to create one. It would be useful for us to be able to lock the door without having to be inside and use the drop bar.” 
 
    “That’s a really good idea,” he said. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the ward, pressing his palm against it and willing the requisite essence out of his body and into the lock. It flashed with white light, and the door began sliding downward into the stone, revealing the next area. 
 
    It was another hallway, but this one was rife with branching intersections, to the point where Ari wasn’t sure which direction to head in first. He passed through the doorway and then had a thought. 
 
    “This is definitely the part of the labyrinth that we’re going to want mapped out,” he said. “Can you handle that, Kerys?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Let’s do a circuit of the full extent of this hallway without passing through any doors, just for now. That way, I can sketch out what they’re dealing with.” 
 
    It took longer than Ari had been expecting. It was dark, but that wasn’t as much of an issue as the complexity of the branching paths. The hallway forked and turned at every opportunity, and they had to go slowly so Kerys could keep the scale of her map accurate. 
 
    Eventually, they found their way back to the hallway they’d entered from. Ari took a look at the map Kerys had sketched out and frowned. 
 
    “This is going to take a while to explore,” he said. 
 
    “That is ideal, actually,” said Eva. “It means we’ll have more opportunities to find sources for essence.” 
 
    “Any idea which door we should go through first?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari shrugged. “All of them have essence locks. I guess it doesn’t really matter which one we pick. Though I only have enough essence left absorbed to open a couple until we find another source for me to draw upon.” 
 
    He knew that technically, they had the option of returning to the red mesmer and seeing if it had respawned for him to fight again. The sensation of the flames and his burning skin was still fresh in his memory, however, and he wasn’t eager to opt into another duel with a pyromancer. 
 
    “Let’s start with the one closest to the entrance, then,” said Kerys. 
 
    “That seems reasonable,” said Ari. 
 
     The door was to the far right of where they currently were, at the end of two branching intersections. Ari pressed his ear to it in case there might be any clue to what lay on the other side, hidden in the ambient noise. He couldn’t hear anything other than his own breathing and heartbeat. 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to open it and be surprised,” he said. 
 
    He pressed his hand to the lock and willed his essence into it. The door slowly sank into the floor, stone grinding against stone as it revealed what lay beyond it. 
 
    It was another hallway, minus the floor. Ari blinked and squinted, wondering if it was a trick of the darkness. Kerys took a step forward, drawing up to the door’s edge and peering at the long, rectangular chasm ahead of them. 
 
    “How are we supposed to get past this?” muttered Ari. 
 
    “There!” Kerys pointed to a thin chain that stretched out across the chasm. Ari followed it with his eyes, eventually spotting a small platform moving along the chain in their direction. 
 
    “This seems a little impractical,” he said. “Why would the Sai make a hallway with no floor? Let alone enchanting platforms to follow chains back and forth across it?” 
 
    “I suspect the answer might be clear if we could see down to the bottom,” said Eva. 
 
    “I think if we could see what was below us it might make more sense,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari laughed and shook his head as he heard both women saying essentially the same thing in near unison. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Well, I’m not sure whether crossing is something we’ll be able to do safely.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say you only had enough essence to open one door?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Yeah, but I expected to find a storage room, or a bedroom, or something easy,” said Ari. “Not a room where we could potentially fall to our deaths.” 
 
    One of the platforms was nearing the door, drawing close enough for them to step onto it if they decided to. 
 
    “Do you still have the rope in your pack?” asked Kerys. 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. 
 
    “Then we should try it,” she said. 
 
    “The rope won’t help if it’s just the two of us crossing,” said Ari. “But maybe…” 
 
    He took the greatsword out of its scabbard, and Eva appeared in a flash of light. 
 
    “This could work,” she said. “We’ll ride the platform across one at a time. You should go first, since you are the heaviest, and then Lady Kerys will follow, so that one of us can help her up with the rope if anything happens.” 
 
    “I guess…” said Ari.  
 
    “It’s a good plan,” said Kerys. “Especially if it lets us find a source of essence strong enough to activate some more of the wards in the tower.” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely convinced, especially concerning the prospect of Kerys making it across under her own power. The practical issues of taking her into the labyrinth along with him and Eva hadn’t been at the forefront of his mind when he’d decided that she should come along. 
 
    Ari took the rope out and tied it around his waist. It was long, but he could only guess at how far the platform would carry him through the darkened tunnel, given that the other side, if it existed, was too dim to be visible.  
 
    “Kerys, if I fall from this platform and die,” said Ari. “Please embellish the story of how it happened if anyone asks. Make it so I went down bravely defending you from mesmers.” 
 
    “Shut up, Aristial,” said Kerys. “But also, be careful.” 
 
    He nodded as the platform came into range. Eva had looped the rope around her own waist, and she stood bracing herself against the chamber’s door, with Kerys also lending her own strength and weight to the challenge. 
 
    The platform was made of opaque crystal glass. Ari knew that he only had a few seconds to hop on before it started moving again, but he still took the time to tap its edges with his foot, testing its balance. It seemed stable enough. He shook off his fear and climbed aboard. 
 
    The platform slowly began to move, making a barely audible hissing noise as it followed the guide chain back in the direction it had come from. He was curious about how, exactly, it moved along the chain, and whether it was a mechanical or magical process, but the time for investigating that sort of thing didn’t seem to be right then and there. 
 
    Kerys and Eva became darkened silhouettes behind him and faded from view completely. He couldn’t see the other side of the chasm, and he was beginning to worry about what would happen if he reached the limit of the rope with the platform still in motion. 
 
    Then, as though spotting glowmoss while exploring an empty cavern, he saw it. The other side of the chamber was identical to the one he’d come from, down to the essence lock on the door. Ari stepped onto the solid stone floor and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I made it,” he called over his shoulder. His voice echoed off the walls a couple of times before the response came. 
 
    “Good,” called Eva. “Lady Kerys will make the trip next.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Ari. “I’ll brace myself against the doorframe here.” 
 
    It was logical for Kerys to travel across the chasm after Ari and before Eva, but it still made him worry. She was light enough that Ari had no doubt that he could pull her up by the rope on his own, but they still didn’t know what was at the bottom of the chasm. 
 
    He waited, feeling tension creep in with the silence. Had it taken this long for him to make it across? Had Kerys fallen in a way where she slipped free of the rope, preventing him from feeling it happen on the line? He would have heard her scream then, wouldn’t he? 
 
    The platform came into view, and Kerys was standing in the center of it. She grinned at him and hopped off onto the other side with a lot less care than Ari had taken. 
 
    “This place is kind of fun,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not sure fun is the word I would use for it, exactly,” said Ari. 
 
    The platform seemed to hesitate for a second on their side before reversing its direction, and Ari couldn’t help but notice that the hissing noise was louder than it had been earlier. With both ends of the rope now on the far side of the chamber, there was no easy way for them to get the makeshift harness back to Eva, given that the platform was just wide enough to make tying the rope around it nearly impossible for someone of human proportions. 
 
    “I’m stepping onto the platform,” called Eva’s echoing voice. “I’ll be across shortly.” 
 
    Ari waited at the edge of the floor, waiting and listening. An odd hiss came from the direction of the other side of the room, followed by an unpleasant grinding noise. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Be ready with the rope,” said Ari. 
 
    He tried not to let his worrying dominate his thoughts as he waited for what felt like an eternity for the platform to come back into view. Eva was on it, though she was lying prone, rather than standing. The reason for her choice was evident in the way the platform seemed to be swaying and shaking, tilting from side to side with dangerous, unbalanced motions. 
 
    “Eva!” called Ari. “Hang on! We’ll throw you the—” 
 
    Some hidden mechanism in the platform’s design seemed to give out, and the entirety of it flipped upside down, leaving Eva dangling from one edge. There was no time for the rope. No time for anything. She was still twenty or more feet from safety, and her grip was already starting to give out. 
 
    Ari reached his hand out in a desperate, pointless gesture as her hold on the platform slipped, and she began to fall into the blackness below. He let out a wordless shout, and tried to close his hand on her wrist, despite the distance in between them. He couldn’t watch her die. Not now, and not ever. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and Ari blinked several times in stark confusion as he stared at his sword, which was currently grasped in his hand. He turned and looked at Kerys, who seemed every bit as confused as he was. 
 
    “…Eva?” 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, through the bond. “I remember this, though only vaguely. It is one of the abilities that becomes available as we strengthen our connection to one another.” 
 
    Light flashed again, and Eva stood next to him in incarnate form, unharmed and smiling. 
 
    “It is called ‘short ranged summoning’,” she said. “One of the first abilities a sword construct and her bonded master can acquire. You will be able to call me to your hand as a sword as long as I’m within view of you and as long as each of us has a minimal reserve of essence. It can be quite—” 
 
    Ari pulled her into a tight hug, cutting her off. His heart was still pounding in his chest, and he had to take a slow, calming breath. He wasn’t used to having such a strong reaction to danger. He hadn’t felt like this since… 
 
    Since the last time Kerys had been in danger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari pulled back from her a little, noticing the pleased smile she had on her face. He looked at Kerys and saw a mixture of annoyance and impatience in her expression. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” he said. “This ranged summoning seems like it could be useful, though. Extremely useful. If I could trick an opponent into thinking I’ve been disarmed, I’d have a huge advantage.” 
 
    “That is one of many ways in which we could use it,” said Eva. “We should consult more on its potential when we have the time.” 
 
    “For now, though,” said Kerys. “We’re still underground, in a bad situation. I don’t mean to kill the mood or anything, but I feel the need to point out that we’ll have to find a different way to get back to the surface.” 
 
    Ari scowled and glanced back at the platform. It was frozen in place where Eva had fallen off, and still upside down. It was too far away for any of them to jump to, and even if they managed it, what then? 
 
    “We might be able to climb across on the chain,” said Ari. He immediately abandoned the idea after glancing at Kerys and seeing the uncertainty in her expression. 
 
    “Most labyrinths have several paths to and from the surface,” said Eva. “I have no doubt that we can find another way up. Though it means that we’ll have to commit our current essence to opening any locked doors we come across.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” said Ari. “At least, not for now.” 
 
    He walked over to the door that was currently preventing them from progressing and opened it with a quick infusion of essence. It slowly slid down into the floor, stone grinding against stone, and revealed a rather comfortably illuminated chamber on the other side. 
 
    Crystals were embedded in the ceiling, and from the rows of bookshelves lining the walls and floor, it wasn’t hard to guess the room’s purpose. Kerys let out an impressed gasp and immediately began running her fingers along the spines of the books stuffed into the nearest shelf. They were all in relatively good condition, certainly better than the volumes they’d found back in the tower. 
 
    “This is incredible,” said Kerys. “It would take years to read all of the books in this room. I could—” 
 
    “Hold,” said Eva. She gestured to the corner of the room, where the arrangement of bookshelves created a small enclosure. Ari furrowed his brow, only noticing what she’d drawn their attention to after a couple of seconds. 
 
    There was a mesmer in the library with them. The dark blue glowing sphere slowly meandered from bookshelf to bookshelf, as though it was paying close attention to the current arrangement of books. It slowly floated free of the enclosure and hovered toward the center of the room. 
 
    “It’s blue,” said Ari. “That means it’s harmless, right?” 
 
    “The tone is what matters, more than the color,” said Eva. “Dark blue mesmers are not like the lighter colored ones encountered on the surface. It is possible that it means us no harm, but it is also possible that…” 
 
    She trailed off as the mesmer flashed and manifested as a ghost. It was an old man with a long, probably once snow white, beard. He carried a walking stick and wore a robe, and looked about as threatening as an old dog guarding a door. 
 
    “Hmmm…” said the mesmer. “Apriokos tol no kelvar?” 
 
    Ari shot a glance toward Eva.  
 
    "He’s speaking Saidios,” said Eva. “The language of the Sai. I can translate if need be.” 
 
    “Ah,” said the mesmer. “My mistake. I didn’t realize that you were lesser folk. I can speak Subvios as well. I do not mind.” 
 
    “That’s considerate of you,” said Ari. “Don’t mind us. We were just passing through.” 
 
    The mesmer let out a soft chuckle and smiled at him. 
 
    “Few come to my library in the first place, let alone pass through it,” said the mesmer. “Stay a while and listen.” 
 
    “Uh…” Kerys pouted a little and shot Ari a pleading look. “Can we? Maybe just for a few minutes? Long enough for me to find an interesting book?” 
 
    Eva had circled around the mesmer to the door on the other side of the room. It didn’t have an essence lock on it, and from the way she was pulling at the handle, it was sealed through other means. She shrugged as Ari met her gaze. 
 
    “We could stay for a bit,” said Ari. “Assuming that you’ll help us head out through the back door of the library, once we’re finished.” 
 
    “Not a fan of the platforms, are you?” The old mesmer chuckled. “I told Brecillius that they were impractical, but he assured me that as long as the enchanted safety net underneath stayed primed with essence, they were perfectly safe. The architect always gets his way, in my experience.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari. “So is that a yes? You can open the other door in the library?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” said the mesmer. “I won’t do it without a price, however. You and your friends are rather young. I wonder how extensive your teachings of the Trium have been.” 
 
    “The Trium,” said Ari. “Those were the old gods, weren’t they?” 
 
    The old mesmer frowned at him. Kerys set a hand on Ari’s shoulder. 
 
    “Martos, Vertos, and Zyvos,” she said. “I learned about them from Mistress Ada. They were the gods that most of the Saidican Empire worshipped.” 
 
    “Eva,” said Ari. “I think you’re probably the one most suited for handling this conversation, then.” 
 
    “I… will do my best.” Eva winced, looking a little uncomfortable. “Though what little I remember of my own life amongst the Sai leads me to believe that I was neither a priestess nor a learned scholar.” 
 
    “I simply wish to discuss with you some of the basic facts of their lives,” said the old mesmer. “Too many amongst our great empire treat the Trium as imagined figureheads, names to shout out in times of heated emotion. Simply tell me who the Trium were when they walked the land as mortals, and I shall burden you no longer.” 
 
    Ari and Kerys both looked at Eva. She blushed and gave a small shrug of her shoulders. 
 
    “I do not know,” she said, in a soft voice. “I was not even aware that the Trium were once mortal. If that was common knowledge amongst my people, it is knowledge that I’ve forgotten along with the rest of my missing memories.” 
 
    “We’re in a library,” Kerys pointed out. “The answer is probably here, somewhere.” 
 
    “Feel free to research to your heart’s content,” said the old mesmer. “In fact, it would please this old soul immensely to see you making use of my resources.” 
 
    “Eva,” said Kerys. “Would you mind translating for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Eva. 
 
    The two women fell into step, moving from shelf to shelf, Eva reading labels and discussing whether the books of each section were relevant in hushed tones with Kerys. Ari waited by the door, feeling as though his skillset wasn’t currently needed. 
 
    It took a while. Longer than he was comfortable with, and far longer than they’d spent in the other chambers. Finally, Kerys and Eva’s voices grew excited as they pored over a volume they’d found in the corner. They marched over to the old mesmer, who smiled at their enthusiasm. 
 
    “Have you found the answer to my question?” he asked. 
 
    “The Trium’s archetypal persons were Lucia, Sarai, and Kresio,” said Kerys. “Lucia and Sarai were twins, daughters of King Plutark. Kresio was a young orphan who became their protector after the death of their father and stayed with them on their quests across Maiya, which eventually led to the creation of the Saidican Empire.” 
 
    “Very good!” said the old mesmer. “You would make a fine scholar. If you still wish to traverse the old passage, I can open it for you. It leads to little other than storage rooms and the city above, however.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Kerys. “I’m curious. Do you know anything about Dormiar, by chance? The great prophet and the Herald of the Sanctums?” 
 
    Ari winced as he saw the old man’s expression shift from a genial fondness into something irritated and stern. His opinion of the venerated human prophet appeared to be rather negative. 
 
    “Dormiar was a coward,” said the old mesmer. “And a traitor. And a heretic. It would behoove you to rinse your mouth after speaking such nonsense, young lady.” 
 
    “…What?” Kerys shook her head. “Dormiar saved my people. He led the humans to safety and preserved our culture.” 
 
    The old mesmer scowled at her and then spat on the floor, or at least attempted to. Ari slipped forward to insert himself between them in the interaction. 
 
    “Let’s talk about something else,” he said. “Namely, what happened here? Do you have any knowledge about why the surface is the way that it is?” 
 
    “You speak of the Weatherblight,” said the old mesmer, with a slight grimace. “A fitting punishment, is it not? The Cousin of Lumas was sent to curse our lands because of the vast numbers of heathens and rebels who chose to forsake the Trium’s natural order.” 
 
    The ethereal old man shot a severe glower at Kerys and shook his head. 
 
    “The door is unlocked,” he said. “Be on your way.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari. “The ‘Cousin of Lumas?’ Do you mean the second moon? Was it also responsible for creating the mesmers and putting you in the state you’re in now?” 
 
    The mesmer let out a low chuckle, followed by a tired sigh.  
 
    “Young man,” said the mesmer. “We did this to ourselves.” 
 
    He let his words hang on the air for a moment and then flashed with blue light, reverting into his glowing sphere form. Ari’s curiosity regarding the true history of the Saidican Empire was more pressing than ever, but he forced himself to push it aside. He set a reassuring hand on Kerys’ shoulder, who looked like she had a wealth of unasked questions of her own. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Ari tried the door, and as the mesmer had said, he found it to be unlocked. There was a hallway on the other side that sloped downward. Kerys and Eva walked on either side of him as they started down it. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Ari, slowing to a stop after a few dozen feet. “That looks like water.” 
 
    The hallway ahead of them was completely flooded, and the sloping of the floor meant that the only way forward would be to hold their breaths and dive their way through. Ari crossed his arms and resisted the urge to release a torrent of choice curses. 
 
    “There’s no telling how far we’d have to swim to make it through,” said Kerys. 
 
    “That is true,” said Eva. “This is not as dangerous as an obstacle as it may seem, however. If I go first, we have little to fear.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” asked Ari. 
 
    “If I begin to run low on breath, I can shift into my sword form to avoid drowning,” said Eva. “At the very least, we can get a sense of whether it would be possible for all of us to make the swim without risk.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. “Take the rope with you, and I’ll hold this end. If something happens, give one hard pull. If you manage to make it to the other side, and the swim seems to be short enough for Kerys and I to also make it, give two pulls.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Kerys. “I’m… not a confident swimmer.” 
 
    Ari thought back to their first encounter with water, shortly after leaving the Hollow. Kerys had almost been swept away by the river, and half of their supplies had been lost to the current. 
 
    “All you need do is hold your breath,” said Eva. “As long as Ari is comfortable with making the swim unassisted, I can use the rope to pull you through to the other side.” 
 
    Kerys hesitated before slowly nodding her assent. 
 
    “We have a plan,” said Ari. “Let’s put it into action. I’m starting to get sick of these tunnels.” 
 
    Eva tied the end of the rope around her and stood at the edge of the water. Ari set a reassuring hand on her shoulder, and she gave him a quick nod before hopping forward and breaking the surface of the pool. She disappeared from view almost immediately, and several tense moments passed by in silence as Ari and Kerys waited to see what would happen. 
 
    Nothing, at first. Finally, close to a minute after Eva had first entered the water, he felt a pull on the rope, followed shortly after by another. 
 
    “She made it,” he said. “Your turn, Kerys.” 
 
    “How is she going to know when to start pulling me?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “We’ll give the rope a hard pull,” said Ari. “Eva’s smart. She’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “But… what if something happens?” asked Kerys.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I could get water up my nose,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Then hold your nose,” said Ari. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    He took her hands into his and gave her a gentle kiss. Kerys didn’t really move her lips in response, but that didn’t surprise him. He thought back to the previous night and how he’d seen her in the doorway. He considered asking her about it, now that Eva was out of earshot, but it didn’t seem like the appropriate time or place. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Not really, but I’ll do my best,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari tied the rope around her waist, pulling it taut first. Then, he helped Kerys into the water. Her teeth chattered as she walked far enough forward into the hallway for it to come up to her neck. Ari gave the rope a hard pull, and then Kerys let out a surprised squeal as Eva began to haul her forward from the other side. 
 
    “Take a deep breath!” shouted Ari. 
 
    Kerys gasped, but it basically amounted to the same thing. Ari tried not to worry too much as the water returned to its baseline stillness in the wake of her departure. He waited for more than a minute before readying himself for his own passage. 
 
    He hadn’t given thought to the fact that he’d be swimming with both his pack and the sword’s scabbard. The weight wasn’t as much of an issue as how both items would affect his movement through the water. He’d done enough swimming in the underwater caves of the Hollow to know that it was far easier when naked, with each additional bit of equipment adding to the challenge. 
 
    The flooded hallway was the only way out, and he still felt fairly confident. He walked into the water until it was up to his waist, tensing at the chill of it. He forced himself into a calm state, took a deep breath, and then dove under the surface. 
 
    The hallway was wide, which meant that at the very least, he didn’t have to worry about the scabbard or pack catching on anything. It wasn’t as he’d been expecting, either, with patches of luminescent algae growing on the walls that reminded him of glowmoss. 
 
    Ari pumped his arms and legs at a steady rhythm, trying not to make any unnecessary movements for the sake of preserving the air in his lungs. The hallway evened out, and he could see it begin to slope upward ahead of him. There was a small alcove at its lowest point, and he paused as he coasted by it, noticing something lying within it. 
 
    It was a small bundle, and Ari’s curiosity got the better of him. He made a quick detour to grab it, only realizing how heavy it was as he heaved it up under one arm. Had he not been under a time constraint, he would have stuffed it in his pack to keep himself from having to swim unbalanced. Unfortunately, he could already feel a familiar burn beginning to take root in the depths of his lungs. 
 
    He kept hold of the heavy bundle under one arm, kicking his legs and trying to keep steady forward momentum. As the hallway began to slope upward again, he realized that he could just kick his feet off the floor and basically perform an underwater version of walking, which was far easier to achieve than continuing to swim. 
 
    He gasped as he finally broke the surface. Kerys was staring at the water with her hands clenched in worry, and Eva was behind her, both her hands set on Kerys’ shoulders in reassurance. 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys. “What took you so long? We were terrified!” 
 
    Ari dropped the bundle onto the floor, recognizing the clang of metal as it landed. He crouched down and began investigating. It was a workman’s belt, he realized with a touch of disappointment. There was a hammer, a thin saw the length of his forearm, and leather pouch full of nails. 
 
    “Of course,” muttered Ari. “The one time I risk my life for the sake of treasure, it turns out to be a bunch of boring tools.” 
 
    “These are of Saidican make,” said Eva. “Notice how none of them are rusted, despite having been underwater for an extensive period of time.” 
 
    “They could be really useful,” said Kerys. 
 
    “I guess,” said Ari. “The hammer, at least, could make for a simple weapon, I suppose.” 
 
    He rolled the belt back up and deposited it into the pack, which made it a significant amount heavier. 
 
    “Kerys and I explored ahead,” said Eva. “There is another hatch similar to the one that led down here.” 
 
    “I guess that means we’re done for today,” said Ari. “Pity. We didn’t really manage to find much of value.” 
 
    “Do you have any essence left absorbed within you?” asked Eva. 
 
    “Some,” said Ari. “I doubt it will be enough to activate one of the defensive wards, though. Maybe we can manage to get one inside activated.” 
 
    “You also have the option of storing it within the enchanting altar,” said Eva. “There is no need to expend essence just for the sake of ridding yourself of it.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. He shouldered the pack and started down the hallway. There was a ladder identical to the one that had brought them down into the labyrinth, and he climbed up it, breathing a sigh of relief as he managed to push loose the hatch at the top. 
 
    He pulled himself up and immediately lost his balance as a powerful gust of wind almost knocked him over. The hatch had placed him in the outskirts of the ruined city, further from where they’d entered than he’d been expecting. That, combined with the grey sky overhead and whipping wind, sent a cold chill down the length of his back. 
 
    “We need to move,” he said, as Kerys and Eva joined him. “This weather doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it’s going to rain, though,” said Kerys. “The air doesn’t have that humid smell to it that it did last time. Though I’m still too new to the surface to say for sure.” 
 
    “The Weatherblight are not limited to just the rain, remember,” said Eva. “There are some that come out during windstorms, though I cannot recall their nature.” 
 
    “Then we really need to move,” said Ari. “Come on.” 
 
    They traveled at an easy run, retracing their steps through the city before cutting south in the direction of the tower. The wind only grew stronger with each passing minute, stirring up dust in the distance and making the trees in the nearby forest hiss as they swayed from side to side. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Eva, shouting to be heard over the rushing wind. “Look!” 
 
    She pointed a finger toward the southeast. In the distance below them, at the bottom of the slope, were Rin and her fellow Ravarians. They looked to be in the process of doing exactly what Ari and the others were attempting, trying desperately to get out of the way of the oncoming weather. 
 
    It was evident, at a glance, that they were struggling with it. The cadre of Ravarians would take to the air and travel a few hundred feet before one of them dipped low, trailing feathers as she fought and failed to maintain height. The entire group would follow her down each time, resting on the ground for a moment before trying again. 
 
    “The one struggling,” said Ari. “That’s Rin. The one who I fought.” 
 
    He’d cut a tuft of her feathers loose from her wing, and the loss had apparently been too much for her wings to endure in flight. He watched Rin gesturing to her fellow Ravarians, and then waving off into the distance. An argument seemed to be taking place between them, but eventually Rin seemed to prevail. 
 
    A new Ravarian took the lead, and after giving Rin a deep bow, he led the remainder of their group into the air. The Ravarians flew east at a fast clip, leaving Rin where she was on the grass. Ari waited until they’d disappeared into the distance before waving a hand at Kerys and Eva and starting down the slope. 
 
    “Are you insane?” hissed Kerys. “She’s our enemy.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ari. “But she might have some useful information.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, we do not have time for this,” said Eva. 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” he said. “Trust me, this will be worth it.” 
 
    He made no attempt to conceal his approach, jogging down the slope and watching Rin turn as she heard the sound of her footsteps. He was again struck by how beautiful she was. It was a raw, seductive kind of beauty, buxom breasts and curvaceous hips, along with her sharply refined facial features and pouty lips. Had she been human, she would have had her pick of any of the men down in the Hollow, even the married ones. 
 
    “The cave man returns,” called Rin. “Have you come to mock me in my time of distress, chala?” 
 
    “You don’t seem all that distressed,” said Ari. “Why did your friends leave without you?” 
 
    “Because I ordered them to,” said Rin. “It would be a disaster if my entire cadre remained in this area until the vodakai showed up.” 
 
    “The vodakai?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin smiled at him. “Yes. You’ll see, soon enough.” 
 
    Eva and Kerys came to stand next to him, watching Rin with open wariness in their expressions. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the monsters that come out during this kind of weather?” asked Ari. 
 
    “A fair amount,” said Rin. “More than you currently know, certainly. But my information is not, ah… what’s the word? Unpriced? Freely offered?” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood, we cannot stay here any longer,” said Eva. “Please.” 
 
    “I can tell you where to find more of your kind,” said Rin. “More cave folk turned land folk, who’ve settled and found ways to deal with the dangers of the surface. I can point you toward them, chala.” 
 
    “And what would you want in return for this?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Simple.” Rin held her arms out, gesturing to the sky and the area around them. “I wish to be sheltered against the oncoming winds.” 
 
    “It’s a trick,” whispered Kerys. “She tried to kill you before and steal from us. Don’t listen to her.” 
 
    “She’s as desperate as we are,” said Ari. 
 
    “I saw the way you were looking at me,” said Rin. “Is it possible that you desire something other than knowledge?” 
 
    Rin slowly ran her hands up her body, cupping her breasts and letting go of them with a jiggle that was undeniably pleasing to Ari’s eyes. He coughed and tried to ignore the warmth in his cheeks. 
 
    “I just want answers,” said Ari. “Can you keep up with us without your wings?” 
 
    “Milord!” snapped Eva. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” said Kerys. “This is a bad idea.” 
 
    “I can keep up,” said Rin. “Can your companions be trusted to stay docile?” 
 
    “They’re fine.” Ari shot a look at both Eva and Kerys, knowing that he’d get an earful from them later. “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    The sky grew darker by the second, though sunset was still a few hours off. The wind was scarily strong, buffeting them around like oversized leaves and occasionally knocking one or two of them entirely off their feet. 
 
    “You should instruct your companions to link arms with you,” said Rin. “That is, unless the idea of them being stolen by the wind appeals to you, chala.” 
 
    “It’s going to get that bad?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin flashed a dark smile and gestured to the south as they crested the hill they were on. Ari’s jaw dropped at the sight of the weather in the distance. Rin had called it a windstorm, but it was more like multiple, individual chaotic events. He saw half a dozen dark, swirling funnels moving at different speeds, stripping away vegetation and snapping apart trees with winds as strong as any sword blade. 
 
    “They are called ‘tornadoes’ in the slave tongue,” said Rin.  
 
    “Are they the vodakai that you spoke of?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin let out a rich laugh and shook her head. “They are all natural, chala. Or at least, they were, in the time before the Weatherblight. The vodakai are the monsters that move within them. They are… how do I describe this… wind lizards? Wind snakes, perhaps?” 
 
    “I really don’t like the sound of that,” muttered Kerys. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” said Ari. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    They hurried through the thin stretch of forest at the bottom of the hill and then up the slope. Ari could only barely make out the tower through the swirling dust that the tornadoes had picked up. He heard Eva shout something, and then they were all running for their lives. 
 
    One of the tornadoes had rounded the edge of the hill, and it traveled faster than any of them could run on a path that cut through their route toward the tower. Ari felt a tug on his arm and had to physically pull Kerys back down to the ground as the wind threatened to take her.  
 
    She was screaming incoherently and tears were running down her face. Ari clutched her arm against his tightly enough that he knew that he must be hurting her. 
 
    They sprinted back the way they’d come, taking cover behind a large boulder that emerged from the ground at the slope’s base. A shape came loose from the tornado and landed near them. This time, to Ari’s surprise, it was Eva screaming, and a single glance at the oncoming danger was enough to explain why. 
 
    Rin’s uncertainty over how to translate the word ‘vodakai’ had been well founded, as far as Ari could tell. The wriggling creature approaching the boulder looked like both a lizard and a snake, while also looking like neither. It reminded him of one of the pest insects down in the Hollow, a millipede or a thin-roach, except blown up to the size where it could be a physical threat to the average person. 
 
    The vodakai was at least eight or nine feet long and as thick as Ari’s neck. Small flaps of flexible wing material jutted outward from its sides, just above its legs and almost in a comparable number. It moved in a zigzagging pattern as it approached Eva, the nearest of their group. She didn’t hurry to move out of the way, instead falling back onto her butt, staring at the monster with an expression of frozen terror on her face.  
 
    Ari didn’t hesitate, despite his own fear and disgust. He took a loping step toward it and kicked the end that looked the most like the head. His foot connected with a satisfying crunch, and the vodakai flew backward a few feet. He made note of the way the wings flared outward, allowing it to shift and descend into a more graceful fall on the way down. 
 
    “Come on!” Ari helped Eva to her feet, and then hooked his arms around her and Kerys. Rin was watching the tornado blocking their way, and after a couple of seconds, she gave a quick nod and started running. 
 
    At first, Ari thought Rin was trying to leave the rest of them behind, but there seemed to be a purpose to her being in front. She flapped her wings in opposition to the rushing wind, creating a wake through the windstorm behind her, albeit one that was still somewhat turbulent. 
 
    The nearby tornado shifted direction, traveling in a small circle as though contemplating which way to go next. Four vodakai flew out from within its swirling depths, landing in the path of Ari and the others. He had just enough time to push Kerys forward toward the tower and toward safety before the monsters were upon him. 
 
    “Eva!” he shouted, extending a hand. 
 
    She shifted into her sword form without hesitation, and Ari suspected it would make the fight easier for them both, given her previous reaction. He took a firm grip on the hilt and tried to cleave downward through the foremost vodakai. 
 
    He missed, and again, he was reminded of the pest insects down in the cavern, which always posed a significant challenge to squish, due to their speed. Ari had to fall back on the defensive, swinging Azurelight more to keep the monsters at bay than to do damage. 
 
    A rush of wind knocked him off balance, and he was a second too slow to recover. Ari felt a horrible, flesh tearing pinch as one of the vodakai closed its mandibles on his tricep. He let out a gasp and stumbled backward, swinging the sword as much to regain his confidence as to ward off the creatures. 
 
    He felt that same fear, the insidious terror that the fishers had originally teased out of him. It had been there in the background since he’d first seen the windstorm, fermenting like fine wine. Ari couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. He was screaming, and swinging his sword, and silently praying for Dormiar to spare his friends, at the very least. 
 
    Eva was still with him, which he knew was important to keep in mind. He shot a glance at the tower and saw Kerys and Rin watching from inside as they struggled to keep the wind from flinging the door wide open. They were safe, for now. And if he could just get a little closer, he could make sure that Eva was, too. 
 
    He didn’t think the vodakai or the windstorm posed a threat to her while she was in sword form, but if he died and left her to be carried off by one of the tumultuous tornadoes, it would amount to the same thing. She’d become dormant again without her bonded master for an indeterminable amount of time. Perhaps forever. It was just death by a different name. 
 
    He swung his sword in a sweeping, circular arc, and was rewarded with the sensation of the blade catching and bucking slightly as it sliced one of the monsters in half. The one he’d killed was the one that had been directly between him and the tower, and his legs seemed to realize that fact well ahead of the rest of him as he took off at a dead sprint. 
 
    The remaining vodakai came after him in pursuit, some of them crawling, and some of them flying. Ari heard a clicking noise and ducked on reflex, barely moving his head out of the way of a mandible attack that would have taken a chunk out of his neck. 
 
    Kerys was waving to him and shouting something that he couldn’t hear over the wind. Ari still had the heavy pack on his back. He would have ditched it had there been time for him to do anything other than run. 
 
    Two more of the monsters slithered forth to block his way as he reached the last stretch. Ari tried to cut at them with his sword, but they were too fast, and the blade cut into the earth instead. He didn’t have time. The tornado was coming at him on the left. He’d been too slow by a couple of seconds, and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    Ari gripped the hilt of his sword, the hilt of Eva, and then lobbed her through the tower’s half open door. Kerys dodged out of the way to avoid taking a nasty cut to the arm and furrowed her brow in confusion as she came back into view. 
 
    “Close the door!” Ari shouted. 
 
    One of the vodakai landed across his shoulders, and he felt a pair of razor sharp mandibles tearing into his upper shoulder. He screamed in pain and tried to pull the disgusting monster loose. Another one wrapped around his ankle, tripping him to his knees as he tried to stumble forward. 
 
    Rin appeared in the tower’s doorway. She slipped outside, leaving the safety of the refuge she’d so expertly bargained for, and surged forward in a burst of movement. She slid to a stop next to Ari and flung the vodakai around his ankle away, using her wings to amplify her throw with a burst of concentrated wind. 
 
    Ari could barely think as she pulled him to his feet. He felt dizzy, and it was hard for his eyes to focus without blurring and doubling the object of his attention. Eva came out to help Rin, and he felt the two women all but dragging him inside the tower. 
 
    Kerys slammed the door shut and barred it with a piece of wood as soon as they were within the common room. The windstorm could still be heard howling against the tower’s walls and buffeting it with the bits of debris constantly coming loose from the tornado. The tower was sturdy, however, and it was holding strong. 
 
    Ari smiled, feeling relieved that his friends were safe, even as he felt his awareness fading, and his fingers going cold. He’d been bitten by the vodakai more than once. Rin hadn’t mentioned that they were venomous, but as old Milo would have said, sweat stinks for a reason. 
 
    Is that what old Milo would have said? Ari let out a weak chuckle. He hoped it was a bathing day. His body felt so cold, and the hot springs would be perfect for warming up. 
 
    “Get him into a bed, you fools!” shouted Rin. “He’s going to die if we don’t hurry!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE (MYTHRIL) 
 
      
 
    Lord Mythril Dekaranas ran his hands through the rocks, finding one that suited his purposes after a couple of seconds. It was cloudy out, and the lakeside was absent of people other than him and his niece. 
 
    “Here,” he said. “And this time curl your finger around it more.” 
 
    “Like this?” she asked. 
 
    “Like this,” he said, showing her the grip he had on the rock in his hand. He pulled back his arm and sluiced it forward through the air, releasing at just the right time to send the rock skipping across the lake’s surface. 
 
    She made a determined fist, took a few steps back from the water’s edge, and then tried to imitate him, except with an exaggerated and childish running start. Her rock sailed forward in an arc and sank into the water with a resonant plop. 
 
    “You will get it eventually, Evastria,” said Mythril. “Just keep trying.” 
 
    “I need another rock…” she said, in a pouty voice. 
 
    Mythril smiled, watching as she scrunched her face up and began searching for one that was suitable to throw. She was young and small for her age compared to the other girls at the Tutorhall.  
 
    Her silver-blue hair was still wet from the swimming they’d done earlier. The coloring was rare enough that there was a name and a legend about it: Lucia’s Locks, the same color as the hair of the Face of the Trium. 
 
    “Eek!” Evastria let out a small squeal and fell backward onto her butt. Mythril’s hand went to his sword before noticing what had prompted her reaction and relaxing. 
 
    “It’s just a bug, Evastria,” he said. “I don’t even think it’s one that can hurt you.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” she said. “It looks gross! I don’t want it to touch me.” 
 
    Mythril chuckled. He scooped up another slim rock from the lake’s shore and moved to pass it to his niece. She took it and then looked out toward the hills in the distance. Mythril had heard it too, though he’d been trying to pretend like he hadn’t. The soft, pulsing hum of an approaching rune sled. 
 
    He knew who it was even before he saw the sleek, metallic vehicle crest over the top of the nearest hill, popping slightly further into the air beyond its usual hovering distance as its driver took advantage of the terrain. Diya kept his hair long, letting it fall almost to his shoulders, and it rippled in the air like a flag whenever he rode without a helmet. Which, given his personality, was more often than not. 
 
    “I told Diya that today was a day just for the two of us,” said Mythril. “He must have a really good reason for coming to find me.” 
 
    “It means you’re going away again, doesn’t it?” Evastria’s expression was simultaneously crestfallen and heartbroken in the way only a child’s can be. 
 
    “Just for a while,” said Mythril. “The Emperor knows our situation, Evastria, and he’s understanding. He won’t send me anywhere far away.” 
 
    It had only been him and Evastria for close to three years. Mythril’s parents had been loyal to the current Emperor’s father, and they’d both died during the last dynasty war, along with Evastria’s mother. She’d fallen into his care, and he’d dutifully watched over her to the best of his ability. 
 
    “Please, take me too!” said Evastria. “I’m not scared, Myth! I can help you, and I don’t want to stay here with the house maiden again.” 
 
    “Liza isn’t so bad,” said Mythril. 
 
    “She’s old and stuffy,” said Evastria. “Please, uncle?” 
 
    Mythril sighed and set a hand on your shoulder. “Not this time.” 
 
    Evastria scowled at him, but Mythril could tell that she was only wearing her anger openly in a conscious attempt to hold back tears. 
 
    “When you’re older, I’ll take you everywhere with me,” said Mythril. “I’ll teach you to fight and fend for yourself, and I’ll even make you an equipment set of your own.” 
 
    “You promise?” asked Evastria. 
 
    “I promise,” said Mythril. “As soon as you’re old enough to fight, you’ll never leave my side again. Unless you want to, of course.” 
 
    Evastria hugged his leg and looked up at him with slightly wet blue eyes. 
 
    “Why would I ever want to leave your side if I didn’t have to?” she asked. 
 
    Mythril chuckled. “Between now and when you’re my age, I’m sure you’ll think of a reason or two.” 
 
    Diya brought his rune sled to a stop with an exaggerated slide that kicked up sand in its wake. He tapped one of the foot controls and let it drop to the ground before hopping off and nodding to Mythril. Upon seeing Evastria’s face, Diya gave an exaggerated bow and fell to one knee in front of her. 
 
    “Milady Evastria,” said Diya. “I offer my most sincere apologies for interrupting your cherished family time so suddenly. If only there was something I had through which I could make it up to you.” 
 
    Diya frowned and held his hand out in front of him. He opened and closed it several times before reaching out toward Evastria’s ear and making a show of “pulling” a small slice of candied orange out of it. Evastria was caught between expressions, fighting a smile as she continued to pout. She finally let the smile win as Diya handed her the candy. 
 
    “Always the charmer, Diya,” said Mythril.  
 
    “Until the day I die,” said Diya. “As you may have guessed, Emperor Horace ordered me to come find you. I think it’s related to the abolitionists.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” said Mythril. “Can it wait until tonight?” 
 
    Diya shook his head. Mythril ran a hand through his hair and fought the urge to take the Trium’s name in vain. Having the Emperor’s favor was the reason he’d been able to take care of Evastria so easily in the wake of her parents’ deaths, but it also meant being called upon to serve at unusual times and with little notice. 
 
    “Fine,” said Mythril. “Let me bring Evastria home to the estate, first. I’ll meet you at the palace.” 
 
    “Myth!” cried Evastria. “I don’t want you to go again…” 
 
    “I’ll keep him safe, milady,” said Diya. “And… what’s this?” 
 
    He made a show of checking her other ear and pulling another candy out of it for her. Evastria remained sullen as she accepted it, but she didn’t object any further. Mythril gently took her by the hand, led her over to his own rune sled, and began floating home. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Emperor Horace was a young man, only five years older than Mythril and Diya. It was part of the reason why the three of them had grown so close and become so casual with each other. Horace never bothered to meet with them officially in his audience chamber anymore, instead inviting them into one of his private lounges where they sipped on wine poured by scantily dressed slaves as they discussed the state of the realm. 
 
    “How goes your work on the golem construct?” asked Emperor Horace. 
 
    “It’s slow, but consistent,” said Mythril. “The basic idea is sound, but there’s a lot of busywork involved. Chiseling the shape of the body, inscribing the motion wards into each joint. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “You should take Diya’s advice and buy a slave to assist with the process,” said Emperor Horace. “I’ll even lend you the funds. This project is a priority for the defense of our realm, I must remind you.” 
 
    “As I’ve said before,” said Mythril. “It’s better if I work on it myself and keep my work as private as possible. We know that the abolitionists have at least a few enchanters among their ranks. A slave assistant would pose the risk of being bribed or abducted, letting the design fall into enemy hands.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” said Emperor Horace. “Your thoughts, Diya?” 
 
    Diya shrugged. “I trust Mythril’s judgement on this. His mystica is his obsessiveness, after all.” 
 
    “And yours is a constant need for praise and attention,” said Mythril, with a smile. 
 
    Emperor Horace had stood up from his chair and was slowly pacing along the back of the room. 
 
    “I have a mission for the two of you,” he said. “The abolitionists have been growing bolder over the past few months,” he said. “They’ve been establishing small outposts outside the Cursed Coast, some of which border the Capital Islands. My watchers have informed me of one that I’d like for you to handle.” 
 
    “That’s unusual, isn’t it?” asked Diya. 
 
    “Yes…” The Emperor sighed. “It’s possible that I made a mistake with my policy of lenience. We have no need for the ruined soil of the Cursed Coast. I assumed that if I left them to the Empire’s outskirts, their radical rhetoric would carry no power.” 
 
    “You intend to send only the two of us?” asked Mythril. 
 
     “My watchers tell me that it’s a contained operation,” said Emperor Horace. “A guard, a few spies, and a slave or two. More of a waystation for rebels intending to infiltrate our ranks than a proper outpost.” 
 
    “We can handle that,” said Diya. “Right, Myth?” 
 
    “Yes…” said Mythril, in a considering tone. “Why us, though? It wouldn’t be hard for you to send in a joint contingent of soldiers and mages to run this place over if it’s as small as you say.” 
 
    Emperor Horace leaned forward against the back of his chair. His hair was glossy and black, cut short and unobtrusive to keep it from distracting from the essence crystal studded crown he wore on his head. He wasn’t a particularly tall or handsome man, but there was a glimmer of confident guile in his eyes that made up for it. 
 
    “I’ve given you both preferential treatment,” said Emperor Horace. “It’s been the case for years now. You’re both my friends, and as much as it pains me to put you into danger, I must ensure that you have the respect of the other lords along with my own.” 
 
    Mythril and Diya both nodded. 
 
    “Let me be clear about this,” said Emperor Horace. “I do not enjoy violence. But the abolitionists cannot be allowed to gain a significant foothold outside of the Cursed Coast. I wish for the two of you to make a statement in this. None must be allowed to survive.” 
 
    Diya got out of his chair and dropped down on one knee. Mythril joined him, though with a touch of reluctance. He’d killed before, and he didn’t enjoy it, even when it was necessary. 
 
    “Leave as soon as you’re able,” said Horace. “I’ll see you both when you arrive back.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The rebel base was even smaller and more unassuming than what Mythril had been expecting. It was a single old barn in the outskirts of the countryside, off the beaten path and impossible to find without directions. He and Diya had left their rune sleds behind at the nearest town, and had traveled on foot for the past day and a half as discreetly as they could manage. 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” muttered Diya. 
 
    “We aren’t going to storm in without watching for a while, first,” said Mythril. “They might be more capable than they seem.” 
 
    “They might be,” said Diya. “Or they might be like the rest of the abolitionists. Desperate, poorly equipped, and trained in their ideals instead of combat.” 
 
    “We wait,” said Mythril. “We’ll move in when the moment is suitable, and not a second before.” 
 
    Diya rolled his eyes at him but issued no further objections. It was late in the afternoon, and the two of them watched the barn while lying prone on their stomachs, hidden by the glare of the setting sun. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait for long. A tall man dressed in a stained cotton shirt and green overalls came out of the barn and made his way into the trees carrying an ax. Mythril shot a glance over at Diya and slowly nodded his head. 
 
    Diya stood up and closed his eyes in concentration. Mythril watched as several waves of light flashed over his body in quick succession. Diya was a physicalist, born with a mystica that allowed him to use spells that buffed and enhanced his own body. 
 
    “Which ones did you just cast?” asked Mythril. 
 
    “Muscle Empowerment, Skin Hardening, and Reflex Enhancement,” said Diya. 
 
    “You’re going all out, then?” said Mythril. 
 
    “What can I say?” said Diya. “Your caution is contagious.” 
 
    Mythril drew his own sword, the Hawk Blade he’d spent the better part of six months designing the enchantment for. He took the lead, heading for the barn door, while Diya watched the forest in the direction the man in the overalls had disappeared off into. 
 
    A shout came from within the barn, and half a dozen men stormed out. All of them were armed, and two of them wore chainmail, shields, and helmets. Mythril gritted his teeth and moved to stand a little closer to Diya, knowing that the first move of the rebels would be to surround them. 
 
    “Can you start us off with one of your enchantment tricks?” asked Diya. 
 
    Mythril nodded. He focused his essence into one of his Tremor Boots, another artifact that he’d slaved over for many long nights. He stomped his foot hard against grass, triggering the magic within them. Most of the men were instantly knocked off their feet, and the ones who weren’t still lost their balance. 
 
    He and Diya charged at the same time. Diya’s buffs let him move faster than Mythril, and he’d already slammed his sword through the stomach of one of the abolitionists by the time Mythril reached them. 
 
    Mythril slashed at one of the men still on the ground, but his attack was easily knocked to the side. He fell back a pace as the man hurried to his feet, and the two of them exchanged a quick series of parries that Mythril got the worse end of. He wasn’t an expert swordsman, a fact underscored by his opponent’s final flourish, which knocked his weapon out of his hand. 
 
    The rebel let out a shout of triumph and rushed forward to deliver the final blow. Mythril extended his hand outward, willing his Hawk Blade to shift forms into bird form. His weapon flew back to him, stopping to peck Mythril’s opponent’s face on the way and distracting him. 
 
    One of the other rebels came at Mythril from the side. Mythril pushed his essence into his Decoy Cloak, stepping to the side as three duplicates of him appeared in different, nearby places. The rebel hesitated, giving Mythril time to grab his Hawk Blade from the air and begin attacking again. 
 
    He took down both of his opponents in a quick series of slashes. Diya had handled the rest of them, and the two of them both had bloody blades in the silent aftermath of the fight.  
 
    “Barn looks empty,” said Diya. 
 
    “I’ll make sure it is,” said Mythril. “Can you handle the one in the woods on your own?” 
 
    Diya nodded. “If we hurry, we can be back in the capital by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Let’s make it so,” said Mythril. 
 
    Mythril headed into the barn, slowing as he took in the space on the other side. It was lit by candles instead of essence lights, and they were arrayed across the floor in a seemingly random pattern. A few bedrolls were lying out to the right of the door, along with various bags and discarded clothing. 
 
    There was a divider in the center of the barn. Mythril slowed to a stop as he approached it, hearing a rustling a noise. A figure stepped out into the open, a girl wearing a clean white gown. She had brown hair and a pretty face, though her short stature and the curves of her physique instantly told him that she was a Hume slave, rather than a Sai. 
 
    Mythril pointed his sword at her, and she fell to her knees without a word. She stared at him with intense green eyes, not looking away even as he took a step and brought the tip of his blade within a few inches of her neck. 
 
    “Don’t kill me,” whispered the woman. “At least until you’ve heard what I have to say.” 
 
    She was young, barely an adult, and there was something about her that reminded him of Evastria. Mythril exhaled through his teeth, feeling his resolve fading faster than he could keep hold of it. The girl was still looking at him, staring into the face of death with a shocking amount of confidence. 
 
    “What were you doing here?” asked Mythril. 
 
    The girl didn’t answer for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “I was looking for you, Lord Mythril,” she said, in an unflinching voice. 
 
    Mythril lowered his sword, and then sheathed it. He heard the sound of approaching footsteps and turned to find Diya entering the barn behind him. 
 
    “I got the one in the woods,” said Diya. “Did you find anything of…?” 
 
    He trailed off as he caught sight of Mythril and the girl. 
 
    “No,” said Mythril. “Should we call in an investigation team to do a thorough search, though?” 
 
    “Why is she still alive, Myth?” asked Diya. 
 
    “She’s just a slave,” said Mythril. “There’s no need to kill her.” 
 
    “She isn’t dressed like a slave,” said Diya. “The abolitionists pride themselves on trampling upon the natural order. She was probably closer to an equal of the Sai in the group.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Mythril. “Either way, I don’t see the point.” 
 
    “The Emperor gave us an order, Mythril,” said Diya. 
 
    “And we followed it through,” he said. “I see no reason for us to waste a perfectly good slave.” 
 
    “You and your Trium blessed conscience,” muttered Diya. “So be it. I won’t mention her. But you’d best make sure that you know what you’re doing. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mythril stood in the Emperor’s audience chamber, hands clasped behind his back. It was the first time he’d been called there in an official capacity in years, since before he’d been a proper adult and one of Horace’s close confidants. 
 
    “You handled the situation far quicker than I’d expected you to,” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Mythril. He and Diya had come straight back to the capital afterward. Diya had reported to the Emperor ahead of him, as it had taken Mythril a few hours to get the slave settled in his estate without drawing undue attention. 
 
    “Did anything unexpected come up?” asked Emperor Horace. 
 
    Mythril hesitated for the briefest second before giving a small shake of his head. 
 
    “Diya told me all about the details of the fight,” said Emperor Horace. “Along with something I find most hard to believe.” 
 
    “Did he, now?” asked Mythril. 
 
    “He says that neither of you took as much as a scratch, even though you were outnumbered by more than three to one,” said Emperor Horace. “I already have my personal bard ironing out the details of a song to commemorate the occasion. Well done, Lord Mythril.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He found the slave girl in the servant’s showers. Evastria had already been asleep when he’d returned to the estate, and he’d given most of the other servants and guards the night off, leaving only those he trusted most for the sake of keeping his new slave’s arrival a secret. 
 
    She was drying off when he stepped into the bathing chamber. Mythril politely averted his eyes, but he could feel her gaze on him as she ran the towel over her naked body. She didn’t seem afraid. Though she’d been completely silent on the way back to the capital, she hadn’t resisted or reacted when Mythril had brought her into his home and explained her new circumstances to her. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    He turned to look at her, and the girl stared back with those piercing green eyes. One of her breasts was completely exposed, and he tried not to let his reaction to her flawless pale skin and pink nipple show on his face as he forced himself to look away again. 
 
    “Rachel,” she said. 
 
    “Rachel, milord. People will grow suspicious of your origin if you don’t learn to use the proper honorifics.” 
 
    “My apologies,” said Rachel. “Though something tells me you care little for formalities, yourself. I’ve read your writing. I know that you aren’t a fool, Mythril.” 
 
    “Oh?” He chuckled a little. “Is that so?” 
 
    “You’re one of the few people with the power to make a difference in the coming years,” said Rachel. “I think you can see how wrong, and unjust the Empire is in its current state.” 
 
    “I’m not a loyalist, despite my influence,” said Mythril. “If you expect me to argue for the merits of slavery and the birth system, prepare to be disappointed. I am loyal to my Emperor, but I hold my own beliefs.” 
 
    “That’s part of the reason why I wanted to find you so badly,” said Rachel. 
 
    “Part of the reason?” asked Mythril. “What’s the rest of it, then?” 
 
    He suddenly felt a little foolish for the mercy he’d shown her, given the strange fixation she seemed to have for him. It was clear that she’d been indoctrinated with a version of the rebel’s populist ideology, and given how beautiful she was, had perhaps been recruited by them as a spy or informant. 
 
    “Do you know why the Cursed Coast carries the name that it does?” she asked. 
 
    Mythril shrugged. He glanced at her for a quick second, looking away when he noticed the potent combination of her determined expression and open, intoxicating nudity. 
 
    “It was destroyed by an ancient civilization,” said Mythril. “A bunch of old ruins and nothing more. Even the soil was rendered infertile.” 
 
    “More than just ruins,” she said. “Remnants of the past. Mythril, I’m not here at anyone’s behest. I came to find you because I recognize your genius, and I’ve found something on the coast that I think only you will be able to understand.” 
 
    “You’re talking about a lost enchanting artifact, aren’t you?” asked Mythril. “It’s almost like you’re reading from a script. A beautiful woman, promising powerful, forgotten enchantments.” 
 
    “If you understood the scope of what I want to show you, your tone would be much different,” said Rachel. “Some of what I’ve found, if brought to fruition, could change the world.” 
 
    “Which begs the question why you, as a rebel cooperator, would attempt to involve one of the Emperor’s trusted advisors,” he said. 
 
    “I believe that the potential of some of the designs I’ve found will make slavery obsolete,” said Rachel. “That’s why I’m here, Mythril. Milord. Because I’ve found a way to end this conflict without violence.” 
 
    Mythril shook his head, suddenly finding it hard to keep his incredulity in check. 
 
    “This must be some sort of jest,” he said. “At least, I sorely hope it is. If you truly believe what you’re saying, I have to question whether you’re of sound mental state to serve in my… Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    Rachel walked past him, still wearing only a towel. She pulled her hand away when Mythril reached for it. He hesitated for a moment before finding the patience to humor the girl for a short while longer. 
 
    She continued down the hallway, around the corner, and through the door into Mythril’s enchanting laboratory. The most recent model of his prototype stone golem took up most of the floor space, and he still had a few of the blueprints for the rune patterns and ward placements left out on the desk. Rachel headed straight over to them. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Mythril. “Don’t touch those. They aren’t for your eyes.” 
 
    She’d found a pen and begun scribbling. Mythril scowled and moved to stop her. He drew up short as he saw some of the changes she’d made to the document. 
 
    “Soul bonding,” said Rachel. “You’ve attempted it before, and even managed it in regard to a few lesser creatures. You need to treat this as a sentient construct rather than a mechanized weapon, if you hope to achieve what you’ve set out to do.” 
 
    “This is…” Mythril could hardly believe it, and shook his head even as he spoke. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. How did I not see this?” 
 
    “These runes are only a fraction of the legacy I’ve discovered,” said Rachel. “Mythril, I’ve found the workshop of the Nameless Enchanter.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said Mythril. “We have no evidence that the man ever even truly existed.” 
 
    Rachel nodded back toward the new runes she’d drawn on his blueprint. He grudgingly admitted to himself that if was she was spinning lies, she’d gone to great lengths in creating new forms of enchantments to support her deception. 
 
    “I come to you to ask for your help in finishing what would have been his greatest invention: the Soul Engine.” Rachel took a step closer to him, her face taking on a dark, obsessive quality. “Imagine a world where people’s souls persisted after death and could reincarnate in new bodies. Would slavery even have a purpose if that was how existence worked?”  
 
    “What’s your angle?” asked Mythril. “You claim that this would change the world. Am I supposed to believe that you’re acting entirely out of selfless altruism?” 
 
    “You could believe that,” said Rachel. “Or you could believe that it’s a setup, and that I’ll betray you eventually.” 
 
    She turned to face him, locking her eyes onto his with such intensity that it was hard for him to imagine her as a slave. She reached up to the towel and undid the fold, letting it fall to the ground. 
 
    “All I want is your trust and your help,” said Rachel. 
 
    Mythril didn’t look away. 
 
    “You’re asking me to take a leap of faith,” he said. 
 
    “I’m asking you to take me,” whispered Rachel. 
 
    She kissed him, and he felt his lips moving against hers in response. Her body felt soft and warm, and his logic went to war against waves of rushing passion. She’d made him an offer that he simply could not resist. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Ari’s awareness came back to him in slow stages as the dream, if that’s what it had been, abruptly ended. He could feel the shape of one of the tower’s hard, stone bed foundations underneath him, but it was a small afternote in comparison to the soft, warm, and very much naked body next to him. 
 
    He was still aroused from the tantalizing manner in which the dream had ended, and he felt himself moving without much thought. Shifting his hips, Ari made the rather welcome discovery that he was also naked. He slid his hands down his bed companion’s back, letting his fingers linger on the cushion of her butt. 
 
    “Ari?” whispered Kerys. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Part of me certainly is,” he said. He squeezed one of buttocks and prodded into her stomach with that particular body part. 
 
    “Ari!” shouted Kerys. “We were so worried! Dormiar’s tears, don’t ever…” 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss and then slid so he was a little lower and had a more interesting angle. One of his hands settled on one of Kerys’ awesome breasts. He gave it a gentle caress and then stopped to consider why, exactly, she was in the bed naked with him. 
 
    “You were so worried that you decided you were finally ready to give your virginity to me,” whispered Ari. “Kerys, that’s so sweet.” 
 
    “No, you idiot,” said Kerys. “Rin said that the vodakai venom would lower your body temperature to a dangerous point. So Eva and I have been taking turns lying in bed with you and warming you up.” 
 
    “Oh…” said Ari. He thrust forward against Kerys with his erection, mostly just to see what would happen. It connected with her tightly crossed thighs and he heard her let out an irritated hiss. 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re awake, at least,” said Kerys. She slid off the side of the bed, and Ari opened his eyes far enough to see her pulling on her underwear and then her dress. 
 
    “Hold on, I’m getting cold again,” said Ari. “Ohhhh… I’m so cold. I need more naked body heat. We should probably get some friction going, too.” 
 
    “I have no idea why we even bothered,” said Kerys. Her tone was annoyed, but she was smiling, and the relief lingered in her eyes. 
 
    The door to Ari’s room opened, and Eva burst in through it. She slid past Kerys and slid onto the bed next to Ari, pulling him into a tight hug through the blanket. 
 
    “Aristial!” she said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She kissed him before he could answer, and then let her forehead lean against his as their embrace continued. Ari felt his heart pound at the depth of emotion he saw on her face. He hugged her back, his thoughts traveling back in time to Mythril and the little girl he’d seen by the lake. 
 
    “I’m okay,” said Ari. “As well as ever.” 
 
    “I could feel flickers of your pain through our bond,” whispered Eva. 
 
    Kerys was shooting daggers with her eyes at the two of them from the corner of the room. As much as Ari wanted to mention his vision, and what he’d seen of Eva and Mythril, it seemed too personal to bring up just then. Rin, now also stood in the open doorway, watching the scene with a smug smile on her face. Her arms were folded, and she stood with her wings hanging like a cloak around her shoulders and back. 
 
    “See,” said Rin. “I told you it would work. He may be stupid, but he isn’t weak. It was simply a matter of keeping him warm and giving his body time to fight through it.” 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Rin,” said Ari. “I’m surprised you’re still here. I would have figured you to have taken off immediately after the windstorm.” 
 
    All three of the women looked at each other. 
 
    “It hasn’t ended yet,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari frowned as he realized that he could still hear the faint sound of it rushing and battering against the walls. 
 
    “How long has it been?” he asked. 
 
    “A day and a half,” said Eva. 
 
    “Windstorms can last for up to a week, on occasion,” said Rin. “It isn’t so unusual of a thing.” 
 
    Ari ran a hand through his hair, trying not to let how discouraged he suddenly felt show on his face. 
 
    “How much food do we have left?” he asked. 
 
    “A day’s worth,” said Kerys. “Maybe two if we ration carefully. We have plenty of water, though.” 
 
    Ari let out a slow sigh and nodded. He ran his fingers over where the vodakai had taken a chunk out of his arm, finding a carefully wrapped strip of clean leather tied over the wound. He started to climb out of bed, but Eva set a cautioning hand on his chest. 
 
    “You should save your strength,” she said. “Rest.” 
 
    “I think I’ve done enough of that, for the time being.” He cleared his throat as he started to slide his naked body out from under the blanket, and after a couple of seconds, the women took the hint and left the room. 
 
    He dressed slowly, pulling his trousers and tunic on over sore and bruised limbs. Eva, Kerys, and Rin were waiting for him down in the common room. The sound of the windstorm was more intense on the first level, battering against the door and making the piece of wood they’d used as a drop bar groan under the strain. 
 
    “Let’s talk strategy,” said Ari. “Rin, you seem pretty knowledgeable about the surface. What do you think we should do?” 
 
    Rin shot him an amused look. She was dressed in the same style of clothing as the rest of the Ravarians Ari had seen, black leather leggings and a tight, somewhat revealing black and red bodice. The clothing had odd accents, little strips of cloth that he could imagine fluttering in the wind like streamers, trailing behind during flight. 
 
    “We’re doing all that there is to do,” said Rin. “Which is nothing. There is a reason my cadre was in the midst of migrating when you found me.” 
 
    “Where were they migrating to?” asked Ari. “Is it somewhere nearby? Somewhere we could reach?” 
 
    “No,” said Rin. “The distance is simply too far, chala.” 
 
    “Quit calling him that,” said Kerys. “It’s obnoxious.” 
 
    “Think of it as a term of endearment,” said Rin, with a smile. “Your mate did save my life, after all.” 
 
    “He’s not my mate!” snapped Kerys. “Furthermore, the only reason he saved you is because he thought you might have useful information.” 
 
    “Must you insist on screeching at me?” asked Rin. “You’re like one of the spoiled children back in the flock.” 
 
    Kerys glared at her. “You are one of the most insufferably toxic people I’ve ever met!” 
 
    Ari cleared his throat and moved to position himself between them. “How about we turn our focus away from each other, and back toward the problem at hand? You know, so we don’t boil over and accidentally get violent?” 
 
    Kerys and Rin scowled at each other, but neither of them said anything more. 
 
    “Eva,” he said. “Do you think any of the tower’s interior wards might help us?” 
 
    Eva seemed to think about it for a few seconds before shaking her head. 
 
    “I cannot be entirely certain, but I do not think so,” said Eva. 
 
    “We’ve been over most of this already, while you were unconscious,” said Kerys. “The simple truth is that we’re trapped here for now. We’re at the mercy of the weather.” 
 
    “I’m not a huge fan of that conclusion,” said Ari, with a sigh. “But I guess it’s just reality.” 
 
    “Best if we all try to keep busy,” said Eva. “Lord Aristial, may I suggest that you spend some time with the enchanting altar? I believe you still had some essence absorbed at the time of your injury.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Ari flexed his hand, noticing the gentle hum of essence through his body that had slipped into the background of his awareness. “Thanks for reminding me.” 
 
    Eva followed him up to the tower’s third floor and watched as he pressed his hand onto the ward that allowed him to deposit and absorb essence. Ari could sense the approximate amount still left inside, and he remembered that they still had the enchanted scrolls he’d found on his first foray into the labyrinth. They might be short on food, but they had an ample supply of essence to work with, at least. 
 
    “Eva,” said Ari. “What do you remember about your old master? You said his name was Lord Mythril?” 
 
    Eva tensed visibly, clenching her jaw and squaring her shoulders. Her expression was clouded and dark, and she closed her eyes for an instant and gave a tiny shake of her head. 
 
    “I do not remember any specific details about him,” said Eva. “Just emotions. He was a man that I truly hated with every fiber of my being.” 
 
    “You told me so much else, though,” said Ari. “About enchanting. About the Saidican Empire. How can your memories be so selective?” 
 
    Eva looked away from him, and Ari could sense the turmoil that his question had stirred within her. 
 
    “I do not know,” she said. “Perhaps the answer to your question is just another facet of what I have forgotten. I have started to remember, and I can only hope that through continuing to build our bond, more will come back to me.” 
 
    She looked so vulnerable. Ari got the sudden, inexplicable sense that telling her about his vision and what he’d learned from it would be the wrong thing to do, at least until he knew more. If her hatred for Lord Mythril ran as deep as it appeared to, it might even be better for the knowledge of their relationship to be lost to the sands of time. 
 
    “I have a request,” said Eva. “If it is alright for me to voice.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    “We are constrained to the tower’s interior at the moment,” said Eva. “It seems like the perfect time for me to give you some instruction, as we previously spoke of. Would you be willing to learn from me?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Ari. “I would love that.” 
 
    A shout came from the tower’s downstairs. Ari tensed, and then relaxed a little as he heard a second voice shouting in response, and he recognized the rhythm of Kerys and Rin arguing. 
 
    “You know what?” said Ari. “I think they should join in, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Ari stood on the tower’s fourth floor with Eva, Rin, and Kerys. It was an open space that felt decidedly unfinished compared to the other levels. There was no furniture, no room partitions, and only the stairs and upper hatch that led to the rooftop. Which made it the perfect place for them to train their combat skills while stuck inside. 
 
    “My people don’t favor swords,” said Rin. “It’s an impractical weapon to use midflight. Sword fights can’t happen in the air.” 
 
    “We have a few longer pieces of firewood, which you can use, if you’d like,” said Ari. “I think this will still be valuable for you to learn. Especially since you won’t be flying anytime soon with your wing missing those feathers, right?” 
 
    Ari realized that he’d let his mouth run a little ahead of him as he saw Rin’s expression waver in response to his words. She looked angry for a moment, and then embarrassed. 
 
    “I’m fine with her opting out,” said Kerys. “I’d prefer it, actually.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” said Ari, in a terse voice. “However, she has the most combat experience outside of Eva. I’d like her to be a part of this. If she wants to be.” 
 
    “I suppose I could play along, chala,” said Rin. “For now.” 
 
    Eva had already picked out pieces of firewood to serve as their swords. They weren’t perfect training weapons, especially given the ease of which the dry wood imparted splinters into fingers and palms, but they were all the group had to work with. 
 
    Eva walked them through several different basic sword stances, naming each one in Saidios, the Saidican language, before giving a translation in words that they could understand. 
 
    “Defensive stance,” said Eva. “Keep your back leg crouched. Like this.” 
 
    She slid a hand against Ari’s thigh and pulled back a little, widening his positioning. Ari was surprised by the ease with which the explanations came to her, and he again found himself wondering how she could remember so much about sword fighting and so little about herself. 
 
    Eva set him up with Rin, to start. The Ravarian had settled for wielding a pretend sword, rather than a spear, but she still managed to seem more comfortable holding the weapon than Ari felt. Eva had them spar against each other in an alternating fashion, one of them defending and practicing the stance while the other attacked. 
 
    “Watch the eyes,” said Eva. “They will tell you what your opponent plans on doing next.” 
 
    Ari stared into Rin’s violet irises, struck by how pretty they were up close. She attacked while he was admiring them, striking him once in the wrist and once in the ribs. 
 
    “Hey!” said Ari. “I wasn’t ready.” 
 
    “That’s why I attacked you,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari sighed, and tried again. This time, he had more luck, managing to respond to one of Rin’s attacks with a block that knocked her stick from her hands. 
 
    “I think I’m starting to get it,” said Ari. “But this only makes sense against a human opponent. I’m not even sure if the fishers have eyes, and I expect that it’s near impossible to predict how the vodakai move.” 
 
    “It can be done,” said Eva. “It is not something we can practice here, but it can be done. If you train your swordsmanship properly, there will be little difference between fighting humans and monsters.” 
 
    They kept at it for close to three hours straight. It was a pleasant distraction from what was going on outside, even though Ari found it difficult to fight at full strength with his lingering fatigue and injuries. 
 
    He took a perverse sort of pleasure in watching Rin and Kerys spar against each other with the sticks. Kerys was more capable than he’d been expecting her to be, and it seemed like a fairly even match, at times. Both women seemed to take out a little of their frustration with one another through the sparring, and they were dripping with sweat after their final bout. 
 
    “That is enough for today,” said Eva. “There is a point where training becomes counterproductive.” 
 
    “Good point,” said Ari. “Though I’d pretty much seize any excuse to avoid getting another splinter in my palm.” 
 
    “Let me take a look at it,” said Kerys. She came over before he could answer, and carefully extracted a splinter between her fingernails. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. 
 
    The four of them headed back down to the common room. The swirling dust and debris outside made it difficult to tell exactly what time it was, but judging from the fading light, Ari assumed it was nearing evening. 
 
    “We might end up eating the last of our food tonight,” said Kerys. “There really isn’t much left.” 
 
    She pulled out the remnants of the tower’s food stores. It was basically just a couple of potatoes and a small pile of carrots. Ari felt his stomach rebelling a little at the idea of a dinner consisting of a tiny portion of cold vegetables, and then he had a thought. 
 
    “There is one enchantment that might help us, even if we are stuck inside,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He made a quick trip upstairs to the enchanting altar and pulled about half the essence contained within it out into his body. He grinned at Kerys and motioned for her to hold off on passing out the food as he made his way into the small kitchen on the first floor. 
 
    “Remember this ward?” asked Ari. “Eva, you said it could heat up the stone surface of this table in order to cook food on it.” 
 
    “That was my best guess,” she said. “It might not be wise to gamble essence on my assumption, however.” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, I’d agree with you,” said Ari. 
 
    He pressed his hand against the ward carved into the stone table’s edge and willed essence into it, and after a couple of seconds, it flashed with light. Ari touched the ward a second time and then the surface of the table. His fingers shot back in reflex as they sensed the intense heat coming off of it. 
 
    They spent a few minutes figuring out how the mechanism of the ward worked. Holding a hand against the unheated edge of it increased the amount of heat the cooking table’s center put out. Tapping it twice seemed to turn it on or off. It didn’t seem to make much difference whether the person operating the ward had a large store of essence within them or not, much to Kerys’ relief. 
 
    “This is amazing!” she said. “We can use this to make a stew without needing a fire and stretch what little food we have even further. Aristial, you are a genius!” 
 
    “I’ll remind you of that the next time you get mad at me,” he said. 
 
    Kerys rolled her eyes at him, but she was still grinning. She filled the pot with water from the shower, set it on the cooking table, and slowly added the vegetables as the water boiled. 
 
    “You use the old artifacts without any hesitance,” said Rin. “That’s… an unwise thing to do, chala.” 
 
    “I don’t see any problem with it,” said Ari. “Especially if it gives us an advantage when it comes to survival.” 
 
    He looked over at Eva and saw a curious expression on her face. She was watching Rin carefully, as though she half-expected the Ravarian to suddenly become violent or angry. 
 
    “You don’t have a complete understanding of how these things work,” said Rin. “You’re take a risk by assuming you know more than you do.” 
 
    She had a point, but at the same time, Ari found it hard to share her suspicion. 
 
    “Is this a cultural thing?” asked Ari. “Do your people have rules about using Sai artifacts, or a taboo against it?” 
 
    “We are not… how do you say… dogmatic, about such things,” said Rin. “We just don’t place value in the same ideals that the Saidicans held.” 
 
    “This seems like as a good of a time as any for you to come clean about what else you know,” said Ari. “Remember our deal? I didn’t rescue you solely out of the kindness of my heart. What can you tell me about the surface, Rin?” 
 
    Rin let out a small chuckle that drew a frown out of Eva. She shrugged and began preening the feathers of one of her wings with her fingers. 
 
    “That’s an open-ended question, chala,” she said. “What would you like to know, specifically?” 
 
    “What do you know about the Weatherblight?” asked Ari. “How is it that they can just appear like they do?” 
 
    Rin let out a low sigh and flashed a tired smile. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she said. “That’s information that would be quite relevant, indeed. The Weatherblight have come to define the world that we live in, after all. I can tell you only of the legends of my people, and what’s been recorded in the early histories we have from the time we won our freedom from the Saidicans.” 
 
    “It’s more than what we know right now, I’m sure,” said Ari. 
 
    “The Weatherblight are an ancient curse brought about by the return of the Old Moon,” said Rin. “I’m sure you’ve seen it. The colorful one, with the blue and green surface.” 
 
    “We’ve been calling it the Stray,” said Ari. 
 
    “A fitting name,” said Rin. “It was not always in its current place, and some of my people claim that it will not remain there forever. The Old Moon has a corrupting influence over the surface, chala. Its curse taints the underlying essence of nature, using it as fertilizer for the Weatherblight.” 
 
    “How could a moon have an effect like that?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You ask a question with an unknown answer,” said Rin. “Personally, I’ve always suspected the Old Moon to be more than just a celestial object. It could well be a cursed artifact, of sorts. Or a world of its own, one inhabited by those who consider us to be their enemy. But your guess is as good as mine, or any I’ve heard, chala.” 
 
    “Are there places that are safe?” asked Ari. “And… Are there any cities left? Is everywhere like this, ruined and plagued by the Weatherblight?” 
 
    “There are safe places,” said Rin. “This region is considered by my flock to be one of them. The weather is not as severe or constant here as it is elsewhere.” 
 
    Ari stared at her, trying to keep his disappointment at her answer from showing on his face. If where they were now was considered to be a safe place, was there really any hope for them? 
 
    “There are cities, too,” said Rin. “Though not many of them. Varnas-Rav is my people’s home. About ten thousand of us live there, in total, though we often have to leave our island during the stormy season.” 
 
    “If we showed up there, as humans…” began Ari. 
 
    “It would be very… ah, what is the word… awkward?” Rin shrugged. “If I vouched for you, you’d be welcome for a time. A few days, perhaps. Though it’s pointless to speculate.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Because we would have about as much luck as getting there as a robin escaping from a snake’s innards,” said Rin. “Traveling on foot just isn’t done. Too dangerous.” 
 
    Ari exhaled through his teeth. “What about the other cities you mentioned? Are there any populated by humans? Or even Sai?” 
 
    “Far to the north there is a Hume city,” said Rin. “It’s known as ‘Cliffhaven’ in both my language and the slave tongue. My people do not usually go there, but we occasionally trade with ships that come south into our waters.” 
 
    “How far to the north?” asked Ari. He couldn’t keep an edge of excitement from entering his voice. 
 
    “An impossible distance for you to travel,” said Rin. “It would be suicide for you to attempt the trip, even with sufficient supplies and weapons. The first hundred miles alone would involve traversing the Vodakai Sands, a desert that has never been crossed on foot before.” 
 
    “It still might be worth trying,” said Ari. 
 
    Rin shook her head. “When I said before that your current location is a safer place, I meant it. Heading into the desert would show you what I mean. The vodakai born from the windstorms in that region are hundreds of times larger than the ones you faced outside this tower. I am not exaggerating, chala.” 
 
    “There must be another way,” said Ari. “You mentioned ships. Could we sail there?” 
 
    “The leviathans rule the ocean,” said Rin. “They are not monsters like the Weatherblight, but they are equally if not even more dangerous. They grow aggressive whenever the water becomes turbulent, or when they get hungry. They threaten even the largest ships, let alone whatever vessel you and your companions could feasibly build.” 
 
    Ari slapped his hand down on the table, his frustration finally boiling over. He felt useless and being confined to the tower the windstorm only amplified the sensation. 
 
    “You are not as poor off as you might think, chala,” said Rin. “This tower is sturdy. It will hold through the windstorm, and we’ll have at least a day or two before the rain follows to consider what to do next.”  
 
    “You think it’s going to rain after this windstorm is over?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It usually does,” said Rin. “The clouds will follow in the wake of the winds, almost without fail.” 
 
    Her words did little to reassure him. Ari sighed and leaned back against the wall, hearing the echo of the name of the human city Rin had mentioned in his head. Cliffhaven. Knowing that it existed was both a blessing and a curse. He had to find a way to get Kerys there. Maybe not immediately, but eventually. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Dinner was a quiet, borderline somber affair. Kerys brought the pot out and set it down on the center of the common room table, and they each passed around the ladle, taking small sips of broth and eating the boiled vegetables. It could have used some salt, but Ari didn’t say that out loud. 
 
    “I didn’t use all the vegetables,” said Kerys. “We still have enough for one more pot of stew tomorrow.” 
 
    “That’s probably all we’ll need,” said Ari. “The windstorm can’t last for that much longer, can it?” 
 
    The silence of the others left his question hanging on the air. They finished eating under the weight of that same tension and split off to each spend the remainder of the night in different ways. Kerys and Eva head up to the library together to take a stab at translating some of the old Sai texts. Rin headed straight to bed. 
 
    Ari remembered the tool belt that he’d found during the last foray they’d made into the labyrinth. He took out the hammer and nails, collected some of the currently useless firewood, and got to work. 
 
    He had two chairs finished an hour later, with a third on the way. They weren’t pretty by any definition of the word, and they were more like stools than proper chairs with backs, but at the very least they’d be able to sit around the common room table with them. 
 
    He finished two more for good measure before retiring for the night. Eva was already in her room, and he hesitated outside her door for only a moment before opening it and slipping inside. He felt a flush of excitement as he approached her bed, noticing her clothing in a pile next to it. 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood?” whispered Eva. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Ari sat down next to her. “I thought you might be interested in, uh, you know. Strengthening our bond.” 
 
    The words had a hot, electrified feeling on his tongue, even though there was nothing technically illicit about them. Eva sat up in bed and her blanket slid low enough to reveal the nipple of one of her small breasts. 
 
    “I do not fully trust the Ravarian,” said Eva. “I worry that focusing on strengthening our bond with her under the same roof may reveal too much.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to know that’s what we’re doing,” said Ari. 
 
    “Even so,” said Eva. “It would mean the two of us letting our guard down simultaneously.” 
 
    “You think she might try something?” asked Ari. “She’s in the same situation that we’re in.” 
 
    “It is as I said,” said Eva. “I do not fully trust her.” 
 
    Ari sighed and tried not to look as disappointed as he felt. He rubbed Eva’s knee and then left her room. Kerys hopped back from the door, which she’d apparently been nearly pressed up against, and brought her hand up to her mouth in surprise. 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari, remembering her peeping from a few nights before. “Were you…?” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing anything!” she said, cutting him off. “I… I was just on my way to my room.” 
 
    “Kerys Weaver,” said Ari. “Are you lying to me?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about!” snapped Kerys. She turned and hurried away from him, into her room. Ari followed, leaning against the doorframe and watching her. 
 
    Her face was as red as he’d ever seen it before, and she wouldn’t make eye contact with him. Ari felt a little bad for her and he had to silently remind himself that she’d been the one invading other people’s privacy and doing something wrong. 
 
    “Look,” said Ari. “That wasn’t the first time I’ve seen you. You did it the last time Eva and I were together, Kerys. I would have said something, but too much happened on the day after for me to have a chance to bring it up.” 
 
    “No…” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “Sorry, but we have to talk about it,” said Ari. “I care about you. You know that. Be honest with me.” 
 
    Kerys sighed. She blinked a couple of times and finally looked up at him. She looked so small and vulnerable that Ari found himself remembering the way she’d been treated back in the Hollow. Little Kerys, the frail daughter and youngest child of the Weaver family. 
 
    “I… admit it,” she whispered. 
 
    Ari waited for the explanation, but it didn’t come. 
 
    “Kerys,” he said. “Is this because of how you reacted to the idea of me and Eva originally?” 
 
    “You mean because of how jealous I got?” asked Kerys. “Yes… and no.” 
 
    Kerys sighed. Ari could sense her distress and decided to step back from the role of the interrogator. He shut the door to her room and took a seat on the bed next to her, wrapping one of his arms around her side. 
 
    “It does make me feel weird, knowing that you and Eva have started to care for each other,” said Kerys. “But it was more than just that. The truth is… I was curious about how the two of you would act. In… a sexual way.” 
 
    Ari wasn’t sure what to say to that. He gave her a squeeze with his arm and left her space to continue. 
 
    “It gave me this weird rush,” said Kerys. “I know how creepy that must sound, but it was so exciting watching the two of you. I didn’t even think about whether it was right or wrong.” 
 
    “It didn’t make you feel uncomfortable, given what you said before?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Of course it did.” Kerys scowled a little. “I felt jealous, and hurt, and betrayed, and… really, really excited.” 
 
    Ari knew how much her honesty was taking out of her, but he couldn’t resist. 
 
    “Kerys, that’s literally voyeurism,” he said. “Like Peeping Pete used to do back in the caverns before the Hollow Lord started punishing him.” 
 
    “Aristial!” said Kerys. “Don’t compare me to him! I… I was just curious, and then once I started it was so hard to stop, and…” 
 
    Ari kissed her, and ran a reassuring hand through her hair. She’d been honest with him, and it wasn’t her fault that the truth was weird. He cupped her cheek as their lips parted, staring into her eyes and feeling a not unwelcome warmth in his chest and heart. 
 
    “We should find a better outlet for you, with this,” said Ari. “What if you just watch me?” 
 
    “Watch you… doing what?” Kerys gave him a small, teasing smirk. 
 
    “You know,” he said. “Having a good time. Solo.” 
 
    Kerys furrowed her brow. “I could. I’m not sure if it would be as much fun for me, though.” 
 
    “What if we watch each other?” asked Ari. 
 
    The mere suggestion was enough to bring color to Kerys’ cheeks. She glanced away from him and had a tiny, embarrassed smile on her face when she finally looked back. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered. “That… could be fun.” 
 
    Ari felt both the tension and temperature go up as he leaned back on Kerys’ bed.  
 
    “You’ll have to be the one to start,” said Ari. 
 
    “What?” said Kerys. “That’s no fair.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” said Ari. “You’ve already watched me and Eva several times. Without permission.” 
 
    Kerys rolled her eyes, but she was still smiling as she stood up from the bed. She stood facing away from him and let one hand come to rest on the shoulder strap of her recently re-tailored dress. 
 
    “Are you ready?” whispered Kerys. 
 
    Ari got himself ready, opening his tunic and sliding his trousers and underwear down far enough to free his growing arousal. He was far more excited than he’d expected to be. He’d seen Kerys naked before. She’d been naked against him that morning, even. But this felt different. Dangerous, somehow. 
 
    “Take your dress off, Kerys,” said Ari. 
 
    She turned around, her eyes lingering on his hand, and more specifically what it was now holding onto. She was blushing furiously as she pulled one shoulder strap aside and then the other. She held the top hem of the dress over her cleavage for a couple of tantalizing seconds before pulling it down and letting her breasts pop loose. 
 
    Ari saw a shudder run through her as she stood in front of him, topless and turned on. He was hard, and he let his own hand slowly stroke his cock, feeling a similar surge of pleasure at the knowledge that Kerys was watching him do it. 
 
    She let her dress fall to the floor and shyly pulled an arm across her chest as though she could take back what she’d already shown him. Her breasts were large compared to her body, and she couldn’t quite get the angle of her forearm right to cover both nipples completely. Ari grinned at her girlish embarrassment and gestured to her panties with his free hand. 
 
    “Those, too,” he said. “I want to see all of you, Kerys.” 
 
    “Then you have to show me everything, so it’s fair,” she replied. 
 
    Ari had no problem with that. He took off his remaining clothing in record time and sat on the bed stroking himself as he waited for Kerys. He felt like a dirty old man in a young man’s body, and Kerys’ girlish appearance and flustered state only amplified the sensation. 
 
    “You can only watch, remember,” she said. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. He wasn’t sure if he was making a promise that he’d end up keeping, but he would have said just about anything to keep the encounter going. 
 
    Kerys let her arm fall away from her breasts, which swayed from side to side as they came back into view. She slid her thumbs into the waistband of her panties and leaned over as she dropped them, taking up the posture of a lewd portrait as her breasts hung forward, and her naked crotch came into view. 
 
    “Oh, Kerys,” groaned Ari. “You have a total wife body.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “That’s what all the boys in the Hollow used to say about you,” said Ari. His hand was moving faster now. He could still see her eyes fixated on his cock, and the erotic tremor that ran through her voice as she spoke was almost too much for him. 
 
    “What else did they say?” asked Kerys. 
 
    She slid onto the bed and leaned on her elbows opposite the way Ari was laying. It made it so all they could do was look at each other. Kerys had her legs crossed, but one of her hands was already running through the fine blonde hair down there, and Ari knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d be touching herself alongside him. 
 
    “I usually punched the guys who said anything too lewd,” said Ari. “I didn’t like the idea of them thinking about you like that.” 
 
    “But they did say that they wanted to do things to me?” asked Kerys. “Pretend it was you, then, and tell me what they said.” 
 
    Kerys was biting her lower lip and teasing one of her nipples with her fingers. 
 
    “Lift your dress up,” said Ari. “See what was underneath.” 
 
    “They wanted to see this?” Kerys opened her legs a few inches, and ran her fingers up her flowery, pink slit. 
 
    “Bend you over one of the upper cavern railings,” said Ari. “See what kind of noises you made while getting pounded.” 
 
    “Oh…” Kerys let out a soft, fluttering moan. “I… wouldn’t make noises.” 
 
    “You’re already making them,” said Ari, pumping his hand faster. “I think you’d be loud, Kerys.” 
 
    “No…” she whispered. “I… I’d control myself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” said Ari. “I’d take you like an animal, Kerys. I don’t think I’d be able to stop myself from being rough.” 
 
    “Aristial!” she said. “Don’t… don’t say things like that!” 
 
    Despite her protest, her hands started moving faster. She touched herself with lewd urgency, arching her back slightly, legs now fully open. 
 
    “Like I said,” whispered Ari. “I don’t think I could stop myself. I might not be able to stop myself right now.” 
 
    Kerys let out a tiny moan and bucked her hips in his general direction. 
 
    “It’s so tempting,” said Ari. “I wonder if you would really stop me if I kissed you, pinned you down, and then slammed into you as deep into you as I could…” 
 
    Kerys let out a high-pitched squeal, followed by a roiling, full body shudder. Ari watched her collapse back on the bed, naked and vulnerable. She wouldn’t stop him. He could do it. All he needed to do was crawl forward, press down on her, and… 
 
    The mere thought of it was enough to push him over the edge. Ari let out a small gasp as the orgasm sneaked up on him. His seed blasted forth, the first stream of it glazing Kerys’ inner thigh and the rest spurting out over his fingers and hand. 
 
    Kerys blinked sex-spent eyes at him, only seeming to realize how lewd the aftermath of what they’d just done still was. She cleared her throat and pulled her blanket over her, which was blessedly still clean. 
 
    “That,” she said, “was interesting.” 
 
    “Better than spying on me and Eva?” asked Ari. 
 
    Kerys shrugged and flashed a mischievous smile. She slid across the bed to cuddle against his shoulder, pulling the blanket over them both. A couple of minutes went by in comfortable silence. Ari could feel her heartbeat and sense each breath she took. Mud and blood, he loved her so much. 
 
    “I’m worried,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “We didn’t even touch each other,” said Ari. “You’re still as pure and innocent as ever.” 
 
    “Not about that,” said Kerys. “About our situation. We’re basically out of food, Ari.” 
 
    Ari clenched his jaw. He’d managed to forget about that for a while, focusing all of his attention on Kerys’ and her blushing, naked body. 
 
    “We won’t starve,” he said. 
 
    “How do you know?” asked Kerys. 
 
    “Because we can always just eat Rin,” said Ari. “She has a ton of meat on her.” 
 
    “Aristial!” snapped Kerys. 
 
    “What?” he said, chuckling. “I thought you didn’t like her, anyway.” 
 
    “Just because I don’t like her doesn’t mean I’d agree to something like that,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Come on…” said Ari. “I bet she tastes like cave chicken.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” she said. “You had better be joking around!” 
 
    “You’re too easy, Kerys.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Ari sat on one of his newly crafted stools, staring at the pot in the center of the common table. The last of the stew was more broth than anything else, and knowing that there was literally nothing else to eat left a heavy tension lingering over the room. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” said Ari. “You three can split up my portion.” 
 
    “I can go without eating for a time,” said Eva. “My body does not require nutritional sustenance while I’m in my sword construct form.” 
 
    “That’s not a solution,” said Kerys. 
 
    “It could be,” said Rin. “There’s no telling when the windstorm will end. We could conceivably last for a few days without eating, which might be long enough.” 
 
    Ari scowled and drummed his fingers on the table. 
 
    “I don’t like our odds,” he said. “If we try to wait it out, we might end up having to go outside on the brink of starving to death. We won’t have enough strength to address the problem then.” 
 
    “But it’s not as though we could even attempt to forage in this weather,” said Kerys. “The wind will make it impossible to search through the forest, assuming there’s even anything left to find.” 
 
    “I know,” said Ari. “But there’s another way. Rin, your fellow Ravarians left in a hurry. They couldn’t have taken all of your food and supplies along, right?” 
 
    Rin nodded slowly. “Correct. We left a cache of dried food behind, as we always do, so on return we don’t have to worry about provisions immediately after we land.” 
 
    “Would you be able to get to it?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin ran a finger across her lips. Her face was elegant, but harsh, almost like the refined features of an actual bird, if a bird could be so attractive. 
 
    “I might be able to get to it, but I wouldn’t stand a chance at bringing it back on my own,” she said. “Splitting it up and taking multiple trips isn’t something I’d be willing to do, given the amount of danger it would expose me to.” 
 
    “Less dangerous than starving,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’ve already shared my thoughts, chala,” said Rin. “I am not your servant. I will help you, but I’m not fool enough to sacrifice myself for your sake.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Ari. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “The only reason I might stand a chance at navigating the windstorm to begin with is because of my wings and my wind affinity,” said Rin. “Without either, you would be plucked up and cast aside by the powerful gusts.” 
 
    “What if I tied myself to you with a rope?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Then we’d both die instead of just you,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and slowly exhaled, trying to keep his frustration from showing in his expression. 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Eva. “The wind affinity that you mentioned just now, Ravarian. It is a minor mystica, if I recall correctly, is it not?” 
 
    Rin nodded slowly. “Yes. Our wings, on their own, are not powerful enough to lift our bodies in flight. Our legends tell of the Sai infusing us with magic during our creation and allowing us to channel our innate essence to have a small amount of control over the air.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva, turning to speak to Ari. “She should, in theory, be able to imprint her mystica onto the enchanting altar. Doing so would allow you to enchant an item with a similar wind affinity, though it would likely be a much weaker version of it.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Ari. “What do you think, Rin? Would an item with such an enchantment be enough to brave the winds?” 
 
    Rin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It is possible,” she said. “But the idea itself is rather brazen, chala. You’re also assuming that I would be eager to assist you in this… mimicry, of my people’s magic.” 
 
    “If you’d rather we all starve to death, then feel free to say no,” said Ari. “Though, for your information, Kerys and I already discussed it last night and decided that you would be the first to be eaten in that event.” 
 
    “Aristial!” said Kerys. 
 
    Rin let out a long, melodious laugh. 
 
    “I like your banter, chala,” she said. “Very well. I’ll assist you in making the attempt. Though I have some doubts about whether a mere enchantment would be enough to do anything amidst these kinds of winds.” 
 
    All four of them headed upstairs to the enchanting altar. Ari positioned Rin’s hand onto the ward that needed to be primed with enchantments and nodded to her. 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. 
 
    “With what?” asked Rin. 
 
    “Well…” Ari scratched his head, wondering how to explain it. “Focus on your wind magic, I guess.” 
 
    Rin furrowed her brow, but she closed her eyes and appeared to make an attempt at it. The ward flashed, and she took a step back. 
 
    “Did it work?” she asked. 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out,” said Ari. 
 
    He took a minute to consider what the best object of his to enchant would be. His tunic and trousers were slowly getting ragged, and he doubted that they’d have much capacity for a proper enchantment. 
 
    He remembered the drakeskin cloak he’d found on his first visit into the labyrinth and took it out. He’d already stripped it of its old enchantment at Eva’s suggestion, so he carefully folded it and placed it in the center of the enchanting altar. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said. “Any advice, Eva?” 
 
    “I was not an enchanter myself,” she said. “From what I remember, however, the enchanting altar should pull essence from its inner stores automatically. The strength of the enchantment is entirely dependent on how long you press your hand down onto the enchanting ward and keep the essence channel open for.” 
 
    Ari understood about half of what she’d just said, which didn’t exactly imbue him with outstanding confidence. He found the correct ward for applying enchantments, wiped his hand off on his trousers, and then set it down on the altar. 
 
    The amount of light the enchanting altar gave off was impressive, and all of it seemed to pull toward the cloak, swirling around it in a manner that reminded him of the way the mesmers occasionally moved while in their glowing sphere forms.  
 
    He felt the ward heating up as he kept his hand pressed down on it and wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Eventually, it became too hot for him to bear without risking a burn, and he had to pull back.  
 
    The glow subsided over several seconds. The cloak looked the same as it had before, yet also subtly different. Ari picked it up by the hood and let it unfurl into the air.  
 
    The dark, drakeskin leather seemed to sway and ripple despite the lack of any breeze or wind within the tower. Ari tied it around his neck, feeling a faint sensation as he did that reminded him of when he was trying to store or pull essence out of the enchanting altar. 
 
    “It is a relatively small enchantment,” said Eva. “It is also simple enough that it should be able to recharge by pulling from your innate essence over time.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. “I’m not really sure how to use it, though.” 
 
    He tried to focus his attention and will into the cloak, wondering if there was a way for him to cast a spell through it. 
 
    “I doubt that you’ll be able to actively cast wind magic,” said Rin. “Most Ravarians can’t even do that. I can only make a small gust when I try.” 
 
    “What’s the use of it, then?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It should work on its own, if it’s similar to my innate wind affinity,” said Rin. “It will help you balance, cushion your fall, and hopefully let you control yourself if the wind pulls you off your feet.” 
 
    Ari stepped away from the others and tried jumping into the air. It seemed like he rose up a few inches higher than normal, and the cloak seemed to lag behind him as he fell, slowing his fall by a small amount. 
 
    “I guess it’s better than nothing,” said Ari. “My first real enchantment. I guess I should give it a name… Cloak of Wind, maybe?” 
 
    “How about Feathercloak?” suggested Kerys. “It’s not really powerful enough to have a name that suggests it gives you wind magic.” 
 
    “I like that,” said Ari. “At least for now. I could potentially add a second enchantment onto the cloak, right Eva? You said that drakeskin has a high capacity for enchanting.” 
 
    “Possibly,” said Eva. “Though it would have to be an enchantment that did not conflict in some way with the one you just placed on it.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Ari’s stomach growled, drawing his attention back to the problem at hand. “Now, it’s probably better if we get this over with. Are you ready, Rin?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “But I already agreed to this foolish plan. I’ll show you to the cache, chala.” 
 
    “Milord…” Eva looked hesitant, and surprisingly, a little anxious. “Would you also like for me to accompany the two of you?” 
 
    Ari remembered the way she’d reacted to the vodakai outside, and the uncharacteristic fear she’d showed while facing it. Was it out of character for her, though? He thought back to the vision of Mythril, and the way the young Evastria had squealed at the sight of a bug. Maybe it was a fear that had carried over into adulthood for her, and giant flying centipedes were similar enough to trigger it. 
 
    “You should stay here, Eva,” said Ari. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that would be wise,” said Eva. “You might need my help.” 
 
    “We aren’t planning on fighting the vodakai,” said Ari. “It’s going to be a straight dash to the cache and back. If we come under attack, it’s probably because one of the tornadoes has gotten close to us, and it would make more sense to run rather than fight, anyway. Besides, I’d feel better if someone was here with Kerys.” 
 
    He suspected that even in her sword form, forcing Eva into a situation where she’d be around the vodakai was still a somewhat cruel thing to do. And what he’d said was the truth. Their goal would be to find the cache and bring it back. Having Azurelight strapped across his back would only slow him down. 
 
    “Very well,” said Eva. “Please, Lord Stoneblood. Be safe.” 
 
    She stepped forward and pulled him into a quick embrace, followed by a longer kiss. Ari caught sight of Kerys’ face as Eva pulled back. She looked annoyed, and when Ari smiled and stepped forward to hug her, she rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid, Ari,” she said. “I’ll never forgive you if you get hurt.” 
 
    She gave him a quick kiss and squeezed his hand. Ari turned to see if Rin was ready and saw her watching him with an odd smile on her face. 
 
    “Well,” said Rin. “It appears you’ve been getting up to more than just surviving in this tower, chala.” 
 
    “Shut it,” said Ari. 
 
    “You are—what’s the word in the slave tongue—promiscuous?” She grinned at him. “A man of many talents and many partners?” 
 
    “Shush,” said Ari. “We’re wasting daylight. Let’s get moving.” 
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    The process of leaving the tower was more of an ordeal than Ari had been expecting. He’d grown used to the ambient whisper of the wind outside over the last day and underestimated just how strong it was. 
 
    As soon as he took the drop bar off the door, the wind immediately battered it inward with enough force to knock him off the feet. Dust and debris surged into the tower, and he was only able to get it closed again with the help of Rin and Eva. 
 
    “There’s no way we’ll be able to keep from being separated out there on our own,” said Ari. “I’m grabbing the rope.” 
 
    “That would be wise, I think,” said Rin. 
 
    Once he’d tied the rope securely around his waist and Rin’s, giving them about ten feet of room to maneuver away from each other, the two of them tried again. This time, with Eva’s help, they were able to keep the door from flying totally inward, and he and Rin slipped out into the chaos of the windstorm. 
 
    Ari immediately took notice of how much his Feathercloak helped, shifting against his shoulders with each step to keep him balanced. He and Rin made sure the door was secure behind them before heading off down the hill, with Rin taking the lead. 
 
    It wasn’t until they’d made it down the hill and up one of the others nearby that they had a moment to breathe. The windstorm wasn’t uniform, and there were small gaps in between both the swirling gusts and the destructive tornadoes. 
 
    The surrounding area looked completely transformed, and Ari spent several seconds in awe of the storm’s destructive power. It looked like a painting of a landscape where half of the paint had been scraped off at random. The tornadoes were apparently powerful enough to strip sections of forest completely barren, leaving nothing but the underlying dirt and exposed rock in their wake. 
 
    Ari felt a pull through the rope, and only then realized that Rin had been shouting for his attention. The ambient noise of the windstorm was too loud for him to hear her even when she was yelling at the top of her lungs. She pointed into the distance and started walking, her wings flapping to keep her balanced as they headed into a section of stronger gusts. 
 
    They moved quickly, with Ari following as close behind her as he could to take advantage of the slight wake she left through the churning winds. They headed east and then cut south, finally coming to a stop after close to an hour next to a pile of rocks over a leather tarp. 
 
    Rin shouted something again. Ari didn’t need to be able to make it out to understand her meaning. He stooped next to her and began helping her lift the rocks, which were heavy and dense enough to keep from being swept away by the windstorm. 
 
    The cache underneath was long and thin, wrapped in another leather tarp in a manner that resembled a rolled up carpet. Ari took the rope connecting him and Rin and twisted it around the cache’s center as they lifted it onto their shoulders, ensuring that the only way it would be swept off by the wind was if they went with it. 
 
    It was a smart thing to do, but it also seemed as though it tempted the ire of their fates. Almost as soon as they started back in the direction of the tower, two tornadoes swept over the landscape in the distance, meandering in their general direction. 
 
    Ari could see the vodakai swirling within, their long, disgusting outlines blurred by the speed of the twisting weather formations. He led Rin to the left, toward the nearby forest, but a third tornado came from behind them and effectively cut off their route. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted. Rin couldn’t hear him, but she got the gist of his meaning as he pulled on the rope and started dragging her in the only safe direction left.  
 
    The tornadoes didn’t look like they were moving that fast, but one of them still seemed to be closing in on them. Ari relied more and more on the added advantage of the Feathercloak as he began to stumble with each increasingly powerful gust of wind. 
 
    The easternmost river was visible in the distance. He wondered if they could find a way to take advantage of its current and maybe float with the cache downriver to safety. It was a fleeting thought, and as Ari lifted his foot to take his next step, he felt himself being swept completely into the air. 
 
    He shouted in surprise, feeling the rope snag hard against his midriff as the wind lifted him higher. Rin slid to a stop, caught on the other end of the rope, and then attempted to use her wings to assist with pulling Ari back down. 
 
    In seconds, she was lifted up alongside him, and nothing remained to prevent Ari, Rin, and the cache from being at the complete mercy of the windstorm. Ari was shouting in terror, but he still had the wherewithal to wrap his arms and legs around both the cache and Rin, clutching them as tightly as he possibly could. 
 
    The vodakai swarmed around them as they circled around the edge of the tornado, whipping through the air. Ari felt one collide with his neck and ducked in time to barely dodge the venomous, snapping mandibles of another. Rin was shouting now, too, loudly enough that he could feel the pain of it in his ear. She was repeating a word over and over, and Ari only managed to make it out after a few seconds. 
 
    “Roll!” screamed Rin. “Roll! Roll!” 
 
    He had no mud damned clue what she was talking about, but he tightened his grip around her and followed her lead, leaning to the side. Rin did a strange trick with her wings, flapping one while pulling the other in, forcing them into a dizzying spiral. It gave them new momentum that was separate from the windstorm, and in less than a couple of seconds, they were falling free from it. 
 
    Of course, falling posed a new danger of its own, especially since Ari was struck with vertigo from all the spiraling they’d just done. He let go of Rin with one hand and grabbed the bottom edge of his Feathercloak, trying to spread it out behind him in mimicry of what she was doing with her wings. 
 
    The pace they were falling at slowed slightly, but not by much. Ari caught a glimpse of the ground, along with a strange sinkhole in the center of the hill they were falling toward. He tried to shift and change their trajectory, but from the way Rin was flapping her wings, it seemed almost like she was aiming them toward it. 
 
    He tensed as they fell into the sinkhole and then almost immediately relaxed as he realized why Rin had directed them toward it. The windstorm’s turbulence didn’t extend down into the cavern Rin had brought them into, which gave them a chance to breathe and recover their wits. 
 
    They touched down hard, both of them tripping and tumbling forward off their feet. The ground underneath them was a thick layer of mud and clay, and Ari brushed as much off as he could as he stood up. He breathed a sigh of relief as he let go of Rin and the cache, appreciating the fact that they were both unharmed. 
 
    “Dormiar’s balls,” he muttered. “That was complete and utter chaos.” 
 
    “The vodakai are only a minor threat in this region, but that doesn’t mean that the weather isn’t still something to be feared,” said Rin. “We came close to death just now, chala.” 
 
    Ari nodded, frowning as he looked around their surroundings. He’d assumed that they’d fallen into some form of underground cavern, but the walls were too regular, and rows of curving benches were arrayed around the edge of the room, which sloped upward toward the interior’s ceiling. 
 
    Just as telling were the glowing, light blue spheres that were scattered haphazardly across the room. Ari double checked, making sure none of the mesmers were of the darker, more dangerous colors, then relaxed a little. 
 
    “We’ll be safe here, for a time,” said Rin. “My cadre has used this ruin as a rest stop a few times before. It isn’t impervious to all types of weather, but the winds generally don’t seem to threaten it.” 
 
    “Lucky for us,” said Ari.  
 
    His curiosity got the better of him as he watched two of the mesmers circling each other near the center of the space. He took unwieldy steps through the thick mud, feeling it sucking at his ankles and threatening to pull his shoes off. Eventually, he drew near enough to the mesmers to trigger their ghostly forms and see who they’d been in life. 
 
    They were fighting each other. Ari watched in amazement as two ethereal blue Sai warriors exchanged a rapid series of hand to hand attacks before jumping backward and disengaging from each other. Several flickers of auras and lights passed over the body of one, while lightning crackled between the fingers of the other. 
 
    They charged toward each other a second time, one of them relying on bursts of focused lightning magic, while the other seemed to adopt a strategy of endurance, using spells to shield and buff himself to the point of being untouchable. 
 
    “This place was a training ground,” said Ari. “Wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was an arena,” said Rin. “I can only assume that it was designed to hold several thousand people, all in attendance to watch their brethren, or more often slaves, fight each other.” 
 
    “Several thousand…” muttered Ari. That was more than the population of Golias Hollow. Ten times more, at least, all clustered within a single structure. He swore under his breath at the scale the Sai had existed on as the mesmer fight seem to loop back around to the beginning, with both combatants returning to physical blows in place of magic. 
 
    Rin let out a gasp. At first, Ari thought she was reacting to the fight, but she’d started moving toward the side of the room, pulling the rope connecting them taut.  
 
    “Move, chala!” she shouted. “There is… something over here.” 
 
    Her voice wavered with emotion, and Ari obliged her, stepping through the mud toward the two collapsed forms in between the benches on the edge of the room. His night vision was good, and he made out what they were before they’d made it all the way over. 
 
    “Rin…” he said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Two Ravarians lay on the ground, pale faced and surrounded by pools of blood. They were both men, and Ari recognized both of them as members of Rin’s cadre. Their wounds were similar to the one that he had suffered at the piercing mandibles of the vodakai. 
 
    “Jessup,” whispered Rin. “Lindle…” 
 
    Rin clenched her hands into fists, and her entire body seemed to quiver with anger. 
 
    “This is your fault,” she muttered. 
 
    “What?” said Ari. “Rin, I recognize the tragedy here, but I had—” 
 
    “If my cadre hadn’t been forced to work around this!” Rin lifted her damaged wing up and gestured to the uneven feathers. “We would have left in front of the windstorm, with time to spare. These two men, my kin, would still be alive.” 
 
    She whirled to face Ari, and for a moment, he thought she was going to attack him. He could see the fury in her posture, but he could also see the pain and the guilt in her eyes. 
 
    “We could bury them, if you wanted,” he said. 
 
    Rin closed her eyes, her shoulders slumping forward as her chest shook with a single, silent sob. 
 
    “My people do not bury our dead, chala,” she said, softly. “We cremate them. It would not be possible for us to do now.” 
 
    Ari set his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “We’ll come back later then,” he said. “Once the windstorm is over.” 
 
    Rin didn’t say anything for the next few minutes. She crouched down next to each of the bodies and whispered in her native tongue, smiling and blinking back tears. When she finally finished, she stood up and untied the rope around her waist that connected them both to each other and the cache. 
 
    “There is an old bathing chamber within this ruin,” said Rin. “The water is still warm. I would like to clean up before we leave, chala.” 
 
    “We can shower when we get back to the tower,” said Ari. “There’s no point in doing it here.” 
 
    She was already hurrying toward a passageway on the other side of the arena. Ari scowled, untied the rope around his own waist, and followed after her. 
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    There was more to the ruins of the old arena than Ari had initially realized. Rin led him down a passageway and around a corner and into a chamber that reminded him of nothing so much as the hot spring that he’d grown up with down in Golias Hollow. 
 
    It was dirtier, and there was only a single pool of water that had a slightly sulfuric smell to it, but it was still rather inviting. Rin immediately began stripping out of her clothes, and Ari had to force himself to look away from her rather than giving into his curiosity about what she looked like naked.  
 
    It was extremely difficult, especially as he heard the sound of Rin’s clothing hitting the ground, followed by the sound of soft, splashing water. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to clean yourself, chala?” she asked. “You’ll just be waiting for me, otherwise.” 
 
    “I don’t see the point,” said Ari. “I can just take a shower back at the tower.” 
 
    “The water you have stored in that tower ruin is of limited supply, is it not?” she asked. “I would think the sensible part of you would see the logic in bathing here.” 
 
    She had a point, though he was hesitant to admit it. Ari turned around and tried to keep his reaction from showing on his face as he took in the sight of Rin’s beautiful, naked body. 
 
    Her proportions were different from the average human woman, though whether that was due to her being a Ravarian or just general variance, Ari couldn’t say. She had full breasts with large nipples that were pale violet in color, rather than pink or brown. Her skin had an even tan to it, and her body was all lean, powerful muscle, outside of her chest and hips. 
 
    She had a number of scars, one running along the length of her thigh, and another on the side of her ribcage. Noticing them was enough to remind Ari of who she was, or more accurately, how little he really knew about her. 
 
    With her clothes off, Ari could see the point where her wings connected into her back clearly. It was odd how natural they looked, feathers blending with flesh at the shoulder blades with simple, neat elegance. 
 
    Her upper back had feathers of its own, but they were smaller and less densely packed than the ones on her wings. Ari found himself wondering what it would feel like to run his fingers through them, and had to cut the thought off before it meandered in other directions. 
 
    “The water won’t get cold, chala,” said Rin. “But it’s not as though we have all the time in the world. Join me and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “I’m just getting clean,” said Ari. “Don’t get any ideas.” 
 
    Rin smiled, dropping lower in the water and floating on her back. She extended her wings outward, showing off their full spread, which was at least as wide as she was tall and then half again over.  
 
    The posture left her breasts poking above the water’s surface, fully exposed to him. Ari had already taken off his tunic, and he scowled down at his half-aroused state as he pulled off his trousers. He didn’t like the idea of Rin seeing him excited and possibly jumping to unnecessary conclusions. 
 
    “You have a nice build to you,” she said. “Muscular and lean. The men of the Ravarian flock can’t build muscle like that. It slows them down in flight.” 
 
    Ari shrugged. He wasn’t so petty that he wouldn’t take a genuine compliment. 
 
    “I used to work as a disposalist back when I lived underground,” he said. 
 
    “A disposalist?” asked Rin. “I do not think I’m familiar with this word.” 
 
    “I shoveled things that needed to be disposed of into holes,” said Ari. “Mainly shit. Fascinating work. I miss it every day.” 
 
    Rin laughed. Ari slid into the water, letting out a sigh as he felt it loosening his muscles and dissolving the mud caked onto him. It was the perfect temperature, and he found himself feeling glad that Rin had managed to talk him into getting in. 
 
    “Nice, isn’t it?” said Rin. “It’s part of why my cadre enjoys passing through this area.” 
 
    “It’s certainly convenient,” said Ari. He reached around with one arm, scrubbing at the mud on his back. 
 
    “Here.” Rin pulled in closer to him, running a hand across his shoulders. “Allow me.” 
 
    Ari felt a sudden surge of suspicion. He turned around, facing the naked Ravarian at a distance of mere inches. He kept his expression neutral and tried to ignore her gorgeous body and his own full-blown erection. 
 
    “What’s your angle?” he said, shaking his head. “Ten minutes ago you were blaming me for the deaths of some of your friends. Now, you want to help me wash off?” 
 
    “I want to do more than just that, chala,” she said, putting her arms around his neck. “What’s the problem? My people are very open and promiscuous. You can understand that, can you not?” 
 
    She leaned in closer, letting her hot breath tickle his neck. Ari summoned every ounce of his willpower and pushed her away. 
 
    “You’re up to something,” he said. “I’m not sure why you think I’d be willing just because you’re naked and throwing yourself at me.” 
 
    Rin let out a high pitched, chirping laugh and shot a pointed look down at Ari’s hardness. He felt a flush of heat come to his cheeks and scowled at her. 
 
    “You’re bedding both of your companions back at the tower,” said Rin. “Would it be wrong of me to assume that you have an appetite for this sort of thing, chala? I can see how you look at me, even now.” 
 
    She pressed herself against him, kissing his neck. Ari was glad that her proximity kept her from seeing the stunned and pleasured look on his face. Her breasts were bigger than Kerys’ and every bit as soft, and he found himself wanting nothing more than to caress and kiss those fascinating, purple nipples.  
 
    He pushed her back again, though Rin managed to keep one of her hands on his cock under the surface of the water. 
 
    “There’s more to this than you being horny and promiscuous,” said Ari. “Isn’t there?” 
 
    “You wish for the truth then?” asked Rin. “It’s nothing sinister. I don’t mind telling you my underlying purpose. I’ll even keep playing with you as I talk.” 
 
    Ari wanted to object to that, but she was doing a strange, twisting motion with the fingers she had around his cock, and it felt like nothing he’d experienced before. He contented himself with keeping a stern expression on his face and gave her a small nod. 
 
    “Ravarians are different from the Hume,” said Rin. “We take many lovers throughout our lives. Dozens, occasionally even hundreds. There’s a purpose to it. A function of our intense, primal lust.” 
 
    She pumped her hand faster, pursing her lips together and clearly enjoying the effect she was having on him. 
 
    “The manner in which we give birth differs from that of the Hume and the Sai,” said Rin. “We can choose when to fertilize our womb, and which lover’s seed to use to do it with. It’s all stored within me, the gift of every man I’ve ever taken.” 
 
    “Have you done it?” asked Ari. “Are there any tiny little Rins waiting for you back home?” 
 
    “Ironically, we treat childbirth in a far less casual manner than your people, chala,” she said. “I would not be here if I was a mother.” 
 
    She let her hand slide along the length of his cock, squeezing the base of his shaft. Ari felt his resolve fading as he reached his own hand up and began to play with one of her breasts, lifting it up, dropping it, and watching the delightful jiggle. 
 
    “What’s the point of telling me this?” asked Ari. 
 
    “You are one of the Hume,” said Rin. “I’m a Ravarian. Hybrids between our people exist, though they are rare. My sister, the current Vereshi of my flock, is one of them.” 
 
    “But you aren’t?” he asked. 
 
    “We had different fathers,” said Rin. “Hybrid Hume-Ravarians have a… way about them. Most of my brethren are reluctant to admit it, but I recognize it for what it is. My sister did not end up as our leader by accident. Her blood is strong even if her wings are not, and it would be a boon to myself and my people to have the option of imbuing my future brethren with similar strength.” 
 
    “That’s it, then?” asked Ari. “You want me to have sex with you so that you’ll have the option of having hybrid children.” 
 
    Rin pushed forward more aggressively, giving him a quick series of kisses that reminded Ari of a pecking bird. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Exactly! This is a once in a lifetime opportunity for you, chala. I don’t speak these words as mindless flattery. I see your potential for what it truly is. You should feel honored.” 
 
    She rose up in the water, flapping her wings for extra lift, and then attempted to wrap her legs around him and slide down onto his cock. Ari caught her by the buttocks and held her aloft, shaking his head. 
 
    “You’re crazy.” He pushed her chest with one hand, and Rin let out a surprised squeal as she tumbled backward into the water. 
 
    The idea of letting any woman have his children after knowing him for less than a week was so ridiculous that it was almost galling. The fact that she was a Ravarian and a former enemy pushed the situation into the realm of complete insanity. Ari dunked himself under the warm water, scrubbed off as much of the remaining mud as he could, and then headed for his clothes. 
 
    “You would refuse me, chala?” shouted Rin. “The Vereshi’s sister! The leader of the Blackwing Cadre! I’ve taken lives for insults that were less serious than this!” 
 
    “I can occasionally be impulsive, but I’m not so shortsighted as to think that having sex with you after what you just told me is anything but a horrible idea,” said Ari. 
 
    Rin’s lips turned up into a calculating smile. 
 
    “I know more about you than you think,” she said. “To be more specific, I know about your enchanted sword, and the manner in which it’s connected to you. You feel nothing for that abomination, and yet you bring her to your bed for the sake of increasing your power.” 
 
    “That’s different,” said Ari. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    He scowled and glanced away from her. It was different, and recognizing that sent a confusing surge of emotions through him. He cared about Eva. The two of them had a secondary reason for their love making, but they still treated it as intimacy. Ari fumed, knowing that Rin had brought Eva up to confuse him, and it was working. 
 
    “Forget it,” said Ari. “I’m not having sex with you.” 
 
    “You owe me,” said Rin. “Do you have any idea how long the feathers on my damaged wing will take to regrow? Taking your seed back to Varnas-Rav would at least allow me to preserve what little honor I have left.” 
 
    “Nobody owes anybody sex,” said Ari. “Look, Rin, I’m flattered, but I’m not going to change my…” 
 
    She sneaked up on him, pulling him into an embrace from behind while his back was turned. Rin wrapped one of her arms diagonally around his shoulder and let her wings close around his front. Her free arm reached down, and her hand closed around his cock, stroking with small, quick movements. 
 
    “All I need is your seed, chala,” she whispered. “Not permission.” 
 
    “Okay, this is getting a little rapey,” said Ari. “Let go.” 
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and turned around, still inside a cocoon formed by her wings. Rin kissed him deeply as soon as he was facing her. He tried to push her back, but she held him where he was, running soft fingers across his cock and mashing her breasts against his chest. 
 
    Would it be so bad to give in, he wondered? 
 
    If it meant giving Rin power over him, then yes, without a doubt. He considered how she might use the possibility of bearing his children as a threat against him and knew that there was no way he could let the encounter continue. It was too risky to even play around with her in other ways, given how quickly the situation could escalate. 
 
    He pushed her back a final time and climbed out of the hot spring. 
 
    “This isn’t over, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    “It had better be,” said Ari. “If you keep trying, I’ll throw you out of the tower.” 
 
    “Or…” said Rin. “I’ll keep trying, and I’ll seduce you, and the experience of it will enlighten you. I think you’d be surprised by what I have to offer.” 
 
    She climbed out of the hot spring next to him, and before he could stop her, she’d pulled his hand to her mouth and begun sucking on the tip of his index finger. Ari pulled it back, flicking her on the nose with the same finger. 
 
    “You’re insufferable.” He pushed her in the chest, and Rin squealed as she fell back into the hot spring. 
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    They left the arena shortly after they’d finished dressing. Rin stopped trying to force herself on him once they were outside of the hot spring, and Ari relaxed a little as they retied the rope around their waists and began carrying the cache again. 
 
    There was a ground level exit leading outside. The windstorm was still raging, and between that and the weight of the cache, the two of them were forced to travel at a much slower pace back to the tower. 
 
    Ari had learned his lesson earlier in the day, and each time he saw a tornado in the distance, he signaled for Rin to stop so they could wait and see which direction it was headed in. They managed to avoid having any direct encounters with the swirling funnels of wind, and as afternoon faded into early evening, they arrived back at the tower. 
 
    Eva and Kerys were waiting in the common room, and as soon as Ari had gotten the door closed and set the cache down, they each gave him a tight hug. Ari all but collapsed into one of the homemade stools, only then recognizing how tired he was. 
 
    “That was an ordeal,” he said. “I’m going to have a grudge against the wind for years to come.” 
 
    “Your clothes are all muddy,” said Kerys. “Did something happen?” 
 
    Ari glanced over at Rin, who gave a small shrug. 
 
    “We fell into an old, ruined arena,” said Ari. “I’ll have to find some time to give my tunic a good scrub.” 
 
    “I can handle that for you,” said Eva. “It is no trouble.” 
 
    “Let’s have dinner first,” said Ari. “I think we’ve earned it.” 
 
    They unrolled the top half of the leather tarp composing the outer layer of the cache, revealing some of the goods that Rin and her cadre had stored inside. Ari’s mouth instantly began watering at the sight of several pounds of dried meat, corn, beans, and a small cloth bag filled with rice. 
 
    There was also dried and candied fruit, flour, and several loaves of crusty travel bread. Ari started to help himself to a slice of dried mango, but Kerys slapped his hand. 
 
    “Let’s eat a proper dinner,” she said. “There’s enough food here to last a couple of days, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t keep rationing it.” 
 
    “They’ll be no need, soon enough,” said Rin. “The windstorm was already abating on our way back. It’s why we made such easy progress.” 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly easy,” said Ari. 
 
    “Take a look for yourself if you don’t believe me, chala,” said Rin. 
 
    Ari shrugged, and the four of them made their way back outside. It was still windy, but she was right. The weather was beginning to clear up, and he could only see a few tornadoes in the distance, darkened by the lengthening shadows cast by the setting sun. 
 
    “We made it,” said Kerys. “I’m so relieved.” 
 
    “It’s a little underwhelming,” said Ari. “We could have just waited a few more hours and not even bothered going for the cache. All that risk basically for nothing.” 
 
    “Candied fruit isn’t nothing,” said Kerys. 
 
    “True enough.” He smiled and took her hand in his. 
 
    Rin had disappeared briefly into the tower and came back out with a large, dark bottle. She pulled the cork out and took a small sip before offering it to Ari. 
 
    “Sky brandy,” she said. “I forced Lindle to leave it behind when my cadre was preparing to leave. Too dangerous of a temptation while traveling during inclement weather. I suppose it doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “What do you mean by that? You think it’s fine for us to get drunk, since we’re safe in the tower?” 
 
    Rin let out one of her high pitched, chirping laughs. 
 
    “We are not safe, chala,” she said. “In fact, we will soon be in more danger than we were during the windstorm. Take a look at the edge of the sky and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Ari frowned and squinted in the direction she was pointing in. On the edge of the horizon, the sky looked visibly darker than it did in the area nearer to them. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that it was due to a thick carpet of storm clouds. 
 
    “You think it’s going to rain again soon?” asked Ari. 
 
    “I know it will,” said Rin. “Windstorms are almost always followed by hurricanes in this region. It looks as though this time will be no different.” 
 
    A tense silence followed in the wake of her words. 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” said Ari. “We’ve survived the rain before.” 
 
    “A hurricane is different from mere rain,” said Rin. “You will see what I mean soon enough. The monsters that emerge from this type of storm are larger and more powerful than any I suspect you’ve faced before. More dangerous than the vodakai by far.” 
 
    Ari took another sip of the sky brandy. He offered it to Eva and Kerys, but they both turned it down. 
 
    “There’s no use worrying about it now,” said Ari. “Let’s head back inside, eat dinner, and rest for tonight. Those clouds are still far off. We should have at least a day before they reach us.” 
 
    “This is true,” said Rin. “Perhaps you can work a miracle in that time span. For the sake of us all.” 
 
    Ari tried to keep her words from casting a shadow over his mood as he led his companions back inside. He unrolled the rest of the cache as Kerys began preparing dinner. There was rice and flour in the bottom section, along with a delicious looking fruit cake, and a small dagger. Ari picked up the weapon and slowly turned it over in his hands. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked Rin. 
 
    “A trinket,” said Rin. “Two of my subordinates were arguing over who it belonged to, so I decided it should be left behind. It has a very unusual hilt.” 
 
    Ari saw what she meant as he ran his hand over the pommel. There was a triangular indentation in the metal of the handle which had been filled with a smooth stone with an intricate pattern carved into it. 
 
    “That is a runestone,” said Eva. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. “Some type of special magical artifact?” 
 
    “It is an item made for imbuing a weapon with an enchantment,” said Eva. “Its usefulness lies in the fact that it can easily be transferred from one weapon to another.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Ari. “The pattern on it kind of reminds me of the tattoo on your lower back.” 
 
    Eva nodded slowly. “I may have mentioned this to you before, but my sword construct form has three sockets. One of them is currently filled with a rune of magical absorption, but the other two are empty.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you could make use of this?” asked Ari. 
 
    She nodded again, but it was more hesitant this time. 
 
    “It is possible that I could,” she said. “The only issue is that I do not recognize the pattern of this runestone. I’m unsure of what its effects would be and how it might alter my abilities.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to use it if you wish, chala,” said Rin. “Consider it a gift from me, one that I may or may not demand repayment for in due time.” 
 
    “Right,” said Ari, rolling his eyes. 
 
    He pressed a finger against the runestone. He could feel the essence within it, similar to the sensation he felt whenever he pressed his hand against a ward. He focused his awareness into it and tried to pull it out in the same way he absorbed essence from the enchanting altar. A small click came from the dagger, and the runestone came loose. 
 
    “We should try it,” he said. “We need every advantage we can find if we’re going to stand a chance against the hurricane and the fishers.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. “Though perhaps it would be prudent for us to wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, then,” said Ari. 
 
    Kerys cooked them stew for dinner. Ari was almost at the point of being sick of it, but with the new ingredients, the smell of it as it simmered on the hot stone was enough to win him over. 
 
    When it was finally ready, they still had to pass the ladle around the table to share. Ari made a mental note to look into fashioning them some proper bowls, plates, and eating utensils if they managed to survive the next few days. The stew was hot and thick, with big chunks of dried beef, corn and a rich, satisfying flavor. Ari ate until his stomach was at the point of bursting. 
 
    He and Rin also drank most of the sky brandy, and Rin was the first to retire to bed in part because of that. She wobbled on unsteady feet as she headed up to the second floor, almost buffeting Kerys with one of her wings on the way past. 
 
    “I shall also head to sleep tonight,” said Eva. “If that is okay with you, milord?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said.  
 
    Eva smiled and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. He could feel Kerys’ inspecting the moment and trying to decide just what it meant, or what it didn’t mean. He opted not to throw the idea of strengthening his bond for that night, despite a part of him harboring an eagerness for it. 
 
    “Aristial,” said Kerys, once they were alone. “Do you mind if we sit outside?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ari. “We should take advantage of the fact that it’s calm outside, even if…” 
 
    He hesitated, debating internally whether to give voice to the depressing truth. 
 
    “Even if it’s the calm before the storm,” he finished. “Funny. We always said that down in the Hollow, but never really understood what it meant, or the fact that it was to be taken literally.” 
 
    “I’m not sure funny is the right way of putting it,” said Kerys with a sigh. 
 
    They found a spot to sit on the grass not far from the tower’s entrance. It was still a little windy out, but to an extent that was gentle and pleasurable, carrying the smell of pollen and fresh pine with it. 
 
    “I felt really useless waiting for you today,” said Kerys. 
 
    “You aren’t useless, Kerys,” said Ari. “The way you feel is the way we all feel.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true,” said Kerys. “Everyone else, including you, has something to offer. You’re strong, and you can put plans into action. Eva is, well, a sword, for Dormiar’s sake. Even Rin has her wings, and the fact that she knows the surface…” 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari, taking one of her hands. “You can cook tasty food.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said. “I’m being serious.” 
 
    She was silent for a couple of seconds. The sound of insects chirping and humming simple, but constant songs lingered in the background. Kerys finally lifted a hand and pointed at a mountain in the distance.  
 
    “That’s where we came from,” she said. “Golias Hollow is under that mountain, Ari. I… I miss it.” 
 
    “I do too,” said Ari. It was both the truth and a lie. He missed the safety of the Hollow, sure. But he didn’t miss the way most people within the community had treated him and how little standing he’d had. 
 
    “I think we should try to go back,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari blinked and leaned his head at an angle, unsure of whether he’d heard her correctly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’d be safe again, if we did,” said Kerys. “The biggest obstacle are the sheer cliffs we had to climb down, remember? If we took Rin with us, she could fly a rope up, even with her wing injured like it is.” 
 
    “The biggest obstacle is the door, Kerys,” said Ari. “Assuming we made it all the way up the cliffs, which would be a huge challenge in itself, do you really think they’d let us in?” 
 
    “We won’t know until we try,” said Kerys. 
 
    “It’s wishful thinking,” said Ari. “I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.” 
 
    “Do you really want to keep me safe, Ari?” asked Kerys. “Or do you just want to keep me?” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” he said. 
 
    “Nothing is fair, anymore,” whispered Kerys. “I look at what’s happened to my life and to yours and feel like a jealous child. I went from being a silk farmer, a proud daughter of the Weaver family, to being… what? And look at you, Ari. You were an orphan, and now you’re… I don’t even know what the word for it is.” 
 
    “A man trying to do his best?” suggested Ari. “Someone who would do whatever it takes to keep his friends safe?” 
 
    Kerys was silent for a few seconds. 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound petty,” she said. “I just mean… you’re thriving, Aristial. This seems like the life you were destined for. But not me. I’m frail, and bad at fighting, and I just miss my family so mud damned much.” 
 
    She sniffled, and Ari put an arm around her, wishing that he could do more. Would it be possible to attempt to get back into Golias Hollow? Or at least to try to get Kerys back in? 
 
    He thought of the Hollow Lord’s face, and the solemn determination of the entire community during the Choosing ceremony. He and Kerys were already dead to them, and in Kerys’ case, already being mourned. They didn’t have any more of a place within the Hollow than the buried bodies of those who’d departed to the Endfate.  
 
    “The surface isn’t all dangerous, Kerys,” said Ari. “Remember how Rin mentioned that human city. Cliffhaven? I’ll bring you there.” 
 
    “She said it would be an impossible journey,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” said Ari. “Nothing is impossible. We can do it. Have some faith.” 
 
    He pulled her in closer to him and planted a soft kiss on her lips. As always, Kerys did little in the way of kissing him back, but that didn’t matter to him. He was alright with doing the heavy lifting. 
 
    “I’m going to head to bed,” whispered Kerys. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Ari. “Care for a companion under the sheets?” 
 
    Kerys stood up and shook her head. 
 
    “Not tonight,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “I bet it would make you feel better.” 
 
    “You bet it would make you feel better, I think you mean.” 
 
    “I could wake up Eva and let you watch us,” said Ari. 
 
    “Aristial!” 
 
    “What?” He grinned and pulled her into an embrace from behind. “You can hide somewhere. We don’t even have to tell her.” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood, you boorish ass!” 
 
    She wriggled loose from his hug, but Ari detected the faintest hint of a smile in the glance she shot back at him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Breakfast consisted of a small portion of dried fruit along with a slice of dry and slightly crumbly travel bread. Ari was just glad that they had any food to dedicate to starting off the day, and he ate his portion gratefully. 
 
    “Rin,” he said. “Any updates on when you think the approaching storm might hit?” 
 
    Rin shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “It could be tomorrow morning,” she said. “Or it could be as soon as tonight. It’s impossible to say.” 
 
    Ari winced. It wasn’t enough time for them to prepare as much as he felt they needed to. Still, even a small amount of advance warning gave him options. 
 
    “Would it be possible for us to distance ourselves from it?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s approaching from the south,” said Rin. “If you tried to head north, you’d either reach the edge of the Inner Sea or push into the Vodakai Sands. Neither of which would be safe places.” 
 
    “Lord Stoneblood,” said Eva. “Might I suggest we focus our attention on activating the tower’s defensive wards? If you recall, we have already made some progress there.” 
 
    Ari ran a hand through his hair. “It might be our only chance. I don’t think we have enough essence contained with the magical items we have on hand to get them all powered up, though.” 
 
    “We can make another expedition into the labyrinth,” said Eva. “That is, after we make a closer inspection of the runestone you found. Perhaps, in combination with whatever else we can find on short notice, it will give us the strength to hold out.” 
 
    She sounded optimistic, and Ari tried to share in that hope. 
 
    “It sounds like a plan, at least,” he said. “We should all focus our efforts on preparing for the storm, given how little time we have.” 
 
    “I can gather food,” said Kerys. “The cache that you brought back is well stocked, but who knows how long the rain might last for.” 
 
    “Rin, do you mind going with her and making sure she stays safe?” asked Ari. 
 
    Rin sighed and rolled her eyes. “Of course, chala. Anything in exchange for the gracious hospitality you’ve offered me.” 
 
    “Glad we’re on the same page,” said Ari. “Eva, you and I will handle the magical side of things. Starting with taking a closer look at the wards.” 
 
    He headed upstairs with Eva as soon as they’d finished eating. They still had a number of enchanted scrolls left from Ari’s first trip into the labyrinth. He drained the essence from every single one of them, feeling a bit wasteful as he watched the vellum they were made from crumbling into dust each time. 
 
    “My Feathercloak,” said Ari. “Do you think it’s worth keeping, or should I drain the essence from it, too?” 
 
    “You should keep it,” said Eva. “The value in enchanted equipment comes in the synergy they share with other items you might find. It might give us a small amount of extra essence, but I would advise you to keep using it unless that amount is enough to be a deciding factor.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. “Now, let’s see just how much essence we have to work with.” 
 
    He absorbed all the essence within the altar and almost gasped at the intensity of the sensation. It was enough to make his teeth hum, and his muscles twitched seemingly at random as he made his way downstairs. From the look Kerys gave him as he passed through the common room, he knew he must have looked as strange as he felt. 
 
    The wards were just as they’d been on his last inspection. The one he’d already managed to activate gave off a faint, white glow. He moved past it to the next dormant one and pushed his essence into it. 
 
    In the end, their current essence stores were enough to activate two more of the tower’s exterior wards, which meant that they still had three left to awaken. Ari palmed the runestone in his pocket, wondering if it was worth seeing how much essence it held. 
 
    “We should get moving,” said Eva. 
 
    “Do you still want me to try putting this into you?” asked Ari, showing her the runestone. 
 
    Eva hesitated, then gave a small nod. She’d twisted her silver-blue hair into a braid that hung across one shoulder, and he couldn’t help but notice the way her fingers toyed nervously with the end of it. 
 
    “Are you worried that something might go wrong with this?” he asked. 
 
    “It is a possibility,” said Eva. “There is no telling how my body and mind will react to the change. Though I think I should be able to handle it. The advantage it could potentially give us may make the difference between survival and defeat.” 
 
    “It’s worth doing, then,” said Ari. “Should we try it right now?” 
 
    “Let’s put ourselves out of range of the tower, first,” said Eva. “Just to be safe.” 
 
    Ari took his pack with him, along with some travel bread and a few carrots for lunch. They walked down the hill and into the trees, finding a small clearing that was on the way to the Saidican ruins and labyrinth. 
 
    “How is this going to work, exactly?” asked Ari. “Do you need to be in sword form for me to socket the rune into you?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” said Eva. “But I believe that the preferred method is for me to remain in my incarnate form.” 
 
    She reached her arms around to her bodice and began untying the lace. Ari furrowed his brow, only realizing after a couple of seconds that she was taking her clothing off in order to reveal the spot on her back where her other rune was visible as a tattoo. 
 
    She took off her skirt and undergarments, too, and stood before him completely naked. Ari raised an eyebrow as she walked over a nearby tree and leaned forward against it, pushing her butt out and exposing more than just her rune tattoo. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Eva. “It should feel similar to activating or triggering a ward.” 
 
    “Okay…” said Ari. “So you just want me to, uh, stick it in you?” 
 
    Eva shot a scowl at him over your shoulder. 
 
    “Milord, are you making a jest at my expense?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course I am,” said Ari, grinning at her. “I’ll be gentle with you, don’t worry.” 
 
    He ran his hand across her back and over her other rune tattoo, feeling the same prickle as he touched it that he did when he felt the essence within a ward. Eva had said that she could socket up to three runes simultaneously, but she hadn’t told him how they were arranged, or where they went. Ari picked a spot just above her other rune tattoo, at about waist level, and pressed the runestone against it. 
 
    It only took a small amount of urging from his will to trigger the process. White light flashed, and the rune seemed to dissolve and sink into Eva’s flesh. She let out a sharp gasp and arched her back, her entire body tensing up as though she’d just been struck. 
 
    “Eva,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I—” She jerked slightly as she turned around to face him. “Lord Aristial…” 
 
    Magical energy crackled around her in the form of small flashes of light, similar to a miniature version of lightning and thunder. It was most noticeable in her braided hair, with bolts of magical lightning and sparks dancing up and down its length. Eva’s eyes were glowing a deep, silvery blue, and she held her arms across her breasts, as though trying to physically hold herself together. 
 
    “Breathe, Eva,” said Ari. “It will help you relax.” 
 
    “I’m… okay,” she said. “At least, I think I am.” 
 
    The change in her appearance was more pronounced than Ari had originally realized. It wasn’t enough to make her look like an entirely different person, but there was a distinct aura around her of white light and lightning energy. She looked like a demigoddess of storms, and Ari couldn’t help but recognize the strange irony in that, given their current circumstances. 
 
    “How does it feel?” he asked. “Did the runestone give you any new powers?” 
 
    Eva closed her eyes for a moment and slowly exhaled. She looked at him, gave a small nod, and then held one of her hands out to the side. White light coalesced in the middle of her palm, and an instant later, an arcing bolt of lightning burst forth, striking a nearby bush with enough intensity to cause it to instantly burst into flames. 
 
    “We should probably avoid starting too many fires,” said Ari, hurrying to stomp the smoldering bush out. “Might not turn out so well for us, given how close we still are to the tower.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Eva. “I feel… a little overwhelmed. The runestone had a mid-level lightning enchantment. The power it has imbued me with is hard to handle.” 
 
    “Do you want me to take it out?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva shook her head. “I suspect it will provide us with an advantage, both in the labyrinth and against the Weatherblight. For now, however, I would feel more comfortable in my sword form, if that is alright.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ari. 
 
    “Wielding me in my sword form will allow you to draw from my new power,” said Eva. “Don’t hesitate to do so should it become necessary.” 
 
    She pulled her clothes on and flashed with light, shifting back into her sword form. The blade fell tip down, impaling itself deep enough into the grass to stand upright unaided. Ari furrowed his brow, noticing that Azurelight had undergone similar changes to its appearance. 
 
    Small arcs of lightning energy flickered across the blade’s edge in a constant, subtle dance. The sword also pulsed with a faint glow in a rhythm that almost approximated relaxed breathing. Ari took the weapon by the hilt and whistled as he sensed the new magic imbued within it. 
 
    It felt as though just by holding the weapon, he’d placed his hand onto a new type of enchantment. He could trigger it if he wanted. He suspected it would allow him to channel magic similar to what he’d seen Eva do a moment ago. Ari decided to wait until he was in the labyrinth to start playing around with it, both so he’d have a proper target and so he wouldn’t risk starting a forest fire. 
 
    He sheathed Azurelight and continued on his way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Ari entered the labyrinth through the usual hatch, dropping down into the now familiar hallway that led to the first chamber. There was no mesmer awaiting him this time, which he found a little strange, though not unwelcome. The air was stale and a little dusty, which brought a feeling of nostalgia for the Hollow along with it. 
 
    He retraced one of the previous routes he’d taken, ending up in the long corridor with numerous branching paths. Skipping over the one that he’d taken with Eva and Kerys last time, he found another door locked with an essence door further down the hall. 
 
    He took a couple of seconds to consider whether it was worth opening. He had enough essence stored in his body to open one or perhaps two locked doors without much trouble. Ari remembered all too well what had happened when he’d rushed on his previous visit to the labyrinth, and he had no intention of getting himself into a situation where he was forced to find a new exit out to the surface. 
 
    He pressed his hand against the ward lock and expended the requisite amount of essence into it. The door let out a rattling, scraping noise as it descended into the floor. There was another hallway behind it, and it was surprisingly well lit by half a dozen pulsating green crystals attached to the ceiling. 
 
    He took a step forward, and immediately heard a tile click underfoot as he triggered an unseen trap. Ari had been expecting one, and he felt annoyed at himself for not noticing the irregular pattern on the floor. He hopped backward as three massive, swinging scythes released from slits in the wall, one of them cutting through the space where he’d just been standing. 
 
    The hallway was a gauntlet, and unless he wanted to waste the last of his essence on opening a different door, Ari would need to get through it. He slid Azurelight into its scabbard and rubbed his hands together.  
 
    The challenge would be as much about timing his movements as it would be about stopping himself in the small gaps in between each scythe. If he took a single hit, he would most likely bleed to death, judging from the size and apparent sharpness of the gleaming edges of the traps. 
 
    He’d worn his Feathercloak, and as he neared the first scythe, he realized how much of an advantage it would give him. Ari waited until the scythe was passing through the hallway and leapt forward an instant sooner than he felt like he needed to. His jump let him pass by in the split second before the scythe shifted directions, and his Feathercloak helped him stay balanced and not stutter-step forward into the next trap. 
 
    It took him only a few moments to make it past all three, and he was relieved to find a switch on the other side that deactivated them. The door at the end of the hallway was made of wood, and it swung freely on its hinges as he pressed his hand against it. 
 
    The chamber on the other side was filled with mesmers, though thankfully, most of them were light blue. There were at least a dozen on either side of the chamber’s entryway, which was shaped like the tail end of a capital T. The back of the room was laden with weapon displays and mannequins draped with helmets and chainmail, clearly an armory, and a heavily guarded one, at that. 
 
    Ari drew his sword and slowly made his way forward. The light blue mesmers coalesced into form as he moved past them, and each one stood with stiff posture and with weapon in hand, alert and at attention. 
 
    There was another mesmer standing in front of an ornate chest in the center of the room. Unlike the others, this one was dark green, and Ari prepared himself for a fight as he approached it. As much as he hated instigating a battle that he could avoid so easily, it was what he’d come into the labyrinth to do. He needed the essence that the darker colored mesmers could provide if he wanted to survive the coming storm. 
 
    The dark green mesmer shifted into its ghostly form in a flash of light as Ari came within a few feet of it. It was a tall male Saidican clad in regal robes, wielding a longsword and a small shield. He was partially bald and had wrinkled features, but his expression was one of keen determination that made Ari feel wary of facing him as an opponent. 
 
    “Anything you can tell me about this guy?” whispered Ari. 
 
    “Only that he is more dangerous than he seems,” said Eva, through their bond. 
 
    “Well that’s no good,” said Ari. “I already thought he seemed pretty dangerous.” 
 
    He hopped forward, testing the mesmer’s reflexes with an attack that was more of a prodding poke than a real strike. The robed mesmer fell back a pace, smiling a little and not bothering to lift his sword or his shield. 
 
    Ari circled around the old mesmer, feeling a small prickle of unease that he couldn’t quite pin down. He shot a quick glance at the light blue mesmers in the hallway, wondering if they’d attack on the command of the dark green mesmer, despite being weak and relatively oblivious of their surroundings. 
 
    His opponent chose that moment to rush forward. Ari tried to get Azurelight up in time to block the oncoming slash, but he was a second too slow. He still managed to hop backward, but the robed mesmer’s ethereal blade sliced a shallow cut against his ribs. He felt his skin slicing open along with a rush of essence sucking cold. He knew that he hadn’t really taken any physical damage, but the pain was still sharp and pressing. 
 
    “Who were you in life?” wondered Ari, aloud. “You don’t look like a typical knight or a soldier. But you clearly know how to fight.” 
 
    He gripped the hilt of his sword in tight fingers and launched a rapid series of strikes. The mesmer avoided the first two with dexterous footing. Ari’s third slash was on pace to cut open the mesmer’s neck when the ghost flashed with light, disappearing and reappearing a few feet away. 
 
    “Magic…” muttered Ari. “You were some kind of battlemage, then?” 
 
    Two could play at that game. 
 
    Ari made a show of attacking with a few obvious sword strikes, triggering another teleport from the mesmer. As soon as he spotted where the ghost had displaced itself to, he shifted to a one handed grip on Azurelight and extended his palm outward. 
 
    He’d seen the way Eva had channeled lightning and tried to mimic her posture as he activated the greatsword’s runestone with his will. He felt a small amount of essence drain from his dwindling reserves, followed immediately after by a flash of white light in his palm and an arcing blast of power. 
 
    The lightning hit the mesmer square in the chest and knocked it backward into one of the weapon racks. None of the weapons fell, of course, which messed with Ari’s intuition a little, but not enough to distract him from pushing forward and pressing on the advantage. 
 
    He suspected that finishing the mesmer off with magic would prevent him from absorbing its essence properly, so he attacked with an overhand slash. The mesmer lifted its shield in a desperate attempt to block. Ari curved his attack at the last second, making sure his blade connected with the ghost’s torso. 
 
    The mesmer flickered, and Ari felt a significant windfall of essence rushing into him. He let out a small chuckle and rested the flat of his blade on his palm. 
 
    “How was that for you, Eva?” he asked. “Are you holding up okay?” 
 
    The sword flashed in response, and Eva appeared beside him in her incarnate form. Her eyes were closed, and she was hugging her arms across herself as arcs of lightning danced across her body with faint, whispering crackles. 
 
    “Eva?” Ari reached an arm out to set on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    The lightning around her surged, striking outward in all directions in an intense blast. Ari was thrown backward, tumbling through the air before landing in a painful heap on his neck and shoulders. He felt reasonably certain that if not for his Feathercloak, he would have broken a few bones at the very least. 
 
    He slowly pulled himself to his feet, staring across the room at Eva. Her eyes were host to a furious white glow, and her hair had come free of its braid. It fluttered in the windless room, locks of it bouncing and dancing as the electricity continued to rove across her body. 
 
    “Eva!” shouted Ari. “Relax, it’s okay. The fight’s over.” 
 
    He took a step back as she began to advance toward him. She lifted an arm, holding her palm outstretched in a manner that announced what she was about to do next. Ari threw himself to the side as Eva channeled lighting into the space where he’d been standing the instant before. 
 
    He covered his head as he landed and rolled across the hard stone. Eva’s gaze followed him, and Ari could tell from the emptiness in her expression that she was beyond the reach of his words. 
 
    He opened his hand and tried to call out with his will in an attempt to summon the sword to his hand, as he had when she’d fallen off the platforms in one of the labyrinth’s other chambers. Eva flinched slightly, but Ari felt a silent, rebellious refusal in response to his command. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, backing away slowly. “This isn’t about the joke I made when I was inserting the runestone, is it? Remember that joke, Eva? Remember me, and all of my annoying and endearing qualities?” 
 
    He had to throw himself flat as another blast of lightning came within inches of melting his face. He rolled to the side and rose to his knee next to one of the weapon racks. His hand fumbled across the hilts as he picked one of the weapons at random, bringing a rusted short sword up to hold in front of him. 
 
    “Eskrana sytal les marviana,” said Eva. “Eskrana rotal!” 
 
    She surged forward, moving with inhuman speed as she crossed the distance between them in a single bound. Ari tried to block with the sword, but even unarmed as she was, Eva found her way around his guard. He felt her slam an open hand into his chest with enough force to make his rib cage scream in pain and send him flying backward into the stone wall. 
 
    He let out a groan of pain as he tried to stay upright on shaky legs. To his surprise, Eva hesitated, blinking her bright eyes as a flicker of confusion passed over her expression. 
 
    “It’s me, Eva,” he said. “Aristial. Lord Stoneblood, as you so often insist on calling me.” 
 
    The moment faded, and Eva’s eyes narrowed into a fierce glare. She started lifting her arm again for what would likely be the final spell of the rather one-sided fight. Ari let out a shout and threw the rusted short sword with all the strength he had left. 
 
    He didn’t aim for her. Instead, Ari lofted the weapon through the air, toward one of the other weapon racks. It struck at an angle that knocked several other swords and maces loose, which fell to the ground in a clatter of metal on stone. 
 
    Eva was distracted for an instant, and that was all the time Ari needed. He hurled himself forward, pulling her into a tight embrace that he hoped would be enough to bring her back to her senses. And at the very least, getting so close made it a lot harder for her to blast him with lightning. 
 
    “Evastria!” shouted Ari. He pulled back slightly, tilting his head and kissing her before she could stop him. Her lips moved automatically against his, and a bit of the tension left her posture. 
 
    “…Mythril?” whispered Eva. 
 
    Her eyes were still glowing, which was enough for Ari to justify moving on to his second plan. He roughly slid his hand underneath the back of her bodice and pressed his palm against the spot where he’d socketed the runestone. He was surprised that he could find it by touch alone, with his hand sensing the innate magic in much the same way that it felt to touch a ward. 
 
    Ari let his will pull the runestone outward. It separated from Eva in a burst of resonant energy, and her eyes immediately returned to normal. She went limp against him, and Ari gently lowered her down to the ground. 
 
    “Lord… Stoneblood…” muttered Eva. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Ari. “You’re okay now. I took the runestone out.” 
 
    She nodded weakly, and Ari took her hand into his. Her expression still looked distant, but he saw the Eva that he knew in the eyes that were staring back at him. 
 
    “I remembered more,” she whispered. “Both of who I was, and… of what I have done.” 
 
    “You have?” asked Ari. 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “I do not think we should strengthen the bond anymore, milord,” said Eva. 
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    It took Ari a couple of seconds to process her words. He frowned and gave her hand a small squeeze, unsure of what to say or how to react. 
 
    “What do you mean, Eva?” he asked.  
 
    “The runestone triggered some of my old memories,” she said. “I have… seen the type of person who I used to be. It was not pleasant. I was not pleasant. I’m scared of what I saw.” 
 
    “And you think that if we keep strengthening our bond, you’ll keep remembering more?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    She wouldn’t look at him, and Ari felt his heart beating to an odd, aching rhythm. 
 
    “Are you sure this wasn’t just a reaction to the runestone?” asked Ari. “Maybe our bond doesn’t have as much to do with it as you’re assuming?” 
 
    “I have been socketed with other, similar runestones to this one before,” said Eva. “I can only assume that memories related to those periods of time in my life were triggered by you pulling from the magic contained within it.” 
 
    “What did you remember?” asked Ari. 
 
    Eva winced and shook her head, unwilling or perhaps unable to answer his question. 
 
    “Eva, I should have told you this earlier, but your old master’s memories came to me in a vision while I was unconscious during the windstorm,” he said. “I experienced his life with you back before—” 
 
    “No!” shouted Eva. “Stop! I… do not want to hear it.” 
 
    “Eva,” said Ari. “It might help. What I saw was—” 
 
    “Milord,” said Eva. “Please do not say anything more. If you have any fondness for me, I would ask that you respect my wishes in this. Please.” 
 
    “If… that’s really what you want,” said Ari. 
 
    “I do not want to know anything more about who I was,” said Eva. “I do not want to remember anything more. That also means, as I already said, that I would ask that we refrain from attempting to strengthen our bond any further.” 
 
    The odd, aching feeling in his heart became a little more prominent. Ari nodded slowly, knowing that there was no reasonable way that he could refuse her request. He spent a few seconds searching for the right phrasing for his next question. 
 
    “What will happen to you if we stop strengthening the bond?” asked Ari. “You said that it was necessary for you to manifest in your incarnate form. Will you eventually lose the ability to do that?” 
 
    “I do not know,” whispered Eva. “But the thought of that happening scares me less than what might happen if we keep going.” 
 
    Eva, as she’d been in her uncontrolled state, had scared Ari. But the idea of her eventually turning into a sword and staying that way was far more unnerving to him. He reached his hand out and ran it through her hair. Eva gently took hold of his wrist and stopped him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t do things like that,” she whispered. “Even small intimate gestures have an effect on our bond.” 
 
    “I can’t even touch you?” said Ari. “I suppose that means I can’t kiss you, either.” 
 
    He tried and failed to keep his emotions from leaking out in his voice. He hadn’t felt this way in years, since he’d been a child and first learned of how his status as an orphan would keep him from ever being able to marry Kerys. 
 
    “I will continue to serve you in other ways,” said Eva. “I am sorry.” 
 
    Her body flashed with light before Ari could get in another word, and his fingers were suddenly wrapped around the hilt of Azurelight, rather than her soft hand. He closed his eyes and let out a sigh as he slid the sword back into its scabbard, feeling annoyed at the extent of the lingering pain in his chest. He tried to convince himself that it was from one of the hits he’d taken in the earlier fight as he forced himself to return to his investigation of the chamber. 
 
    Most of the weapons adorning the walls were old and far too rusty to be of any use. What drew Ari’s attention, however, was the chest in the center of the room. He spent a minute examining it for hidden traps before taking hold of the handle and cautiously pulling it open. 
 
    There was only a single item inside, but it was in pristine condition. A coat of pliable metal armor was carefully folded in the chest’s interior, and Ari couldn’t help but be a little awed as he pulled it out and inspected it.  
 
    The armor was incredibly lightweight and made of small, interlocking sections of crimson chainmail. From the hum of magical essence he could feel against his fingers, Ari had no doubt that it was enchanted.  
 
    “I believe this is Salamandros armor,” said Eva. “Made from metal forged with the blood of an ancient, long extinct giant lizard. It is a rarity.” 
 
    “It has an enchantment,” said Ari. “This could be exactly what we need to finish activating the wards. Though, it almost seems like a waste to disenchant such a fine piece of equipment.” 
 
    He started to shrug off his pack and cloak, intending to pull the armor on and see what it was capable of. 
 
    “I would recommend against trying to wear it immediately,” said Eva. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Ari. 
 
    “It is possible that it could be cursed,” said Eva. “Though I admit, it is unlikely. Still, attempting to use enchanted items before identifying their proper usage is a mistake that would be unwise to get into the habit of making.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” said Ari. “Mud and blood. It looks like it would fit me perfectly, too.” 
 
    He reluctantly slipped the Salamandros armor into his pack and finished his search of the room. There wasn’t much else left of interest other than a single door with an essence lock on the far side of the chamber. 
 
    “I guess we should head back,” said Ari. “The enchantment on the armor I found should be more than enough to activate the wards. As much as I’d love to keep exploring and see what else we can find, I’m not sure how much time we’ll have before the storm hits.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. 
 
    She stayed in her sword form as Ari made his way back through the labyrinth and out to the surface, which he had mixed feelings about. He had more he wanted to say to her, more that he wanted to ask. He also knew that if he tried to start a conversation about what she’d said earlier, it would only lead to her closing up and creating further awkwardness between them. 
 
    What had she remembered? The question echoed in his head, gaining weight as his curiosity fed into it. She’d said she’d seen the type of person who she’d once been. Ari’s vision of Mythril had shown Eva as a sweet little girl, desperate to stay close to her young uncle. What had happened after that? 
 
    He could barely focus on the ground in front of him as they made their way up to the surface. Eva still hadn’t said anything to him. That wasn’t unusual, but for some reason, this time the silence was almost deafening. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon as the tower drew into view on the top of the hill. Ari forced himself to relax as he made his way up the slope. At the very least, he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do that morning.  
 
    Kerys and Rin were on the rooftop, which was unusual. Ari stopped in midstep as he saw them see him, and then saw them begin to wave and shout words that he couldn’t quite make out. 
 
    A salvo of arrows struck the ground a few feet to the left of where he was standing. He froze in place and turned back to the tree line. Several figures emerged and started toward him, and he recognized the one in front. 
 
    “Jarvis,” he said. “Long time no see.” 
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    On initial inspection, Jarvis looked as though he’d fared about as well as Ari had since leaving the Hollow. He wasn’t overly dirty, though his clothes still bore a few reddish-brown stains that Ari suspected wouldn’t be washing out anytime soon. His shoulder length blond hair was tied up into a warrior’s knot, and he carried a sword in a scabbard across his shoulders. 
 
    The sword, more than anything else, was what held Ari’s attention. It was a greatsword, and it was suspiciously similar to Azurelight in appearance. The pommel was a large ruby with a perfect, almost sparkling gleam, similar to the sapphire embedded in the hilt of Eva while she was in sword form. Even the weapon’s approximate length was similar, though Jarvis’ blade had a slight curve to it that would have given it a different balance point. 
 
    Ari wasn’t willing to dismiss his suspicion as idle imagination, but he also had more pressing problems. He recognized the other survivors with Jarvis as Ingrid and Kevo. Each had a makeshift bow in hand, with an arrow drawn and aimed at him. 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood,” said Jarvis. “You seem to have done rather well for yourself, it seems.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ari. “That means a lot, coming from you. Say… why are those two pointing their weapons at me?” 
 
    Jarvis smiled.  
 
    “Kerys wouldn’t let us inside,” said Jarvis. “The bird bitch seemed to take issue with our presence, as well. Interesting to see who you’ve been making friends with.” 
 
    “She’s full of interesting facts about the surface,” said Ari. “And why not make friends? The two of us are friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    Jarvis chuckled and brought a hand to his chin, furrowing his brow slightly. 
 
    “Indeed we are,” said Jarvis. “So, as a friend, why don’t you ask Kerys and the bird to open the door to your tower and let us come inside?” 
 
    Ari ran a hand through his hair slowly, taking the time to consider whether he could get his sword free from its scabbard before taking an arrow to the face. Ingrid twitched, clearly noticing what he was up to, and he reluctantly abandoned the idea. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” said Ari. “I’m sure you understand where I’m coming from, Jarvis.” 
 
    Jarvis nodded slowly. “Kerys! You have thirty seconds to open the door before I order these two to put arrows into the orphan’s chest.” 
 
    Ari tried not to let his frustration show on his face. If he’d been paying more attention on his approach, he might have noticed what Kerys and Rin had been doing when they’d tried to warn him off earlier. Jarvis and his group weren’t powerful enough to threaten the integrity of the door like the fishers could. It was a situation that they probably could have waited out. 
 
    “Kerys, don’t even think about listening to him!” shouted Ari. “He’s not the Jarvis we remember. Even after we let him in, he’ll—” 
 
    The tower’s door opened. Ari swore under his breath as Jarvis strode over to him, approaching from the side to avoid spoiling the sightline of his designated archers. 
 
    “Throw your equipment down,” said Jarvis. “The sword, the bag, and the cloak.” 
 
    “Suck on dirt,” said Ari. 
 
    “Do it,” said Jarvis, stepping in closer. “If you don’t, I’ll take it out on Kerys in ways that will make you hate yourself.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth, finding it hard to keep his emotions in check in the face of the threat. He made his decision and began pulling his equipment off. He decided it might even work to his advantage if he could make himself seem defeated in Jarvis’ eyes, and then summon his sword back to his hand at the right moment. 
 
    He set his pack down so it covered the sword’s hilt, which he hoped would keep Jarvis from drawing a conclusion similar to the one that he had. Jarvis didn’t seem to care about the weapon, instead opening the pack and rifling through it. He tucked the runestone Ari had put into and taken out of Eva into the pocket of his tunic, and then raised an eyebrow at the armor. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Jarvis. “You have been busy, haven’t you? This armor… it’s enchanted, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s cursed,” said Ari. “As far as I can tell, it immediately starts heating up when worn by anyone other than its original owner, until they catch flame and incinerate.” 
 
    “A bluff,” said Jarvis. “Though I appreciate the mental image.” 
 
    Jarvis waved a hand at Kevo, who stayed in place while he and Ingrid headed into the tower. They emerged a minute later, Jarvis dragging Kerys out by the arms while Rin followed behind them with her head slumped and Ingrid’s bow aimed at her back. 
 
    “Keep watch on those two, Ingrid,” said Jarvis. He unsheathed his sword and pressed its sharp, gleaming edge to Ari’s throat. “Your turn, Kevo. Take any food you can find, and anything else of value.” 
 
    The process was repeated, with Kevo returning from the tower’s interior carrying what was left of the food cache Ari and Rin had worked so hard to recover. Jarvis flashed his teeth in a wolfish grin when he saw it. 
 
    “That’s everything we have,” said Ari. “Unless you plan on taking the tower itself from us, too.” 
 
    “No, I’ve no intention of that,” said Jarvis. “This place is a deathtrap. The storm coming from the south will overwhelm anyone who stays in this area. We’re heading north.” 
 
    Rin let out a small, chirping laugh. “Into the Vodakai Sands? I thought this one was a bit foolish, but you put him to shame, chala.” 
 
    Jarvis shot a glare at Rin. 
 
    “Kevo,” he said. “Punish her.” 
 
    Kevo was taking his pick from what remained of Ari’s gear. He tied the Feathercloak around his shoulders and lifted a small club as he approached Rin. She recoiled in fear, pulling her arms up to block her head. Kevo let out a chuckle as he pulled his arm back. 
 
    Rin kicked him between the legs in a sudden, clearly planned movement, surging forward assisted by a flap of her wings. Ingrid loosed an arrow, but it struck where Rin had been, not where she was. Rin’s hands went of Kevo’s neck, or at least, that was what Ari initially assumed. 
 
    She took the Feathercloak, undoing the tie with nimble fingers and then pulling it onto herself. Ingrid was notching another arrow, but Rin was already leaping upward. Ari realized what she intended at the same moment as it happened. 
 
    The wind enchantment on the Feathercloak was weak on its own, but when combined with Rin’s own wind affinity and the lift generated by her wings, even marred as they were, she could apparently manage to fly. She took off into the sky, and for a couple of hopeful moments, Ari waited for her to veer back in their direction and come to their aid somehow. 
 
    It didn’t happen. Jarvis began laughing as he realized the situation. Ari gritted his teeth, trying to keep the sense of betrayal he was feeling from showing on his face. Jarvis’ sword was still pressed against his neck, preventing him from doing anything but observe his worsening circumstances. 
 
    “I thought you’d enslaved her, or perhaps traded her something for her aid,” said Jarvis. “It looks like she was just waiting to steal from you, in the end.” 
 
    “You’re a bastard, Jarvis!” shouted Kerys. “Why are you doing this? What did we ever do to you?” 
 
    “That’s a fair question,” said Jarvis. “Nothing, really. For a while, I harbored a grudge over Ari taking Harris’ place amongst the Chosen, but my dear friend would not have fared well out here. There’s nothing that either of you did to inspire this, Kerys, other than exist within my field of view.” 
 
    Jarvis blade dug into Ari’s neck a little harder, drawing a trickle of blood. Part of him was tempted to summon Azurelight into his hand and try to knock Jarvis’ blade back, but he knew that it would only get him killed. All Jarvis had to do was lean into the swing he’d already started, and Ari would never get his weapon up to bear in time. 
 
    “You can have our stuff,” Ari said, enunciating slowly. “But why kill us? Didn’t you say that our fight wasn’t over yet?” 
 
    There was a flicker of something in Jarvis’ expression. Interest of a violent sort. 
 
    “You’re afraid,” said Ari, seeing if he could get a taunt to stick. “It’s one thing to fight the orphan when you’ve got all the other boys in the Hollow at your back. But out here? When it would just be me and you? You’re terrified of the idea of facing me.” 
 
    Jarvis drew his sword back abruptly and tossed it to the side. He extended a single finger and pointed it at Ari’s chest. 
 
    “I’ve always found you interesting, Aristial,” said Jarvis. “It’s hard for me to explain exactly why. I’m not scared of you, but you are correct about one thing. Our fight is not over yet.” 
 
    Ari rubbed his neck, feeling a sting from where Jarvis’ sword had left a razor thin cut. 
 
    “I’ll even make it more worthwhile for you,” said Jarvis. “If you win the fight, I’ll let you and Kerys live. But if I win… you have to watch me kill her. Just her. I’ll still let you live.” 
 
    “You really are a bastard,” muttered Ari. 
 
    He didn’t see a point in sparring verbally with Jarvis when he could do the same with his fists. Again, Ari resisted the urge to immediately summon his sword and attempt to catch him off guard. Kevo and Ingrid still had their bows drawn, now with one less target to aim at after Rin fled the scene. 
 
    He took his shoes off, slowly and deliberately, ignoring Jarvis’ mocking laugh. Ari couldn’t help but smile at how much had stayed the same amidst all the changes. Jarvis began circling around him as soon as he’d risen back to standing, and Ari stared into his eyes with the same intense focus he’d relied on down in the dueling ring of the Hollow. 
 
    Jarvis rushed forward, throwing a punch that missed and then trying to get a hold of Ari’s shoulder. Ari spun, throwing an elbow aimed at Jarvis’ chin. It caught his neck instead, but from the noise Jarvis made as the blow impacted, he knew that it had still been a good hit. 
 
    Jarvis retaliated with a kick to Ari’s thigh, followed by an attempt at pulling him into a wrestling hold. Ari knocked his hand aside and threw a punch that Jarvis ducked under at the last second. Jarvis slammed his knee up, aiming for Ari’s groin in what would have been a cheap blow down in the Hollow. Ari twisted, blocking access with the side of his leg. 
 
    They traded a quick series of punches, each taking and giving a few to the face. Ari tasted copper from his split lip, but could tell from the swelling around Jarvis’ eye that it had cost him something in return.  
 
    “This is stupid and pointless,” said Ari. “Look at the sky, Jarvis! How long do you think we even have before the storm gets here?” 
 
    The afternoon sun had already been partially occluded by the thick curtain of clouds approaching from the southwest. Jarvis shook his head, not even bothering to glance up. 
 
    “Let’s finish it now, then,” he said. “Come at me.” 
 
    Ari feinted and launched himself forward, unleashing a flurry of punches and kicks that had more to do with his anger than sound strategy. Jarvis was a better fighter overall than he was, but something was different this time. Ari was fighting for more than just himself and his honor. He wasn’t about to watch Kerys die. 
 
    Jarvis was a fraction of a second too slow. Ari’s resolve carried the punch forward as much as his strength. He left himself completely open, throwing his entire weight behind the blow. It struck Jarvis in the chin, stunning him. Ari pulled back to follow up with the hit that would end the fight. 
 
    Jarvis extended a hand and light flashed within his palm as his sword disappeared from the scabbard on the ground and appeared within his grasp. Ari had been expecting that, and he was already moving to dodge the oncoming slash as he summoned his own blade.  
 
    Jarvis, by comparison, was caught completely by surprise. Ari held Azurelight in a double handed grip and slashed with enough strength to knock Jarvis’ weapon aside, repeating the exchange that had just played out in unarmed combat. 
 
    “Aristial!” screamed Kerys. 
 
    Pain unlike anything Ari had ever experienced before stabbed into the back of his shoulder. He blinked, staring at Jarvis in blank incomprehension, and then glanced down at the arrow tip protruding from his arm. 
 
    He should have seen it coming. It was always this way. Jarvis had been conditioned to take all the advantages he could get, up to and beyond accepting help from people outside the fight. It had been the same on the last day in Golias Hollow, and out on the surface, the stakes were even higher. 
 
    Ari swore under his breath as the tip of his sword fell to the ground. Jarvis stared down at the weapon for a moment, and then he reached a hand out toward it. With the last of his strength, Ari let out a shout of pain and fury and threw the weapon in the direction of Kevo and Ingrid. 
 
    “Eva!” he shouted. 
 
    The blade flashed, and Eva continued her path through the air, landing within striking distance of the two archers. She slammed a fist into Ingrid’s stomach before stripping the bow out of her hand, and then spun, knocking Kevo to the ground with a vicious roundhouse kick. 
 
    Jarvis’ sword also flashed with light, apparently of its own volition. A woman dressed in a black bodice and skirt similar to Eva’s stood in front him, except her clothing was dark instead of light. Her hair was flame red, and it hung across her shoulders, curling slightly at the tips. 
 
    “You…” said the woman. “I know you, don’t I? I can’t remember you, but I know that I know you. Oh, this is just wonderful!” 
 
    “I do not know you,” said Eva. 
 
    “Of course you do!” said the woman. “They called me Bloodrose. I remember your face. Your name… Oh, I can almost remember it! It’s on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
    “I want nothing to do with you,” said Eva. 
 
    “Azurelight!” shouted Bloodrose. “That’s right! Mythril made you, just like he made me. We were both his servants. Though it’s so hard for me to remember what that means.” 
 
    “Do not… say… another word,” said Eva. 
 
    “Come with us,” said Bloodrose. “Once we’ve finished killing these two, you’ll have no reason to stay here. You can bond with Jarvis alongside me! He’s a gentle boy. He won’t hurt you, and we’ll both remember together what we’ve forgotten. We can become who we were before—” 
 
    Eva moved faster than Ari’s eyes could easily track. She closed on Bloodrose and seized her by the hair, pulling her off balance before delivering a furious punch to her face. She didn’t stop there, either, following up her initial attack with a salvo of brutally efficient blows.  
 
    Ari had never seen her like this before. In truth, he’d never seen anyone fight in the way she was currently fighting. Eva was trying to kill Bloodrose, putting all of her body into it. She was fighting like an animal, or like one of the fishers, intent on bringing about death by any means necessary. 
 
    Jarvis let out a surprised shout and immediately summoned Bloodrose to his hand in her sword construct form. He slowly backed away, looking warily between Ari and Eva. 
 
    “Grab their supplies,” said Jarvis. “Along with the armor. We’re leaving.” 
 
    He looked into Ari’s eye and held his gaze for a couple of seconds. Ari was in agony from the arrow, but he kept his expression firm, knowing that he couldn’t show any weakness. 
 
    “We’ll meet again, orphan,” said Jarvis. 
 
    Ari didn’t say anything, not trusting himself to force words out in a steady voice. He held himself as steadily as he could, balanced down on one knee, until Jarvis and his companions disappeared past the tree line. Then he collapsed from the pain. 
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    “Aristial!” cried Kerys. “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    “You will have to help me carry him, Lady Kerys,” said Eva. “We will not be able to get the arrow out until he’s inside the tower.” 
 
    “I can do that,” said Kerys. “I think.” 
 
    “I’m—fine,” muttered Ari. “I can still…” 
 
    He wanted to tell them that he could still walk, but trying to shift or lift himself up resulted in a sudden, overwhelming surge of pain. Eva and Kerys started dragging him, and that wasn’t much better. He felt his awareness wavering, not fading completely, but splitting him off from the pain in his body and leaving him disassociated. 
 
    “Water,” said Eva. “From the shower. Clean leather strips. Boil them in the cooking pot. It will soften them up and prevent them from carrying rot.” 
 
    He heard Kerys moving through the tower. He felt Eva’s hand on his forehead, along with a wet and cool strip of cloth. He sensed the tension in her thighs underneath him as she held him in place. He didn’t feel the arrow come out when she pulled in a single, resolved motion, and that was both a blessing and a curse. 
 
    When Ari woke up, he was still in the tower’s common room. Eva and Kerys were both with him, the former borrowing his legs as a pillow while the latter cuddled with him from the side. 
 
    “How long…” muttered Ari. “The storm—is it here yet?” 
 
    “Almost,” said Eva. “It’s close to nightfall. We don’t have long.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and forced himself to his feet. Pain throbbed in his shoulder, and though it was almost as bad as it had been with the arrow still in, he forced himself to ignore it. 
 
    “The wards,” said Ari. “I have to activate them.” 
 
    “Aristial, you need to rest,” said Kerys. “If you get up and start moving around, you’ll—” 
 
    “Mud and blood, Kerys!” shouted Ari. “I’m the only one who can do this! If I don’t get those wards activated, we’ll die. All of us.” 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “She’s right. You are in no condition to walk on your own, even.” 
 
    “Then get over here and help me!” said Ari, with a little more edge in his tone than he’d intended. “Please.” 
 
    Her silver-blue hair was messy, and her hands were dirty with dried blood from treating his wound. Kerys’ eyes were red, and her nose was running. Eva bowed slightly and hurried to help support him under his one good arm, and Kerys followed behind, as though worried he might collapse again. 
 
    Ari still had essence stored within him, and the first thing he did was to head up to the enchanting altar and drain it of the small amount of essence it still had left. He knew that it wouldn’t be enough, but he also knew that he had to try, anyway. 
 
    He pressed his palm against one of the tower’s outer wards and fed essence into it through focusing his will. It activated, but it took basically everything Ari had. Three of the six wards still lay dormant. In all the time they’d been using the tower as a base, they’d only managed to get halfway to where they needed to be. 
 
    “Can we take the essence out of the wards we activated inside?” asked Ari. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it does not work like that,” said Eva. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” Ari muttered. “Okay. Maybe, if we hurry, we could make it to the labyrinth.” 
 
    “It’s too far away, Ari,” said Kerys. “Even if you weren’t injured, we wouldn’t be able to travel that fast.” 
 
    “There must be something else!” said Ari. “Some way around this problem. Eva, I know how much this question will pain you, but can you remember anything that might help?” 
 
    She looked away from him for a couple of seconds before slowly shaking her head. 
 
    “I do not,” she said. “I promise you that I would tell you if I did” 
 
    Ari thought back to his own vision and what he’d seen of Mythril’s life. Was there something there that he could use? The rune sleds. Mythril’s enchanted items, and Diya’s self-buffing mystica. The conversation with Emperor Horace. 
 
    “The golems,” said Ari. “Of course! Come on, we have to move!” 
 
    “Aristial…” said Kerys. 
 
    “There’s no time!” shouted Ari. “This way. Kerys, run back in and grab the rope!” 
 
    He gestured with his good arm, and to his relief, Kerys and Eva didn’t question him any further about what he intended. They headed west, making their way down the hill and then into the forest. It was almost the same route Ari usually took to the Saidican ruins and the labyrinth, but he veered off to the north after a minute. 
 
    “There!” he said, spotting what he’d come to find. 
 
    “The statues…” said Eva. 
 
    “They aren’t statues!” snapped Ari. “That’s why they’re here. Nobody would build a statue this far from the city! They’re old golems, and they might still be of use to us! They had to have been fueled by something!” 
 
    Both of the golems stood at least fifty feet high. Ari rested on the grass, instructing Kerys and Eva to take a closer look at each one for anything other than stone that might be recovered. Kerys let out a shout after a minute of searching. 
 
    “This one!” she said. “There’s something in its eye, or where an eye would be on a person, at least.” 
 
    Ari swore under his breath. He had been anticipating the possibility of having to climb up one of the golems but making it high enough to reach the head would be impossible in his current state. 
 
    “I’ll attempt the climb,” said Eva. “If I fall, I can always shift into sword form to avoid injuring myself on impact.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” said Ari. He briefly considered trying to throw Eva in her sword form up to within grabbing distance of the golem’s eyes, but that option still seemed challenging for him with his injury, given that the toss would need to be almost straight up fifty feet. 
 
    Eva started climbing, carrying the rope with her just in case it became necessary. The golem’s form did not do her any favors, and she was already struggling to find handholds by the time she was up to its knee. 
 
    “Try throwing the rope!” shouted Ari, suddenly having an idea. “If you can get it up over the shoulder, we can hold one end and you can climb the other.” 
 
    Eva tried a couple of times and finally managed it on the third throw. Unfortunately, the rope just wasn’t long enough for the plan to be feasible. She tried to scramble up and grab onto the golem’s waist, falling in the process and only saving herself by landing in her sword form. 
 
    Thunder rumbled in the distance. Ari felt his heart pounding as he realized what he’d already known. They were out of time. His plan had been solid, and with another hour, it probably would have saved them. But they had minutes, if that, and they couldn’t manage to make the climb that quickly. 
 
    “Kerys,” said Ari. “Get back to the tower. Eva and I will keep trying.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side,” said Kerys. 
 
    “Eva!” snapped Ari. “Bring her back! Get inside and barricade the door.” 
 
    Eva shook her head. “Not without you, milord.” 
 
    Ari punched the grass in frustration. He heard a rustling noise and immediately tensed, wondering if some of the fishers had arrived ahead of the rain. 
 
    The sound, he soon realized, came from overhead. Half a dozen black silhouettes circled in the sky above and then descended into the clearing alongside Ari, Kerys, and Eva.  
 
    Rin stood at the front of her cadre, smiling slightly as she crossed her arms over her breasts. She flicked a few strands of jet-black hair out of her face and raised an eyebrow at Ari. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out here,” she said. “Hopefully I don’t have to explain why. You should—” 
 
    “I’m calling in a favor, Rin,” said Ari. “You stole my cloak. Now, you’re going to save me and my friends.” 
 
    “That’s what I was trying to do,” said Rin. “Though warning you of what’s on its way might still be insufficient.” 
 
    “Look!” Ari pointed at the golem’s eye. “Do you see that? The green gem in its left eye. Bring it to me Rin, and mud and blood, I’ll let you keep my Feathercloak.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on giving it back just yet, anyway,” said Rin. “So be it.” 
 
    She flapped her wings, flew up to the golem’s eye, and after a couple of seconds of frustrated wiggling, managed to pry it loose. She dropped it from above, and Ari caught it with the hand of his good arm. 
 
    “We cannot stay any longer, chala,” called Rin. “I wish you and yours the best of luck.” 
 
    She started to rejoin the rest of her flock, who were already circling and gaining altitude. Then, she seemed to think better of it, swooping low and landing right in front of Ari. Before he could stop her, she’d pressed her lips to his and stolen a quick kiss. She was in the air before he could reply, and despite the circumstances, Ari couldn’t help but chuckle at the annoyance he saw on Kerys and Eva’s faces. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We don’t have much time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    The first droplets of rain started falling almost immediately after they’d left the golem. By the time they’d made it to the hill, they were pushing through a deluge of falling water. 
 
    Eva helped him up the slope, while Kerys ran ahead to open the door. Ari heard a noise off to the side, and he turned in time to bear witness to a fisher rising from the ground. 
 
    He remembered what Jed had told him about the Weatherblight in the brief conversation they’d had about the monsters. They weren’t creatures or animals in the normal sense of the word. They were more like the mold that grew on cave walls, or the slugs that coalesced together from the slime in the dirty crevasses of the dumping pit. 
 
    The fisher’s body seemed to inflate from a few inches underneath the dirt before it stumbled upward, breaking loose and coming to stand while still covered in soil and grass. Ari and Eva reached the door, and he couldn’t help but wonder if they’d been just a sliver too late as he saw half a dozen other monsters rising up near the tree line, and one right on the hill next to him. 
 
    Eva knew exactly where he needed to go, and she all but carried him up to the third floor. Ari slammed the green crystal down on the enchanting altar’s center and drained it of its essence as fast as his shaking hands would allow. Then, he took the essence into his own body, and felt despair hit him like a slap in the face. 
 
    “It’s not enough…” he muttered. “We went through all that, and it’s not enough. Maybe I could activate two, but not three.” 
 
    Eva’s face took on a solemn quality, and she stepped in between him and the enchanting altar. 
 
    “There’s something you should know,” she said. “As I may have mentioned to you in the past, I have my own store of essence within me. It should be sufficient if you drain it while I’m in my sword form.” 
 
    Ari was already shaking his head before she’d finished her sentence. 
 
    “And what would that do to you?” he said. “Do I even need to ask?” 
 
    “It would destroy my enchantment,” she whispered. “I would be destroyed, myself, in the process. But—” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Ari. 
 
    “Not even to save Lady Kerys?” asked Eva. “If you don’t do this, she’ll die, and so will you.” 
 
    Eva stared at him, her blue eyes harboring a deep sadness, but with an edge of resolve along with it. Was he willing to do what she’d suggested? He’d promised Kerys that he’d protect her, no matter what. He’d told her that he’d go to whatever lengths were necessary to keep her safe. He promised her brothers that he’d die, if that’s what it took to save her. 
 
    Would he sacrifice Eva for that same end? His heart felt hot and heavy, and it was suddenly hard for him to breathe past the lump in his throat. Eva had served him with no hesitation. He was undeserving of her, as a master, as a man, hell, probably even as a friend.  
 
    He loved her. He loved Kerys. Could he really choose between them? 
 
    He held his hand out. Eva flashed and turned into her sword form. Ari caught her by the hilt, and then hesitated for only a moment before spinning around and rushing back downstairs. Kerys was in the common room, watching the door. 
 
    “Lock it behind me,” said Ari. “I’ll knock three times when it’s safe to open it and let me back in.” 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys. “There’s too many of them! You’ll die!” 
 
    She grabbed his hand as he started toward the door. He pulled it free, unlatched the door, and slid out into the storm. 
 
    One of the fishers noticed him almost immediately. As Rin has mentioned when she’d spoken of the strength of the storm, the monster was at least as big as the largest fisher Ari had seen when he’d last encountered them. He hurled himself to the side as it reached out with its disgusting, wriggling tendrils, cutting a slash into one with a backswing made clumsy by his wounded shoulder. 
 
    “It isn’t too late!” shouted Eva, through the bond. “Get back inside.” 
 
    Ari hurried around the edge of the tower. It wasn’t far to the first inactivated ward. He slammed the hand of his wounded arm against it and willed the requisite essence forward, not bothering to slow to a complete stop. It flashed with light as he activated it, drawing the attention of two more fishers. 
 
    He let out a wordless battle cry and hacked his way past another surging tentacle attack. The next ward was four steps away, and then three, and then he was alongside it. He slammed his hand down and willed the last of his stored essence into it. 
 
    Except, that wasn’t all the essence that Ari had. Eva’s words had stirred an idea with him. A stupid idea, but to be fair, all of his ideas were pretty stupid. Ari had his own store of essence, separate from sharing with Eva or activating enchantments. His soul essence. And he would gladly sacrifice it for his friends. 
 
    He had to get through a fisher to even get near enough to try it. A tentacle wrapped around his neck. Ari snarled like a madman and sank his teeth into it, taking a surprisingly large and unsurprisingly disgusting bite out of it. He spat ooze out of his mouth and swung Azurelight in a whirlwind attack that bought him space, if nothing else. 
 
    He slid through mud as he came to the last ward and slammed his hand against it without hesitation. The fishers were closing on him. He felt the sword disappear from his hand and heard Eva grunt as she attempted to hold them off with her bare hands. She knew what he was about to do. She was loyal to the end, even when it meant aiding him in a suicidal gambit. 
 
    He could feel his soul essence. It was there in his heart. Behind his eyes. The swirling awareness of sound and touch. Memories, and emotion. He gathered it into a distillation, and then forced it into the ward with all the will he could muster. 
 
    Blood gushed out of Ari’s nose in thick, coppery gout. His vision swam with black dots. Strangely, even his teeth hurt, as though someone had just banged a piece of metal against him. 
 
    The ward lit up. All of them did. And nothing else happened. 
 
    The fishers drew back from the light, hesitating in a manner that was uncharacteristic for the mindless monsters. It was only for an instant, but Eva moved in that time, tossing Ari over her shoulder and carrying him back toward the tower’s entrance in a desperate burst of movement. 
 
    The reverie ended after just a few seconds, and the fishers began to close in on them again. Eva tossed Ari onto the common room table as soon as they were inside, throwing her strength into holding the door closed instead. Several tentacles had slid past the threshold and kept the door from being able to close all the way and be properly barred.  
 
    “Milord!” shouted Eva. “There’s a ward on the table! On the center of the table!” 
 
    There was more than one. At least twelve in total. Ari pushed back against the fugue clouding his thoughts to focus his attention on the situation. He was still alive. There were wards on the table. The tower’s defenses hadn’t turned on. They needed to be activated. Eva was shouting to him… 
 
    He slammed his hand down on one of the wards at random, shouting as he pushed his will into it. The door flew open as the fishers finally overwhelmed Eva, but at the exact same moment, a sheath of blindingly bright white surrounded the tower. It flooded in through the door and every window. Half a dozen fisher tentacles fell to the floor in front of the doorway, where the light had apparently severed them from their previous owner. 
 
    Then it was quiet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    The storm was gone. Ari pushed himself up from the table and stared at the door, which still hung completely open. The fishers were gone, too. Perhaps most importantly, the familiar surroundings, the hill, the trees, and the grassy slope were all no longer visible outside the tower. 
 
    Even more surprising was the fact that it was daytime again. Close to sunset, but Ari was absolutely sure that it had been at least an hour later during the storm and his desperate gambit at activating the wards. 
 
    Kerys stared outside the door with her jaw hanging slack, her blonde hair blowing slightly in the breeze that was apparently sneaking in. Eva seemed similarly dumbstruck, but only for a moment. She hurried to close the door and bar it, and then turned her attention toward Ari. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said. “You did an extremely stupid thing.” 
 
    “Stupid, but it…” Ari trailed off, bringing a hand to his mouth and coughing into it. It came back thick with phlegm and blood, too disgusting for him to even wipe on his ragged tunic. “It worked, didn’t it?” he managed to finish. 
 
    “It worked,” said Kerys. “But is this what it was supposed to do?” 
 
    “We’re safe, or at least it seems that way,” said Eva. “Let’s take some time to rest within the tower before planning our next move.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” he said. “You’re too careful. I didn’t run out during the storm just to put off seeing the results of whatever I managed.” 
 
    He stood up, fighting off a bout of vertigo as he headed for the door. Eva sighed, and Kerys muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “Aristial Stoneblood,” but he ignored them both. He opened the door and walked outside the tower. 
 
    They were somewhere other than where they’d been. That was all Ari was able to say with any certainty. There was no grass, but rather the ground was coated with a rich, sandy soil and an array of knee-high foliage. There were a few trees in the distance, but the surrounding area was almost suspiciously level, as though it had been flattened by a giant hand. 
 
    The sky overhead was clear. The sun was in the process of setting, and both moons were already visible in the other side of the sky. Ari waited for Eva and Kerys to join him before straying further from the tower. 
 
    “We assumed that the wards on the tower were to activate its defenses,” said Ari. “I guess in a way, they were. What better defense could there be than to teleport the tower somewhere else?” 
 
    “True enough.” Eva flashed a genuine smile at him and drew a little closer in.  
 
    Kerys was holding the hand of his good arm, and she brought it to her mouth and kissed the back of his knuckles. 
 
    “You’re really stupid, Ari,” she whispered. “But you did it. It all worked out, in the end. We—” 
 
    “Whoa!” Ari drew to a stop and drew both her and Eva back a little. “Do you see that? Ahead of us?” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Eva. 
 
    “That’s just it,” said Ari. “Nothing.” 
 
    They continued forward, moving more slowly now, and soon discovered why the ground was so level. They weren’t in a field, or on a beach, or even on an island, as Ari had been leaning toward assuming. They were on top of a massive stone structure, ancient enough to have accumulated sand, dirt, and inevitably, the droppings of thousands upon thousands of birds over time. 
 
    There was a five-foot-tall stone lip surrounding the edge of the structure. Ari peered over, seeing ocean below them and in all directions. They were so high up that it was impossible for him to even guess at the size of what they were on. As far as he could tell, it was a spire that came directly out of the ocean, or at the very least, the island it had been built on had been completely covered. 
 
    “It seems safe here,” said Kerys. “For the moment.” 
 
    Several miles across the ocean in the distance, a spray of white seafoam erupted from the water, followed by a massive water snake. It was impossible for Ari to guess at its size from so far away, but judging from how long it took the creature’s entire body to complete its berth, he would have been shocked to find it smaller than a thousand feet long. 
 
    “Way to jinx it,” said Ari.  
 
    “I believe those are the leviathans that Lady Rin spoke of,” said Eva. “I’m not sure if it is possible for us to tell just yet whether they pose a threat to us up here.” 
 
    Ari looked down the side of the massive spire again. It was completely smooth, lacking any doors or windows that he could see down its entire length, and they were too far up to even see the waves crashing against it at the point where it entered the water. 
 
    The three of them completed a circuit of the spire’s upper level. It was at least a half mile across in diameter, with a significant amount of overgrown vegetation and even a few mango and palm trees.  
 
    Birds were everywhere, most of them white, or white with black spots, calling out to each other constantly. They didn’t seem to have any innate fear of Ari or the others, which he decided would work in their favor if they decided to try to hunt any of them. 
 
    “This is so weird,” said Ari. “The tower teleported us… on top of another tower?” 
 
    “Calling this thing a tower is like calling that leviathan we just saw a fish,” said Kerys. “This thing is something else entirely.” 
 
    “Deepwater Spire,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari and Kerys glanced over at her. 
 
    “Do you know something about it, Eva?” asked Ari. “Was it built by your people?” 
 
    Eva shook her head, bringing one hand up and pressing it against her face. She looked uncomfortable and more than a little vulnerable, which made Ari feel a little guilty for asking the question, innocuous as it may have been. 
 
    “I do not know the exact details,” she said. “I remember enough to know that it was a mystery, even to my people, but I cannot say whether it was built by the Sai or was an artifact of a previous time.” 
 
    Ari accepted her answer and continued his survey. On the north-facing side of the spire’s roof, he found a circular hatch buried in sand and bird droppings after noticing the different sound his feet made as he walked across it. He brushed it off as much as he could and grinned as he inspected it more closely. 
 
    “Mud and blood,” he muttered. 
 
    There was an essence lock on the hatch’s center. If he’d had even the slightest reserve of essence left, Ari would have pulled it open and taken a look without hesitation. Even now, he felt a slight temptation to try his luck a second time and use his own soul essence, in case there was something on the other side worth finding immediately. 
 
    “I know that look, milord,” said Eva. “It would mean your death. You already stripped a decade, at least, off your life through the foolishness you committed to during the storm.” 
 
    Ari looked her straight in the eyes. 
 
    “It was worth it,” he said. “I have no regrets, Eva. It saved Kerys, and it saved you.” 
 
    Eva blinked and glanced away. An uncharacteristic blush blossomed in her cheeks. 
 
    “It is possible to safely open essence locks over time,” Eva said, still not looking over at him. “It’s unwieldy and slow, compared to shifting all of the essence at once, but it can be done without danger. It might take a week or maybe longer, but we can still get it open even if we have no further unneeded enchanted items to draw essence out of.” 
 
    The three of them made their way back to the tower and took seats around the common room table. Ari tried tapping on each of the twelve wards that were placed in a circle near the table’s center, but none of them did anything, despite remaining visible. 
 
    “It took so much essence to activate all of the tower’s outer wards,” he muttered. “And it turns out that it was all just for a single teleportation.” 
 
    “That means we’re going to be stuck here,” said Kerys. “Maybe for now. Or maybe… forever.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay,” said Ari. “If we can make it past the essence lock on the hatch and raid the inside of the spire, there’s a good chance that we can find more enchanted items. Or maybe even more mesmers to absorb essence from. There’s no telling what we might find inside.” 
 
    He refrained from pointing out that he also wasn’t sure if there was even a point in going back, at least not immediately. He remembered what Rin had said about the length of the hurricanes that often followed windstorms. There was no point in hurrying back to a place that was only slightly more familiar to them if it meant throwing themselves back into danger. 
 
    Kerys looked around the tower and discovered that Jarvis and his lackies hadn’t done as thorough of a search as they’d initially thought. They still had some rice and dried meat left in one of the kitchen cabinets, and she drew water from the shower to start the former cooking in the pot. 
 
    “We should ration what we have left in the water basin until we can figure out whether it actually rains here,” she said. 
 
    Ari winced at the thought of fishers rising from the sand and guano coating the spire’s surface. Though, in the unlikely event that rain was uncommon where they were over the ocean, they’d probably be in an equally life-threatening situation. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we should,” said Ari. “At least it rained right before we left. We should be fine for a week or so, at least.” 
 
    “Lord Aristial,” said Eva. “As calm as it might seem on top of this spire, I must insist that one of us keeps watch from the tower’s roof at all times until we are certain that we are safe here. I’ll take the first shift.” 
 
    “I’ll go up with you for a minute,” said Ari. 
 
    He followed Eva up to the tower’s roof, and the two of them stood looking out over their locational circumstances. They were on top of a tower, on top of a spire, amidst the ocean. It was a curious feeling, and Ari felt a laugh bubbling up in his chest that he had to tamp down on. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “We haven’t really gotten a chance to talk in a while.” 
 
    “No, we have not, milord,” said Eva. 
 
    Ari smiled at her. “For some reason, it sounds so unnatural when you call me that.” 
 
    “I do not have to, if you do not like it,” said Eva. “I could use your name in its place, if you wanted.” 
 
    “You can keep using whatever feels like it suits you best,” said Ari. “I wanted to ask you about what you said before, after I removed the runestone. About not wanting to strengthen our bond anymore.” 
 
    He felt that annoying lump in his throat again. It reminded him a little of asking one of the girls down in the Hollow for the specifics on why he’d been turned down as a suitor. Of course, down there he’d always had a firm understanding of what the reason was, as an orphan. 
 
    Eva was quiet enough to stir all of those feelings of nervousness, insecurity, and shame within him. It felt strange, waiting to hear what she had to say. Almost like he didn’t really want to hear it. 
 
    “The stronger our bond grows, the more I will remember,” said Eva. “It scares me to know that. The thought of losing my body and becoming no more than an inanimate object… is also something that scares me.” 
 
    Ari listened, taking one of her hands into his and giving it a soft squeeze. 
 
    “I do not understand why you turned down my offer to use my essence for the tower’s wards,” said Eva. 
 
    “What isn’t there to understand about that?” asked Ari. “Doing it would have killed you.” 
 
    “You care so much about me that you would risk your own life to prevent me from sacrificing mine?” asked Eva. 
 
    Instead of answering her with words, he ran his hand across his cheek. He waited for her to meet his eye before planting a soft kiss on her lips, letting his face linger near hers as it ended. 
 
    “Of course I care that much about you, Eva,” he said. 
 
    “Milord,” said Eva. “Aristial. Do you care about me as… a man cares about a woman?” 
 
    He had his answer ready when a call came from downstairs, echoing up the tower and out the open roof hatch. 
 
    “Dinner is ready!” called Kerys. “There’s plenty to eat. We’ll start rationing tomorrow, but I want us to have a proper meal tonight.” 
 
    Eva turned away from Ari, breaking away from the moment. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, to her back. “The answer to your question, Evastria, is yes. You should have known that already. Not everything about strengthening our bond was for the sake of survival. Not even half of it.” 
 
    Eva let one of her fingers play with the tip of a lock of silver-blue hair. 
 
    “Can we start from the beginning?” she asked. “I was so aggressive with you at first. I wanted to remember as much as I could, as quickly as I could. Now… If I have no choice but to remember, I would like to do it at a pace I can handle.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Ari. “But you should probably be clear about what you mean, so I don’t do anything that’s over the line for you.” 
 
    He came up behind her as he spoke, pulling her into a soft embrace and speaking his words against her neck. Eva’s body was so soft, so easy to touch. 
 
    “Our bond can still be slowly refreshed and strengthened through small gestures,” said Eva. “Hugs. Kisses on the cheek. Holding hands.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” said Ari. He slid his hands across her stomach, and let his crotch meet her butt. 
 
    “Milord,” said Eva. “Will this be hard for you?” 
 
    “Only if you make it hard,” said Ari. 
 
    “I will do my best to avoid that,” said Eva, turning around. “For the time being.” 
 
    The moment stretched for several painfully heated seconds before Kerys’ voice came from downstairs again. 
 
    “It’s starting to get cold!” she shouted. “What are the two of you doing?” 
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    Eva remained on watch, so Ari brought her up dinner on a thin rock that Kerys had used as a plate and then headed back down to the common room. Kerys fawned over him as they ate at the table, even going so far as to wipe a few stray specks of rice off his cheek. 
 
    “I keep thinking about how badly I want to tell everyone down in the Hollow about what we’ve been through,” said Kerys. “It’s all just so surreal.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t believe us if we told them,” said Ari. “I probably wouldn’t have believed this, if someone had told me back before we’d left.” 
 
    “I… I’m really proud of you,” said Kerys. “I didn’t believe it at first when you made that silly promise to protect me. I thought you were just lying to me again.” 
 
    “When have I ever lied to you?” asked Ari. “Stretching the truth isn’t the same thing as lying. And before you ask, neither is making a joke at your expense.” 
 
    He expected her to snap at him for that and was almost a little disappointed when she didn’t. Kerys was leaning her head against her hand, with strands of beautiful blonde hair falling across her pretty, petite face. 
 
    “I still miss them,” said Kerys. “My mother and father. My brothers.” 
 
    “I know you do,” said Ari. “You’re lucky, you know, Kerys. You have people to miss.” 
 
    She nodded, and her expression took on a far-off quality. 
 
    “Do you really think that we’ll never see them again?” she asked. “That we’ll never get the chance to go back to the Hollow, or to bring them outside?” 
 
    “A couple of hours ago, I would have probably said it was a stupid question,” said Ari. “I think I did say something to that effect, actually.” 
 
    “Aristial, be serious,” said Kerys. 
 
    He smiled at her. “Honestly? After being teleported by this tower over a distance that I can’t even guess at, or maybe even comprehend, I’ve become a little more open-minded. Anything is possible, Kerys.” 
 
    He reached across the table and set his hand across from hers. She looked down, and her face grew red over the span of a few seconds. 
 
    “Aristial,” she said, in a quiet voice. “When your shoulder heals up, and when things are a little safer, and when we’ve figured out more about this spire and our little tower… I want you to be with me.” 
 
    Ari blinked. “What do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
    “You know,” she said. “Be with me properly. As though we were married. In a… bedroom sense.” 
 
    Ari’s surprise must have shown on his face, because Kerys’ face turned an even deeper shade of red. 
 
    “I didn’t want to just spring it on you out of nowhere,” said Kerys. “Sorry! I just felt like I should say it. I’ve been feeling more things, lately. In general, and for you.” 
 
    Ari nodded slowly. 
 
    “My shoulder is basically healed up already,” he said, patting it with his hand and hiding a wince. “And what’s there to know about this tower? It teleports, mystery solved. The spire is just an ancient structure rising out of the ocean, and we’re the safest right now that we’ve been in over a week.” 
 
    He grinned at her, standing up and extending his hand. Kerys rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You lie too much,” she said. “You’re cocky, and you take too many risks, and sometimes you can be incredibly selfish.”  
 
    She put her hand in his. 
 
    “I’m done eating,” said Ari. “I think my bandage could use changing, and my wound could use some tender care, along with a few other parts of me.” 
 
    “I’m not giving my virginity to you tonight, Aristial,” said Kerys. “I made my conditions clear enough.” 
 
    “You might not be giving me your virginity,” said Ari. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t take it, right?” 
 
    Kerys rolled her eyes at him. “Did that sound better to you before you spoke it aloud?” 
 
    “You’re such a tease, Kerys,” said Ari, grinning at her. “Fine. I’ll be a good boy. There’s other stuff we can do, anyway.” 
 
    “Other stuff?” said Kerys. 
 
    “I know how much you like peeping, so I figured I could call Eva down and—” 
 
    “Aristial Stoneblood!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading. I had a lot of fun writing this book and can’t wait to introduce you to more of the world with the sequel (Vision Voyage, will be out on February 8th). For updates and occasional freebies, sign up for my newsletter.  
 
      
 
    Edmund 
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