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Chapter 1
“Do you believe in fate?” Uli asked me, staring deep into my eyes late one night. It was the end of fall and one of the first warm days we’d had in a long time. It was kind of funny. We had been expecting a snowstorm when suddenly, it was a sunny day with a warm breeze coming in through the Shabban Sea. 
I looked at her, studying her face. 
“…No, I don’t,” I said after thinking about it for a moment. “I don’t think I do.”
“…What about with your resurrection and coming to this world? That… that wasn’t fate?” She asked me that question, and I could feel a little twinge in her voice. 
I leaned over the table and smiled, looking out the window. 
“I think I like the idea of it being random chance, ya know? Choosing my own fate.” 
In the time I’d been here on Echo Veil, I’d been wondering about fate. About what it all meant. Why I was specifically here. Gathos had plucked me from the afterlife and given me a second chance. Was that fate? Was it random? Uli paused, staring at me from the side of my vision.
“So does that mean you chose to lose?” 
“What?” I snapped back to reality as Uli slammed her dice down and revealed a winning set of numbers. 
“Haha! Double sixes!”
With my last bone crossed, she’d beaten me once again in a game of Bones and Rolls.
“Did you really have to go down that road?” I sighed as she completed her victory. 
“What?” She chided me, reveling in her victory. 
I smirked and rolled my eyes, looking back out the window. We’d been playing best out of thirteen for Bones and Crosses. A dice game where you’d hold onto a dice roll before re-rolling your others. If your numbers were larger, the other player had to cross out a box until you ran out. But, the more boxes you crossed out, the more rules you could choose from a list. Things like no rolling odds, lowest roll wins, roll until you get doubles, etc. Uli’d beat me 7 to 3, and my three wins might have been out of pity. 
“Don’t tell me you’re already bored,” Uli said, cocking her head. 
“No, it’s not that,” I shook my head. 
We were in the new apartment we’d rented out after getting the spoils from the ordeal in the mountain with Dawnthorn and taking down the giant skeleton. It had been about a month since everything had gone down, and I had returned to the living after, you know… dying down there. 
We were settling back into normalcy with Kiersa joining the crew and our guild: The Red Breakers. And while the new normal was settling in, we were still trying to figure out our place in the guild now that we weren’t considered rookies. 
“Any word from them?” I asked, noticing her staring out the window as well. 
One of the best parts about my room was the view of the city. It was beautiful when the lights would all come on, and the sky became a canvas for the city’s buildings, backlit by all the stars, planets, and the two moons Avis and Xalia up in the sky. 
However, Uli was staring straight down at The Docks. 
“No,” she said after a moment. “I guess Salvatore wants Mara and Giezha joining him on a special training mission for Kiersa.” 
My brow furrowed, and I got a sour look. 
“Of course,” I grumbled. “That old goat is the captain of the guild for two weeks and he is already trying to muscle into everybody’s work.” 
In addition to Kiersa being taken for the ‘special training,’ Mara and Giezha were also being forced along. Uli grimaced and poked my shoulder.
“You need to give him a break.” 
Oh, I’ll break something, alright. I thought to myself. 
Salvatore nearly got everybody killed because of his betrayal with the whole Dawnthorn thing. And so what? He decided to change his mind when he realized the consequences of his actions? That is not a good enough excuse for me. 
“Well, I think I’ll go to bed,” Uli said, stretching out. She got up and walked by, whispering in my ear. “Want to join me?” 
“You know, that sounds wonderful,” I laughed. 
We shared a lascivious smirk, and right as we grasped at each other’s clothes, there was a knock on the door.
Knock, knock, knock. 
Who could that be at this late an hour? 
We both quickly hurried downstairs with our weapons in hand. 
“Excuse me!” Came a shrill man’s voice, muffled behind the door. “Excuse me, I am in need of assistance!” 
Uli’s pupils contracted into two vertical slits, like a snake’s. Nothing good ever happened after dark. Especially when you lived on the edge of Iron Court, which was best described as the “less great” part of Naled. 
With a flash of purple light, Uli’s poisoned dagger appeared in hand while we hid beside the door. She looked at me silently and nodded her head. I burst through the door, ready to take on whatever was there with my fist raised and a ball of fire in hand. 
“Oh!” he let out a squeal as I raised my hand, falling to the ground. 
It was a tall and thin man with fancy clothes at the door, trying to shield his face behind many ringed fingers. The man stared at me in terror, his eyes locked on the flaming sphere.
“I-I’m so sorry!” He said. “I th-think this might be the wrong place. I was looking for Mrs. Uli and a Mr. Asher Merrick. Are they here?” 
“Who wants to know?” I said, lowering my fiery hand. 
The man’s eyes shook in terror as he stayed firmly planted on the ground. “I tried to contact the Red Breaker guild.”
“That’s so huh?” Uli didn’t do anything. She simply waited by the threshold of the door as the man cowered. 
He had a tall and narrow face and patchy facial hair. I’d have guessed he was a little bit older than me and had long and thick chestnut brown hair. The man’s eyes were shaky and almost completely white while the color drained from his face. 
“I-Please! That’s just… I have a job for you!”
“Then go to the guild,” I said shortly. “It’s late.” 
“I must implore sir! And is Ms. Uli available?”
“It’s just Uli,” she said, appearing behind him. 
“Ah!” The man let out another shriek and jumped into my arms. 
I was so caught off guard that I held him there as he shook violently. He realized what he’d done and looked at me.
“Oh! Sorry, sorry,” He laughed nervously, jumping off and standing upright. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Aelfwind Porterbrandy.”
Porter… Brandy? I thought to myself.
“Really?” Uli instantly brightened up. “Oh, please, please do come in!” 
She gestured politely for Aelfwind to follow her into the apartment past me.
“What are you- Who is-?” 
Before I could finish asking, Uli gave me a look, and I got out of the way. Uli winked at me while helping the man into the apartment. Crossing into the candlelight of the apartment, I could see that this Aelfwind’s clothes were extremely highfalutin. He wore magenta robes with a black silk hood and semi-precious stones adorning every stitch, button, and hemline. The putrid mix of strong colognes told me everything I needed to know. This was one rich son of a bitch. 
“I do apologize, again,” The man bowed as he sat down at the table. 
“Why don’t I go get us a bottle of something to discuss business?” Uli suggested chipperly. “Asher, please entertain the man.” 
“Yeah, sure…” I said quietly. I sat down across from Mr. Porterbrandy, who looked around curiously, wiping his hands with a silk handkerchief. 
“I did not mean to impose, Mr. Merrick. I just have urgent business, and the guild you are employed by told me I could find you for urgent matters.” 
“Is that a fact?” I said, eyeing him up and down. 
He kind of reminded me of myself when I’d first come into this world. He seemed incredibly naïve but friendly. (Of course, I was still very naive.) That said, it was obvious he was looking around and silently judging everything. Comparing it to his standards. Even if he didn’t realize he was. 
“There we go!” Uli said, happily bringing out a few drinking jacks and a large bottle of wine. 
“You sure Mara’s going to be okay with you stealing that?” I whispered in her ear.
“She will after we get paid,” Uli whispered back, pouring several large drinks for everybody. 
The man took the cleanest-looking jack and bowed shortly.
“Ah, thank you!” 
Aelfwind sniffed the drink before gingerly taking a sip. He recoiled for a moment before swallowing and smiling. “It’s very… robust!” He smiled. 
“It’s a brandy,” I smirked, taking a sip. 
Distilled wine. Strong shit, for sure, but a personal favorite when we decided to cut loose. 
“Yes, well… Perhaps business can be attended to?” 
I saw one of Uli’s ears flick, and her pupils switched back to an attentive round shape. She dabbed her lip with a cloth towel and nodded. She was doing her best to play it cool, but I could see her pupils were just a little larger than normal. She was hunting. 
“Let’s do business, Lord Porterbrandy.” She smiled. 
Lord!?
While I did my best not to look shocked that this shmuck was a lord, Aelfwind smiled and took a deep breath. Whatever job he had for us was visibly weighing on him, sagging his shoulders.
“You see, the problem is with an old home of my family’s.” He said, struggling to get the words out. He fumbled for a bag that he had under his robe and pulled out several pieces of parchment. “Are you familiar with the Nurlag Forest region?” He asked. 
“It’s pretty far out to the east,” Uli said, explaining to me. “Fairly close to the capital, isn’t it?” 
“Correct,” Aelfwind nodded. “It’s a little bit out of the way. You could say hidden in the swamps and whatnot. A favorite place of many childhoods in my family.”
Aelfwind looked at the maps wistfully. I watched the noble impatiently, waiting for him to just spit it out. Truth be told, I was excited about the prospect of another mission. I had only been cleared for big jobs recently, and outside of a few escort missions to and from Zizar, we hadn’t done much. This could be a huge chance for all of us to work together once everybody gets back.
“The job is… complicated,” He said, still tiptoeing around. 
“Please, sir, if you seek our employment, we must know what the goal is,” Uli said gently and placed a hand on his. I felt a pang of jealousy for a moment, but I knew that this was just her charm to get the info she needed. 
The man looked at her hand and then up to her face, his mouth agape before finally nodding. 
“Yes. I suppose this is true,” Porterbrandy took a deep breath, finally explaining. “The home in question is a mansion that belonged to my great-aunt. She was a duchess during her time, and she was colloquially known as the Duchess of Roses.” 
Uli quickly retracted her hand, and I could see her eyes widen. For a moment, her mouth went askew, and she quickly shook it off.
“R-Really?” She said nonchalantly. However, I noticed she had a bit of a hitch in her voice. “Please… please explain.” She requested. 
“This happened about fifty years ago, mind you. It’s all second hand,” He said, looking at the both of us. 
Kakooom!
There was a crack of thunder outside, and just as suddenly as this warm weather had come, a storm started to brew outside. Uli practically jumped out of her seat before resettling. 
That’s a bit odd. I thought to myself. Wonder what’s eating her…
“The Duchess of Roses, was once one of the fairest women in the land and the fairest ruler under the emperor.” He explained. Curiously, his face was somber and filled with woe. “And she was due to be married fifty years ago. However…her groom never came. That wedding day, he disappeared, and she was heartbroken. There were rumors that he had left and traveled south to Zala. The rumor spread and eventually, my aunt heard the news. It enraged her something fierce! Soon the Duchess of Roses became a Duchess and Thorns and…” Aelfwind stopped and swallowed. “People working at the mansion began to disappear. Eventually, she died of a broken heart. Her most prized possession: a crystal rose, slowly poisoned the land.” 
I looked from him to Uli. 
“A rose did that?” 
“Yes!” he said urgently. “A rose! A crystal rose! A mysterious relic she acquired, lost in the mansion. Holding a terrible curse!” 
“And… for fifty years, nobody has been there?.” I asked to confirm. 
Mr. Porterbrandy nodded his head gravely. 
“My family are merchants, not adventurers, or mercenaries. Also… we felt that it was disrespectful to go routing around and onto Tabitha’s memories.” 
“So why now?” Uli said quietly. Her cocky demeanor and natural charm had vanished. Now she was quiet and reserved. 
“My brother’s grandson was recently born and we hope to help him establish a place of his own and this is the best way to do it. We hope that by relieving the past, we can build a future for our family.”
Ah. Real estate deals… I thought to myself. Got it. 
“Please help uncover what is going on in my family’s matter. Exorcise the ghosts that haunt it. And I promise a handsome reward.
“G-g-ghosts!?” Uli stuttered. She quickly realized what she’d done. “Sorry,” she said, quickly correcting herself. “Having a bit of a cold.” 
I cocked an eyebrow at her, but she made a threatening gesture, and I let it go. 
“There are many things that haunt that manner.” He explained. “And I simply hope to help my family’s memory and its future.”
“We’ll have to figure it out with the guild,” I said. “Our new captain says, we can’t just go accepting jobs without the guild bidding first.”
Aelfwin pulled out a piece of glowing parchment and slid it across the table. “Already approved.” 
Sure as shit, it had already been signed by the newly-minted Captain Salvatore. Uli quickly snatched the paper and read through it, muttering to herself. Her eyes begin to glisten with that familiar look of gold in her eyes. However, something caught her attention.
“Hold on,” She said, putting the paper down. “Why does it only have Asher and me listed?” 
“Ah, yes,” Aelfwind laughed nervously. “I can only afford the guilds’ fee for two and…”
“Right now is the perfect time to do that,” I said, looking at him. “You’re getting this at a discount, right?” 
The man stopped laughing and looked at me nervously. 
“It may have been mentioned that now would be an opportune time.” 
“Lovely,” I said quietly. 
I took the paper and read through it as well. Everything looked nice, and the payment of a hundred gold plus expenses to and from sounded nice. However, Uli didn’t do her usual haggling. In fact, she was staring past Mr. Porterbrandy and straight out the window. The storm had quickly settled in, and rain pounded the window as thunder rumbled in the distance. 
Better take it over… I thought to myself.
“We get to keep what we find in the mansion,” I said simply. 
“What!?” Aelfwind jumped up. “That’s preposterous! That’s scandalous! It’s-it’s unacceptable!”
I watched as he stood over us, looking at me like I’d just kissed his wife. My face remained neutral while Uli was still transfixed by the outside.
“That’s the deal,” I said simply. “We’re getting paid below market value. You said it yourself.” 
Aelfwind recoiled, realizing his mistake. He weighed his options for a moment and shook his head, 
“No, you are right. At the end of the day, my family hasn’t used any of it for fifty years. There are treasures there that my people have abandoned If you deem it necessary.” He looked at us desperately. “I only ask that you not take the floorboards and the drapery.” 
“Damn!” I laughed. “And just now, I was thinking we could really use some new drapery.” 
Mr. Porterbrandy clearly didn’t get the joke at first until I started laughing. 
“Ah, yes!” He chuckled. “Humor. So, it’s an accord, then?” he asked as I stood up.
“I think so.” I shook his hand, and the paper began to glow. 
“Huh?” Uli looked over, snapping out of it.
“W-we’re doing it?” She asked nervously. 
“Of course!” I pulled out a quill and quickly wrote my name down, and handed it over to Uli. 
“Well, we were just so busy recently and…” She bit her lip for a moment before shaking her head. “No, no, we’re not. I’m just being lazy.” She laughed before quickly scribbling her name out. 
The paper began to glow before it dissolved into the table, and Mr. Porterbrandy jumped with joy. 
“Ah, excellent! Thank you both so much. I promise that you’ll be handsomely rewarded.” And I do thank you again.” He started shaking both of our hands at the same time. “I will have your transportation set up very soon.”
And with nary a single other word, Lord Porterbrandy quickly departed, slamming the door behind him. As the storm began to rage, Uli and I both looked at each other excitedly and started to make plans for our trip. Just in case the girls got home before we finished up, we drafted a letter explaining everything to them. (Of course, Salvatore probably told them already, ensuring them that this was all a part of his brilliant planning… Jackass.) 
However, after finishing everything and heading up to bed with Uli, I couldn’t help but feel that we might have been feeling something else besides excitement.
Chapter 2
The journey to Porterbrandy’s mansion was about a week and a half down the river, passing by Zizar. Aelfwind made good on his promise, paying for the transportation through the river and even fitting us with a set of horses to take with us. After getting off the river, we just needed to take these horses through the forest and to a designated rest spot.
Unfortunately, I’m terrible with horses.
“Gah!” I grunted as the horse continued to jostle me.
The rain that came in the night of our assignment was here to stay, and freezing rain and wind pelted us the entire way. 
“Dammit horse!” I said, trying to get him to behave.
“You need to be gentler with him,” Uli said leisurely. She and her horse moved with ease, as Uli barely had to do anything for the horse to follow her command. They watched the stubborn mule I was stuck with fighting me while she idly scratched behind its ears.
“Easy for you to say,” I grumbled. “You got the good one.”
“We’ve already switched horses twice,” She lightly chided before continuing on.
The forest was filled with critters watching on from a distance as we moved through a rarely used path. Uli had been given specific directions, and her horse seemed familiar enough with the area. I’d finally gotten mine to quit jostling me so hard as we trailed behind. But as we moved, I suddenly heard a voice.
“Hey,” Came a whisper behind me.
“Huh?”? I twisted around, looking for the source.
“Neiiigh!” The horse let out a terrified whinny, and it reared back. 
“Whoa!” I fell off the horse, and it began to run off toward Uli and the clearing she came upon. 
“Wait!” I caught up as the horse sprinted around Uli in circles. 
The other horse began to rear up as well. 
“Easy, easy!” Uli tried to soothe him, but the horse did the same, and she jumped off as the two horses began running around.
The horses circled the both of us, bucking and kicking wildly while making distressed noises. 
“What’d you do?” She asked, trying to follow their movement. 
“I don’t know!” I was looking around at the tree line, trying to see what it was that had whispered to me. “I heard somebody, and then the horses freaked out,” I said, pulling my sword out and looking around. 
Uli tried to grab my arm as one of the horses freaked out even more. 
“Put that thing away! You’re going to scare the horses.” 
The two horses continued sprinting around, nervously kicking out their back legs and whinnying nervously. 
“Sorry,” I said, trying to figure out how to calm these four-legged-bastards. “But I heard somebody whisper in my ear and they freaked out.”
Uli’s head snapped at me. “What!? What’d they say?
“Hey.”
The wind continued howling as the horses refused to cooperate. 
“And you didn’t see anyone?” 
“No, that’s what I was looking around!”
“So why would that have spooked the horses!?” Uli asked, her voice rising. 
The rain continued to pick up as Uli tried to gently approach one. The horse slowed down as she approached while Uli whispered calming words. When she finally managed to touch it, she brushed the side of his face and continued whispering words to it. The horse slowly calmed down, but I could see its ears flicking around, and it seemed as if it was looking in a particular direction. 
The other horse joined, and it, too, looked around in the same direction as the other horse. As it did, I turned in the direction and saw a blue light hidden behind the trees. 
“I think I see it,” I whispered, slowly approaching Uli.
“What do you mean?” Uli said, staring straight at the horse. 
“I think that we’re being watched,” I said, slowly beginning to pool some arcane magic in my hand. 
“Whatever you do,” she said as I slowly raised a hand to my horse. It rebuffed me for a minute before settling down. “Whatever you do, don’t attack it.” She whispered urgently.
After finally settling the horses down, we managed to get back on the trail. We needed to head east until we entered the swamp land. Once we did that, we’d be able to drop the horses off at the local trader and receive the payment as a bonus. However, as we followed the winding path, I kept my eyes to the sides anytime the horses made a noise. Just in case.
It was late at night when we had finally arrived. At first, we weren’t sure if we’d found the right place walking up to a stable and a large signpost. It was covered in panels pointing off in every direction, listing major cities, places of importance, and the like. 
“Oi!” A voice called out, appearing from a farmhouse. “Been waitin’ for you! Was told you’d be getting here with some important horses.”
An old elven farmer hailed us and walked up to us, scratching his back. We followed him into the main building.
“Two horses, ey?” The old elf asked. 
“Yep,” Uli nodded her head. “Compliments of Lord Porterbrandy.” 
“Porterbrandy, huh?” He stopped and looked up from his ledger as he wrote everything as he was writing everything down. “Which one?” 
“Aelfwind,” I said.
The man thought about it, stroking his chin. “Hmm. Ain’t heard of no Aelfwind Porterbrandy. Well, ain’t heard of any since the Duchess of course.”
The man pointed to the signpost out in the front, at the front of his building, and at the bottom, we could see a name had been scratched out, pointing southeast. 
“Well, we’ll be going there,” I said. “So if you don’t mind, we could use a calm evening.” 
The man stopped what he was doing entirely and looked at us darkly. 
“Don’t you be bringing no spirits around here.”
“Spirits?” Uli laughed a little too hard. “W-what are you talking about? Of course, we’re not bringing spirits. That’s silly.” 
The man looked at her for a moment but said nothing. 
“Well, the barn’s available if you need a place to sleep.” 
After accepting our payment for the horses, we braved the freezing rain one more time. The barn was a rickety shack with holes in the ceiling and wind busting through. We tried to find the driest spot and put all our belongings under the hay while laying some stray burlap over as a makeshift bed.
“Why is it that people can’t just fix their fucking buildings?” I said, rubbing my arms to stay warm. 
“Let’s just get to sleep,” Uli said, saddling up in the corner of the room. 
“That’s a good idea,” I agreed, stretching out. “…My junk hurts.”
“That’s because you don’t know how to ride a horse!”
“Well maybe that’s because I’ve never been taught,” I grumbled, lying down and listening to the rain.
I could hear the wind screeching outside and the foreboding sense of danger out beyond. 
“Well,” Uli said quietly. “How about after this is over, I can teach you.”
“I’d like that,” I nodded my head. “It sounds really nice.” As the tiredness began to wear on me, I felt Uli curl up and grasp me, holding me tight. “You okay?” 
“Of course…” She mumbled. “Just a little cold.” 
“Hey.” I turned and looked at her. “You’re not scared of ghosts, are you?” 
Her brow furrowed, and she snarled. “Of course not! I’m not afraid of ghosts or spirits. I’m just,” she pouted, and I made a face. “I’m just tired, okay? Now, go to sleep.” 
“I don’t know…” I said, grimacing, feeling something creep up in my head. Even though I was tired, my mind wouldn’t stop racing. My insomnia had decided to creep up, and no matter what I did, I knew I wasn’t sleeping tonight.
What was it that we had seen in the forest, and why were the horses freaked out so bad? 
“I’m going to do a little bit of reading, if that’s okay. I’ll make sure not to keep you up too late though.” 
“I’ll be fine,” Uli said, flipping around and quickly going motionless. 
As I lit a candle and pulled out some of the books that I’d been working on, I pulled out a notebook. I was trying more and more to understand the different gods and goddesses and their stories for their place in Echo Vale. It was a web of pantheons and legends. Treachery and deceit. Murder and betrayal at the hands of cosmic beings worshiped as if they were above all of it. 
“And so Uesis, I beseech thee to take my hand in matrimony,” I whispered to myself, reading Dusyr’s letters to the Goddess of Magic. Dusyr was one of the first mortals to become a god and once a goblin trickster who managed to climb to the skies.
“For what is magic, but love extended? And what is ‘we’ but magic?”
“I can hear you,” Uli mumbled quietly. “And that’s a translation mistake on Dusyr. He said ‘we are magic’, not asking what ‘we’ was…”
“Sorry,” I whispered back. “I’ll just finish up and head to bed.”
I finished the tale of the Goblin God of Fortune being thrown from the skies and back to Echo Veil with his bouquet of Whispering Violets wrapped around his head and settled in to learn more about the mysterious Khorba. A “void dragon” that had ushered in the 4th age when I was suddenly shrouded in darkness. The flame I’d been using to read had suddenly gone out. My head snapped up, looking around as the rain was pelting heavily, and the wind still whistled through the sides of the walls. Uli was fast asleep beside me as I felt a chill run down my spine. 
It must have been the wind. I thought to myself.
Afraid to light the whole place on fire, I simply lit another match and re-lit the candle. As I settled in to continue reading, the light was snuffed out before I got to the second line. I looked around, and there was nobody there. Just… the wind. 
Well, then… I thought to myself. Better double-check.
I looked around, and there was nothing, nobody. But, seeing as I was about to go to sleep anyways, I activated my nova ability and increased my perceptive skills a thousandfold. With my ability, I was able to unleash a near-limitless potential toward abilities, skills, or statuses for a moment. But it came at the terrible cost of tiring myself to the breaking point. 
I looked around, and the entire room was filled with light. Despite the pitch black, there was nobody here but me and Uli. Since the wind didn’t want me to have a candle lit, I decided to simply read in the dark. It took me a little bit longer, but I learned more about the mysterious void dragon and the terrible war that brought the third age to an end. And I couldn’t tell you exactly when, but at some point, I drifted off to sleep, and the rain continued. And so, too, did the thunder.
Chapter 3
The next morning we awoke to a dreary, cloudy sky. The rain had subsided, if only for now, and we set back out for our journey. The farmer was kind enough to offer breakfast, a hot meal that we hadn’t had the luxury of in a while. 
The riverboat was fast and light without much in terms of supplies. A runner of sorts. Built to be excellent at escaping at a moment’s notice. And that meant nothing but gruel and hardtack when we raced down the water.
But now, we had only a short journey ahead, and the sun barely poking through the cloudy horizon. We set back out, but Uli stopped by to see the horses off. I kept my distance as they gently pushed their heads into her shoulder as she scratched behind their ears. 
“For as much as I don’t like horses, you sure seem to like them,” I observed. 
“I grew up riding horses,” She smiled. “I always felt free on horseback. I enjoyed the feeling of the wind through my ears and the hair.” 
We slowly walked from the thinning-out forested areas to a short plot of planes and grasses before the rain caught back up with us in the afternoon. The clouds came in heavy, and the light was quickly snuffed out as they began traveling through thick swamp land. 
The heavy muck weighed down on our feet while the buzzing mosquitoes and wiry trees grasped into the shallow waters like a spider’s legs on its webs. The raindrops were icy cold and stung on impact. Ice began to nibble at the leaves of the trees. 
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cold swamp like this,” I called out to Uli. 
“Yeah, you get used to those things,” she said, keeping an eye out. 
We hopped from island to island using a raft that we’d quickly constructed. It was by no means an expert craft, but it got the job done. Occasionally, we would see blue and green alligators poking through the water with their lamp-like eyes glowing in the dark. The swamp’s waters were eerily clear, like crystals to the bottom. Any dirt and sediment in the water quickly settled at the bottom anytime it was disturbed. 
Every now and then, we would see a frog jumping from the tree down into the water.
Splash! 
“Ah!” I jumped back as a giant frog leaped over my head and into the water. 
No sooner than that had happened, its legs flung out to the side as a crocodile slant appeared out of nowhere, slamming its massive jaws down on the cold-weather amphibian. 
“What the hell?” I said, pulling my sword out. The crocodile stayed perfectly still as it finished its meal staring down the both of us. I was about to stab down at the giant overgrown dinosaur when Uli stopped me. 
“It’s already ate,” She explained. “Besides, he can’t see us right now.” 
“What are you talking about?” I said, with half a mind to blast the fucker to kingdom come. 
“The safest time to travel these swamps are in the winter! The reptiles and amphibians are blinded by the cold.” She waved a stick on the ground down at the gator in front of its face. The gator did not move, remaining perfectly still.
“How does that work?” I said, watching her. 
“What they gain in the gain in an affinity for cold weather, they lose in their sight. The blood vessels thin out in the winter, keeping their bodies warm, but losing vision.” 
“So why did the frog jump down into the water?” 
“Probably because it thought you were a branch because of the heat you radiated.” 
Uli tossed the stick out, and the splash startled the gator, causing it to swim down in the water.
“It thought I was a tree branch?” 
“Something like that,” Uli she teased. “You are a big and strong like one.” 
Uli demonstrated that by jumping up and hanging off of my arm. 
“You always find the best times to flirt, don’t you?” I asked, holding her face up to mine.
She smirked and hopped back off to off of her feet.
“Maybe…” she said, picking out a piece of jerky and tossing it into the water. 
In a flash, the water became murky again, and the crocodile quickly swam off for its next meal. 
Hissss!
We could hear the hissing and growling of several of the beasts approaching the morsel in the water. The water filled with the crocs, biting and snapping as they began fighting off in the distance for the scrap of meat. 
“So, we’re not touching the water at all, right?” 
“That’s correct. And the rafts are totally safe.” She assured me. “Just…” she paused for a minute. “Maybe use an ice spell to make the wood colder in the water.” 
Using the raft wherever we could, we slowly moved from island to island. Always making sure there were no crocs or gators looking for a quick bite. Luckily, Uli had been given a map through the swamplands to find the mysterious mansion, giving us some heading.
The islands were all incredibly small and rolled around like a maze until we found a large patch of land. Much larger than the dotted swamp scape. Checking the map, Uli nodded and gave the thumbs up before she quickly jumped off. I disembarked the raft, tying it to my backpack. It was heavy and cumbersome, but I didn’t want to disassemble it yet. 
“God would I give for one of those horses.” I grumbled. 
“But then we would’ve had to make an even bigger raft,” Uli pointed out, reading the map as she walked. 
Or it could’ve thrown the horse into the water. I thought to myself, grinning evilly.
“I know that look on you,” Uli said as we walked through the marshy side by side. “You’re definitely thinking something mean, sadistic, or both.” 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Dear Leader,” I said innocently. 
Looking at the map, it was a haphazard display of different islands surrounding one giant collection of land with a single word written at the very center. Duchess. 
“Well,” I said, looking around at the overgrown trees and plant life. “Either this is it or that island is the size of a continent.” 
“Indeed…” Uli looked around, trying to get her bearings for everything. “I wish that Mara could have been here. She’s excellent at this tracking stuff.” 
“Yeah,” I nodded. “And Giezha would’ve been awesome to have as a tracker. We might’ve been able to use some of her magic to find the path even faster.” 
“Do… Do you think they’re doing okay with Kiersa?” Uli asked while we tried our best not to get lost. 
“Who knows?” I shrugged. “I’m sure they’re all doing fine. It’s the ‘Captain’ I’m worried about.”
Uli looked at me tiredly as we double-checked our location with the sun. 
“Asher…” 
“Uli! I’m serious!” I said, looking at her. “I don’t trust him. After all that bullshit?” 
“It… was a lot,” she admitted. “But...”
“But nothing,” I said stubbornly. “I don’t trust the guy and I don’t appreciate the fact that he’s already trying to exert the kind of authority that he has over us.” 
“He’s the Captain!” Uli reminded me. “It’s his job.” 
“A job that I think would’ve been better suited for somebody else…”
Rather than continue to argue, Uli rolled her eyes and sighed, “Just… give him a chance. Okay?” 
“Whatever….”
We continued walking in a straight line heading to the center of the island. Or at least, we walked in what we could best call a straight line. Trying to get to the center of the island where this mansion was supposedly located proved tricky. The landscape didn’t want to cooperate, filled with gnarled trees webbed over each other and thick grasses making impenetrable walls. This forced us to either cut our way through and risk some poisonous, venomous, or otherwise terrifying creature to jump out and attack… or go around. And all the while, the rain continued to come in and out, keeping the ground soggy and spongy.
“Did we get any other clue of what this place is going to look like?” I asked Uli as the rain once again started to pelt us. Luckily, I had the wherewithal to cast a shield spell over the top and keep us at least a little bit dry. 
“I’m… not really sure,” she admitted. “However, I think we’re getting close.” 
“What makes you say that?” I asked, looking around. She stopped me from walking forward, putting her hand on my chest.
“Well…” 
She pointed to the ground, and at first, I couldn’t see it, but then my eyes widened. 
“Oh… Yeah, that looks right.” 
Laying on the ground was an almost invisible, crystal-clear vine with spikes protruding out of it. 
“Yeah, that looks like it’ll lead us to somewhere.” 
As I stepped over the vine, I jumped back in pain. Something had just stabbed me right in the sole.
“Ah, son of a bitch!” I shouted, grabbing at my foot. I lifted it, and I felt blood begin to soak into my socks. “Mother fucker…” I grumbled. 
I had stepped on one of the almost invisible thorns. With the little light from above, it was nearly impossible to see the vines. After a quick patching and application of some healing salve, Uli pulled out a glowing red rock and put it at the tip of a torch. 
The torch immediately illuminated in a brilliant fire, but it didn’t look quite right. It looked a little too transparent. 
“This firestone should give us some light through the rain,” Uli said. “I wanted to save this for something else, but…” she gestured down to the crystal vines, and I nodded. 
Keeping the torch down low, Uli poked it with her torch, and the light began to trace off in several paths. The fiery light traveled through the crystal, and I could see that I had stepped right into a very sharp point with my blood covering the tip. 
The light continued following forward as well, and it split off into several different branches. 
“Come on, let’s go!” Uli urged me.
I winced, standing up, but ignored the pain, following the light. Uli kept her torch pointed down, pushing the light to go through the crystal vines and thorns, creating a network of glowing orange light on the ground. As we followed the lights, I noticed the vines became more numerous and thicker as well. 
We continued following the light while the rain pounded down on us, dampening its glow. Finally, we could see it hiding behind the dense foliage. 
“Look!” I pointed. 
As we pushed our way through the thicket of trees, Uli dropped her torch, and her eyes widened. Uli gasped quietly as she looked forward in awe. 
Thunk!
The torch touched a gigantic crystal vine nearly as large as she was, and the entire area exploded in bright orange and yellow light, shining like a tiny sun. Shielding my face from the light, I could see a giant two-story mansion in front of us covered in dense crystal vines and thorns jutting out everywhere, layering on top of one another.
“Shit!” Uli said, trying to grab her torch. However, it was too late, and as she picked up the torch, the light vanished. “I burned out my firestone,” She grumbled. 
“Want me to try and reignite it?” I offered.
“No… It’s too small. You’d just break it.”
However, we had seen it just enough and pushed through the trees, looking at the mansion. Suddenly, there was a crack of lightning overhead, and a cacophony of thunder blasted through the sky. The lightning cast the mansion in a pale purple light, and we could see it even clearer for a moment.
We had found the mansion.
Chapter 4
Thunder continued to crash overhead, and we steeled our nerves; the last remnants of Uli’s light arced through the crystal vines illuminating the doorway. Its windows were battered and broken, and the foliage and wildlife had overtaken its exterior. Trees grew into the sides, and bushes and shrubbery threatened its foundation. We looked at each other, and I nodded.
“Alright,” I said. “Nowhere to go but there.”
I turned and started walking up to the door as Uli jogged to catch up. 
“Wait for me!” She shouted.
The front door was chained shut with a padlock over the front. 
“I think it’s trapped,” I said, looking at it. 
Uli stared at the lock for a moment and clenched her fists. 
“…Probably not,” She said, reaching for it. Uli’s hands waved over the padlock, and it clicked open. 
“How are you so fast at that?” I said, impressed.
Uli faced forward and didn’t react. “Because I practiced. Now let’s go.” 
As she pulled off the lock, the chains thundered to the ground, and the doors opened by themselves with a push from the wind. As the doors creaked open, we looked forward into the entrance, and it was completely dark. 
“You got any more of those stones?” I asked. 
“Maybe,” Uli said, looking at her bag. “Lemme double check.” Uli rummaged through her satchel and pulled out two tiny red stones. They were a fraction as large as the others, and her ears drooped. “Well, better than nothing.”
Uli pressed one down into the torch, lighting up again. It cast only half as much light inside of the room and not nearly as brightly. However, it illuminated the entrance of the building, cutting into the dark.
Entering the building, I kept my sword at the ready; careful to watch my steps. The light cast heavy dark shadows everywhere, and Uli kept close.
SLAM! 
No sooner than we’d entered, the door behind us slammed shut, rattling the dust on the walls everywhere. 
“What the—!?” We both turned in horror as the crystal thorns covered the door, and the vines continued to grow. 
“Eeee!”
Uli made a yelp and instinctively stepped towards me, grasping at my arm. 
“It’s okay,” I assured her. “Just some trick or something. It’ll be okay.” 
“Of course it’s going to be fine!” She snapped. “Everything’s fine! It’s just some stupid illusion or something.” 
She quickly jumped back away and gritted her teeth, staring angrily around. The light began to flicker in the torch, and just as suddenly, it was snuffed out. 
“Huh!?”
KAKOOOM! 
There was another crack of thunder and lightning, and we both jumped back in terror. 
Boom! 
Thunder roared through the building as we were encased in absolute darkness. 
“Dammit!” I shouted, casting an arcane bolt from my hand. The purple and silver bolt shot out towards the door but fizzled out before it hit the crystal thorns. “What the hell!?” 
“We need to move!” Uli grabbed onto me, and I felt my whole body begin to feel light as the dark enveloped me. My vision went hazy, and I felt myself fly into the air until… I didn’t? It was like I’d gone from completely incorporeal to solid. I was somewhere else, but I wasn’t.
When I looked around, nothing had changed. However, Uli fell onto the ground, and she let out a groan clutching her stomach.
“Gahhh!” 
“Uli! Are you okay?” I asked, helping pick her up. Our eyes began to adjust to the darkness, and we could see the same shadowy outlines of the room. “Yeah,” she muttered. “Just my shadow jump didn’t work.” 
“Shadow jump?” I asked. 
“It’s an ability that I’ve been working on to move between shadows. I was hoping to just get us out of here or something; try to regroup.” 
I flexed my wrist in my palm a few times. “My bolt’s not working either…” Extending my hand, I tried to cast a fireball, and the fire illuminated my hand before quickly being snuffed out. “There’s something preventing magic from working here.” 
“Great,” Uli said, disgusted. “No magic. No shadow jumps. Let’s just keep moving.”
We lit regular torches, illuminating the dark room and casting the orange flames across. The crystal thorns had not moved any more than shutting the door behind us. And as we looked around, we realized something. 
We weren’t going to get out of here until we figured out what was going on. 
“… C’mon. Let’s get moving…” she said quietly. “We’ll start inspecting the rooms on the first floor and then we’ll go through to the top.” 
“Sounds good. You want to lead the way?”
Uli thought about it for a moment, biting her lip. “Y-yeah, sure. Sounds good.” 
There were rooms off to the left and right, along with a long and narrow hallway from the entrance at the end. Our feet clicked against the stone floor and echoed through the halls. 
I cautiously made my way through the abandoned mansion’s dank hallways, with Uli just in front. The halls were bleak and swallowed my torch’s light. Cobwebs hung about in the air, clinging to the dust and decay.
The dim light struggled to penetrate the gloom, and every step I took seemed to reverberate, creating a haunting echo. Uli walked quietly by my side, her breathing audible and her eyes darting at every false noise and falling speck of dust. 
Moonlight filtered weakly through the broken windows and crystal vines, casting feeble patterns on the ground. The mansion’s past grandeur felt like a distant memory, and together, we circled the main hallway.
“Okay, so twelve rooms on the inside, and twenty-four on the outside,” Uli whispered to me after we’d taken account of everything. “We’ll start from our first spot and mark rooms off as we go.”
I nodded my head as we made our way back to the entrance. Starting from the left, we entered the first room closest to the main entry doors. It looked like a study filled with books and a table at the center. It had a window facing outwards that had been covered in the crystal, keeping the windows sealed shut. 
“Anything on the books?” I asked, inspecting the table. 
Uli picked up one of the books and flipped through the pages. I joined her, and it looked like they were mostly local history, fauna, and floral patterns and arrangements. Some of the books were descriptions of the various royal families throughout history as well. A few mentioned things like alchemy and minor forms of magic, the kind that you would keep handy around the house. Simple spells to mend basic broken items or help around the house. 
However, none of the books had anything to do with the mysterious crystal rose. 
“Get out…” a voice whispered behind me. 
Uli’s eyes widened, and her pupils dilated as we turned and looked around. In front of the entrance where we had walked through was an empty threshold. A blue visage of a human floated just above the ground staring at us. 
The spectral form twisted and contorted in a nightmarish form of a sickly woman with long dark hair that floated around her. Her hollow eyes glowed with a malevolent light, and her ethereal skin seemed to writhe with sickly, otherworldly energy. Tattered remnants of a long-forgotten gown clung to her, swaying as if moved by an unseen wind, revealing glimpses of decay and desolation. The air grew frigid in her presence, and a haunting white noise radiated from her, assaulting our senses. 
“Get out…” It whispered. Its voice was scratched and only vaguely human. 
“Uli…” I said quietly. “We should move.”
Uli was completely locked in place, unable to move. 
“Get out!” the ghost screamed before flying towards us. 
Shit! 
I grabbed Uli, and we ran out the other entrance, sprinting back through the halls.
“GET OUT!” The voice screamed angrily. 
We sprinted through the different rooms, bursting through each door while I held Uli’s arm.
“OUT! OOOUT!” The voice screamed, trailing behind us before fading away.
Turning around as I ran, the specter had disappeared. 
“Okay,” I panted, definitely haunted. 
“You think!?” Uli shrieked. 
After sprinting through several other empty rooms, we stopped and hid away inside a dining room. The table looked like it had never changed after being set. Dusty plates and candelabra adorned the table runner, while candles lined the walls with webs hanging from the bottom. 
“Think we got away from that thing?” 
Uli didn’t say anything and lit the candles adorning the walls. The dim light began to fill the room, and we looked around. Along the table and on the walls, there was a fancy carving of a shield with a series of banners and a stag in the middle.
“Family crest?” I asked, looking at the stag on its hind legs.
“Let’s just keep moving,” Uli said. “We’re not going to find anything here.” 
We looked around from the door, making sure that there was nothing following us. We could still hear the whispering words of the different spirits inside the mansion, but none that matched the terrible specter from before. 
Uli stayed deadly silent as we walked around. As the storm continued to rage outside, it only got darker and darker. The feeble flames of our torches struggled to fight the darkness as we continued our inspection of the first floor.
It was a menagerie of studies and lounges as we went from room to room. They were filled with opulent fixtures ravaged by time in every direction. Nearly everything was covered in thick layers of dust and tattered. Red walls and carpeting, once chic and modern, were now eaten away by the bugs and various critters that had inhabited the mansion.
All the while, the tepid air would fluctuate between icy chills and sweltering heat before settling into an uncomfortably heavy medium. We kept our ears peeled, and with every whisper, our head snapped in its direction. But still, there was always nothing. 
Uli’s ears were pinned back, and her eyes shined like golden orbs in the dark. Her knife was a permanent fixture in hand, and I made sure not to make any sudden moves around her.
“Let’s finish up the floor.” 
Finally, we found ourselves in a kitchen area. It was a small room with bricks on the ground and a fireplace on the wall, filled with cauldrons and rusted knives and hooks for hanging meat. Even though the building was long since abandoned, it still smelled of wretched death in here.
“What do you think?” I asked, looking around. 
“I think we just need to find that fucking rose. Keep looking.”
We set about inspecting the tables and drawers inside the kitchen, looking for something. Anything. Everything so far had been nothing more than the tattered remains of the previous inhabitants, but nothing concrete. All the wood was dried and rotted, and fabrics crumbled in our hands. However, as Uli pulled out a drawer underneath a butcher’s table, there was a clinking of metal. I turned around from the table I was looking at when I heard an excited gasp.
“Ash!” She whispered. “I think I found something!” 
Uli popped a hand out from the spot and pulled out a key in her hand. Her eyes beamed with excitement as she couldn’t help but grin.
“What do you think it unlocks?”
Uli’s eyes flitted about as she ran through scenarios in her head. “No idea, but it’ll unlock something. And that’s better than nothing.”
Crack! Crakoooom!
There was another crack of thunder, and we could hear the angry voice again. 
“I said, get out! GET OUT!” The voice screamed. 
Suddenly the room was filled with a bright blue and white light, and the ghost reappeared. In the very center of the kitchen, there was a tall, thin woman with a face that was disfigured and horrid. Her eyes jutted out at random angles, and her jaw was slacking nearly to the ground. Her skin was tattered and worn, showing bits of rotted flesh beneath. She pointed a large, gnarled finger at us that bent and broke in several directions. Her clothes were tattered and shredded, and she stared at us with eyes much too large for her face. 
“GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!” She screamed and rushed toward Uli.
“Uli move!” I shouted, jumping to intercept Uli. 
The ghosts bolted straight for her, and Uli was frozen solid in place. Tackling her to the ground, I managed to save Uli as the ghost slammed into the knives, which flew up in the air.
“Come on! We gotta move!” I shouted again, grabbing Uli in my arms. 
I clutched her tight and began running through the kitchen and sprinting on the other side. The ghost hissed and flew back up towards us. All the while, she screamed and wailed as the walls rattled with her screeching.
Sprinting through the hall, Uli lay limply in my arms. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth agape as the ghost flew hot on my heels. I made it back into the main entrance area as the ghost continued wailing and slamming into the walls, chasing after us.
“Die!” she screamed. “Die!” 
“Uli!” I said, trying to jostle her while I ran. “Come on, we need to plan! Where do we go?” 
She stared forward blankly as if totally unaware. “Upstairs,” She whispered. “Please just get us out of here.” 
Dashing to the side hall, I found a staircase and quickly ran up its sides as the ghost continued after us. More voices began to whisper excitedly all around us, and I felt something inside of me burning.
“They will join.”
“They will die.”
“Join us, join us!”
We were trapped inside the mansion. There was no way out! We needed a way to protect ourselves. But the magic… it couldn’t work! 
Fwing!
My sixth sense told me to duck right as an ax planted itself in the wall.
“GET OUT!” The ghostly woman shouted behind us.
Wait! I thought to myself. Maybe whatever’s going on here is just suppressing the magic! 
I made it to the top floor and knew that we needed to get out of sight quickly. More objects began flying toward us as I looked around at the second floor. It was much denser than the first, with a maze of hallways. Turning the corner, I hid away inside a room, slamming it behind me.
I set Uli down on the ground, and she looked around, panicked and silent as a mouse. Baring my weight against the door, I could hear the ghost chasing after us screaming. 
“Die, die, die!” The ghost banged on.
“That’s it!” I said, looking at the door. “I’m going to try something, Uli!” 
And as a fire built inside of my belly, I activated my supernova ability, desperate to protect us from this ghost. 
“Gaaaahhhhh!” I let out a tortured scream and exploded with a hurricane of energy. 
Whatever damned curse filled this building battered against me as I let out a tsunami of magical power. If it took magic to dispel magic, then maybe I just needed more to win! I unleashed a massive shield spell, extending my arms out and creating a barrier. The shield appeared overhead before I willed it to grow wider and downward like a massive bubble.
“Get the fuck away from us!” I screamed out. 
Magic flowed outside of me like a firehose and a solid barrier exploded outwards in a giant dome.
Boom! 
The barrier slammed into everything inside of the room, throwing it up against the walls before being enveloped by it. I could hear the ghost just on the other side slam up against the barrier with a faint ‘thunk!’ 
“No!” she screamed, clawing and slashing at it. 
I could feel the barrier crackle and splinter, sounding like glass being sliced on a razor’s edge, but it did not break. More and more mana surged from my infinite well of power. But I could feel the bottom of infinity getting closer and the power subsiding as this barrier encased itself around us in a subtle purple glow.
The other ghosts’ voices grew distant, and I could hear the main ghost on the other side. 
“No!” she screamed, slamming herself against the barrier. “No!” 
However, as she continued to slash up against it, her voice became quiet, and her anger turned to sadness. And then… almost pleading.
“Please…” She whimpered. “Please leave me alone…”
And as Uli and I waited, holding each other with our weapons in our hands, eventually, we could hear the ghost leave. 
“Please… Just get out.”
Chapter 5
After the ghost departed, we were left there, waiting for something to happen. Waiting for more spectral voices to suddenly appear. Waiting for more ghastly scrapes across the barrier. But they never came. 
In the blink of an eye, I was on the ground, waking up to a blinding light. 
“What the…” I said groggily, sitting upright. 
I felt my whole body struggling to catch up. We’d fallen asleep on the floor, and Uli was next to me, sleeping peacefully. Only… 
Hold on. 
I looked around at the ghastly broken and dried rotted floors and walls. They were… different. Everything was bright, almost blindingly so. And… impossibly colorful. Ruby reds and sapphire blues, deep, rich greens, and every color imaginable filled the room. 
I looked out the window, and I could see one of the crystal vines still over the top, with light dazzlingly radiating from it. It was like the room was the inside of a prism, with the colors twisting and turning in every direction.
“Asher?” I heard Uli mumble waking up. Her arm was wrapped around my waist, and she rubbed her eyes, looking at me. “We fell asleep?” 
“Yeah,” I said, still in awe. “We sure did.” 
She blinked a few times, and her pupils went from large and dilated to tiny slits. She scrunched her face, squeezing her eyes as she looked around.
“Oh Gods, it’s so bright! What the—” She stopped when she looked around, realizing what I had just seen. “Oh my gosh…” 
“Yeah,” I said quietly. 
“It’s…”
“Beautiful.” 
I looked down at her, seeing all of the colors cascading onto Uli, wrapping around her like a cloak of rainbows. No. Like the heavens itself, radiating from every inch of her. The reds and purples, and blues danced across her face with her bright golden eyes shining up at me. 
Uli looked brilliant, breathtaking, almost… cosmic. There was an attraction beyond everything that I already felt and everything inside of me. It was like the way that I saw her physically manifested itself in front of me. Showing every beautiful facet of her, every breathtaking detail, all right there.
I reached out and brushed my hand against her face. As I did, I swear I could feel the colors dancing across her skin as Uli held my hand close. I could feel something radiate from the two of us, almost mixing in my core. 
“You okay, Asher?” Uli whispered, looking at me with a fascinated look.
I smiled and scooted closer. 
“I’m fantastic. Are you okay?” 
She was about to say something when she stopped short and looked at me, her mouth open, and I could see a small smile trace across her lips. Uli nodded her head, pushing herself into my hands.
“Sensational.”
“Uli, you’re…” I couldn’t even put it into words. 
Looking at Uli plucked every thought straight out of my mind. There was no superlative, there was no metaphor, and there was nothing that I could say that could even approach how beautiful she looked. I pulled her in slowly and brushed my lips against hers. 
“I don’t even know how to say it,” I whispered against her. 
At first, I felt her hands brush against my shoulders before slowly wrapping around me. 
“Well, then why don’t you show me?” 
And we kissed inside of our own little prism with all the colors and creation dancing around us. All of it went completely unnoticed as all I could think about, all I could see, and all I could feel… Was her.
“Uli,” I whispered. 
My breath accelerated as my hands wrapped around her, pulling and tugging at her clothes.
“Ash!” She said weakly. 
We quickly moved up to the bed, thankful that it hadn’t been pushed up against the wall by the barrier. We must’ve been so tired last night that we’d just passed out on the ground. And as morning songbirds began to chirp, we could hear the world coming alive outside. 
Our clothes quickly fell by the wayside, and we explored one another’s bodies kissing each other deeply and desperately. Uli’s lips pressed firmly against me as she grabbed my face. We pulled apart breathlessly, pausing to stop and stare at one another while the colors continued to dance across our skin. The different hues flowed like waves over one another, splintering off into explosions of color before quickly returning. Her gentle hand began stroking at the base of my cock as one of mine wrapped around her waist and the other slowly trickled down to her wet slit. Uli sighed and bit her lip, rocking against my hand.
“We don’t have to,” I reminded her. “It’s okay if—” 
“No,” she said, grinding against it. “Please.” 
I brushed my hand against her clit and slowly began to circle it as Uli let out a long and protracted breath before kissing me again. Uli continued rubbing herself up and down as she tried to maintain concentration, stroking me. 
“That’s it,” I whispered to her, kissing her neck and holding her tight. 
Uli’s lithe, athletic body shuddered in my grasp, sliding up and down the shaft as she stifled a moan. 
“It’s okay,” I whispered to her, adjusting every movement to her body’s commands and slowly ramping up the intensity. “It’s just us.” 
“Asher!” Uli whispered as I laid her down, kissing her neck and slipping my finger inside of her.
Both of her arms wrapped around my shoulder as she breathed hazily. I slowly and methodically fingered Uli, feeling her tight wet pussy coil and squeeze around me while her legs wrapped around my wrist.
“More,” she warbled to me with her eyes wide and fingers sinking into me.
“As you wish,” I whispered, kissing her passionately, feeling her fangs poke against my mouth. 
Soon, we found that perfect rhythm for her, rubbing Uli’s insides and stimulating her clit as her disjointed and breathy moans became protracted, desperate squeals and warbles. Her voice rattled against me, vibrating inside my rib cage as the colors danced all across.
I could feel her hips bucking in her legs, squeezing harder and harder as a squeak slipped out from her lips before turning into a guttural, animalistic moan. 
“Aghhhh!” 
I could hear her struggling to get the words out against my lips as I continued fingering her. Uli’s stomach seized while her nails dug into me, cumming on my fingers.
“Aasshhh!” She warbled against my lips. “I’m cumming, I’m cumming!”
Uli let out another protracted squeal as her whole body vibrated and her legs opened, shaking violently. I pulled my head up as I stopped kissing her, as Uli panted with her tongue lolling out and her eyes wide open, staring at me.
Her pupils had dilated into the shapes of hearts, and the normally black center was like two diamonds staring up at me. 
“Uli I…”
“Enough,” she said raggedly. Her right leg whipped around me, and she readjusted, lining herself up with me. My rock-hard erection was millimeters from her tight, trembling, desperate pussy. As I sat there hunched over her with one arm over her head and the other resting on her hip, static electricity built up between us. Our breaths haggard, seeing who would say it first.
“Put it in,” Uli commanded quietly. “Put it in, now.” 
Before I could say anything, she moved her head up, kissing me again as I felt her tongue slip against mine and her hand gently guide me to the head of my cock. She squeezed her hand over mine, grasping the head and pulling it closer to her. I could feel the head squish up against her, and we both let out another long and lingering sigh. 
“Yes…” She whispered to me, never breaking eye contact.
Uli wrapped her heels around my legs and pulled, pushing me into her. I slid inside as we both gasped, wide-eyed and stared at each other, our faces millimeters away, looking at one another. It was like two galaxies on the verge of collision moments before impact. 
“More,” she mouthed wordlessly.
I continued to sink deeper into her as we both breathed the same breath, and she sank into the bed. 
“Yes,” she whispered.
Unable to do anything else with my hands, I wrapped one underneath her hips, grasping her tight while the other snaked under her back and grabbed across at her shoulder, pinning her to me. I slowly began to pull out as she, feeling her tightness, tried and suck me back in before slowly being pushed back in as her whole body wracked with pleasure, squeezing against me. Uli sank her sharp fingernails clutched into my back, scraping down, while I pushed as deep as possible before slowly pulling out.
Each thrust was punctuated with a long, slow kiss while my spine tingled and my mind lit up like fireworks.
“M-more,” she whispered as I pumped into her. 
I couldn’t help but stare at her beautiful body underneath me. The colors swirl around like an impossible, psychedelic dream.
“Uli,” I whispered, picking up the pace.
Her nails dug into my lower back as her body reacted, squeezing me violently. “Asher!”
The more we fucked, the more I felt something going on. I felt compelled to make love to her. To feel her and please her more and more aggressively. To fuck her with everything I could.
“Harder Ash! H-harder!” 
It wasn’t just this normal passion and adoration that I had for her. It was something deeper, something primal, something… magical. 
The bed creaked and squealed as I slammed into her, clutching her tight and never letting go. I held onto Uli like the last precious thing I had left in this world while she took every last inch pounding into her. The light in the room wasn’t radiating from the crystals beaming through the sunlight. No. 
“Uli!” I gasped, feeling her squeeze on my cock and her breath hitch with every kiss, trying. 
“Asher! I-I’m cumming! I’m cummiiing!” She warbled
Uli radiated underneath me like an explosion of colors. She was the source of this light. The stunning green rogue beneath me, clawing at my back, was the source of all the color. 
“Uli!” I struggled, feeling her pulse against me cumming and squeezing from every angle. “I’m going to cum!” 
“Asher!”
“Uli!” 
“Asher!”
“Uli!”
We both came screaming each other’s names. The two galaxies finally crashed together in a giant heavenly blast. I felt everything white out, washing out everything except for one perfect, beautiful, and breathtaking patch of green in my vision.
Chapter 6
We quickly cleaned each other up and got ready to continue our investigation. That is, until… 
Gurgle gurgle… 
Uli’s stomach growled so audibly I could hear it across the room. 
“We should probably eat first,” I noted. “We haven’t eaten since we left the stables yesterday.” 
“Yeah, we should—” Uli stopped short, and her eyes went wide. “My pack! It’s not here!” 
“Yeah,” I said, looking around. “Is it squished up against the walls?” All I saw were tables and busted furniture, and I slowly realized what she had figured out. “Ohhh… it’s—”
“It’s downstairs!” She said, her voice filled with panic. 
I knocked on the edge of the barrier that had filled over the door. It felt completely solid without any structural damage. 
“It seems like they left this alone. Why don’t we go look for your backpack?” Her eyes filled with dread, and her ears drooped to the sides. “Or I can just go and you can stay here?” 
“No…” she mumbled, shaking her head and scowling. “No, I’m fine. Let’s go.” 
And without another word, she quickly brushed past me, opened the door, and nearly ran into the barrier until I quickly dismissed the spell.
“I’m not going to be able to use my ability for anything other than the barrier just to as a last resort.” I tried explaining while catching up.
“That’s fine,” she said. “Once we grab something to eat, we’re going to figure out what the hell’s going on, break this stupid curse and get the fuck out of here.” 
She stomped down the staircase with her head flitting about, looking for any signs of specters, ghosts, ghouls, or any other undead ne’er-do-wells of the translucent variety. However, I did feel a chill down my spine for a moment as I descended the staircase. Turning around, I saw a set of armor standing at the end of the hall, with an ax in its hand. 
Nope…
The stairs creaked and crumbled underneath our feet, but there was no sign of any of the ghosts whatsoever. Instead, we retreated to an almost blindingly bright color show, casting all over the dilapidated mansion. Rainbows crested across at odd angles as the multifaceted vines captured the light, rebounding everywhere before sending it out in giant trails of reds and greens and gold and yellows and more. 
It was a far cry from the pitch-black nightmare last night. But, oddly enough, there wasn’t even a whisper of the ghosts either. It seemed their visual forms weren’t the only portion that was gone. As we made it downstairs, we looked around, and right in front of the entrance was Uli’s backpack.
“There,” She said, snatching it from the ground. She quickly looked around, double-checking that it wasn’t a ghost trying to attack her with the bag as bait. Satisfied when nothing came, she looked at me. 
“Well, let’s eat some hardtack, fry up some bacon and get on with it.” 
“Okay,” I said, shrugging. “Did you bring the pots and pans?” 
Uli’s eyes widened, and she looked at me from a side angle. “I thought you did.” 
“No,” I shook my head, thinking about it. “Normally…”
We both said the next part at the same time. “It’s normally Mara that brings the pots and pans.” 
“Dammit,” Uli hissed. “So, what do we do then?” 
“I’m sure the kitchen’s got some pots and pans. Cast iron doesn’t rust if ya season’ it right.” 
“Are you sure about this?” She asked as I had to practically drag her into the other room.
Sure enough, there were cast iron pots, expertly seasoned and still ready for use inside the kitchen. I set out a fire and heated up some of our reserved fatty bacon. Uli sat at the table, and we both looked around, waiting for… anybody to show up. Last night the place was crawling with these specters, and now it was like… well, ironically, it was like a ghost town.
Once the bacon was sufficiently cooked, which for both of us meant barely at all. Crispy bacon can go fuck itself. We sat down and ate, stealing glances and taking a moment to bask in the afterglow. Her hair was still a little bit askew from earlier, and her long ponytail had frayed over. I brushed the bangs out of her eyes and looked at her. 
“Uli, it’s totally understandable if you’re scared or anything. Shit’s been freaky.”
She dropped her food and stared me dead in the eyes. 
“I’m not fucking afraid!” She said angrily. “I’m not afraid of whatever bullshit is going on here. I’m annoyed. Alright!? I find this whole thing annoying. I’m annoyed about the ghosts. I’m annoyed about the job, and frankly, right now…!” 
“I’m annoying you?” I asked her, grasping her hand gently. 
Uli’s cheeks burned red, and she looked away from me. 
“Not… any more than usual at least.” 
I smirked and rolled my eyes. “Well, it looks like during the daytime we’ll be able to investigate unimpeded. So why don’t we get looking?” 
Uli looked back at me and nodded. “Good idea.” 
We decided to give the first floor another look now that we were able to see everything. The dining hall was just as musty and empty as it had been before. Uli double-checked the room that she had found the key in to see if maybe there was a locked box or a wardrobe, or an armoire, but it came up empty. 
In fact, everything came up empty. No notes. No clues. Just dust. And spiders. Fuckin’ hate spiders… As we continued looking through, there was only one room left on the first floor: The study.
The study was surprisingly devoid of most of the crystal vines. Rather than brilliantly bright, extremely colorful lights, it was still shadowy, and just enough light filled the room to see in color and detail. Still, it was shockingly dark compared to every room in the rest of this mansion that we had seen so far. 
“Well, let’s get looking…We might be able to find something for that key.” 
I started checking back with the books while Uli inspected the table. I was about halfway through rearranging everything alphabetically, partially out of compulsion and boredom, when I heard Uli shout to me excitedly. 
“Asher! Asher! I found it!” I turned and looked at her. 
“What’d you find?” 
She was on the ground fiddling with something underneath the table. 
“Just come here and look!” 
As I dropped to the ground and looked up from underneath, I saw her staring at the end side of the table’s face, and she was pointing to a hole in the table. 
“What’s that?” I asked. 
“I think…” Uli slowly took the key out and pressed it up against the hole. It was a perfect fit! Turning the key. It clicked, and then there was a thunk followed by a mechanical sound. “Let’s check out the top!” 
We both quickly shuffled out from underneath to the table’s face, and as we did, we were shocked to see…
“Flowers!” Uli exclaimed.
There were four different flowers, all shining with bright colors, on the table.
“Are they the crystal ones we’re looking for?” 
“No, they’re not actual roses,” Uli said, pointing to each of them. “The red one is a Whispering Tulip, the pink is a Berili Orchid, yellow is a… oh!” Uli snapped her fingers. “The yellow flower is a Dragon-Tongue Chrysanthemum and…” Uli gasped, looking at the final flower, which was a glittering, pearlescent white.
“That’s a Star-Kissed Dahlia…”
I reached out to grab one of them without thinking, but as I touched it, my hand went right through them.
“What to do, what to do…” We both heard a voice behind us. 
Uli and I jumped back in terror, looking back, and we saw a ghost. Except, as I looked at the ghost, something felt… different.
Uli jumped behind me, and I could feel her shaking. The ghost was a man in fancy robes with a cutlass at his side. He had a youthful, handsome face and a thin mustache, and a long beard. His hair was swept back, and he had a gloved hand up to his chin, staring right past us with a pensive look.
“Oh, what to do? What to do indeed?” He whispered to himself, floating around.
“Um… hello?” I asked trepidatiously. At first, he didn’t respond, and I repeated myself. “Hello?” The ghostly man’s eyes widened as if hearing us for the first time and looked at us. 
“Oh! Hello there,” he smiled. “I’m so sorry. I’ve just been lost in thought.” The ghostly man chuckled. “Botany, isn’t my strongest suit. And I am… I’m a bit late for something.”
The ghost’s face grew lost in thought again. 
“It’s important that I get the bouquet right.”
“The bouquet?” I asked. 
Uli looked at me and then back to the ghost. “Why are you talking to him?” She whispered, terrified.
“He might be able to help us,” I explained before turning back to the man.
“S-sir, what do you need the bouquet for?” Uli asked, strained. He scoffed to himself and smiled. 
“It’s my wedding day. … It’s supposed to be at least. But if I don’t get the flowers right, well,” he rubbed the back of his head. “Who knows what she’ll do to me. I have the flowers here, but I’m trying to remember something,” He thought to himself for a moment. “I’m trying to remember what the specific arrangement was for. I have a speech for my beloved, but I need to make sure I get it perfect.”
The ghost walked across the table, staring at each of them. 
“I’ve been trying to research these flowers, these specific crystal flowers that I specially commissioned…”
Without thinking, the ghost walked straight through the table and across up and right past us over to the bookshelf. He reached out to one of the books and grabbed at one of them. The book didn’t move, but there was a ghostly visage of a book in his hand. 
“I just can’t find the right explanation for them.”
As he was reading through the pages, I crept up and checked. There wasn’t anything written on them, but that wasn’t the only thing I saw. I also noticed out of the corner of my eyes that, well, there was a deep gash on the side of his head. 
Oh, no... I thought to myself.
“Well then I guess I’ll be here a little while,” He whispered sadly.
“No!” Uli said, piping up and standing straight. “You won’t!”
The ghost stopped and looked at her. 
“What do you mean?” 
“I can help you,” she said confidently. “Botany is… it was a hobby of mine at one point.” 
“Really!?” the ghost said, phasing right to her. He grabbed at her hands, and her hands lifted, and she looked at him in shock and terror. “Madam, that would be a most gracious gift. Please! I—” he stopped and thought about it for a moment. “If you helped me with this, as Duke of Poulenridge, I would be honored to give you some type of title as a thanks for saving the day.” 
I looked at Uli through the ghost and smiled as her cheeks burned brightly. She licked the top of her lips and looked down, nodding intensely. 
“Okay, so red is the color of passion. So these Whispering Tulips would be for the passion that fills your heart with her or for her.” 
“Absolutely!” The Duke said excitedly. He smiled, with his eyes wide, watching Uli. “And pink?” he asked, gesturing to the pink flower. 
“Pink is a symbol of love. The deep emotional love that you feel for her.” 
“Ah, I could drown in it,” He said wistfully.
“Yellow is for friendship. The special kind of friend that you share with well… usually only one person.” 
I couldn’t help but notice her eyes slide over to me as she said that. The Duke, meanwhile, looked away, thinking deeply about it.
“She’s more than my love,” The Duke
smiled, picking up the flower, and it lifted with him. “She’s my best friend… And white? Purity, I assume?” 
Uli looked at the flower curiously. 
“Well, purity, but also… The Star Kissed Dahlia was Uesis’ gift to the mortal world. A kind of love so pure that…”
“That Uesis had to pluck the stars from the sky and plant them in the earth.” The Duke smiled and looked around, gazing at each flower. 
As he touched each of them, they began to glow magnificently. Their light filled the room with the bright colors that the crystals had not managed to reach this room with. 
“I think… I know what to do now,” he said, quickly swooping up and grabbing all of the flowers. And as he did, they transformed into a bouquet as if holding a rainbow in his hands, twinkling like stars in the skies themselves. “I must go,” he said seriously. “I must marry the woman I love. No matter what happens.” 
He looked at Uli and me and bowed.
“Thank you, Asher. Miss Uli.”
“Wait how did—”
Before we could ask him how he knew our names, he was gone.
Chapter 7
After the incident, Uli and I headed up to the second floor to continue looking into things. Just like the bottom floor, it was a confusing mess of rooms, many of which were guest bedrooms, including the one that we had been in. 
The room we had stayed in the previous night was larger than any of the bedrooms in our apartment but modest compared to the rest of the opulent rooms inside the mansion. 
“I wonder who lived here?” I asked, picking through a chest of drawers that managed to avoid being crushed by my barrier spell. 
“Probably a butler or something,” Uli said, inspecting the key. “Something’s weird about this thing.” Uli held it up in the light, which was bouncing around everywhere. As the different colors danced around the key, I noticed what she had meant.
The teeth on the key looked odd. Like if they had more than one position they could be in. I fiddled with the bottom tooth of the key, and it began to wiggle. 
“Well, don’t break it!” 
“No, hold on,” I said urgently. “I think I’m onto something…” 
As I pressed the key to the side, it snapped to the left. 
“Asher!” Uli shouted at me, trying to swipe the key back. 
“Look!”
As it continued to twist it, the other teeth fell to the bottom, and another tooth popped out from the top of it. 
“It’s a key to more than one thing!” I said proudly. “Like a super cool skeleton key or something.”
“That’s amazing,” She said, looking at it. “It’s probably going to go somewhere important. Let’s keep looking!” 
We tore through the rest of the rooms, trying to find a lock for the key. However, no matter what chest, box, or drawers we came across, none of them worked. The confusing layout of the top floor had us running from room to room, popping out in areas neither could recognize. 
As we ran through yet another confusing hall, Uli came to a skidding halt. After going down across the hall and deep into the mansion, we found a large; we had found something we didn’t see before.
“Whoa,” she said, impressed. 
“Jeez, it’s big.” 
At first, it looked like it was a giant painting of colorful glass shards jutted up against each other at odd angles, kind of like a stained-glass painting or something. However, I realized that it was just the light refracting onto the door, which went from the floor to the vaulted ceiling. 
“Damn,” I grunted, shielding my eyes. 
One of the lights had coalesced into a single spot about eye level with the door. 
“Hold on!” Uli said, noticing it first. “Stay right where you are.” I stood right in front of the lot of the spot and could feel the heat on the back of my head. I could see several other beams of light hitting it from other angles. We looked at the door and saw that there was actually a giant wooden barricade that kept the door shut. But, on the very left side of the bar was a keyhole. 
“I think this’ll fit!” Uli said, pulling out the key.
Running up to the door, she had to get on her tip toes and slowly insert it into the keyhole. The key pushed all the way in, and she turned it to the left.
Click! 
Uli’s eyes quickly went from excitement to confusion. She turned back and pulled the key out. 
“Did it work?” 
“I think?” I asked while pushing up against the giant barrier. It didn’t budge, and the wood slammed into the metal lock. 
Wham!
“Damn!” She said, scrunching her face up. “Lemme try again.” Once again, she put the key inside the lock and turned. But also, once again, there was nothing. “Dammit!” She shouted, stomping her feet. “Alright, screw this. I’m going to break this lock by hand!”
“Wait, Uli! I don’t think you should—”
Tssss! 
“Ow!” She screamed, pulling her hand back. No sooner than she started to do her magic, her hand was burned on the metal. “Fuck that’s hot!” 
She had badly singed her hand and was holding it to her chest, wincing in pain. I checked her hand and looked it over. There were already signs of a first-degree burn.
“We’ll need to get that dressed and make sure you don’t get an infection,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know if our healing potions and salves will work.” 
She looked at me in a mix of worry and embarrassment. “Can you try to cool off the lock?” 
“I can try,” I shrugged. I focused on a water spell to cool off the metal lock. The light had been transfixed on it for so long it was searingly hot. 
“Hah!” I let out a grunt and pushed all of the mana I could out, remembering a water jet spell. 
As the runes filled my head and exited through my hand. Water began to form into a ball until a burst of water exploded out of my hand. My heart sank when the burst quickly turned into a dribble and evaporated just out of my hand. 
“Still no magic,” I said, shaking my head. “What’s going on with this place?” 
“I don’t know,” Uli admitted. “But whatever it is; somebody or something doesn’t want us using magic around here.” 
“Duchess?” A voice whispered behind my head.
“Huh?” I quickly turned around to the source but saw nothing except for maybe, just maybe, the cold visage of a ghost. It looked at me, confused, before floating off somewhere else.
“Duchess! Where are you?”
“Hey, Uli,” I said, tapping her arm. “I think we need to wait until nightfall.” 
“Why? What are you talking about?” 
“Look,” I pointed toward the ghost, and Uli’s eyes followed my hand. Her eyes quickly doubled in size, and she jumped behind me. 
“Shit, shit. Fuck!” 
“I think the ghosts are coming back in the dark,” I said quietly. “And… I’m pretty sure we have to come back at dark when the light’s not going to hit the door.” 
Uli looked at me desperately but nodded her head. “I hate this idea. I truly hate it and I find it incredibly annoying. But…” 
“But?” I asked. 
“But it’s probably the best bet. Let’s go find a place to hide different from before, set up a barrier and then at night we’ll try to look for it again.”
Without another word, we found a tight closet without any items left over from the previous tenants. No sooner than the door shut, we began to hear the whispers of the ghosts and their wailing cries once more. I silently set out my barrier using my ability as best as I could, immediately feeling the exhaustion crash into me. 
“Oof!” I grunted, hitting the ground as the barrier erected itself. 
“Asher! You okay?” Uli put a hand on my shoulder. 
I struggled to my feet and tried to listen outside. “Y-yeah,” I said, breathing hard. “Just tired.” 
Using my supernova ability so early in the night was a gamble. If this thing failed, or if my magic attention was diverted anywhere else, or perhaps something dispelled my barrier… I wouldn’t be able to cast it again. Not to mention the penalty it had on my stamina and the energy it drained from me. 
While I wouldn’t admit it… it was taking a lot more than usual out of me too.
“Well, let’s just hope we didn’t have to fight anything,” I looked to Uli and told her. “I can go and check on it first. You can stay here.” 
“No!” Uli said, ready to brush past me. “I’ll do it. It’s fine. It’s—” 
“Uli!” I said, extending my hand out and blocking her. “Look at me.” 
She stopped and stared at me, her eyes slit like a cat’s eyes or a snake’s eyes. Her brows furrowed as she looked at me impatiently. The whispers of the ghosts outside filled the cold silence between the two of us. 
“You don’t have to tell me you’re not afraid, and you don’t have to show it either,” I said, trying to stand back up. I get it, and I’m sorry, I just… you just…” 
“What?” Uli said, ready to push past. 
“I just worry about you a lot, and I’m really worried about you right now.” I said, shaking my head. “I’m worried about you trying to go all gung ho into whatever is out there. I care about you Uli! More than you know.” 
She turned away from me and stared at the door. Her ears twitched several times before she huffed. 
“Well, I appreciate that Asher. But you don’t have to worry. Let’s go.” 
Without any lights or magical means to produce one, we were forced to walk through the hall in almost complete darkness. Occasionally there would be a ghost that we could see off in the distance. It’d be whispering and mumbling to itself, floating, or walking in a pattern back and forth, up and down, repeating over and over. As soon as it finished some routine, it’d start over again.
As one patrolled the hall, we had to quickly duck into a room and wait for it to pass. We nearly slammed the door right next to the ghost but managed to catch it at the last second. Uli pulled out a small mirror to watch the ghost through the crack in the door.
“On the count of three, we go,” Uli whispered to me, staring at the ghost’s position. 
The room was almost completely pitch black, but the faint light the ghost emitted gave us our clue on when to leave. 
“One… two… three!” 
Opening the door silently, Uli quickly dashed off. I followed as she moved from place to place, hiding and looking around every time she stopped. Uli’d lost a bit of the silky-smooth movement to her. Normally, she could slip through any gap like a feather flying through the breeze. But now she was stuttering her steps. She was a bit more herkie jerky as we moved toward the locked door. 
We had to wait for two ghosts in an asynchronous pattern to move on from this hall toward the door. Their pattern was slow and winding, going back and forth, almost entirely unaware of the other. Picking her spot, Uli dashed by the both, and I followed suit. The ghosts were pretty unaware, which was a lucky break.
Making it back to the door, Uli quickly set about set to work. She pulled out the key that had still been in its altered form, and I got ready to push open the door. She looked at me and nodded. 
“On three, okay?” 
“Okay,” I nodded. 
Uli, once again, counted us down as she unlocked the door. Turning the key, there was a click followed by ‘thunk!’ That was new. I pushed up against the barrier, and it lifted free from the metal resting spot. However, it was heavy as fuck. 
“Come on!” I grunted, resetting myself and pushing up with my legs and over with my arms. The bar lifted up, going from horizontal to vertical. 
Fwooosh! 
A rush of air from the seam opening to the door blew out. 
“Come on!” Uli whispered. 
As I managed to lift the barrier up vertically, Uli quickly slipped inside the door, and I followed after her. There was a large slam as the door shut behind us. 
WHAM!
“Shit…” I whispered, looking back at the shut door. 
“It’s fine,” Uli said, more focused on the inside. “We’ll figure something out… Oh… wow.” 
Turning around, I could see what she meant. The rest of the roofs of the buildings had been completely covered in crystal, blocking any light from the outside coming in. But now we were in a very large central room with a dance floor in the middle, and there was a giant white circle beaming down. I looked up, and I could see there was a glass top to the room at the very center, allowing the light of the two moons to filter through, illuminating what appeared to be a dance hall. 
“It’s amazing,” I said, looking around. My voice had a minor echo as I spoke and stepped forward.
“It’s beautiful,” Uli whispered, with her eyes glittering. “It’s—” 
Ba boom! Pow! Poof!
Suddenly the room filled with white powder, flying up into the air. 
“Bah!” Uli shouted, getting a face full of the powder. “Oh, gods!”
Uli, she jumped back towards me, grabbing at her weapon. When I saw her, I had to suppress a snicker. 
“Are you okay?” I laughed. 
Uli looked at me crossly. “What are you talking about?” 
“You just…” I pointed to her general face and made a circle with my index finger. 
She had makeup smeared all over her face. It was like somebody had powdered her face and placed bright pink lipstick and blush on her. 
“What are you doing?” Came the loud voice of an older man.
We both looked around and tried to see where the voice was coming from. 
“Get out of here ghosts!” I warned, pulling out my sword. 
“Ain’t no ghost, dammit! Down here!” 
We turned around, confused, as the voice bounced around. We still couldn’t figure out where the voice echoed from in the dance hall. Uli stuck close to me, looking as we looked around, trying to find it. 
“Oh, for the sake of Oros! Check the floor asshole! By the door!” The angry voice grew more and more impatient. 
Turning back around, we inspected the area right around where we had entered, but there was nothing there. Just the door and a pillar with the bust of a head on one side and— 
“Oh crap,” I whispered. When I had pushed the door open to let myself in, I had swung it too hard and crashed down one of the pillars on a bust. Laying down on the ground, broken at the very base, the statue stared at us.
“Way to go jackass…” The statue suddenly said. 
I jumped back, ready to attack, as did Uli.
“What the fuck!?” 
The statue’s expression changed to a sarcastic smile. “Yeah! That’s what I was saying. When you knocked me over! Ya dick.”
Uli looked at me seriously and then at the statue. 
“It’s not his fault that he didn’t know you were on the other side.” 
“Well, he could have been more careful!” The statue argued. 
“Who… are you?” I asked warily. 
“The name is Atryx,” The statue said gruffly. “I would give you a bow, but I’m currently unable to do that because of my base being broken!” The mouth moved in perfect synchronization with its words, and its eyes looked around, with the stone skin pinching and stretching. It appeared to be the bust of an older man with a long, curly mustache and a bald head. 
I regained my composure and walked closer. He had definitely been broken at the base, and as I lifted him up, the statue struggled in my hands.
“Were you the one that attacked her with makeup?” I asked. 
“What’s it to you, jackass? You broke my fucking base!” 
“I’ll try to get you fixed up here in a minute, I promise!” 
The statue laughed, throwing its head back and nearly falling out of my hands.
“Yeah, sure! You’ll fix this up. Just like how the curse is going to be lifted on this god’s forsaken place.” 
“Well, that’s what we’re hired to do,” I shrugged, inspecting the other broken piece.
“Oh, you got to be fucking kidding me,” Atryx deadpanned.
As Uli continued swiping at her face to get the makeup off. I picked up Atryx’s broken base, inspecting it. The break was clean, and it didn’t look like it was missing any pieces. 
“What are you? A living statue?”
“Cursed statue,” He corrected me. “And are you actually going to try and lift this damned curse on the mansion? Or are you just another adventurer trying to make a name for himself?” 
The spectral voices of the ghosts just beyond the room began to filter through, and Uli jumped at the sound hiding behind a pillar. 
“Ooohhhhh!”
“Oh, it looks like we got a scaredy cat!” Atryx laughed. 
Uli’s face snapped toward us, and her eyes stared blankly. 
“Break him. It’ll be funny.”
I stopped inspecting the broken pieces and stared from Uli to Atryx. Her eyes shined malevolently while Atryx’s sarcastic confidence quickly melted.
“N-now, now!” Atryx said hastily. “I was just making light and jokes. Light and jokes. I-I can help you!” He said desperately.
The moonlight filled the room, casting a heavy shadow on his stony face. 
“There’s a reason why I am a statue and the others are ghosts!” 
“And why would that be?” Uli asked, slowly approaching. She’d finally gotten the makeup off.
Atryx tried to gather his thoughts while I idly weighed him in my hands. 
“I know where she lost her rose! I can help!”
“So it is hers?” I asked.
“Of course it is! She’s the Duchess of Roses!” Atryx said, looking at me seriously.
Fair. I thought to myself.
“But how do you know where? And why are you a statue?” Uli asked, also inspecting him. 
He thought about it for a moment and heaved a heavy sigh. “I was the final living servant in this house. The Duchess paid me well, even as her heart and mind began to slip.” 
“What do you mean the last living?” 
Atryx’s face grew dark, and he looked away. “War is a terrible thing. Oftentimes it reaches out and touches you when you least expect it. Her and I were the final living members of this house, after several raiders and spies decimated the lands. We’re the final living members of this house, and as she lost her rose, it placed a terrible curse on everybody here.” 
“So the Duchess was the one that turned you into a statue?” 
“No!” Atryx snapped. “A dark wizard transformed me into this, trying to force her rose’s location out. And when the Duchess was too frail to defender herself she…”
A pregnant pause filled the room as we all listened to the ghosts outside and the dust dancing in the moonlight like an eerie echoing orchestra. Atryx’s face was contorted in sadness and woe.
“The Duchess left this world, but she protects her rose to this moment. If we can lift the curse, we can let the spirits here rest and my job can be done,” Atryx said solemnly. 
“What do you say?” I asked, turning to Uli. 
Her face was pensive, and she chewed on Atryx’s words. “If it gets us out of here? I’m all for it.”
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“You will need to head down to the Duchess’ bedroom,” Atryx explained as I tried to open the door.
“It’s locked,” I said, unable to force it open. I was already beginning to feel the tiring effects of my ability, and I didn’t want to push it by trying to push the door. 
“Fret not,” Atryx said as Uli carried him. “There is a secret doorway just beyond follow that way!” 
Atryx pointed his nose to the opposite side of the room. As we crossed the large dance hall, our steps echoed loudly, and more dust kicked up. 
“Have no ghosts entered this room?” I asked Atryx.
“Nary a soul except for me for the last…” He stopped for a moment and thought about it. “I have no idea how long I’ve been alone. But needless to say, it’s been long enough to forget what the passage of time feels like.”
“That’s sad,” Uli whispered to herself.
“Indeed.” Atryx honestly sounded more bored than anything. “Behind that curtain,” He instructed me.
I walked along the walls, feeling through the tattered curtains chewed up by the rats and bugs and whatever creatures had made their home inside of the abandoned mansion. Feeling around, I pressed up against the curtain he pointed towards with his nose, and I could feel a rattle. 
The walls were solid, but this felt shaky. I pushed several more times, and the wall rattled, confirming my suspicion. With a tug, I pulled the curtain back, revealing a seam almost completely flush with the wall. 
I pushed against a small gap and grabbed onto the seam with my fingertips pulling away. Dust exploded from the joint as the door and the fake wall slid to the side, revealing a passageway. 
“Few people, knew about this passage. Even in life,” Atryx explained. “It was specially constructed for the lady to make hasty escapes when she was tired of frivolities with her guests.” Atryx said with a warm smile on his face. “She loved having guests, but she could only go on for so long.”
“So, we won’t have to walk by any ghosts?” Uli asked. 
Atryx bowed to Uli. “That’s correct.”
“Well what are we waiting for? Let’s go in!” Uli said excitedly, dashing through the entry.
I followed suit and instantly hit my head on a cobweb. 
“Gah!” I screamed, running my hands everywhere. I jumped out of the way and quickly ran my hands through my hair several times, ensuring that no eight-legged bastards and hitched a ride.” I hate spiders!” 
“Heehee,” Uli giggled. “Scared of some spiders, Asher?” She asked with a mischievous grin. 
I made a face at her and smirked. “Yes, I’m terrified of spiders. Thank you for asking. It’s easy for me to admit my fears. Why don’t you try it?”
That wiped the grin off of Uli’s face, and she snarled. “Just keep moving.” She turned around in a huff. She held Atryx up around her shoulders as she marched forward, lighting a torch to see the path.
Atryx spoke to me silently, mouthing the words. “You messed up.” to me. I sighed and nodded my head. Gotta poke the tiny bear, don’t ya, Asher?
It was a long winding path, and occasionally, we could hear the ghosts on the other side of the walls. Moaning and mumbling, rattling chains and gasping out names long since forgotten. 
Uli’s breathing was heavy, and I could see her shaking as she walked. 
“Mind if I take the front?” I offered. 
She jumped straight up when I spoke, turning to me with Atryx raised over her like a weapon. Realizing it was me, she took a deep breath and nodded. 
“Yeah, yeah, sure. Thanks.”
“I can hold him too.” I offered. 
“I prefer her company, for the record,” Atryx said, pursing his stony lips. 
However, Uli passed him over to me, and I held him in my left hand with a sword at the ready in my other.
“And sorry about earlier, Uli I shouldn’t have—”
I stopped when I felt a pinch on my armor and could tell that Uli had grasped my clothes to stay close. 
“It’s fine Ash…” 
Walking to the other end of the secret passage, we were met with a completely blank wall. 
“My rose…” came the spectral voice of the Duchess. Uli’s voice caught in her throat again, and her hand clutched my clothes tighter.
“My rose!” The Duchess wailed. 
“Oh, poor thing,” Atryx whispered to himself. 
“We need her out of the room in order to get in there,” I whispered, waiting behind the wall.
“Just give her a moment,” Atryx said sadly. “Sitting in in that dance hall for so long, I learned to listen for everyone. She’ll be leaving here soon.” 
And so we waited for several minutes as the Duchess of Roses continued meandering around in her room. Thankfully, her voice began to grow distant after nearly an hour, and she off away from her room. 
Pushing forward, the wall slid to the left, revealing the Duchess’ room. It was just an opulent display of wealth mixed with the unrelenting march of time, fading away its colors and tattering its silks. The jewels on the table had lost their luster, clouded and faded.
We crept into the center of the room, placing Atryx on the bed as he looked from side to side. 
“It’s underneath the bed,” He whispered.
“How come she never checked underneath?” Uli whispered, dropping to the ground. 
“She is stuck in a certain time,” Atryx explained. “She will only change her habits if she is interrupted.” 
“Yeah, like when she was chasing us,” I muttered.
“Do not speak ill of the lady!” Atryx said much too loudly. Uli and I both shushed him urgently. He looked like he was about to protest before swallowing and nodding to us. “Apologies. But yes, as a spirit, she does not have the memory that she had as a young lady. She’s only a remnant of herself, not the whole.” 
“Gotcha,” I said as I dropped to the ground along with Uli.
The floor was dusty and covered in small paw prints of rats. No doubt, they’d made their nest underneath, enjoying the fine craftsmanship. 
“See anything?” I whispered. 
“No,” she shook her head, looking around. “But that doesn’t mean it’s not here.” 
I readjusted myself onto my elbows, trying to look around better. “Maybe we could—” 
Boof! 
I lifted my head too high and smacked it on the underside of the bed frame. It was heavy oak wood, and it felt like I’d just been hit in the back of the head with a baseball bat. 
“Son of a—!” 
“Shush, Asher!” Uli whispered urgently.
“Sorry,” I said, rubbing my head. 
“It’s fine. You just need to—” Uli stopped short and looked where I had hit my head. “I think you… Oh my gosh!” She said excitedly. “Look!”
Where I had hit, my head had busted the bottom of the oak panels of the bed’s frame. And when I readjusted, I could see a tiny glittering light radiating from the inside. I had misplaced one of the panels revealing a trap door! 
“Hold on!” Uli whispered, shimmying around to the edge of the bed. “I think I know what’s going on!” She quickly shuffled out from underneath the bed and inspected the front of the footboard.
The edges of the footboard were intricately carved with the crest we’d seen in the dining hall at the very center of the bed frame. Uli inspected it with her eyes shining. 
“I think I know what to do,” She whispered, pulling out the key.
“You found the master key!” Atryx said, aghast. “That means you must have seen him!”
“Seen who?” I asked as Uli did her magic. 
“Duke Ezy’nkiel, of course!” He said excitedly. 
“Yeah,” We helped him with a bouquet or something.
“A bouquet…?” Atryx whispered to himself. His eyes lit up, and he let out a barking laugh. “Ahahah! A bouquet!” He shouted.
“Atryx!” Both Uli and I said desperately.
He receded his lips into his mouth like he’d bitten an especially strong lemon. Uli took out the key and examined it against the crest inlaid on the bedside. However, as a precaution, I put my hand over Atryx’s mouth.
“Look,” she said, pointing to the center of the emblem. 
There was a series of banners and a stag with a straight and narrow back or with a straight back standing up vertically. Atryx fussed in my hand, trying to shout over us again, which w
“What about it?” I asked as Atryx grunted and tried to shout over us as the creaking floors rattled from the ghosts outside. 
“No, look,” she explained, pointing to the crest and holding her key up next to it. “You see how the key’s teeth can be moved?”
She began twisting and fiddling with the teeth of the key, changing its size and shape while Atryx tried to protest even louder. 
“Mmmm! Hmmm!” 
“Dude, shut up!” I hissed, watching Uli with fascination.
Her tongue stuck out as she looked from the key to the crest and back several times. Her eyes gleamed excitedly while her brow furrowed in concentration. Her delicate hands moved swiftly, adjusting and readjusting the key until it was to her satisfaction.
“There!”
Taking the key, she placed it up against the crest, and the shape she formed the key into lined up perfectly with the stag’s horns, down its back and to the bottom of the shield. Pressing it in, we held our breaths.
Click!... Thunk!
As the mechanism swirled, we waited until… There was music! A beautiful spectral song began to play as the mechanism inside of the bed began to shutter and creak with gears turning. 
Atryx continued thrashing against my mouth, ready to blow our cover as a secret compartment popped out from the crest. And inside of it, revealed our prize. 
“Oh… oh Dusyr’s gifts!” Uli gasped. 
Inside the secret compartment was a single stemmed rose made of a beautiful, clear, and pearlescent crystal. The rose shone dozens of times more brilliantly than the crystal vines and thorns that we had surrounded by. Its aura was immaculate, and colors were cast from every direction, filling the room with its radiant glow. And along with it came a soft, beautiful tune of strings and voices filling the air. 
“The Crystal Rose…” I whispered to myself.
Creeeek! Thunk! Thunk!
Hold on… A chill went down my spine as I felt the floor rumble behind us
Uli carefully grabbed the rose as I turned, hearing a sound behind us. My hand dropped from Atryx’s mouth as a giant figure loomed over us.
“Oh, shit,” I said out loud.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to warn you, damnit!” Atryx shouted. “It is the guardian of the rose and the keeper of the curse! The Knight of Thorns!” He shouted. 
Standing in the doorway over a broken wooden door was the suit of armor that we had seen earlier. Giant crystalline spikes had exploded from the inside of his armor outwards, and he carried the giant deadly ax from before. The inside of the armor was filled with the same crystal enveloping the mansion, and its helmet was pointed in our general direction. 
“We need to go,” I said to Uli, trying to get her attention.
“Wait, what do you mean? I— oh…” Uli turned and stared at the shining spectral knight. “…Yeah, that’s a great idea, Asher. Very smart. Let’s get out of here.”
Chapter 9
The set of armor let out a loud guttural noise, like a roar of clanking, rusted metal, grinding against itself before charging forward. I grabbed Atryx and jumped out of the way as Uli dodged underneath, sliding between its legs. She burst forward into a full sprint out the door.
Crash!
The giant ax swung straight down, dismantling the bed right where we had just been standing. I ran away, following Uli with Atryx in tow. 
“Where do we go now?” I asked Atryx, jostling him in my left arm. 
“We must get to the dance hall!” Atryx said, bouncing with every step. 
“Damnit, we should have gone the other way!” Uli shouted.
“Atryx?” a voice called out. “Is it you?” 
A spirit entered the hallway through a wall, nearly floating right into Uli. She let out a yelp and dodged out of the way, continuing to run forward. 
“Is that the rose?” Another ghost asked. 
Crash! 
“Raoaoooo!”
Another clanking roar of metal on metal filled the air as bright light began to fill the hallway. Against my better judgment, I turned my head while I continued running forward, and I could see the Knight of Thorns sprinting at us, crashing through anything in its way. Tables, furniture, and ghosts all exploded on impact for daring to try to impede it. 
“The Knight of Thorns is here!” Another ghost whispered.
“I’m going to try to buy us some time,” I called out to Uli. “Just take that rose and get to the dance hall!” 
I skidded to a halt and turned to face the bastard. Uli turned, still carrying the rose close to her chest.
“Asher! I need you to help me open the door!” 
I put Atryx down on a table and turned around, steeling myself. 
“I just need to give us some time!”
I mustered every bit of energy that I had inside of me and felt my stomach begin to glow white hot. Power bubbled up inside, and I exploded forward with power. The floor rattled, and all of the ghosts briefly blew away as I jumped forward with an arcing slash of my sword. My attack arced towards the Knight of Thorns, let out a roar of its own.
“Raaaaaoaoww!”
The monstrous knight slung its ax straight down at my head, aiming for my neck. 
Clang! 
Our weapons met as my sword met his ax right at the joint of the handle and the curved cruel blade. With all of the extra force, the knight was forced back on its heels, and I pushed forward.
Shink! 
Gripping tight, I swung my hips to the side and sliced the ax straight in half. 
“Haaaa!” I let out a battle cry and thrust straight into the knight’s head. 
Before it could dodge out of the way, I pierced straight through the gap between its chest plate and its helmet. A sick mixture of metal against crystal filled my ears, and I pierced straight through the side. I could see the monster still moving, and I quickly twisted my blade, carving it out from the other side. Its head popped off, falling to the ground as it tried to grab for it.
The other ghosts watched on in confused interest as the head hit the ground with a ‘thunk!’ and rolled down the hallway. The monster’s torso reached up for its head but couldn’t find it, and it fell to its knees. 
“Okay,” I panted. “That works.” 
Crinkle, crinkle… 
Wait a minute. 
I watched in horror as the crystal body on the inside began to grow, and the crystal began to creep forward toward the head. 
“That’s not good.” 
Sprinting forward, I quickly grabbed the helmet with one hand, stowing my sword and picking up Atryx on the way.
Crash!
“Grrrr…” 
I could hear the torso of the Knight of Thorns letting out another guttural roar as I sprinted to catch up with Uli. 
“Are you insane!?” Uli shrieked, slamming from wall to wall, trying to dodge every ghost that arrived at the party. 
Her eyes were wide, and her chest was heaving with every ragged, terrified breath. 
“No, probably just stupid,” I laughed while holding up the Knight of Thorn’s head. 
“What is wrong with you?” She said, looking at me desperately. 
“It worked, didn’t it?” 
“Graaaghhh!” 
Another roar boomed, and we both turned back, seeing a giant wave of crystals forming toward us. 
“Okay, maybe not my best idea, but we should definitely keep moving!” I said quickly.
We hit a dead end and quickly turned left, sprinting at full speed to the dance hall. As the wave of crystals continued racing towards us, it crashed into the wall, smashing it to pieces before turning toward us.
“The rose! The rose!” Ghosts moaned behind us, beginning to realize what had happened. 
“Get the rose!”
“Save the rose, save the Duchess!”
More and more voices appeared behind us until dozens of ghosts chased after us. I looked into a dusty mirror ahead of us, and its clouded glass showed all their hands stretched toward us. When I turned my head, there was nothing behind us but the crystal wave and all the ghosts chasing us. Their eyes were nothing but pale, white orbs, and their mouth aghast. 
“Just keep looking forward Uli!” I said, turning back. We’re almost there. Our feet thundered through the hallway as the ghosts continued chasing us until Uli let on a shriek. 
“Waahhh!” As two more ghosts appeared in front of us, both large knights in spectral armor with swords pointed toward us. Uli stopped on a dime and practically froze in place as the two ghosts raised their weapons. 
“Just keep going!” I shouted, trying to egg her on. as I couldn’t grab her with my arms full, but she was locked in place, hunched over, holding the crystal rose to her stomach. 
“I can’t move,” She whimpered. “I can’t.” 
“Come on!” I said. “They’re not going to hurt us. They can’t! They’re just ghosts!”
Uli didn’t budge. “I can’t move!” She squealed again with tears streaming down her face. “I can’t!” 
“You can!” I promised. “Please, we have to keep moving Uli! We’re almost there!” 
“Stop them!” One of the ghosts shouted, charging towards us. 
“I can’t do this. I can’t do this!” Uli whispered to herself, rocking on her feet. 
“Damnit,” I growled.
Putting down the crystal head and Atryx, I made a flourish of my blade and charged forward. With my sword pointed forward, I attacked the two spectral ghosts. 
“Get out of my fucking way!” I shouted. 
The first spectral, ghostly knight attacked, and I dodged out of pure instinct, slamming my sword into the back of his head. He stopped for a moment in shock as the blade passed right through him/
“What is the sorcery?” he whispered to himself. 
Another ghost slashed at me, and I dodged, jumping down as his sword careened into his ally. The ghost turned around just in time for the sword to hit him straight in the face. 
“Oh, good heavens!” he shouted. “Get off of me! Get off!” 
As the two ghosts collided, they both turned to smoke at the point of impact before reforming. They looked at each other in confusion before turning to me. 
“I said get out of my way!” I shouted again. Slicing up, down, left, right, and diagonally over and over, their forms turned into a discombobulated smokescreen.
“Uli!” I said, turning to her. “Please get moving!” 
She looked at me with her eyes wide and her pupils completely dilated. Her mouth was slack as she stared at me, hyperventilating. 
“Close your eyes and run straight through me!” I shouted, still swinging wildly. “It’s just fog now!” She let out a tiny yelp before running forward, and I realized what got her moving. The ghosts had caught up with us, and one of ’em grabbed at her. As she jumped forward, the crystal rose nearly popped out of her grasp, and she had to quickly catch it. With the rose in hand, she sprinted forward, leaving Atryx behind. 
“Damn,” I said to myself. 
With the ghosts thoroughly messed up, I ran to grab Atryx and the knight’s head. If the crystal wave connected with that head, we were done for. 
Uli sprinted past as I headed straight into the fray, reaching down to grab for the knight’s head and Atryx. I was instantly blinded by all of the white and blue lights of the ghostly figures scratching and clawing at me. Or at least, they were attempting to.
“Please save us!” 
“Get out!” 
“I hate you, Atryx!”
“Just save us!”
Their ghostly wails were an untraceable mixture of hatred and fear as they begged me for salvation and attacked me relentlessly. It was impossible to see, but I felt around on the ground, looking for the stone statue. 
“Atryx, where are you?” 
“I’m right here!” A voice called out directly to my right. 
I grabbed at something and could feel what seemed like a rocky face and pulled it up towards me. 
“Did I get you?” 
“Raggh!” The head of the knight shouted, slamming its visor down on me. 
It pinched right at the knuckle, digging into skin and muscle.
“Shit!” I swore, feeling the blood begin to pool at the point of impact. 
“Asher! Down here!” Atryx shouted. 
After feeling around again, I grabbed another stony face and pulled up Atryx, tucking the knight’s head under my armpit so he couldn’t hurt me. I got back up to my feet and turned around, trying to run toward Uli. 
“Uli, where are you!?” The fog of the ghosts was too much to bear, and I couldn’t tell where I was. As I moved through the ghosts, they turned to smoke, further blocking my view.
“I’m here!” I heard her squeal meekly. “Please, get here! Please!” 
I sprinted out the other side of the ghostly wave and could hear all their voices filling my head. It felt like my very soul was draining as their voices bounced around in my head. Hearing these wretched corporeal forms, begging for their final moments to be recognized. Begging for a reaction, begging for help, demanding my attention.
As I exited, I was suddenly blinded by the darkness before I could see a slight trickle of multicolored light down the hall. 
“Uli!”
She was standing there trying to desperately lift the massive wooden board blocking the entrance. 
“Please, just get over here!” She shouted. 
I placed the knight’s head and Atryx back down and got to work trying to lift the blockade. I squatted down before exploding upwards, trying to lift it. A shock in my muscles, however, told me the exhaustion was too great, and I felt my fingers spurt with blood at the knuckles hitting me in the face. 
“Dammit!” I grunted, trying to fight through the pain.
The heavy wooden lock slowly began to budge, grinding against the metal lock as I dug my feet into the ground. My shoulders ached, and my leg muscles tightened, threatening to rip as I stepped forward, lifting with every bit of power left.
Griiggg… 
“Hah!”
Finally, the latch lifted upwards, and a final gasp of power blasted the lock upwards, and the door began to open. The wind began to rush behind us just as before, revealing the large dance hall.
“Finally, I—”
Wham! 
Something massive hit me right in the back, and suddenly, I was flying forward, thrown straight into the moonlight. Light pierced my eyes right as I hit the marble floor. Hard.
“Oof!”
I landed on my arm and felt something crack and splinter where my triceps met my forearm, and I hit my head on the ground. My vision went blurry, and I had no idea where I was.
“Asher!” a distant voice called out. 
I staggered to my side and landed on all fours. As I looked down at the ground, there was blood. 
Where is that from? I whispered to myself. 
Boom! 
Another slam into my side, and I flipped over. A bright collection of rainbow lights blinded me as the room filled with brilliant, beautiful, terrible, dreadful colors. A hulking mass of a vaguely humanoid crystal monster filled my vision, and I looked forward as my vision continued shifting and moving. The Knight of Thorns had reconnected with its head, and it filled the room with its ghastly form. 
He was over three times taller than me and just as wide, lifting two giant crystalline arms. It let out a baneful howl, and a collection of crystals arced from its vaguely hand-shaped appendage and slammed all around me. 
“Agghhh!” I yelled out as I was lifted into the air with the collection of marble. 
“Where is it?” 
I looked around, trying to figure out who just said that.
“My rose!” the voice called out again. 
When I looked down, I was easily twenty feet in the air, high above everybody else. I could see Uli hiding in the corner with her hands over her head, and a faint glow of the crystal rose in her lap. 
“Asher!” Atryx called out. “Asher the rose!” 
“Ghhh…!” 
I couldn’t say anything as I felt the crystal monster crushing me from all sides. 
“My rose!” the voice called out again. My eyes squeezed, trying to figure out where the voice came from, when I was suddenly blinded again. “Give me my rose!” The voice screamed. 
Appearing in front of me was the ghostly, ghastly, horrid form of the Duchess of Roses. 
“Give me my rose!” she demanded as the monster squeezed me. 
“Ahhhh!” I screamed, feeling my ribs crushed from every angle. “I don’t have it!” 
The Duchess’ face contorted with her rage, and her eyes bulged much too large for her face.
“Liar!” Her teeth were malformed, and her mouth fell down the length of her body. “You lie!”
The Duchess picked up her jaw, pointing a finger at me. It was gnarled and twisted around with a razor-sharp nail. 
“You stole it!” She screamed. “You stole it, and you took my life!” 
“I didn’t take anything!” I said desperately. “I’m trying to help…” 
“Duchess!” Atryx called out. “Please stop this madness.” 
“I will have my rose,” The Duchess said darkly, staring at me as her eyes began to glow blood red. “I will have my rose. Or I will have your head.”
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As the Duchess continued circling around me, the squeeze of the Knight of Thorns crushed my sides. 
“Ahhhh! I don’t have it!” I screamed. “Help!”
I could just barely make out Uli hiding in the corner as more ghosts began to fill the room. Meanwhile, the Duchess of Roses continued circling me.
“Liar!” she screamed. “No one is coming to help you. You’ll die here. Alone.” 
I tried to activate my aura, but I couldn’t concentrate, and the exhaustion was getting to be too much.
“He doesn’t have it!” Uli shouted while running toward the center of the dance hall. 
The Duchess’ face snapped towards her direction, and Uli was standing with it held high up in her hands.
“You!” The Duchess growled.
Light continued twinkling through the room in a blinding chorus of colors arcing through the appendages of the Knight of Thorns. 
“Kill her!” 
“Wait!” Atryx shouted, rolling on his side. 
The knight was about to attack when something stopped him. I was still clenched in one hand while the monster had an arm up high, staring at Uli in confusion. The Duchess turned angrily to the knight, getting in his “face.” 
“Kill that girl and get me my rose back!” She demanded. “I haven’t seen it in so long! It’s mine!” 
“It was in your room!” Uli pleaded we’re trying to help you! Help release you. 
The Duchess’ head turned 180 degrees with her body still facing the knight. 
“What do you mean? Hidden away?” 
Uli tried to explain. “It was hidden inside of your bed in the secret compartment using a special key!” The Duchess wavered for a moment as Uli desperately tried to hold it together as the other ghosts watched silently. “We found we used the key and we found the rose!” 
I waited for the Duchess to lash out, but instead, she just turned and floated down. The Duchess floated down until she was face to face with Uli. Uli gulped before motioning with the rose.
“This belonged to you, right?” 
The Duchess’ fingers twitched at her side. “Of course,” she whispered. “My fiance gifted it to me. I was… I’ve been afraid that he would never show. He told me that he would always protect me no matter what, and that…”
“And that the rose I gave you, would protect you,” came a spectral voice. It echoed through the hall as all the ghosts turned, muttering excitedly. “And that it would protect this house to my last breath, and beyond.” 
“The doorway!” One ghost said, pointing back.
Floating in the doorway was none other than the Duke himself.
“Ezy’nkiel!” whispered desperately, the Duchess whispered desperately. 
Many of the ghosts disappeared into a transparent smoke as Duke France appeared, walking towards the Duchess. 
With every step, the ghostly echo filled the room, becoming more and more solid with each step. And as his steps became more solid, Ezy’nkiel became opaquer as well. 
“Dear, I’m…” As he reached out to touch her, he suddenly became ghostly again before receding his hand. “Oh, dear,” he whispered. 
“Ezy’nkiel, no!” the Duchess wailed. “You can’t be!” 
The Knight of Thorns let out another angry yell, and I felt him begin to squeeze again.
Ezy’nkiel turned to the Knight of Thorns and looked in horror. “My armor!” He shouted, aghast. The Duke turned to The Duchess of Roses and placed his hands on her shoulder, instantly turning ghostly again. “Darling! Call off the armor!”
“Please release him!” Uli begged, looking at them desperately.
I was completely cinched in place and could only watch as my fate was decided by others. 
“But he stole my rose! The one that you gave me darling.”
“No, he didn’t!” Uli pleaded. “I did! I took the rose! If you need to do something, do something to me. But please!” Uli shoved the rose into the Duke’s hand and grasped at the Duchess, who was suddenly solid. She lurched back in shock as Uli looked at her, with her eyes burning bright even from up high. “I’m… I’m afraid of losing him. I can bear whatever you do, but please…” She looked to the Duke and then back to the Duchess and then to me. “He’s precious to me. And I’m more afraid of losing him than anything. I can’t lose him. Please, if you have to punish someone, punish me. Just please let Asher go. Don’t take him away from me.”
I felt the grip of the Knight of Thorns loosen, and I could finally take a breath. As I gasped for air, I felt my lungs pinch up against my ribs, poking at them. 
“Gahhh!” I let out a gasp of pain.
The Duchess looked away from everyone staring in no particular direction, transfixed in thought.
“I know what it’s like to lose a loved one. It’s terrifying. Release him…”
At first, I was afraid the knight was going to just drop me out of the air. Instead, he slowly lowered me to the ground. Uli quickly ran to my side, helping shoulder my weight.
“Asher!” She whispered desperately. “I’m so sorry!”
“It’s okay,” I smiled, hiding the pain. “Got me out of it and that’s all that matters.”
“My love, I— oh!” the Duchess gasped, turning to the Duke, who was suddenly carrying an entire bouquet of flowers, including all the flowers that we had helped him decide on.
“It’s beautiful…” she whispered.
And sitting at the very center of the bouquet was the crystal rose. Ezy’nkiel smiled warmly at the Duchess while his eyes swam with emotion.
“These are for you, my love.”
Uli and I slowly approached while holding my ribs. Duke Ezy’nkiel smiled graciously at the two of us. 
“I promised you flowers on our wedding day,” he announced to the ghosts watching in awe. 
“My lady!” a ghost said, suddenly more solid than ever. 
I looked around as ghosts began to lose their translucent image and instead looked whole. Their color returned to their faces. Their clothes are as new as the day they wore them. All of the ghosts began excitedly looking at one another, pointing at their changing status.
“We’re solid!”
“I can remember again!”
The ghosts became a swirl of excitement and rivalry as the room began to light up with everything while we all watched on. Uli grasped my hand, watching with a twinkle in her eye.
“Excuse me!” Atryx called out. “I do believe that we are finally ready to begin!” He was still in his stony form, lying up against the wall. “Would somebody please take me to a podium? Benja! Strike up the music! He announced importantly. 
I was about to go and pick up Atryx when a ghost suddenly appeared and picked Atryx up! The ghost looked at Atryx, who nodded before being on a podium at the front of the dance hall.
“Places, everyone places!” He announced.
Chairs began to fly through the room as all the ghosts began talking, laughing, and singing. 
Haha! It’s finally here!”
“The big day!” 
“Now you!” Atryx shouted, looking towards the Duke and Duchess. “Duchess, off you go! Sir Ezy’nkiel, up front.” 
Ezy’nkiel’s face lit up, looking at the Duchess. “Oh! Right, right, right,” He said excitedly. “Are you ready, my love?”
She looked at him with her eyes wide and a smile on her face. 
“But I—I’m not dressed!” 
“Oh, Uli can help with that, can’t you?” Atryx said nonchalantly. 
Uli looked around, terrified but also filled with wonder. She looked back and forth, realizing what was going on. 
“Of course!” 
I elected to take a seat near the front, wary of the Knight of Thorns watching silently. All the seats were set up in long rows, leaving room for a long aisle. 
“Excuse me, sir,” The Duke said, tapping me on the shoulder. 
I turned and saw Ezy’nkiel standing there with an awkward smile. Behind him was the Knight of Thorns, which had receded into its normal form with a tiny glow of crystal in its eye holes for the helmet. 
“I know that this is very sudden, but you and Miss Uli have been extremely helpful to me. Might I ask for your assistance once more?” 
I looked around as everyone else was helping get everything in order. Well, shit. Guess the job ain’t done…
“Sure,” I said, struggling to get out of my chair. “What’cha need?” 
Ezy’nkiel laughed, looking around. “I need a best man.”
That got me out of my chair faster. “A best man?”
He nodded and took a deep breath. “Yes. It is my wedding day, but unfortunately… or perhaps fortunately, none of my family or compatriots are here. It seems… they weren’t when I passed.” 
I looked around at the other ghosts and realized Ezy’nkiel was the only elf present. And not only that, but his clothes also looked much different than the guests.’ 
“Sure,” I said, getting up and shaking his hand. “It’d be an honor.” 
“I just need you there to make sure I don’t faint!” He laughed. 
I followed him and the suit of armor toward Atryx. As we walked, The Knight of Thorns and I shared a brief stare-down before nodding. Atryx sat on top of the podium proudly with his base completely fixed. 
“That’s a good sign,” I nodded.
“Indeed it is,” Atryx beamed, looking at everybody proudly. “The big day is finally here. Everybody! The music will begin… now!” 
An ethereal orchestra suddenly broke out in song, playing a traditional wedding march. Everybody stood at attention as the Duchess of Roses walked down the aisle accompanied by Uli. She looked completely normal now with a beautiful slender face and a long frilly wedding gown.
Ezy’nkiel’s eyes swam as he looked at her in total wonder, bouncing on his heels. 
“She’s amazing,” He whispered to himself.
As she slowly stepped down through the hall, her footsteps echoed louder and louder. The closer she came, the color finally returned to her form until she was completely opaque. And in her hands was a bouquet of crystal flowers along with the crystal rose at its very center. 
“The rose!” I heard one of the ghosts whisper before being hushed by another. 
As she approached the two of us, the Duke squeezed his hands excitedly until she was right in front of him. Ezyn’kiel took a deep breath and slowly lifted her veil, revealing the Duchess of Roses, her smile in full bloom.
“Hello, darling,” He said quietly.
“Hello, love.”
They stared deeply into each other’s eyes as Atryx began his announcements. 
““We are privileged to witness a love that transcends the boundaries of life,” Atryx began. “This love that has brought together two souls so deeply connected that even the veil of mortality would not separate them.”
Uli stood behind the Duchess, watching the two of them, with a tear in her eye. As she did, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Uli looked so... damn. Just perfect.
“Today, as we stand in the presence of these two beautiful spirits, we are reminded that love is the thread that binds us all. A force that goes beyond physical, fleeting moments. Love everlasting. Which shall bond the bride and groom in eternity and beyond.
To our bride and groom, remember that love is life’s most precious thing. Greater than any one gift you could give another, for behind it, you will find love. Cherish the moments you’ve had and look forward to the endless tomorrows that await you.
May your love continue to grow in a garden of this and the next world, and may its possibilities be as boundless and beautiful as your love for another. May it serve as a beacon of hope and a reminder to all of us that true love transcends time, place, and even the boundaries of this world.
Do you, Duke Ezy’nkiel take Duchess Izbalia to be your wife in this world and beyond?”
Ezy’nkiel squeezed her hands, never taking his eye off her. 
“I do.”
“And do you take—” 
“I do. I do. I do!” Duchess Izbalia squealed several times. 
Everyone laughed as Atryx got to the good part.
“You may now—”
Before he could even finish his sentence, the Dutchess jumped up, wrapping her arms around Duke Ezy’nkiel and kissing him. 
“I now pronounce you husband and wife!” 
Everybody got up and started cheering for the couple as Uli, and I stared at each other, smiling. My ribs were incredibly tender still, but the damage that the Knight of Thorns had done was less severe than I initially anticipated. As the Duke and Duchess walked each other down the aisle to the center of the hall, everybody turned.
There was a collective gasp as she threw the bouquet into the air. All of the ghosts quickly clamored for the different flowers flying high up into the air. Meanwhile, Ul and I watched the lady ghosts fight over the bouquet, which exploded into a brilliant shower of dozens of tiny crystal flowers fluttering through the air. 
Kerpoof!
“Oh, I love this flower!”
“It’s so beautiful!” 
“It’s mine!”
However, as they all flew up to the glittering flowers, Uli’s eyes grew wide, and she looked on in wonder. Suddenly, her hands snapped forward, and a giant beaming light of beautiful rainbow colors exploded from her hand.
It was blindingly bright for a moment until she opened her palm, revealing the crystal rose. 
“Well… that’s a good sign, right?” I said, smiling at her. 
Uli blushed but grinned at me slyly. 
“I think so.” 
We danced with the ghosts as their music played throughout the halls, and we laughed, celebrating the marriage of the Duke and the Duchess. Never once did Uli leave my side, but slowly, she became increasingly comfortable. Soon, she was dancing, singing, and laughing with the ghosts, joining the merriment in earnest. 
We continued until the sun peaked over the horizon, filling every nook and cranny of the dance hall in brilliant color. However, although the ghosts had looked completely solid in the moonlight, they were now transparent in ethereal once more.
The ghosts seemed disappointed to see themselves fading in the first period. However, their disappointment soon turned to excitement.
“I can see it!”
“The afterlife!”
“I have missed you! I’ve missed you all!”
As the ghosts faded away, they all looked on to the next life with joy on their face and content in their hearts.
“Excuse me,” The Duchess said, tapping me on the shoulder. Her voice echoed throughout the hall as they continued fading away. “I wanted to thank you for assisting in my wedding.” Izbalia said, smiling at the both of us. “It was perfect. And now, I think that I… I can move on. Knowing that I have my Duke. My love.” 
Izbalia smiled as Ezy’nkiel floated toward us, having said goodbye to another ghost. His ghostly face was stained with tears, but he had a smile on his face. We looked around, seeing the creeping crystals on the outside hall receding and fading away. 
The Knight of Thorns, the armor that the Duke once wore, approached us, clanking and creaking until standing at attention.
“You are relieved of duty from protecting us,” The Duke announced, 
The suit of armor saluted the four of us, and we watched as the crystal vine extending through its leg slowly receded into the armor until there we could see the gaps of brilliant color fading into darkness. All that was left was a tiny, luminescent rainbow in its eyes. 
“I think that he wants to protect the house still,” Uli suggested, holding my arm.
“Well, I guess he can!” The Duchess laughed. “Leave him for the next generation!” she said, with a flippant movement of her arm. “I’m moving on to the afterlife!” 
“Yes,” the Duke said softly. “I like that idea. What say we spend eternity wrapped in each other’s arms?”
Rather than say anything, The Duchess smiled and took his hand. They started a slow waltz and danced while the sun rose, fading into the ether.
I squeezed Uli’s hand as the room became quieter and quieter. 
“That was some wedding,” She whispered.
“Yeah…”
It really was.
Chapter 11
We departed from the mansion the next day after a nice long rest. The spirits moved on, and the mansion was completely safe, with nary a specter, ghost, or sarcastic statue left in the building. 
“I’m just saying that you could have left me there to greet the next member of the Porterbrandy family!” Atryx said from the top of my backpack. 
“Well, it was very nice of Aelfwind to allow us to keep you,” Uli smiled as we rode on horseback to Naled.
“To think that the Duchess’ own nephew didn’t want my faithful servitude,” Atryx sniffed. 
“Oh, I’m sure you’re going to love it with us, Atryx!” I laughed. “We could always use some help.” 
“I’d prefer to make my acquaintance with this guild you mentioned...”
Uli smirked at me and shrugged. “Oh, I think we can do something about that.” 
After officially submitting our completed mission scroll to the guild, Atryx was left in charge of the Red Breaker guild and to be kept as a security measure in the guild hall. With our payment wrapped up and a crystal rose as a gift, Uli and I returned home at long last. 
“I know it was really scary Uli, but you seriously did an amazing job,” I said, rubbing her shoulder as we walked up the rickety stairs to the top floor. 
“I’ll admit it,” she smiled. “It was really scary. I’ve been afraid of ghosts since I was a kid. But...” She looked at me as we reached the door, with her eyes glimmering as brilliantly as when the rose first cast its pearlescent light on her face. “I was so much more afraid of losing you that it didn’t matter. That’s my biggest fear, Asher.” 
She grasped my hand, looking at me. 
“I don’t ever want to lose you.” 
I looked Uli square in the eyes and squeezed her hands back. 
“You’re never going to have to worry about that. I promise.” 
“Pinky promise?” She asked.
We pushed the door open and announced ourselves.
“Hey guys, we’re home!” I called out. 
“Giezha?” Uli shouted, looking around. “Mara? Kiersa?” 
Silence filled the air as we waited for a response, and yet there was nothing.
“Guys?” I continued walking through the threshold, surprised to see everything exactly as we’d left it. “There’s no way that they’re actually still working with Salvatore’s stupid mission, are they?”
I heard the door shut behind me, and a mischievous giggle slipped out of Uli’s lips. She stared at me while biting her lip and holding herself at the door.
“Oh, I don’t know Ash...” 
I blinked, and she was gone. 
“Behind you!” she whispered. 
“Ah!” I let her on a small yelp and jumped forward. 
“Now, who’s the scaredy cat?” her voice teased. 
“I wasn’t scared! I was surprised by your shadow jump,” I said, turning.
However, when I turned, I saw her pulling down her shirt, revealing one of her breasts. 
“Yeah?” I asked, looking her up and down and grinning.
“Oh, come on, Asher...” She smiled, pulling off her shirt and tossing it to the ground. “Don’t we have a certain tradition we’re starting?” 
Uli tiptoed over to me and walked her fingers up from my stomach to my chest, tracing around my heart with one of her fingernails.
“Which tradition was that again? I asked, pulling her closer with a hand around her back. 
“The one where we fuck each other’s brains out at the end of the mission.” 
With a single flourish, my pants were on the ground, and my shirt was soon to follow. I swooped up. Uli picked her up and carried her off to bed. 
“What do you think?” I asked, getting a firm grip on her ass.
“I’ll take that as a yes—ah!” Uli squealed.
Uli sat on my lap, completely naked, with her arms wrapped around my shoulders, kissing me deeply as I sat on the edge of the bed. 
“That’s it,” She whispered, grinding her pussy up against the shaft of my erect cock. “I can feel you twitching,” She chided, looking at me with her arms wrapped around my shoulders. “Just admit you want to fuck me.” 
Her lips pressed against mine again as she continued to rub herself up and down on me.
“Of course I do,” I said, kissing and grabbing Uli from behind. I felt her quiver against me, giggling between each kiss. “But you do too, don’t you?” 
“M-maybe,” she breathed. I took one hand and moved down toward her crotch. “Hey, that’s cheat—ah!” She let out a squeal as I circled her clit slowly and methodically. “Ash, you’re... oh, fuck!” She groaned again as I continued to finger her while massaging one of her ears.
Uli’s hips began to buck disjointedly as I massaged her. “That’s so not fair,” she squealed, clutching my shoulders, making lewd and erotic noises while squirming in my grasp.
“Then why are you rocking your hips back and forth?” I whispered in her ear, kissing her neck. 
“Come on, Ash!” She begged. 
“You want me to finger you?” I asked, knowing the answer. 
With every move and every twist, I extracted every drop of pleasure out of her. “Ah!” Uli let out a soft gasp as she pushed herself toward me, slipping my fingers deeper into her tight, desperate pussy. 
“Yes!” She whispered into my ears, continuing to rock back and forth as I circled inside of her and thumbed her clit. 
Each circle made squeezed her legs and hitched her breath against me, digging her nails into me. 
“Yes! F-f-fuck!” She groaned. “K-keep going.”
Uli started to move back and forth, faster and faster, while her breathing became more ragged. Her muscles squeezed more desperately on my finger, getting closer and closer. 
“Keep going!” She commanded. “I’m so fucking close! Keep going, keep going keep—fffuuuuck!” Uli screamed out as I kept circling her and fingering her in that special spot. “Ash!” She screamed, arching back, cumming as her tight green body vibrated with pleasure. Uli’s abdomen contracted while her body was in sharp relief against the light. 
“Oh Gods Oh Gods!” She gasped. Uli looked at me with a wild, feral look in her eyes. “Take me, Asher. Take me.” 
“Yeah?” I asked, lifting her into the air. I spread Uli’s legs apart with my arms as she wrapped her arms back around my neck, staring at me with a desperate, hungry expression. Her pupils dilated into hearts while smiling raggedly. 
“Come on, big guy. Give it to me. I want it.”
“Sounds good,” I whispered, pulling her down and pushing my entire cock straight down to the base inside of her. 
“Ohhhh,” she whispered desperately. 
Uli squeezed it desperately from every angle. Impossibly tight but perfectly snug as I sat her back down. We both sucked in the air against each other’s neck, bouncing at the edge of the bed.
“Well?” I asked, trying to breathe right. “What do you think?” 
“It’s soooo good,” She said, practically cock drunk already.
Uli started bouncing up and down, and I gave her a playful spanking.
Smack!
Her whole body reacted, rippling up and leaning into me. 
“That’s mean!” She pouted
Smack!
“Was that?” I asked, “How about this?” 
Smack!
As Uli continued riding me up and down, I pulled her tight, kissing her passionately. 
“During that whole wedding thing, I couldn’t help but notice something,” I said between desperate sloppy kisses. 
“Yeah?” She asked bashfully. All the while, Uli was spasming on my cock, trying not to completely lose herself. “What was that?” 
“You.” I said huskily before pulling up Uli and helping slam her down. I planted one hand firmly, grasping onto her ass as she continually pumped up and down. “I couldn’t help but think about you. I can’t lie.”
“You’re just saying that,” Uli tried to argue, holding on for dear life. “I be-bet you say that to every girl you’re trying to fuc—mmmf!”
I cut Uli off, kissing her and feeling her soft, supple lips against mine as her fangs poked at the underside of my mouth. 
“Come on,” I said, holding her tight and thrusting up into her. Each thrust went harder and deeper as I kept fucking her harder and harder. “What were you thinking about?” I asked, whispering in her ears, basking in her pleasure. Uli’s fingernails dug into me, pinning herself against my chest while I held her tight, staring at her gorgeous figure in motion.
“I-I don’t know.”
“Tell me,” I demanded. 
“Tell me. I need to know Uli.”
“Ash!” Uli warbled. “I’m gunn cum!”
“Tell me,” I begged, feeling it becomes too much. I needed to hear it. I needed to know. From her lips, we broke every gasp with a kiss. “Tell me what you were thinking of.” 
“I’m cummiiiing!” Uli came hard on my cock, squeezing me impossibly tight while still trying to ride with whatever motor function she had left as we stared into each other’s eyes. 
“You,” Uli admitted, sweat dripping from her brow as she bounced up and down on my cock. “I was thinking about you and I was thinking about... I was thinking about us!” 
Unable to stop me, it all became too much, and I felt myself tighten up, ready to blow. Uli slammed herself down to the base, her eyes went wide and her mouth agape, and I felt her squeeze even harder with her nails digging into my shoulders. 
“Uli!” I growled desperately. “I’m cumming”
“I-I-I’m...!” She could barely speak, with only a single word lipping out of her broken voice. “Asher!” she squealed. 
I came hard, spurting deep into her as we both came, breathlessly staring at one another. Our breathing synchronized, holding on to one another for dear life. 
“Ash, I...”
Knock, knock, knock! 
A knock came at the door, and there was a distant voice, sounding something like: “Guys! We’re home!” 
Mara pushed the door open, hitting up against a barrier that I’d set up. Mara. Giezha and Kiersa all appeared at the threshold of the door with their armor scratched up and their faces dirty. Uli’s and my head snapped toward them as they all stared at the both of us completely naked, wracked with pleasure.
Mara started to say something with her face blushing, bright red, and a smile on her face while Kiersa tried to look away. However, their voices were all so muffled we couldn’t understand what they were saying. I looked to Uli, who had the same shocked look as me when Giezha rolled her eyes and thumped her staff on the ground two times. The barrier that I’d set up dissolved, and we could finally hear Mara. 
“I bet that’s what those two have been doing the whole time we’ve been gone, huh?” She smiled at us, biting the underside of her lip. “You two have been fucking like rabbits this whole time while we were off doing the mission?”
Kiersa turned to Mara, blushing furiously with a panicked look on her face. “You do not need to say it like that!” Kiersa whispered. “I mean, you’re probably right, but still!” 
“Let’s just go get some dinner already,” Giezha said. “You two finish up and let’s grab some chow.” 
Giezha left without another word while Kiersa lingered awkwardly before waving bye to us. 
“I’ll see you guys in a bit when you’re done and stuff!” 
Kiersa dashed off while Mara stayed, excited at the prospect of getting to watch the show. 
“Is it true?” Mara asked after a minute with no intention of leaving. “Is that what you guys have been doing since we left?” 
Uli and I looked at each other, grinning as she started to move up and down again. Uli sighed richly, bouncing on my cock once more. 
“That’s right,” I said, watching Mara enjoy the show. “That’s all we’ve been doing, right, Uli?” 
“Oh, absolutely.” 
“Hey guys!” Kiersa called out from the living room. “What’s this crystal rose doing on the table?”
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