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			ACT 1


		

	
		
			1 – Nascent Light
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			The smell of years of accumulated dust and rotting wooden shelves had become unnoticeable to Jasper after a few minutes, as if his nostrils had given up on trying to process it all. Dry cobwebs shrouded every corner of the ramshackle library, and the tracks of foraging mice crisscrossing the layers of dust atop every flat surface were the only indications of any recent activity.

			The intermittent red glow from his necklace illuminated a small area around him. His dragonstone stopped blinking as he passed a short wooden table, so he stopped and crouched, scanning the haphazard piles of tomes, hoping to find something of import.

			There it is, he thought, taking the tattered book into his hands. The etched dragon on the cover began to glimmer, even though it wasn’t catching any light. His heart raced as he touched the aged leather binding. He wiped away the dust, then opened the cover, holding his breath. 

			The first page contained…nothing. No words, no acknowledgments, no title. He flipped through the remaining pages. All blank. Jasper sighed in frustration. His gem had called to him after eleven years, but only to lead him to a dead-end. There had to be more. 

			Upon further investigation, he found a small pocket in the back of the book. Sticking his fingers inside, he managed to retrieve a folded piece of vellum. 

			***

			The man in front of him crashed to the wooden floor, splinters kicking up. Kyrin smirked, flexing his wrist, which cracked loudly. 

			“Shite, that was like punching a brick wall. How’d you get your face so hard?” His opponent didn’t respond on account of being knocked out.

			Six others lined up—a row of well-built men that looked about ready to take his head off. They all wore scowls that would send even the bravest of men running—except Kyrin—of course. Were they all planning on going at once? 

			“Right, who’s next?” Kyrin asked, a cheeky grin across his lips as he stared across with his keen brown eyes, his hand hovering over one of the batons attached to his belt. His black hair fell in long waves, stopping right above his shoulders. He wore a simple fighter’s outfit, consisting of a tight-fitted tunic with the sleeves torn off to reveal his tanned, muscular arms. 

			As he’d guessed, they rushed him all at once. He flipped the wooden baton in his hand and hit the attacker upside the chin with a powerful strike. He ducked a swing and slammed the baton into the side of his next opponent’s neck, slumping him immediately. Two others rushed him, their weapons raised. Pulling the second baton from his belt, he smacked the man on the left in the face, and as the other swung, he caught his arm with his left hand and hit him in the face with his free baton. A few more hits were enough to knock him out—he tossed the man aside and hurled both his batons at the remaining challenger, his head snapping back as the weapons made impact. 

			He panted, sweat beading on his forehead. His opponents lay in crumpled messes across the mat. 

			“And the victor is…Kyrin!” called the announcer from the stands, after which raucous cheers erupted from the crowd. The famed fighting pits of Ranapur drew eyes from across the country, so lack of attendance was never a concern.  

			Kyrin strode down the steps into the waiting area, where someone handed him a mug of whiskey. He accepted it, not pausing as he made his way to his seat in the corner of the room. He sat on the wooden stool, sighing gratefully before he took a swig of his drink. 

			Like on cue, Esther came over. “Just collected yer earnings, m’lord.” She wore a burnished red scarf draped over a blanched shirt with the first few buttons undone. A hefty belt rested on her hips, on which sat a bronze-finished flintlock pistol. She handed him his cut of the earnings from the fight. 

			“You know I hate when you call me that. I’m the farthest thing from royalty.” He made a motion with his head for her to set the money on the table, downing some more whiskey.  

			“I know.” She smiled, the corners of her leaf-green eyes creasing. 

			Kyrin gazed at her, and she smiled wider. Reaching into the pouch, he took two coins, then flashed them at her. 

			“I’ve got all I need right here,” he said, handing her the entire pouch. “You can have the rest.” 

			“What for? I can’t accept this…”

			“Bribe the guards and get your brother out of jail. We both know he didn’t do anything. He’s too stupid for that.”

			Esther looked at him, her eyes filling up with tears of joy. “Thank you, Kyrin. I won’t forget this.”

			“And get yourself a woman, for gods’ sake! I’m tired of you always complaining about how nothing is working out.” 

			“Hah, I’ll try.” Then her face lit up. “Oh, and something else came for you.” She reached into her shirt to grab a folded letter. “From an old friend.” 

			Kyrin took the note, his mind filled with questions. He smirked when he saw the sender’s name, written in neat handwriting befitting a scholar. 

			“Jasper, huh? Haven’t heard from him in a while.” He flipped open the note and scanned it. 

			“Anything special?” Esther asked.

			“One final quest,” Kyrin said, chuckling. “My betting days are over, but I’d put good money on this quest not being our last.”

			“Why’s that?” 

			“When it comes to Jasper, we always end up getting into far more trouble than we’d planned.”

			***

			Kyrin scoffed, wiping the blood off his second short sword before returning it to his side. He strolled down the path into Westerfeld, watching the diligent townsfolk getting on with their usual tasks…the blacksmith firing up his forge, the baker weaving a basket, the herdsman gathering his sheep. This place was always all work and no play, which was even evident in the design of the buildings that preferred practicality over aesthetics. 

			He bumped into someone, who grunted at him.

			“Watch where you’re going.” The bald merchant shook his fist like a caricature. 

			“Sorry, I was distracted by your pretty wife,” Kyrin said, patting him on the side and then walking past before he could respond. 

			He pulled out a small bag that he had pilfered without the man noticing. It contained a fair number of coins, enough for more than a few drinks. 

			The clear verdant gem around his neck pulsed slightly, as if to remind him of its presence. A little trinket that had landed him in some sticky situations throughout the years. It tended to glow at inopportune moments, like that incident in Celsa. He was eager to be rid of it, but at the same time felt a bit of hesitation.

			Kyrin stopped in front of the tavern, looking up at the sign that read “Esen’s Respite.” He placed a hand on the wooden door, not opening it just yet. It had been ages since he had been to Westerfeld, and the familiar sights and sounds brought back bittersweet memories, some he wished he had forgotten. 

			He looked both ways before entering the establishment, breathing in the scent of freshly brewed ale, among other less desirable smells. 

			Jasper had his nose buried in a wrinkled manuscript, not paying any attention to his surroundings. Typical.

			“Mind telling me exactly what we’re supposed to do, you bastard?” Kyrin said, sitting across from his companion and smirking. “I went through a great deal to get here in one piece.” 

			***

			Saria walked toward the tavern, her fingertips absently brushing the bottom of the Maplewood recurve bow on her back with each stride. She had taken a side route into town just in case there’d be any unwanted trouble. Her waist-length auburn hair swayed slightly as the brisk morning wind picked up, causing her to pull her sleeves down.

			She had donned a huntress’ outfit that morning—a short green tunic with leather leggings, along with padded armor. Saria checked on her charm, which was pulsing something akin to the color of yellow leaves in autumn, or the flecks in her hazel eyes. The girl shivered and quickened her step, wanting to get indoors quickly and meet her friends.

			Westerfeld was a far cry from the town she had experienced as a child. It was no longer in pristine condition, and the streets had started to show wear and tear. Esen’s Respite looked about the same as she remembered, though. The owner had made sure to keep it well maintained. She entered and joined Jasper and Kyrin at the table.

			Jasper gave her a warm smile. “Glad you made it.”

			“I usually do,” Saria said. Kyrin’s torn clothing caught her eye. “What did you get up to before you got here?”

			“Bandits,” Kyrin said, eyeing a barmaid as she walked by. 

			“I suppose you handled that little problem, didn’t you?” she said, knowing full well the outcome. 

			“You could say that.” 

			“You somehow manage to land yourself in some sort of danger before making it anywhere. It’s as if you’re attracted to it,” Saria continued. “And how did a few bandits do that to you?” She pointed with her chin at the rips and cuts in his clothing.

			“They were a little more experienced than the usual ones. They all wore red and black.”

			“Did they have a scorpion symbol on their clothing?” Jasper asked.

			“I didn’t dally long enough to look.” Kyrin stooped to adjust his boot. 

			Saria wondered why Jasper always cared about the most random things. Did the bandits’ choice of attire matter? But there was probably something more at play than he led on. There often was.

			“So, that important business affair you mentioned? I didn’t get a chance to hunt a nice rabbit or two for breakfast, and I’m getting hungrier by the minute.” She put a hand on her bow. “And if this is something trivial, I swear I’ll—” Saria went blank. “Never mind, I don’t have any creative threats today.”

			***

			A man aged about a score-and-two jogged down the road into town, greeting a farmer he passed with a nod and a cheery “good morn’.” Being punctual wasn’t Oliver’s strong point, but he had a kind heart, and he was quite skilled with the quarterstaff. His own, fastened to his pack, was crafted from weathered oak, and bore small dings and nicks over its surface. As he pushed a strand of dark blond hair out of his eyes, he stumbled over an exposed root, causing the leather strip and sapphire gem around his neck to swing into view. Oliver carefully made sure the charm was back under his shirt before he moved on. 

			He rounded a turn and found several bodies lying in the road—obviously, ruffians, but coordinated ones, it seemed. Their uniforms matched, each having a red patch on one sleeve with the design of a scorpion framed in gold foil. He was a little glad someone had been ahead of him. 

			He entered the town, possibly on time for once, and made a mental note to head to the right of the giant oak tree in the circular plaza where the tavern was. Or was it on the left? 

			His gem pulsed, reaffirming his original choice of direction, he guessed. 

			Oliver wiped his muddy boots on the straw mat at the door before stepping into the shadowy tavern. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. Noticing the other three already sitting around a table, he sighed.

			“Last again, huh?” Kyrin asked as Oliver pulled up a chair and sat, placing his pack at his feet. 

			“Yes, yes, I don’t want to hear it today.” Oliver shook his head. “But please, Jasper, tell us why we’re all here.” 

			Jasper leaned forward, looking at his companions. “My gem has been blinking on and off for the last few weeks, and I managed to figure out what it means. A code. Each blink, depending on the pairing, correlated to a number. It ended up being a set of coordinates that led me to a library, where I found a book.” 

			“As you would, in a library. Find books,” Kyrin said.

			Jasper ignored him and continued. “There was a map inside, and it showed me the location of the Spire—across the sea, in the mountains northeast of the Mirrored Wastes. If we can reach it, then we can return the gems to their rightful place.” 

			“The Spire. Where the dragons live, or lived,” Oliver said to remind himself.

			“Right. The book seemed blank at first, but after I looked at the map, the text became visible. It mentioned crystals called dragonstones, and I think our gems match the description. The location of the Spire hasn’t been found on any known map, except this one. This could be our chance to finally get some answers.” 

			Saria groaned. “Even with all your research, Jasper, it still seems like a bottomless pit.” 

			“I reckon that it has your seal of approval, then,” Jasper said.

			She slammed her fist down on the table. “I’m getting a drink.”

			***

			“Orange sharbat for Jasper and ale for everyone else.” Saria placed the mugs down. “And you all better be paying me back for this, you thieves.”

			Jasper’s face filled with happiness when he tasted the nectar. 

			“Ah, maybe we’ll finally have a chance to rid ourselves of these tiresome rocks.” Kyrin leaned his head back and took a swig. 

			“It hasn’t been that bad, has it? It’s not like these gems do anything other than glow occasionally.” Saria sipped her ale and eyed Kyrin as if relishing the possibility of an argument.

			“Ehhh…” he grumbled, looking away. 

			“So, our first step should be to gather supplies for the journey ahead.” Jasper studied the old map.

			“Mm-hm, and where will we rest?” Saria drank from her mug. 

			“We’ll head through the forest and then stay the night at Blankridge.” He pointed at the Spire on the map. “We need to get there before winter, or the path will be snowed in, according to old stories.”

			“That gives us a couple of months. I’d say that’s fair,” Oliver said.

			They continued their discussion, planning a trip that was only possible by foot because they couldn’t afford horses for every person. Going north to Celsa would give them the cheapest fare and passage to the Mirrored Wastes along a short sea route to the western coast. 

			“Must we go through Celsa?” Kyrin inquired, the slightest look of concern on his face.

			“Ideally, yes. Would that be an issue?” Jasper looked up from the map.

			“...No. Not at all. I was just wondering.” He distracted himself with his drink.

			“I haven’t been on that side of the country in quite some time,” Saria said.

			“And the plague? Do you think the stories are true?” Oliver asked.

			“I think it exists. I’ve read several reports about it spreading across parts of the eastern empire.” Jasper lifted a book that was sitting next to him on the floor. It contained testaments about the mysterious illness. The disease did not always lead to death, but it caused parts of the skin to turn black and often sparked a violent temperament in infected individuals. “Yes, it looks like the affected area is mostly south of the Mirrored Wastes, so we shouldn’t worry just yet.” 

			“Hmm…” was all Oliver said as he deliberated the details. 

			“If it’s south of the desert, then it’s not our concern.” Kyrin shrugged. “According to your map, we need to head north of all that wasteland.” 

			“I hear brandy was used to ward off the Black Death,” Saria said, nodding as if she was being completely serious.

			“Brandy’s on me next round,” Kyrin said, slapping his hand on the table. 

			Jasper nodded slightly, looking out the window. The ancient oak tree that graced the center of the town was bathed in sunlight. Two squirrels in its lowest boughs brawled over an acorn. The thought of a plague did worry him, and perhaps that was the reason his gem had started activating… if it even possessed such human motivations. While his group had traveled together in the past, going on small adventures, they had never ventured as far as they would need to go to reach the Spire, the fabled birthplace of the dragonstones. This was the first time they had a clearly defined location for the Spire, so he held fast to the hope that they would find answers of some sort there.

			He would miss this place, the town where he had spent most of his formative years. Could they handle the possible dangers that lurked in the wilderness? They all had solid skill with their respective weapons—Kyrin with his dual swords, Saria with her bow, and Oliver with his quarterstaff. His own swordsmanship was nothing to scoff at either, though, like Oliver, he was more inclined to avoid confrontation when possible. 

			“We should get ready to leave,” Jasper said, reining his thoughts in to focus on the task at hand. 

			“I’ll leave,” Saria started, “when I get paid for these drinks.” She looked at all of them. “And when someone admits that I can aim better than all of you put together.”

			Oliver snorted into his drink and glanced over at Saria. After putting it down, he pulled two coins from a pouch on his belt and tossed them to her. “That should cover my ale, and as for the aiming, I can’t answer for the rest, but your skill beats mine hands down. I couldn’t hit the broad side of a mountain with that bit of stick and twine hangin’ on your back.” He grinned easily at her before taking another gulp.

			“Fine, fine.” Kyrin yawned, dropping his empty tankard on the tabletop with a clatter. “You have better aim. Now shut up, archer.” He looked at Jasper, producing his recently-acquired pouch from under his coat and smacking a few coins down as payment. “I’m ready when you are. The sooner we start, the sooner it will be over with.”

			Saria set her mug down. It clunked heavily. “Good enough for me. I’m gone.” She stood. “Follow if you can. Oh, and to add to your small and insignificant mind,” she said to Oliver, “this bow is of the finest make. It was worth every piece of gold I had.”

			“You must not have had a lot of gold,” Kyrin muttered, a slight smile forming at the corner of his mouth.

			“For your information,” she said, turning around and walking over to him, “I had more than you’ll ever have.” She got up right in his face and put a hand to the dagger at her hip. “In your life.”

			“Aren’t you a little temperamental today?” Kyrin asked. 

			Saria drew her knife in a flash and set it against Kyrin’s throat.

			“We haven’t even started our journey, and you two are—quite literally—at each other’s throats.” Jasper waited by the door, the slightest bit of annoyance showing on his face. Dealing with those two bickering for an entire trip would be a treat, for sure. 

			“Please take your little penknife away from my throat, wench,” Kyrin said calmly.

			Saria growled, speaking between grit teeth, “I killed the last man who called me that.”

			“You haven’t got the nerve.”

			Shouting and yelling from outside suddenly interrupted their squabble, allowing them to notice Jasper was no longer inside the tavern. She flicked the knife away and returned it to her side. “Seems there are more important matters to attend to.” 

			She rushed to the street, followed by Kyrin and Oliver.

		

	
		
			2 – The Fog
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			A crowd gathered around a hooded messenger in a brown robe. His face was obscured, only a scruffy, graying, beard visible from beneath the hood. He held up a scroll marked with official seals for all to see. 

			“I have come to relay a message from the Empyrean Palace. The nation is at risk. Our great emperor has been assassinated. By whom, you ask? We do not know.”

			The onlookers went silent upon hearing the news. 

			“If you hear rumors about shadows stirring deep within the empire, I urge you to kindly ignore them. They contain not an iota of truth. What pertains to the truth, however, is that the death ceremony for Emperor Veeran will be held in two days.”

			Kyrin glanced at Saria—her face seemed paler than usual. 

			Something chittered from around the corner of the tavern. Jasper noticed first, stepping quietly away to take a look. 

			He reached the other side of the building, but there was nothing. Then the sound came again, this time closer.

			From behind him. 

			Something knocked him over, and a claw dug into his arm. Without thinking, he slid his blade out of the scabbard and drove it into the throat of the furred beast on top of him.

			As he stood, Oliver and the others ran up to him. Oliver knelt, his eyes narrowing as he lifted one of the limbs ending in wicked-looking claws. Three of the claws were stained with blood that had started to turn black. The beast itself resembled a wildcat, although larger.

			Oliver stood and grabbed Jasper’s arm, putting his face close to his wound. “Strange.” 

			Though the blood on the claws seemed to be affected by some sort of poison, the scratches on Jasper’s arm looked normal. He hoped that was good. 

			“What exactly is that thing?” Saria kicked it with one foot. 

			“It could be a forest creature afflicted by the plague. Although, it shouldn’t be this far into town,” Jasper said, pulling Saria away. “I wouldn’t suggest getting too close to it.”

			Then they heard screaming coming from the main square. 

			A horde of wild-eyed creatures ranging from bears to imp-sized kobolds burst around the corner of the tavern, from the street. They held hungering gazes, focused directly on Jasper and his small group. 

			Saria looked at her companions, and they nodded in agreement. 

			She readied her bow and took the first shot, hitting the beast leading the charge straight in the heart. It smashed snout-first into the ground, sliding a few feet before coming to a stop. 

			Already a few feet into the horde, Kyrin ducked and weaved as the creatures swiped at him. He used his dual swords to deflect attacks and counterattack at the same time. He skewered a beast with one sword and slit the throat of another with his offhand sword. 

			Next to him, Jasper handled the others. The monsters weren’t attacking the townsfolk, ignoring them completely to chase after his group with a concentrated effort. He ran into the oncoming wave, slashing horizontally, felling the creatures on both sides. 

			Multiple enemies landed behind Saria. She whirled around, her red hair swirling like a cape, and strung three arrows at once, shooting them into three separate monsters. They killed on impact, but she didn’t stay put long enough to check—she was already a few paces from her initial spot, pulling out another arrow.

			Farther away, Oliver held off the creatures, his staff a blur as he attacked and parried. They seemed to be coming from everywhere. He slammed a dire badger down and struck a kobold in the chest, sending it stumbling backward. Taking a moment to place where his companions were, he saw they were occupied with their respective battles, with more enemies pouring in by the second. He knocked another badger aside and ran back to the street to see if he could find out where these things were coming from.

			They seemed to be coming from the alley on the other side of the tavern. He had barely made it two steps into the alley when he was hit by a barrage of startled monsters. They all rushed at him, pointed claws tearing at his clothes and face. Using his quarterstaff as a cudgel, he beat a path through them, freezing when he found their source. 

			“Oh, dragon-flame.”

			The end of the alley was shrouded in long shadows, but he could tell that the flood of creatures originated there, from the center of a violet fog. As more beasts poured from the fog, Oliver turned and started running at full speed. This type of portal was beyond his knowledge. He hoped Jasper knew something about it.

			***

			Saria skirted the battlefield, shooting whenever possible. She reached for another arrow and her searching fingers met with an empty quiver. Her clothes soaked with sweat, she placed the bow on her back and switched to her dagger. Throwing her back against the building, she paused to catch her breath. The charm around her neck blinked at a dizzying rate. 

			Then something slammed into her. She fell to the ground, landing on her back. When she looked up, she saw Oliver also sitting on the ground, looking completely confused. He noticed her and immediately jumped to his feet, stammering to try and tell her something. 

			“There’s—” Oliver started, then paused when they heard a shrill cry above. They both looked up. A flying creature—a feathered serpent with a pointed birdlike beak and a long, lithe tail that ended in spikes—and Jasper hanging off the side with his sword stuck in the creature’s side. He managed to wrench his blade free, then fell, crashing onto the top of a building and rolling down the steep roof to land beside Saria in a crumpled mess.

			“Jasper, what are you—”

			Oliver sighed, interrupting her to finish his important sentence. “Portals.”

			“Portals? Where?” Jasper stood gingerly, letting out a short groan. 

			Scrubbing a hand over his forehead, Oliver pointed toward the alley. “There’s some purple fog—a portal? Down that alley!” He picked up his staff in time to knock a couple of the smaller creatures away. “That’s where they’re all coming from. What are we going to do about it?”

			They rushed down to the alley, stopping by the bakery as Jasper observed the portal. Then his eyes widened. “There! A spell orb.” 

			A small, purple orb floated above the portal, almost unnoticeable from the swirling smoke around it. As he racked his brain for a solution, his charm started glowing brightly. 

			The air around his sword became extremely hot, and a few seconds later, his blade lit with fire. He felt the burning heat, but it didn’t seem to affect him or his weapon. A monster jumped at him from the roof of the bakery. He slashed it, causing it to burst into flames. Metal sizzled as blood turned to vapor. 

			An idea started to bloom in his mind. 

			“Everyone take cover!” 

			He swiveled around and threw the sword at the portal. It embedded itself in the spell orb, forming cracks along the smooth surface. A high-pitched whine escaped from the orb, soon followed by a dazzling conflagration that engulfed everything in its vicinity. The force of the blast knocked him off his feet, sending him flying into one of several bags of flour stacked against the bakery’s outer wall. The surrounding creatures exploded in a fiery mess. 

			***

			Kyrin realized he was alone. Where had the others gone? As he contemplated the absence of his friends, a long claw prodded his shoulder, causing him to growl. He brought his blade across with a backhanded strike and cut the thing in half. 

			Kyrin rounded the corner, coming face-to-face with a beast twice the size of the other ones. It growled—crooked fangs bared. 

			“Oh,” he whispered, sword dropping a bit. He snapped out of it quickly when he heard Jasper yelling to take cover. 

			Then the creature exploded, spraying him with guts, flesh, blood, and who knows what else. He fell onto his back, momentarily stunned. 

			He blinked and struggled to his feet a few seconds later and stumbled toward his comrades.

			The portal whisked away. Jasper’s sword clanked to the ground, innocuous now that it was no longer enveloped in tempestuous flames. His charm stopped glowing. 

			Closer to the area of effect, Kyrin was covered in exploded, charred creature, and he was not amused. “Ach, Jasper, that was a spectacular explosion, but I almost died.” 

			Jasper arose from the mound of flour like a powdery revenant. “I didn’t know you were there. I did say to take cover though.” 

			“I heard it a little late. You look like a snowman right now.” 

			Jasper blinked some flour out of his eyes, smiling. 

			“The rest of them seem to have disappeared after the portal closed,” noted Oliver, spitting out a small piece of bloody meat as he talked. 

			“So, how did you manage to do, uh…whatever that was, Jasper?” Saria asked.

			“I’m not certain,” he replied hesitantly. “My dragonstone hasn’t done anything like that until now. There isn’t much information available about the stones themselves. Perhaps they hold some power like the Named of old.”

			“Looks like your special power is setting things on fire,” Kyrin said, sounding mildly impressed. 

			“We should find a way to control these gems, or we could end up hurting each other.” Jasper glanced at his now cooled sword. 

			“That’s for sure,” Oliver said. “The sheer intensity of that blast was something else.” 

			“Kyrin is going to smell worse than he usually does.” Saria stifled a laugh.

			Kyrin wiped some creature guts from his face, his disgust visible. He would be glad to be done with this quest already if it were only going to get him dirty. He loathed being dirty and had nothing to say to Saria because he knew the muck would start stinking soon.

			“Maybe those things were sent to stop us, specifically us. They didn’t seem interested in the townsfolk,” Jasper said. 

			“Well, at least we all made it. If they were here for us, then that’s all the more reason for us to continue,” said Oliver. 

			“I need a long, cold bath first.” Kyrin flicked his hand to get some blood off.

			“I agree. Before we go wandering off into the great unknown, and perchance to our doom, we should take a moment to rid ourselves of all this gore.” Smelling their combined scent, Oliver almost gagged. “On second thought, maybe we’ll simply scare everything away.”

			“That’s the spirit!” Kyrin said to him, putting on a fake smile. “We’ll stroll through glen and dale covered in guts, blood, and brains, and just kill anything that we come across. Of course, everything we eat will taste like this stuff, and no human being will want to be near us.”

			Jasper smirked. “Let’s all get cleaned up. We should at least march to our deaths looking presentable.” 

			Saria pushed a strand of blood-soaked hair out of her face and nodded eagerly. “I’m always one to look good, no matter the situation.” 

			“Hah…’good’ being a subjective term,” Kyrin murmured. 

			“What did you say?” She glared at him.

			“I said we need to continue with our objective,” he replied with a straight face. 

			She smiled. “That’s what I thought.” 

			“We will meet in the plaza in an hour, then,” Jasper said. “Our next stop is the town of Blankridge, but first, we need to make it through Geisterwald. On a regular day, I’d say we have nothing to worry about.”

			But today wasn’t going to be anything like a regular day. 


		

	
		
			3 – Geisterwald
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			Ahead of them loomed the largest forest in the realm, Geisterwald. Senescent beech trees, hundreds of feet tall, reached into the sky as if hoping to touch the sun. A few sparse clouds floated about on an otherwise clear day. The forest was tall and thick but unassuming, the small dirt path at its western edge seeming to beckon to them. 

			Jasper took the first few steps into the woods and it suddenly seemed like dusk. He peered up—barely any light infiltrated the thick leafy canopy overhead. 

			The trade caravans always opted to go around the forest, rather than through, even if it took significantly longer—a fact that nagged at the back of his mind. 

			“Hmm, I swear it wasn’t that late when we left,” someone behind him muttered. 

			“It was proper afternoon but a moment ago.” Saria surveyed the surroundings, kneeling to touch a red leaf, which turned blue when she did. 

			“Makes no sense it would get dark just like that,” Kyrin said.

			A shadow darted off the path ahead of Jasper and disappeared into the thick undergrowth lining the trail. “I have a feeling we’re not alone. Let’s pick up the pace.”

			Kyrin spoke, a jitter creeping into his voice. “Is there any possibility that we could go around the forest?” he asked, walking closer to Jasper. 

			“We don’t have the supplies for such an extended trip. If we had brought horses, we could have gone around for sure. It’s much quicker on foot to go through.”

			Kyrin growled, “Quicker way to get through, but also the quicker way to get ourselves killed.” He glanced downward at his swords, those two sharp strips of metal to which he entrusted his life. 

			“You know, it’s not so bad. Nothing has bothered us yet,” Saria said, smiling, then gasped as a branch snapped nearby. Something poked her from behind. She turned around to see Oliver quite a way back. He couldn’t have done it. She ran to Jasper and grabbed his arm. “Or maybe not.” 

			Laughing quietly, Kyrin sang a familiar children’s taunt to poke fun at them. His voice was soft enough so that he would not draw attention, but loud enough for the group to hear. 

			Another twig broke, and Jasper seemed to be focused on the source of the sound. His breath came out in wisps of fog as he kept watch. 

			Saria turned to Kyrin, her voice a whisper. “Will you stop? I mean, really, you can act however you want, but when I start acting a little odd, you make fun of me.” 

			Kyrin stuck his tongue out.

			“Quit the chitchat. I hear something.” Jasper’s charm pulsed slightly. Another twig crunched under some unseen foot. Whatever trailed them was closer now. He clenched his sword.

			Saria looked wary as she readied her bow. Kyrin turned his attention to the noise, the hair on his arm standing on end as a chill ran down his spine. 

			Then, out of the shadows, a pale blue glow emerged. 

			A tiny spirit creature, with stubby arms and legs, small enough to fit in the palm of a hand, shuffled over to Saria, looking at her in awe. 

			“It’s like a little teardrop,” she said, her eyes wide and lips in an “O.” It sparkled from within, and its skin had the consistency of tree resin. 

			“Yes, just don’t touch them,” Jasper said while he watched more tiny spirits come out from the bushes, moving to join their companion. 

			“Too late,” Kyrin said, seeing Saria pet one. He looked about ready to stab the little blob if it acted up. 

			“See, it’s safe, little guy.” The spirit raised its arms, as if asking to be picked up. “If you wish.” Saria grinned gleefully and lifted it up, giggling as it sparkled brightly. 

			The other spirits jumped up and down, all asking to be held as well. 

			Oliver took one into his hands. “They’re squishy.” It nuzzled into his palm and promptly began falling asleep. 

			Jasper kept watch with Kyrin. 

			One of the spirits broke away from the crowd, coming over to Kyrin and staring at him with a sad expression on its face. 

			Kyrin stared back. “What do you want, chunky?”

			“Maybe you should pick it up, Kat,” Jasper said, smirking a bit.

			“But I don’t want to. It looks slimy.”

			The spirit lowered its gaze, glistening tears dripping down its face. It started making small squeaking noises. 

			“Oh look, now it’s crying.” Kyrin knelt, going to pat it on the head. The moment his finger touched it, the spirit screamed—a high-pitched squeal, mouth wide open. 

			Then it burst into a cloud of blue sparkling dust. 

			Saria gasped at the sight. The one she was holding also exploded in her hand, covering it in shimmering powder. 

			“No!” she yelled, trying to collect the remains. 

			Her scream caused the other spirits to panic, and they dispersed, running in circles and bumping into one another. They subsequently exploded, in quick succession. 

			Oliver coughed, spitting out blue dust. “We probably should have left them alone.”

			“Or Kyrin could choose to be nicer, but that’s too much to expect.” Saria wiped the sparkles off her clothes, looking dejected.

			“I…oh.” Kyrin stood, still dazed. “Let’s move on.”

			***

			“We should be out of the forest soon,” Jasper said.

			“They were so young, so innocent. Taken away from us too soon.” Saria still had not gotten over the incident, even though they had been walking through the forest for a couple of hours. 

			“You’re never going to let this go, are you?” Kyrin sighed.

			Jasper raised a hand, signaling for the group to stop. Ahead of them, leaning against the bole of a crooked tree, was a foxlike animal, with three green eyes and a face framed by a red mane. It was larger than a wolf and stood on its hind legs. 

			“A nari. If we don’t attack it, it should leave us alone.” Jasper walked past, careful not to make any sudden motions. 

			The nari eyed him as he passed but did not budge from its spot. 

			The tension built as the creature moved its head to follow their movement as each of them went by. 

			“I don’t trust it. Why is it watching us?” Kyrin whispered. 

			“Don’t do anything hasty,” Saria said, keeping her voice extra quiet.

			Oliver looked back and saw the nari still waiting in the same spot. He felt something soft underfoot—a fluffy russet tail. 

			It belonged to another nari, which hissed and jumped back, knocking into Kyrin.

			On instinct, Kyrin drew and slashed. 

			The nari screeched and opened its mouth, spraying out a red liquid that Kyrin barely managed to dodge. It splashed onto a tree instead, and the bark sizzled, chunks of melting wood falling away. He gulped and stepped backward. 

			Saria shot an arrow at one of the creature’s malignant, red-rimmed eyes. 

			The nari roared, hitting Saria with a wide sweep of its paw. Then it knocked Oliver away with its tail as he moved in to strike with his quarterstaff.

			Jasper landed a hit on it with his blade. It shrank back and clicked its teeth, causing sparks to fly, igniting the acid as it sprayed out. Saria tumbled out of the way just in time.

			But Oliver was not so fast. Still off balance, his arm caught the end of the flames, igniting the lower half of his sleeve. He yelped, shaking his arm frantically. 

			He spotted the nub of the arrow sticking out of one ruined eye. Gripping his staff like a bat, he jumped forward and swung. His staff smacked the creature across its forehead and eye, shoving the arrow in deeper. 

			It fell to the ground with a defeated growl. Oliver dropped his weapon, inspecting his skin for damage. 

			Kyrin breathed a sigh of relief—the second nari had scuttled off when it saw its comrade fall. 

			“Dragon-fire!” Oliver swore, wondering if it had been a good idea to take up the quarterstaff—it seemed like a sword would be better right about now.

			“Let’s get moving.” Jasper began walking faster. 

			Kyrin adjusted his clothing and tried to look tough again. 

			Pointing at Kyrin, Saria said, “You look so scared.” 

			“Shut up.” He lengthened his stride to catch up with Jasper. 

			“I think we made too much noise in that fight. We need to leave quickly. I think it noticed us,” Jasper said hastily, breaking into a sprint.

			Slow, thundering footsteps echoed across the forest. Leaves trembled, and wings fluttered as birds all around took flight. 

			“What is it, Jasper?” Kyrin shouted, following close behind. 

			Oliver, already running beside them, chanced a quick spin. His eyes widened, and his mouth gaped when a fifteen-foot-tall treelike creature came into view. Shreds of moss hung from its gnarled woody armor and twisted antlers. 

			“You don’t want to know!” he yelled to Kyrin, seeing it picking up speed with a bloodthirsty fervor.

			“This is all your fault, Jasper.” Kyrin jumped over a fallen log. “If I live through this nightmare, I’m never talking to you again.”

			Saria was behind them, keeping up fairly well. She caught a glimpse of the creature that was hurtling after them, brandishing an axe the size of her body. “What are we going to do?”

			Kyrin continued running, taking a quick peek over his shoulder. “Nothing we can do!” he said, moving faster and sliding along the forest floor whenever there was a small decline. 

			Saria was breathing hard by now. She kept running, knowing that a single misstep would be her last. 

			Sunlight began peeking through the tree trunks ahead.

			“There’s the exit! Everyone, outside!” Jasper burst into a large grassy clearing and stopped apace, turning to make sure everyone made it out. 

			“Right, as if we’re going to stay inside this forest of our own will!” Oliver gasped, bursting out into the sunshine. He almost tripped when his staff entwined between his legs. “It won’t follow us, will it?” 

			Kyrin stumbled and rolled onto the grass.

			“If it does”—Saria bent forward to catch her breath—”we’re all dead.”

			“Let’s hope for the best. I don’t think I can run much further.” Oliver wiped beads of sweat off his forehead. 

			“We’ll see what happens,” Jasper said. He stood at the edge of the forest, looking inward, sunlight on his back. 

			The creature approached the edge of the clearing and reached for Jasper with one long limb. As soon as the light touched its wooden skin, the bark blackened and rotted. The finger-like end branches fell off, and particles of dust floated away in the gentle breeze.

			Kyrin scrambled to his feet just in time to see the creature retreat into the shade. A grin spread across his face.

			Jasper sat, relaxing a bit. “That was the Watcher, the guardian of the forest. It doesn’t like sunlight. Or visitors, for that matter. Once its arm grows back, it’ll resume patrolling the forest.” 

			Oliver took a second to steady his breathing. “Glad that’s over. I’m definitely taking the long way around on the way back home.”

			“We win!” Saria shouted. 

			Kyrin cheered and flung his arms around her. After a moment of realization, he backed away.  

			“Still hate me, Kyrin?” She smirked. He looked away quickly, wordless.

			Oliver wiped a hand over his face, some leftover blue dust from the spirit creatures still visible between his fingers. He wrinkled his nose. “I’m glad you know what we’re doing, Jasper. This might have gone badly.”

			Saria nodded. “I’m also glad I haven’t gone mad yet.” 

			Kyrin eyed her a moment but refrained from making a snide remark. “When do we eat something?”

			“Soon, I hope.” Oliver rubbed a finger over his arm where it was half-burned. 

			Jasper pointed at a mountain pass. “Blankridge is at the foot of the pass. We can find a place to rest there.” 


		

	
		
			4 – Traveler’s Repose
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			The gray stone walls of the mountainside town of Blankridge came into view as they reached the top of a small hill. 

			Oliver sighed, finally lowering his guard, glad they were close. He took his gem from beneath his shirt and twirled it idly, catching the light. Humming quietly, he laid the charm against his burn, the coolness soothing his skin. Oliver hummed another quick snatch of tune, staring down. As he stared, a white light flashed, blinding him. He fell, sitting hard, blinking rapidly. “What in—”

			The others turned back to look at him. Saria ran up, offering him a hand. “You all right, Oliver?”

			The gem had dropped to the grass beside him, its normal translucent, sapphire-colored self. He squinted at his arm in amazement—there were no visible burn marks anywhere. 

			“It somehow healed my burn from earlier.” Oliver felt the skin—it was smooth to the touch. 

			“Maybe you could heal us, too. That would be convenient,” Saria said with a smile.

			“It would be handy if you could pull it off consistently.” Jasper inspected Oliver’s arm and whistled soundlessly, unable to find any signs of scarring. 

			They continued toward the town, reaching it within a few minutes. Two guards in full armor stood in front of a wide metal gate that served as the only entrance into Blankridge.

			“What is your order of business?” one of the guards said, lifting her slotted visor up to appraise the party. She was solidly built, and tall, standing about a head taller than even Oliver. 

			“We want to stay the night. We’ll be leaving on the morrow.” Saria put on her friendly face.

			The guard looked at her, keen gray eyes scrutinizing every subtle facial movement, as if to make sure she was telling the truth. After a second, she nodded to her partner, and he opened the gate. 

			Even though they had been allowed to pass, Saria could discern a sense of uneasiness from the guards. 

			The gates creaked shut behind them. 

			It was a neatly laid out town, with painted timber houses of assorted colors. The flowerpots that hung from the streetlamps cast irregular shadows on the cobblestone streets, and the waning dusklight reflected off the many shop windows. 

			A woman carried a basket of leftovers as she headed home from the bakery. Oliver smiled at her, and she smiled back and handed him a chunk of warm buttered bread. 

			Oliver was about to take a bite, but he caught Saria staring like a ravenous beast, so he split the bread in half and gave her a piece. She squealed and finished it in one bite. 

			Jasper motioned at a sign that read, “Hearth and Home.”

			“Should we rest here for the night?” 

			“Yes, I’m hungry. I also need some rum after all that running,” Saria said, cracking her knuckles.

			When they entered, the innkeeper greeted them with a quick nod. The inn was of a modest size, but the smell of country ale and freshly baked meat pies made their nostrils dance.  

			 “Oi, welcome to Hearth and Home. Would ya fine folk be needing a spot to stay the night?” The innkeeper finished writing in a small journal, then looked up again. 

			“Yes, please.” Jasper slid a couple of gold pieces across the wooden counter. 

			“Very good, sir—your rooms will be just ‘round the corner o’ the upper landing.” He nodded toward the stairs. 

			“Thank you,” Jasper said. The party trudged up the stairs, and Jasper confessed to being quite fatigued, so much so that he was inclined to skip dinner and drinks in favor of a warm, clean bed. “See you tomorrow, all,” was all he said as he opened his door.

			Saria waved at him, shrugged at the others, and walked back downstairs to the dimly lit bar next to the main hall. The shelves were stocked with some of her favorites. She took a seat and smiled at the barkeep, who was polishing a glass. He looked up, nodded, then came over. 

			“Whatcha like?”

			“Rum. Biggest mug you got.”

			“Your wish is my command, m’lady.” 

			He grabbed a tankard from a shelf that held a carved statue of a nightingale. 

			She overheard a snippet of conversation as she waited.

			“…the Black Rose was spotted near Irving. You hear about that?” a man said to his partner. 

			His partner replied, “I’d love to meet her someday. Give her a taste of my—” Saria tuned them out, opting to watch the barkeep pour her drink instead. 

			When she received her mug, she caught a glimpse of some unsavory folk eyeing her with curiosity.

			“Put it on my account,” she said, getting up and taking her drink. 

			She sipped some rum as she climbed the stairs. She opened the door, then set her mug on a short table. After leaning her bow against the wall and unstrapping her quiver, she looked around the room. A mirror hung above a small dresser with a vase full of daisies on its top. She pulled one flower from the vase and placed it in her hair, smiling at her reflection. The memories of her childhood started to creep in, so she put the flower back where it belonged, and went over to fetch her drink. She sat on the bed, sipping it slowly. A smooth flavor, sweet, with just enough spice.

			Sleep claimed her before she had even finished her rum and shed her overclothes.

			Later into the night, Saria awoke to the blinking of her charm, a bright yellow glow pulsing like morning’s first light through swaying leaves. Only, a quick glance to the window told her the sun was not yet up. Hopefully, it didn’t mean danger.

			The door was still closed, and she couldn’t hear any sounds out of the ordinary. She stared at the ceiling for a while before an idea occurred to her. She had most likely woken up before Kyrin, so this was her chance to play a prank on him. Their long-running score still needed to be settled. 

			Saria sat up, then looked for something she could use. She opened a drawer, her gem helping her see its contents better. An ink bottle, a quill, and some parchment. Perfect. She picked up the bottle and plucked an unfinished arrow from her pack. 

			She moved on cat-like bare feet to Kyrin’s room, hoping he couldn’t hear her, and propped the ink bottle on the lintel of his door, one end of the arrow shaft against the ink bottle and the other end against the leading edge of the door itself. Satisfied, she returned to her room. 

			Get ready for an ink bath, friend.


		

	
		
			5 – An Old Friend
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			Matheus stood by a sparkling lake, his peculiar silver-gray hair shimmering in the light as he prepared to swing his fishing rod. Jasper watched as he brought all his focus to bear on just the right spot near the end of the line’s reach.

			An eagle soared down, plucking an unsuspecting olive trout out of the water. It trailed off toward the sun sinking low in the western sky, the flapping of its wings doubled with the added weight of the trout.

			“Jasper, do you know how to fish?” Matheus asked, lowering the rod without tossing the line. 

			Jasper put his hands on his hips. “Easy enough, I’m certain. Allow a professional to show you how it’s done.” 

			He took the rod from Matheus and swung with all his might. The line caught on a nearby tree branch and he lost his grip on the pole, falling over and planting one elbow and one knee in the wet mud.

			Matheus laughed. “Some expert you are.” 

			“I planned that to make you laugh.” Jasper wiped some mud off his sleeve. 

			Matheus shrugged. “A spear would have been easier for you, methinks.”

			“Oh well, let’s practice our sword fighting again.”

			They picked up their wooden practice swords and began sparring, in earnest, the swords whistling and clacking as they made repeated contact with each other, but not with flesh.

			Matheus bested Jasper three rounds in a row—once by submission and twice by disarm.

			Jasper frowned, picking up his sword after the second disarming. He readied his stance. When Matheus moved to close, Jasper threw the sword at him, hitting him square in the chest. 

			“Foul!” Matheus cried. “And that hurt, you scalawag.”

			“Anything goes on the battlefield, my father says.” 

			“A fine point, perhaps, but nonetheless I’ll thrash you sound if you do it again.” Matheus grinned wryly as he rubbed the throbbing spot on his chest.

			“Matheus! Jasper! Dinner’s ready,” Matheus’ mother, Charis, shouted from the kitchen window of the cabin. 

			The kids picked up their swords and went running, hungry after a long day of battle. 

			Over dinner they talked with Charis and each other about their aspirations.

			“When I grow up, I want to make people smile,” Matheus said with an earnest look on his face. 

			“What do you want to do when you grow up, Jasper?” Charis asked. 

			“I want to be a noble warrior and save the world.” Jasper pumped his fist in the air. 

			“Then let’s do it together. You and me against everything,” Matheus proclaimed with a broad grin. 

			“That’s a deal.” Jasper extended his hand.

			The two shook hands, sealing the pact. An innocent dream for an innocent time. 

			***

			The morning had come, light seeping in from the corners of the shuttered window. Jasper opened his eyes, waking from that precious memory. That was the last day he had been able to talk to Matheus. He wished he could have seen him again one more time, at least to say goodbye. He smiled in remembrance of his dear friend, sighed, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


		

	
		
			6 – Seeker
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			Kyrin lurched out of bed, still off-kilter from that recurring dream of a pale-skinned woman speaking in a tongue that he couldn’t comprehend. He ran a hand through his hair, grumbling at the tangles. He picked up his gem and put the chain around his neck. 

			As he reached for the door, his gem flashed. Kyrin froze for one split second, then silently eased his right-hand sword from its sheath—taking a half-step back with his left foot, he slowly pushed the door open with the tip of the blade. A bottle fell to the floor and shattered at his feet, splashing a bit of black ink on his bare toes. He scowled.

			He stepped into the hall, still barefoot and naked from the waist up, and shook his sword at Saria’s door. “I’m going to kill you, archer!”

			***

			Oliver sat up with a jolt, his heart beating fast. A split second later, there was a light flumph as his staff landed where his head had been. 

			“Ah-hah. Didn’t get me this time.” Oliver stood from his bed, stretched, and began putting on his shirt. “I win.”

			As the absurdity of having a conversation with an inanimate object such as his staff drifted into his not-quite-yet-fully-awake mind, he frowned and picked it up. A visual scrutiny revealed nothing unusual—it was just an oaken quarterstaff, somewhat used and well abused, with an apparent disinclination to stay leaned against the wall this particular night.

			Oliver poked his head out into the hall as Kyrin roared his threat at Saria’s door—he couldn’t hold back a smile but did manage to keep from laughing aloud. Walking past Kyrin’s half-open door and treading carefully around the puddle of ink, he headed down the stairs and into the common room in hopes of finding breakfast.

			He took a seat at an unoccupied table, and saw Jasper walking up to him, his hair done in a tidy manner as always. Oliver smiled in greeting and nodded toward the menu scrawled in white chalk on a large slate hanging on the far wall. 

			“Either the school here in Blankridge is extraordinarily successful, or this tavern gets a fair share of well-educated patrons.” Unlike most of the world’s citizenry in the 17th century, both Jasper and Oliver could read and write quite well. 

			“Probably the caravan merchants,” Jasper replied. “One engaged in the art of buying and selling needs a wee bit of understanding numbers and words, nay?” He glanced over the menu, but several items were crossed off. “Hmm…a modest selection, but the items are costlier than the usual. Think something’s slowing down the trade routes?” 

			“Perhaps some of our friends from the forest?” Oliver said, looking out the window.

			“That could be a possibility.” Jasper called the lone barmaid over and requested toasted bread and orange juice. She returned shortly with half an ample loaf of dark brown stone-fired bread and two pewter quaich of some vaguely orange liquid that caused Jasper to make a dour face when he tasted it.

			“Fair bad, is it?” Oliver tried not to laugh at him, and then made the same face when he tasted his own juice. “Ach—sourstock and honey.” He spit it back into the quaich and regarded it with disdain.

			Jasper sighed. “We’ve had the sweet orange in Valorys for, what, now, centuries? And I can’t get a decent round of juice in a roadhouse on the trade routes.”

			Gazing sadly down at his drink, Oliver mustered the courage to assay another attempt. “Yes, nearly two centuries now. The palace at Versailles has sweet-orange trees in silver pots, inside the palace itself…as well as a royal conservatory that keeps the court supplied year-round with fresh orange juice.”

			Jasper stuffed a piece of the dark bread into his mouth to offset the taste of the juice. “You’ve been to Versailles?”

			“No, I read that in a treatise on Polo’s Book of the Marvels of the World.” Oliver took a small sip. “You know, it’s not so bad once you know what to expect.”    

			The barmaid sauntered over again, and Jasper requested a selection of meats and cheeses for the both of them. 

			Oliver leaned forward to get her attention. “Have there been any problems of late? Not just here, but in this region? Have you heard anything?”

			The woman eyed Oliver for a moment, and finally nodded. “Aye, there’s been a spot of trouble,” she said, her accent thick. “The caravans ‘ave all but ceased to show, and there are stories of evil doings to the west. And the plague is said to yet rage in the deserts south.” With that, she took his coins and walked off, glancing back only once with a smile. 

			Oliver shook his head and sighed. “That got me nothing.”

			“I think we’ll find out eventually what’s going on. In a place like this, rumors must be abundant.” 

			Oliver put a slice of meat on a hunk of bread and chewed thoughtfully. “Let’s just hope it stays quiet while we’re here. Of course, it may not stay quiet because we’re here.”

			“I don’t think many people even know who we are, just yet,” Saria chimed in, walking up to the table and taking a seat. 

			“I would say that’s a good thing. I’d prefer to stay out of the public eye.” Jasper took a gulp of his juice.

			Saria eyed the plates of bread, meat, and cheeses, and proceeded to decimate each of them as the trio discussed the plan for the day. 

			***

			Kyrin finished wiping up the ink, exhaling and tossing the rag aside. I’ll kill her later. Throw her into a lake or something. He smiled at the thought.

			He took some time to brush his hair before heading down to meet the group. 

			“Sorry I’m late. I had to clean up some ink.” He shot Saria a look as he sat.

			“What?” Saria said innocently. “I definitely did not set up an ink bottle above your doorway while you were sleeping.”

			“And I definitely did not put a scorpion in your boot when you were eleven,” he said, smirking, “or a snake in your bed when you were fourteen.” 

			“You’re just going to stop talking now, got it?” she asked in a faked nice tone. 

			Kyrin began listing other incidents while counting them on his fingers. “So, I’d say I’m winning overall.” 

			Saria punched Kyrin’s shoulder, hard—startled, he stopped his reflex riposte just short of knocking her off the bench. 

			“Ow.” She held her own shoulder for a moment, then elbowed him in the stomach, pushing him backward.

			“All right, that’s enough. Behave, the both of you!” Jasper said in a stern voice, like he was talking to children.

			Saria bit her lip and glared at Jasper. “He started it.”

			“You’re the one who put the ink above my door!” Kyrin looked away. 

			“I wouldn’t call it a lovers’ spat,” Oliver mumbled, “because it never stops.”

			“Just eat your breakfast, and we’ll move on. No more arguing.” Jasper huffed, shaking his head in exasperation. 

			After everyone finished another round of meats and cheeses, Jasper stood. “Now let’s see if we can get some information about the trade caravans before we leave town.” 

			Kyrin and Saria glowered at each other before getting up. 

			Oliver looked at the two and sighed, heading outside with Jasper. 

			A sturdy wooden bulletin board stood street-side at the tavern, with several notices posted on it. Jasper inspected their contents. 

			One was an official report of Emperor Veeran’s death, listing possible suspects—either the Scarlet Scorpions or Black Velvet, the two most notorious gangs in the realm. There was an advertisement for an adventurer’s guild, seeking talented individuals to escort trade wagons. What caught his eye was a news article mentioning the exploits of a group of individuals in Westerfeld. 

			Hooded man announces the arrival of this generation’s Named, saying that they are the most important ones yet, according to an ancient legend. Similar cloaked persons appear in other towns, claiming that the Oculus is in disarray. They say that the Named possess dragonstones, forged in the Spire itself. 

			“They fought off a horde of afflicted creatures, by themselves,” claimed a testimonial from one of the townspeople. 

			Jasper scratched his head. “Looks like our secret is out, huh?” But the whole “Named” aspect—he wasn’t sure if he was ready for that kind of title quite yet. Those heroes of the past, like the Indomitable Shield Evgenia, or the Beast of the North, all selected by an entity known as the Oculus—he had forgotten about them over the years, as he had only heard those stories when he was a child.

			“We’ll be pretty well known across the land soon enough,” Kyrin said. 

			“I’ll be famous.” Saria’s eyes glittered.

			***

			They had gone through the town, asking whomever they could about the situation, but no one had any real information about the current goings-on. Mostly rumors and speculation. All they could glean was that the caravans were disappearing, with no sign of them afterward. 

			Jasper leaned against a wooden pole. Saria and the others had gone to eat lunch, but he wasn’t feeling hungry. His curiosity was the only thing that needed to be sated currently. 

			He made eye contact with the town guard they had seen at the gate when they’d first arrived. She beckoned him closer with a wave of her hand.

			“Enjoying your stay so far, Sir…”

			“Jasper. No complaints, yet.”

			“Good. I have something I need to tell you, but it’ll have to wait till later, yes?”

			“Oh really? Something important, I’d hope.”

			“Perhaps. Meet me at the Smithy in an hour. Come alone.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Because this information is just for you.”

			Jasper didn’t get the feeling that she was deceiving him. She seemed honest, as far as he could tell. 

			“All right. I’ll see you then.” He’d bring his sword, though, just in case. “And your name?”

			“Phillida.” She turned her head to the side, her eyes concealed by the helmet. “No one usually asks that.”

			“I like to get to know people.” He smiled. “Pleasure, Phillida.”

			***

			Jasper sat on the decorated bench outside the smithy, tapping his foot as he waited for Phillida to arrive. Bees flitted from flower to flower, buzzing happily. 

			The door to the forge creaked, which caught his attention. It opened, slowly, only to reveal nobody behind it.

			A distinct clank came from inside. 

			He got up and walked in cautiously, making his way to the back. 

			A woman stood by the forge, palm extended, fingers spaced wide. The forge suddenly lit up in a blaze of purple flame, which quickly changed to orange and yellow as the kindling and coal heated. 

			“Hello?”

			The woman turned, her apron covered in soot. 

			Her eyes were a stunning shade of light purple, like a field of lavender. They slowly faded back to their original color. 

			“You were supposed to meet me outside.” She chuckled nervously. “No one’s supposed to be back here.”

			So that was Phillida. He hadn’t expected her to be out of her usual gear. She had freckles like Saria, but her hair was dark brown, and tied up with a pin.  

			“The door just swung open. I thought something was wrong,” he said. 

			“Oh, I haven’t gotten around to fixing it yet. It’s just finicky sometimes.”

			“Sorry. What was that you just did?” 

			“What was what?”

			“Er, the flames.”

			“You saw that?”

			Jasper nodded.

			“Listen, I don’t want to lose my job, all right? Don’t tell anyone.”

			“You have my word.”

			“Good. Well…I have Named powers.”

			“Does that mean you have a dragonstone, too?”

			“Huh? Oh. No. Nothing like that. Just some fire.”

			“Strange,” Jasper took out his gem, and it twinkled in his hand.

			“Where’d you get one of those?” She looked at it with curiosity. 

			“It just showed up one day.”

			“What does it do?”

			“I don’t know, actually. I thought it gave me fire abilities, but you seem to have them without one.”

			“I’m not an expert on this Named business. I never got to be a part of that whole thing. I tried finding the Oculus a few years back, but the path was closed.”

			“According to my research, it’s open now. That’s where we’re heading. You can come with us if you want.”

			She looked around at her workshop. The place was clean considering the level of usage. “I’m all right. I don’t want to leave this place anytime soon. I like it here.”

			“I think, even if you don’t come with us, that you should see more of the world. How long have you been in Blankridge?”

			“Most of my life.”

			“Don’t you think it’s time to start exploring a bit?”

			“Yes, I suppose you have a point. I did want to see Celsa sometime.”

			“Maybe once you get a break, you should visit it.”

			“Maybe I will. After I finish my current project.”

			“What are you working on?”

			“I come from a family of blacksmiths, so I’m practicing some of their techniques on the side. I’m trying to make my own white dragonsteel weapon.”

			“White dragonsteel?”

			“It has a higher concentration of pure draconite ore. It retains more of the special properties of the ore, like the mutable colors. Black dragonsteel is similar, but it is infused with obsidian. They both serve different purposes, but since there’s such a lack of pure ore, white dragonsteel is harder to come by. The technique is only known by specific blacksmiths, and it’s passed down through their families.”

			“Is your family part of that exclusive group?”

			“Yes, we’ve known the method for generations, but not everyone is skilled enough to create decent-quality dragonsteel.” 

			“So, even if you know how to make it, it’s still difficult enough that not anyone can do it?”

			“That’s what makes white dragonsteel weapons such a rarity. I only see them in the stories of the Named from the past.” 

			“You’re not only the town guard, but a blacksmith as well? How many jobs do you have?”

			“Just those. Sometimes I volunteer on the farm or help at the parish. Smithing is more of a hobby.”

			“A hobby. I see.” He looked around the workshop—the benches and walls were stacked with some of the finest weaponry he had ever seen, and in flawless condition. “You’re quite good.”

			“Eh, I could do better. But thanks.” She smiled.

			“What was it that you wanted to talk about, by the way?” 

			“I knew you were Named when I inspected your friend at the gate.”

			“Which one?”

			“The pretty, ginger-haired one.”

			“How could you tell?” 

			“A bit of magecraft comes in handy. I only know the basics, such as an inspection spell, however.” 

			“Sounds like I should learn that.”

			“All you have to do is go to Phoenix Hall for a few months.”

			“I’ve…never heard of it, unfortunately.”

			“Secret mage school. Invite only.”

			“Ah, that’s why. You didn’t continue your studies there?”

			“I wasn’t bad at it, or anything like that—it just wasn’t for me.”

			“Why not?”

			“From the antiquated curriculum to the professors who didn’t really care about the art or their students, there just wasn’t much appeal for me.”

			“Right. I can see that. Shame it didn’t work out.” 

			“Spilled milk, y’know? I’ve moved on. My passion lies in making sharp objects, apparently.”

			“Glad you’ve found your calling.”

			“Anyway, I know you’re Named, so I wanted to ask your help in finding the last component I need for my project. I need three steelfeathers. If you ever happen to find a Stymphalian on your travels, can you collect some of its feathers for me?” 

			“I’ll keep an eye out, sure. I doubt we’ll run into one, but it’s worth a shot.”

			“Great. I’ll make you whatever you like if you’ll help me complete my work.”

			“You’ve a deal, m’lady.”

			She shook hands with Jasper. Her grip was firmer than his.

			“Do you have any advice for our journey?”

			“Don’t get yourself killed. And those dragonstones, make sure you don’t overuse them. They do eventually run out of ‘cana.”

			“Sorry?”

			“Arcana. The stuff that powers your abilities.” 

			“Oh, I see. Straightforward. Thanks. Are the trade routes safe for travelers?”

			“I went out there myself a few times, but I could never find anything out of the ordinary. I wouldn’t consider you folks the average sort of travelers, so, yes, for you, they’d be safe. If you were in a caravan, that’d cut your chances by at least half.” 

			“Bandits, you think? The ones attacking the caravans?”

			“I don’t know about you, but I get the feeling that there’s something of an even higher level playing a role in this situation. I just don’t know what, or perhaps, who.”

			“And that’s only your intuition?”

			“That’s all one needs to survive out here. A sharp intuition and the guts to keep pushing forward.”

			“I like how you think. I think we’ll be fine, considering our skills.”

			“I hear the mayor is out of town, but if he weren’t, he’d be the best source of any information you’d need. He knows the trade routes inside and out. He went out in hopes of securing some aid.”

			 “Hopefully, he can make some progress. We’ll also see what we can do on the way to the port.”

			“You’re a good man, Jasper.”

			“Thank you, Phillida. I’ll try my best to find those steelfeathers, because I do want to get some quality equipment from you.”

			“I’m glad you appreciate my work. It means a lot.”

			“I have to head out now.” Jasper gave her a pleasant smile. “I’ll be seeing you.”

			“Safe travels.” Dimples formed on her cheeks when she smiled. 

			***

			Jasper returned to the bulletin board, but nothing had changed in the last two hours, of course. “Looks like that’s all the information we’re going to get for now.”

			Saria nodded. Oliver and Kyrin were sitting on barrels in the mouth of a nearby alley, separated by a small table. They slapped silver-edged cards onto the table, yelling out when one or the other lost the round. 

			Jasper and Saria moved closer to the pair, watching their game. 

			“Listen, I need to know where you got this Grand Priestess card. She beats any of my casters, hands down,” Kyrin said, picking up the card and staring at it. The design showed a robed woman, her eyes glowing like coals, and her white hair afloat against gravity. “She’s a Grandmaster class and ascended. I’m…jealous.”

			Oliver smiled. “It was a gift from my father. I’m not sure where he found it, honestly.”

			“Or maybe you know, and you just don’t want to tell me.”

			“Still, you have my favorite character.” He took a card from Kyrin’s side and smirked. The archer had curly brown hair and a bow that sparked with ferocious lightning. “The Starlight Ranger. Sure, she might not be ascended, but she makes up for it with pure skill. Her accuracy is second to none.”

			“I’ll trade you. My Starlight Ranger for your Grand Priestess, with another card of your choosing thrown in for good measure.”

			Oliver squinted at Kyrin, pausing for several moments.

			“Conducting business with you seems like a terrible idea.”

			“I’d have to agree with that,” Saria said, her tone serious. 

			“Stay out of it.” Kyrin didn’t look at her. “If you don’t want to trade, how about a wager? I get that card if I win this next round. If you win, you can pick three of my best cards.”

			“Three free cards? I can agree to that.”

			“Fine. Let’s go. Remember, it’s a lightning round.”

			“Make sure it’s the last one, too. We’re leaving after this,” Jasper said. 

			Kyrin and Oliver counted down, then drew four cards from their decks. 

			They eyed each other, hoping to see if one would give away his hand. 

			Neither seemed to flinch. Kyrin placed his first card face down, and so did Oliver.

			Next, Kyrin put another card on the table, also face down. 

			Oliver followed suit. 

			“I summon the Indomitable Shield,” Kyrin said, flipping over his first card. 

			“I summon the Frost Queen.” Oliver made eye contact with Kyrin, then revealed the second card he had placed. “I attack with my special ability, Ice Barrage.” 

			Kyrin flipped his own card. “I activate Shield Wall.”

			“Tch,” Oliver said. “I didn’t know you had her upgrade.”

			“There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me, oh Oliver.”

			“So, what’s that? A draw?”

			“I suppose so…huh. We can settle this some other time.”

			Jasper helped them collect their cards. He heard someone walking up to them, so he turned. It wasn’t a person, but a Xerini, a sentient species of bipedal animal that resembled a maroon cat with floppy ears and a squirrel-like tail. He carried a small reed that he used as a walking stick. 

			“Halò, ciamar a tha thu? My name is Aki.” He looked up at them. 

			“Um, halo, Aki,” Jasper said. 

			“Are you folks looking for information?” Aki asked, the small hole in his ear whistling in the wind.

			“Yes, actually. Would you know anything about the trade caravans?”

			“You see, a group of people has been attacking the trade caravans along the route to the next town. We haven’t been receiving as many supplies as usual, and that’s affecting our prices. You folks look capable, like adventurers, so I was wondering if you…” He trailed off. 

			“You need us to see what’s going on?” Jasper asked.

			“Yes. If you could,” Aki said with a smile. “I’d be able to get you some discounts at the shops here and provide you with complimentary supplies for your journey.”

			“One second. Let me speak with my companions,” Jasper said. 

			He brought them into a huddle, out of earshot. 

			“Well,” Oliver said, “this cat-thing just walks up to you, figures we’re adventurers, then asks you in a roundabout way to fix a problem? Seems incredibly suspicious.”

			“You have a point. But discounts and supplies. Did I mention discounts?” Jasper had a tough time resisting a good price cut.

			Saria shook Jasper’s arm lightly while she said, “Wait. What if Aki is an enemy? He could be leading people into a trap with his cute, fuzzy powers…” Her eyes widened. “Do you want me to shoot him?” 

			“I’m sure we could handle any trap that comes our way, especially one created by that butterball over there,” Kyrin said.

			“A guy who leads people into traps with his cute, fuzzy powers. That’s quite possible.” Jasper grinned. “But I say we go anyway, since it’s on the way to our destination.”

			“Oh.” Saria’s voice was monotone. “Yes. Don’t listen to me, then.”

			Jasper frowned. “We are not shooting anyone in town.” 

			Oliver looked amused. “If Aki turns out to be something gigantic, smelly, and evil under that adorable exterior, don’t come crying to me. I am willing to check it out, however.” 

			Jasper turned back to Aki. “All right, we’ll figure out what’s going on with the trade routes.”

			Aki smiled. “I knew you would help.” 

			“Let’s move out, then,” Jasper said, turning up the street to head out of town. 

			“Lead us into peril and death, o’ fearless leader.” Kyrin walked behind him.

			Oliver went with them, chuckling softly. “What have I gotten myself into?”   

			Saria followed close behind, arms crossed. “We should’ve just shot him.” 

			***

			They continued down the road for a good while. The land was mostly flat since they were traveling east from the Blankridge piedmont. 

			“We need to head in this direction anyway, so seeing if any mischief is afoot—in exchange for these supplies, and some appreciable discounts on our return journey—won’t be too much of an issue.” Jasper was feeling quite optimistic about the turn of events.

			“True. Might as well help a squirrel out.” Kyrin kept his eyes trained on the horizon. 

			“I think it was more like a cat,” Oliver said.

			“Actually, they’re called Xerini. Bit of both, really,” Jasper said. 

			“Maybe the bandits aren’t out bandit-ing right now.” Saria picked at her tooth. 

			“Yes, bandits need to take breaks, too,” Kyrin said. 

			“Oh, good—no danger, then. Perhaps we won’t all die horrible deaths. Perhaps we’ll live long enough to pass on our stupidity to our children and grandchildren.” Oliver shook his head. “Yes, I can see that.”

			“The only one passing on stupidity would be Kyrin,” Saria replied.

			“You’re going to be the first one to die on this quest, so I doubt you’d even get a chance to pass anything on,” Kyrin shot back. 

			“Wow, that actually kind of hurt.” Saria wiped away nonexistent tears.

			“It looks like everything’s fine so far.” Jasper didn’t see anything ahead, and there were only small, wooded areas on either side of the road. “There’s no sign of any caravans, though.” 

			“They’re probably all stolen by now,” Kyrin said.

			After a few minutes of walking, Jasper’s gaze landed on an upturned carriage. “Looks like there’s one up ahead.” It was tilted over on its side, with the looted crates spilling out from it. 

			Thud.

			Jasper turned around, seeing his companions on the ground. “What the?”

			He felt a prick on the back of his neck and lost control of his limbs.

			Then he blacked out and fell onto the dirt. 


		

	
		
			7 – A Funeral Fit for an Emperor

			[image: ]

			The Empyrean Palace was always extravagantly decorated, but on the day of the emperor’s death ceremony, it had been taken to an even higher level. 

			Marjorie gawked at the gold-threaded drapes specially embroidered for this occasion. The banisters were lined with exquisite furs, and ribbons of imported silks flowed gently in the breeze that drifted through the open stained-glass windows. 

			A maid came up to her with a silver platter full of sweet treats ranging from mouth-watering tarts to petite scones, but she kindly refused. 

			She wasn’t here to indulge in sweets, but to pay respects to an emperor who had hoped to change the world for the better.

			Emperor Veeran was the first of his line to ascend to the imperial throne by a landslide vote from the princely court. He had been as progressive as Empress Camellia in her heyday, but history tended to repeat itself, sometimes in unfortunate ways. 

			She walked up the stairs, joining the other mages of the court, dressed in their usual eccentric attire, except this time in white out of respect for the newly departed. They had all gathered to the right of the viewing area in their own section of the Empyrean Court.

			“How is the emporium nowadays, Miss Marjorie?” one of them inquired.

			“Good. Nothing of note lately.”

			The man nodded, then turned away as the speaker began his announcement.

			“Emperor Veeran was hated by few and loved by many. How he suffered such a tragic death, we most likely will never know. We are here today to honor his sacrifice to the empire, and the years of his life he dedicated to furthering the cause of humanity.”

			The speaker continued his speech. No one spoke out of turn, not even the mages who would usually cause a ruckus during even the most serious of events. 

			Reaching to the table at this side, he placed his hands inside a velvet-lined box and brought out a crystallized white lotus. He walked over to the emperor’s shroud and carefully set it on top. 

			“The White Lotus represents knowledge, and this lotus, while no longer as potent as it was hundreds of years ago, represents permanence. Let Emperor Veeran be immortalized in the pages of history, and let his name be remembered throughout the ages.”

			Marjorie’s eyes clouded up with rare tears. 

			“Didn’t expect you to show up,” she heard someone say behind her.

			Marjorie gasped, then snapped her head back to look over her shoulder.

			It was only a moment, but she managed to get a glimpse of a familiar ice-blue robe as the figure strode away.

			She ran behind as the figure slipped into the crowd. She rounded a corner of the adjoining hall into which they had slipped a second before, but she couldn’t place where her quarry had gone. 

			Just like that, her target had vanished. She set her hands on her knees and bent forward, catching her breath. 

			After a slight bit of hesitation, she reached out with her mind-link, hoping to find an opening on the other end. The chances were low, but there was no harm in trying.

			A few moments later, she gave up—she still couldn’t find the one she was looking for. 

			The link was still closed, even after all this time. 

			Maybe one day, she’d find her again.

			Until then, all she could do was wait.


		

	
		
			8 – Nebelgard

			[image: ]

			Fire crept toward his bed, slow, but steady. The heat was enough to rouse him. 

			Jasper teetered out of his room in a daze, looking for his father. He covered his mouth, trying not to breathe in the fumes. His father stood in front of the entrance, the light from the morning sun behind him, but a moment later, he fell over, a knife visible in his back. Behind him, a silhouette that Jasper couldn’t recognize through the bright haze of smoke. The figure darted away before he could catch a good look. 

			Jasper awoke in a cold sweat, his heart threatening to burst out of his chest. That recurring nightmare again. He had never discovered the killer’s identity, but once he did, he would…

			Actually, he did not know what he’d do, exactly. It wasn’t a well-thought-out idea. Yet. Unusual for him. 

			The swell of waves and the briny water coating his face brought him back to the present. He lifted his head to get a glimpse of his surroundings—he was on the main deck of a medium-sized ship heading eastward, judging from the sun’s position. 

			Then someone hit him in the back of the head, knocking him out.

			***

			Sounds of construction—hammers against nails, saws rasping through wood.

			Jasper woke up again, this time in an iron cage. He oriented himself, trying to identify the source of the noise. Nearby workers—no, slaves, with worn out clothing and frail bodies—toiled over an unfinished watchtower. Their bare backs were covered in welts from oft-wielded whips, but they continued working without complaint. 

			He shook his sleeping companions awake.

			Saria looked up groggily. “Where are we?”

			“It looks like we’re on an island, or at least on some coast. We’re also suspended a foot above water in a rusty iron cage, so there’s that,” Jasper said, taking in all the information he could, like the massive stone castle with the lion banners proudly displayed. “The lions in the cantons of those banners—Nebelgard, perhaps?” He shivered at the brisk wind blowing in from the water—it didn’t help that his clothes were damp. 

			“Please tell me this water isn’t that deep.” She paused. “I-I can’t swim. I’ve only had one lesson in my life, and that person nearly drowned me.” Saria grabbed Jasper’s arm.

			“It shouldn’t be that deep, since we’re near the edge of the island.” Jasper patted her hand. 

			Kyrin sat up. “All right, so I was wrong about us being able to handle traps,” he said, rubbing his head. “I knew we couldn’t trust squirrel-cats.” 

			Oliver put his hands against the bars, pressing his cheek against the cold metal. “This is quite an unfortunate situation.”

			“You can say that again.” Saria rolled her eyes.

			“This is quite an unfortunate situation,” Oliver said, eyeing the towering stone castle that was stacked several stories tall. 

			“I—never mind.” Saria buried her face in Jasper’s shoulder. “I don’t want to drown.”

			Some of the laborers glanced their way, worry in their eyes, but one of the guards cracked his whip against their backs.

			“No time for slackin’,” the guard said, chuckling.  

			***

			Deep within the castle walls, Fredrik, the king of Nebelgard, stood at the head of the war table. He peered at the map laid in front of him. “Let us hold up here,” he said, placing a small carved wooden statue of a soldier on an area of the map. “Another caravan should pass through this point, and the high ground will be useful.”

			“Yes, your grace,” said one of his lackeys, writing down the plan in his pad. 

			The king motioned to a man leaning against the wall. “How many trade caravans have you and your mercenaries intercepted as of late, Malchior?” 

			“Four, sir,” Malchior said, unfolding his arms and glancing at the map. He had messy, medium-length black hair and the deep brown eyes of a bird of prey. He wore a dark cloak with a white fur collar. 

			The doors swung open, and a man in a military officer’s uniform approached King Fredrik. “We have captured some suspicious individuals that were loitering on the trade routes. They each possessed odd gems.” 

			“I don’t know, or care, who they are. Do with them as you please, Captain Bertram.” He dismissed the captain with a wave of his hand.

			“As you wish—” Bertram was interrupted by Malchior. 

			“No, I will handle the prisoners. I know just what to do with them.” A slight smirk spread from the corner of his lips. 

			The king nodded. “I trust your judgment.”

			“Thank you, my liege. I will take care of them at dawn.” 

			Malchior departed, his cloak trailing behind him. 

			***

			Jasper sighed. They had neither their dragonstones nor their weapons. The tenuous light of the sun was beginning to fade.

			“Saria, make one of the guards fall in love with you using your feminine charm. Maybe he’ll let us go,” Kyrin joked. 

			“Right, like it’s that easy.” Saria scoffed. “I’m starting to get hungry. We need to find a way out of here. Jasper, our brilliant leader, must have a plan, right?” 

			Jasper cleared his throat. “All right, listen. Here’s the plan. We take the time tonight…to figure out our plan. We’ll use that plan to escape like a bunch of sneaky assassins.”

			“Wonderful plan.” 

			“That’s probably as good as we’re going to get at this point,” Kyrin said. 

			A scruffy guard, looking rather bored, rattled their cage as he walked by. “Malchior will deal with you lot in the morning. He’s got some plans for ya—I’m guessin’ target practice. At least you won’t freeze out here.” He chortled and swaggered onward to go inside the sprawling castle.

			“Oh, my.” Oliver frowned with visible unease. 

			Dusk soon started to settle, and the guards changed shifts. Jasper spotted movement in the waning light, a figure approaching them. When it came closer, he saw that it was a thin woman wearing a fur cloak. She looked both ways, making sure the coast was clear. In her hands, she held a porcelain bowl. The moment the scent entered Jasper’s nose, he gasped. “Is that chicken?” He tried to control his watering mouth. 

			“Shhh.” She placed a finger to her lips. “I’m not supposed to be here. I brought you all some food, since I thought you’d be hungry. Sorry, this is all I could sneak out,” the woman said, handing a piece of chicken to each of them. 

			“You’re my savior.” Jasper took a wing. 

			Kyrin looked at the woman with suspicion. What if it was poisoned? She was pretty, though. She had light blonde hair, sharp blue eyes, and soft features. I’d rather die of poison than be target practice for some sod, he thought as he resolutely took a bite. He usually avoided eating meat, but he could make an exception this time. 

			Saria accepted a piece, finishing it in an instant. “Thank you so much. I needed that.”

			“Think nothing of it,” the woman said with a friendly smile. 

			“What is your name? I’d like to thank you formally sometime if we ever get out of here,” Jasper said.

			“Astrid.” She tucked the empty bowl safely into her cloak. “Listen closely. The guards will change shifts twice more tonight—the second change will be one hour before dawn. That one will be your best chance to escape. Take this.”

			She handed Jasper a key. “This will open the padlock to your cage. I will load your equipment onto that ship on the left, over there, during the first patrol switch.” Astrid pointed toward an elegant ship with red sails and a carved statue of a lion’s head on the prow. 

			 “Thanks for everything, Astrid, but…why are you doing this for us? Aren’t you risking a lot by aiding our escape?” Jasper asked her. 

			“I don’t particularly appreciate the king’s treatment of prisoners, let alone his subjects. Besides, you are the Named, after all. I cannot let you perish here, not when you have an important quest to complete.” She winked and strode away.

			Jasper’s jaw dropped. “What just happened?”

			“We got rescued by a pretty girl, is what happened,” Kyrin said. 

			Saria put a hand to her face, shaking her head. “They’re still just boys.”

			“See, my plan of figuring out a plan went perfectly.” Jasper laughed. 

			“I think we just got lucky,” Oliver said.

			“Getting lucky was part of the plan, too. It was ninety percent of the plan, actually.” Jasper leaned back against the bars. “Let’s get some rest while we can, before our great escape.”

			Kyrin just wanted to be out of here as soon as possible. He didn’t like the feeling of being in a cage, like some sort of circus animal.

			Oliver still looked worried. “Guys, do we have to take a boat? Can’t we find a different way out of here, like an underground tunnel?” 

			“We’re surrounded by water, Oliver. Our only option is a boat, unless someone can summon a giant bird to help us fly across the sea. An underground tunnel leading from here to land would be highly impractical. You can swim across if you want, but it looks like it’ll be a long swim,” Jasper said.

			“You’re right.” Oliver sighed. “I get really seasick is all.”

			“You’ll get used to it eventually.” Kyrin patted him on the back. 

			Saria looked at Oliver. “I can’t swim, and you get seasick. How grand.” 

			Oliver smiled, somewhat comforted. 

			A few restless hours passed. Their clothes were still soaked from the seawater, and the wind only exacerbated the issue, chilling them to the bone. Doubt slowly crept into their minds while they awaited their uncertain fate. 

			When the guards were swapping out, Kyrin saw Astrid leaving the fortress, lugging two wooden containers to the ship. When she finished, she slipped over to the group to hand them their dragonstones. “I don’t believe I caught your names. I can’t keep calling you the Named, can I?”

			They introduced themselves. Astrid’s face beamed, if only for a split second. 

			“Wonderful to meet you all. I’ve placed your gear on the ship. Safe travels, my dears.” She blew them a kiss and ran off into the castle before they could respond.

			“Oh, so that’s how she knew we were the Named. She probably saw our gems in the holding room.” Jasper had a penchant for coming up with explanations to everything. 

			“Valid theory.” Saria nodded, putting her necklace on. “I’m glad she decided to help us out, either way.” 

			***

			As dawn approached, a heavy mist formed around the docks and a light dew coalesced on the metal bars of their rickety cage. The guards were about to change shifts, but the group had difficulty assessing the situation in such fog.

			Kyrin groaned, trying and failing to determine the positions of the soldiers.

			“This really muddles our plans.” Jasper gripped the bars, squinting through the fog. “We have two choices—we escape now, or we become pincushions for Malchior at dawn. One is guaranteed. We may be able to use this fog as cover and hope no one sees us.” He would pace back and forth if he could, but, of course, their cramped cage did not allow it. 

			“It’s risky, but it’s a risk we need to take,” Saria said, clutching her precious gem. 

			“That’s the best option we have. I’m not getting stabbed or drowned today.” Kyrin adjusted his boots. 

			“Let’s get out of here.” Oliver held onto his crystal, rubbing it with one finger as if it would bring him luck.

			Jasper reached out to the other side of the cage and fiddled with the lock. He inserted the key and turned. The padlock released, dropping into the water with a splash. “Oh, that’s awkward.” 

			A patrolling guard heard the sound and came toward them, boots clacking noisily against the walkway. 

			“Wots goin’ on ‘ere?” He leaned forward, looking into the cage at the prisoners. 

			“Nothing, good sir. ‘Twas merely a herring, splashing some water as it surfaced,” Kyrin said in his fake posh accent.

			The guard noticed the missing padlock and his expression changed. He reached for his weapon.

			“Whoops, gotta go.” Jasper kicked open the rusted door to the cage, slamming it into the guard’s face. He fell backward, clutching his face. 

			Kyrin jumped out and dealt the guard a blow that sent him to sleep indefinitely. “We can’t be stealthy anymore. Let’s get to that ship, now.” 

			The rest of the crew escaped the cage, running toward the edge of the pier as the other guards chased after them.

			Malchior dashed out of the castle and looked down toward the iron enclosure. Seeing its door ajar, he yelled, “Archers! We have some escaped prisoners!” 

			The archers filed in around the ramparts of the castle. They loosed a barrage of arrows blindly into the mist, unable to see exactly where the escapees were. 

			An arrow barely missed Oliver. The arrows rained down around them but failed to hit their mark.

			Their gems started blinking.

			They had almost made it to the ship when Malchior appeared in front of them, which was strange because there was no way he had enough time to make it down from the top floor to intercept them. 

			“This is where your quest ends.” He raised his sword.


		

	
		
			9 – A Lonesome Island
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			Thunk. 

			Malchior fell to the ground, knocked out cold.

			Astrid stood behind him, a frying pan in one hand, her dainty clothes topped off with an apron. “I was making breakfast, but then I heard all the noise out here. I thought I told you to get out quietly. I didn’t say to alert the entire outpost.” She smiled. “Now shoo! Continue your journey.” She waved them toward the ship with the red sails. “Just head west and you’ll be back at Celsa before dark. Ta-ta!” 

			More soldiers approached from the distance. 

			“Thank you for all your help. We owe you our lives,” Jasper said, bowing. 

			The rest of the team quickly thanked her as well. 

			“I’ll distract the guards.” Astrid gave them two thumbs up before speeding off. 

			***

			“What is all the ruckus?” Astrid said, standing in front of the soldiers, a worried look on her face.

			“Don’t worry m’lady—just a small disturbance caused by some hooligans. Please go back inside.” Captain Bertram looked stressed. 

			“Oh, is that so? Then it shouldn’t be too much of an issue for a man such as yourself to handle.” She glanced back, seeing the Named had almost made it to the ship. “I’ll let you go, then,” she said with a sweet smile.

			***

			The group made it onto the ship, panting.

			“Hoist the anchor and pull the mooring ropes. We need to get moving,” Jasper said. 

			Saria pulled the anchor up. Oliver lowered the sails. Kyrin freed the ropes mooring the ship to the dock. 

			The slaves emerged from their shoddy barracks, whooping and cheering, glad that at least this group had escaped, even if they could not. 

			Kyrin looked at the laborers, eyes glazed.

			“Are you all right?” Jasper asked. 

			“Yes. I was just thinking,” he said.

			Saria rummaged through the large crates Astrid had returned to the ship’s deck, grabbing her bow and arrows. She restrung the bow and placed it on her back, then distributed the other weapons to their owners. 

			The boat rocked as it tacked into unsteady waters. Oliver looked at his feet, wobbling a bit. “I’m going to regret this.”

			The soldiers made it to the docks, but they were too late. 

			Oliver’s stomach churned, and he clenched his teeth, shutting his eyes firmly. He would not throw up, he told himself. Not this time. He dropped his head between his knees and groaned softly.

			An arrow embedded itself into the side of the craft, as the archers relentlessly assailing them from the shore tried to find the range. 

			Saria took out a few of them with precisely aimed shots while the ship continued to put distance between itself and the dock. 

			“They shouldn’t be able to see us through the fog when we’re this far away,” Jasper said, unable to see the docks anymore.

			Within minutes, they had made it far enough away to be out of the fog, which had started to dissipate as rays of sunlight punctured through the clouds. 

			“This is the fastest vessel I’ve ever sailed,” Jasper noted with appreciation. “A ton of research must have been poured into its design.”

			“It looks like we’ve lost them. There’s no sign of the other ships,” Saria said with a satisfied smile on her face. She looked over at Oliver, who was curled up in a ball next to a crate. “Are you going to be all right?”

			“I’ll be fine,” he mumbled, not looking up. “Just stay out of my way if I decide to vomit. Or die. Or jump overboard.” 

			“This is better than being targets for some bastard’s bow,” Kyrin said. 

			Oliver nodded meekly, not saying anything. He was glad they had made it out in one piece. 

			Saria climbed into the crow’s nest to see if they could spot land. “Ahoy, look! Over there! It’s a small island way off to the south. We could head there and hide for a bit.”

			“Good plan. They would expect us to go west to Celsa. Not south.” 

			Jasper turned the ship in the right direction. Hopefully, the island would provide safe refuge, at least long enough for them to get some rest. 

			***

			The circular island was elevated higher on one side than the other, with a few stringy trees pocketing the land. They docked in a rocky cove that was nested into the south end. 

			As soon as the ship stopped, Oliver jumped out and ran onto the beach.

			“Land!” he cried, kneeling on the dirt. “Never again. Never, ever, ever, ever, ever.” He looked back at the others, recomposing himself. “Can someone toss me my staff?” 

			Jasper grabbed the battered staff and tossed it over the edge. It landed in Oliver’s hands. 

			“That was a lot of evers,” Saria said. 

			Oliver was already halfway up the nearest tree, which bent a little under his weight. He reached the top and scouted the area. “There’s a large cabin up the hill. Let’s see if anyone’s home.”

			“Remember the last time you climbed a tree?” Saria asked, looking up at him, squinting her eyes in the sun. 

			“Yes, I fell and broke my arm, but that’s not stopping me.” Oliver flinched, thinking about when he had tried to rescue that stray cat as a teenager. “Won’t happen twice.” 

			He climbed down slowly, making sure not to slip. 

			After a short trek up the hill, they approached the cabin, which was almost the size of a tavern. 

			“Maybe they’ll have some extra rooms,” Oliver said, checking out the large redwood panels.

			Jasper knocked on the door.

			“Who is it?” a voice rang out.

			“We’re a group of adventurers needing a place to stay for the night. Would you possibly have any rooms to spare us?” Jasper asked politely.

			“We won’t be too much of a bother,” Saria said.

			The man seemed to be thinking, not responding right away. “Sure, come on in.” The door opened, revealing a young fellow sporting a light beard, dressed in a buttoned vest and a short cloak. Standard mage attire. He did not seem to fit into his clothes properly—they were probably handed down from his father. “You can stay, but for a price.” 

			He smiled.

			Oliver frowned thoughtfully. “I have to hope the price is not too steep. For we are poor wanderers.” Except for the giant gems beneath our shirts, he added mentally. But they couldn’t part with those.

			“Oh, it’s not a price in gold, fair traveler. I’ve discovered some new spells, and I need some test subjects, if you will. They’re reversible, of course. I just can’t cast them on myself.” 

			Jasper sighed. “As long as there’s no funny business. Don’t try to deceive us.”

			“Of course not. I don’t usually get visitors, so it’s nice to have company. Come in.”

			He led them to a cluttered dining area and they each took a seat.

			Books of all sorts were scattered around, taking up almost every inch of available desk space and tabletop.

			Their host paused, as if he were listening to something the others couldn’t hear. “Wait, you wouldn’t happen to be the Named, would you? The descriptions seem to match accurately.”

			“All right, you got us. That’s us. Cards on the table,” Kyrin said.

			“You may or may not believe me, but I had a dream that told of this meeting. In that dream, a silver-haired woman told me to collect all the information I could on the dragonstones before your arrival. I am a researcher of rare relics and ruins, you see, so this falls into my area of expertise. Now, you know that these stones were forged by the dragons of old, yes?”

			“Yes. Go on.” Jasper’s curiosity was sparked.

			“In Westerfeld, you exploded a bunch of pestilent beasts with a blast of flame, yes?”

			“It happened after my gem started glowing,” Jasper said.

			“I discovered a curious shrine dedicated to the flame dragon, inside a set of ruins in the desert. Normally, the entrance is covered up by sand, but some days, after vicious sandstorms, it is revealed. A mural inside depicted a man with a red gem, much like yours, wielding a sword of flame. There was also a sealed door, with a key slot in the shape of your dragonstone. I think you can unlock the full potential of your gem if you enter that shrine.” 

			The magician went to his desk and retrieved a large, hand-drawn map. He cleared some space on the table and placed smooth stones on the edges to keep it from curling up. “I’ve created a map from my travels, and I believe I have discovered the location of the other elemental dragon shrines. The ruins each had a feel to them that was unique from other ruins. My theory is that these gems allow you to channel the power of whatever dragon they are linked to. I’ve marked the locations of the dragon temples. If you’re able to unlock the doors with your gems, you may discover secrets that could aid you in your adventures.” 

			“I need to take a leak,” Kyrin said, leaving the room. 

			“The only issue is that the dragons have not been seen in decades, so there is no telling how much or little you will gain,” the mage said. 

			They continued their conversation, going back and forth about the possible whereabouts of the dragons, if they were still alive, and what sort of powers the gems possessed. The magician’s name was Tobias, and he had been using this island as his training ground, away from the hassles of society, so that he could experiment with novel, and often dangerous, spells. 

			Sometime later, thunder rumbled across the sky. 

			“I should fetch the other crate from the ship. I’ll be right back,” Oliver said. 

			He went outside, scratching behind his ear. 

			When he reached the bottom of the hill, he noticed something disturbing.

			The ship was gone. 


		

	
		
			10 – Interlude
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			The back of Malchior’s head throbbed as he sat up. Clutching where it hurt, he felt the bandage around it. “It feels like I’ve been hit by a frying pan,” Malchior said, acknowledging the other person in the room but not looking at them.

			“Maybe you were.” Astrid sat in a chair next to the bed, knitting a pair of socks. The first sock lay on her lap, featuring the design of a llama. “I jest. One of their Named abilities probably blindsided you.”

			“A logical explanation.”

			Astrid nodded, rising to her feet and placing the socks on the table. She lifted a pitcher and poured a glass of water, then walked over to hand it to him. “Water, sire.”

			Malchior grabbed the cup and drank from it quickly, parched after being asleep for so long. “Thank you. Always lending a helping hand, even when you are not asked.”

			“You were not able to ask, because you were unconscious.” She smiled.

			“Fair point,” he said, groaning as he stood. “I am off.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“To complete my mission.”

			“I see. Good luck. I would ask you to rest some more, but I know you wouldn’t listen to me.” 

			“Of course not. Nothing gets in the way of my contracts, especially not an injury as minor as this one.” 

			“Mm-hm, I know as much.” 

			Malchior said no more, striding out of the infirmary. 

			***

			“The course of action, sir?” Malchior picked a single green grape from the bowl and tossed it into his mouth. 

			“Pursue those interlopers,” King Fredrik said matter-of-factly while a servant kneaded his back. 

			“Yes, my liege. As you wish.” Malchior bowed.

			The king was not letting the Named go that easily, not after they had escaped from his clutches. He had not particularly cared about their fate before, but now that they had embarrassed him, he was ready to teach them a lesson. 

			Malchior loved teaching lessons—one of his many interests. As always, he formulated a plan, trying to predict their movements so that he could lay a trap. 

			Now, to set it in place. 

			***

			It felt like they were sailing aimlessly, but Malchior had more than a hunch that this would be worth their while. 

			He sat in the captain’s quarters, twirling a knife between his fingers, scheming silently and scanning the map. This would have normally been Bertram’s seat, but he was busy preparing his letter to the king regarding Astrid. 

			The Named had been on his agenda for far longer than his alliance with King Fredrik. He thrust the blade into the table, marking an island south of Nebelgard. They could not have gone too far, most likely hiding somewhere and biding their time.

			The first mate walked in. “Sir, I think you’ll want to see this.”

			Malchior perked up. He got out of the plush leather seat, followed him to the deck, and gazed into the spyglass. A ship with red sails cut across the water, heading in the direction of Nebelgard. 

			“What should we do, sir?” 

			“Nothing for now. Don’t give away our position.” 

			His lips curled into a devious smile. Just as he had suspected. The fun part would be coming up next.


		

	
		
			11 – Audience with the King
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			It looked like a manageable drop, about ten feet at most. Kyrin took a deep breath, then jumped down. 

			Searing pain shot through his legs when his feet touched the ground. 

			I misjudged the distance. Kyrin winced, swearing quietly. All those years of grueling training helped. All those times he had been beaten for breathing wrong—those times when he was forced to work while enduring the pain. The words echoed in his head. You’re not a tree. Stand still, and you’ll grow roots. Go out there and do something with your meaningless existence. He was determined to free those slaves. He could not stand by as people suffered under a cruel ruler. After all, what was life without freedom? 

			The king of Nebelgard would need to answer for his crimes.

			He groaned and stood up. Any farther and I would have broken my legs.

			Two soldiers, armed with pikes, guarded the entrance to the fortress. They had not heard him land. Instead, they were engrossed in conversation. The low visibility of the foggy night gave him good cover. 

			He noticed the window to the kitchen was open. Someone had left a pie on the windowsill to allow it to cool down. He needed to sneak around to the side, and then he would be able to climb through that window. Other than that, the only entrance visible from his position was the guarded front door. He gazed at the castle’s curved parapets looming above—No, not doing much climbing tonight. 

			Kyrin glanced about, trying to see if there would be any way he could create a diversion. The iron cages that hung above the water were empty tonight. No unlucky prisoners for now.

			His eyes landed on a small rock. He picked it up, feeling the smooth texture of the pebble in his hand, and tossed it to the right of the guards. They turned toward the direction of the noise.

			He sprinted across the cobblestone path, hardly making a sound, and slipped into the bushes. He held his breath, hoping they did not hear.

			The guards had already returned to their conversation. 

			“So, as I was saying, she had the biggest pair I’ve ever seen,” the first guard said. 

			“How big were they?” asked the other guard.

			“Bigger than my face.”

			“Wow, those are huge.”

			“Yes, probably the biggest oranges you’ve ever seen. They tasted amazing, too. If I had come earlier, I would’ve been able to get more than two. Oh well, maybe she’ll have a good harvest again.”

			He exhaled. They’re literally just talking about fruit. Don’t they have anything better to do? Ah, whatever, I don’t think they’ll notice if I jump through the window right now.

			He moved the pie over to one side and then vaulted into the kitchen. He landed softly, his legs still aching from earlier. 

			No one was inside at the moment. The fireplace burned intensely, the flames licking at the kettle, a stew boiling. Earthenware of all sizes and jars stocked with fresh herbs lined the wooden shelves.

			He peeked into the other room, a dining area, before making his way up the stairs, entering a long hallway. Life-sized glass cases held knight’s armor. Stone lions stood upon marble pedestals.

			A door swung open farther down the hall, so he hid behind a pillar before he had the chance of being seen. A man exited a room at that end, a serious demeanor about him, holding what appeared to be a note. From his highly decorated military vestments, he looked to be an important member of the king’s army. He climbed the winding stairs at the other end of the hallway. 

			This will be easy. He’ll lead me right to the king. Kyrin trailed behind him, keeping a safe distance. His footsteps were soft against the embroidered carpeted floors. The extravagant chandeliers and furnishings were in striking contrast to the rest of the island. The man arrived at the upper landing and paused outside of a wide, ornately embellished door that had a knocker in the shape of a lion on the front. He read over his note again, rehearsing quietly.

			Kyrin steeled himself, shutting off the part of his mind that favored indecision—the part that would hesitate. He crept up to his quarry like a cautious feline. 

			Shnk.

			His blade entered the back of the unsuspecting man. Kyrin covered his mouth with one hand before he could yell out, stabbing him again, this time in the chest. 

			He carefully brought the body down and laid it on the floor. 

			Kyrin opened the door, seeing an ornate throne at the end of the wide room. A row of guards waited on either side of the dais. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the wall behind a gilded throne, letting the moonlight stream in. 

			King Fredrik sat there, looking perplexed, his face lit by the lanterns affixed to the walls. “I was expecting Bertram. Who are you?

			“My name is Kyrin. Free those slaves or lose your life.”

			“Hah, those slaves are the lifeblood of my kingdom. There is no way I am going to release them.”

			“You could always hire workers for pay. You don’t need to enslave innocent people.” Anger swelled up inside of him, an inescapable raging current.

			“That costs money that I do not feel like sparing.”

			Kyrin scowled. “Wealth is more important to you than the lives of others?”

			“I don’t have time for idle chitchat. Guards, end him.” 

			Ten guards in total. Five on each side of the room, all equipped with spears and swords.

			Kyrin readied both his weapons, taking his fighting stance. He clutched his blades with the grip of a dead man. No turning back now. His heart started racing faster than ever, and it felt like his insides were turning to mush. Then his gem glowed for a moment, easing his nerves. 

			The guards rushed from both sides, seeking to slay him where he stood. 

			He ducked under an incoming sword as another guard swung his spear at him. He chopped the spear shaft into two halves and backhanded the first guard with the pommel of his other sword. 

			Parrying a strike, he knocked a guard off balance, then ran him through.

			Kyrin side-kicked another attacker, sending him tumbling backward into a pillar. His weapons were giving off an unnatural hue, like the buoyant spirits they had encountered in Geisterwald. 

			He pulled his sword out of the other opponent and decapitated a soldier with the same motion. He sliced through armor and flesh like there was nothing separating the two, a possible effect of his dragonstone. 

			Two guards swung at the same time. Kyrin blocked with both his swords. Another enemy charged from behind. Kyrin dropped into a squat, causing the challenger to miss, the swing slashing the two soldiers in front of him instead. 

			As he moved, another assailant struck him in the back, rending his armor. Kyrin fell a few steps forward, but turned around, using the hilt of one of his blades to knock the sword out of the soldier’s hand. He then implanted his sword in the guard’s skull. The soldier slumped to his knees, his mouth agape. Kyrin kicked him away, withdrawing his blade. I need to be more careful—I can’t afford to die here. He paused for a moment, feeling the fresh wound on his back. That’s going to scar. 

			Another soldier rushed him, and their blades clashed. His charm started glowing again, illuminating the opposing combatant in a jade light. Kyrin pushed forward, finding extra strength from quarters unknown. 

			The man was breaking under the force of Kyrin’s advance. Kyrin’s blade split the defender’s weapon, sending a part of the sword off in a different direction. The momentum carried his blade downward, striking the guard in the shoulder. 

			Another foe came from the side. Kyrin deflected the attack with his offhand sword and released his grip on the one that was stuck in the guard’s shoulder.

			The attacking knight swung again. Kyrin evaded backward and then lunged forward, impaling him on the tip of his blade. Blood ran down the weapon, dripping onto the floor. 

			The guard behind him was frantically trying to pull the sword out of his shoulder. Kyrin spun and grabbed the man’s other arm, which was still holding the broken sword. 

			He forced the soldier to stab himself in the throat with his own shattered blade. 

			The man gurgled as blood came spraying out. 

			Kyrin let go, and the soldier’s lifeless body crumpled to the floor.

			He removed the sword from the guard’s shoulder, just in time to face the remaining three. 

			“I think you should just run,” Kyrin said, with no emotion in his voice, retrieving his second blade. “You’re not my problem.”

			They paused, nodding between themselves. Two of them ran at him at the same time as the other circled to get behind him. He deflected their attacks with his dual swords, slashing one in the side and another in the leg. 

			The two yelled out. 

			Kyrin severed the throats of both in one motion. Warm blood bespattered his armor and face. The guards clutched their throats and fell over, shaking violently. 

			The last foe hesitated for a second, looking at the king before charging at Kyrin, bellowing.

			Kyrin avoided the attack and with a quick strike, chopped off the attacker’s legs. 

			The rest of him toppled to the ground. Kyrin walked forward and stabbed him in the head, ending his life instantly.

			Kyrin could hear reinforcements coming up the stairs from farther down the hallway outside. He pulled the blade out and turned to the door. He picked up a long spear and placed it between the handles, locking the doors shut. 

			The king backed away from the throne, yelling for his guards. 

			“This is your last chance. Free the slaves or face your reckoning!” Kyrin shouted. 

			“You won’t be able to get out of here alive.”

			Kyrin sighed. Getting out alive was no longer the concern. “Some people never change.” 

			Fredrik unsheathed a basket-hilted sword from within his luxurious robes. 

			A commotion outside—soldiers slamming against the door, trying to break it down. The thuds rang throughout the throne room. 

			Kyrin dashed forward, swinging. The king blocked and flicked the tip of his blade at Kyrin’s face. Kyrin parried and swung again, but this time feinting, causing the king to bring up his guard and allowing Kyrin to slash Fredrik’s wrist. 

			The sword fell out of his hands, clattering to the ground. 

			“Yield now. Let the slaves go,” Kyrin said, his sword at the king’s neck. 

			The doors burst open, and soldiers streamed through, mainly archers. 

			“Kyrin?” a voice called out.

			He turned his head, but kept his blade pressed against Fredrik’s neck. 

			Astrid walked through the group of archers, holding the hem of her silk nightgown up as she came forward. 

			“Princess Astrid, please do not go any farther. It is dangerous,” said one of the guards.

			She carefully stepped over the bodies. “I’ll deal with him.”

			“Princess? The king is your father?” Kyrin asked, bewildered.

			“Yes, sadly.” She stopped in front of him. “I had no choice in that matter.”

			“You can convince him to release the slaves, can’t you?” A hint of sorrow seeped into his voice.

			“Astrid. Back away. Do not speak with this killer,” Fredrik said, sternly.

			“Father. Please, listen to his request. He is one of the Named.”

			“I do not care for children’s fairy tales. He is just another man to me. He is after my wealth.”

			“I’m not asking for gold. I’m asking you to show some kindness. No one deserves to be enslaved. You can hire workers for pay,” Kyrin said.

			Astrid looked at her father, her eyes pleading with him to listen to reason. “I trust him. Give him a chance to prove himself.”

			The king looked contemplative but did not speak. 

			Then he placed a hand on her shoulder and turned to Kyrin. “All right, I acquiesce. Only because you somehow convinced my daughter as well,” he said, albeit reluctantly.

			“I knew you would do the right thing.” Kyrin eased up. He was glad that Astrid had arrived when she did. Otherwise, this could have gone a whole different route. He smiled at her, and she returned in kind, her eyes reassuring. She had been a monumental help ever since they had gotten captured. He would repay her someday if he found the opportunity. 

			“I will release the slaves in the morning. You are free to go,” Fredrik said, waving his hand toward the door. 

			“Thank you. I will pay you back for your fallen soldiers when I can acquire some gold.”

			Then he felt a sharp pain. 

			Kyrin looked down to find the source of the problem. 

			An arrow protruded from his chest. 

			“No payment necessary,” the king said. 

			One of the archers at the end of the room pulled back his bow, readying another shot. 

			Kyrin stumbled backward, crashing into the window, shattering it. Astrid cried out, running toward him, but she was not fast enough.

			The shards of glass flew every which way as Kyrin fell off the edge, four stories up. 

			Only flat, hard ground awaited below. 


		

	
		
			12 – Silver Shadows
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			“Did Kat make off with our ship or did someone abduct him?” Oliver asked out loud, not seeing the ship or Kyrin anywhere in the vicinity. 

			To make matters worse, the sky chose that moment to open and begin spitting lightning and pouring rain in an unexpected torrent.

			Oliver turned around to inform his friends of this unexpected development, then stopped abruptly, dropping into a sitting position on the mud and grass. 

			“What in dragon-fire am I doing here?” he shouted to the thunder.

			Oliver sat on the grass, head in his hands, rocking slightly. 

			He kept his eyes shut, feeling the rain run off his hair and down his cheeks. Or were those tears? He wasn’t certain. Something had happened. Something had changed. He no longer wanted to be here. Kyrin had either left or something terrible happened to him, and it suddenly felt like the latter. Or both. He no longer wanted to be part of this insane quest that would probably get them all killed. It was all too heavy—the fear, the anxiety, the constant danger. He was usually a cheery fellow, but this journey was affecting his psyche.

			***

			Saria jumped, hearing thunder. She ran to the window and, when she saw the enormous thunderstorm buffeting the island, she froze. As she slowly sat down in a chair by the window, memories came back to her, unwelcome ones. She gazed outside, losing herself to the swell of emotion. The room lit up when lightning flashed, which seemed to be every few seconds.

			One thought rattled in her head, almost mocking her. That night, all those years ago. 

			***

			A crash of thunder startled her. 

			“Saria, don’t worry. It’s just a little rain,” her father said, petting her hair. “Finish your meal.” 

			She glanced at him, then took a spoonful of stew to her mouth. For some reason, she wasn’t feeling hungry today. Trepidation filled her heart, though she shouldn’t have had any cause to worry.

			As if on cue, two loud knocks sounded from the front entrance. 

			“Who could that be at this hour?” He stood.

			“Don’t go,” she said, but he had already opened the door. 

			Saria couldn’t hear what the people outside were saying, but they wore solemn expressions on their weathered faces. They looked like the town guards, judging from their garb. 

			Then they grabbed her father, dragging him into the rain. 

			“Father!” She jumped down from her chair and ran outside, the mud squishing under her bare feet. 

			The cold night, the downpour, and the lightning that illuminated her father’s face as he gave her one last smile. 

			“I’ll come back for you, my little daisy!” he yelled out, his voice almost overpowering the thunder. He was always the loudest person in the room, something she had never appreciated until now. 

			No words were said by the guards as they took him to the prison to await trial for a crime he did not commit.

			She would not forget the day that he was deemed guilty and sentenced to death, the townsfolk watching callously as he hung. Her father had been framed to facilitate a nobleman’s acquisition of her family’s farmland. 

			And the night he died, during another thunderstorm, a canary-yellow dragonstone came crashing through the roof of her home, setting the place on fire. 

			***

			Saria exhaled, her breath fogging up the window. Someone was sitting outside in the deluge, halfway down the hill. Oliver? She had a quick internal debate about whether to retrieve him, and the answer was, of course, yes. Like always, she felt like it was her responsibility to make sure everyone remained safe. She sighed and walked outside, the raindrops stinging her skin. 

			Saria shouted over the noise, “Oliver! Why aren’t you inside? You’re soaking wet and you’ll catch a cold if you stay out here too long.”

			Oliver lifted his head, turning to look at her, then waved her away. Perhaps he needed to be alone. Perhaps he needed company. Saria was right, though. He never got sick, but it was a real possibility this time.

			He turned to her, forcing a smile. “You’re right. Let’s go back inside.” 

			“Great. Glad you’ve come to your senses,” Saria said, her look softening. Her gem started glowing brightly, a sunflower yellow this time.

			The skies churned violently, and angry yellow flashes streaked through the clouds. 

			Saria looked up as a bolt of lightning struck her directly. 

			“Saria!” Oliver gasped.

			He ran to her. The ground around her was charred from the impact, a star-shaped design fanning out from where her body fell.

			This is my fault. I was out here like a moron feeling sorry for myself, he thought. Saria lay motionless.

			Oliver checked for a pulse, but there wasn’t one—no heartbeat that he could feel and no response to his touch. 

			He held her gently in his arms, tears flowing down his face.

			He couldn’t afford to lose her. Not now. 

			***

			Saria woke up with a start, her veins bulging on her arm. She noticed she was in Oliver’s lap and sat up.

			“I’m alive?” she said, amazed at the idea. 

			“Are you all right? I was a little worried,” Oliver said, equally surprised. He breathed a sigh of relief.

			Her hands glittered, tiny sparks dancing between her fingers.

			“I didn’t get hurt by that, oddly enough,” she said, looking at her radiant hands, “but my clothes are all burned.” 

			She spread her fingers apart and felt a surge of warm energy travel to the ends, like a rush of blood.

			The air crackled and lightning shot from her outstretched fingertips, striking a tree across from her, cleaving off a few branches, sending them crashing down. 

			Oliver jumped back. He gulped, seeing the smoke rising from the blackened branches. 

			We haven’t been gifted these amazing powers for no reason. I can’t give up now, not when we have the chance to figure out what’s going on in the world. I need to stop being so dramatic, Oliver thought. 

			Saria’s stone stopped glowing, and her hands returned to normal. 

			“Tobias was right,” Oliver said. “Each of our gems has a unique ability. Mine heals wounds. Yours shoots lightning. Jasper’s creates dragon-fire. We just need to figure out how to use them when we want to.” He thought back to when his dragonstone activated outside of Blankridge. “Mine definitely responds to music or vibrations. I hummed a tune, and it healed my burn. I think if I can find the right tune, I’ll be able to heal at will.” 

			“Yes, and I have to make sure not to zap everyone when the next storm hits.” Saria laughed. “Time to go back inside for now.” She took a moment to regain her bearings because her heart was still pounding and that feeling of light-headedness hadn’t left. She checked her hands again to make sure they were safe to take inside. 

			When they approached the door, Oliver noticed that the second container from the ship was sitting next to it, under the awning. “I guess Kyrin did run off with the boat.”

			“He’s gone?” Saria furrowed her brow. “At a time like this?”

			“Both him and the ship are missing. The second crate is here, so it makes me think that he left of his own volition.”

			“If he ever comes back, he’s getting an earful.” Saria frowned.

			Oliver shook the rain off himself like a dog. It would take a while to dry his clothes completely. They made their way to Saria’s bedroom, lugging the crate between them, and placed the container in one corner. 

			They opened it and found a couple of waterproof skins sewn together to make a bag. Peering into one of them, Oliver saw that it contained assorted bundles of fine clothes: silk, satin, soft wool. Other bags were present as well—and a note.

			I have taken the ship back to Nebelgard. I have some pressing matters to attend to regarding the king. I will return by dawn. Do not worry about me. I will make it back alive.

			- Kyrin.

			P.S. Don’t yell at me when I return, Saria.

			“Didn’t expect that…well, sort of,” Oliver mused, a little worried.

			“He’ll be fine. He’s like a cockroach. He’ll survive anything. Probably will outlive us all,” Saria said, but she still felt anxious. She did not show it, of course. “Some dry clothes are in here, and they’re high quality. This is not commoner’s clothing, I can say that much.”

			She grabbed an outfit from the container and walked into a side room, which was more like a closet, to change. She came out moments later in a yellow and black archer’s ensemble. 

			Oliver rummaged through a bag to try to find something that would fit his tall, lanky frame. He found black trousers, a vibrant zaffre jacket, a black shirt, and a white vest, all of which looked as though they’d fit him. “I’ll just borrow that room, thanks,” he said, going in to change.

			They fit, but the trousers were a little large on his waist. He secured them with a brown leather belt he had found in the same bag. 

			“I think I prefer my gray tunic for the simplicity. This is a little too highbrow for my tastes, but it’s nice to be in some dry clothes.” 

			They brought the crate out to the main table in the living room. Jasper was reading through some of the grimoires that Tobias had provided. 

			“We have good news and bad news,” Oliver stated matter-of-factly.

			“I’ll take the bad news first,” Jasper said, a blank expression on his face. He glanced at Oliver and Saria’s clothing. “Nice outfits, by the way. Are we going to the fair?” 

			“No. The bad news is: Kyrin ran off with our ship on some silly mission.” 

			“I was expecting pirates or something, but that works too. The good news?”

			“The good news is that Kyrin left us the second container, and it contains clean clothes, among other things. Astrid gave us a stock of supplies for the journey.”

			“That’s wonderful. Our first order of business, however, is to find Kyrin.” 

			“He left a note saying he would be back before dawn.” Oliver handed him the piece of paper. 

			Jasper read the note, then sat back. “Well, it looks like he doesn’t need—or want—our help. I trust him to keep his word. We need to have faith in our companions. This is, I suppose, just something he needs to do.” 

			Kyrin was a man of action. He did not wait for others to catch up. If he saw something wrong, he would try to fix it right away, even if it meant risking his own life. He seemed cold and uncaring on the exterior, but Jasper knew that there was a good man inside. 

			“You’re right. He can handle himself,” Saria said. 

			***

			Oliver sat on the bed, turning his dragonstone in his hand. What made this thing tick? Oliver hummed a tune, one that he’d heard being sung while people worked. 

			Nothing. 

			He tried something sad. 

			Still nothing. 

			He gripped the gem in his fist, humming something that sounded creepy, matching the depressing weather outside. 

			In his hand, the gem pulsated. It did not light up but seemed to quiver instead. 

			“I knew you could do it,” he said.


		

	
		
			13 – When You Met the New You
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			This is it for me. I screwed up, Kyrin thought. 

			It felt like he was falling in slow motion—as if time had forgotten to do its job. The stars twinkled brightly in the night sky, unaware of his existence. 

			The fragments of glass reflected the half-moon. He could see pieces of himself in the tiny mirrors, like different facets of his personality. A surreal experience—he was about to die, but he noticed the smallest details. Maybe he hadn’t appreciated the beauty of life until now. If so, it didn’t matter any longer.

			Kyrin closed his eyes, ready to discover what came beyond this ephemeral life. 

			The memories ingrained in him began to surface. His victories, his mistakes. One of his flaws was that he always dwelt on the negatives. Perhaps he would be forgiven for the wrongs he had done, even if he could not forgive himself. 

			His gem flashed, then shone brightly as he impacted the ground with a crunch. 

			Kyrin opened his eyes and found he was encased in a rocky cocoon. Most of the hard, stony shell had crumbled when he hit the ground, but the many breakable layers cushioned most of the force. It had formed around him a second before he had made contact with the ground. 

			He kicked a hole through the rocky interior, then cleared the remaining chunks with his hands. Well, I’m not dead. My gem somehow saved my life. 

			Looking up, he saw that no one was standing by the shattered window above. The slave quarters were nearby. 

			This could be my chance to save them. Everyone thinks I’m dead.

			Kyrin made haste to the slave quarters and smashed the lock with the hilt of his sword. “Come with me! This is your opportunity to escape.” 

			The slaves didn’t move, unsure if this was really happening. They were numb after years of captivity and hard labor, and freedom seemed like a distant dream. Could they really trust a stranger coming to them with promises such as these, or was it a ruse?

			Kyrin walked inside, taking note of their conditions. Some of the inhabitants were elderly, some very young. No proper beds to be found, with barely enough room to sleep. Only straw mats on the ground with sheets shared between multiple people. 

			Maybe if he told them who he was, they would be more inclined to listen to him. 

			“There are ships in the dock. One is big enough for all of you. Head to Westerfeld. You’ll find plenty of work there. Start your lives over again. I’m one of the Named, Kyrin.”

			“The Named? My mother used to tell me stories of the Named, of their exploits in the past. Of their values, their bravery.” A slave perked up, looking at Kyrin with admiration. 

			“We should go with him. There’s no future for us here,” another slave said excitedly as he stood. 

			“This is not an opportunity that we should pass up,” said an elderly man with weathered skin and kind eyes. He seemed to have sway with the others. 

			“Do any of you know how to sail?” Kyrin asked.

			“Yes, I come from a family of fishermen,” one slave said, raising his hand.

			“Good, you will command the ship.” Then Kyrin dashed outside toward the ships to scout out the area, making sure it was clear. 

			He came back to the quarters. “If any of you want to stay, you can. The rest come with me. The coast is clear.” 

			A young boy, around the age of fourteen, handed Kyrin a shark tooth necklace. 

			“My mother told me that this would bring me luck, and it has. I won’t need it anymore, but you might.” The boy gave him a smile. 

			“Why are you here at such a young age?”

			“I was sold to pay off my father’s debt, according to my mother. She told me the bracelet would keep me safe until I can return to her.” 

			Kyrin looked down at the talisman. It was made of red braided rope and had a single shark tooth hanging from it. A beacon of hope based on a lie. The boy’s mother would have known that her son wasn’t coming back. However, it still allowed the boy to endure his hardship. Kyrin didn’t believe much in superstition, but he would hold on to this charm because it was the child’s wish. 

			After the last of the slaves boarded the ship, he waved them off. “Good luck out there, mates. Tell me your stories the next time we meet.” 

			Kyrin embarked on his own ship, setting sail with a following wind that seemed intent on rushing southwestward, to Tobias’ island. He leaned against the wall, feeling the extent of his injuries for the first time. The gash in his back, the arrow that still protruded from his chest. His legs were still aching from the earlier jump. Was it worth it? Almost dying to save a group of slaves? He then remembered their smiles, the exuberant joy on their faces. Maybe he was a good person after all. He chuckled quietly at the thought, but his lungs hurt from the action.

			Back to that magician’s cove. There was a quest that needed to be completed. He hoped his comrades wouldn’t be too livid about his unannounced departure. 


		

	
		
			14 – Competitive Spirit
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			Saria marked another day off of her calendar. It was Monday at last, the day before the annual tournament. She had drawn two crossed swords on tomorrow’s date to indicate the event. 

			She hopped up and down in place to get herself prepared, then ran to her room. Her bed was still unmade, the covers in disarray. Her favorite wooden top, with its colorful bands of red and green, sat on her nightstand. After giving it a quick spin, she threw herself to the floor and pulled her bow and quiver out from under the bed. The last day to practice before the big moment. She was finally old enough to participate, and she was going to make sure that she came home with the victor’s spoils. 

			The promised rewards included an all-expenses-paid combat course at the number one training academy in the region. They were said to be strict, but those who managed to complete training would be prepared for any eventuality. On top of that, the winner would receive a significant monetary sum, one that could pay for a hoard of gear, food, or whatever one needed. 

			You’re going to win this, Saria. You’re a natural, she told herself while walking to the yard. A few paper targets were attached to trees or fence posts at varying distances from her shooting spot. Glass jars hung from the clotheslines, giving her a variety of objects to shoot. She had been practicing every day for the last year, making sure her aim was as close to perfect as humanly possible.

			Fast and accurate, with a little flair added in for style. That was the goal. 

			She readied her bow, nocking an arrow. Drawing and releasing, the arrows struck their marks in quick succession. The jars shattered upon contact. She had one target left when she heard movement behind her. She spun with her bow drawn. 

			“Easy there. You could poke someone’s eye out with that.” Jasper raised his hands. “I was going to wait ‘till after you were done to speak. I didn’t want to interrupt.” 

			“You’re up early.” Saria placed the weapon on her back. 

			“Yes, I thought I’d come down to see how you were doing. You nervous?” 

			“Not at all.” She smiled. 

			“As you should be. I would enter, but Charis said, Jasper, I don’t want you getting in harm’s way for a gold coin or two.”

			“You should have told her that it’s a lot more than a few coins.” 

			“I did, but she didn’t listen.” Jasper shrugged. “Oh well, I made a bet with Oliver about who would win, so you better perform.”

			“Of course, of course. I have a good idea who Oliver voted for. He really is such an idolizer of his.”

			“Actually, he said he wanted to pick you, but someone has to stick up for Kyrin because he’s the dark horse in the competition.”

			“Uh-huh, whatever.” 

			“Did you want to have lunch with me? We have some extra food today.” 

			“Sure. Better your mom’s cooking than mine.” She shuddered. “Father was the chef.” A solemn expression painted her face, and she glanced down. 

			“Let’s get going, Jasper. I’m hungry.” She grabbed Jasper’s hand, looking cheerful now.

			***

			“Did you even practice at all?” Saria stood at the entrance of Kyrin’s room, tapping her foot impatiently. 

			“Sort of.” He yawned, sitting up lazily, scratching behind his ear. “I thought I had more time. Guess I lost track of the days.”

			“As usual.” Saria turned around. “I’ll be outside. Don’t take too long.”

			“Yes, yes, Mother,” he said, throwing off his blanket and getting his clothes and practice armor ready. He sighed as she walked away. That girl was always so bossy. Why did she care if he was on time for the tournament or not? Not like it should matter to her.

			To be honest, he had been sleeping in because his father had forced him to practice more than he had liked. Kyrin had no personal ambition to win the tournament, but his father was living vicariously through him, goading him on to achieve victory.

			Of course, he would not be there to spectate, as he was off on some trip. His father was never there to witness most of his important events, but still expected the best performance regardless. 

			Maybe one day his father would be there for him, but he didn’t have high hopes. 

			When he arrived at the front of her house a few minutes later, Saria was waiting by the door, along with Jasper and Oliver.

			Oliver greeted Kyrin with a warm smile. “You’ll do great today.” 

			“I appreciate your support, but I think it’s misplaced.”

			“True. We all know who’s going to win,” Saria said, leading the way to the sign-in area. The competition grounds were repurposed from a swath of unused farmland, which was cordoned off every year to allow the setting up of the different trials. The elders of the city council, a balding man and a portly woman, were seated at a short table.

			“Name and weapon choice?” asked the man, holding a pad of paper.

			“Saria. Bow and dagger.” 

			“The bow will be on the third rack. The daggers are on the first table. Brackets will be posted on the board.” He pointed in the general direction of the equipment. 

			The woman stood, walking with Saria to the weapon stands and informing her of their proper usage for the assessment. 

			There were to be multiple trials, such as the obstacle course, the ranged trial, and the elimination tournament. 

			Kyrin signed up next, citing the short-sword and the shield. He noticed Jasper and Oliver’s inquisitive gazes. “I’m no match for Saria in the ranged category so I need to defend myself.” 

			“Ohhh.” Oliver nodded.

			“Good luck out there,” Jasper said, examining a notice describing the point system. 

			Obstacle course:

			10 points for completion, 5 additional points for the win.

			Ranged trial:

			1 point per hit, 1 additional point per vital hit, 5 points for the win.

			Elimination tournament:

			5 points per round win, 5 additional points for final round win.

			***

			The course contained a series of challenges, which the participants would not know about until they completed each consecutive obstacle. Spectators lined up along the side of the track—friends, family, townsfolk.

			Saria took her position, eyeing Kyrin, who was two spots away, on the end. Even if I lose this race, I can beat him in the ranged trial. Nothing to worry about. 

			She sized up the first obstacle, a towering wooden wall with thick ropes hanging down from the top. A rough estimate placed it at thirty feet tall. She made a quick plan in her head while everyone readied up. 

			The starter raised the flag, then began counting down from three.

			When he reached one, he dropped the flag, and the contestants were off. The wall was a dozen paces ahead. 

			Kyrin reached the wall first, grabbing the rope and boosting himself up. His head start allowed him to gain a small distance before the others began climbing. When he reached the top, he paused for a second to scope out the field. The next challenge was one where they needed to crawl underneath a raised wooden stage. He looked down, and it only then dawned on him how high he really was. There were no ropes on the other side, just a wide net to catch him. He gulped, feeling uneasy. 

			While he had hesitated, the others had caught up. He turned and saw Saria perched at the summit. She met his gaze and then winked at him, before jumping off without a second thought. 

			She quickly clambered out of the net and proceeded to dive under the wooden boards. The others followed behind her. 

			He would definitely lose the race if he waited any longer, so Kyrin shut off his brain and closed his eyes. He stepped forward, pretending there was a floor in front of him, and he fell. The net caught him with ease, and he looked up. Another participant was preparing to jump, so he got out of the way as fast as he could. 

			He didn’t look forward to crawling in the dirt, but some things he had no say in. Or did he? 

			The wooden boards seemed stable, and the rules didn’t specifically say how they had to complete each obstacle. On either side were slabs of stone bricks on which the boards were resting. 

			Saria was already almost done crawling across, so he stepped onto the first slat and broke into a sprint, running along the top. He made it to the other side in a few seconds. Behind him, he could hear Saria yelling unpleasantries from under the boards.

			There was a rectangular area filled with muddy water. Smooth, somewhat flat rocks stuck out from the surface, spaced a good distance apart. The first rock was a couple of feet from the edge. Kyrin took a running start and closed the gap, landing firmly without much difficulty. He let the momentum carry him, leaping from step to step. When he reached the last rock, he saw that the ledge was a bit farther than the previous jumps.

			***

			The end of the crawling section was drawing near. She was in the lead by a good margin, all thanks to Kyrin’s hesitation. Then she heard the rapid footsteps passing overhead, causing the boards to shudder underneath someone’s feet. 

			“What the—” she muttered, focusing on moving forward as fast as she could. The person above passed her and landed on the other side. 

			She recognized those boots as Kyrin’s.

			“You—” Saria yelled things her mother would not appreciate. 

			When she got out, Kyrin was already halfway across the rock-jumping segment. Taking a few steps back, she ran forward, bounding across the first divide. She kept track of Kyrin out of the corner of one eye while making the jumps, trying to close with his path. 

			What was he doing now? There was no way he’d make it from that far away. Maybe it wasn’t so wise to follow him. Perhaps he was trying to save time by skipping the path on the right, or he didn’t notice it. 

			She veered to the right, taking the branching path. 

			Then she heard the splash. 

			***

			Oh, shite, this route was a dead end, Kyrin thought. The rock to his right was closer to the end of this challenge than the one on which he stood, but now it was out of reach. 

			Well, I’ll just go for it. I’d lose too much time if I backtrack. 

			He had enough space to take a few steps back. He lunged forward, taking off right at the tip of the rock.

			Kyrin landed with one foot on the target rock and the other dropping into the water with a splash. He wobbled backward, then steadied himself. 

			***

			Not the kind of fall she had hoped for, but it would do. Saria made it to the last step, hopping up onto the ledge without much issue. She wasn’t that far behind now, because Kyrin had been slowed down trying to make the last jump. 

			A few sets of balance beams lay across the gap between the stone-jumping challenge and the next, with a pool of murky water below. She had practiced this on her own to be confident in her ability. Saria raced across the beam, arms extended, while Kyrin was taking it one step at a time. 

			Next up, rows of knee-height fences. She hurdled over them, but the effects of the race were catching up to her. Her chest tightened up, her breaths coming out quicker. 

			Can’t give up now, you’re in the lead. A sort of responsibility rode on her shoulders, even though it was self-imposed. Her mother had told her that even if she didn’t win, her effort was all that mattered. 

			But she needed to prove something, so there was no way she was going down without a fight. 

			She came upon some rope netting suspended above a mud—filled pit. She reached out with one hand and grasped the net, then moved her body forward, using her other hand to grab the next section, and alternated, her arms becoming more fatigued with each motion. 

			Kyrin was only a few seconds behind, already attempting this challenge. She could tell he was closing in on her by the shaking of the net. 

			***

			The end was in sight. All she had to do was swing across a narrow gully, using one of the hanging ropes, and alight safely on the platform. Saria coated her hands in some of the powder that was available in the cup to the side, so she wouldn’t lose her grip. Kyrin’s footsteps were approaching quickly, so she clutched the rope and swung to the other end.

			But she didn’t get enough distance, due to her lack of a running start. She swung back toward the beginning, then corrected her error with a good running start. 

			Kyrin swung as well, but he had started while Saria was swinging backward. He also did not have adequate range, as far as she could tell, but instead of trying again, he sprang from the rope before it could begin its reverse arc. 

			Flailing through the air, he tumbled to the ground, kicking up dust and dirt. 

			Saria was so shocked, she almost didn’t get off her rope. Landing gracefully on the platform, she let out a loud sigh. 

			A close race, but one ultimately ending in defeat for her. 

			“Good win, Kat,” she said, helping him up, “even though you cheated on that one part.”

			“If it’s not against the rules, it’s not unfair.” He was about to compliment her on her performance but decided against it. “As Jasper always says, anything goes on the battlefield, or something.” 

			“Right. Enjoy victory while it lasts because I’m coming for you in the ranged trial.” Saria smirked, walking away. 

			A satisfied smile crossed Kyrin’s mouth for a second. He had his one win, all he needed to prove to his father that he had been putting in his maximum effort. Saria would have more use for the prize money, anyway. His father would most likely spend the earnings on more booze. 

			***

			“What’s wrong with you?” Saria whispered, looking at him with anger. Or was it concern?

			“My aim is off today.” Kyrin shrugged, taking another throwing knife in his hand and facing the farthest target, a man-like figure made from straw.

			“Listen here. I know that’s not the case. Your aim is never off.” Saria elbowed him. “Start trying or I’ll be mad. I hate being handed a win.”

			“I never said I wasn’t trying.” 

			“You missing horribly is enough of an indicator.”

			“Yes, yes. Whatever you say.” Kyrin twirled the knife, then narrowed his eyes at the straw man. He raised his arm, elbow cocked, and held his breath. He stepped forward and released the knife as his arm straightened out. The dagger thunked into the head of the mannequin. 

			Two knives were left. The first struck the target square in the chest, and the other in its neck. 

			Saria would still win because she had not missed any shots, but Kyrin had gained a good number of points from his hits. 

			The updated scoreboard was posted a few minutes after everyone had finished the ranged trial. 

			Leaderboards:

			Saria – 25 points

			Kyrin – 21 points 

			“I would have felt better if I had won that on my own.” Saria patted Kyrin on the shoulder. “Bring your best to the elimination tournament. I’m counting on it. I’m going to get some water. See you later.” 

			“Sure,” he said as she left. Saria confused him. She wanted to win, but still got upset when he did not put in his best effort. He knew how hard she practiced, and what this meant to her. She was always trying to right the wrongs done to her family, and this was her way of proving herself, which he admired. 

			Then he felt a rough hand on his arm. 

			His father, with his bedraggled dark hair and long beard, looked down at him. 

			“How come you to be here?” Kyrin asked, surprised that his father was even present at an event. 

			“Don’t worry about that, boy. What you should be worried about is your lackluster presentation during the ranged trial. I know you were letting that girl win.”

			“No, I just missed.”

			“I could see it in your form. You were trying to miss.” He glared at Kyrin, his gaze piercing right through him. “Don’t bugger this, boy, or it’ll mean trouble.”

			Kyrin gulped. He knew exactly what trouble meant.


		

	
		
			15 – Magician’s Test
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			Tobias rummaged through a rucksack. His study room overflowed with scrolls, books, and pages of parchment. Obscure inscriptions were carved into the stone floor. 

			“So, you know the basics of arcana, yes?” Tobias asked. 

			“Yes, it is a naturally occurring energy that can be channeled to manipulate the world around you,” Jasper said.

			“More or less. There are different schools of magic, manipulation being the most commonly studied.” 

			Jasper nodded. 

			“At any rate, these scrolls can hold a fair amount of arcana. I have written the script with a special ink made from lacresnake venom, which has arcana-binding properties. It allows for the scroll to be used without arcana input from the user, releasing the spell once the words are read aloud.” He pulled out a small bottle filled with a luminescent yellow liquid. He dipped a finger, brought it up to his mouth, then licked off the substance. He smacked his lips as he tasted it. “Still potent.”

			He took a blank scroll and began writing on it with a well-worn quill. 

			Jasper raised a finger to ask a question, then decided not to. 

			Tobias finished writing after a few minutes and set the scroll aside to dry. “I would greatly appreciate it if you could power up these scrolls with your dragonstones’ arcana—they store nearly infinite amounts, so it should be no drain at all on them.”

			“Right, our payment for your hospitality.” 

			“These scrolls are meant to collect arcana passively. If a source is kept near them long enough, they will draw arcana into their fibers until they are at capacity.”

			Jasper took off his necklace and placed the amulet next to the scroll. After a few moments, his gem began glowing, and a red light escaped from the dragonstone, seeping into the scroll.

			“Ah, that reminds me. I need to figure out how to create a self-activating scroll.” Tobias set the scroll on the table. “This one creates a barrier, similar to that of most first-rate mages, but I feel in a combat situation, reading the words aloud would take far too long. Oh well, a matter for another time.”

			Tobias went over the sheets that were lining the table. “The ‘scroll of affection’ seemed to have no effect. Needs another iteration. Antidote scroll’s effectiveness unclear, as there was no occasion to test it.”

			He took one of the scrolls, then tossed it in the bin. “The ‘door holder’ spell needs a complete rework.”

			“Is that the one that keeps the door in place as if it’s locked?”

			“Yes.” 

			“Locking the door probably has the same effect.”

			“Indeed.”

			Tobias examined another scroll, then placed it back on the table. “This one is from Eira. The bridge duration does need some adjustment, but that will have to be later.”

			Jasper held up a small box, about the size of a coin. “What does this do?”

			“Oh, that’s a ‘voice changer,’ as I like to call it.”

			“Voice…changer?”

			“Exactly as it sounds. Just put it inside your collar. Press a finger to it to activate it.”

			Jasper did as instructed, then pushed on the box lightly. “Did it work?”

			He surprised himself with his own voice, which came out distorted and gravelly. The pitch was much lower than a normal human’s voice. 

			 Saria, who hadn’t been paying much attention, jumped at the sound, nearly dropping the dagger she was playing with. “What the—”

			“Sorry.” Jasper laughed, still not used to his voice. His laugh came out sounding like a revenant lord or something of the sort. He pressed the changer again to revert his voice back to normal and put it back where he had found it. 

			Tobias grabbed the pair of scrolls on the farthest end of the lineup. 

			“These should be interesting.” He looked at Saria, who was helping herself to another sweet roll from the tray. 

			“Miss, I’ll need your help with this next set of scrolls. It’ll be the last, I promise.”

			“Great. I don’t know if I could take any more of this…no offense.” 

			“None taken. Now stand on that mark over there. Jasper, you stand across from her.”

			He handed a scroll to each of them. 

			“Read yours first, miss.”

			“I have a name, y’know.”

			“My apologies. Please read yours first, Saria.” 

			She read off the words crafted in the ancient language. 

			The scroll glowed as the arcana lifted off the page. Then it swirled around, disappearing into Saria’s arm. 

			“Wait, what happened?”

			“If this worked, then you will answer any question that is asked, no matter how you feel about it.”

			“This seems like a violation of my personal rights.”

			“Jasper has the counter-spell. He can cancel it at any time. But first, let’s test out a total of three questions.”

			She glanced at Jasper. “Don’t ask anything weird.”

			“Well, the questions should be somewhat personal and perhaps even uncomfortable,” Tobias said with forced nonchalance.

			“Alright. Let’s see.” Jasper placed a finger to his chin, thinking. “What do you hate the most about me, if anything?”

			“I hate how nice you are. It’s somewhat annoying. You could be rude to me and tell me off sometimes, but you never do so, actually.” She covered her mouth for a second, then put her hand down. “Sorry.”

			“Oh, uh…I see.” He looked at Tobias, who shrugged. “Hm. What do you miss the most about your childhood?”

			“My father.” Saria blinked. “Ugh. That was a terrible question.”

			“Saria, do you feel like you’ve answered these queries truthfully and almost without hesitation?” Tobias asked. 

			“Yes. There—that’s the third question. We’re done.” 

			“I suppose a deal is a deal, even though that wasn’t supposed to count. Jasper, please activate your scroll.”

			Jasper recited the phrase.

			Tobias nodded along, then stopped. “Wait. I think—”

			He took the scroll from Jasper and looked it over. “Wrong one.”

			“Are terrain you me that could benefit with a splash of pepper and green?” Saria said, a confused look on her face. 

			“Mm, definitely the word scrambler. Not the counter-truth spell.”

			“You need bigger nests fruit triangle tell.”

			“Just hold on. I’m going to fetch the nullifier.” Tobias ran off. 

			“Mist slender irritating trick righteous onyx.”

			“Saria, please stop talking.” Jasper sat back in his chair, closing his eyes. 

			“I cantaloupe design water ill wash.” 

			***

			“The enchantments should have worn off by now.” Tobias smiled awkwardly. “Sorry about that little mishap earlier.”

			“It’s fine. I think I’m back to normal.” Saria went back to the kitchen to fix herself a plate of leftovers. After taking a big helping of stew, she walked off toward her room. “I think I’m going to head to bed soon.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Jasper noticed Tobias had already returned to his studies in the cellar, so he took an idle gander at the book that was sitting beside him. It was a compilation of short stories from the Book of The Named. He had believed it all to be fairytales in the past, but now he felt there was some truth to them. 

			He returned to where he had left off—the attack on Greymark, as told by one of the town’s oldest storytellers. 

			Before he could get situated, he heard something crash into the front door.


		

	
		
			16 – Consequences 
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			Jasper put down his book, looking at the entrance. “Who’s there?”

			No response.

			He stood, reaching for his sword that was resting against the wall. He took it in hand, then strode quietly to the entrance.

			He opened the door, slowly, sword at the ready. Someone came barreling through. Kyrin, drenched in rain and gravely wounded, collapsed onto the floor. A broken arrow shaft stuck out of his chest, and a deep laceration ran across his back. 

			Saria came running out of her room. Jasper helped prop Kyrin against the wall. 

			“Oliver!” Saria called, pushing Kyrin’s hair out of his face.

			Oliver rushed out and knelt next to them. 

			“You need to use your gem to heal him. Please hurry.” 

			Oliver took his necklace off and placed his crystal on Kyrin’s back. He closed his eyes. 

			Jasper stood back, tapping his foot nervously. “We should have gone after him. I made the wrong decision.”

			Kyrin fell deeper into unconsciousness.

			Oliver hummed every tune that came to mind, but the dragonstone did not react to any of them. 

			***

			Kyrin’s mother stood there, holding a sapling in her hands. She smiled and handed it to him. “Place it in here and then fill up the hole with dirt. Make sure the base is fully covered, my dear.” 

			“Got it,” he said.

			“This sapling, even though it is frail and weak right now, will grow into a towering, mighty oak tree one day. Just remember, even if your outer shell hardens and becomes thick and rough like bark, don’t forget to let other people in. You need to cherish the time you have with others and make sure never to let go of your inner kindness. Time will weather you, but never lose who you truly are.” She ruffled his hair and walked toward the house. “I’m going to get you a snack for all your hard work today.”

			Kyrin smiled. She always knew the right thing to say and could inspire him to be the best person possible. His father was never around, so he did not know him that well. He worked most of the time and when he did manage to find time to come home, he was usually drunk and in a sour mood. So, Kyrin only interacted with his mother. 

			As his mother was about to enter the house, the surroundings disappeared. In the darkness, a lone spotlight shone on that familiar wooden pillar. The billowing dust entered his nostrils. 

			He knelt, his hand trembling as he touched a finger to the pool of blood underneath the pillar, unable to stop the tears from flowing. 

			The emerald dragonstone lay in the crater. It gleamed brightly as he looked upon it, the verdant glow a reminder of what he had lost.

			***

			Kyrin’s eyes shot open in reaction to the nightmare. He jumped out of bed, disoriented. This turned out to be a bad move, as he fell to the floor in none-too-graceful a fashion. Groaning, he rubbed the back of his head and closed his eyes for a couple of seconds, then stood.

			Unshuttering the windows, he was greeted by an onslaught of morning sunshine. Kyrin squinted, his eyes trying to adjust to the brightness. 

			He staggered out of the room, crashing into the wall before continuing. 

			Oliver’s voice came from the hallway. “Kyrin, are you up? You should rest.” 

			Kyrin looked down to see his upper torso swathed in bandages. The arrow in his chest had been removed. He didn’t feel much of the pain anymore. 

			“Oliver, did you use your strange healing magic on me? I feel nine thousand and one times better than I did.” 

			“Yes, I figured out the tune I needed this time. The dragonstone seems to immediately heal some of the wound and then accelerate the rest of the process. So, when you rest, it gets healed much quicker,” Oliver said.

			“Well, thank you.” Kyrin patted him on the back. “I owe you a drink.”

			“What, exactly, were you doing out there? If you don’t mind me asking.” 

			“I went on a little mission to have a civil discussion with the king of Nebelgard and ‘ask’ him to release the slaves. He ended up being less reasonable than I expected.” He touched his hand to his chest, where the arrow had pierced him. A scar was there now, and it felt sore, but there was no pain otherwise. “Your magic is really something else. Glad to have you on the team.”

			“Try not to lose any limbs, though. I don’t think I can fix that.” 

			“Don’t worry. This was a unique circumstance. No more solo excursions for me.”

			“Good. We need you in one piece.” 

			“We need to leave. Now.” Jasper came running in, looking flustered. “Welcome back, by the way.”

			“What’s going on?” Kyrin asked, still not fully awake.

			“I don’t have time to explain. Get your things and we’re leaving. Tell Saria.” Jasper grabbed one of the containers and sped off toward the boat. 

			Oliver sensed the urgency and picked up his quarterstaff and the other container. “Kyrin, go inform Saria, please.”

			Kyrin groaned, walking to the main hall. “Saria? We need to go. Get over here or we’re leaving without you.”

			Saria came out from the kitchen with a sweet roll in her mouth. “Wha?” She sloshed it down with her drink and slung a bag over her shoulder. “Glad to see you’re doing all right. You had me worried.” She adjusted the strap and said, “Tobias gave us a few scrolls with built-in spells and such for our journey. He’s in the cellar doing another one of his rituals.” 

			“That’s great.” He looked out the window, seeing a ship approaching over the horizon. “Oh damn, I see why Jasper’s in such a hurry.” 

			The group rushed out of the magician’s house, running down the hill with their equipment in tow. They tossed the containers onto the deck, then prepared the ship for launch. 

			“Where to?” Oliver asked while unfurling the red sails. 

			Jasper eyed the map. “If we go due east, we should be able to hit the shore of the Mirrored Wastes. We can leave the ship there and evade our pursuers in the desert. Also, one of the dragon temples is located there.” 

			“Great, the desert. Always wanted to visit the Mirrored Wastes. I wanted to experience how hot hell was,” Kyrin said.

			Their gems started glowing as they set the ship into motion. 

			The other vessel, its black sails taut in a following wind, approached the cove, bearing Malchior and his crew. 

			***

			Malchior had spotted Kyrin when he was leaving Nebelgard, but wisely decided to hang back as Kyrin returned from his mission, leading them right to the island.

			“They’ll reach the Mirrored Wastes before we do,” Malchior said, seeing them tack sharply out of the cove and head toward the desert. He turned to his archers. “Fire your arrows at the man steering their ship.” 

			They nodded and prepared their bows. 

			Then waited a day, a night, and most of the next day as the Named’s vessel matched their speed knot for knot. As the ships approached the Mirrored Wastes, the wind began to fail the first ship and the gap between them closed. The archers aimed at Jasper.

			***

			An arrow struck the mast of the ship. 

			Jasper cried out, “Saria! Deal with the archers!”

			Saria nodded and moved to the stern of the boat. She nocked an arrow and killed an archer with her first shot. 

			An arrow went flying past her face, barely missing. 

			That was close, she thought as she readied another arrow. 

			The arrow had hit Jasper, instead, in his right arm. He lost control of the ship, sending it crashing into land. The ship groaned and wood splintered upon impact. 

			Saria lost her balance and fell straight into the water. 

			The remaining archers were still firing off arrows at the crew. 

			Jasper grunted, pulling the arrow out. He was unable to move his arm. 

			Kyrin and Oliver disembarked, pulling Saria on to the shore.

			“Good thing it was only knee-deep, or you would have drowned.” Oliver looked back to see the mercenary ship still a fair distance away. 

			She coughed up the water in her throat. “I wasn’t ready for that.” 

			Jasper slowly climbed down. “I won’t be much help without my arm. If we’re quick, we can get some distance on them.”

			The sun beat down with relentless ferocity as the Named sprinted, then jogged, then slowed to a walk in the seemingly endless dry sands of the interior.

			They reached the top of a sand dune, a perfect vantage point from which to gauge the enemy’s positions.

			“Oliver, can you give us a scouting report?” 

			“Aye, that I can, boss,” Oliver said, climbing atop a sandy boulder. “All right, the bad guys are still getting off their ship, but the first of them are headed our way. As for numbers, there—”

			A rumbling came from under him as the rock started moving. A pair of reddish claws emerged from the sand as a shelled crustacean, wide as a barn, rose from the depths. Oliver lost his balance and fell into the sand, kicking clouds into the air. The gargantuan crab’s beady eyes peered at Oliver with suspicion, and it snapped its claws threateningly at him. 

			“Desert crabs are very aggressive when you disturb them,” Jasper said, backing away. “We don’t have time to fight it.” 

			Kyrin rammed his shoulder into the back of the crab, sending it sliding down the dune toward the mercenaries leaving their ship. “Those guys can deal with it,” he said, with a crooked smile. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Oliver knocked some sand out of his ears and joined the group as they headed farther into the desert.

			Shouts could be heard in the distance as the mercenaries encountered the enormous, armored, and now irate crab. 


		

	
		
			17 – Hidden in Plain Sight
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			“I think I am actually melting. Someone put me down.” Kyrin panted, wiping his face with his shirt for the hundredth time. 

			“We ran out of water hours ago,” Oliver said, tipping the empty leather costrel. Not a single drop fell out.

			Oliver’s gem started blinking a few moments later. He turned to Saria to see if she was doing all right and noticed that his stone’s flashing intervals had become less frequent. He turned back toward the north and it flickered at a faster pace. “I think my gem is trying to tell us something.”

			He walked forward, following the pulses, which became more rapid as he continued. Eventually, the gem slowed down, so he turned, and it resumed its rate. 

			After about an hour more of walking, he saw something in the distance. A tree, maybe? 

			Oliver blinked, and the tree was gone.

			He headed toward where he had seen the fleeting image.

			As they got closer, his gem became a flashing blur, but there was nothing to see. The blistering heat waves from the desert sun caused the air to ripple. He took one step forward, and suddenly, an entire pool of sparkling turquoise water appeared, encircled by a grove of palm trees and lush vegetation. A pristine image that seemed out of place in the barren landscape. 

			He took a step back, and the oasis was no longer visible. 

			“Wait a minute. I think we’ve found the Gifted Oasis,” Jasper said. “I translated one of the scrolls about this place. An illusion conceals it from afar, but no one knows who put it in place.” 

			Kyrin didn’t seem interested in the where-and-what, instead he ran forward and fell at the foot of the pool, gulping down a drink and then dunking his head into the water. “I love you, Oliver.” Visible relief washed over his face.

			“The waters are said to have the power to heal wounds, and even the power to raise the recently departed,” Jasper said. “This place is just so hard to reach that there hasn’t been any solid evidence, just myths.” 

			“Well, hard to reach without a compass in the form of a dragonstone.” Oliver rejoined, laughing as he waded into the pool. 

			Jasper enjoyed the brief hiatus and drank a little, taking in the scenery. The bruises and cuts on his body vanished. His arm was no longer numb, and its full range of motion had returned to him. He felt refreshed, as if waking up from an extended slumber. 

			Oliver’s gem started glowing again as he went to scoop a handful of water to wash his face. When his hand came near the surface, the water floated up toward it. The particles suspended in the air, defying gravity. The droplets spiraled around his fingers for a moment, then fell back into the pool.

			The glow subsided. “I wish we knew of a way to actually control these powers,” he said, filling up a waterskin. 

			“That’s where the dragon shrines come into play. They should help us uncover the secrets behind the dragonstones,” Jasper said, leaning against a tree. “Let’s all get some rest in this wonderful shade.”

			Saria nodded. “I’m exhausted.”

			The sands swirled around the edge of the oasis, kicking up into a massive sandstorm. The wind buffeted against the border but did not pass through, stopped by a protective, invisible barrier. The tempest raged on outside.

			Kyrin looked at the sight in awe. “Glad we’re in here and not out in that mess.”

			They headed out after the storm subsided a while later, walking farther into the desert, following Jasper’s map. Scrawny mottled lizards scurried about, digging into the sand as they strode past. 

			Kyrin was walking in front of the group, but he stopped in his tracks after he conquered a medium-sized dune, gazing out into the distance.  

			“What is that?” Kyrin stared at the massive set of bones, so large that they could see it from two miles across the desert. The skeleton was about half as tall as the jagged mountains behind it. Twisted horns projected from its palace-sized skull. 

			Jasper trudged up the dune, taking his place next to Kyrin and squinted at the huge array of bones. “A dragon, possibly? From what I’ve read, they were big creatures, but not quite this sort of big, so I’m really not sure.” Jasper checked the map again. “We’re heading in the right direction though. I’m certain of it now that I see that skeleton. The shrine should be behind it.” 

			“As long as there isn’t anything else of that size around there, I’ll be fine.” 

			“Highly unlikely. Our environment cannot sustain creatures that massive anymore.”

			“Ah, yes. I see.” Kyrin nodded, speaking in a posh accent. “Carry on, then.” 

			***

			“This skull is bigger than our ship,” Jasper said, carefully touching a hand to the bone. 

			“A lot of things are bigger than our ship,” Kyrin said, “like your mother.”

			“Hah.” Jasper faked a laugh and returned to marveling at the interior of the skeleton. It provided ample shelter and shade. A few families could fit in here with relative ease. He wondered how a creature of this magnitude could have fallen, but then concluded that it was most likely due to old age, since time was the killer of all living things. 

			They continued past, ascending the twisting path that curved upward around the face of a low escarpment. Soon, they came upon a small doorway recessed into the mountainside. Collapsed stone pillars were strewn about the area, with two dragon-head statues on either side of the entrance.

			“I suppose this is it,” Jasper said, staring at the dark entryway.

			The crew started heading down the steps. Torches lined the walls, and they lit up as the group approached. Saria jumped a bit when the torches burned to life. 

			“All right, everyone be on guard. We don’t know what kind of traps could be here.” Jasper walked slow and deliberate. 

			The stairs led to a winding corridor, with the torches continuing to light their way. Decorated urns leaned against the walls. The corridor opened into a room with a high ceiling and a few wide steps leading to a lower area. A thick stone door engraved with the design of a sleeping dragon was set in the far wall, flanked by vibrant, beautifully painted murals on either side. Placed in the center of the door, a slot in the shape of a dragonstone.

			They approached the door, awed by the murals that retained their colors and details despite being centuries, maybe even millennia, old. The ancient language on them described events from the past, or maybe events that were yet to happen. The mural to the right of the door showed six people, exquisitely detailed except for their faces, whose features were not drawn. Six dragons of various colors floated above them. Over the dragons hovered the Oculus, a giant crystal colored in shades of red, blue, yellow, purple, and everything in between. The six individuals, clad in unique armor, possessed dragonstones corresponding to the hue of the dragon floating above them. One was a hooded ranger wielding a lightning bow. Another was a knight in white shining armor, equipped with a glowing sword. The others were equally as glorious. In one panel, they could be seen fighting against an invisible foe. Another had them engaging dragon-like creatures. One showed a fierce battle against a mysterious being shrouded in shadow. Other events were depicted as well, with the final panel ending with more text from the ancient language. 

			“That’s an awesome bow. I wish I had one like that,” Saria said. 

			“Too bad I can’t read most of it, but from the drawings, it seems like these were the Named of the past. Looks like they met an untimely demise,” Jasper said, with a touch of melancholy. 

			“Well, that’s not very uplifting,” said Kyrin, staring at the panel where the Named were fighting the dark figure enshrouded by shadows.

			Jasper looked closer at the paintings, noticing something odd. “Or not. The timelines diverge occasionally. The story branches at certain points, leading to different outcomes: success, failure, and sometimes a mix of both.” 

			Oliver did not say much as he admired the splendid artistry. 

			“There were six of them, but there are only four of us. Perhaps the Oculus picks a different number each time.” Jasper contemplated the mural for a while longer. “Let’s try opening the door now.”

			He removed his stone from the chain and placed it into the slot. The door rumbled but did not open. 

			Flame of Truth, I am glad you have found this place. Remember this saying, a voice echoed in his mind. It was different than his own inner voice, and definitely less subtle. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining things, but the voice felt real. It told him a specific phrase to utter when in danger. But first, you must reconstruct the Oculus using your dragonstones. This door will only unlock when the Oculus is whole.

			Jasper blinked. “We should make our way to the Spire as soon as possible and reconstruct the Oculus. Our dragonstones are the key to its revival.” 

			The others did not question his revelation—they left the temple without a further word, making their way out to the winding path that led back down to the humongous skeleton of the fallen creature, the bones casting long shadows now. The dunes took on a purplish hue as the sun disappeared behind the towering mounds of golden sand, the stars coming out of hiding.

			As the party settled in for the night, Oliver approached Jasper at an opportune moment and, keeping his voice low, said, “I’ve been thinking.”

			“That’s often a good thing, when you do that,” Jasper replied amiably.

			“Aye, it’s one of my finer skills,” Oliver replied. “But seriously—the Spire is at least another two days’ trek across this merciless desert, with no towns or point of respite we know of ‘twixt here and there. What if we were to return to the ship, stocking up on water at the Gifted Oasis on our way, and sail up the coast to Lucinus? It’s not nearly so mean a trek to the Spire from there, and we would arrive well-rested and well-provisioned after a night in Lucinus.” 

			“And if Malchior and his men await us at the ship? Or they have already departed, taking our ship back to Nebelgard with them? What then?”

			 “Then we’ll be no worse off for the knowing of it,” Oliver continued earnestly. “That will be one less enemy to worry over, we will know our route well—directly to the Gifted Oasis for water, thence to here and then over the escarpment without delay.”

			“I would be dubious of your motives for that plan, my friend, were you not proposing the possibility of another two days on a boat. See—you blanch at the very thought. Your motives are pure, and your plan has merit…but it all depends on what we find when we get back to the beach.”

			“So, we’ll be giving it a go?” Oliver could not hide the relief in his voice.

			“Aye, we’ll have a go at it,” Jasper replied. “As you pointed out, we’ll be no worse off come the worst case, and there’s much to gain if luck favors us.”

			The party slept well through a quiet night under the shelter of the huge bones, and received Oliver’s plan in the morning with marked enthusiasm—they apparently regarded the prospect of two more days’ trek across the desert with the same distaste Oliver felt for the rolling deck of a ship.

			The party made the return jaunt, marking well the few landmarks in the vicinity as they stopped to refresh at the Gifted Oasis, and from there easily finding their way back to where they had made landfall. There were two desiccated corpses and some fragments of giant desert crab on the beach—it looked to have been a draw ending in mutual retreats. Their ship was hard aground where they had left it—the tide must have been outgoing while Malchior’s men dealt with the crab, and after an ugly skirmish there were not enough able hands to drag her off the sand and split the crew to sail her home.

			The Named, having returned one day closer to the next tide, managed the task with some difficulty but considerably greater motivation. As the sun settled on the ocean horizon once more, they were tacking away from the beach and moving about to the northeast, headed for Lucinus.

			Even Oliver was pleased.


		

	
		
			18 – The Twin Isles
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			The ocean gave way into a small river that curved between some cliffs. The ship slowly meandered along—the Named party stood quietly on the main deck, watching the tree-lined banks slide silently by on each side. 

			Saria leaned over, looking at her reflection in the water, lit by only the moonlight. She stared at it for a long time, not thinking about anything. Millions of thoughts tried to come into her head, but she shoved them aside to listen to the silence. Saria never looked away, wanting to stay right where she was forever. A peaceful moment, but she knew the tranquility would be disrupted if she moved or spoke.

			Oliver blinked his eyes shut. He thought about sleeping, but he couldn’t sleep on a boat that was constantly rocking, shifting, and swaying. With a quiet groan, he dropped his head into his hands. 

			He kept his eyes firmly closed, breathing steadily through his nose. His stomach moved in counterpoint to the boat, and his head spun freely. It was not a lovely feeling.

			One hand fumbled blindly about his chest, and when it closed around his gem, his head and stomach soothed just a bit. He sighed in relief.

			Saria heard Oliver sighing—the sound cut through the silence like a knife through butter. “Oliver, are you all right?”

			Oliver lifted his head, peering blearily at Saria. “I’m all right.” He let his head fall back, resting against the boat’s rim. “I despise boats.”

			“I can tell.” She looked at him with a worried expression. 

			“I wish we could find somewhere to sleep. All this pitching about makes it impossible for me,” he said, running a hand through his hair. Unbeknownst to Oliver, the boat’s deck had ceased its incessant rolling the minute it entered the river. He was experiencing the other side of the seasickness coin.

			Kyrin sat huddled in a dark corner by himself, not saying a word. He looked up at the edge of the cliffs as they passed by. The trees swayed in the chilly night wind. 

			Then he saw something.

			A few people stood at the edge, but he could make out only their silhouettes.

			Suddenly, an arrow flew at his face. He turned just in time for the arrow to graze his cheek. Blood started flowing from the new cut.

			Saria scrambled for her bow as another arrow flew by. 

			Her face held an expression of both anger and annoyance. The ship rocked in a cross-current as it rounded a spit, causing her to lose balance and drop her bow. A familiar force surged through her fingertips. Point toward enemy, she thought, pointing a finger in the direction of the attackers. Lightning flew out of her extended finger. Saria managed to hit one of the archers in the leg, causing him to fall off the cliff and into the water with a loud splash. 

			Kyrin blinked at the sight, then sighed. He had no idea how to activate his own gem. 

			The enemies at the top of the cliff yelled out, retreating. 

			“I think that scared them away,” Oliver said, taking a seat. 

			“Were those cultists?” Jasper glanced back up, seeing that they had made it out of range of the enemy’s arrows.

			“Cultists?” Oliver shrugged. 

			“I’ve read stories about them. They seek to become one with nature, but they also kidnap children to join them.” 

			“They’re quite unfriendly.”

			Kyrin continued sitting in his dark corner, not saying a word.

			“Is something wrong?” Oliver asked, seeing the dejected Kyrin.

			“Well, considering I can’t make my gem work, I’m practically useless. Jasper’s got his fire. Saria just shot lightning. You’re capable of healing. What can I do? Maybe you all should complete the rest of the journey without me,” Kyrin said, sounding perfectly serious. “I’ll just cut off my hair, lay down my swords, and go home. I’m just holding you three back, anyway.” 

			“We need you to come with us. We can’t finish this without you,” Jasper said.

			“Saria has been right about me the whole time. I realize it and I don’t really feel like getting to the end and discovering I’m not the right person for the job.” Kyrin looked at her. “How does it feel to be right about scum like me, huh?”

			“Stop being moody and lighten up for once,” Saria said, then noticed the blood on his face. “Did you get hit?” Greeted with silence, she added, “But it’s not like I care at all.” 

			“Drop dead,” Kyrin said, poison on his tongue. 

			Saria backed up and looked away at the same time. She didn’t know what to say.

			Jasper glanced at Kyrin. “Harsh.”

			Saria didn’t say anything more. She had never seen Kyrin this way. She sat by herself, watching everyone.

			Kyrin noticed their reactions, but his mood didn’t change. He gazed at Saria for a short while.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” Saria said. “You’re acting really odd. What’s wrong with you?”

			“You’re blinder than I thought.” He looked away and moved to the other side of the ship, sitting with his hands wrapped about the railing stanchions.

			“Tell me what’s wrong.” She walked over and sat a pace from him. 

			“Saria,” he said quietly, glancing over at Jasper. 

			She followed his gaze, then looked back. She was, of course, confused, but that was normal for her.

			“Never mind,” Kyrin said, rising to his feet.

			Saria nodded. 

			“I understand if you don’t want to talk about it.” She stood up as well, but the boat jerked suddenly, and she stumbled closer to the edge. Without thinking, Kyrin grabbed her arm. Saria blinked and looked at him. Kyrin stared at her for a few moments.

			“What?” she asked, breaking the silence.

			Kyrin let go. “Sorry.” 

			“No, really, what?” She put her hand on the railing. “You never say anything to me unless it’s to be rude. Well, most of the time, anyway.”

			“You set the rules.” Kyrin’s voice was inflected with bitterness.

			“Oh, I’ll stop talking,” she said, noticing his tone. She looked away.

			“You made it clear years ago it couldn’t work,” he said quietly.

			Saria thought. “Oh, you mean when you had finished your training?”

			His eyes said yes, but he made no movement to suggest it was true.

			Saria understood. “I’m sorry.”

			“It isn’t your fault.” Kyrin dropped his gaze.

			“I’m still sorry. Really sorry.” She sighed, sitting back down. “I didn’t know you still remembered that.” 

			“I have a sharp mind for those kinds of things,” he replied. “I’m going to get some rest.” Kyrin walked away. 

			***

			Thunder rumbled in the distance as the boat exited the river and entered the ocean again. 

			“Is there anywhere we can take shelter? I don’t want to be stuck on a boat during a thunderstorm.” Saria stood next to Jasper. 

			“There’s an island up ahead. A cove, maybe,” Jasper said, turning the ship in that direction. 

			A few minutes later, Jasper called out from the front of the ship. “The island is close.” 

			Saria waited until they were in knee-deep water, then jumped out and helped pull the ship to shore. She took Tobias’ bag of spells and equipped her bow.

			Oliver had fallen asleep already, and Jasper did not want to wake him, because he looked so peaceful. Keeping his voice low, he said, “We can let Oliver sleep here for now. He needs some rest. We’ll set up in that cave over there.”

			They headed over to the cave, whose entrance featured a prominent hook-like rock protruding from the top of opening.  

			“Let’s see you start a fire, Jasper,” Saria said, setting all her equipment down and sitting at the cave entrance.

			Jasper snapped off a few branches from trees nearby and gathered some driftwood. He placed it all in a pile, surrounded with sand so the fire would not escape. He gathered up some dry seaweed and a handful of twigs, and a bit later, managed to start a fire.

			Saria walked over next to the fire and lay down on her stomach, staring into the flames. “Jasper, all of our gems have powers, but I rarely see you using yours. Why?”

			Jasper shrugged. “I can fight just fine without it. I guess I forget I have it sometimes.”

			“I think that you could do more if you wanted to. I don’t know why, but it seems obvious to me,” Saria replied. “Just try to use some of your power. Please?”

			The flame had started to dwindle. “Fine,” Jasper said. “Maybe I can get this fire back to full strength.”

			Then he remembered the phrase he had heard in the dragon temple and the feeling of closeness he had with his charm at that moment. Maybe he would be better able to control it after that. He had avoided using his powers in case they backfired on him and harmed his friends.

			He held out his hand and felt his palm heating up. He muttered part of the phrase, and the cave lit up brightly soon after. His sword, which was lying on the ground by the wall, had caught on fire.

			Kyrin backed away with a start since he had been near it. “What the—Jasper, you were supposed to light up the fire pit, not your sword.” 

			Jasper tried again, this time focusing hard. He poured his willpower into one objective. The flames in front of him grew stronger, creating a blazing fire. 

			Saria grinned. “I knew you could do it.”

			“Let’s get some rest. It’s late.”

			Kyrin looked at the entrance. “I’ll keep watch for a while. The cultists or mercenaries or whatever they are might be on our tail soon,” he said, walking outside and taking a spot by a thin tree. 

			Saria nodded, yawning. She lay down on the cave floor and tried to get comfortable, but it didn’t seem like that would happen anytime soon. She sighed and stared at the ceiling.

			Finally, Saria said, “This isn’t working.”

			She sat back up and looked over at Jasper. “I can’t fall asleep.”

			“Me neither.” Jasper rolled onto his back. 

			“I wonder why,” Saria said, pausing to yawn again. “I’m tired enough.”

			“Same.”

			She stared at the ceiling a little longer. “For some reason, I think something’s bothering me. I can’t figure out what.”

			Saria crawled over to sit next to Jasper. “When do you think we’ll finish this adventure?”

			“We’re close—there’s one last city on the way there. Once we reach the Spire, we can drop off our gems and be on with our lives,” Jasper said, hope clear in his voice. “But, at the same time, I’m not exactly sure what will happen once we get there.” 

			“It’ll work out in the end.” Saria nodded, then leaned over and put her head on his shoulder. “Well, not much to do now but sit here and talk, seeing as we’re unable to sleep.”

			“I’m sure I can bore you to sleep within a few minutes,” he said with a smile. 

			“I actually find you quite interesting, thank you very much. And, times like these, your voice is pretty soothing,” Saria said. 

			“Remember the first time we met?” Jasper asked. “Back in Westerfeld.”

			“Of course. We were both new in town. I was sitting on the bench by the oak, waiting for the mayor to show us our new home. Then, you showed up for the same reason. You were so nervous.” She laughed.

			“Hey, young me wasn’t the dapper, confident fellow you see now. Plus, I was in a sorry state after the whole accident,” Jasper said, thinking about what had happened to his father. 

			“That’s true. We had some good times though, growing up. I wasn’t accustomed to town life. I came from a village out in the middle of nowhere,” Saria said. “We had farms and cows and that’s about it.” 

			“My old place wasn’t too bad, a rustic small town. I used to play out by the lake.” Jasper thought about his friend Matheus, who was like a brother to him. He remembered the promise he had made. “Do you ever want to just settle down and stop fighting all the time?” 

			“I wouldn’t mind that. This whole ‘chosen one’ thing can be tough at times.” She sighed. “It really puts a lot of responsibility on your shoulders. Makes me want to get away from it all sometimes.”

			“I know how you feel. I haven’t felt confident in my abilities yet so that’s why I haven’t been using my powers. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” Jasper looked down at his dragonstone, which seemed brighter compared to earlier.

			“I trust you. I think you have more control than the rest of us. You’re what’s holding this team together.” She smiled. “And I appreciate that. You’ve always been there for me.”

			“I try to be. You can come to me for anything.”

			“I know. You’re a great listener.”

			Jasper tried not to smile too wide, but he wasn’t used to Saria complimenting him like that. 

			“The one thing I remember the most is when those traveling mages came into town.”

			“Oh, yes. You were really passionate about animals. Well, you still are.” 

			“I couldn’t bear to see those poor things all caged up. Thank you for having my back on that day.”

			“Of course.” He would support her whenever she needed. She wouldn’t even need to ask. 

			They talked for a while longer, sleep eventually overcoming them as the night drew on.

			***

			Hours later, the morning rays of light peeked over the horizon. 

			Saria awoke and looked around, still half asleep. Shaking her head, she remembered where she was. She let Jasper rest and walked to the nearby pond.

			She stared at the glimmering, clear water, crouched down, then dipped her hands in to splash her face with some water. 

			Footsteps came behind soon after, and she turned to see Jasper. 

			He yawned loudly, then crouched next to her. “Dia dhuit ar maidin.”

			“Jee-ah gwuitch air modgin yourself…” she replied, just the slightest bit testily. “You know I don’t speak the old languages.”  

			“You did well enough.” He leaned over to get some water but fell in with a splash. “I suppose I’m fully awake now.” 

			Saria laughed. “You’re so silly,” she said.

			“Thank you very much, miss,” he said.

			“You’re welcome—” she said, “—but don’t call me miss.”

			“All right, miss.” He smiled innocently. 

			She smiled at him and pushed him back into the water as he was getting out. 

			“Not fair—I wasn’t ready,” he said, pulling her in with him. “We’re even now.” 

			Saria shoved him underwater, laughing.

			He broke the surface and then tackled her. He splashed some water on her and backed up when she returned the favor.

			She stood in the hip-deep water. “You know, you could teach me how to swim. We have an entire day ahead of us, and we’re close to our destination.”

			“You’re right. We can stay a little longer,” Jasper said, smiling. “As for the swimming part, just copy me, and we’ll go from there.”

			***

			They had a practiced for an hour or two, Saria quickly getting the hang of it. After they dried their clothes, the pair made their way to the ship to check on Oliver—but he wasn’t there, and neither was his staff. 

			Jasper looked in the direction of the cave, and saw that Kyrin was still fast asleep, next to the tree. They checked inside the cave, but Oliver wasn’t there either. It was unusual for him to just leave without telling them anything, so worry began to creep in. 

			They stood by the boat again, looking every which way. 

			“Oliver, where are you?” Jasper yelled out. 

			“Stay here. I’ll go find Oliver,” he told Saria, grabbing his sword and rushing off.

			“Wait a second! I’m coming,” she said, retrieving her gear from the boat. 

			“Any luck so far?” she asked once she caught up.

			“There’s no sign of him. Maybe he was abducted?” Jasper looked about. 

			She held up Oliver’s gem—it glowed slightly. “If you were a little more observant, you would have noticed he left his gem behind. That means that he didn’t get abducted. They would have only wanted him for the gem in the first place.”

			“I knew that. He couldn’t have gone too far. It’s only been a little while.”

			“Right. Hopefully, this island is safe and not filled with dangerous monsters like Geisterwald.” 

			“No monsters to jump out at us here.” 

			“W-well it’s not like I’m scared or anything,” Saria said, “but that’s a good thing. At least we won’t be attacked.”

			“There’s a bird flying in from the sea, though,” he said, as he made out the giant wings. “Looks like a Stymphalian, judging from the color and size.”

			“Oh, so the only possible danger happens to be around right now. Wonderful.” She jumped as she heard the loud caw. “All right, I’ll tell the truth. I’m scared. I’m terrified. I don’t know why I agreed to go on this quest in the first place. We’ve almost been killed, more than once, and everyone’s falling apart. We should just give up hope and return home. Oliver and Kyrin are right.” She had tears in her eyes, showing the other, lesser-known side of her.

			“Saria, don’t say that. We’ll make it in the end. Don’t cry.” He smiled. “Since when was Kyrin right about anything? We have these gems for a reason. We’re the Named, chosen by the Oculus to defeat the ancient evil—or something, so lighten up, will ya?” He winked. “That bird won’t stand a chance.” His charm glowed brightly as it approached.

			“Well, I’m very sorry to report that I can’t help but cry right now,” Saria snapped. “Maybe I’m not always able to fulfill the ‘Named’ role, and maybe you three do drive me up the wall, all right?”

			“And for your information,” she added, “Kyrin is not always the rude, selfish guy you think he is. Only most of the time. He has another side to him, just like I do, and you probably do, too. You just don’t know it yet.” She paused, blushing slightly. “So maybe you should just shut up, kill whatever bird is out to get us, and leave me alone, huh?” 

			Saria turned and walked to the base of a tree. She sat and put her face in her hands, sobbing silently. She could barely believe how she was acting. She had finally snapped and lost control of her patience, which wasn’t the best thing in the world, especially for her. Her emotions tended to amplify themselves when she really meant what she said, and this was one of those times.

			Her mind showed her all the memories she liked to keep to herself, and with each one, she cried harder. The gem around her neck kept flashing faster and faster until it glowed, pulsing too fast for the human eye to see. If there was one thing she hated more than anything, it was to relive those memories, feeling the various emotions jumbled up inside her. She suddenly felt insignificant, which was not normal for her. Then, a voice came into her mind, soothing her. It told her a string of words, a saying, that she should use in times of need.  

			The Stymphalian landed in front of Jasper, craning its neck to assess this potential meal. It was larger than usual, big enough to carry a person with ease. Jasper swung his sword but missed. 

			The bird screeched, loudly, a mind-numbingly loud screech, stunning him. His vision went blurry, and his ears started ringing. He stepped back, overcome with dizziness. 

			The bird swiped its long tail and struck Jasper square in the chest, sending him flying into a tree. His head impacted the rough bark, and his body slumped to the ground. 

			Saria stood, drawing her bow, but the bird flapped its gargantuan metal-feathered wings, sending a gust of wind her way that very nearly knocked her off her feet. 

			Before she could recover, the Stymphalian took off to the skies, carrying Jasper in its talons. 


		

	
		
			19 – Empty Nest

			[image: ]

			Saria regained her footing. The bird let out a spine-chilling screech as it flew away. She couldn’t let it escape. It was her job to make sure the boys didn’t get into too much trouble, but she had been lost in her own thoughts. 

			She ran east after the bird, trying to launch arrows at it, but she was not able to hit it while running. She knew that she was running too far, away from the cave and the ship, but she also knew that somehow everything would fall apart if she lost Jasper. 

			Finally, she came to a wide channel between this island and an adjoining one. The edge of the rocks dropped off sharply, with the water quite a long distance below. The Stymphalian landed atop an outcropping on the island opposite her. Just her luck that it would land somewhere she couldn’t reach. 

			She sighed. Now, how am I supposed to get across? Something in the back of her mind told her to check the spells the magician had left them. She rummaged through the bag, coming across a spell labeled, “Courtesy of Eira—bridge. Handle with care.”

			“Bridge? Perfect.” Saria read the incantation out loud, and soon, energy released from the ink, swirling out around her. The air became extremely cold. She shivered at the sudden chill. Within seconds, glowing ice formed at her feet, extending across the chasm to the other side. 

			She carefully put one foot on the ice, making sure it was safe. It seemed sturdy enough to hold her weight, so she broke into a sprint, throwing caution to the wind because time was of the essence. She had to get there before that bird made a meal out of Jasper.

			***

			Oliver returned to the ship only to find his gem gone. That meant that the others had come back to the boat and were now somewhere else, possibly looking for him. He mumbled lightly under his breath. He had only needed a little time to think and gather his thoughts. A walk to clear his mind. A shadow in the sky caught his attention—a large bird was flying off in the distance, with what looked like a person in its claws. Following its heading, he reached the edge of the island. The bird was perched on the rocky cliffs across a channel between their island and another rather similar island. 

			Bah, the boat is on the other side of the island. I won’t have enough time to retrieve the ship and make it back before it eats whoever it’s carrying. Oliver turned, noticing an ice bridge further down. He thought he saw a person on the other side of it, but the figure disappeared into the brush. 

			Oliver ran up to the bridge and stared at it for several long moments. It didn’t seem to be melting, at least not yet, but it looked quite slick. He cautiously stepped on it, finding his boots didn’t have good traction, but they didn’t slip either. Walking at a brisk pace, he began crossing the ice bridge. 

			About midway through, his feet flew out from under him. He landed hard on his back and hit his head on the unforgiving ice. The fall knocked the air out of his lungs.

			***

			Saria skidded to a stop next to the nest, seeing the bird look at her curiously. Jasper was lying face-down in the nest, still unconscious. She breathed a sigh of relief, reassured that Jasper was still in one piece. The bird stepped back, extending its metallic wings in warning. Its talons and beak also looked to be made from lustrous metal. 

			She then remembered the words she had heard during her breakdown on the island before Jasper got taken.

			It’s now or never. I should take the chance and use it before it’s too late, she thought. The voice had told her to repeat the phrase when she needed it and that it would grant her assistance. 

			She took a deep breath, then uttered the phrase, “O’ heavens, bestow upon me the power of the sky. Let the winds speak my name. Let the clouds weep for my foes. Let lightning alight my soul and carry me closer to you.”

			As she spoke the last words, a flash of lightning streaked across the sky and struck Saria, kicking up dust. 

			When it cleared, she found she was now wearing a golden visor, with lightning-bolt flanks and a small dragon’s head at the top. Her plated golden chest guard and mantle shone brilliantly. Her gauntlets were of a light, sturdy cloth with golden clasps. A flowing white cloak, with emblazoned gold edges, draped her gilded shoulders. Black leggings and embellished white boots with gold tips completed the ensemble. Her bow sparked with jolts of electricity. 

			She was out of arrows, but she didn’t need them anyway.

			The air started to crackle as lightning bolts in the form of arrows took shape in her hands.

			She nocked three arrows, drawing back and releasing them at the Stymphalian. The arrows left a trail of sparks in their wake. 

			They hit their mark, and the bird recoiled in pain. 

			She ducked under the swing of its talons that blasted off a chunk of rock as it impacted a boulder behind her. The huge metallic bird took flight as Saria shot more arrows toward it. 

			The Stymphalian swerved, avoiding the shots. 

			It flapped its powerful wings, sending razor-sharp feathers in her direction. 

			Saria rolled out of the way as the feathers embedded themselves into the rocky cliffside. She started running as the bird sent another volley of metal feathers toward her. 

			She slid, drawing her bow mid-slide and loosing an arrow directly into one of the Stymphalian’s wings. 

			Lightning surged through its body, forcing it to land.

			It shook its head and flew toward her at a blistering speed. 

			Saria used its protruding metal beak as a steppingstone and leapt over the monster, firing three arrows into its back. The creature let out a wail and fell unconscious. 

			Her armor dissipated as she landed, leaving her in her regular clothing again. The sparks on her bow subsided, but it was charred now, and the bowstring had burned away.

			Jasper woke up from the commotion and looked at her in a state of confusion. “Saria, what in—what’s even going on right now?” 

			She turned to Jasper, smiling. “I’m so glad you’re safe. I thought I was going to lose you.” She ran over and gave him a tight hug.

			“Thanks, Saria,” Jasper said, his face flushed red. 

			“Let’s get out of here before the bird wakes up again.” Saria got up, seeing Oliver’s gem glowing brighter now. She strode toward the bridge and saw Oliver lying on his back. 

			“Hey, Oliver,” she called. “What’s wrong with you?” She walked down the bridge to help him up. 

			She looked back to see Jasper finally catching up to her.

			“Where were you?”

			“Sorry, I was grabbing something,” he said. 

			***

			Oliver thought he heard Saria and her sweet voice. He smiled, seeing her face appear above him. An odd smile—not one that you normally saw on Oliver’s face. “Saria, how are you on this fine day, sweets?” His voice slurred.

			“I asked you what was wrong with you, and I meant it,” Saria said, backing away a little. “Seriously. Now you’re just having me on.”

			Jasper looked at Oliver, with a brow raised.

			Oliver smiled sloppily again, looking off-kilter. “Where have you been, sweets? I was…looking for you.” His brow furrowed. He had been looking for her, hadn’t he? Of course. He smiled again, and tried to get up, using his staff a bit awkwardly.

			“Jasper,” Saria said. “Make Oliver stop. He’s not being himself.” She backed up a little more but stopped because she was caught in between both of them. The ice under her feet was beginning to crack.

			Oliver frowned again as he watched Saria back away from him. What did she mean, he wasn’t right? He had just hit his head. He lifted a hand to the back of his head and winced, feeling a lump and fresh blood there. He had practically split his scalp open. He thought there was something he could do about it, but he couldn’t remember. In fact, it seemed there were quite a few things he couldn’t remember.

			Jasper looked down, seeing the cracks forming beneath his feet. “We’re too far away from the cove. We should head back to the cliffside before this bridge collapses.”

			“Right. Run. You lead the way,” Saria said. “And fast.”

			Jasper turned and ran back toward the cliffs. 

			Oliver started after them, but only managed to take three steps before his head spun and he fell onto the ice. He shut his eyes, making a soft sound as he brought his hand to his temples, which were suddenly pounding. 

			“Come on, Oliver,” Saria said, grabbing his wrist and dragging him behind her.

			“Maybe it would have been better if this bridge was made out of steel,” Jasper said, not looking back.

			Oliver was easily dragged over the ice by Saria. He tried to stand, but his head wouldn’t let him keep his footing for long. “Perhaps you should leave me,” he muttered, eyes still shut. He didn’t know if she had heard him, but he knew he was slowing her down.

			“Well, I’m sorry that I don’t have a steel spell!” Saria called to Jasper, then turned to Oliver. “I’m not leaving you behind, because if I did, you would die. Killing my friends isn’t my style. But you’ll owe me.”

			“Right, right.” He didn’t mind being in her debt. He figured he would already do anything for her as it was. Or would he? His mind was scrambled—he couldn’t think straight. Everything was being tossed around. He opened his eyes slowly, wondering if he could see straight yet. He shut them swiftly. No, the world was still spinning. 

			The bridge started splitting apart a few feet behind them, chunks of ice falling into the water below. The cracking sounds intensified. 

			Saria looked back and gasped. “Jasper!” she yelled. “Save yourself. Don’t come back. I’ll be fine, and so will Oliver!”

			Jasper stopped, then ran to them. “Sure, that’s what most people say, but then they just end up dying. We’re almost there.” He pointed to the cliff. He grabbed Saria’s hand and pulled her along quickly. 

			Oliver glanced at Jasper dragging Saria, who was dragging him. He found this absurdly funny and started to laugh, but then the ice began to give way beneath him. That wasn’t funny. He got his feet under him and ran with them.

			A large fissure formed beneath Jasper’s feet.

			“Jasper,” she said again, “I told you to save yourself. I don’t care if I fall or not.”

			“Well, I care if you fall or not. I care a lot about you, Saria. As a matter of fact, I lo—” Jasper closed his mouth. 

			CRACK.

			The ice broke with a cacophonous rumble, and they fell. 


		

	
		
			20 – Solitude
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			The crickets chirped loudly as Kyrin studied the night sky. He looked back toward the cave, where the fire cast a warm orange glow over the rock walls. The faint sounds of Saria and Jasper’s conversation echoed about. He hadn’t slept yet, but he felt a strange energy on this cool night. 

			There wasn’t any sign of the mercenaries or Malchior. The ocean seemed calm and clear. He sighed. Maybe he could figure out how to get his gem to work by the time morning arrived. 

			He picked up a rock with his hands, laying his palm out flat. Since mine is related to the earth element, maybe I can do something with this. He focused intensely. 

			Nothing. 

			Not even a single movement. 

			Kyrin placed his hand on the ground, feeling the soil between his fingers. I don’t exactly know what kind of powers my gem entails. Maybe I’m doing it wrong. He walked to the water to wash his hands. 

			He thought back to upbringing. His father had returned shortly after the incident—they had moved to Westerfeld after their home was destroyed by the impact of the emerald dragonstone. Since Kyrin’s mother was no longer around, the man decided that it would be best to rigorously train his son in combat so that he could fend for himself. Every day, his father would make him do all sorts of strenuous maneuvers and techniques until exhaustion set in. Kyrin would be beaten for any small mistake. This training went on for years, and it molded Kyrin into a skilled fighter, but a bitter individual. 

			However, his small circle of friends, who each had their own dragonstones, helped him keep his sanity. Especially Saria. Her smile could light up the world. 

			Kyrin smirked at the thought of all the pranks they had played on one another. He never knew when to expect one, and she didn’t know when to expect his pranks either. They had come up with some creative ideas over the years. Saria had figured out one of his weaknesses, and that was the fact that he hated getting dirty—she made sure to use it against him every opportunity she got. 

			He had always liked her though, even if he didn’t want to admit it. 

			Then he remembered the conversation on the ship, about what happened a few years ago.

			His training, and his time at the academy, had finally concluded. He had been celebrating with one too many drinks at the tavern. The last ale had persuaded him that he should show up at Saria’s house unannounced and confess his long-suppressed feelings to her. 

			Saria, not used to Kyrin ever expressing his emotions, didn’t know how to react. She wasn’t sure if she liked him back, in the same way he was talking about, but she let him inside to talk. 

			“Kyrin, this is all pretty sudden, and I don’t really know if you mean it, because you’re completely drunk, but I don’t think that it would be a good idea for us to be together. I say this because I’m not the right person for you. You need someone strong and level-headed, and I’m neither.” Saria smiled. “But I do respect you as a friend, even if we don’t always get along. We make an unbeatable team in combat, Kyrin.” 

			“Saria, you’re strong. More than you know. Don’t ever say that about yourself. You’ll realize it one day,” Kyrin said. 

			“Thank you,” she said. “What have you been up to these last few years? How was the training? You never really talk about it much.” 

			“I don’t talk about it much because I would rather forget about it. The scars from it remain, not just physically, but mentally. It’s gotten worse over the years, and I want to shut it all away permanently.” He paused, thinking about how he broke many a limb during his arduous journey, and how he had to continue to fight through the pain to complete his training. He kept fighting because he wanted to mean something to his father, to make him proud for once. 

			“Kyrin, I-I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what you went through. If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.” She went up to him, giving him a firm hug. 

			He started sobbing, glad his grueling experience had concluded, but also because someone had shown him some affection after what seemed like forever. He wanted to linger in her presence for as long as he could. He felt like he didn’t have anyone he could really talk to, except her. Tears streamed down his face, no longer able to be controlled. 

			He would never forget that day. 

			The sound of an owl hooting snapped him back to the present. 

			Kyrin noticed that the dirt was raised slightly, a dozen stones arranged in a circle of spikes. 

			Finally, some results, even though he hadn’t done it consciously. He resumed his attempts at making his dragonstone work again. 

			Dawn was coming on after a few hours of trying, with no further progress. 

			Damn, it’s already morning and I still don’t know how this thing works. Let me take a quick nap before starting my day. 

			He fell asleep within minutes.

			***

			Kyrin awoke a few hours later and looked at the sky. The sun was at the other side of it from where he remembered, and it was already becoming dark again. So much for having a short nap. 

			His friends were nowhere to be seen. Maybe they went to gather some firewood or something, he thought, grabbing his gear and walking toward the ship. 

			He heard the flapping of wings behind his back. He turned to see a raven flying toward him. It landed on the prow of the ship.

			It preened its feathers, then it spoke, not with words, but with thoughts.

			Are you Kyrin? 

			“What? How do you know my name? How are you speaking?” He blinked in confusion. 

			Kyrin, your companions are at the cliffside across the east end. They wish for you to join them. 

			He sighed and turned away. “This is one strange dream.” 

			This is not a dream. You must hurry to meet your friends. I will guide you to them. 

			“All right, fine.” He decided to go along with it, in case this ended up not being a dream and his friends actually needed him. 

			Kyrin pushed the ship out to sea and set sail in the direction of the cliffs. An interesting start to his evening, for sure. 


		

	
		
			21 – After the Fall
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			Oliver closed his eyes, waiting for the impact and the harsh icy bite of the water.

			He didn’t feel it. Or hear the splash. He opened his eyes after a few seconds. They were suspended in the air a few feet above the water.

			“What?” Jasper gaped, trying to figure out what was happening. 

			He cast about every which way until he saw someone standing at the edge of the cliff. 

			“Don’t worry. You’re safe. Asha told me some strangers would need some assistance down here,” said a feminine voice. 

			Saria blinked, looked at the situation they were in for a second, and sighed. Then she turned to Jasper. “What was that?” she asked. “I didn’t hear that last part.”

			Oliver had heard Jasper and realized what he had been going to say. This would never do. Everyone loved Saria, in a way. Even he felt some sort of love, but it was more of the brotherly kind. His brow furrowed. That was it.

			Jasper blushed slightly. “I said that…I…love you.” He braced himself for her reaction. 

			She froze and could do nothing but blink while her face turned bright red. “Well, I…this probably isn’t the best time to talk about it—perhaps later—” Saria said, as they floated closer to land. 

			Oliver frowned as he floated just below them. He could hear everything they were saying, but it was garbled in his mind. His head throbbed painfully. Thinking took too much effort. He shut his eyes, trying to sort out things. He didn’t know why he had called Saria “sweets,” and he told himself it was not because he loved her. He stuffed those thoughts under the knowledge that she was like a sister to him. His love came from the urge to protect her, to shelter her. To severely injure anyone who upset her or harmed her or broke her heart. He opened his eyes, looking up at Jasper. This could get complicated.

			“Good thing I haven’t used any spells in a while. The amount of arcana required would have torn off my arm if I weren’t prepared,” the mysterious girl said, drawing them closer to her. She eyed their glowing gems. “Neat. You all have dragonstones, so you don’t have to worry about that kind of stuff. I don’t have my book, so I have to do it the old-fashioned way and use my own energy—and that’s no fun.” She pouted. “Adelram said I should leave you guys to die but Asha said you people were special.” 

			They hovered over solid ground now, but the girl sneezed forcefully, losing control of the spell. They crashed to the dirt, landing hard. 

			“Sorry, allergies,” she said, pulling a handkerchief out from a pouch on her waist and blowing her nose. 

			Saria sat up, groaning. “Aller-what? Well,” she said, “I said it once and I’ll say it again, we’re falling apart, all of us are.” 

			She stared at the ground, then at the strange girl who spoke such an odd style of English. Saria decided it would be best to thank the girl for saving them and worry about the questions later. 

			“What is your name, miss? We owe you a great debt,” Jasper said, looking up at the stranger, who had long black hair and olive-green eyes. Her short stature was accented by an extravagant outfit with a checkered pattern consisting of black, pink, and purple colors. A wide-brimmed witch hat rested on her head, with a pointed tip and a small bell hanging from the end. A flintlock pistol was holstered to her belt. 

			“I am the supreme Grandmaster Sorceress Extraordinaire, Arlette Lèane Eremberge Zella d’Arques…but you can call me Aleza.” She flipped her hair as she spoke and posed, one hand on her hip and the other in the form of a thumbs-up.

			Even her body language is most strange, Saria thought to herself.

			“Alisa?” Oliver asked. 

			“Close, but it’s ah-lee-zuh, with a Z, my extremely cute friend. Like zzzzzz—” She paused. “Like some word starting with a Z.”   

			“Aleza, I give you my thanks,” Jasper said, bowing. 

			“Yes, I greatly appreciate you saving our lives.” Oliver adjusted his shirt. 

			“Oh, think nothing of it, darling,” Aleza said, sliding her finger down the bridge of Oliver’s nose like it was a ramp. “You’re so cute I could kiss you, but I won’t because there’s only room for one man in my heart, and that’s my father.”  

			Oliver blinked at her touch, feeling a bit shy. “I think I’m too old for you anyway.”

			“Ohhh, I love older men.” She winked. “I may look young but I’m in my twenties.”

			Oliver looked at the ground, avoiding eye contact, feeling decidedly uncomfortable. He cleared his throat. “I-I think we should get moving. We have to find our friend.” 

			“Aw, he’s a shy one. So precious.” Aleza giggled. “I think I can help find your friend. What’s his name and what does he look like?”

			“Kyrin,” Jasper said. “He has wavy black hair and brown eyes and is also probably the only other person on the island.”

			Aleza whistled. 

			A raven flew in and perched on her outstretched arm. 

			She whispered something to it, and it took off into the sky. 


		

	
		
			22 – Reunion
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			The raven croaked as Kyrin dropped anchor, disembarked, and clambered up the slope to the cliff’s edge. 

			“There he is,” Saria said. 

			“We weren’t sure if you were going to find us.” Jasper smiled.

			Kyrin shrugged. “This raven helped me figure out which way to go.”

			“Yes, that’s Adelram. He’s very helpful,” Aleza said, extending her hand. “I’m Arlette Lèane Eremberge Zella d’Arques, or Aleza, at your service.” 

			Kyrin shook her hand, still not sure whether he was dreaming or not. 

			“Where are we headed?” Aleza asked. 

			“We?” Kyrin repeated, looking at her, then at Jasper, then at Saria, but seeing no explanation forthcoming. 

			“Yes, Asha said I should accompany you guys to Lucinus because you’ll need my help there.”

			“With what?” Jasper asked, confused. 

			“She didn’t say, but I think it’s something important. Asha’s always right.”

			“Well, an extra hand couldn’t hurt, and you did save our lives, so I suppose we’ll take you along, Aleza,” Jasper said.

			“Try anything funny and I’ll kill you on the spot.” Kyrin looked at her sternly.

			“Oooh, a tough guy. You guys have a real bad boy on your team. Me likey.” She growled at him playfully, swiping at him like a cat. 

			Kyrin scowled, not sure he understood—or liked—this odd girl.

			As they walked toward the ship, Aleza gazed at Oliver. 

			“Does anyone else look at Oliver and feel all tingly inside? Or is that just me?” She shuddered, licking her lips lightly. 

			Saria squinted. “I feel like there are some things that are better left unsaid.” 

			“Lighten up, girl. Life is a game. Don’t play so conservatively.” Aleza sighed. “You have a lot going for you. I wish someone looked at me the way loverboy looks at you when you’re not paying attention.”

			“What?” Saria asked, getting flustered. “Who are you talking about?”

			“You know who,” she said with a sly grin. “If you don’t, then you must really be clueless.”

			Saria’s face turned bright red. 

			Aleza laughed. “I think you like him too. You should probably tell him at some point, my dear.” 

			“You don’t know anything about me,” Saria retorted.

			“Oh, I know more about you than you think. You see, Asha knows about everyone. She can see into their souls.” She wiggled her fingers in the air as she said that, implying something spooky. 

			“Right,” Saria said, shaking her head. “You’re really an odd bird, you know that?”

			“I know,” Aleza responded with a smile. 

			“Glad to see you two are getting along.” Oliver laughed. 

			The ship was at the bottom of the cliffside, where Kyrin had left it. 

			“Everything seems to be in order,” Jasper said, checking the ship. The salty sea breeze felt refreshing after a long day. 

			“Onward, to Lucinus,” he said as they set sail. 

			The cries of seagulls faded in the distance as the ship cut through the waves. 


		

	
		
			23 – Lucinus
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			Their tiny ship crossed to the mainland and skirted the coast for the rest of the day, until the famed port city of Lucinus hove into view. Dozens of trade ships were moored at the docks. Most of the buildings were a chalky white color, standing like rows of eggshells. An exception was the massive cathedral situated cleanly in the center of the town. The reddish-brown clay shingles and the vibrant stained-glass windows stood out against the otherwise ordinary backdrop. 

			The crew disembarked, leaving the ship at the pier. Traders unloaded their merchandise—crates of imported silks, exotic teas, and spices. The smell of fresh fish permeated the air as they walked past barrels of local seafood. Lucinus was a melting pot of people from all over the world, easily evidenced by the diverse types of clothing they wore. 

			They went up the steps from the wharves to the marketplace. Open stalls on either side featured a score of vendors offering everything from street food to souvenirs. 

			“Lucinus is the place to get the latest gear.” Saria always kept up to date with fashion trends. “And there’s a bowyer in town so I can get this fixed.” She pulled out her bow and touched the blackened wood with a sad look on her face.

			Asking around for directions, she eventually found a shop that could help with her bow.  

			***

			Saria returned to the group a brief time later. “The bow just has to be scrapped, unfortunately. But the underlying wood is good enough quality, so I got a decent discount for a replacement. I’ll have to pick it up later today.”

			“It didn’t cost you ‘all the money you had at the time’? Must not be very good, then.” Kyrin walked away before she could respond, heading toward a woman providing free samples of a new sort of ale. 

			Saria shrugged, deciding to watch what the others were doing instead. 

			“Maybe I can find something nice for myself,” Oliver said, stopping by a stand and picking up a recipe book called Four Ingredients and a Dream. “Maybe something for my father as well.”

			Jasper was busy trying out some marinated chicken covered in red sauce. Surprise marked his face, and he opened his mouth to vent out the steam. 

			Seeing that the others were occupied, Aleza called out to Saria. “Would you mind coming with me to The Dour Dragon? I need to see if my grimoire has been prepared.” 

			“Sure. Don’t see why not,” Saria said, since she was curious. She walked over to Oliver and tapped him on the shoulder, informing him that she would be away for a little while to visit a shop with Aleza.

			“Great.” 

			Aleza led her through the confusing mess of streets which randomly snaked around and crisscrossed through Lucinus. They came to a stop in front of a dubious-looking alley, narrow enough that it could barely fit two people shoulder to shoulder. A shoulder-high gate blocked the entrance, guarded by a man in a black robe. He seemed to recognize Aleza immediately, and moved quickly to open the gate for her, hardly giving Saria a second glance. 

			A black cat peered at Saria as she followed behind Aleza, its green eyes glowing in the shadows. 

			Aleza whistled, and within moments the raven flew in, perching on her shoulder. 

			“There you are, Adelram.” She addressed Saria, “The store is just around this corner. Asha tells me that there is something in there you might like.”

			The store lay toward the far end of the alley, identifiable by a sign in fancy lettering that read, “The Dour Dragon.” The windows were covered in such a thick layer of dust that Saria could not see inside. 

			They entered the establishment, which was more expansive than the outer appearance suggested—it boasted a vaulted roof and an upper level above the rear of the shop. Scrolls of parchment, grimoires, and other magical books were stacked along the wall in tall bookshelves. A few glass cases housed ancient artifacts, stone weapons, trinkets, and articles of clothing. 

			Another section contained miscellaneous items ranging from normal-looking silverware to odd spinning baubles and complex spring-loaded novelties that Saria did not recognize.

			“I didn’t expect such a large selection,” she said, gazing in awe at the different sections. 

			“This store is exclusive to mages, but it houses the biggest inventory in all the land.” Aleza rang the bell at the counter. 

			A middle-aged man with a long overcoat and short brown hair walked out of the storage room. 

			“Ah, Caden. How have you been?” Aleza smiled. 

			“I’ve been well, madam,” Caden replied. “Who is your friend?” 

			“Saria,” Saria said, still looking around the shop. 

			“Pleasure.” Caden turned toward the storage room. “You are just on time, Miss D’Arques.” He went inside and returned a moment later with a thick, leather-bound book. “Be careful, my dear. This grimoire is now even more potent than before. During the charging process, it gained a few more pages. I am not sure where you acquired this grimoire, but it is one of the most powerful ones I have seen in quite some time.”

			“It’s something that has been in my family for generations. An heirloom, really.” Aleza took the book and ran a finger across the binding. She opened it up to the last few pages and skimmed them over quickly. “No new spells this time. Something called Verashana’s Journal, instead.” 

			Saria’s charm started glowing, and Caden looked at it for a second. “A dragonstone? Incredible. I did not think I would see one in my lifetime.” 

			Then, another object in the room started glowing. Saria walked toward it. It shone brighter as she approached, the same color as her gem. An ornate, golden dagger. 

			“Intriguing,” said the shopkeeper, opening the case that the dagger was housed in. “Try picking it up, Miss Saria.”

			She hesitated for a moment before placing her hand on the hilt of the blade. A gust of wind swirled around the room. A voice inside her head told her to place her dragonstone in the slot at the end of the handle. Saria removed the gem from her necklace and placed it in the slot. With a hum, the blade shifted and transformed into an intricate golden bow, with runes engraved in an archaic script along the inner side of the shaft. Its glow cast a yellow hue across the dimly lit shop. Golden arrows materialized in her quiver. The bow crackled with an influx of electricity. 

			Aleza sneezed, wiping her nose with a handkerchief. 

			“Leiptr, the lightning bow,” Caden said in awe. “It has not been seen in centuries. Who would believe we had it here this whole time?”

			“Asha was right again.” Aleza grinned. “That’s quite a bow you have there.”

			“It has an inexhaustible quiver.” Caden tried touching one of the arrows but recoiled back in pain when it shocked him. “One of the Named Weapons, straight from the dragons’ armory. Last held by the Starlight Ranger, Esen.”

			Saria noticed a small oblong protrusion on the side of the bow. She turned it. Immediately, the bow returned to dagger form. “Oh, that’s convenient.”

			“That is something I have never seen before. It must be a mechanism to reduce your arcana usage because the bow must consume a tremendous amount when it is active,” Caden said.

			“How much for the bow…or dagger, or whatever it is?” Aleza asked.

			“Considering that Saria is the only one that can activate the bow, I will give it to you for a discount. If you cannot afford it, you can owe me a favor.”

			“Which would be?” Saria asked.

			“Charge up my ancient mirror with your dragonstone. Seeing as how it has almost boundless energy, I am sure you can spare a paltry amount for that. I use the mirror to empower other artifacts.” 

			“That seems fair. Lead the way,” Saria said. 

			Caden showed them to the storage room, a dusty, musty, and dark area. Saria could barely see due to the lack of light. Caden snapped his finger, turning on a lantern in the corner of the room. “This is the mirror.”

			The mirror was made of polished brass, with embellished edges. The glass was clear but did not reflect anything other than the room it was in. Saria’s reflection was not visible but she could see a wooden mannequin in the corner, bound with chains, and a sign reading “Do Not Touch.”

			“That’s strange. I don’t see my reflection in it.” 

			“It is because it does not reflect our world—but a different one—the astral plane,” Caden said. “Sometimes it will show you a vision of the future.”

			“Whatever you say,” Saria muttered. “How would I charge this?” 

			“Just repeat these words.” Caden recited some odd-sounding words.

			Saria repeated the phrase, and her gem started glowing again. Waves of light the color of yellow marigolds radiated from her dragonstone, pouring into the mirror. The surface became blurry, then she saw a hooded man walking around the store, pausing in front of an item. She blinked, and the reflection returned to normal. 

			“Great, that should be enough,” he said, telling her another phrase to utter.

			When she said the words, the gem stopped glowing and returned to its dormant state. 

			Aleza clapped her hands. “That was interesting.” She nodded to Caden. “That’s all for today, sir. We’ll be taking our leave.” 

			“Safe travels, Miss D’Arques. You as well, Miss Saria.” He waved. 

			“Thank you for this bow. I will keep it in good care,” Saria said gratefully.

			They exited the store and made their way through the alley. 

			As they were walking back to their companions, Saria turned to Aleza. “So, you can use magic like we do, but you don’t have a dragonstone?”

			“We can’t use the same sort of elemental magic like you, without a connection to the dragons, but we can affect the world in other ways. For example, I can create barriers or lift objects. Some spells require a lot of arcana, and your dragonstones take that requirement off your shoulders because they have their own reservoir of it. If I used a spell that was too demanding, it would cause one of my limbs to explode, or even death, because it pulls from my body’s own arcana when I don’t have any artifacts on me,” Aleza said, twirling her grimoire.

			She continued. “Artifacts are objects that store arcana. Your crystals are the best portable source since they’re the most potent. Some other types of artifacts can store it as well, such as grimoires, but they’re not quite as powerful. Every living thing has its own natural arcana that can be drawn from. Another way to increase your store of arcana is to rest, which will restock some of your reserves.”

			“Oh, I see. So, our dragonstones merely serve as a pool to draw from,” Saria said, touching her gem. 

			“That’s right. Your connection with the dragons is what gives you your powers, although maybe those dragonstones amplify your powers, too.” Aleza smiled. 

			“I guess I should still pick up my regular bow from the shop, though, since this one feels like an emergency-use-only type of thing.” 

			“Mm, yeah. Probably a good idea.”

			***

			They reached the marketplace, where they found the boys sitting outside a tavern, stuffing their faces with food. Saria and Aleza took their seats next to them. A parasol topped a pole stuck through a hole in the center of the table, shielding them against the harsh rays of the coastal sun. 

			“I see you’ve all started eating without us. Not very gentlemanly.” Saria shook her head.

			“My apologies, m’lady. I seem to have forgotten my manners. Pray excuse me while I endeavor to regain my honor,” Kyrin said in his amusing posh accent. 

			“All right, that’s too much. I have something to show you, though.” She reached for her dagger. “I found a new bow at the shop Aleza took me to.” 

			“Looks the same as your old one,” Kyrin said, unimpressed.

			“Not the one on my back. It’s right here.” Saria pulled out the dagger, which glinted in the daylight. “There’s a mechanism on it that allows it to transform. Apparently, this bow is an ancient weapon forged by the dragons.” 

			“A dagger-bow. Sounds like you made that up just now.” 

			“I’ll show you when I get the chance. I can’t do it in public with everyone around,” she said, shushing him. 

			“I’ll believe it when I see it,” he said. 

			Jasper perked up, looking at the weapon. “Oh, yes, I do remember reading that the dragons had access to an armory of some sort. This could be part of it.” He sipped his sweet orange juice while picking up Saria’s dagger to examine it. Flipping it around, he checked the underside. Saria’s dragonstone, which was now an amber color, looking translucent in the light. 

			“Where might the rest of these weapons be, I wonder. Behind the sealed doors in those dragon shrines?” Jasper pondered, spinning the dagger between his fingers. 

			“I’ll take that back now.” Saria plucked the dagger from Jasper’s hands and secured it to her belt.

			“That dagger looks like it would cost quite a lot. You didn’t steal it, did you?” asked Kyrin. “There’s no way you could afford that.”

			“No, you dolt. The shopkeeper offered a trade. I had to charge up one of his magical mirrors in exchange for the blade.” Saria punched Kyrin in the shoulder lightly.

			“Not what I expected, but I’ll take it,” Kyrin said. “I was wrong.”

			“Glad you’ve learned to accept your mistakes,” she said with a smile. 

			Aleza giggled, listening to their banter. 

			“I also found something,” Oliver announced, “but it’s not quite as interesting as a legendary weapon. There was a mandolin at one of the shops. It’s of good make and fine quality.” Oliver took up the instrument that was sitting next to him and strummed a few notes. “I can be the source of entertainment on those boring nights where we aren’t in mortal danger. I’ve learned many songs over the years.” 

			“That sounds wonderful, Oliver,” Aleza said. “I can’t wait to hear your songs.”

			“I, as well,” Saria said. 

			“I wouldn’t mind some music, actually.” Kyrin leaned back in his chair, picking at his teeth. 

			Oliver played them a tune, an old folk song he had heard as a child.

			“When we came in by Glasgow town,

			We were a comely sight to see;

			My love was clad in black velvet, 

			And I, myself, in cramasie.”

			He stopped when he saw his gem glowing. 

			Aleza narrowed her eyes and furrowed her brow. “Asha says…we have visitors.”

			Jasper sat up, noticing a ship with black sails docking in the harbor. His face went pale. 

			“Looks like they found us,” Jasper said. He didn’t need to say any more—the others had already begun gathering their equipment. Saria grabbed a piece of bread from the basket before getting up, cramming it into her mouth. The taste reminded her of home. 

			“They’re going to be looking for us in town. We should hide somewhere so we can sneak past them and get to our ship,” Jasper said. “That would be our best course of action.” 

			“I agree,” Oliver replied, strapping the mandolin to his hip. 

			Kyrin sighed. “Running again? Why don’t we just fight them? I’m sure we could easily win.” 

			“That won’t help anyone. They’ll just send more reinforcements after us,” Jasper said. He looked to Aleza. “You seem to know your way around this town. Maybe you could tell us a good place to hide?” 

			She placed a hand on her chin. “Hmm…oh! I know. Miss Marjorie’s Marvelous Magical Merchandise. I’m her biggest customer, metaphorically speaking—I’m not that tall—so she’ll hide you in the back, no problem. She owes me some favors anyway.” 

			They followed behind her as she led them to the store. The front was decorated with terracotta pots containing all sorts of beautiful flowers. Aleza opened the door, causing a small bell to ring. Inside were shelves stacked with potions and books, along with tables holding dozens of different herbs. The walls were painted with vibrant blue and yellow colors. A luxurious carpet covered the floor. The store was in pristine condition, without a speck of dust in sight. A sweet smell, like spring blossoms, pervaded the shop. 

			“Marjorie!” Aleza called out. “I have some friends who need your heeeelp,” she said in a sing-song tone. 

			“Yes, Arlette. What do they need?” came a bored-sounding voice from behind the counter. The woman stood up, emptying a bag of walnuts into a jar. On her head rested a black wide-brimmed hat, like Aleza’s, but with an azure ribbon tied around the base. She wore a ruffled black outfit with blue accents. She tapped her fingers, one of which had a skull ring on it, on the wooden counter. 

			“All you have to do, love, is take these folks right here, and hide them in your closet. That’s all,” she said with a big smile. 

			“Are they on the run?” Marjorie paused. “Never mind, I don’t care enough. Right this way.” She opened the door, showing them the way to the closet. 

			The closet had enough space to fit a sizeable party. 

			“Not what I imagined when you said closet,” Saria said, looking around. It was filled with hundreds of clothes, along with boxes containing hordes of items.

			“Thanks for your help,” Jasper said, nodding to Marjorie. 

			“It’s nothing. Anything for a loyal customer such as Miss D’Arques.” She smiled. 

			“I’ll keep watch outside. I’ll signal when the coast is clear,” Aleza said, waving. “The signal will be…this.” She jumped up and down and clapped.

			“Got it,” Jasper said. “Jumping and clapping. Should be obvious enough.” A small window was in the closet door, which lent a view of the entrance to the store, so they would be able to see Aleza from there. Jasper told her the descriptions of the ship and the men that were on it, making particular mention of Malchior. 

			Aleza nodded eagerly and walked outside, looking both ways before taking a reversed seat on a low-backed chair in front of the store. 

			“And now we wait,” she said, placing her arms over the top of the seat and resting her chin on them. 

			***

			A hooded stranger wearing a dark cloak entered the dim emporium of The Dour Dragon. Without saying a word, he took note of the artifacts around the room. He paused in front of a scroll, then continued inspecting other displays. 

			Caden walked out from the back room, and upon seeing the stranger, he said, “Hello, sir. How may I be of service?” 

			“Just looking around.”

			Caden could not make out the face under his hood.

			As the stranger approached one of the objects housed in a glass case, it started glowing. “Ah. This is what I needed.” 

			“Wonderful,” said Caden, leaning down to fetch the key for that case from one of several hooks under the counter. 

			When he came back up, key in hand, the man was gone, along with the relic that had been inside the glass. There was no trace of him, except for the slightest wisp of dust settling in the spot he had occupied a second earlier. 


		

	
		
			24 – Close Call
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			Aleza hummed a tune while she kept an eye on the bustling docks at the edge of Lucinus. She whispered to Adelram, “Let’s get a better look.” Her olive-green eyes changed color to a deep blue as he flew off toward the docks. 

			Adelram perched on a post above a fish vendor’s stall. The mercenaries were easy to spot, a group of grim-faced soldier-guards pushing their way through the market crowd. Adelram keenly observed their movements, and Aleza could see through his eyes—the raven acted as a long-range spyglass of sorts. 

			A man came around the rear corner of a stall just ahead of them, and the group came to a sudden halt, all eyes on him. 

			Ah, that must be Malchior. He fits the description, Aleza thought—dark, disheveled hair, brown hawk’s eyes, a dark cloak. He had thin eyebrows, a sharp, straight nose, and a strong, angular jaw. He carried himself with an air of confidence, sliding through the crowd with the fluid ease of a jaguar stalking its prey through a rainforest thicket.

			She noticed his expression as one of the storekeepers accosted him, hawking stale loaves of “fresh bread.” He seems to be in a sour mood.

			“Made fresh with the finest local wheat. The best bread this side of France,” called the merchant, waving a loaf of bread at Malchior. “Smell the aroma, good sir. Feel the texture!” 

			Malchior continued walking, not even acknowledging the merchant, and made his way up the steps. 

			His cloak fluttered in the wind as he crossed the market plaza to the line of shops. Malchior turned slightly and stared, expressionless, at one of the shops for a long breath, then proceeded forward. He stopped to talk to someone standing near one of the stores—they pointed towards an eatery near the end of the row of shops. Malchior signaled to his gang of mercenaries with a jerk of his head in that direction. 

			Uh oh, he’s heading right to where we were eating a while ago. Aleza squinted as Malchior disappeared behind the last few shops in the row—she had lost sight of him. Adelram, stay on him. 

			Understood, Adelram replied, turning to swoop over the heads of the cluster of guards on Malchior’s heels. 

			But Malchior was gone. Aleza could not see him among the townsfolk. Adelram, find where he ran off to. See if he’s entered a store or something.

			She let out a frustrated grunt, then blinked multiple times as she severed her connection with the raven. Her eyes returned to their normal color. “I can’t believe I lost him so easily. Silly Arlette. Get a hold of yourself.”

			The voice of Asha entered her mind. Watch out for that Malchior, for he is a dangerous one. Your duty now is to make sure the Named escape Lucinus in one piece. He has found our trail.

			Adelram searched for several minutes, unable to track Malchior. He circled around to the mercenary group, hoping that Malchior would return to his crew. Wait, there he is. Arlette, I’ve found him.

			Malchior spoke to his men, but his voice was too low for Adelram to make out his words. Before he could drop to within earshot, they were all moving again. 

			The raven flew high above them as they marched away from the docks and up the street in the direction of Miss Marjorie’s Marvelous Magical Merchandise. 

			I believe they have discovered your position, Arlette. They must have talked to someone who saw the Named enter. They will come upon your location in a moment. Prepare yourself. 

			Aleza cleared her throat and sat up straight. Come back to me, Adelram.

			Understood. Adelram flapped his wings and flew ahead of the mercenary crew to reach Aleza, perching on a flowerpot adjacent to her. 

			A moment later, Malchior and his company halted in the street—Malchior scrutinized the signs and merchants’ shingles on the buildings at hand. 

			“There it is—Miss Marjorie’s,” he said, motioning to the left. “Three of you, come with me.” 

			“Yes, sir,” they said in unison, following closely behind. 

			Aleza smiled at them as they walked by. “Mornin’, fellas.”

			Malchior smiled, if you could call it a smile—it was a very slight curl at the edge of his lips.

			The bell jingled as they entered the store.

			“Hello, Malchior. It has been a while,” Aleza heard Marjorie say as the door closed. 

			She knows him. Oh, my oh my oh my. Aleza bit her nails, tapping her foot nervously. I need to do something before she reveals our secret. Wait, she’s one of my best friends. She wouldn’t betray me. Right?

			She returned across the street and peered into the window. Malchior was having some sort of conversation with Marjorie. 

			This was not looking good. 

			I need to hear this, Aleza thought, walking into the store. “I forgot, I need some sage,” she said, perusing through some glass jars filled with herbs. 

			“I haven’t been up to much. Just on some official business,” Malchior said, paying no mind to Aleza. 

			“It’s great to hear that you’re working again.” Marjorie smiled, glancing at her. “Would that be all for you?” she asked, reaching for a shelf to grab some potions. 

			“Yes. That would be all,” Malchior said. “Seen any strangers lately?” 

			“Oops.” Her hand slipped, and she almost dropped the bottles. 

			“Oh, you know, the usual. Just the regular customers,” Marjorie said, twirling her hair. 

			“Be careful, Marj.” Malchior smiled. “Don’t break your own merchandise.” 

			Aleza hummed along, picking her herbs, but still eavesdropping on their conversation. She glanced at Malchior for a quick second.

			“Hm,” he said, looking down. Then he shook his head. “Glad business is good, though. Best of luck to you, Marjorie.” He placed the coins on the table, took the potions, and handed them to the guards, who placed them in their satchels.

			He looked at the closet door for a moment, squinting. “Marjorie, you’ve kept the place looking spotless as usual.”

			“Thank you, Malchior. I strive to keep it in tiptop shape.” 

			“Good day, then.” He waved, then left the store along with his cohorts. 

			Aleza stood, taking a long, deep breath as the bell jingled when they left. She had been holding her breath without even noticing. That was close.

			She looked at Marjorie, questioningly—Marjorie exhaled audibly, but offered no explanation as to how she and Malchior were acquainted. Aleza walked outside, looking around as she pretended to be getting her bearings.

			Meow. A black cat at her feet looked up at her, its tail swishing lightly. 

			“Awwww, a kitty.” Aleza jumped up and down, clapping her hands. “So cute!”

			She bent down to pick up the cat, which had fur the color of coals and eyes like emeralds. It purred as she picked it up. 

			Then she heard the bell behind her. She turned her head, seeing Jasper and the others exiting the store. 

			“All clear, Aleza?” 

				She froze, her face going pale. Oops. I forgot the signal was jumping and clapping. That’s what I do when I see cute things, too. Arlette, you messed up again. She smacked herself on the forehead. 

			She looked to the right, where the mercenaries had gone.

			Malchior had paused to adjust his boot, so he was not too far down the street. His head was already turned around in response to Aleza’s clapping and he had paused just long enough for the subsequent door opening.

			He locked eyes with her, then Jasper behind her.

			“We meet again.” Malchior smiled, his eyes gleaming.


		

	
		
			25 – A Chance Encounter 
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			They waited with bated breath in the large, dim closet’s interior. Malchior’s voice could be heard plainly as he conversed with Marjorie. 

			“What do we do?” whispered Saria.

			Jasper put a hand on her mouth to keep her from making a sound. 

			We can’t risk giving away our position. We must wait until he’s gone, he thought, removing his hand. 

			Malchior had stopped talking. Jasper leaned closer to the door, straightening a little to peer through the window.

			Malchior was facing his way, and Jasper ducked down immediately, hoping he hadn’t been seen. 

			“Marjorie, you’ve kept the place looking spotless as usual,” he heard Malchior saying. Phew, that was close.

			Saria kept a hand on her dagger and her mouth closed. 

			They let out sighs of relief when the bell rang, signifying that Malchior had left the premises. 

			Jasper looked out the window again, in time to see Aleza jumping and clapping. 

			“There’s our signal. Let’s move quickly and get to the ship while we have time,” Jasper said.

			The Named opened the door and ran outside to meet Aleza, who was now crouched down.

			“All clear, Aleza?” Jasper asked, looking at her. 

			He followed Aleza’s gaze as she paled, turned her head toward the street, and locked eyes with Malchior. 

			“We meet again.” Malchior smirked. His hand drifted to his sword’s hilt, but he neither drew it nor motioned for his men to take the Named.

			“Listen, there are no hard feelings,” he said. “I have nothing against you personally. There is one slight issue, however, and that is that our dear friend King Fredrik of Nebelgard has paid me a ludicrous sum to apprehend you, dead or alive.” He continued, “So, I will give you a choice. Would you like to be taken in alive…or dead?” 

			“If we’re going to negotiate,” Jasper said, keeping his cool, “Let me ask if there is any way we might get out of this without a fight? We have a particularly important mission to complete—we need to bring back the Oculus to restore balance to the world.”

			“Did you ever think that the world does not want your help?” Malchior retorted, as if not the least bit surprised by Jasper’s claim. “What if the world is content with the way things are? Is it even worth saving humankind at this point? Look at all the corruption in men, the way people step over others on the way to their own selfish ends. Maybe it is better to just let the world burn and let us all perish with it. The gods have forsaken us to live in squalor. Maybe that sort of life is not worth fighting for.” Malchior clutched the hilt of his blade, his eyes growing cold as he looked at the ground. 

			Kyrin blinked. Malchior’s words mirrored his own thoughts and feelings at certain points in his life, possibly even how he felt right now. He had started to lose faith in humanity after repeated encounters with individuals whose facades belied their true nature. His experience with the king of Nebelgard did not help—promising to release the slaves as he watched an archer drawing aim on Kyrin’s back. He hated it when people looked him in the eye while they lied to him. Over the years, he had learned to tread cautiously in his relationships, growing less and less inclined to put his trust in someone that could betray him down the line. That led him to become closed off in his interactions, not revealing much about himself to anyone, even if they trusted him. He had spent his whole life inside his own personal fortress, his mind locked away within its deepest, darkest dungeon. The high walls prevented anyone from getting close, safeguarding his emotions from the harsh reality outside. The chains that shackled his soul were made of unbreakable steel, ensuring he would never escape. In the end, there was no one to blame but himself. 

			Kyrin glanced at Malchior. That could’ve been me if I didn’t have my friends by my side. He didn’t know what to say. 

			“Malchior, we can help you. You need to give us a chance. Maybe people will surprise you,” Saria said with a slight smile. “Jasper would be able to help you get out of the king’s clutches. He could figure out a plan. You can start over.”

			“Jasper?” Malchior paused. “Where have I heard that name before?” His eyes looked mournful, and his voice broke as he spoke. “I-I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t.” 

			Malchior’s hand slipped off his sheathed blade. 

			An instant later, his expression changed back to unflinching resolve. “I do not have time for this.” He drew his sword. “This is your final warning. Come with me or die.” 

			“I’m sorry. We can’t,” Saria said, unsheathing her golden dagger. 

			Oliver held his quarterstaff at the ready. 

			“Can’t we just be friends?” Aleza said nervously, taking a few steps back. “I don’t know who you are, Malchior, but you seem like a nice guy. Maybe we could all just part ways and go one with this day.” 

			“I did not come here to make friends,” Malchior said, taking a step closer. “You have nowhere to run.” 

			It was true. Their backs were against the store windows. 

			Jasper whispered something to Saria, and she made a motion to Kyrin and Oliver with her eyes. 

			“We’ll come with you. On one condition,” Jasper said. “The condition being that…you can catch us.” Jasper turned and bolted into Marjorie’s store with the others on his heels. He vaulted over the counter, running into the back room, which he knew had a door that went out into the alley. “Out the back, quick!” 

			Jasper shouldered the door, knocking over Marjorie, who was just returning from outside with some books.

			Marjorie blinked as the Named streamed out the door.

			“Sorry, we’re in a rush. Thanks for the help!” Jasper yelled, already halfway down the alley.

			“Thanks, from me, as well,” Saria said as she ran past. 

			Oliver picked up one of the books that landed on a ledge and handed it to her. “I’m quite sorry for this, Miss Marjorie. Won’t happen again.” He smiled and sprinted off. 

			Aleza was behind him. “I wasn’t ready for exercise,” she groaned. “Oh, hi, Marjorie.” She waved as she ran away.

			The mercenaries had scrambled back up the street and entered the store in time to see Aleza vault over the counter. 

			“Go, we can’t lose them.” Malchior ran through them, nearly knocking one to his knees in his haste. 

			The guards followed behind him. 

			Malchior saw Marjorie getting up when he entered the alleyway. “I need to have a word with you when I return,” he said as he rushed by. 

			Marjorie sighed, picking up the books she had dropped. She did not know how she could help. Arlette will keep them safe. I believe in her, she thought as she walked back into the store. If she could trust anyone, it was Aleza. 

			***

			Jasper cut through the streets, narrowly avoiding a cart full of cantaloupes. Oliver was not as lucky. He crashed into the cart, sending the melons rolling across the ground. 

			“Sorry!” Oliver flinched but kept running as the merchant, scrabbling frantically for the melons rolling in all directions, loudly disparaged Oliver’s ancestry.

			Kyrin did not say much as they ran. He just made sure not to lose track of his friends. He was stuck inside his own head, thoughts swirling about like a whirlpool. 

			“We can get back to the markets through here, I believe,” Jasper said as he glanced back, seeing that everyone was still with him. Their pursuers trailed a short way behind. 

			He turned the corner, right into a dead end.

			They were in a narrow alley that ended in a tall blank wall—the chatter of the traders and the shoppers and the gawkers in the market could be heard from the other side, but the wall was too high to climb and there were no handholds to grab onto.

			Jasper put a hand on the wall, staring at the black cat that now sat atop it as if mocking his dilemma.

			“There’s nowhere to go. This is where we make our stand.” He caught his breath. 

			Aleza, who was now in front of all of them, extended her arm. “I’ll handle this.”

			She knelt, drawing a design on the ground with her fingers, tracing concentric circles and abstract shapes. 

			The mercenaries funneled into the alleyway. 

			Adelram landed on Aleza’s shoulder. 

			“You are really giving us a hard time, you know that?” Malchior said, walking closer. He paused after a few steps. “Get them.” 

			The mercenaries ran forth, swords in hand. 

			The Named readied their arsenal, unsure of Aleza’s improvisation. 

			Then, the attackers stepped on the marks she had made in the dirt. The glyphs and runes inscribed there started glowing a deep purple color, and, in an instant, the guards collapsed to the ground, their weapons clattering down.

			Aleza smirked. “Looks like your guards are sleeping on the job, Malchior. Step on that mark and you’ll join them.” 

			One of the guards snored loudly. 

			Malchior lowered his blade, not wanting to risk crossing the inscriptions. “I was hoping that using the guards as bait would have deactivated it, but it seems to have a few charges left.” 

			Aleza raised her arms, lifting Jasper and the others off their feet. She levitated them higher, floating them over the wall and above the marketplace on the other side. 

			Before she could bring them to the ground carefully, Malchior ran forward and jumped, using one foot to spring off the alley wall. His feet didn’t touch the ground as he made it safely across the marked area. 

			“Watch out!” Jasper yelled, seeing Malchior rushing forward. 

			She turned to the sight of Malchior lunging at her, with a strike aimed at her throat. Time seemed to slow down as the blade sliced through the air, sharp enough to cut through a speck of dust. 

			Jasper and the others could still see Aleza from their angle ten feet above.

			The sound of metal impacting flesh came to their ears, even above the chatter and bustle of the market below them.

			Blood splattered on the walls to either side of Malchior and Aleza. 

			The Named fell out of the air abruptly, crashing onto the canvas of a produce stall a few feet below. 


		

	
		
			26 – Aftermath
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			The last moments before he fell were seared into his mind, especially the blood spraying onto the walls like a red paint. That sense of responsibility again. He could have done something, anything. Maybe if he had noticed earlier, he could have called it out on time. 

			“Dammit,” Oliver cried, punching the wooden crate next to him, his fist going right through. He stared at the high wall, wishing he could see through it, ignoring the splinters between his knuckles. 

			“Is she dead?” Oliver asked shakily, still reeling from the sudden turn of events. 

			“Yes, or dying,” Kyrin said. 

			“She risked her life to help us escape.” Saria picked herself up out of the rubble.

			Oliver looked down at his bloodied hand, closing it tightly. It had happened again. 

			The memories he had locked away were starting to pound on the door. He glanced at the others, who were in a similar state of emotional disarray. The alley was on the other side of the wall and they had no idea how to get there, owing to the convoluted design of the town’s streets. 

			Jasper broke the silence after a few moments. He had to pull himself together, for the team, no matter how heartbreaking the situation was. He could not linger, or waste time being lost in his feelings—his role as a leader did not permit that. “We can’t let her sacrifice be in vain. Let’s head to the ship while we still have time.” 

			No one replied, but they followed him, hearts heavy. Tears were for the ‘morrow—mourning was on hold for now. Jasper informed some folks nearby that Aleza was in the alley behind them and told them to head over to Marjorie’s emporium to deliver the news.

			***

			The ship was where they had left it at the pier. “Looks like it’s still in good shape and hasn’t been tampered with,” Jasper said, taking the wheel. “We can be on our way and end this quest without further bloodshed.”

			“I agree.” Saria nodded, keeping watch for any approaching Nebelgardians.

			“I think Aleza bought us enough time to escape.” Kyrin could not see any sign of Malchior or his crew, who were no doubt figuring out a way around the streets to make it back to the pier. 

			The deck beneath him rumbled as the ship started to leave the docks. “Whoa, rough exit there, Jasper.”

			“It’s not me,” Jasper said, looking back. 

			The floorboards creaked and then fragmented, sending sharp pieces of shattered wood flying.

			“What the—” Kyrin said, losing his balance as something burst out from under him. 

			Two stalky eyes poked out from the floor as the mammoth crab emerged from the hold. 

			It chittered loudly, snapping its claws, then jumped off the deck onto the pier.

			Its massive form scuttled away, angrily swiping at startled townsfolk, scattering the crowd. Their screams only seemed to annoy it further—it slammed its larger claw into the pier, sending chunks of wood into the water below. 

			“The ship will still be able to sail since there’s no hull damage—but there’s a giant crab on the loose in town. We can’t just leave that behind,” Jasper said, throwing the tiller hard over.

			Saria sighed. “It’s our job to clean up the mess, then.” 

			“How did it get in there anyway?” Oliver asked.

			“Well, come to think of it, we left our vessel unguarded for quite some time. The mercenaries were the ones to encounter the crab last, so maybe they lured it onto our ship, as a parting gift.” Jasper frowned.

			“Malchior always proves to be a tricky bastard,” Kyrin said.

			They secured the ship and disembarked to chase after the crab, which had left a wide swath of destruction through the market.

			Leafy vegetables, bread, and other foodstuffs were scattered across the ground. Pieces of broken stalls were strewn about. The crab had crashed through them like a tornado, knocking down signs and overturning containers. 

			“How are we even going to fight this thing? It has more armor than most knights I’ve seen, “Kyrin said, referring to the crab’s heavy carapace. 

			“First of all, we have to get it to stop. It’s doing more damage just running off to who-knows-where than it is deliberately.” Jasper pointed, and the group saw it shuffle around the corner of a large building to their left.

			“We should find Aleza’s body. We shouldn’t just leave her out there in the alley,” Oliver said. Jasper switched focus at Oliver’s untimely statement, then considered it for a very brief moment. “You’re right. I’ll come with you and we can retrieve her…body,” Jasper said, patting Oliver on the shoulder. “You two, figure out how to capture that crab.” He motioned to Saria and Kyrin.

			“Jasper, I can handle this myself. You go with them and take care of the situation.” Oliver pulled a splinter from his hand, wincing.

			“Are you sure you don’t want my help?” 

			“Yes. I’m sure. I’ll be fine,” Oliver said.

			“Gah, I lost sight of the crab. I don’t know which way it went,” Kyrin yelled from up ahead.

			“It’s a giant crab, Kyrin. It can’t be that hard to find. Let’s go this way.” Saria pointed. “Be safe, Oliver.” 

			“Of course.” Oliver walked away without a further word, his eyes on the ground. 

			***

			Thinking about how to return to the alley, Oliver remembered they had fallen onto a produce stand when they were lifted over the wall by Aleza.

			He made his way back to the area and located the crushed stall with its canopy awry and torn in a few places. He got the attention of a man cleaning up some of the mess from a destroyed storefront—”Excuse me, sir, would you perhaps know how I would be able to get to the other side of this wall here?”

			“Yes, just go down this way, turn left, then take the second left that you see, and then another left should lead you into the dead-end on the other side,” the man said. 

			“Thank you so much, sir.” Oliver nodded, then headed off, following his directions. 

			When he came into the alley, he saw the thugs were still sleeping as if without a care in the world. That spell was pretty effective. 

			He stepped over the guards and arrived at the end of the alleyway. The crimson stains were still on the wall, and a small pool of blood was coagulating in the dirt at its base, but both Aleza and Malchior were nowhere to be seen. 

			Oliver knelt, inspecting the area, his heart beating rapidly.


		

	
		
			27 – Choices
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			Kyrin paused to catch his breath. “That thing sure moves fast for its size.” 

			“I think we should split up, “Jasper said—”We’ll be able to cover more ground.” 

			A metallic clanging resounded repeatedly from a nearby courtyard. 

			“Or perhaps we don’t need to.” Jasper sprinted toward the source of the slow rhythmic clanging. The crab was probably trying to break something to get at whatever lay inside. 

			“Oh, hello, there.” Malchior grinned as they entered the courtyard in a blind rush. He had been striking a metal shield with his sword. “I was expecting the seafood to show up, but you’ll do just as well.”

			Kyrin narrowed his eyes. “You, again. Why did you do it?” 

			“Do what?” Malchior asked innocently. 

			“Aleza.”

			“You mean the girl? Well, you see, if someone gets in my way, I will get them out of my way, understand?”

			“You didn’t have to kill her.” Jasper’s hand hovered over the hilt of his blade. 

			“And you didn’t have to run away from me, and you didn’t have to send a giant crab rolling down the dune, which, by the way, killed a few of my men. I do hope you enjoyed that little surprise under your ship. It was not supposed to wake up this early, though.”

			“All right, enough talk.” Kyrin lurched forward, drawing both blades and spinning in like a windmill in a windstorm. Malchior deflected the flurry of blows with ease, taking only a single step back.

			“You know, it’s not fair to have me so outnumbered,” Malchior said, even as he parried a second series of blows. 

			Saria readied her dagger, about to activate Leiptr, but Jasper stopped her. A crowd of people stood at the entrance of the courtyard, attracted by the racket. Some of them seemed concerned, some were shocked, and others were watching the battle as if it were an open-air opera. 

			“It’s too dangerous. We can’t risk the lives of these people,” Jasper whispered to her. “We’ll fight him without our abilities.” 

			If he had been being honest, however, the truth was that he did not even want to fight Malchior. Yes, Malchior had killed his friend, but Jasper feared that if he engaged in battle right now, the rage would overtake him. He did not want to lose control of his emotions—he had still not gotten rid of the dull, aching pain that had plagued him since his father’s death, let alone the feeling of despair after witnessing Aleza’s end. 

			But he had no choice. Diplomacy would not work because Kyrin had already set the scene. There was no longer any time for reasoning or discussion.

			Even before he entered the brawl, he knew that this would not be easy.

			Malchior possessed a sort of dexterity that Jasper had never seen, not in any adversary he had previously faced. The king’s henchman was handling the two of them in hand-to-hand combat without breaking a sweat, deftly dodging and parrying their blows as if he knew their next move before they even did.

			No matter though. Skill does not win fights. Strategy does. 


		

	
		
			28 – Engagement
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			Oliver rushed into the courtyard, pushing past a small throng of people at its entrance, to see his friends battling Malchior. 

			Malchior sent Jasper flying back with an especially fierce blow. During the brief gap, Kyrin swung in, trying to end the fight, but Malchior deflected his attack, sending him stumbling back. Kyrin leaned against the tree, keeping a hand on the wound in his side that he’d received earlier in the battle. 

			“The courtyard is clear. Let’s go all out,” Jasper said, noting that all the civilians retreated to a safer distance as the confrontation became a melee. 

			He nodded to Saria and leapt back into action. 

			Saria pulled her dagger—”Leiptr,” she commanded.

			The dagger shifted and extended to become a golden recurve bow. It sparked to life as crackling lightning surged through its frame. 

			Oliver stood back. They should be able to handle this. It’s three versus one. I’d only get in the way.

			Saria’s quiver started glowing brightly as golden arrows materialized in it. She snatched an arrow from the quiver, nocked it, and let it fly in one quick, fluid series of movements. It hissed through the air, straight for Malchior. 

			Malchior maneuvered to the side, pulling Jasper’s strike through with his blade and using his other arm to push Jasper into the path of the oncoming arrow. 

			The arrow struck Jasper in the chest. He let out a cry as the shockwaves surged through his body. He fell to one knee, losing his grip on the sword. It clattered to the ground. 

			Saria lowered her bow, not wanting to believe she had just hit her own teammate. 

			Malchior sneered. “I can’t win this fight with your pesky archer around. We’ll settle this some other time.”

			He took the opportunity to slash Jasper’s throat, cutting the chain that held his gem as well. Malchior caught the dragonstone as it fell and turned to run in the opposite direction. 

			A crimson waterfall spurted from Jasper’s throat. He sputtered, choking, and keeled over, clutching at his throat as his life drained away.

			Oliver sprinted up to Jasper. He had been watching this whole time because he thought he couldn’t contribute much in this close-quarters fray with just his quarterstaff and a lack of magical abilities. He grabbed some gauze from his pack and wrapped several layers around Jasper’s throat. 

			Saria fired off a multitude of arrows as Malchior ran. Two of them hit him in the arm and one in the leg. 

			He grunted as the discharge traveled down his arm and caused him to drop Jasper’s dragonstone, but somehow continued running and vaulted over the wall at the far end of the courtyard.

			She turned the dial on Leiptr, and it reverted to dagger form. She placed the dagger in its sheath and ran to Jasper and Oliver. 

			“Don’t die on me, Jasper. I tried to stop Malchior, but I couldn’t,” Saria said, holding back tears.  

			“Keep pressure on the wound.” Oliver placed the gem on the side of Jasper’s neck. “We don’t have much time before he bleeds out,” he said, humming a few tunes to figure out the correct tempo. 

			Jasper’s eyes closed, and his head slumped in Oliver’s arms. 


		

	
		
			29 – Change
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			Jasper walked outside, eyes teary from the smoke, shock, and sorrow. Someone had killed his father and set his home ablaze.

			He looked to Matheus’ house, which was also engulfed in flames. Charis was returning with a wicker basket full of fresh vegetables—a shocked gasp escaped her lips when she saw her home going up in smoke.

			“Matheus and Neron were sleeping,” she wailed. 

			Jasper, only nine years old, bolted into the house without hesitation.

			“Jasper, no!” yelled Charis, reaching out to grab him, but he had already dashed past her.

			The flames licked at his feet, and he felt the heat saturating his entire frame. Acrid smoke filled his lungs, throwing him into a coughing fit. Jasper pulled up his shirt to cover his nose and looked around frantically. The roof and one wall of Matheus’ room had already caved in, there was no way to access it. A boy cried in the other bedroom—the central pillar had burned through at the bottom and fallen that way, blocking the doorway. Jasper dropped on all fours, learning at that moment that it is much easier to breathe when beneath the smoke, and navigated as fast as he could to Neron, who was sitting in the corner, face buried in his knees, whimpering. He seemed to be unharmed otherwise. Jasper grabbed his arm and crawled back under the pillar, pulling Neron with him. He stumbled out of the front door, his face covered in soot and his clothes charred, Neron in tow.

			Charis breathed a sigh of relief and gave them both a tight hug. The wooden beams groaned, and the house collapsed, sending smoke billowing out the windows and doors. 

			She averted her gaze from the painful sight, looking at Jasper. “I’m glad you are not hurt. I couldn’t bear to lose you. You are like a son to me. Don’t ever put yourself in danger like that again.” She hugged him again. 

			“I didn’t see any sign of Matheus,” Jasper said, catching his breath.

			Neron sniffled. “I was sleeping but I think my brother left before I woke up.” 

			“Then he might be by the well,” Charis said, wiping away a tear and facing Jasper. “Thank you for saving my child. I am forever in your debt, young warrior. Where is your father?” 

			“He’s…gone,” Jasper muttered, tears beginning to overflow. The only things he knew about his mother were from his father’s recollections. Now, he had lost him, too. No more stories. No more projects in the workshop. No more long walks. No more lessons on being a good person. All that was gone, in an instant, and he had been unable to do anything about it. It was his fault for not waking up sooner. 

			“Oh, dear, I am so sorry. You can come live with us. You have always been a part of our little family.” Charis gave him a warm smile, despite the situation. “Stay here, I’m going to see if anyone has seen Matheus.” She rushed away, taking Neron with her. 

			Jasper nodded, still dazed and feeling light-headed. Then he heard something calling to him—not someone, not an actual sound, but a voice inaudible outside of his head, urging him to return to his house. He moved past the burning rubble into his father’s workshop. The years of painstaking labor his father had poured in, all gone to waste. Nothing to show for his accomplishments. The cold truth made him feel insignificant and numb inside. 

			He noticed a crimson gem lying in an uneven crater in the ground. A still-smoking hole was in the ceiling right above it, as if it had come crashing through like a meteor. It started glowing as he approached it and pulsed faster as he got closer. He could no longer hear the crackling flames, as they had become dulled to him now, and the intense heat felt more like a pleasant breeze.

			He plucked the shimmering jewel from the wreckage and immediately felt a burst of primal energy. A door opened in his mind that had been locked until now. He knew he had some purpose in this world, and that it had something to do with this arcane stone.


		

	
		
			30 – Curtain Call
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			Time seemed to slow down as the blade sliced through the air, sharp enough to cut through a speck of dust. 

			I can’t cast a spell fast enough to defend myself, Aleza thought in the fleeting instant before Malchior’s blade connected. 

			She would face her death head-on. There was neither reason nor time to be scared because it would all be over in a second. Her part in this story was finished. Curtain call. 

			The blade sliced through the air, the edge almost to her neck, when a black cat leapt in front of the blow.

			Blood sprayed onto the wall next to her. She lost control of the levitation spell from the shock of seeing Malchior’s oncoming blade, releasing the Named from the air. 

			Aleza gasped, leaning back hard and quick as blood spewed against the walls and over her face. 

			The cat mewed faintly—it was cut nearly in half, diagonally across its torso. Aleza looked down at it lying there, barely breathing, and grief overcame her. Tears welled up in her eyes.

			Sadness quickly turned to seething anger when she saw Malchior walking away out of the corner of her eye. 

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Her voice sounded forceful, surprising even to her.

			“Sorry, I do not have time for this,” Malchior said, looking over his shoulder. “You are not what I’m after.”

			She brought up her hands, devising a spell to rip his entrails from his body, but then changed her mind, opting instead to pick up the wounded cat. She stroked its fur with a comforting touch.

			The cat looked up at her, its green eyes holding her gaze, and an unfamiliar voice wafted into Aleza’s mind. I was sent by Marjorie to oversee your quest. Take me back to her, please.

			Aleza looked up from the light that was slowly fading from the black cat’s eyes, to see Malchior nowhere in sight. 

			“Oh, he’s vanished already.”

			She touched the bell on her hat. Marjorie, you crazy witch. I’m sorry to say, but your cat is seriously injured. I’m on the way back. Thanks for saving me, by the way.

			Marjorie’s voice entered her mind. I didn’t think you’d almost get yourself killed! I sent Shadow over to keep watch in case you run into trouble. You sure ran into a LOT of trouble. I was watching the whole thing through him.

			Why didn’t you tell me about your familiar earlier? I thought he was just a random cat. 

			Well, he’s always been my familiar, but he’s my little spy—I’ve never told anyone. I’m sorry. I should have at least told you, Arlette. 

			That’s fine. It’s all in the past. I still owe you and Shadow for helping me out. Especially Shadow. The poor thing is dying in my arms. 

			Please hurry.

			Aleza checked on the cat—his laborious breathing had started to slow down. Time to quicken her pace. She heard something heavy approaching and turned to face it. 

			“A giant crab. Nice,” Aleza said, gently placing the small cat inside one of the larger pouches at her waist. “Add that to the list of problems I have to run away from.” 

			She contemplated the next move. The idea of letting a giant crab run rampant through the town held little appeal for her—she liked a lot of the people here, so she would rather them not be in danger. 

			I must get Shadow back to Marjorie as soon as possible. I don’t have time to fight this crab. She sighed. 	

			Perhaps a binding spell? suggested Adelram, swooping in unexpectedly to perch on her shoulder. 

			Great idea. Aleza ruffled through her bag to find the grimoire. She frowned, trying to remember what page the spell was on. 

			The crab thundered closer, but she was too busy flipping through the pages. Suddenly, she was knocked to the side, landing hard on the ground, something falling onto her. A person. 

			She looked up, seeing Oliver on top of her. Just like in my dreams. 

			The crab scuttled past them within a second glance, paying them no mind. Oliver had pushed her out of the way. 

			“You would’ve gotten crushed. You need to pay more attention to your surroundings,” he said, lending her a hand. 

			Aleza grabbed Oliver’s hand, standing up. “Thanks, cutie. You were just on time.” She winked. 

			Oliver’s face went coral red. He let go of her hand immediately. “I-I’m glad you’re all right—and alive. I thought you died back there.” 

			“Hah, it’ll take more than a silly old mercenary to kill me—supreme Grandmaster Sorceress extraordinaire Arlette Lèane—” She broke off. “Actually, I’m in a rush.”

			She opened her pouch to see if Shadow was still breathing. He was. 

			Page 696, Asha said in her mind. 

			What? 

			The binding spell.

			“Oh yeah! The crab. Forgot. Silly me.” She licked the pad of her finger and turned to page 696. 

			Facing the crab, which was farther down the road, she recited the incantation. The crustacean had split open a barrel of clams and was taking a quick moment to devour the contents. 

			When she finished the incantation, she stepped forward, pointing her finger at the feasting creature. A velvet haze rose from the ground, forming into the shape of multiple spectral arms. They grabbed the crab’s legs, ensnaring it. It struggled against them, but it could not break free. 

			“That should hold it until I come back.” Aleza waved at Oliver. “Later, Oliver. Gotta get to Marjorie’s as soon as possible.” She smiled at him and ran off. 

			~~~

			“Oh…Bye, I suppose,” Oliver said, turning to look at the flailing crab. 

			What am I going to do with this?

			Then he saw a dozen townsfolk streaming out from the main square. He stopped one person to ask what the situation was. 

			“There are people slingin’ blades and arrows in the courtyard, and soldiers or guards or some such ransackin’ the town. We were told to clear the area for our own safety,” a woman said, glancing back at the crowd. 

			Oliver stared at the crab, then in the direction of the courtyard. He bit his lip. “Did you possibly see a dual wielder?” 

			“Oh, yes, definitely a dual wielder,” the woman said, before joining the rest of the crowd intent on getting indoors. 

			He eyed the crab again, which looked to be immobilized. At least he knew where it was, so he could come back with the others later and figure out what to do with it. It sounded right now as if his friends might require his services. He was the healer, after all. 

			Oliver started running toward the courtyard. The distinct sound of clashing blades rang out as he drew closer. 


		

	
		
			31 – Recall
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			The daylight waned as Aleza hurried into Marjorie’s emporium. She gently, carefully took Shadow out of her pouch and placed him on the table. 

			“Thank you, Arlette, for bringing him back to me,” Marjorie said, looking at Shadow in concern. 

			“No, thank you for sending him to look after me,” Aleza replied.

			Shadow mewed softly—his dark fur was soaked in blood. The blade had just missed his heart and lungs but would prove fatal in short order anyway if something wasn’t done quickly. 

			Marjorie brought out a grimoire called Exemplar of Familiars, riffling through the pages and stopping on the page about reviving familiars.

			It read:

			As familiars are spiritual creatures, they subsist on arcana to remain tethered to this world. To replenish your familiar’s reserves and, in essence, heal their corporeal forms, follow this procedure. 

			First, make physical contact with your familiar by placing a hand on its body. 

			Then, repeat these three words.

			Marjorie placed a hand on Shadow. His breathing was labored, and he did not respond to her touch. She repeated the words, and her hand started glowing a pale white, her arcana transferring into Shadow’s body.

			After a moment, the wound on the cat sealed itself and Shadow’s breathing started to return to normal. He shivered, standing up, shaking his feet. He licked his fur clean, wearing a satisfied expression after he was all tidied up. 

			He purred, placing a paw on her arm. Thank you, Miss Marjorie. 

			Marjorie picked him up and hugged him. I’m glad you’re safe and sound, my dear Shadow. 

			I cannot breathe, Miss Marjorie. You are hugging me too tightly. 

			“Oh, sorry.” Marjorie smiled, placing him back on the desk. 

			Aleza clapped. “Another job well done.” 

			“Sit down with me for some tea, Arlette. You deserve a break.” 

			“Mm, will there be biscuits?” 

			“Yes, of course. I have a fresh batch of your favorite kind.”

			“Then count me in.” Aleza followed her into the kitchen. 

			“Take a seat at the table, Aleza, I’ll be right there,” Marjorie said. 

			“You got it, Marj.” Aleza saluted, sitting down. “Oh, and can you bring some water for Adelram as well, please?”

			“Of course.” Marjorie looked back, retrieving porcelain cups and saucers. She brought a bowl of water for the raven and placed it on the table. 

			Thank you, Madam. Adelram nodded, leaning down to lap water into his bill. 

			“So, Marjorie. Anything happen while we were gone?” Aleza asked, patting Adelram on the head. 

			“Nothing of note, really. I cleaned up the mess you and your friends left behind as you all ran through the store,” she said, preparing the tea kettle. 

			“Oh yeah, sorry about that,” Aleza said. “We were in a rush.” 

			“Do not worry.” Marjorie smiled. “What have you been up to? Where did you meet these Named of yours?” 

			“Now, that’s an interesting story. I was visiting the Twin Isles because it’s mating season for the Stymphalians, looking to see if I could steal an egg or two, right? You know how valuable those are,” Aleza said, twirling her hair. 

			“Yes, I know. They’re also great for cooking.” 

			“You won’t guess what I found there instead.”

			“Other than the Named?” 

			“No, that was later.” She paused. “Eh, it’s not ready for the public eye yet. I’ll tell you when it is.” 

			Marjorie poured her a cup of tea, the vapors drifting toward the ceiling. She placed the kettle on the table and went back to the kitchen. She soon returned with a plate of biscuits. Aleza thanked her, picking up her cup. 

			“So,” Aleza continued, after taking a light sip, “I found something neat in that first nest, so I went to see if there was anything higher up, and that’s when Asha told me that someone would need my help very soon down by the cliffs.”

			She savored the aroma of the fresh brew. 

			“I’m thinking to myself, Oh, wonder who could be out here, and why? Hope, they’re friendly, ‘cause I love conversations with new friends. So, I’m walking to the cliff, and then I see this long ice bridge coming out from the other island. I’m like, Wow, that’s so cool.” She giggled. “Cool. Ice. Heh.”

			“I see a boy and girl trying to help this other boy get up,” Aleza went on while taking a bite out of a biscuit. “That’s when it starts going bad because the ice bridge starts cracking. So, then, they’re all running and one of them says something very cliché, like, Go on without me, save yourself, or something along those lines. Then the other guy says, No, people usually say that, but then they die. It was cute.” She munched on another butter biscuit. “These are amazing, Marj.”

			“Thanks, Arlette. You always say that.” Marjorie laughed.

			“Because they are,” Aleza said, refilling her cup. “So, I’m just standing there at the top of the cliff hoping they’ll make it to the end without falling.”

			“Thrilling scene,” Marjorie said, sitting and taking a sip. 

			“It was. Then the ice broke under their feet, and they were about to fall to their deaths into the frigid waters below, but that’s where I came in! I’m quick on my feet, quick thinker, you know? So, I catch them with my levitation before they fall—thus saving the day. When I brought them closer, I saw that they were all wearing dragonstones. Right away, I knew they were the Named.” 

			“Wait, you didn’t have your grimoire with you, did you? How did you handle such a spell, one that surely would have been taxing on your natural arcana?” Marjorie asked, leaning forward with interest. 

			“Hah, you underestimate me, Marj. You should know by now that I can manage some fairly spectacular feats when I’m well-rested and haven’t used my spells for a little while.” She flipped her hair. “Even without access to my grimoire.” 

			“You’re right. I forget what you’re capable of sometimes. Forgive me.”

			“Of course, my dear,” Aleza patted her shoulder. 

			“I’m glad you all made it out safely,” Marjorie said, taking a bite out of a biscuit. 

			“Nothing to worry about when good ol’ Arlette is there.” She ran a finger over her grimoire. “And now that I have my grimoire, I’m even stronger.” 

			They continued their conversation, and eventually Aleza asked how Marjorie knew Malchior. Marjorie shrugged and said he had been an off-and-on customer for years, but she knew little about him except that he would be in the area to complete “assignments.” She suspected he was a mercenary sort, but Marjorie made a point of not prying into her customers’ private affairs. At least, not overtly. Shadow provided her with that sort of information when she needed it.

			Aleza paused, turning to the side. 

			“Got to go. Asha says my help is required.” Aleza stood up to give Marjorie a hug. “See you later, Marj. Thank you so much for the tea and biscuits. It was nice catching up with you.” 

			“Goodbye, Arlette. Be safe,” Marjorie said. 

			Aleza waved and walked out the front door with Adelram on her shoulder. She needed to get to the courtyard, and fast, according to Asha. 

			When she arrived, she saw that the skirmish had already concluded without her.
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			“You, over there. Come here. I need your help,” the hooded man said to a woman walking by. 

			She wore a yellow tunic and carried a pail of chicken feed. The woman looked left and right, then approached the hooded man cautiously, straightening her straw hat. She was on the way home from the barley fields, and it had already gotten dark. The stranger’s face was not visible, but he clutched his arm, leaning against the wall. 

			“Are you alright, sir?” she asked, looking concerned. 

			When she came closer, he waved his hand, then stepped backward, deeper into the shadows of the sparsely lit alleyway. The woman’s expression changed to a blank one, and she followed him in a trancelike state. 

			“Good. Thank you for your cooperation,” the man said. 

			As he placed his hand on her forehead, it transformed into a sinewy claw. The woman did not struggle against him. She went limp and pale a few moments later and the bucket fell from her hand. 

			The hooded man tossed her aside like she weighed nothing. “Much better,” he said, cracking his knuckles and feeling his arm. 

			“Wait, what’s going on here?” a merchant asked, seeing the cloaked man and the woman lying on the ground next to him. 

			He hurried closer, but the man was gone, as if he was just a figment of his imagination. 

			***

			Oliver grunted in frustration, racking his brain to figure out the correct melody.

			“I don’t know what tune to use. None of them are working.” 

			“We’re running out of time. If you don’t figure this out soon, he’s going to die,” Saria said, pursing her lips. 

			Aleza walked up behind him. “Oliver, I know what to do. Humming it won’t work for this serious a wound. Use your mandolin.” 

			“You’re right,” Oliver said, reaching for the mandolin. “What do I play?”

			Aleza pulled out a pad of paper and wrote something. “It’s either these notes or these. One or the other. Asha isn’t completely sure.”

			Oliver took the piece of paper. Aleza had written down a few musical notes which seemed like the opening of a song. “Alright. I’ll try the first one.” Laying his gem on Jasper’s neck, Oliver played the notes Aleza had put on the sheet.

			His icy dragonstone shone brightly in contrast to the dim surroundings, coating the area in a blue hue. 

			Then it subsided, with no visible effect on Jasper. 

			He tried the second tune, one of a darker tone in a minor key. 

			This time his gem pulsed a few times and the glow encapsulated Jasper’s neck.

			“There we go,” he said, seeing the bleeding slowing. 

			Jasper coughed, spitting up blood, still unconscious. 

			“I think that worked,” Oliver said, checking the freshly sealed wound. Jasper’s breathing stabilized.

			“Let’s take him somewhere safer,” Saria said. 

			“We can stay at Marjorie’s house. It’s not very far,” Aleza said.

			***

			A few hours later, Jasper awoke in a hot sweat. 

			He slowly opened his eyes, which took a moment to adjust to the light. A woman stood at the foot of his bed, garbed in a long white gown. Her curly black hair fell messily down to her shoulders.

			Blinking to clear his eyes, he sat up.

			The woman was gone. 

			Jasper tried to call out to see if anyone was around, but his voice did not cooperate. He felt a sharp pain in his throat when he tried speaking. Nothing but a croak escaped his lips.

			Jasper reached for his sword, which was propped up against the wall next to him, but it was a little too far away to get a good grip. It clattered to the floor, the sound echoing through the mostly empty rooms. 

			“Jasper?” Saria shouted from another room. He heard her hurried footsteps on the wooden floor as she came closer. 

			“You’re awake. I’m so glad.” She smiled, looking at the fallen sword. “There’s no rush. You need to rest and heal up.” 

			Jasper tried speaking again and could not. 

			Her smile went away. She furrowed her brow. “Did you lose your voice?”

			Jasper nodded, pointing to his throat. 

			“Oliver’s magic should have fixed that by now. I don’t know.” Saria sat next to him. “It’ll be better soon. If not, I’ll find a way to fix it. Don’t worry,” she said, placing her hand on his. 

			Jasper smiled. 

			“I’ll make you some tea with honey,” Saria said, walking away. 

			Kyrin came in as Saria rushed past. “She’s off in a hurry.” 

			He looked at Jasper, taking a seat in the chair next to the bed. “Looks like you’re all healed up, o’ fearless captain of our humble crew. How are you feeling?” 

			Jasper just nodded, then pointed at his throat. 

			Kyrin turned his head to the side. “Oh, you can’t speak? Well, at least your wound is mostly healed. Oliver didn’t have enough energy left to heal my injury after he took care of you.” He lifted his shirt and pointed to the bloodied bandages on his side. “I’ll be fine though. Everyone else is fairly unharmed as well.”

			Oliver walked in, stretching. “Jasper, you look like you’ve recovered quite quickly. I thought you’d be sleeping for a bit longer.” 

			“He can’t speak,” Kyrin said, looking back at Oliver. 

			“That’s an odd turn of events.” Oliver sat next to Jasper, peering at his throat. “There’s a visible scar, but the wound itself seems to have healed up…at least, on the surface. It’ll need a bit more time until it recovers completely.” 

			Aleza peeked around the corner while they were talking. “There you guys are. I see Jasper is up and about. Good work, Sir Oliver.” She ran over to give Jasper a hug. “Glad to see you’re all right, sweetie.” 

			Saria was returning with the tea when she saw Aleza hugging Jasper. She frowned and cleared her throat. “Tea is ready.”

			“Jasper’s awfully quiet today,” Aleza said, stepping back to make room for Saria. 

			“That’s because he can’t speak,” Saria said, handing Jasper the cup. 

			“Ah, healing magic works at different rates depending on which part is affected—and how seriously. I would assume he’ll be speaking within a few days,” Aleza said.

			“That would make sense.” Oliver thought, touching his gem. “Oh yes, Aleza, I’ve been meaning to ask. How did you handle the crab problem?”

			“The crab problem?” Aleza said, poking at Shadow, who was sitting on top of a bookshelf. 

			“Yes, how did you get rid of it?” 

			“Oh. Well. You see…” She trailed off, slowly backing away toward the door. “I forgot. Jasper was injured and all that and Asha was like, You have to save the Named, blah blah, so a lot of things were on my mind, and the crab wasn’t one of them.” 

			“To be fair, I also forgot about it,” Oliver said, scratching his head. “The binding spell should still be in effect, hopefully.”

			“Yes,” she said, starting to walk away, now looking visibly anxious. Adelram. Come to me. We must solve that crab problem right now.

			She sprinted out the door, heading in the direction of the crab. Please still be there.


		

	
		
			33 – Pursuit
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			No sign of the behemoth crab. This was the right area. Her spell had faded away—the purplish hands had sunk back into the ground. Aleza wandered through the town, searching for the creature. The moonlight was fading, and morning would be coming soon. 

			Most townsfolk were asleep, except for the merchants and farmers. 

			“Has anyone perhaps seen an oversized crab in the area?” Aleza asked, to no one in particular. 

			“Oh yes. It was tied up last evening by some glowing hands. I haven’t been there since then,” said a woman sweeping the wooden walkway in front of her shop. 

			“Thanks.” The binding spell would have only lasted until midnight, most likely.

			“People are saying the emperor’s death caused the desert crabs to awaken. Do you think that’s true?”

			“I doubt it. Be on the lookout and stay safe until I can take care of the problem.” Aleza picked up her pace.

			Then she heard a scream from the other side of the next intersection.

			She broke into a sprint, with the dawning light on her back. The houses and trees became a blur as she rushed to the source of commotion. 

			The sound of a small child’s cries could be heard around the corner of a cottage on her right. 

			Her face drained of color when she looked upon the situation. The coppery smell of blood was strong in the air. 

			***

			Oliver woke up before the others and stepped into the living room, stretching. Just in time for first light, not bad. He walked over to Aleza’s room to see if she had gotten back, but the door was still open, and no one was inside. 

			She had been gone for an awfully long time. He began to worry again, but he couldn’t help it. He worried about everyone.

			He heard a noise, following it to find Marjorie in the kitchen, preparing herself a snack.

			“You’re up bright and early, sir.” 

			“You are, too.”

			“Us old folks don’t have a choice.”

			“You don’t seem old at all.”

			“Hah, I feel it, though.” She reached for the cupboard to find the marjoram. “What would you like for breakfast?”

			***

			Aleza could see the crustacean scuttling along the straight path ahead. 

			A woman was lying against a cracked wall. It looked like she had been smashed into the wall with considerable force. The fissures spread out like a spider web from the point of her impact, and blood dripped down the chalky white wall in reddish-black streaks. A broom was on the ground nearby, the door still ajar from when the woman had stepped outside, presumably to sweep the front entrance. 

			The child was in a state of shock, tears streaming down her face as she looked at her dead mother. Her quiet whimpering made Aleza want to do something, anything, to make the little girl feel better. 

			Aleza knelt in front of her and wiped away the girl’s tears, adjusting the white ribbon in her hair.

			“Do you have a father?” she asked, holding the child’s face gently. 

			The little girl nodded, sniffling. 

			“Do you know where he is?” The child pointed toward the markets. 

			“All right, good. You wait inside. Shut the door and wait for my friend. He may be able to help your mother.” Aleza kissed the girl on the forehead and reached into her pack to grab some wrapped biscuits. 

			Marjorie, bring Oliver to the intersection by The Curious Hog. There’s a woman that is possibly dead, but there could be a chance to save her, Aleza communicated while handing the girl the biscuits. “You can have these. They’re delicious. Stay inside until my friend comes. Can you do that for me?”

			The girl nodded, and Aleza led her inside. “Stay strong, dear. Everything will work out for the better.” 

			Aleza looked back—the crustacean was moving further away. She closed the door, secured her hat, and began running. 

			Asha. Strengthening spell. She was determined to catch that crab, even if she hated running. 

			Page 344. 

			She cast the spell as she ran, one eye on page 344 and one eye on the crab far ahead of her. The soreness in her legs faded away and she felt light, like she was running on a cloud. She was catching up to the crab now—it had stopped to prod at some netting hung on a wall. 

			“I’m tired of your shenanigans. Go home, crab!” Aleza yelled. 

			It reared its head, angered by the disturbance. It did not waste any time with a warning. Instead, it swung its huge red claw at her. 

			Aleza rolled out of the way. 

			Adelram. 

			She regained her footing and ran toward the crab with her right arm extended. 

			Adelram flew ahead of her and hovered a few feet above the crab. He vanished from sight, leaving only a small puff of black smoke. The next instant, a long, curved scythe appeared where Adelram had been. The left side was a sinister curved blade, the metal black as raven’s feathers. The right side was in the form of a blunt war hammer. The scythe, which she had named Reprisaille, fell from the air, the glossy blade glinting in the morning sunlight. 

			Aleza leapt up to grab it, then swung down with her full weight, and buried the edge of the blade in the crab’s upper carapace. Reprisaille’s needle-sharp point had pierced the thick shell like it was butter.

			She pulled the weapon out, just in time to block an incoming blow, causing the scythe to become wedged between its claws. 

			The crab chittered loudly as Aleza used the handle of Reprisaille to swing herself under the crab, dislodging the weapon as she slid. 

			As she came out the other side, she hooked the scythe around one of the crab’s back legs and pulled it toward her, ripping through it cleanly with the curved edge. The spiky leg went flying, and the crab fell to one side. Bluish blood gushed from the wound, but it sealed quickly. 

			Within seconds, a new leg grew back. 

			Aleza jumped backward, the distance enhanced by the incantation affecting her legs, as the crab turned and snapped at her. 

			“You shouldn’t have killed that poor woman,” Aleza said, losing her patience. She cast a strengthening spell on her arms. The thought of the child having to grow up without a mother angered her. It was something she would not wish upon even her worst enemy. 

			These spells were not meant for use on your own body parts, Adelram reminded her. 

			I don’t care. It works fine, Aleza said, spinning and swinging the hammer edge of her scythe. The hammer impacted the side of the crab’s body, launching it into a wall, loosening bricks and knocking over a hanging wooden sign.

			Aleza rushed forward, jumping onto the back of the collapsed creature, and brought her hammer down. She beat down on the crab repeatedly, each strike letting out a loud crunch. She yelled out in rage as she struck it. The armor cracked eventually, sending fragments of red shell splintering away. The crab fell unconscious after a few more hits. 

			Aleza, short of breath, was unable to maintain the strengthening spell any longer. Her chest tightened up and she lost control of her extremities.

			She flopped down onto her stomach, losing her grip on the scythe, her limbs completely fatigued and feeling like mush. She slid off the creature slowly, her face dragging through some of the crab’s blue blood and pieces of shell on the way down. 

			The scythe disappeared in a puff of dark smoke before it touched the ground. Adelram appeared in its place.

			He perched on the back of her head. I told you. Those spells are not meant for use on oneself, only on others.

			I can’t move my arms or legs. 

			Surely a side effect of such unorthodox usage. Have Marjorie cast it on you the next time. It will take some time for you to recover. You’d best hope that the crab does not awaken while I retrieve the others, Adelram said. She heard his wings flapping as he climbed higher but could not turn her head to see him. 

			If I die because you’re not fast enough, I’m going to haunt you from the astral plane. Aleza smirked. And hurry up and leave—there’s crab blood on my face and I can’t wipe it off. 

			Sorry, I was taking a moment to locate your comrades. I will be off.

			Ugh, I’m not used to this whole physical combat thing. I could only do all that stuff because of the strengthening magic. I need more practice, Aleza thought. Her eyelids began drooping, and she fell asleep within seconds due to sheer exhaustion.

			***

			An empty can rattled as it rolled in the wind. Aleza found herself back in the vicinity of New City, but this time without using the world-vision spell. At least, she didn’t remember using it. It was hard to tell. 

			Zara lay prone atop the bridge, hundreds of feet above the dusty terrain. She gazed through the scope of her weapon, keeping watch on a man ordering a drink at the roadside bar. 

			Aleza heard Zara’s thoughts as they came to her. 

			Hmm, could it be him? A little rough around the edges. Hasn’t been keeping up his appearance. She noted the man’s unwashed clothes and his scraggly beard. The scope had enough magnification for her to see his weathered skin, a result of him being outside in the scorching heat for days at a time.

			A desolate wasteland they called home, with no shelter and no way out, but it was home, nonetheless. If this was the man who she had been searching for all these years, then it was nothing short of a miracle. Her system couldn’t put an identifier on him, but the odds seemed to be in her favor. 

			Her optics told her his emotional state was at an all-time low as he stumbled out of the bar and onto the road. It would be too dangerous to approach him before knowing his motives. 

			Hostiles detected. 1,715 meters. She swung her sights around to survey the new enemies. A gang of bandits. Four cronies and their boss, each wearing barrier generators, which were currently inactive.

			She tagged their leader. 

			Identification: James “Slim Jim” Crowley

			Occupation: Anarchist, Rabble Rouser, Scavenger, Outlaw

			Likes: Cats, TV crime shows, making fun of old people, murder…

			Dislikes: People with opinions, strong women, the word “no”…

			Charges: … 

			Bounty: 354,000 credits—dead or alive

			She expanded the list of charges. Aggravated assault x 54, arson, burglary, drug possession, drug trafficking, first-degree murder x 76, grand theft auto x 12, harassment, hate crime x 9, indecent exposure x 17, sexual assault x 3, stalking…

			Zara sighed, not bothering to go to the second page. 

			Her original target had collapsed into a drunken slumber not fifty steps from the roadside bar, in prime view of the bandits rolling up on their dirt bikes. 

			This isn’t good. She activated her cloaking device, and her form shimmered for a moment before the panels on her bodysuit reflected the environment around her. She still had to wait until the perfect moment if she were to engage, however. She’d have to take them all out in quick succession.

			And if that man on the ground was the Wayne she knew, then he would be able to handle himself. 

			***

			The bandit leader took a photograph from the lone drifter’s coat, looking at it in the bland reddish sunlight. Zara winced. Bad move, if she had to guess. 

			Yep, she thought as Wayne stood up—Slim Jim made a “hit me” motion, giving him the first shot. Wayne swung and missed, getting punched in the stomach.

			Odd. Slower than the usual. 

			The fight took a turn for the worse, resulting in the man getting knocked to the ground, the bandit on top of him, wailing on him with his fists. 

			She charged up her sniper, the high-pitched whine causing her barrel to light up with a purple glow. Even if this man wasn’t Wayne, she still had to save him from being beaten to death. 

			Omega protocol activation detected, her system said. 

			Zara took her finger off the trigger, looking up for a moment. It had been ages since she’d heard those words. 

			Within seconds, Slim Jim was being held hostage by the lone man, his own pistol aimed at his head. His companions stood back, unsure of what to do next.

			Audio cues activated.

			“Make one move and he dies,” Wayne said, steel in his voice. 

			“Yeah, boys. This guy might just be crazy enough to do it if he’s obsessed with some ol’ picture,” the leader said, straining. 

			“All right, all right. Relax,” another bandit said, laying down his weapon. 

			The drifter, in a flash, switched the pistol to revolver mode, slamming the hammer back and pulling the trigger. Four shots, four dead bandits. Steam rose from where their heads had been. 

			Audio cues deactivated.

			That’s Wayne McClintock, no doubt. Zara stood, her cloaking device still active. She sighted in on him and watched his next move. 

			Slim Jim dropped the photograph and bolted. Wayne knelt to pick up the picture, touching it tenderly, paying no mind to the bandit leader. 

			She pointed her reticle at Slim Jim, who was running as fast as he could. Now, to collect this bounty. Wayne can come next.

			Distance: 1,730 meters…1,732 meters 

			She placed the crosshair ahead of him, the heat escaping from the vents of her rifle. Without hesitation, she pulled the trigger. 

			A violet beam escaped the muzzle, hurtling across the flat earth. It pierced through the bandit’s torso, causing his upper half to explode in a shower of gore. 

			Kill confirmed. 1,736 meters. 

			Bounty collected.

			***

			Aleza awoke, having a hard time remembering her dream, still stuck in the same position she was in before she had fallen asleep. This was not the first time she had passed out from experimental magic. 

			Her mind wandered to the beginning of her journey.

			When she was younger, she didn’t possess much arcana. In fact, she had close to none. Nor did she have a talent for the mystical arts. Still, her will to learn and improve kept her going. Her mother, Lucie La Vache Eremberge d’Arques, a Grandmaster Sorceress in her own time, had died from a terrible illness, leaving her child of only two years with a dusty old book and an untouchable legacy. 

			Aleza’s father was not trained in magecraft, but he cared for her. He was always there to make sure she grew up with all the love in the world. He did everything he could to make her upbringing bearable without a mother in her life. 

			However, that did not mean he was overprotective of her. He knew that one day, she would have to venture forth into the outside world and make a name for herself, so he made sure not to shelter her entirely, allowing her individuality to grow as well as her physical and mental prowess.

			He would always say, “Don’t be afraid to be different. Embrace your quirks and flaws—they make you who you are.”

			When she had told him that she wanted to pursue magecraft like her dear mother, he did not refuse. 

			Under the tutelage of various instructors, she learned an array of incantations and spells. Unfortunately, she couldn’t activate any of them because she did not possess enough arcana to bring them to fruition. She tried for many years, to no avail.

			Early one morning, however, she heard someone calling to her. 

			My name is Asha. It is a pleasure to finally meet the daughter of Lucie d’Arques. 

			From that point on, her life changed irrevocably, for better or worse.  


		

	
		
			34 – While You Were Sleeping
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			“Wake up, Aleza,” her father said.

			She opened her eyes slowly. “Father?”

			It took a moment to adjust to the light. She was in Marjorie’s guest bedroom. The thin silk curtains were partly drawn. 

			“No. It’s Oliver. Are you all right?” Oliver looked into her eyes. 

			Her arms were not yet working. “I still can’t move my limbs. Am I dying?” 

			“Marjorie said you might be out of order for a few days.” 

			“I’m positively useless, then.” Aleza sighed.

			“We can handle the rest. Stay and get some sleep. I don’t want you risking yourself like that again.”

			“That’s up to me to decide.” 

			“True, but I’d rather you not put yourself in danger because of us, or me.” 

			“Asha tells me that’s my job. To make sure you guys don’t mess up and get yourselves killed.” She smiled. 

			“The good news is that we’re almost at our destination. We should be able to make it there without any issues. Malchior is severely injured, and he has no reinforcements.” 

			“You’re right. It should be alright. If you die out there and don’t come see me again, I’ll be mad.” 

			“Don’t worry, I’ll come back after this is done. Plus, your tune helped me figure out how to work my healing magic a little better, so I should be able to heal possible injuries.”

			Aleza remembered why she had passed out, and the little girl that she had sent Oliver to find. 

			“Oliver, did you help the little girl’s mother? Did it work?”

			Oliver placed his hand on hers and began to recount the story. 

			***

			Marjorie had been getting ready to head over to her store when she heard Aleza’s request. She found Oliver giving Jasper a honey-covered biscuit in his room. 

			“Oliver, I need you. We have the chance to save an injured woman.” 

			He nodded, touching Jasper on the shoulder. “I’ll be back.” 

			Jasper gave him a thumbs up. 

			Marjorie and Oliver headed into the streets. “Arlette said the woman is at the intersection by The Curious Hog. We don’t have much time to waste.”

			Oliver kept up with her. “What happened, if I may ask?”

			“She was attacked by a certain giant crab while it was on its rampage. There is a child waiting inside a home there, according to Arlette.” 

			Oliver felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He had been responsible for knowing the whereabouts of the crab but forgot in the heat of the moment. It was now running through the city due to his negligence. If he had checked on the crab last night, this would not have happened. However, he couldn’t have been in two places at once. Jasper needed healing, and he figured Aleza would have handled the crab before she reached them. Assumptions usually led to complications and Oliver should have known that by now. 

			“It was my fault. I didn’t remember to check on it while it was still locked down by Aleza’s spell,” Oliver said, lowering his gaze. 

			“It’s not anyone’s fault. Your friend was in dire need of your assistance. Anyone would have forgotten in that situation,” Marjorie said. “The past is in the past. Nothing we can change about it now.” 

			They turned the corner, coming upon the grisly scene. 

			“Dragon-fire, I didn’t expect it to be this bad.” Oliver knelt, checking for the woman’s pulse. “She’s gone. But my gem might be able to help.” 

			Marjorie turned as the door next to her creaked open. The little girl peeked out gingerly. 

			“Hello, little one. We are Arlette’s friends. We’ll try to help your mother now. She’ll be alright.” 

			“Promise?” The child looked at her with anticipation. 

			Marjorie hesitated. She was not sure if Oliver could bring back someone from the dead. But if anyone could, it would be him. “…Yes.” 

			The girl’s face lit up. “Thank you so much, miss. Here, have a biscuit. They’re really good.” The little girl grabbed a biscuit from the package with her petite fingers and held it out, accompanied by a sweet smile. 

			Marjorie took a glimpse back at Oliver, who was playing a tune on his mandolin to activate the dragonstone. His gem started glowing, and she breathed a sigh of relief. 

			“Thanks, sweetie.” Taking the biscuit, she bit into it without looking, still focused on the melody. “Oh, these are mine.” She knelt in front of the girl. “If you like these biscuits, I can make you lots.” 

			“Yes, please.” The girl nodded eagerly. 

			The music stopped. Marjorie turned. 

			The woman still looked very much dead. 

			Oliver shook his head, giving Marjorie a defeated look, his shoulders slumped.

			Then an idea came to him. But he had been saving it in case of an emergency for his group. Should he use it on a person he didn’t even know? For someone unrelated to their cause?

			He glanced at the little girl. No one deserved to lose a parent when they were so young. “Marjorie. The Gifted Oasis. What do you know about it?” 

			“It’s a mythical oasis that contains a pool of healing water but is concealed by an illusion that prevents anyone from finding it,” Marjorie replied. “What does that have to do with anything right now?”

			“Well. We found it. Or my gem did, anyway.” Oliver reached for his pack and placed it on the ground. 

			“You’re joking.” Marjorie scoffed. “No one has been to the oasis in ages.” 

			“I do not jest. I brought back a waterskin filled with its blessed water. Whatever they say about the waters is true. The liquid healed me the moment it touched my skin, and when I drank it, it was even more effective. Aha, there it is,” Oliver said, pulling out a leather waterskin. “If that’s true, then maybe…”

			“It could bring back the dead. Just like the stories.” Marjorie completed his sentence. 

			Oliver took a deep breath. “Here’s to hoping.” 

			He carefully opened the woman’s mouth and poured the contents of the waterskin in. Then he closed her mouth and tilted her head back with his hand. 

			They waited patiently. The girl tugged the hem of Marjorie’s sleeve. Marjorie brought her closer, holding onto her. 

			After a few minutes, nothing had happened. The woman was still motionless. 

			Come on, this must work. If one part of the legend is true, why can’t this be? Oliver looked up at the sky, praying that a miracle would occur. Anything so that the little girl could see her mother alive and well again. 

			Marjorie continued to smooth the girl’s soft hair. “Just hold on, sweetheart.” 

			The woman gasped, air abruptly filling her lungs. 

			“It worked!” Oliver said, placing the waterskin back into his pack and grabbing his mandolin. 

			The woman coughed, beginning to stand up. 

			“Mother!” The little girl ran up and gave her a big hug. 

			Her mother smiled, placing a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

			“Thanks for saving her, miss. You kept your promise.” The girl turned and smiled widely. 

			Marjorie smiled back. “Thank Oliver for that. He did all the work. You can call me Marjorie, by the way.” 

			“Thank you, Oliver. Here, have a biscuit. They’re really good.” The girl handed him a biscuit. 

			“No need to thank me.” He nodded, taking the biscuit. “Thank you for sharing. What’s your name, girl?” 

			“Maren. My mother’s name is Merete.” 

			“Are you alright?” Oliver asked, turning to Merete.

			Merete nodded, still in a daze. 

			“We need to go, Oliver. Adelram called for us. Aleza knocked the crab unconscious, but she needs our help,” Marjorie said, glancing up at Adelram, who was flying high above.

			“Right. Let’s go.” Oliver waved. “Sorry, we need to leave now. Maybe we’ll meet again.” 

			“Bye, friends.” Maren waved back. “I’ll never forget you guys. One day I’ll save someone too.”

			Marjorie laughed as she walked away. “Promise?”

			“I promise, Marjorie.” Maren grinned, waving at her and taking a biscuit out of the packet to bite into it.

			“I’ll hold you to it, Maren,” she said, looking up at the noble raven and picking up her pace to match his. 

			Oliver laughed, feeling like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. Everything seemed to work out in the end, even if the situation seemed dreary. 

			***

			He smiled, looking at Aleza. “Then we found you lying unconscious next to the crab. It was still knocked out, so Marjorie cast a binding spell on it, and we brought you back here. Then, we went to Jasper to ask about any ideas to deal with the crab, but of course, he still couldn’t talk, so he wrote down a possible strategy for us.” 

			“What did he suggest?” 

			“He asked if Marjorie knew any shrinking spells, and thankfully she did. He outlined the plan and wrote down what each of us had to do. He suggested taking Saria with us in case any bad elements showed up because she can handle anyone with her lightning bow.”

			“Wow, does Jasper always have a plan?”

			“He’s a quick thinker. He almost always has something inventive up his sleeve. Our group would fall apart without his leadership.” 

			“He sounds like a good person.” Aleza smiled.

			“Jasper is, definitely. Even without his voice, he still figured out a successful plan.” 

			“Oh, yes. Tell me what you did.”

			“We made it back to the crab, and Marjorie used the shrinking spell on it. It became about the size of her hand. So, we picked it up, since it was still unconscious, and took it outside the town, into the drylands. It turns directly into the desert, so the crab would be able to find its way back, which is what Jasper said it was trying to do this whole time: find a way out of the city and return to its home.” Oliver realized he was still holding Aleza’s hand and let go. 

			Aleza smiled at him. “You’re a good storyteller, Oliver.”

			Oliver cleared his throat. “Thanks, Arlette. Er, Aleza. Anyway, then we placed it on the ground and Marjorie turned it back to its regular size. We stood back at a distance and it woke up within a few minutes. It looked at us, but it didn’t try to attack. It just headed farther south, toward the desert. So, in the end, Jasper was right. It was just trying to go home—like any of us would do if we were stuck in some unknown place.” Oliver sipped from the cup of tea on the table. 

			“That makes sense. Maybe I was a little too harsh on the little guy, or big, guy. That’s my tea, by the way,” Aleza said. 

			“Oh! Sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.” Oliver placed it back down in a hurry. 

			“I was joking—I can’t move my arms anyway.” Aleza laughed. “Drink away, sweet prince.”

			Oliver’s face was flushed with shades of red. “Please don’t call me that again.”

			“Sorry.” She smiled devilishly. “On another note, I’m glad we’re friends.” 

			“Me too,” Oliver said, smiling. He remembered the question he had been meaning to ask. “I was wondering, who exactly is Asha? I don’t think we’ve had a chance to meet her.” 

			“Asha? She’s—” Aleza was interrupted by Kyrin walking in, strumming Oliver’s mandolin. The discordant notes were jarring to her ears. 

			“Oliver. Teach me how to play this thing,” Kyrin said, playing randomly. 

			Oliver winced. “Kyrin, you may need a little practice. Let’s start with the basics.” 

			“You’re right. I think I might be tone deaf, honestly.” Kyrin fiddled with the instrument. 

			“And I might be regular deaf after that performance,” Aleza said quietly, with a smirk on her face. Her arms still felt like lead when she tried to move them.

			***

			Jasper, in the other room, could not sit still. He fussed about, the thoughts about the quest lingering like a dark cloud. We need to leave and continue with our quest. We’re so close. I don’t care if my voice hasn’t returned. 

			He sighed, then reached for his sword. He had made his decision. He tightened his belt, sheathed the sword, and adjusted his coat, viewing his disheveled reflection in the mirror. Sea-green eyes peered back at him. Running a finger over the scar on his throat, he thought, Hopefully this gets fixed soon. 

			The off-key notes of the mandolin could be heard from the guest room. 

			Jasper walked toward it and stood in the doorway, looking at the scene. Kyrin was sitting on the chair with the mandolin. Oliver sat next to him and took it back to show him the proper way to play. 

			“This is way more difficult than I thought,” said Kyrin, furrowing his brow.

			“Don’t worry. You’ll get it soon enough. You just need some practice. Don’t give up.” Oliver smiled, handing the instrument back to Kyrin.

			“This is veritable torture. Even more so considering I can’t get up and leave,” Aleza said. 

			Jasper motioned to get Aleza’s attention, then pointed to Oliver and Kyrin who had their backs to him.

			“Jasper’s here. He wants to say something. Oh, wait, uh, not say. I forgot about the no-voice issue,” Aleza said. 

			Jasper wrote down what he wanted to say on a piece of paper and handed it to Oliver. 

			“It looks like Jasper wants us to move out even though his voice isn’t fully restored. He doesn’t want to risk giving Malchior or anyone else time to get to the Spire before us.” Oliver summarized after reading the note. 

			“Ah, yes. Good plan. If we’re lucky we won’t need Jasper to speak to anyone anyway since it should be a fairly clear path,” Kyrin said, giving up on his endeavor and returning the instrument to Oliver. 

			“So, this is where we part ways, huh?” Aleza asked. 

			Jasper nodded, writing her a note. 

			It read: 

			Aleza,

			Thank you for all your help. Without you, we would not have gotten this far. It was a pleasure getting to know you over this journey. You are a wonderful person, and we are grateful for everything you have done for us. We’ll hopefully see you again after this quest is over. Recover soon and stay safe.

			Yours truly,

			Jasper

			“Aw, thank you, Jasper. You’re so sweet.” Aleza smiled. “I’m going to miss you guys.”

			Tears started welling up in her eyes. 

			“Don’t forget about me, please,” she said, sobbing quietly. She did not have many people that knew her well other than Marjorie. Mainly because she was always out in the world by herself, searching for mystical artifacts, so she did not interact with many people at length. Anyone she met was usually passerby whom she would never see again. 

			Oliver leaned forward and wiped away her tears with a gentle touch. “We’ll be back soon, Arlette. We won’t forget about you. Please don’t cry.”

			Oliver is such a genuine, kind person. I hope he finds someone wonderful and perfect that he can call his. He deserves the best, she thought, looking into his clear, ice-blue eyes. 

			“If I could hug you right now, I would.” She frowned. 

			Oliver gave her a warm embrace, lifting her up a bit. 

			“Good luck out there, Oliver. Come back in one piece,” she whispered into his ear. “Reach into the drawer next to me. There’s a bracelet for you. I wanted to give it to you earlier, but the crab needed urgent attention.” 

			“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine,” Oliver said, laying her back down in the bed with care. Oliver opened the drawer and grabbed the braided bracelet. It was made of black material with a tiny bell attached to it. “Thanks, Aleza.” Oliver put it on. 

			Kyrin frowned at the scene. “I just got a bad taste in my mouth.” Then he glanced down at the shark tooth necklace hidden under his shirt, his expression softening. 

			“Do you want a hug too?” Oliver turned to him with a silly grin. 

			“No, thanks,” Kyrin said, backing away. 

			“Come here, you.” Oliver ran over and hugged him. 

			“Please, get off me.” 

			“Sorry, Kat.” Oliver laughed. “You looked like you needed a hug for the longest time.”

			“Eh. Let’s just go.” Kyrin backed away. “Affection makes me feel odd.” 

			Everyone except Kyrin laughed. 

			They said their goodbyes and packed up their equipment. 

			Jasper handed Marjorie a note and smiled. 

			He looked around for Saria. He found her passed out on the bed in the other room. She was lying on her stomach, with her head to the side, a bit of drool rolling down her chin. She snored lightly. Jasper shook her awake. 

			“Wha?” She looked up groggily. 

			Kyrin walked up behind them. “It’s time to leave, Saria. We have a quest to complete, remember?” 

			“Oh, yes. Sorry, I fell into a coma after eating too much for lunch.” Saria scratched her head. “I’m ready to go, though. I already have all my things packed up.” 

			“Good. Let’s move out, sleeping beauty,” Kyrin said, turning away.

			Saria squinted at him. “I don’t know if that’s an underhanded compliment or not, but I’m not awake enough to care.” She looked in the mirror and brushed her hair before placing the brush in a pack. 

			She went to Aleza’s room to bid farewell and returned after a few minutes. 

			Jasper looked to the north after they left the house. It’s a straight shot to the Spire next. After a walk through Hexenmoor, they would be at the mountain pass. Then they needed to find the winding path to the Spire, purportedly hidden from view. Jasper heard tell of a gate of some sort that was supposed to be present, but he did not know its exact location. This journey has almost come to an end. Let’s hope that we all make it out safely. 

			Jasper sighed, preparing himself mentally for the journey ahead. He did not let his teammates know that he was worried. He hated uncertainty—he needed all plans clearly laid out. He put on a strong face and marched forward, leading the way, as always. 

			Hexenmoor gave him cause for unease, for there were stories associated with the wretched swamp. All of them involved death and decay.
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			Marjorie hummed, wrapping the freshly baked biscuits in a cloth and placing them in a basket. The Named had been there for only a few days, but they had made such an impact. The town of Lucinus would not forget their bravery. She smiled as she finished packing. Then she checked in on Aleza, who was still in bed recovering. “Arlette, do you think they’ll be alright?”

			“I believe in them. They’re wily enough to make it through any challenge,” Aleza said, taking in the scent of the biscuits. Her mouth watered slightly. “You have some biscuits for me, right?”

			Marjorie laughed. “Of course. I made you a batch,” she said, taking a biscuit in her hand and placing it in front of Aleza’s mouth so she could bite. She bit into it graciously, finishing the rest within a few seconds. 

			“Alright, I’m off. Don’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone.” Marjorie winked. 

			“I’m going to run off into the wilderness with my non-working legs, for sure. Speaking of which, I can feel the sheets against my legs now.” 

			“Wonderful. I’d say no more than three days until you’re on your feet,” Marjorie said, making sure she had everything she needed to go out. “I’m going to drop these at Maren’s house. That little girl has been through a lot, and I promised her I would make her a treat.” 

			“Tell her I said hello.” Aleza smiled. “She’s going to grow up to be like me someday. Friendly, funny, and with a love for biscuits.” 

			“I’ll send your regards,” Marjorie said, waving and walking out the door. 

			Outside, it was a pleasant evening. Shadow strutted along beside her, his tail flicking back and forth. 

			How are you feeling, Shadow? 

			Quite well, Madam. Thank you for asking. 

			It’s almost time for you to meet your new friend, Maren. She’s a sweet little girl. 

			I am sure she will be quite wonderful. 

			She would love to play with a cute little cat, such as yourself, Shadow.

			Please do not call me “cute,” I feel it is quite derogatory for a familiar of a high standing. 

			I apologize. Won’t happen again, Sir Shadow. 

			The Curious Hog could be seen ahead. The sign above the store window flapped in the wind, with the evening light casting an orange glow on the streets. 

			She turned the corner, stopping in front of the house across from the shop. 

			Here we are, Maren’s house. Marjorie made sure her clothing was in order, and then knocked on the door. 

			“Oh, it’s already open,” Marjorie said, seeing that the door was ajar. 

			She stepped inside. “Hello?”

			“Maybe they’re in the dining room,” she said to Shadow, walking farther in. She looked to the side of the room and gasped. 

			The basket fell out of her hands. 
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			They entered the murky swamp of Hexenmoor. Mosquitoes and dragonflies buzzed about, and frogs croaked at random intervals. Jasper knocked a moss-covered tree branch out of the way as he walked through. It recoiled back and smacked Kyrin in the face. 

			Kyrin swore profusely when he realized his nose was bleeding from the hit. “Dammit Jasper, can you watch where you’re going?”

			Jasper replied with a raspy “yes.” His voice had started to come back after a few hours of walking. 

			He paused in front of a pond, going over his map. He poked his sword through the heavy mist and into the surface of the water. Doesn’t seem too deep. 

			They slogged through the green, opaque water. What lurked below could not be seen.

			“Ugh, there’s water in my boots.” Saria groaned. 

			“And it smells like rotting meat,” Kyrin said, covering his nose. Gas escaped from bubbles that burst open on the surface. 	

			They reached the other side of the shallow pool rather quickly. 

			“Where to now, boss?” Oliver asked Jasper, patting him on the shoulder.

			Jasper pointed to a path that led through some twisted trees with strands of moss hanging down. 

			“You know, so far, this swamp hasn’t been all that scary. No Ice Witch to be seen or any swamp creatures with sharp teeth,” Oliver said, prodding at a decaying tree stump. 

			“I’ve heard the Ice Witch doesn’t interact with people, anyway,” Kyrin replied, shaking his head. 

			“Yes, true. I expected a little more from a place called “Hexenmoor.” Our previous encounters on this journey have been nothing short of spectacular. I figured we’d have run into some form of life-threatening danger by now.” Oliver shrugged. 

			“I’d rather we not be in constant danger, but that’s just me,” Kyrin said. 

			“For once, I agree with Kyrin.” Saria laughed. 

			“Who are you and where’s the real Saria?” Kyrin poked her arm. “I must be imagining things.” 

			“This is the real me. One hundred percent fresh, humanely raised Saria.” She poked Kyrin back. “Are you the real Kyrin?” 

			“I don’t even know anymore, to be honest.” 

			“Oh, that’s unfortunate. Don’t worry. I know the real you, and he’s a big softie with a tough guy exterior.” She smiled, pinching his cheek. 

			Kyrin swatted her hand away. “Treat me like a child again and see what happens.” 

			“Oof, I’m not sure if I want to find out. But at the same time, I’m curious.” She grinned. 

			“Let’s not get stabbed by Kyrin today. Thanks,” Oliver said. “At least, not until we complete our quest. After that, resume your silly fights.” 

			“Sound logic, Oliver.” Saria ruffled his hair. “You’re our stand-in for Jasper’s comments since his voice is still recovering.” 

			“You’re awfully sentimental. Are you all right?” Oliver asked. 

			“I’m just happy. We’re so close to reaching the end of our quest, which means we can finally go home. On top of that, it seems relatively safe on the final stretch. The thought of almost being done with this whole thing makes me feel elated. I just want to get this over with and go back to being a regular person. Back to being our small group of friends.” She sighed. “I’m tired of this whole hero thing.” 

			“It would be much better if there was a promised reward in gold or something of the sort,” Kyrin said. “I hate having to do things solely out of the goodness of my heart.” 

			“Ah, yes. That sounds terrible,” Oliver said. “Doing the right thing for nothing other than a sense of satisfaction.” 

			Jasper laughed, but then clutched his throat from the resulting discomfort. Note to self—don’t laugh.

			A lake was ahead but Jasper noticed a route to the side, hidden by an entanglement of vines. They were thick, but he could see a small path through the gaps. A possible shortcut that would help them avoid getting their clothes soaked again. 

			He focused his attention on the vines, and a few moments later, they burst into a blaze of fire. He used his sword to chop away the rest, and the flames receded. 

			The group followed him down the path. Oliver’s gem flashed for a brief second. “Jasper, wait. My gem just flashed.”

			Jasper had already taken another step forward before he had heard Oliver. His foot started feeling extremely cold as ice formed around his boot. The ice quickly moved up his leg, encasing his entire body, but not his head. 

			Oliver and the others ran up to help, but the same thing happened to them. 

			“You know, you can’t say I didn’t warn you.” Oliver let out a breath, which came out like smoke in the chilly air. 

			Saria scoffed. “I think we spoke too soon about being safe.” 

			“We should have just crossed the lake instead of taking some creepy trail,” Kyrin said. 

			“He does have a valid point.” Oliver nodded. 

			“What now?” asked Saria. She felt an odd sensation in her hair. “I think something’s crawling on my head.” She shook her head back and forth. 

			“Your hair is a different color now, Saria. Darker.” Kyrin squinted. 

			“My fingers are going numb. We need to figure out how to escape,” Oliver said.

			“Yes. More importantly—” Saria paused, craning her head to look at the hair on her shoulder. “How do I look? Does this shade suit me? I don’t know if it’s my color.”

			Oliver’s gem pulsed again. “It’s a good look, Saria.”

			“You remind me of my father’s old maid.” Kyrin smirked.

			Saria frowned. “Always one for the jokes.” 

			Footsteps thundered closer. 

			A carriage rolled up to them, followed by a towering golem, its body made of glowing ice. Out stepped a woman, seemingly in her thirties. She wore a flowing white gown with blue streaks and a high collar. Her platinum blonde hair rolled down to her shoulders, ending in baby-blue highlights.

			“Ah, my apprentice.” She smiled at Saria. She snapped her finger, and the golem picked up Saria in its icy grip. 

			She glanced at the others but did not say much more than a simple “hmph” before getting back into the carriage. 

			They yelled out, to no avail, watching as the vehicle sped down the path, the golem following behind, its thundering steps trailing off. 

			***

			“Well, it seems we’re in a spot of trouble,” Oliver remarked. “How long has it been?”

			“I don’t know. I fell asleep,” Kyrin said. “And I’ve lost feeling in my arms.”

			Suddenly, the ice around Jasper shattered violently, sending shards of flying in all directions. His hand was glowing a bright orange. He made signs with his hands like he had meant to do it. 

			He scrunched his eyes closed and placed his hand on the block of ice surrounding Oliver, melting it away. He did the same for Kyrin. 

			“Jasper, do you know where the Ice Witch is going?” Kyrin asked, pouring the water out of his boots. 

			Jasper shook his head but made a gesture to follow him. 

			They trekked along the path, which gave way to a small grove, surrounded by rolling hills and green pastures. 

			Jasper handed a note to Kyrin.

			I think we are the first ones to have gone down this path in recent times. Those vines hadn’t been disturbed in a while, and they hid the path well. 

			Soon, they noticed a tower, glimmering oddly in the sunlight. When they neared, they saw that it was an entire castle, covered in a layer of ice. The castle was surrounded by a deep moat, but healthy grass still sprouted on the rest of the hill, showing no evidence of the freeze. The spiky columns of ice loomed ominously as they got closer. In front of the drawbridge stood a tall ice golem, like the one that had abducted Saria. It was made of pointed angles and boulderlike shoulders. 

			Jasper leapt at the golem, striking it in the leg. It knocked him away with a swipe of its hand. He stumbled, almost losing his footing at the edge of the moat. 

			He summoned a ball of flame in his hand and launched it at the golem. The ball exploded on impact, sending the golem stumbling backward, into the moat. It fell with a resounding splash. 

			Jasper walked over to the edge to see the golem floating in the water, an almost sad expression on what remained of its face. 

			Kyrin, already on his way across the bridge, kicked the gate open, which was unlocked, presumably because the golem usually decided who would enter.

			Jasper and Oliver followed suit. 

			Kyrin marched into the castle and yelled out, “All right, witch. Let her go!” 

			They were in a grand hall, with icy pillars and a winding stairwell. An ornate chandelier hung from the ceiling. The ice was so pure that it reflected everything perfectly. Portraits of illustrious mages decorated the walls, a lineage that went back centuries. 

			Footsteps echoed throughout the chambers. 

			Saria peeked over the edge of the railing at the top of the stairs, her hair still brown. “Hey guys, you don’t need to be worried. The Ice Witch is friendly. It was all just a big misunderstanding, really. She hasn’t interacted with people in the last couple of decades, so she forgot her manners. I’ll tell you the rest over dinner. I was going to come get you all, but I just had to help set the table first.”

			Jasper mouthed the word “what,” confused and relieved at the same time.

			Kyrin lowered his sword. “She didn’t put a spell on you, or anything did she?”

			“No, I’m completely all right. Come up here.” She waved them up the stairs. 

			The trio carefully climbed the stairs, still on guard.

			Oliver slipped but caught the railing before he fell. “Phew. Whose idea was it to make the stairs out of ice too? Terrible design choice.” 

			They entered the dining hall. A long wooden table was set with an embroidered tablecloth and a row of plates and utensils. Silk tapestries featuring snowscapes and narratives of mage wars adorned the walls. One featured a majestic dragon with frost-blue scales and curved horns, kneeling before a young woman. 

			The Ice Witch nodded at them. “I’m sorry for the confusion. It’s been so long since I’ve interacted with the outside world that I am out of touch with common etiquette. I was on the way to gather some fresh samphire, but I saw my traps were activated. Quite frankly, I’ve been a bit lonely and Saria reminded me of an apprentice from long ago. I forgot that I can’t just take who I please off to my castle like that. Forgive my impropriety. To compensate, I have prepared a meal using a variety of fine ingredients. I hope you will enjoy it. If not, please let me make it up to you in some other way.”

			“She even taught me a few recipes.” Saria paused. “But I still can’t cook to save my life. Oliver probably will have better use for them.”

			Oliver chuckled, taking a seat. “Yes, just tell them to me and I’ll be able to work my magic.”

			Jasper sat down, writing on a piece of paper and handing it to Oliver. He coughed, his tongue swollen and throat feeling sore still. 

			“Jasper says that he apologizes for barging in without so much as a knock. Also, he does not know what to call you,” Oliver said. 

			She laughed. “Please, call me Eira.” 

			Eira looked at Jasper. “I see your throat has not healed properly from an earlier injury. Whoever healed you needs to work on their technique.” 

			A cooling sensation arose on his tongue and moved down his throat, like he had just drunk ice water. He keeled over and coughed uncontrollably, but within a few seconds, the pain disappeared. 

			“Jasper! Are you all right?” Saria ran up and patted him on the back.

			“Yes. I’m fine,” Jasper said, in his normal voice.

			Eira smiled. “All is well.” She waved her hand, and short dwarflike ice creatures waddled in, holding silver plates full of delicacies. “Oh, and I hope Knut let you in without too much hassle.”

			“Knut?”

			“My ice golem guarding the front entrance. He can be a bit picky sometimes about visitors, but he makes good conversation.”

			“He looked like an intimidating monster, so we attacked him. He fell in the moat.” Jasper smiled nervously. 

			“Oh my. I’m sure he’s fine. He looks menacing, but he’s a softie. I’ll tell him it was a misunderstanding. Not all ‘monsters’ are bad.” She smiled. 

			“Thank you again for preparing such a delightful meal,” Jasper said, filling up his plate with roast chicken, fresh fruit, and vegetables. 

			Saria chose mutton, potatoes, bread, cheeses, and a side of steamed vegetables, with some spiced wine to wash it down. 

			Kyrin went with a modest serving of fried rice.

			Oliver picked bread, cheese, and a slice of lamb. 

			“So, is there anything you can tell us that will help with our journey? We were told to reconstruct the Oculus. What do you know about it, and of the dragons?” Jasper asked. 

			“The Oculus lost its power decades ago. We believe this is the case because the dragons have not been seen outside of the Spire since then. They draw arcana from the Oculus, and because of the event, they have probably been biding their time or resting until their strength can be restored.”

			“So, if the Oculus is renewed, the dragons will come back?” Jasper asked, chewing on some chicken.

			“Yes. The assumption is that the Oculus shattered. It appears you all possess dragonstones, which leads me to believe that those are the splintered fragments of the Oculus, since the dragons did not give them to you. If you venture to the altar at the apex of the Spire and place the stones there, that should be enough.” Eira looked at Oliver. “Oliver, I can see that you have the aqua gem.” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” Oliver took it out from under his shirt.

			She walked up to him and placed one hand on his shoulder and another hand on his charm. “Don’t move.” 

			“Um, alright,” Oliver said, blinking as her face was close to his. 

			She smelled of winterberries and fresh snow. 

			His gem started glowing an icy blue at her touch. 

			“Not only can your stone control water, it can also create ice. The water dragon, Ifnir, lent me its power long ago when I was just a child. I can feel its presence in your gem, which means you have the same skills as I do, lying dormant.” 

			She removed her hand from the crystal, and it stopped glowing. “You should be able to channel the power of ice whenever you please now. You were not properly attuned to the gem, as if you were not the one it was meant for. I’ve matched the tune in your dragonstone to mirror the song that plays in your heart.” She smiled.

			Sure, works for her and not me. I see how it is, you sly thing. Oliver shook his head, eyeing his dragonstone, which hummed quietly. “That was unreal. I didn’t know others had the same powers as me. Thank you for showing me,” Oliver said.

			“There are a few out there who possess the power of the dragons, chosen each generation. They may not know it yet themselves, but eventually, you’ll find them.” 

			“So that ice bridge spell. That was yours?” Saria asked. 

			“Yes, I’ve learned a way to imbue objects with my arcana, so others can use elemental spells as well. I have made quite a few.”

			Saria took a sip of her spiced wine. “Ah, interesting. A young mage, Tobias, who we met on an island gave us a number of spells, and one of them was your ice bridge.”

			“That must have been the son of Roland the Magnificent.” 

			“Sounds like a powerful sorcerer,” Oliver said.

			“Oh, no, he was mainly a street magician. He was great at parties—children loved his showy magic tricks. His brother, however, was truly magnificent.”

			“What did he do?” Saria asked.

			“He was a vital part of our group, but he lost his life during the Hidden War.”

			“The Hidden War?” 

			Eira went silent, then continued after a few moments.

			“Sorry, I misspoke. It is not something the history books recorded, but it is no cause for worry. I do not wish to speak about it at this time but know that it was the quest of the previous Named.” 

			They continued to talk about other things while finishing their meals. 

			“One question. Most spells require arcana, so how are you keeping this castle up?” Oliver asked. 

			“Good question. Permanent ice does not require upkeep once it is created—only an initial investment. Plus, the core of this castle is built over an arcana spring.” She placed a finger to her chin. “I’ve got a great idea. You all are welcome to use the spring to charge up your dragonstones. I’m sure you will need a great amount of energy to reconstruct the crystal.”

			Jasper nodded.

			“Yes, that sounds like a good plan,” Saria said. 

			“Wonderful. We can do that after dinner.” Eira smiled. 


		

	
		
			37 – Lessons
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			The wide-set door, enameled with silver carvings and painted with unknown runes, stood resolute. 

			“Be careful,” Eira warned them. “Refilling the dragonstones could have unintended side effects from the amount of arcana entering them.” 

			Jasper nodded. The others nervously stood next to him. 

			Eira turned back to the door, a mere gaze unlocking the mechanisms that kept it closed. It swung open, revealing the interior.

			It was a cave of sorts, radiating a shade of blue provided by the bulbs at the end of the roots snaking down from the rocky ceiling. The tendrils dipped into the clear pond below, where lily pads floated on the water. 

			Two small stone statues of dragons, each holding solid black orbs, flanked the pool. 

			Kyrin was slightly on edge, not willing to place his trust completely in Eira.

			“Now, step into the water and hold out your dragonstone, allowing it to absorb the arcana.”

			Jasper looked at his hesitant friends. “I’ll go first.”

			He stepped forward, dipping one foot into the water, which started glowing an energetic blue upon contact. 

			Wisps of light swirled up from the water, and his gem began humming and pulsing fervently. 

			It flashed so quickly that it almost blinded him, so he closed his eyes. When he opened them, he was standing in a forest clearing, sword in hand, but the weapon was not his. Its hilt was pure white with a wrapped cross guard. 

			Before he could finish inspecting his blade, he heard someone rushing him. He deflected, but his movement was not his own. It was as if he was viewing the fight through someone else’s eyes. 

			“What is the meaning of this? We’re supposed to be on the same side,” he said, his voice sounding different. 

			“Things change, friend.” His opponent attacked again, and he ducked under the swing, pushing forward and shouldering him to the ground.

			“Stop this. What has gotten into you?” Jasper kicked the sword away, pointing his blade at his neck.

			“Stop? The Deathless One cannot be stopped.” He laughed maniacally, grabbing Jasper’s weapon and plunging it into his own throat. He had nothing else to say as he sputtered, the blood spilling from his wound. 

			Jasper let go of his sword in shock, watching as his friend died in front of him. He sat in the dirt, doing nothing but staring at the dead man, whose wavy brown hair was soaked in fresh blood. They had been companions for years—since childhood. 

			Jasper blinked. Who was that man? He had never seen him before. He could feel the water against his clothing again, and he realized he was back at the pool. Were they memories? Someone else’s? 

			Having to kill your dearest friend—that was something he would never be able to process. His hands shook, because the experience was so realistic, as if he had done it himself. The feeling of murdering another human being was something he could not fathom, but now he knew what it was like. His eyes misted up, and he hunched over, nausea overcoming him. He managed to curb the feeling, making haste to leave the spring. 

			“What happened?” Saria asked.

			“I…don’t know. I need some time to think it over.” 

			“Sure. I’m going to try it, all right?”

			“Be safe, please. You might see something strange.”

			“There’s nothing to worry about. I can handle this.” She smiled, stepping into the pool. 

			***

			There was a lot to worry about, considering she was knee-deep in the slough of Hexenmoor and her best friend was drowning. Where was he?

			Saria reached down again, trying to feel for a hand or arm or anything in the murky waters. Then she saw some bubbles forming near her, and moved closer, as fast she could, splashing muck around. 

			She submerged herself, grasping around, eventually finding him. She pulled him up, getting his head above the surface. He coughed up the water in his lungs and gasped for air. 

			As he rasped, Saria glanced around. Dozens of sickly-skinned creatures littered the ground from their previous encounter. 

			The noise was starting to attract more of them. Their groans came from the other side of the pond. She raised her bow, drawing back an electrified arrow. The sparks illuminated her face, but it would be too dangerous to use the arrow while still in the water. Saria converted Leiptr back into dagger form and placed it at her side.

			She slung her companion’s arm over her shoulder and waded toward solid ground. A growl sounded from behind a tree about thirty feet away from her. She dragged him onto the mud and propped him against a stump. 

			Drawing the dagger, she changed it into bow form and shot a bolt of lightning at the tree, which pierced through the bark, leaving a smoldering hole. 

			The siren on the other side collapsed, its fishlike tail falling across the bog. 

			Saria heard a subtle splash but was knocked to the ground before she could react. Another siren was on top of her, its claws lengthening. Saria, one arm pinned down, used her free hand to hit the mechanism on Leiptr, digging the dagger into the side of the siren’s head. The creature let out a shriek, slumping over. Slime dripped onto her face, causing her to retch a little, before pushing the corpse away. 

			The next siren was already crawling toward her, baring its rows of serrated teeth. 

			Saria rolled to her feet, her bow already extended. 

			In the next second, an arrow flew into the monster’s eye. On contact, the arrow lit with electricity, causing the siren to disintegrate. 

			She did the same with the three others—one to her left, one to the right, and one behind her. After checking on her friend, who was now starting to rise to his feet, she released another arrow, this time into a shadow in the water.

			A gray carcass floated to the surface after a moment. 

			“Run, Aidan,” she said. “The others need you. Your leadership.” 

			“Let me help.” He groaned, leaning against a tree as she killed another siren with precision. 

			“You are out of your element here, and you are in no condition to fight.”

			“But Esen, I—”

			“Do you not believe in me? Do you think me weak?” she said, her voice filled with passion.

			“No. Never,” he said, blasting away a creature with a weak burst of flame. 

			“Leave. Now. If I lose you, I could never forgive myself.”

			“What about you? Do you not fear the outcome of this battle?”

			“If I die today, that is my fate, but I will not let it be yours.” Saria fired another shot, splitting through the water and electrifying the whole pond. A few hidden sirens turned up dead.

			They had been feeding on this swamp for far too long, with none of the regular denizens left alive. It was time to end this infestation once and for all.

			Aidan looked at her, rife with concern. “My gut is telling me not to leave you, but I trust your judgement.” 

			She nodded, hearing another growl in the distance. “Take the path to the east. The rest of our group should arrive there soon.”

			“I will bring them to this location when they do.”

			“Yes, your role right now is to bring reinforcements. The others will be able to handle what remains of these sirens. Tell them to leave none standing.”

			“Good luck. I hope to see you when I return.” He glanced at her with optimism. 

			“You will,” she said, even though she could not guarantee it. 

			***

			Her arcana was running low because she had used most of it just that morning against the rampaging Lindwurm.

			The sparks fizzled from her bow as she shot another siren. 

			The others were coming soon, right? She only needed to hold on for a little longer. She mustered as much strength as she could, curving her arrows around trees and rocks to hit the mermaids that hid behind cover. 

			Her arms began feeling numb, and the feeling started to move down her chest through to her legs. She tried walking forward, but fell to her knees after a few steps, losing her grip on Leiptr, which turned into a dagger as it left her hands. It landed in the bog, sinking in slowly. 

			She was coated in mud and grime, now lying on the ground, unable to move. Her arcana had run dry, leaving her defenseless. 

			A siren came upon her, looking at her in glee. It moved her limp body, turning Saria onto her back. Its eyes were completely black, irises and all. It raised a webbed hand, the claws extending outward, then swung at her face. 

			She could feel the warm blood running from her eyes, but she could not see now. Sirens loved to blind their targets first. What came next was the excruciating pain as the creature’s teeth ravenously dug into her stomach. 

			As the siren devoured her flesh, she heard her allies calling her name before she lost consciousness.

			***

			Saria gasped for breath, pulling herself out of the pool as fast as possible. She clutched at her stomach, still feeling the lingering pain. A pain worse than anything she had felt before. And death. Death was no release. Death was merely nothingness, and she had been floating there for a few moments before returning to reality. 

			“Jasper. Did you experience the same thing? In the swamp?” She could barely speak the words coherently. 

			“The swamp? Hexenmoor?”

			“Yes. I think.”

			“No, I was in a forest of some sort.”

			“The experience is different for everyone. My theory is that arcana can hold onto the memories of its previous users, imparting their experiences to you, if they have some sort of connection to you,” Eira said.

			Saria just lay down, not replying. 

			That feeling of being helpless. That feeling of being able to do nothing as you accepted your fate. The hero’s burden was to take the suffering of others and make it your own.


		

	
		
			38 – Last Dance
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			Oliver stood next to Esen, her intestines sprawled out of her body, half-eaten. Aidan held her hand, sobbing without pause. The siren that was feasting on her lay dead, headless, and burned beyond recognition. 

			“She passed out from the shock. I stopped the blood loss before it became worse. Now for the repairs,” Oliver said, his voice not his own, keeping calm. 

			“Isandro, do you think you can save her?” Aidan asked.

			“Yes, as long as she still breathes. Now, move, please.” Oliver motioned for him to back off.

			Aidan nodded, letting go of her hand and stepping away, the mud squelching beneath his boots.

			Oliver knelt, feeling for a pulse to see how much life she had left. It was still present, but faint. He selected the proper tune in his mind, the one that fit the situation—dreary and suspenseful.

			His hand glowed a pale blue, and Esen’s organs regrew and arranged themselves into their proper positions. Her flesh weaved together, the strands bridging the gaping hole. 

			He glanced at Esen as her breathing stabilized. Her brown hair was almost perfectly curled, even after countless hours of combat. 

			Oliver felt his arcana draining fast, so he increased the efficiency of his healing by making it more precise. The heat of the swamp was making his skin feel sticky, and his hair stuck to his forehead. 

			“Will Yi and Evgenia be all right?” Aidan looked more relieved now that Esen was undergoing the healing process.

			“Yes. There shouldn’t be any threats outside of this border. They’re securing the area as we speak.” 

			Oliver could hear Isandro’s thoughts. He was as worried for Esen as Aidan, but he did not show it on his face. She was the one he felt most comfortable with. Yi was kind, but he tended to talk too much. Evgenia was good at everything, except listening. Aidan was sincere, but inattentive. Baldric did not speak much at all, rarely saying more than a few words at once. 

			But Esen—she was always willing to lend an ear. Caring, protective, and with a heart of gold. 

			There had been too many close calls recently. If anyone drew their last breath before he reached them, it would be too late. If he had lost Esen—he stopped himself there. He dared not entertain the thought.

			Esen began to rouse. She opened her eyes, and immediately panicked, swinging out her arms. “I can’t see. I can’t see!” she screamed. 

			He placed a hand on her shoulder, shushing quietly. “Give me a second, Esen. I’m here.”

			“I was dead,” she murmured, calming down as the cooling sensation of Isandro’s healing washed over her. “There was nothing. An unending void.”

			Isandro merely nodded, acknowledging her, even though she could not see yet. 

			“Esen, do not worry. I am here as well,” Aidan said. 

			She smiled slightly. 

			Now he needed to repair her vision. Isandro focused on restoring the physical structure of her eyes first, then rebuilding the mechanisms that allowed her to see. 

			Oliver took note of the practices that Isandro performed. His technique was more refined and acted quicker than his own. Since he was seeing everything through Isandro’s eyes, it made the act of learning much easier.

			***

			Kyrin stared at the man in front of him, who had accosted him at the bar.

			“Evgenia, the famed slayer of monsters and men alike.”

			“The men deserved it,” Kyrin heard himself say, his voice coming out notably feminine. 

			“Famed sense of humor too,” the man said, gulping down the rest of his drink. 

			“I will take your word on it.” Evgenia sipped her ale. “Was there something you needed?”

			“No, just wanted to say hello to a hero such as yourself.” He gave her a toothy grin. “You know, there’s a Scarlet Scorpion bounty on you. Figured I’d give you fair warning before collecting it.”

			Evgenia raised the mug to her lips, quickly glancing around the room to take note of the armed patrons that were making their way over, failing in their subtlety. 

			She tossed the contents of the mug at the talkative man, and then threw the container at the closest bounty hunter, the hunk of metal knocking him out cold. 

			“Listen, I have an appointment to attend, so I think I will be taking my leave.” She did a short wave, stepping down from her seat and kneeing an attacker in the stomach.

			She ducked, just in time for a knife to fly past her head. She reached down and pulled a dagger from the man she had knocked down earlier, launching it at her opponent who was pulling out another throwable.

			It struck the bounty hunter in the throat, and he fell backward, tilting into an open keg of beer and splashing it over the floor. 

			Evgenia dashed toward the front entrance, which was now blocked by even more pursuers. As she ran, she held her arm out in front of her, keeping it horizontally across her chest. 

			Her arm hardened, rocks forming around it, into the shape of a shield. She rammed into the blockers, knocking them over and bashing through the door.

			The cold air was a welcome refresher to knock some drunkenness out of her. 

			She stopped once she was a couple of feet outside, turning to face whoever else wanted a piece of her bounty.

			The hunters streamed out of the tavern, weapons in hand. 

			Evgenia hummed, assessing their numbers. Five more. Easy, but she was losing time. The Lindwurm in this area would wake up in about an hour, and she needed to be at the meeting point by then. “Before we begin, can anyone tell me why there is a bounty on my head?”

			“Sure, why not?” one of them said, poking his spear at the air menacingly. “The Scarlet Scorpions see you as a threat to society, having unbound power and all. So, they want to get rid of you lot.” 

			“Then, you know what I can do, and you still think you can capture me?”

			“Probably, yeah. Should be an easy bounty considering you didn’t bring your weapons.”

			“They aren’t necessary.” She smiled, flicking her finger upward. The ground rumbled and spikes of rock jutted from the ground below the mercenaries, scattering them in all directions. They landed several feet away. 

			“Let us continue this conversation later.” Evgenia bowed and sprinted off toward the gathering point, which was a considerable distance away. Still plenty of time to make it. Plus, she loved running. 

			***

			Esen pelted shots at the Lindwurm, but it did not flinch. Its thick hide deflected most of the arrows. It flicked its stocky tail, knocking Aidan into the wall of a building, causing it to crash down on him.

			This serpent was much bigger than the ones they had faced previously, its reflective scales glimmering with the morning sun. Its armor made it almost impervious to Esen’s Leiptr, which would have normally torn through it with ease. Now, Aidan was out of the fight as well, trapped under the rubble of the destroyed structure.

			Isandro was busy healing Baldric and Yi, so it was up to her and Esen to strike the killing blow. The Lindwurm showed no signs of slowing down, but she had to bring it down quickly. 

			It swung its tail again, this time aimed at Evgenia. She brought her winged shield up, which absorbed most of the impact, but it still sent her flying backward. She landed on her feet, and started spinning her mace above her head, which caused it to extend into a flail. 

			She flung the chain out when the Lindwurm attacked again, catching it by the protruding spike on its tail.

			The Lindwurm roared, spinning to get her off, but she held on with all her might. 

			She climbed up its back, using the spikes as handholds. She channeled the power of her element into her body, strengthening it even further, allowing her to launch herself up to the top. Evgenia landed on the Lindwurm’s head, digging her mace into the side. With her increased prowess, she wrenched a loose scale from its cheek and motioned to Esen, who took the cue to ready her bow.

			Esen’s perfect aim sent the arrow burrowing through the exposed soft spot. Evgenia held on again while the massive serpent writhed beneath her. She removed another scale, this time from the top of its head. After tossing the mace off the side of the Lindwurm, she converted her shield into the form of a spear and used both hands to drive it into the vulnerable area. It penetrated through, causing blood to gush out, splattering her armor, sizzling against the metal.

			The creature started falling to the ground, but the slick surface made Evgenia slip, and she plummeted from her lofty perch. 

			She closed her eyes, focusing on the pain that her powers stemmed from—the everlasting ache of losing her daughter. That void in her heart could never be filled by someone else, no matter how special they were. All she had were the loving memories of her innocent smile, her contagious laugh, and her inextinguishable curiosity. That bittersweet feeling spiraled out from her core, spreading out to the surface of her skin. 

			Evgenia crashed into the dirt, several layers of solid rock surrounding her form. Her limbs ached from the impact, but she was alive. 

			It had taken innumerable hours of practice to perfect the ability to summon her strength without hurting herself. She had thought her Named powers only arose from physical pain, but mental pain was equally, if not more, effective.

			She pushed away the crumbling stone around her, and stood, staring at the sky. This is for you, my love. 

			She thanked whatever force had given her these extraordinary skills. Whether it was the Oculus, or some higher power, she did not care. What mattered was that she had the capability to bring an end to the monsters that tormented humanity. An end to the likes of which took away her precious child, so that no one else would have to suffer like she had. 


		

	
		
			39 – A Bump in the Night
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			The floorboards creaked, and Aleza opened her eyes. 

			“Marjorie?” Aleza called out, unable to see clearly in the darkness. A silhouette drew closer. A streak of moonlight illuminated its face when it stopped at the foot of her bed. 

			It had pale, gray skin and knifelike, bloody fangs. 

			“Who? What?” She could barely move as it came within inches of her face. It sniffed her neck, nostrils flaring. 

			“Your blood will be delicious, arcana user.” Its mouth curled into a grin, and its fangs extended. 

			Aleza’s legs still didn’t work. She could move them slightly, but she would not be able to run or even get out of the bed. 

			Adelram. Where are you?

			The revenant prepared to bite into her flesh when the glass in her window shattered and Adelram flew through. 

			He landed on the creature’s head and started pecking at it. The revenant tossed the bird away and turned to face it. 

			It walked toward the fallen raven. 

			Shnk.

			A sinister blade pierced through the skin on its back, the edge shining in the moonlight. 

			The creature groaned and dropped to its knees. The blade withdrew, and in a fell strike, the revenant’s head was lopped clean off. Blood spurted out of its stump of a neck, and the body flopped to the ground like a wet wad of paper. The head rolled to the side, its mouth agape. 

			The person in front of the revenant kicked the body out of the way and approached the bed. 

			Aleza knew who it was when he walked into the light.

			Malchior.


		

	
		
			40 – An End
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			They had left Eira’s castle days ago. The memories from the spring gave them new experiences to draw on and provided perspective. Each of the Named had learned a different lesson. Jasper learned that you cannot reason with everyone, and that hesitation could lead to unintended consequences. Kyrin learned his true strength lay inside all along, and instead of shying away from his sadness, he should embrace it. Saria learned that she shouldn’t be as reckless as she always was, because in some situations, even a small misstep could lead to death. Oliver learned how to use his healing ability more effectively, and that he was the one most responsible for holding the team together. 

			Soon, they would reach the mountain range that was home to the Spire and finally discover what their place in the world was. They were finally within a day’s walk of their destination when they decided to make camp for the night. 

			***

			Kyrin awoke to the sound of rustling leaves and a faint whisper. It was still night, and the others were sleeping, the campfire burning low. 

			He looked up to see a silhouette standing at the edge of the clearing. It promptly ran off into the woods.

			Kyrin gave chase, the shadow barely visible between the trees. A lake drew into view, which the figure stopped in front of. The dim moonlight gave a more definite shape, revealing that it was a woman in a thin gown. 

			Before he could get closer, she vanished. He looked in every direction. No sign of her. 

			These strange dreams really need to stop. He panted, walking up to the lake. The crystalline waters looked calm and unperturbed. He would wake up any time now, as the dream always ended here.

			But not this time.

			“Gwir roue,” a voice called out, seemingly from the middle of the lake. 

			A ripple formed on the waters and a hand extended from below the surface, gripping what looked like a sword.

			“A creepy hand in the middle of a lake. Holding a sword. Can’t say I’ve seen that before.” Kyrin stared at it for a moment. 

			Well, since this is a dream. Why not. I’ll humor you. He smirked, wading into the lake. 

			The water felt cold against his clothes, sending chills across his body. His gem lit up as he approached, giving him a better look at the sword, which seemed to be of simple design. The area around him was bathed in a viridian glow.

			He took the sword from its bearer. At that moment, the clouds parted from the moon. Kyrin raised the weapon to the sky, the blade catching the moonlight. The entire thing seemed to sparkle. An engraving ran down the blade, but he could not read it. When he flipped it over, there were more indecipherable runes on the opposite side.

			“This will do.” He smiled, and then his vision went dark.

			***

			“Kyrin.” 

			He opened his eyes to see Saria with her hand on his shoulder. “It’s morning, sleepyhead. We’re heading out.” The sun caught on her auburn hair, highlighting it. For some reason, that sight brought him back to his childhood, during the summer when he had told her the lie he would come to regret. Maybe he would tell her the truth about the letters one day, but he was not sure if he could ever muster the courage.

			“Yes. I’m up.” He gave the slightest smile, trying to ignore the splitting headache he suddenly felt. He looked toward the forest and remembered the dream from last night. Odd. 

			Kyrin helped pack up the camp and gathered his equipment. 

			***

			“The Spire should be just down this way,” Jasper said, pointing toward the mountain range in the distance. 

			“Good. We’ll be done with this quest before the end of the day,” Kyrin said, breathing a sigh of relief. “This has been going on for far too long.”

			“Yes. There’s one thing in the back of my mind that has been bothering me. We still don’t know exactly what is going to happen when we place our dragonstones on the altar. We also need to find the exact path. Only one path leads to the Spire,” Jasper said.

			“Ah, specifics. We’ll worry about that when we get there. What’s the worst that could happen?” Kyrin said, peering at the row of mountains ahead. 

			“I don’t want to think about the worst. Thank you,” Oliver said, looking at Kyrin. 

			“Positive attitude, my friends.” Saria patted Oliver on the back. “That’s what will get us through to the end.”

			“Yes, of course. The power of friendship will allow us to overcome any and all challenges ahead of us.” Kyrin smirked.

			***

			They arrived at the foot of the mountain. The tops of the craggy gray rocks pierced the puffy clouds. The pointed tips resembled serrated dragon’s teeth. 

			“Now, where is the path?” Jasper walked around the area, trying to discern its location. “It is somewhere in this region. Something that takes us to the top of the mountain.”

			“I don’t see anything. Nothing that could be hidden by bushes either.” Saria kicked over a rock, and a tiny lizard scampered out.

			“Perhaps something caved in a long time ago and the path is no longer visible,” Oliver said.

			“Or…” Kyrin said, looking up at the mountain. A mountain goat stood on a ledge high above them, looking curiously at the travelers. After a moment, it continued on its way, small pebbles rolling off the edge. “There is no path.” 

			“Always such a pessimist,” Saria said, looking at him disapprovingly. 

			Jasper followed Kyrin’s gaze. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

			“Yes, I believe so.”

			“Those look like conveniently placed handholds,” Jasper said. 

			“They sure do,” Kyrin said, grabbing onto the small outcropping in the rockface. He pulled himself up, reaching for another protrusion farther up and making his way higher and higher.

			“I love some good old-fashioned rock climbing.” Oliver grinned, following him. 

			“I don’t think I’m ready for this. I’m going to fall and die,” Saria said, looking up at the two, who were already pretty far along. 

			“You’ll be fine, Saria. I’ll be right behind you.” Jasper smiled, touching her gently on the arm. 

			“I trust you,” Saria said, taking the first steps. 

			***

			Kyrin gripped the last ledge and brought himself over. “Phew, that wasn’t too bad at all,” he said, leaning against the wall. He took a moment to catch his breath, looking over the edge. That seems extremely far down. His stomach started churning and the world spun around him. This had only happened to him one time before, and that was when he was a teenager. He had never fancied high places and avoided them as best he could, but now he remembered why.

			Oliver leaned against the wall next to him. “Are you going to be alright?”

			“I’m fine. I’ve just rediscovered my fear of heights.” 

			“That’s unfortunate,” Oliver said. “The fearless Kyrin does have something he’s afraid of.” He smiled. 

			“Let’s not talk about it,” Kyrin said as he saw the others getting close to the top.

			Oliver nodded and watched Saria and Jasper as they climbed up to join them. 

			It took them a few minutes, but they made it to the ledge safely. 

			“Let’s follow this path and see where it goes,” Jasper said, taking point. The ledge gave way into a cave. 

			He snapped his finger and the air heated up around his hand, a ball of flame forming in his palm. The area around them was cast in a warm burnt-orange glow. “I’m glad we visited that arcana spring. My dragonstone has felt much more responsive since then.”

			They delved deeper into the cave, looking for a way to the surface. A glint in the wall caught Kyrin’s eye. Going closer, he saw that it was merely a rusty old sword wedged between the rocks. Nothing else of import was nearby. He rejoined the others as the path started narrowing. An odd stench permeated the route. 

			Something crunched underneath Kyrin’s feet, and when he looked down, he was greeted with an unsettling sight—the ground was littered with bones of all sorts. He ignored the mounting tension and pressed forward, seeing that the way ahead had been sloping upward for the last while, signaling they were closing in on the top. 

			They came upon a broader section of the cave, with a circular platform set in the center of a large opening in the ground. The platform, which seemed to be suspended in the air, was carved with esoteric runes. Jasper approached the platform and carefully put one foot on it to see if it was stable. It did not budge. His charm started glowing, along with everyone else’s. 

			“The way to the Spire, perhaps?” Jasper asked, looking at his companions. 

			“Possibly,” Kyrin said. 

			Saria shrugged. 

			“If our charms are glowing, maybe this is it,” Oliver said.

			Jasper took a deep breath and walked to the center of the platform. It stayed stable underfoot, with no sign of imbalance.

			The runes started lighting up. “Quick, get on.” 

			The others rushed forward, joining him on the platform—the bright white glow of the runes was almost blinding. Then, the platform rumbled and flashed. 

			When the crew opened their eyes, they were outside, in a courtyard of sorts, on a platform just like the one they had been on. Similar circular platforms were placed around in specific intervals. It was clear that they were extremely high up, maybe even at the peak of the mountain, because the rocky spikes that surrounded the area were above the clouds. At the center of the courtyard was an altar, enshrouded with spiraling silver beams.

			“This must be the Spire,” Jasper said, looking around. Large stone statues of dragons, each with a distinct design, circled the center spire. He was the first to head toward the altar.

			“As Eira said, if we place our gems here, it should bring forth the Oculus.” Jasper placed his dragonstone on the center plate. 

			Saria sighed. “This is the end, huh? We don’t know if this is going to even work, and the suspense is killing me.” She hesitated, not taking off her charm. “I-I can’t,” she said, finally. 

			“Why not?” Jasper asked. 

			“Because then I won’t be able to help fight in battles anymore,” Saria said.

			“You’re still the best archer around, with or without your magical abilities. You’ll have your bow and arrows,” Jasper said, looking into her eyes.

			“Of course, I can have them, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I can use them effectively,” she replied, looking at the ground.

			“What? I don’t understand.” 

			“Yes. Watch. I’m going to aim for that rock with the red marking over there.” She took the wooden bow off her back and nocked an arrow, pulling back on the bowstring. She released it, and the arrow went soaring, hitting the target dead center. 

			“Now, if I take this off,” she said, removing her dragonstone from the necklace and setting it on the ground. She readied another arrow and shot again, this time missing the mark completely. 

			“My eyesight is terrible, but this little charm fixes that issue. So, I’m practically useless without it,” she said, picking up the dragonstone and placing it on the altar. “Thanks for everything. I’ve done my part as the courier, so I’ll be on my way.” She gave them a slight smile. 

			Jasper was dumbfounded. For once, he didn’t know what to say. He had been wearing his charm for most of his life, not realizing the possible effects it could have had on him. He looked at his own sword, wondering if his skill with the blade came from the dragonstone and not himself. 

			Kyrin was equally surprised. He had always thought he had been naturally talented but had never thought to try anything without wearing his charm. He looked at Saria and then removed the dragonstone from his chain and placed it on the altar as well. 

			Oliver did the same. He looked around at the group. They were falling apart again. This revelation did not help. 

			“Don’t want to be a pessimist, but nothing’s happening,” Kyrin stated after a short while. 

			“Just give it some time. It might take a while,” Oliver suggested. 

			“Saria. I—” Jasper started, but the ground started rumbling and everyone’s charms started glowing. 

			One of the circular platforms lit up, and a figure appeared on it. 

			A hooded man. 

			He laughed. “Having trouble bringing back the Oculus?” 

			“Who are you? How did you get up here?” Jasper said.

			The man came closer. Saria, who had already started walking away, was now turned. She faced the group, bow at the ready. 

			“The Oculus is not forming because you are missing a dragonstone.” He lowered his hood, revealing the face of none other than Malchior himself. He reached into his shirt and brought out a dark, deep purple gem.

			“But who wants that ancient relic back in the first place? It does not serve any purpose other than to force a strict set of rules on all the elements. I am known by many names, but in this incarnation, you may call me Malchior. I am the spirit of shadows, and I humbly request that you bequeath your dragonstones to me. Do not worry. I do not mean to plunge the world into darkness—nor anything of that sort—but I do wish to obtain the powers of the spirits that reside within your dragonstones. I have always needed to be in balance with the light, and I am quite displeased with being in that position for many millennia. So, if you give me your gems, I will let you all live. You cannot hope to defeat me, because I have unlocked the full potential of this earthly vessel that is under my control. It would be in your best interest to submit without a fight. If you cross me, I will not be merciful.” He smirked.

			“If you had a dragonstone the whole time, why didn’t you use it earlier?”

			“I would have if I needed to, but I did not perceive enough of a threat. Plus, I did not want to be discovered by the Black Rose.” 

			Jasper held his hands up. “I won’t risk the lives of my team, so, I won’t interfere. Everything is on the altar. You can go ahead and take it.”

			Malchior stepped closer and reached for one of the gems, when an arrow flew past. Saria had missed, of course, but she acted like she meant to. 

			“You insolent girl,” Malchior said, turning to her.

			Jasper brought his hands down, gripped his sword and swung. The blade’s edge sliced through the chain that held Malchior’s gem. The dragonstone clattered onto the altar.

			Everyone stared at the altar, but nothing seemed to change. The dragonstones didn’t glow or emit any light. 

			“Maybe it’s too late for even the Oculus to return.” Malchior smiled wide. “But you’ve left me no choice. If you will not accept my terms, then I’ll take these dragonstones from your corpses.” 

			He dashed forward, drawing his sword at the same time. Jasper barely managed to bring his own weapon up by the time Malchior reached him. Their blades clashed with a resounding bite of steel. Jasper staggered backward. The force of Malchior’s blow was much greater than he had previously experienced. 

			Malchior swung again but met with a pair of crossed short swords. Kyrin growled and knocked him away with a quick twist of his swords. Jasper had recovered already, running alongside Kyrin as they charged Malchior. They tackled him with the desperation of two wild beasts.

			Malchior crashed to the ground, the weight of two men atop him. 

			Saria clenched her teeth, her bowstring drawn all the way back. She didn’t have a clear shot, and she couldn’t tell any of them apart with her off-kilter vision. 

			Oliver drew closer and stopped a couple of paces away from the tangled adversaries. 

			Then, the shadows around Malchior solidified, and he sunk into the ground. Jasper and Kyrin swiped at empty air. 

			They looked around in confusion. 

			As if a burst of wind hit him, Kyrin was sent flying as Malchior appeared next to him. 

			Kyrin’s head smashed into the altar, and he crumpled to the ground. Malchior’s hand had been replaced by a monstrous claw that expunged dark clouds of fog. He walked up with conviction, wrapping his claw around Kyrin’s face.

			Jasper tried to move forward, but shadowy wisps clung at his boots, holding him in place. “Saria!” 

			An arrow hurtled past, missing Malchior by a hair’s breadth. Saria shot again, missing ever so slightly. 

			The third arrow hit its mark, but Malchior didn’t flinch, his eyes gleaming with a crimson hue. Purple-tinted shadows pulsed through his arm as Kyrin’s face drained of color. 

			Oliver tried to land a disarming blow with his quarterstaff. It bounced off the claw, like the staff was made of rubber. 

			The ground rumbled as the dragonstones on the altar glowed with magnificent hues. Beams of colored light escaped from the gems, swirling together to create a whirlpool of flowing arcana. 

			Malchior, seeing the spectacle, let go of Kyrin, instead trying to grab at the floating dragonstones. 

			The gems hovered for a moment, before falling toward the altar. They turned to dust as they fell. 

			A magnificent crystal—larger than any they had seen—now stood in the place of the missing dragonstones. Spectacular colors churned within the crystal, some that never naturally occurred on Earth. 

			Malchior reached for the Oculus, but he was pushed back by a burst of light. He faltered, looking like he had been punched in the gut. He writhed in pain, veins bulging and arms twisting in inhuman ways. He retched loudly, coughing up a black tar-like liquid. It formed a puddle and evaporated into a dark mist, floating off into the sky. 

			Malchior breathed heavily. The black pigment in his hair started to drain away, and his features softened. 

			He looked up at Jasper, his eyes a lighter brown now, and his hair a shiny silver tone. 

			Jasper could recognize that signature silver hair anywhere. 

			“Matheus?” Jasper asked, an expression of disbelief and worry written across his face. 


		

	
		
			41 – The Deathless One

			[image: ]

			Matheus blinked, memories flooding in. “Jasper?” 

			Was he finally free to act on his own? He thought it would be best to explain from the beginning. 

			One early morning, when he was still young, Matheus had gotten up to get a drink after his mother left to get some vegetables. All was as usual. He passed Neron’s room, seeing him sleeping without a care in the world. He smiled.

			The sound of wood splintering from across the hall caught his attention, followed by a loud rattle. He raced into the kitchen, only to see it in shambles. A large crater decorated the floor, but his eyes were drawn to something that lay in the center. A gemstone, pure white in color, pulsing with bouts of light, like the sun’s rays on a winter morning. He picked up the charm, and the moment he touched it, energy surged through his body.

			Hello, I am A—

			The voice was cut off. Silence followed. 

			The charm shook violently, almost leaping out of his hand. Tendrils of dark infiltrated the opaque gem from within and turned the whole thing to a purple color. Unintelligible whispers surrounded him, speaking in foreign tongues. 

			Then, after a few unbearable moments, they stopped, with one voice remaining. 

			I am the spirit of this dragonstone. My name is…Malchior. 

			“My name is Malchior,” he muttered, his mouth moving of its own will. The silvery strands of hair on his head gradually turned black. 

			The knife on the wood table glinted in the low morning light. He leaned down and lit a small piece of firewood in the hearth. The flames crackled in front of his face, and he tossed the burning wood into the oil that was spilled on the ground from the dragonstone’s initial impact. The fire erupted to life as he left. 

			Looking toward Jasper’s house, he saw Jasper’s father adjusting his boot at the entrance before leaving for work. 

			Matheus approached him with a smile. “Hello, sir.” 

			“Oh, is that you, Matheus? You dyed your hair. It looks good on you.” Jasper’s father smiled, slight wrinkles forming at the corners of his eyes. 

			Absorb his life force. We need it to become stronger, said the voice inside. For some reason, he didn’t have the urge to disobey it. 

			A loud crash came from inside the house. A faint glow flickered from one of the rooms. 

			“That didn’t sound good. I need to check on Jasper.” He turned to head in the direction of his son. 

			Matheus took out the knife that he was hiding and stabbed Jasper’s father in the small of his back. The blade squelched as it entered his body. Matheus could feel the life energy being transferred into him, an exhilarating feeling. Yes, this is exactly what I need. 

			His gem started glowing with a violet hue. Footsteps sounded out from inside the house. 

			Matheus quickly escaped, leaving town, spending the rest of his time training his powers. He explored ancient ruins, discovering the secrets of the dragonstones, and the world itself. In his travels, the dark spirit that was possessing him came to learn of today’s customs. 

			He was always alone, only his devious gem providing him company. It would tell him things about the old world and other long-lost stories. It would tell him about how the Oculus had decided to lock away its power inside a vault deep within the Spire, about how it had used its connection with the other elemental spirits to take control of the dragonstone destined for Matheus, thus allowing it to manifest outside of its prison. 

			Eventually, he became a mercenary, providing his services to whoever paid him the most. He would absorb the life forces of those he defeated in combat, becoming ever stronger. The spirit that was controlling him would feed off this energy. When Fredrik, the king of Nebelgard, heard of his services, he was eager to hire him to assist in intercepting trade caravans. The spirit gladly accepted, knowing that the Named would eventually be in reach from that position. 

			The spirit loosened the reins at many times because it needed to rest—constantly controlling Matheus’ body directly was too taxing. Instead, it would guide him by telling him what to do next. Sometimes, he could request it to allow him to do a certain thing, and it would oblige. One time, however, it did not accept his plea. 

			In their encounter at Lucinus, outside of Marjorie’s shop, when he heard Jasper’s name, the spirit’s grasp loosened. The memory of his childhood friend brought him some clarity, and he had managed to wrench back control, albeit temporarily. This was when he said, “I-I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t,” taking his hands off his blade. The spirit was displeased and took full command, leaving him without a choice. He was forced to chase the Named through town.

			Matheus stopped his recollection, the memories too painful to handle. The spirit’s influence had left him, after what felt like centuries. 

			He smiled, though, knowing that he was reunited with his friend at last. “I’m sorry, Jasper, for everything. It’s been far too long.” 

			Jasper hugged him. “Don’t worry about that. I thought you were dead, or kidnapped, or lost somewhere. No one had a clue where you went or what happened to you. I always wished that I could see you again.” 

			“Well, here I am. Completely myself. It’s an odd feeling, knowing that you’re not in control of your actions.” Tears welled up in his eyes. 

			“I can’t imagine how that must have felt, Matheus, but I’m so glad you’re alive.” 

			“Me too.” Matheus smiled. “Me too.”

			***

			Jasper had been waiting years to find his father’s killer, and to find out the fate of his childhood friend. Now that he had the answers to both mysteries, he didn’t know what to do. He played it off well on the outside, but his heart raced, thumping against its fragile cage. 

			At least, he had closure, but it was not the type of solution that he had expected. His best friend had killed his father, right in front of him, an unforgivable act by most measures. But it wasn’t Matheus’ fault—he had been under the influence of the dark dragonstone. So, could he really be blamed? 

			His father had done nothing wrong and gave his life for that. Matheus had done nothing wrong either, however, but was forced to give his life, in a different way—to kill without a choice. 

			And not having a choice was the same as being dead, in his mind. 

			He stopped mulling about and decided to focus on the present. His friend was back and cured of his affliction. It was too late to save his father, but he could make the best out of what he could. Jasper took the initiative and introduced Matheus to the others.

			***

			“This is not how I expected this quest to end,” Kyrin said. “This entire journey has been full of surprises.”

			“I’m glad it’s finally over, I suppose. It’s what we’ve wanted for a while,” Saria said.

			“Yes, you’re right,” Oliver said with a tinge of melancholy. The quest was over. They had returned their gems and reconstructed the Oculus. Now, they would return to their individual homes, after possibly getting some answers to their long-held questions. They wouldn’t see each other every day—that was certain. 

			With that thought, loneliness sprung up inside of him. He lived by himself in the woods. A small cabin was all he called home. His mother had died a few years ago from old age, and his father lived in a different town. This quest was what brought all his favorite people together, and being away from them again would bring both solitude—and sadness. 

			Cracking noises erupted from the statues that were around the courtyard. The stone chipped away, revealing the live dragons underneath. The dragons shook off the remaining stone bits, stretching for the first time in decades. 

			“No wonder we thought they were missing. They’ve been here the entire time, unable to move without the Oculus being active.” Jasper looked at the gleaming dragons in awe.

			One of them, a dragon with snowy white scales and yellow, serpentine eyes, looked at Matheus. I am glad you are free from the influence of the Deathless One. He had corrupted my dragonstone, leaving me unable to wrest you from his clutches. You see, all the dragonstones are connected, allowing communication between them. The dragon did not open its mouth, but the words entered their minds, regardless.

			“The Deathless One. Malchior,” Matheus said.

			Yes, he is the spirit that represents death itself. We believed that since his corporeal form no longer roamed this realm, he would not be a threat, but it seems that he can still possess living creatures. We thought that by locking away his dragonstone, he would not be able to manifest his powers. 

			The verdant dragon, with scales like emeralds, motioned for Kyrin to come forward. The original fragments have spent their arcana, becoming a part of the Oculus once again. However, you will still need the dragonstones we provide for the journey ahead. They are not quite the same as the ones you have gotten used to, but they will suffice.

			“The journey ahead?” Kyrin asked. “I thought we’d finally be rid of these gems, but it’s clear that’s not the case.”

			Your quest is not yet complete. You must retrieve the remaining Named weapons and put an end to the plague that is slowly spreading through these lands. The Oculus brings balance to the elements and provides a source of power, but it cannot clear the plague on its own, at least, not one that stems from innate corruption such as this. 

			“I didn’t want to be roped into this thing.” Kyrin sighed. “So, what I’m understanding here is, this all-powerful, ancient artifact that is the physical manifestation of the combined powers of the mighty dragons can’t cleanse the land of the darkness with a magical wave of energy…or something of that sort?”

			The verdant dragon heaved, like a cat spitting up a hairball. The Named of the past have always been conduits for the Oculus, to act on its behalf. You are the embodiment of its constituent parts. The Oculus is confined to the Spire, but it can see the world through its connection to the dragonstones—and to you. The gems serve to enhance your abilities and provide a pool of arcana to draw from. It spat out a gem, similar in size to Kyrin’s previous dragonstone.

			“Nice,” Kyrin said, reluctantly picking up the saliva-covered charm. “I guess we’re in it for the footslog.” He wiped it off before placing it back on the chain. 

			“I guess so.” Jasper grabbed his gem from his dragon who had done the same. “How are these different from the previous ones?”

			These dragonstones are a solidification of our arcana that has been unused since we were last awake more than a decade ago. Since these dragonstones come from us directly, they will have a stronger connection to their linked dragon. This type was what was given to the Named of old when they visited the Spire before beginning their journey, but present circumstances required a different approach. 

			“I see.” Jasper glanced at his gem, which was a different shape than his last one, but still the same color. 

			O’ Luminous One, communicated the ivory dragon to Matheus, your gem produces light that is capable of cleansing the plague. Although you wielded the corrupted form of the dragonstone while you were under the influence of Malchior, you now have access to its true powers. The dragon outlined some of the dragonstone’s capabilities, such as the creation of solidified light and even portals. 

			“From what I can remember, that is very similar to the dark gem’s abilities,” Matheus said. “The mind-port abilities helped me catch up to the Named many times, like in Nebelgard. I also recall using it right before they arrived here. Some of my memories are foggy still.”

			That is because it will be harder to remember the times when you were completely under his control. However, the memories may come back to you later. 

			“That is understandable. I hope I never have to experience something like that again.” Matheus rubbed his arm as brief images of the shadowy claw passed through his mind. The claw that drained the life force of its victims, allowing him to recover from any injuries or wounds he had sustained in battle. 

			Saria patted him on the back. “It’s all right. If you’re a friend of Jasper’s, you’re a friend of mine. You’ll be safe with us.” 

			“I agree,” Kyrin said. “Although I don’t trust people easily, I can make an exception for you.” 

			“I did learn a lot in my time as Malchior, though, since I scoured a great deal of ruins,” Matheus said. “It could prove useful on our quest.” 

			“Yes, tell us your stories while we begin our new journey,” Jasper said. “Oh, and one other thing. I want to make sure everyone is on board for this upcoming quest. If you have any doubts or if you don’t want to continue, you’re free to go back home. I know that this quest has been difficult, so none of you have any obligation to this next step. Please let me know if you wish to join me on this next adventure.”

			Saria eyed her new dragonstone, spinning it between her fingers. It caught the light at just the right angle, showing off its amber glow. The previous one had been a part of her life since she was a small child. It almost seemed wrong to just leave it. She sighed. She had an obligation to fulfill, after all. She couldn’t leave her friends to suffer through this quest on their own. “I’m in. I’ll see this through to the end.” 

			Oliver nodded. Maybe they would not have to be apart after all. “I don’t have anything better to do, so why not? I’m in,” he said, picking up his gem.

			Matheus placed the charm into its chain. “I’m in as well. I want to make up for causing you all so much trouble—even if it wasn’t my fault completely.” He smiled.

			“You were a real pain, Mr. Mercenary Captain. You never knew when to give up,” Kyrin said, looking at Matheus. “What’s with the silver hair, though?”

			“That’s a long story, but it happened when I was three years old.” Matheus smiled. “Maybe I’ll tell you later.” 

			“Oh yes, I’m also in. Someone’s got to make sure you all don’t get yourselves killed, seeing as I’m arguably the best fighter here,” Kyrin said.

			Jasper shrugged. “You’re probably right.”

			“But do you have a lightning bow? Didn’t think so.” Saria smirked. 

			“That’s enough out of you, archer,” Kyrin said. “In hand-to-hand combat, I win, no contest.”

			“All right, enough, enough. Good to hear everyone is willing to partake in this, hopefully final, quest,” Jasper said. 

			“I’m fine with anything as long as it doesn’t involve running through a haunted forest again,” Kyrin said. “I hate ghosts.”

			“It wasn’t that bad,” Saria said. “Other than the part where you tore apart an entire family of adorable teardrop spirits.”

			“Yes, being chased by a gigantic tree guardian that was intent on murdering us wasn’t bad at all. I’m sure it will leave us alone the second time we enter,” Oliver said. “We could even make friends with it. Have tea and biscuits.” 

			“Hey.” Saria smacked Oliver on the arm. “Only one person is allowed to be sarcastic at a time.”

			“Sorry,” Oliver said, laughing. “I didn’t know about the new rule.”

			***

			The dragons informed them that they would need to call out the true names of their Named weapons to activate them, after attuning to them in the dragon shrines. They also delineated the multitude of uses for their gems and told them about the powers that were specific to each dragonstone, such as mind-porting for the white and black dragonstones and phase shifting for the yellow dragonstone. Of course, the black dragonstone was no longer in play, since it was locked away in the vault, but they felt the need to mention its abilities just for general knowledge. It allowed the user to travel by phasing into the astral plane, which did not run on human timescales, so they could traverse large distances.

			Each gem had a different set of requirements for their activation. Saria’s responded to her anger and emotion. Oliver’s responded to specific notes, either by an instrument or a tune played deep within his person. Jasper’s could be activated through pure concentration. Kyrin’s required him to channel his pain—physical or mental. Matheus’ gem operated through willpower. 

			They trained their abilities for several days, finding ways to synergize their skills. 

			Oliver raised a hand, his hands still glowing after his final test. “So, about my healing powers. What is the extent of them? Can I restore a lost limb? Can I bring back the dead?”

			The dragon’s frost-blue scales shimmered. Your healing capabilities work more effectively when the subject is alive. Once someone dies, there is only a short window before their soul leaves their body. Therefore, they cannot be brought back to the world of the living with your healing ability if you are too late. As for lost limbs, that is not possible. However, the sorcerer’s order may have discovered a solution, as they deal in everything that is not elemental magic. 

			“Thank you. So, wait. My magic can’t bring back the dead if I’m too slow, but the waters from the Gifted Oasis can at any time? How does that work? They seem to operate in a similar fashion.”

			The Oasis was created by none other than me. I assume your dragonstone led you there. 

			“Yes. I brought back some of the water and used it to resurrect a woman in Lucinus.” 

			The crystalline dragon roared, slamming a claw into the ground. Oliver jumped, almost losing his balance as the earth shook violently. The water is not intended to be used outside of the Oasis. It loses potency the longer it is away from its source and has severe consequences. You must return to Lucinus at once. There is no time. 

			Take the mind-port platform over there. That will lead you to the outskirts of Lucinus. Make haste and use your newfound knowledge to reach the city as quickly as possible. The transport spell should be effective. The ivory dragon nodded. 

			“Aleza is still there. If there’s trouble, she’ll be vulnerable because she’s bedridden.” Oliver’s face was painted with concern as they made their way to the platform. 

			Matheus then recalled what had happened in Lucinus during his time as Malchior, the night before he had left to continue chasing the Named. 

			The platform started glowing a blinding white. This is going to be a real mess, Matheus thought, as the surroundings disappeared, and they appeared in a forest.

			In the distance, the great city of Lucinus burned down in flames.
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			ACT 2


		

	
		
			2.1 – No Good Deed Goes Unpunished
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			Aleza knew who it was when he walked into the light.

			Malchior wiped his blade on her sheets, not saying a word. His eyes seemed to have an ethereal glow to them. The dead revenant behind him crumbled to dust. 

			She gulped. Her limbs still refused to work. 

			“Where’s Marjorie?” asked Malchior, his tone showing only the slightest bit of concern. 

			“Why should I tell you? You’re going to kill her.”

			“I’m not going to kill a friend. I want to make sure she’s safe.” 

			“How do I know if I can trust you?”

			“I’m your only option. You don’t seem to be in any condition to find her yourself.” 

			“There’s something different about you.” She paused. “Your accent—or the way you speak.”

			“That’s because … never mind. We don’t have time. Just tell me her whereabouts.” 

			“She went to Maren’s house. The intersection by The Curious Hog.” She sighed. “If anything happens to Marjorie and I find out you’re responsible, you’re dead.” 

			“Noted. What’s wrong with you, anyway? Why are you bedridden?”

			“Long story, but it comes down to me using the wrong type of magic, so now I can’t use my arms or legs.” She would shrug if she could.

			“Ah, that’s an easy fix. May I?” Malchior raised his hand.

			She nodded. 

			He touched her arm. A softly glowing dark, almost black, purple came from his touch. 

			Arcana coursed through her, flowing in at a tremendous rate. It pulsed through her arm and down her torso into her legs, energizing her whole body.

			Her nose tingled and she sneezed. 

			Be careful, Arlette, said the voice of Asha in her head. 

			Malchior looked into Aleza’s eyes. “I can sense your presence, Asha. Meddling as always, I see. It’s clear why you picked her. She has the potential to outclass even you.”

			Aleza sat up, feeling back to normal. “Thank you, Malchior. You aren’t so bad after all.” She flexed her fingers. 

			“Don’t thank me until we reach her. You know your way around this town. It’ll be much faster if you lead.”

			“Good enough for me. I want to make sure Marj is safe as well.” She patted Malchior on the shoulder. “Off we go.”

			***

			The basket was on the ground, the biscuits strewn about. 

			“No,” Marjorie said, looking upon the sight, a familiar sinking feeling creeping into her chest. She held her breath, not on purpose.

			Maren sat in the chair, head slumped. Two bite marks were on her neck, with a small amount of blood running down from the holes. 

			She ran to her, picked up the small girl in her arms, and sat down. She rocked back and forth, laying her head against Maren’s. Maren had been alive just moments ago—a delicate, beautiful flower, still untarnished by this cruel world. 

			Shadow leapt onto the table, laying down and looking at the girl. There was a hint of sorrow in his emerald eyes. 

			Marjorie closed her eyes, tears running down her face. The grief swallowed her like a tidal wave. “You didn’t deserve this, Maren. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t have been there.” 

			We need to find out what happened. 

			Marjorie nodded, wiping away her tears. 

			She touched Maren’s arm, accessing her last memories.

			***

			Maren’s mother, Merete, came into view. 

			“My child, I am feeling an insatiable thirst. I am not sure what is happening,” Merete said, drinking a glass of water.

			“That’s your thirteenth cup. Maybe you’re sick, mother,” Maren said while eating one of Marjorie’s biscuits. Their finished dinner plates were on the table. 

			“Yes. That could be it,” she said, eyeing her daughter. Her lips curled into a smile. “Perhaps water is not enough.”

			She beckoned to Maren. “You look so beautiful today, Maren. I could just eat you up.” She fixed the white ribbon in her daughter’s hair. “I’ve been feeling quite odd ever since your friends helped me recover.” 

			“Yes, Oliver used some special water to heal you.” Maren smiled.

			“Ah, yes. That explains it. Ever since I drank that water, I have been feeling a thirst for something very specific, but not easily obtainable.” She ran her fingers through Maren’s hair. “Sit on my lap, dear. Show your mother some love.”

			She pulled Maren up onto her lap. “Good girl.” She moved Maren’s hair to the side, revealing her neck. 

			Maren smiled, swinging her legs back and forth as she sat on her mother’s lap. 

			“Now sit still, dear.” 

			“All right, mother,” Maren said.

			Merete leaned in, her front teeth elongating into long fangs. She sunk her teeth into Maren’s neck. 

			Maren shrieked, her thin arms flailing. She struggled against her mother’s grip but could not do anything as the blood drained from her.

			***

			Marjorie gasped, covering her mouth. “That’s terrible.”

			The door swung open and Aleza entered. 

			Seeing Marjorie with Maren in her arms, she asked, “What happened?” 

			“I couldn’t save her,” Marjorie said, not looking up. 

			“It’s not your fault,” Aleza said. “If only Oliver was here. Maybe he’d have more water from the Oasis.” She gulped, trying to show a strong face. 

			“Wait. The Gifted Oasis? You used the water from there?” Malchior asked.

			“Yes, it brought Maren’s mother back to life. Just like the legends.” 

			Malchior sighed. “Foolish. The legend says the waters bring back the dead. Did you ever question how they would be brought back? Or the repercussions?”

			“No?” Aleza said, thinking back.

			“The waters give life to the dead, yes, but they will not return as regular humans. They will become revenants—undead creatures of the night. It brings back the dead, like the legends say, but does not bring back their soul.”

			“How do you know this?” 

			“There’s a ruined tablet deep in the catacombs under Geisterwald. It tells of the Gifted Oasis and its life-giving powers, and the origin of the undead. The water should only be used in the Oasis, or the area near it. The moment one removes the water from its source, corruption takes hold.”

			“There are catacombs under Geisterwald? News to me. All of this is, actually.” Aleza glanced at Marjorie. She tried to avoid looking at Maren. 

			“Same here.” Marjorie shrugged. “But this means we now have an issue with the undead.” She gazed at Maren with tears still running down her face. 

			Malchior groaned, falling to one knee. “Please, let me finish this.” He blinked twice. “I will grant your request. But after this, we will track down the Named.” 

			“So weird. Talking to himself,” Aleza said. “Wait. I do that too.” 

			Malchior stood and looked out the window. “A contingent of them has already arrived. They were attracted by the revenant that you inadvertently created. Reinforcements will come if we don’t destroy them fast enough. The appearance of new kin in this town will awaken the sleeping revenants in Geisterwald and other areas.”

			Marjorie sighed. “I guess we have to do something about it.” She stared wistfully at the table. 

			Aleza held back her emotions. They would only get in the way with a battle on the horizon. 

			She summoned her scythe when they got outside. The townsfolk scrambled from the streets, locking their doors. One of them couldn’t make it inside before a revenant jumped and bit into her neck as she fell. Other revenants closed in, coming in from different parts of Lucinus. In such a brief time, their numbers had multiplied tenfold. 

			“Tyrfing,” said Malchior, and a dark mist formed in his hand, coagulating into an ebony sword. He dashed forward, slicing off the arm of a snarling vampire, then ran his blade through its heart. Its body withered and its skin peeled off, leaving nothing but bones.

			He turned and decapitated a leaping revenant. “Come on, help me.” 

			“Oh, right,” said Aleza, who was stunned by his speed and sword technique. 

			She bashed a vampire’s head in with the hammer side of the scythe and hooked another revenant with its curved edge. She pulled the blade toward herself, ripping through the creature’s neck. 

			Marjorie’s skull ring glowed as she cast a spell on Aleza to keep her endurance up while she fought.

			Aleza felt her strength increase as the spell took effect. She pointed at a brick wall then hit an incoming revenant with an upward swing of her hammer-edge, sending it flying into the wall, splattering on impact like a mosquito hitting a carriage window. 

			Marjorie applied the strengthening spell to Malchior as well.

			Malchior brought his blade down, cutting through a revenant’s shoulder, cleaving the bone, and slicing right down through its heart. 

			He kicked at one attacking him from the side—shards of glass flew in every direction as it careened into a store window. 

			Spinning and slashing, he separated another revenant’s head from its body, and without stopping to recover, he brought the hilt back into the face of the vampire next to it, caving it in.

			He leapt forward and took out three more revenants in a quick flurry of strikes. Limbs flew everywhere. 

			Marjorie rushed into her emporium and returned with some glass bottles strapped to her belt. She tossed a potion, containing a yellow concoction, at a group of vampires. The liquid splashed all over them, reducing them to a bubbling puddle of melted flesh within seconds. 

			A revenant jumped at Aleza from behind, but Malchior cut it down before it could reach her.

			“…Thanks,” she said, turning around.

			After a bout of fighting, the herd thinned out. Malchior plunged his blade into the last revenant, then pushed it away. “That seems to be all.”

			Aleza assessed the situation. The streets were littered with piles of dust and ashes as the vampires disintegrated. The wind whistled, blowing away the remains. 

			“Yes.” Marjorie smiled. “Well done, everyone.” 

			Malchior nodded. “I’m glad you’re safe, Marjorie. I was worried.” 

			She walked over to Malchior and gave him a hug. “I’m sorry. Thank you for looking out for me.” 

			Malchior smiled. “Always.” 

			“Hey, that’s kinda cute,” Aleza said, looking at the two. 

			Malchior stepped back, looking North. “It’s time for me to go. I have to complete my mission.”

			“You’re still going after the Named? Please, Malchior, don’t do this. They’re probably already at the Spire. It’s too late,” Marjorie pleaded.

			“It’s not my choice to make. My life depends on their successful capture. I’m sorry, Marjorie. I hope you’ll forgive me,” he said, looking at the ground. “More revenants may be coming because they’re likely awakened by now. Stay alert.” 

			Malchior ran off without saying anything else.

			“He won’t catch up to them anyway, so it should be all right. No need to worry about him, Marj,” said Aleza, giving Marjorie a side hug. “Cheer up, old friend.” 

			“You’re right,” Marjorie said, sighing. 

			“Don’t fret over boys. They’re not worth the trouble.” Aleza smiled.

			Marjorie laughed. “You always know what to say.”

			“It’s a skill I received from my mother—I think. My father always told me she was witty and wise.” 

			“That’s for sure. She was so intelligent and so brave. You’re just like her.” Marjorie thought back to a time when she was quite young and full of hope.

			A time that she wished that she could go back to. Things were simpler then. 

			Well, for the most part. 


		

	
		
			2.2 – The Weight of the Crown
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			Fresh dew lined the blades of grass as Maren was laid to rest in the cathedral’s grounds. The priest said his prayers, preparing her soul for the voyage ahead. 

			Marjorie placed the white ribbon on her grave alongside an elaborate wreath of cream-colored roses, saying her last goodbyes. 

			“It’s a nice morning at least, weather-wise,” Aleza said, trying to lighten the mood.

			“Yes,” Marjorie replied, not a hint of happiness in her voice, gazing forlornly at the tombstone. “I’m going to get the shop up and running for today. I’ll see you later, Arlette.” 

			“Alright, bye, Marjorie. I’m here if you need someone to talk to. I’ll always be available via mind-link.” She gave Marjorie a tight hug. “Stay safe.”

			“I will,” Marjorie said, walking away, removing the blue ribbon on her hat. 

			Aleza strolled through the town, watching the denizens clean up the mess and repair the buildings. Some of it was the damage she and her friends had caused during their battle with the revenants.

			“Hello, Miss D’Arques. Hope you are doing well today. Thank you for fending off the revenants. This town appreciates your service,” said the blacksmith when she passed by. “If you ever need some equipment, come to me. I will make you whatever you like. Free of charge.” 

			“I’m well, Jheldan. Thank you for your offer. I’ll be sure to request your assistance should I ever need it.” She smiled. “I’m off. See you later.”

			She stopped by the bakery and grabbed a warm loaf of bread. She broke off a piece and chewed on it pensively. She mulled over the events from the previous few days and the things she could’ve done differently. Then she thought about the Named. They’re probably already on their way to the Spire, while all I’m doing is eating bread.

			Aleza continued her walk, achieving some sort of catharsis. It felt nice to work her legs after being stuck in bed for so long. She liked being able to take in the sights, sounds, and smells of this wonderful city. She had been traveling across the world, but this was still the place she felt the most comfortable in.  

			Oliver crossed her mind. I hope he makes it back safely. I want to see him again. She looked up at the cloudless baby blue sky. Hey, I know we don’t talk much, but can you look after Oliver for me? Make sure he makes it home safe, all right? He’s a sweet, kind boy that would make you proud. He’s innocent—and really cute too.

			There was no response, of course, but she still felt like there was an answer somewhere in the silence. She smiled, thinking about her mother that she barely knew. 

			Asha. Can you tell me about my mother? 

			I knew her well. She was like a daughter to me. 

			What was she like?

			Lucie was kind, compassionate, and highly intelligent. No one could deceive her. She could always find the truth in someone. She was unstoppable. The most powerful sorceress I have encountered in all my years. 

			“Yes, but she died from some disease, so she couldn’t have been that unstoppable,” she said out loud. 

			Arlette. Your humor is quite dark. You must not say that about your mother. The reason for her debilitating disease was due to her good will. 

			“What?”

			Let me show you. 

			The world around her whisked away like it was a set of curtains. Everything went pitch black for a moment, but then her sight returned. She was in a grand palace. Marble pillars, grandiose hallways filled with Persian rugs, and walls lined with frescoes. The banisters on the upper level were made of exquisite wood. 

			You are currently viewing events through your mother’s eyes. You are not in control, as this is just an amalgamation of memories.

			I understand now. Where are we?

			We are inside the Empyrean Palace. The empress has arranged a meeting with Lucie. 

			Why?

			Ah, I suppose you would not know. Lucie’s prowess in the mystical arts was known far and wide. She would perform shows around the world, and Empress Camellia was quite the fan. 

			Sounds fancy. 

			Lucie walked up the stairs, taking note of the guests. There seemed to be some event going on since groups of people were holding drinks, conversing amongst themselves. Some of the men eyed her as she walked by, but she paid them no mind. 

			She made her way to the ballroom. The ceiling had an elaborate mural, a painting of the war of the gods. Two dragons, one white and gold, and the other possessing pure black scales, were locked in combat, clawing at each other.

			The room was packed with nobles and ambassadors, dressed in their overstated clothing with frills and other embellishments. A bit of conversation caught her attention. 

			“Whores are expensive nowadays,” a pudgy man scoffed. He looked at Lucie with a smile as she passed. “She looks like a fine specimen,” he said quietly.

			Lucie didn’t make any moves toward him, but the wine glass shattered in his hands, leaving a mess on his white vest. 

			“Argh. The empress ought to have proper glassware,” he grumbled. 

			Lucie smiled, not looking at the man. 

			At the head of the room, on the upper level, was the empress herself, with an arm resting on the guardrail. Her blonde hair fell in waves, with some of her locks done in neat braids. Today, her wardrobe consisted of a layered aquamarine dress with embroidered edges and a beautifully carved belt. 

			“Welcome, Lucie. Please, come up here. Let us talk.” Empress Camellia beckoned her up the stairs. 

			She followed her to a table by the bay window. Camellia took a seat, and Lucie did the same. Even though the empress was younger than her, she still seemed far more sophisticated than she could ever dream of being. 

			“Empress, pardon me, but should I be in here? I’m a sorceress, but I am not nobility. Aren’t there rules that I’m breaking?”

			“Lucie. Please. You don’t have to call me that.” 

			“Sorry, Camellia.” She smiled. “But really? Am I allowed to be here?”

			“Those archaic rules don’t matter. I’m in charge here, and I do what I please. Plus, I have a special announcement to make.” Camellia took Lucie’s hand in hers. “I am offering you a chance to work in the court. Your talent is rivaled by none. You will be a great asset to this empire. Please do not say no.” 

			Lucie gulped. “Camellia. I-I can’t take on such an important position. I’m just a girl from a small town.” 

			“I know you can handle this.”

			“Fine, let me think about it, all right? I’ll let you know as soon as possible.”

			Camellia smiled. “Thank you. Stay here for a moment. I will be right back.”

			She walked up to the banister overlooking the ballroom. 

			“Gather around, valued guests.” The chatter around the room went silent as the crowd focused their attention on the empress. “Today, I am pleased to announce that Lucie D’Arques will be awarded the title of Grandmaster Sorceress.” She turned back and winked before facing the attendees again. “Please show her the respect she deserves.” 

			The crowd cheered. 

			Lucie sunk lower in her chair, covering her face. 

			“I will be down to join you all soon,” Camellia said, and took her leave. She sat next to Lucie, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, but I know this is something you’ve earned. You’re extremely talented and those skills shouldn’t go to waste on entertainment.” 

			“It’s not just entertainment. To me, it’s a form of art and expression.” 

			“Yes, I know. You’re destined for greater things though, Miss D’Arques.” Camellia smiled.

			“If you say so.” Lucie sat back up, straightening her posture. 

			“Good. I’m glad we agree.” 

			One of her handmaidens brought a wrapped gift to the empress. “Courtesy of Nebelgard.” 

			“Place it over there with the other gifts, I will open it later.” 

			The handmaiden nodded and placed it in the pile by the long table against the side of the wall. Dozens of bottles of wine and other drinks were sitting on the table, complete with ribbons and gift packaging. 

			“Oh, yes, grab me and Miss D’Arques a drink while you are over there,” Camellia said.

			The girl brought back a bottle of wine with a red ribbon. “This one is an import wine, Empress. Supposedly one of the best.”

			“Thank you, dear,” Camellia said as the girl poured them two glasses. “Have a glass for yourself, too.”

			The girl smiled graciously, nodding and pouring a drink for herself. “You are so generous, Empress. May you live a long and fruitful life.” 

			“That, I hope.”

			Lucie took the drink in her hand and analyzed it, her irises changing color from a shade of blue to a light gray as she activated her inspection spell. A routine check. One cannot be too careful.

			Tiny black particles were interspersed with the particles of wine, which were unseen with the naked eye. 

			She immediately looked at Camellia. “Don’t drink that!” 

			She flicked her eyes to the right, and the glass went flying out of the Camellia’s hands.

			“What is the meaning of this, Lucie?”

			Lucie flung the glass out of the handmaiden’s grip as well.

			“Our drinks were poisoned,” Lucie said, standing up.

			The girl clutched at her own throat, gasping for air. 

			Lucie ran up to her, placing a hand on her throat. “Don’t move. I’m going to draw out the poison.”

			Before she could finish, an explosion sounded from above. 

			The glass dome above the ballroom fractured, showering the area with fragments of glass. The girl gurgled, froth coming from her mouth. Her head lolled to the side. 

			Round objects dropped from the roof, rolling across the floor.

			Smoke bombs detonated and covered the area in a gray fog. She shielded her nose with her sleeve and grabbed Camellia with her other hand, scrambling to the bay window as the crowd screamed. She had a better angle of the ceiling through the smoke from this location. Ropes were being tossed from the opening. Lucie looked left and right, casting a spell. 

			“If you don’t leave this area, you won’t be seen. I placed an illusion,” she whispered to the empress. She glanced at the dead handmaiden, wishing she could’ve done something to save her. 

			A group of men slid down the ropes, wearing masks and transparent tortoise-shell goggles armed with handheld crossbows.

			The infiltrators shot at the confused guards below, turning them into human pincushions. The guests shouted in panic, running for the ballroom door, but it had been barricaded from the other side. They pounded on the door, to no avail. 

			“Find the empress. She is hiding here somewhere,” one of the assailants shouted, pointing at the front of the room with his flintlock pistol. His mask had a red X on one of its eyes. 

			Either he stole that gun, or he’s a mage. 

			Lucie hid behind one of the pillars, looking out the window. She wished she had invested in a pistol herself, but they were quite expensive due to the ban on gunpowder, and only able to be used by sorcerers and mages that were certified by the Starlight Court. 

			“O’ Empress, if you seek to make weapons such as these available to the general populace, this is what will happen,” said the man. He aimed the gun at a cowering cook and pulled the trigger, blowing his brains onto the wall. “If you don’t show yourself, more will die.” 

			Lucie winced. She could see Camellia was about to make a move, but she shook her head.

			“I’ll handle this,” she whispered, then cast a spell on herself. Her appearance changed and morphed into the likeness of the empress. She stepped outside of the bounds of the illusion that hid Camellia. “That is quite enough. I am here. What is it that you want?” 

			“Oh, there you are, o’ great Empress. I am here to make sure you will not remove the ban on firearms.”

			“And your way to ensure that is by killing innocents?”

			“My methods may be extreme, but they are merely to prove a point.”

			“…Noted.” She looked at the crowd, then back at the masked man. “Will you let the civilians go?” 

			“That can be arranged,” the man said. “After you agree to these terms.”

			“Yes. Let me know what they are, and I will accept.” 

			“You will not remove the restriction on firearms. You will also hand over Lucie D’Arques, for a sorceress of such power should not go unchecked.”

			“I’m afraid I cannot comply with the second part.” 

			“Oh, why is that?” 

			Lucie did not reply. The shards of glass scattered on the floor began to float. They flew at blinding speed, embedding themselves into the faces of the crossbow-wielding men that stood around the ballroom. 

			“Because I am Lucie,” she said as the invaders fell to the ground, blood running from their masks. “Your empress is in another palace.”

			“Dammit.” The man donning the red X shot at her, but the bullet whizzed past. “Forgot to change its attunement,” he muttered, fumbling with his weapon.

			“Did you seriously think such a small number of men would be enough to capture me?” said Lucie. “You underestimate me.” She flicked her finger, and specks of glowing dust encircled it. 

			“I came prepared for such a situation.” He fired again, this time the bullet heading directly for her. 

			It disintegrated in a flash of light. 

			She smirked. 

			“What are you?”

			“A sorceress and a Named.” She walked down the stairs as the man reloaded. “If that were me using that pistol, I wouldn’t need to reload manually. You seem inexperienced for a mage.”

			He backed away, firing another shot, which she deflected with her hand. The bullet blasted a hole in the wall with newfound force from her magic.

			“I won’t kill you—if you tell me who sent you.” Lucie thrust the man into the air. He floated there as if dangling from an invisible rope.

			“I will never tell you.” 

			“Fine.”

			His arm contorted and twisted in unnatural ways. He screamed in pain but did not speak.

			“…Lucie,” the voice came weakly from behind her. She turned to see Camellia crawling toward the guardrail. 

			Lucie ran up the stairs, coming to her side. She took the young empress in her arms. She had a bullet wound in her chest. Blood streamed down her dress. 

			“That shot missed me…but hit you. I should have checked on you earlier.” Lucie levitated the bullet out of the wound, inspecting it. “It seems to have some sort of enchantment on it.”

			Her eyes turned a shade of green as she read the enchantment. “It was made to specifically target you, Camellia.” The bullet was of the Nebelgardian variety, confirming her suspicions.

			She placed a hand on the wound, and it sealed. “I can’t heal you completely, but this will stop the bleeding for now. I need to take you to Eira.” 

			The empress coughed, groaning. “I’m sorry, Lucie. I brought you into this.”

			“It’s not your fault. I’m glad you called me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to help.” 

			Lucie heard a gunshot behind her. She looked and saw the man had pointed his pistol straight up, smoke drifting from the barrel—a signal to his remaining soldiers.

			“You. This is your doing,” Lucie said. “Or Nebelgard’s. I don’t care either way.” 

			She snapped her finger and the assassin grasped at his head. He shrieked, and a second later, a bright flash appeared. His head burst open like a watermelon. Blood splattered on the pillar next to him. 

			A few members of the crowd gasped—others covered their eyes. 

			There was a sound of breaking glass as bottles rained down from above. 

			A green mist started rising out of the fractured bottles. It soon spread to the entire ballroom. Everyone in the room started coughing. 

			Lucie’s eyes watered, and she choked on the caustic air. She blinked, and she could breathe normally again, the poison filtered out by the spell. 

			She sighed, looking down at her belt. She hadn’t brought her grimoire, so she did not have that extra source of arcana. 

			“Hopefully, this doesn’t kill me.” She swiped her hands through the air, casting another spell on the guests in the room. They perked up, drawing deep breaths.

			Camellia sat up and leaned against the guardrail.

			A sharp pain shot through Lucie’s fingertips and up her arm, as if she had punched a wall. She flexed her wrist, her bones cracking. That might have been a bit too much. She exhaled, looking up at the ceiling. The attackers were preparing another volley of gas bombs, although she knew they would have no effect.

			I’ll have to make my spells more efficient. Her feet lifted off the ground, and she catapulted into the air. She flew through the opening and landed on the roof. 

			She counted seven men, wearing the same masks and eye coverings—the masks appeared to be a sort of breathing apparatus. 

			“So, tell me. Are you willing to die for your cause?” She smiled. I could explode all of them right now, but offensive spells might be too costly. I should’ve been ready for something like this. She could only do so much with her body’s natural arcana, and she didn’t know how much she had left. 

			The attackers readied their crossbows. 

			“I’ll take that as a yes.” 

			Bouchard. 

			A small bat appeared before her. The usual, madam?

			Yes. You can summon it over there. She noted the location mentally and the bat flew high into the sky. 

			The bowmen fired simultaneously, but before the bolts reached her, she was gone in a flash of light.

			The bat above them vanished in a puff of smoke, revealing a scythe. This weapon’s design was different than Aleza’s, the blade having a pattern like leathery wings.

			The men stood in confusion. 

			The scythe was about to touch the ground when Lucie appeared behind them. She grabbed it on time and swung, decapitating one of the soldiers. 

			The others drew their swords, backing up. 

			One of the assailants rushed her, while the others took positions around her. 

			One sword was wrenched out of the attacking soldier’s hands, flying into—and impaling—the man next to him. She hit the attacker beneath his chin blunt end of her scythe, and with a resounding crunch, he crumpled to the ground. 

			The other four swung at her from all sides. Before their blades made contact, she disappeared. They swung through empty air, lacerating each other. One of the men screamed as his arm dropped to the ground. Blood spurted from the wound and he collapsed. 

			Another man had been slashed across the chest. He looked down, then fainted. 

			There were two remaining. 

			She checked the status of the spell on the ground floor, making sure it was still active. The incantation—cast on so many people—was noticeable, and with her heart beating faster, her body heated up. A single bead of sweat dripped down her face. 

			The soldiers made sure to stay far apart this time. 

			“I can tell you’re getting tired. You’ll be out of arcana soon,” one of the renegades said, with a laugh. 

			“Hah, good one.” She knew it was true though. It might already be too late. She did not know if she would face any long-term effects from using all these spells without a grimoire. 

			She rushed forward, and her scythe shifted. The blade became vertical. 

			The men were not ready for the extended reach of the weapon, so they could not block the war scythe as it sliced through their throats. Blood sprayed out as they fell to their knees. 

			Lucie placed the scythe on her back and walked back to the broken dome, taking one of the ropes in her hands and sliding down. 

			She landed next to Camellia. “Are you all right?”

			The empress nodded.

			“Good. Wait here. I’m going to see if there are any invaders left on the premises. She ran down the stairs and seeing that the noxious gas was gone, she released the spell she had been maintaining. “Everyone, please do not leave until I know it is safe.” 

			The glint of the pistol on the ground caught her eye. She picked up the gun, turning it around. It did not look like a standard flintlock—this weapon was made of polished wood, inlaid with gold flourishes, its barrel styled with brushed metal. Clipping it to her belt, she walked to the door. With the first push, it was clear that the rebels had barricaded it from the other side. 

			Lucie took a deep breath. Not supposed to use this on myself, but it’ll only be for a few seconds. It should be alright. 

			She started shrinking, eventually becoming the size of a mouse. She ran through the small gap underneath the door and came out the other side. Returning to her normal size, she looked herself over to make sure everything was in order. 

			See, not a problem.

			She grunted as she removed the heavy wood plank that was across the door. 

			Lucie checked the halls, making sure no marauders were about. The back entrance looked unoccupied. All clear. All that was left was to check the front entrance. 

			She heard chatter as she approached the front of the palace, likely the invaders.

			Lucie cast a spell and disguised herself as the man with the red X on his mask. 

			She walked out the doorway, noticing that the gate guards were dead. “All right, men. It is time to head back to Nebelgard. The empress is dead.” A guard hung over the edge of the outpost with a crossbow bolt in his head. 

			“You took care of the girl—the magic user?” asked one of the masked men. 

			“Yes. The sorceress is no more. She did not comply, so I ended her life.” 

			“Ah, that is unfortunate. She could have been useful.” 

			“Not much we can do now. Time to deliver the news.” 

			The others nodded, heading back to their horses. 

			“Oh, I forgot to bring proof of the kill. I will return momentarily. Please go ahead without me. I will catch up.” 

			“Understood,” said the man. 

			They trotted off. 

			Lucie went back inside, jogging down the hall and removing her illusion. She opened the doors to the ballroom. “Alright, everyone. The threat has been cleared. You are free to return to your homes.” 

			The crowd took heed, rushing out of the room. Some thanked her as they left.

			Lucie helped Camellia to her feet. “I’m going to get you to Eira. Hold on to me.” 

			She closed her eyes, envisioning Eira’s castle. No time for portals. A crude appropriation would have to do. An aura of light formed around them, and when she opened her eyes, they were in front of the bridge leading to the castle. The grass at her feet was a bit charred from her jump. 

			Pain shot through her limbs, and she fell to the ground, writhing in anguish. Her fingers curled up into a balled fist. 

			The empress caught her as she fell. “Someone, please help!” she shouted. 

			Eira came running from the garden, roses still in hand. “What happened?” she asked, her face painted with worry, taking Lucie in her arms. She took her inside to the foyer and laid her on the ground. 

			“We were attacked. They were trying to kill me, and Lucie risked herself to protect me. It’s my fault,” Camellia said, looking at Lucie with sadness. “Her shows bring me great joy, and as one of the Named, she deserves much more than to be just an entertainer. I wanted her to be a Grandmaster Sorceress.” 

			Lucie’s veins popped out on her forehead. She screamed—her skin was covered in rashes. Her throat swelled, and her airway closed. 

			“Stay still. Please,” Eira said, kneeling as an ice blue glow emanated from her hands. Lucie gasped, able to breathe again as the pain subsided. 

			“Did you use your arcana without your grimoire? You could’ve killed yourself.” Eira sighed while wiping away some of the blood on Lucie’s arm. 

			“Yes, but I had to,” Lucie said, her whole body drenched in sweat. She looked at Camellia. “If Nebelgard finds out you’re alive, they’ll send more assassins after you.”

			Eira healed Camellia, repairing the wound in her chest from the inside. “She’s right. I advise that you change your identity and live as someone else. There is no more hope for a peaceful rule.” 

			Camellia sighed. “I suppose not everyone appreciates my lofty ideals.”

			“The old-fashioned ruling classes are uneasy with someone as young as you being their leader. I do believe, however, that the common folk view you as a kind ruler,” Eira said. “I also view you as such.”

			“Same here,” Lucie said with a smile, feeling her arm. 

			“Thank you, that means a lot. I will step down and let my uncle rule. He has always coveted the throne, anyway. So, Eira, how do I assume this new identity?”

			“As a start, I can permanently alter your hair color, Empress. What would you like?” 

			“I’ve always loved dark hair, brown—not black.”

			“As you wish,” Eira said, waving her hand over Camellia’s head and changing it from honey blonde to golden brown. 

			“I’m interested in making potions and the like. My father never let me explore magecraft because I was his only child. He groomed me for politics instead. I think I’ll open up a magic shop,” Camellia said, twirling her newly colored hair. 

			“Seeing as you are royalty, you presumably have an innate talent for the arcane arts. It should come easily with a bit of training.” Eira nodded. “That color looks good on you.” 

			“If she’s training in the arts, let’s summon her a familiar,” Lucie said. 

			“Yes, of course.” Eira gathered a couple of herbs and picked up a piece of chalk. She took them down to the cellar and drew inscriptions on the ground. 

			After she told Camellia the incantation, she handed her a dagger with a curved handle. “All you need to do is say the words and spill a single drop of blood on the circle.” 

			Camellia hesitated. “Do I really have to cut myself?” 

			“Yes, that is how you connect with your familiar. Don’t worry. It’s just one drop,” Lucie said, patting her on the back.

			“All right, I trust you.” Camellia took the knife to her finger and sliced it open. She grimaced.

			“Wow, didn’t expect you to jump into that so quick.” 

			“That cut was a little too big, but it should be fine,” Eira said. 

			Camellia recited the words. When the blood dripped onto the circle, it glowed a crimson red, turning blue with a pulsating light. As the last glimmer dissipated, something swirled into existence in a flurry of black. 

			It was a cat with fur like a starless night sky. It looked at Camellia with its piercing green eyes. 

			Hello. What is my name? 

			Camellia jumped as she heard the voice in her head. Then, she knelt to inspect the cat, and thought for a moment. 

			“I will call you…Shadow,” she said. 


		

	
		
			2.3 – Spark
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			She awoke to the sound of a terrified scream. It was still night, and the room was covered in an eerie gloom. When she reached for the lantern, she heard a thud. 

			She lit the lantern, not completely alert yet. The roof creaked as something hefty walked slowly, deliberately, overhead. 

			“Let me in. It’s coming to get me!” a woman cried, frantically pounding on the door. 

			The girl jumped out of her bed and started running to the door, lantern in hand.

			A blood-curdling shriek.

			Crack.

			Three claws burst through the door, blood dripping from the ends. Red streaks ran down the wood like fresh paint, forming a pool on the ground. 

			The sight mortified her. Her limbs were frozen in fear, her chest locked up, and she could not breathe. Snap out of it, she urged herself. Regaining her bearings, she scampered to the back exit.

			Some of the town’s buildings were on fire. Ebony smoke swirled into the dark sky. The townsfolk were running amok—from what, she couldn’t tell quite yet. 

			Then she heard the flapping of wings. 

			Bat-like creatures with pale, gray-skinned humanoid bodies, crimson eyes, and leathery wings. One of them swooped down and picked up one of the townsfolk, sinking its razor-sharp fangs into her neck. She screamed in pain, then went limp as the blood being drained from her. 

			The girl did not know what to do—she had not been taught how to fight. Her parents, traveling merchants, were in the next town conducting business and she was alone. 

			She ran to take cover behind a wall. A barrel of apples was adjacent to her. She knocked it over, emptied the contents, and climbed inside, placing the lid over her head while leaving a tiny gap so she could assess the situation. 

			She was helpless, a bystander to the slaughter. She wanted to do something, anything, but couldn’t.

			The sight burned into her vision. She could not look away even if she tried. Soon, her fear turned into boiling anger as the screams of the townsfolk echoed in her head. 

			Lucinus had always been a stranger to war, preferring its privacy, providing goods and services—not soldiers. 

			Suddenly, a flash of light appeared in the plaza, causing the fountain to burst, splashing water in every direction.

			As it faded, a few people emerged from the rubble. 

			“Good overall, but you need to work on the execution,” a man said, looking at the destroyed fountain with an amused expression. 

			“I’m not used to the mechanics just yet,” a silver-haired man replied, with a slight shrug. 

			“Let’s clear out the vermin,” said another man while he readied his weapons. 

			They all nodded and set forth into the horde, acting as a cohesive, coordinated unit, covering all their angles. 

			A woman loosed a volley of arrows into the monsters, moving like lightning, firing off shots without breaking a sweat. She mounted the back of one of the bigger vampires, shooting a trio of arrows into three separate creatures that tried to charge her. 

			“Jasper!” the ember-haired woman yelled, motioning toward the monster she was riding. 

			“Got it!” Jasper replied and sent a plume of flame toward the vampire. 

			Saria vaulted off the revenant right before the flames connected. The creature burned to a crisp in an instant.

			A pack of vampires jumped at a woman making her escape, but they were impaled by icy spikes before they could make contact. Oliver brought his staff down on an attacking vampire as Kyrin sprinted past and sliced its throat. 

			“You’ll be safer inside, miss,” said Oliver, directing her toward one of the empty houses. 

			Without delay, a second wave of revenants descended upon the town, their wiry figures bathed in moonlight. As they approached, Matheus shot a blast of light into the sky, bursting multiple creatures into a mess of innards. 

			The rest flew closer to the land, swiping at them with their twisted claws. Matheus dodged in and out, slashing them as they pushed past. None of the creatures managed to land a hit on him because his reaction time was almost inhuman. He tossed his sword forward, striking a revenant in the head, then disappeared in a flash, appearing next to his weapon. Pulling it out, he threw it at another attacker. The aftereffect of his jumps caused nearby monsters to explode. 

			The girl was amazed by their confidence. She had never seen anything like this before. 

			A roar rang out as a revenant, larger than the rest, with curled horns and two sabers, approached, his wings flapping forcefully. He wore heavy plate armor of unearthly design. 

			“Take point,” Jasper stated with an unwavering tone. 

			Saria used a broken pillar to reach the roof of a nearby building.

			The vampire general landed, kicking up dust. “I’ve been sleeping for centuries, and yet, Named still stand in my way.” 

			“I don’t know about the other guys, but you’re going to have a real tough time with us.” Kyrin smirked. 

			The general barreled toward Kyrin, with a wide slash. Kyrin evaded and hit him in the side with his sword, but it just bounced off his armor, not even leaving a scratch.

			Saria fired an arrow into the vampire’s back, but it bounced off like it was made of rubber. She pulled out her dagger.

			The vampire laughed. “My armor is impervious to your weapons.”

			“Maybe regular weapons.” Jasper nodded at his crew.

			“Claíomh Solais!” yelled Matheus. In a flash of light, a gleaming sword appeared in place of his own, illuminated by a pearlescent light from within. 

			“Leiptr!” Saria’s dagger transformed into the lightning bow. 

			She shot a lightning arrow at the vampire general, striking him in the chest. He gasped, taken aback by the impact. 

			“Impossible,” he murmured.

			Kyrin dashed into the waves of oncoming vampires, effortlessly avoiding their attacks and slicing off limbs and heads with his dual swords. A revenant dashed at him, about to catch him off-guard, but he kicked the hilt of his sword, sending it flying away. He dashed to the side, avoiding the revenant’s attack, and caught his sword before it landed, swinging with a precise strike to lop its head off. 

			Oliver froze the remaining vampires, shattering them into a million fragments. 

			The general flew higher into the sky, preparing to attack again.

			The girl was still in the barrel, no longer peeking out from under the lid, but standing up, amazed by the sight.

			Those are the Named. I’ve read all about them. They can summon the power of the dragons. Their legendary weapons can pierce any known armor. 

			Her eyes shone as she saw Matheus summon an orb of light and blast it at the general, stunning him. 

			Matheus tossed his sword to Jasper, who caught it. 

			Kyrin created a pillar of stone under Jasper’s feet, launching him upward. The trajectory allowed him to grab one of the general’s horns as an anchor—the two struggled in the sky as they plummeted down.

			Jasper ran Claíomh Solais through the vampire’s heart, and the blade lit with an incredibly hot flame, turning the general into ashes in the blink of an eye. 

			He landed next to the girl in the barrel, not noticing her. She watched him as he shook the dust off his boots. 

			Jasper glanced up, seeing the girl looking at him with wide eyes. He flashed a smile and patted her head. “You’re safe now. You can come out of that barrel.”

			She blushed, stepping out. “T-thanks. You guys are amazing. I wish I could be like you someday.” 

			He knelt, putting a hand on her shoulder. She felt a warmth inside her heart at his touch. “Remember this. Anyone can be a hero. Always be brave and never give up, even if it seems like the odds are insurmountable. You control your fate.” 

			“You’re the Flame of Truth, aren’t you?” 

			He laughed, getting up. “You can call me Jasper. What’s your name?”

			“Edana.” 

			“Nice to make your acquaintance, Edana. Now, I must continue my quest. We might cross paths again one day. Until then, keep your inner flame burning bright.” 

			“I will,” she said gleefully. 

			Jasper joined his companions, and they set off as dawn broke. The early morning light seemed to give them an air of divinity as they ventured deeper into Lucinus.


		

	
		
			2.4 – Slayer of Scions
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			Shadow purred. This name is suitable. 

			“Great.” Camellia smiled. She pet him gently. “What does my familiar do?” 

			“He will provide you with eyes and ears remotely. You can see the world through his eyes, and none will be the wiser, as he is just a regular cat to most people. He can also aid you in combat by transforming into a weapon,” Eira said. 

			“Sounds good. I think.” 

			“We need a new identity for you, Camellia. A different name,” suggested Lucie. 

			Camellia put a finger to her chin and thought.

			“Hmm.” She looked around the room, looking for inspiration. The shelves were stacked with books, bindings thick and colorful. Other than that, there were tables with manuscripts and scrolls, as well as an entire laboratory of sorts, with bottles and vials galore, containing glowing liquids. 

			Her eyes landed on a jar filled with marjoram. “How about…Marjorie?” 

			“That is a wonderful name,” Lucie said. 

			“The responsibility of being empress was far too much for me, anyway. I think I will like starting over.” Marjorie smiled. “Now, I just need to learn the basics of magecraft—I can figure it out from there.” 

			They spent some time teaching her spells and how to unlock her inner potential. Her royal blood enhanced her learning—the skills came to her naturally. 

			After Marjorie’s training was complete, Lucie waved goodbye and headed home. Maybe this turn of events would be good for her. The role of Grandmaster Sorceress was not something she had asked for, nor was it something she wanted. She would rather be able to stay home and take care of her young daughter. 

			***

			Lucie walked inside, sighing and taking off her boots. 

			“Rough day?” asked her husband. 

			“Rough isn’t even the half of it.” 

			“Tell me all about it over tea,” he said, smiling. “Freshly brewed.” 

			“Thanks, dear.” She kissed him gently and told him what had transpired at the Starlight Court. 

			“I’m so sorry. You did great, honey. I’m glad you didn’t injure yourself without your grimoire.” 

			“Yes,” she said, feeling her arm. “I’m glad too. I’m going to go check on Arlette. Excuse me.” 

			“Of course.” 

			She walked to the bedroom, first looking at herself in the mirror. Her normally bright blue eyes were now a muted gray and her dark hair had faded ever so slightly. There was a dull, numbing pain in her arm still. Upon lifting her sleeve, it was clear that she had overused her powers. Her upper arm had gone completely black. She prodded it with her other hand but could not feel her own touch. 

			She pulled down her sleeve, not wanting to think about it. 

			Aleza lay in her cradle, staring at the painted stars on the ceiling. She took the child in her arms. 

			“I must confess something to you, Arlette. I hope you will forgive me. Eventually.” 

			Aleza cooed, looking up at her mother. A bit of drool ran down the side of the one-year-old’s mouth. Lucie wiped it away with a cloth.

			“I may not live to see you grow up, but I know that you will become a strong woman. Stronger than me. Go set out and achieve whatever you dream of, Arlette.”

			Aleza giggled at her mother’s words. 

			Lucie smiled, but on the inside felt an overpowering sadness. She had always thought she would see things through the way she chose, but her fate was something tragic. No use feeling sorry for herself, though. 

			“We can’t win them all, I suppose.” Her hand started glowing brightly, and she placed it on Aleza’s forehead.

			Aleza sneezed as the light touched her. 

			“Odd. You are sensitive to my Named power.” 

			When the light receded, Aleza sniffled, no longer sneezing. Perhaps now was not the time. 

			“I will entrust you with my grimoire. Use it, or don’t. You do not have to follow in my footsteps. Be whatever you want. A baker, a painter, a storekeeper, an adventurer—whatever your heart desires.” 

			Lucie took the grimoire in her hands, then an idea came to her. “I need to meet with Eira. I will be back, my dear.” She caressed Aleza’s cheek and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 

			She faced the wall, ripping open the fabric of time and space with her mere gaze—an efficient, carefully constructed portal, edged with glowing white light—no wasted arcana. Even with her grimoire in hand, she no longer wanted to take the risk, due to the valuable lessons learned from recent events. Through the shimmering portal, she could see Eira’s castle, with its magnificent stone towers. 

			She walked through, the previous world disappearing in a flash. She appeared outside of the castle, the grass swaying from her arrival. 

			Lucie made her way to Eira’s chambers. “I need your help, Eira. It turns out that I have overexerted myself without my grimoire, and it has caused some damage. Can you heal me?”

			Eira examined her arm. “Oh, my…Lucie, I can’t. It’s not possible. This is a disease caused by your overuse of arcana without a proper source.” 

			“How bad is it?”

			“It is…not good.”

			Eira tapped her foot on the ground nervously, then continued. “In fact, it’s terrible.”

			“Oh,” Lucie said. “How long do I have?”

			“At most”—Eira locked eyes with her— “a year.” 

			“Great. Better than a few days, right?” Lucie faked a laugh.

			Eira ran up and embraced her. “I don’t want you to leave us, Lucie. I’ll find a way to cure you. There has to be something.”

			Lucie gave her a half smile, as tears started running down her face. “Don’t waste your time, Eira. It’s too late.” For once, her actions had caught up to her. 

			“You’re my best friend, Lucie.” Eira sobbed. 

			“You’re mine, too. I’m sorry I was reckless, as always.” 

			“There was never any stopping you. You did what you had to…to save those people. You’ve done them a great service.”

			“I guess I’ll spend my last few months with my family and maybe teach Camellia—I mean, Marjorie—some tricks. Please do come visit, Eira, when you can. I would appreciate that.”

			“Of course. I will be by your side.” 

			“You always have been. We’ve had some interesting adventures together, that much is for sure.”

			“Oh yes, definitely. Nothing could stop the esteemed Lucie D’Arques, slayer of Scions.”

			“And her faithful companion, Eira Lystad, Queen of Frost,” Lucie continued. 

			“Lucie, with her grand grimoire.”

			“Eira, with the unbending spoon.” 

			“Together, they saved the world from chaos, but told no one.” 

			“However, they don’t want appreciation, just biscuits.” 

			They both laughed.

			“So, Eira, what have you been up to recently?” 

			“Researching the arcane arts, as always. I’ve figured out a way to transfer some of my Named powers into scrolls, allowing others to use them. Like this—when the incantation is read, this scroll will create a bridge of ice. I’ve made a few other scrolls as well.” 

			“That’s useful. Say, could you find a way for me to transfer my skills to Arlette?”

			“Oh, yes, but she would not be old enough by the time you—” She stopped. “Yes. You can imbue your grimoire with your abilities, and Arlette can learn them when she’s of age.”

			“That sounds wonderful. Let’s do that.” She smiled. “I don’t know what she wants to be when she grows up, but if she wants to be a sorceress like me, she still can. I’m glad.”

			“It will work like a seal transfer, much like one does when transferring arcana to the next generation, but without you being present.”

			“That is innovative.”

			“Just remember, you will become a regular human after the process is complete. No more magecraft.” 

			“Of course. It will be a nice change, experiencing the world without a crutch. But before we begin, let me cast one last spell.”

			She flipped through her grimoire, landing on the page of a new spell type that had appeared in her grimoire recently.

			Eira glanced at it and raised a brow. “A latent enchantment? I’ve never something like this before. But if there’s a chance it works, then…”

			“Might be worth a try,” Lucie said, smiling. She cast the spell as directed in the grimoire—a light glow traveled across her form, then disappeared. “I guess we’ll see on the other side.”

			Eira nodded, bringing out a set of empty scrolls. “Ready to record a few abilities?”

			“Yes.” Lucie followed Eira’s instructions, creating a few scrolls that contained a multitude of spells. Eira had developed special ink which glowed like lacresnake venom when it contacted paper, bonding arcana to the page. The spell became more specific and potent as more words were written down. 

			Next, began the process of ingraining her powers into the grimoire—a more elaborate version of the scroll transfer. 

			“Before we start, I want to let you know there could be some complications from this procedure. No one has attempted such a thing before.”

			“I’m aware. Let’s begin.”

			Lucie opened her grimoire, landing on the introduction page. The first page displayed the Grand Priestess, Verashana—the original owner. The next page showed a portrait of herself, with an updated biography:

			Lucie D’Arques, the Purveyor of Light and Slayer of Scions, specializes in levitation and mind-porting…While she does not hail from a revered lineage of mages spanning generations, her latent powers are on a level unknown to most sorcerers. Her signature move: the Cursebreaker. She defeated her enemies during the battle of the Empyrean Palace but fell victim to arcana sickness. Her current whereabouts are unknown.

			“It doesn’t know where I am right now, apparently. Not sure how the history function works, but it mentions the palace and the raid.”

			Eira read over the text, then nodded. “I see.”

			“Any comment?”

			“Not this time. I can’t even begin to comprehend that strange book.” 

			“I know how that feels.” Lucie placed her hand on the page, then Eira started the enchantment process. Her arms glowed with powered runes. The lines interconnected with each other, then ran down Lucie’s arm and through her fingers. Her fingertips felt glued to the page, and an indescribable pain jolted through her body. She winced, gritting her teeth. The grimoire hummed, and more pages filled in. A prickling sensation pulsed through her limbs, causing her hair to stand on end. Then, her arm went completely numb. 

			***

			Eira gathered all the scrolls and placed them in a drawer. 

			“That should be all. How do you feel?”

			“Fine, now. You didn’t tell me it was going to hurt so much,” Lucie said.

			“I had no idea how it’d work. Remember, it’s new to me, too.”

			“You’re right. It could’ve been worse.” She placed the grimoire under her arm and looked out the window. “It’s getting late. I’ll be taking my leave now. Much love, darling.” She hugged her. 

			 “Take one of my horses, Lucie.” 

			“Thanks, Eira.” She smiled and walked away, running a hand over the stone wall. Time to walk and ride to places, rather than take a portal. The simpler pleasures in life. 

			She reached the stables and mounted one of the horses, a chestnut stallion. It puffed as she exited the castle grounds. 

			Bouchard, please lead the way. 

			The bat appeared before her. Home, madam?

			Yes, please. 

			Dusk started to settle when she arrived at the road. 

			Bouchard flew ahead, making sure to stay close as the horse cantered along. She wasn’t sure when the last time she had ridden a horse was—the wind in her hair felt nice. 

			It crossed her mind to make light, but she remembered it was no longer possible. 

			I really started to rely on my abilities too much, after all. I should start carrying a lantern with me.

			The sun dropped below the horizon, bringing night. The landscape took on a different appeal than during the day. 

			Lime green lights blinked on and off in the meadows. Thousands of tiny fireflies—a sight to behold in the countryside. 

			She enjoyed every second of her journey, experiencing the world from a fresh perspective. That feeling of being truly alive—even if she was dying—was invigorating. 

			I have enough reserves of arcana to last a few days, Bouchard said when they reached the outskirts of Lucinus. 

			You know what—why don’t you explore the world a bit? Go wherever you please.

			Truly, madam? I did not expect to leave your side.

			Yes, I think you should give it a try. Let me know how it goes.

			Understood. Bouchard flapped closer to her. But before I go, I want to tell you something.

			What is it, Bouchard? 

			It was a pleasure serving you, madam. I enjoyed every moment we shared together.

			I as well. You were the best familiar anyone could have asked for. 

			Thank you for your kind words, madam. I will never forget you.

			Lucie laughed quietly. I’ll remember you too. Goodbye, old friend. Safe travels. 

			As the small bat flapped away, eventually disappearing into the night, Lucie resolved that she would make the most of the time she had left—by taking care of her daughter and giving her the best year she could possibly have. 

			The horse’s hooves clacked on the cobblestone street as she entered town. Her house was just ahead, a quaint little home with a bit of the paint peeling, but overall, in good repair. 

			Lucie opened the door and saw her husband sitting on a stool, reading one of his medical books. 

			She told him the details of her day, and he listened, as always. 

			He nodded in agreement at the end. “If you felt that it was the right choice, then I support you every step of the way. Arlette will appreciate it in the future.”

			Lucie was walking to Aleza’s cradle when the world whisked away again. 

			***

			“Miss D’Arques, might I inquire as to what you are doing?” asked a voice.

			“What?” Aleza asked, turning to see Caden standing behind her. She did not usually see Caden outside of The Dour Dragon. 

			“Well, you were just sitting on the ground, eating a piece of bread, and staring at the wall—all while talking to yourself about something.”

			“Oh, uh, I was rehearsing for a play.”

			“Ah, all right, that explains it. Carry on. I am on my way to the market. Good luck with your performance, young lady.” 

			“Thanks. Hope business is going well.” She smiled as Caden walked away.

			Aleza finished the last morsel of bread. 

			I sure learned a lot about my mother. Thank you, Asha, for showing me.

			Of course, my dear. You deserved to know. 

			So, she contracted her disease because she used too many high-powered spells trying to save the empress and the guests at the castle?

			Yes. She was already low on arcana from using the spell to filter out the poison for hundreds of people, which was dangerous in and of itself. On top of that, she used her Named powers to transport herself to Eira, which would have pushed her over the edge. Although, from the empress’ condition, she may not have survived the trip by horse. 

			She sacrificed her own wellbeing to save everyone else. 

			Just like you would, Arlette. You are so like her. 

			You might be right. She was a great person.

			Aleza smiled, looking up at the sky. Mother, I’m sorry if I ever wronged you or disrespected your image. I know now that you did more than enough for me. I hope you’re resting peacefully. I love you.

			The breeze picked up, rustling the leaves in the trees nearby. 

			Aleza stood and found a bench to lie down on, using her grimoire as a pillow. She gazed at the evening clouds as they passed by, trying to discern shapes. 

			Adelram flew over, then landed on the bench and joined in the cloud-watching. 

			I think that one looks like a pointy helmet, Aleza thought.

			Yes, it looks like horns, almost. That one, over there, looks like a dragon, does it not?

			It does. 

			They watched the clouds for a while longer as the light dimmed. 

			A shadow passed through one of the clouds. 

			They’re back. 

			The winged revenant swooped down, followed by dozens more.

			Aleza nodded to Adelram and he transformed into the scythe. 

			She readied it as the horde descended on the town.


		

	
		
			2.5 – Below
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			“So, revenants. Did not expect revenants. Anyone else guess that?” Oliver asked.

			“No.” Kyrin shrugged.

			“Definitely not,” Saria said, looking at the starless sky to see if more were going to fly in.

			“That has me wondering…where did they come from, and why?” Jasper adjusted his belt.

			Matheus opened his mouth to say something, but then glanced at Oliver, deciding not to speak. 

			They checked the alleyways and streets to make sure no more vampires were hiding anywhere. 

			“All that’s left is the cathedral square and the market district.” 

			When they reached the cathedral square, they found that someone had already finished their work for them. Multiple vampires were pinned against the walls with crossbow bolts in their faces, jaws slack. 

			“Who did this? Seems to be an accurate shot,” Jasper said, examining the corpses. “Be on guard.” 

			As they walked by, the revenants disintegrated.

			“Must be recent kills,” Kyrin said, eyes darting about. 

			“Let’s hurry and find Aleza and Marjorie—they may be in danger.” Saria picked up the pace.

			Oliver nodded, looking at the crossbow bolts in the walls as they passed. 

			They continued scouring the town to root out more undead, but all they found were more revenants with wooden bolts embedded in their skulls. 

			The fires had died down. Many houses were reduced to charred wood and ash. 

			The group stopped in front of Marjorie’s residence and knocked on the door. No response. There were no signs of forced entry, so they decided to move on to the market district. Cutting through the square would be the fastest. 

			“Who goes there?” asked a voice when they walked out onto the street.

			Atop the cathedral, illuminated by the moonlight, stood a man dressed in a cavalier’s outfit. He wore a red hat with a white feather in it. He had his crossbow pointed at them, a small flame burning on the end of the bolt. 

			“We mean you no harm,” Jasper said, lowering his weapon. 

			“Ah, fellow humans. You did not have the gait of a revenant.” He jumped from the roof, landing gracefully. Their gems started glowing, which the man noticed. 

			“More Named? Odd. Silvain de Geneste, revenant hunter and showman.” He bowed, tipping his hat. “Say, how long have I been asleep?” 

			“It’s Tuesday.”

			He paused, inspecting the buildings around him. “What year?”

			“1695.”

			“Explains why I have not seen you all before. You must be the current generation of the Named.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning I have been asleep for a significant period of time. I see why they woke me. Where did these revenants come from? They should not be awake.”

			“We’re not quite sure. Who woke you?”

			“Ah, you do not work for the church, it seems.”

			“No. We don’t work for anyone.”

			“That is quite interesting.” He twirled his mustache. “No matter, I must continue with my work. Au revoir.” With that, he ran off, crossbow in hand.

			“That’s it?” Kyrin said as the eccentric man disappeared, lost in the maze of streets.

			“What a strange fellow.” Oliver glanced around the square. 

			Jasper had no comment, still wondering how long Silvain had been sleeping, and who woke him.

			***

			Oliver looked up to see the last of the revenants flying off into the distance. “It’s almost dawn. Probably why they’re retreating.”

			“Of course. Vampires don’t like sunlight. Those are the basics.” A voice rang out from under their feet. “Duh.”

			The grate to the sewers flipped open, and a pointed hat poked out, the bell at the end jingling. Aleza climbed up. “Glad those things are gone.” 

			“Aleza.” Oliver flashed a grin.

			“Hello there, old friend.” She walked up and punched him in the shoulder. 

			“Ow, what was that for?”

			Aleza grabbed his arm and brought him out of earshot of the others, behind a wall. 

			“For leaving me to die a lonely and terrible death, all while being unable to do anything about it. Luckily, due to my resourceful planning and genius-level intellect, I made it out alive, in a town crawling with nefarious undead creatures.” A satisfied smile crossed her face. 

			“To be fair, I thought you would have been perfectly safe. The revenant issue was a complete surprise.”

			Lowering her voice to a whisper, she said, “You mean the issue that arose from a certain someone giving a certain woman a certain amount of water from a certain oasis?”

			“Wait. What? The water was supposed to bring back the dead.”

			“And that, my dear Oliver, is exactly what it did. It brought her back—just not in the way we were all expecting.” She thought about Maren, a twinge of sadness creeping into her mind. 

			Oliver noticed her slight change in expression. “What happened?”

			Arlette explained how Maren was bitten by her mother, how the revenants besieged the town not once, but twice, and how Malchior assisted them in repelling the creatures, before returning to chase the Named. 

			“It’s all my fault.” 

			“Yes, it might be, but that doesn’t mean you did the wrong thing. What you did—trying to help that girl’s mother—was noble. None of us knew this would happen. We all had a part to play in it. I was the one who called you and Marjorie to come help when I saw her in the street.” 

			Oliver did not respond, thinking about that sweet little girl. His eyes became watery, and he turned away. “I’m sorry. So sorry.” 

			He fell to his knees, holding his face in his hands. 

			Aleza knelt next to him, placing a hand on his back. “Oliver…”

			She hugged him as he broke into tears. “Anyone would have done the same thing, had they been in your shoes. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She wiped away his tears as they rolled down his face.

			Aleza put her head against his, starting to cry as well. “I wasn’t able to save her, Oliver. She had so much to live for.”

			They did not speak further, taking solace in one another’s company. They sobbed to themselves, mourning the loss of the young girl, as well as those they could not save during the invasion. 

			“Maren is still alive in our memories. We’ll do right by her and not forget about her.” Aleza looked at Oliver, her eyes glistening. “How does that sound?”

			“That sounds wonderful, Arlette.” Oliver smiled, caressing her cheek and wiping away a tear with his thumb. 

			Aleza let out a low gasp when he touched her face. “Stop being so sweet. I liked it better when you left me to die.” 

			“I’ll make it up to you. I’ll surprise you later.” 

			“I hate surprises.” She pouted. 

			“Good.”

			Aleza glanced away. “We should probably get back to the others.” 

			“Yes, you’re right.” 

			Kyrin had a cheeky smile on his face when they walked back. “What were you two up to? Anything mischievous?”

			“Relax. Nothing of the sort.” Oliver rolled his eyes.

			“If you say so,” Kyrin said in a sing-song tone.

			Saria scoffed, pushing him a little. “Don’t be jumping to any conclusions.”

			“I don’t think we should be interfering in their business, either way,” Matheus said.

			“Yes, exactly.” Jasper nodded.

			“Oh, new person.” Aleza waved at Matheus. “I am Grandmaster Sorceress extraordinaire Arlette Lèane Eremberge Zella d’Arques, or Aleza, for short.”

			Matheus blinked. “Hello, I’m Matheus Lauderman, of no import. Nice to meet you, officially.” 

			“What do you mean officially?”

			“We’ve met before.”

			“Really? I don’t remember you.”

			“Malchior.”

			“Oh!”

			“I knew you’d figure it out.”

			“Yes, you must be his brother. You look really similar, except the hair.”

			“…No. I’m not his brother. I was him.”

			“So, you’re telling me that you were Malchior. As in, you used to be him?”

			“Yes. I was, but I’m no longer under the control of the Deathless One, the spirit that took over my dragonstone.”

			“That is an intriguing name, the Deathless One. I need a fancy title like that.” She paused. “Your dragonstones also need a name. Nameless gems aren’t as cool.”

			“Where did Marjorie go? She wasn’t at home. I thought she’d be with you.”

			“I thought she’d be back by now, considering she was right behind me in the tunnels. We were down there because we heard some odd noises coming from below and wanted to make sure no revenants were able to sneak in. She said she’d only be a moment.”

			“Did you find any down there?” 

			“No, but we did see some priests coming out of a shady doorway.”

			“What would priests be doing under the city?”

			“No idea. We asked, but they told us it was official business, and they couldn’t disclose the details.”

			“Eh, no matter, let’s go find Marjorie.” 

			Aleza nodded. She told Oliver that they were going on a quick excursion to retrieve Marjorie.

			“Do you want me to come?”

			“She’s not in any danger. It’ll be alright, Oliver.” She smiled and opened the grate. 

			“I know you can handle yourself. I’ll search the town with the others and see if I can help with the injured.” 

			“Good boy.”

			Aleza jumped down into the opening, followed by Matheus. 

			After they landed in the tunnel, Matheus snapped his finger, creating a floating orb of light.

			She reached out to Marjorie. Where are you? You said you wouldn’t take long. 

			Oh, sorry. I was concentrating on breaking their lock. I am at that suspicious doorway we came upon earlier.

			Got it.

			Aleza led the way. 

			Marjorie was standing in front of the door at the end of the tunnel. She smiled at them when they approached. “Hello, Arlette. I see you have a new friend.”

			“He’s more your friend than mine, to be honest. You’ve known him longer.”

			“Marjorie.”

			“Malchior. You’ve changed.”

			“It’s Matheus now. My curse is lifted.”

			“I can tell. You look well, my friend.” She turned back to the lock.

			“Do you have a lockpick?” Matheus observed that the lock was made from precious metals, covered in engravings. 

			“This lock is magically sealed, with an intricate set of inscriptions and mechanisms indiscernible to the naked eye. It would take hours to unlock it.”

			“Must be something extremely important in there then.”

			Marjorie nodded. “And we’re going to find out what it is.” She tapped the lock with a finger, and it unlocked with a click. “Good thing I already figured out how to break it.”

			“You said it would take hours.”

			“It would—for the average mage.”

			Aleza smirked. “Let’s see what those priests were up to.”

			Matheus looked at her. “Are you sure about this?”

			“If it’s something terrible or dark, we deserve to know. If it’s some cute kitten they’re hiding in there, then we should save it. If it’s nothing, then it was just a fun little adventure,” Aleza replied.

			“Fair enough.”

			The heavy door opened to reveal a spiral staircase, with smooth gray walls curving along. They took the first steps, and the door slammed shut behind them. 

			“Hope no one heard that,” Aleza whispered.

			Matheus’ orb hovered above his shoulder, casting a fluorescent light in a small radius. 

			The staircase wound deeper and deeper underground. 

			A warm glow was ahead, signaling the end of the stairs. Two gas lanterns burned, bolted to either side of the entrance. A small window was in the door, glass grimy, with steel bars behind. They pushed the hefty door aside and entered a long hallway with tiled floors and stone ceilings. Walking further, the passageway began to smell of mildew. 

			The hallway emptied into a room with what seemed like prison cells along the sides—nobody was inside them—just wooden buckets and mounds of hay. Wrought iron rods formed gates, which served as deterrents to any would-be escapees that may have been lodged there. 

			A lantern, affixed to the ceiling at the center of the enclosure, provided the only source of light, other than Matheus’ orb. 

			At the opposite end of the room was another short hallway, which opened into a wider area. 

			“This looks like a dungeon, but there are no prisoners,” Matheus said, glancing around the place as they walked.

			A door creaked open in the larger room as they were about to enter the hallway. 

			Matheus snuffed his floating light.

			They took positions against the walls, concealed by the shadows. 

			Footsteps drew closer.

			Then an individual stopped, mere inches away from them. 

			Matheus held his breath, and carefully reached for his sword. He wrapped his fingers around the hilt, ready to strike, but then the footsteps became quieter as the man headed in the other direction. 

			Aleza peeked around the corner and saw the man head to the right of the room. She made a gesture to the others, indicating they should follow. 

			The door slammed shut and sent an echo bouncing around the chamber. 

			Aleza, wait a second. We should check to see if there are any more. 

			Marjorie held out her palm, facing upward. Something shimmered. 

			A green compass appeared in her hand, glowing like a luminous jellyfish. She faced the direction of the door that the man had gone through.

			Underneath the glass panel of the compass, was a flat space with range markings. Slightly above the flat surface, hovered a bright yellow dot. This yellow dot moved forward, heading toward the top end of the compass.

			“There seems to be only one of them within range of us, which is the one we heard, and he is heading farther down the path,” she whispered. 

			Matheus nodded, opening the door carefully.

			There were wooden racks along the walls, with brown robes hanging from hooks. Matheus grabbed one of the robes from the rack and outfitted himself. The fabric felt of decent quality. He pulled the hood over his ears, shrouding his face in shadow. 

			Aleza and Marjorie did the same, dressing themselves in the robes. 

			When Aleza extended her arm, the cloth fell loosely over her hands. “A little big.” She scrunched up the sleeves to shorten them a bit. “This is comfy. Would be good for the winter.”

			“I can knit you something nice, if you like,” Marjorie said quietly as she checked her compass again to keep track of their target. “This way.” 

			They walked down another short hallway and found themselves in a room with multiple exits. 

			Marjorie opened the door on the right and led them down a curved corridor to two side-by-side doors. She opened the one the priest had taken, according to the compass. 

			More stairs. 

			They ventured deeper underground. The next passage was joined to a grand chamber with a high painted ceiling. Towering stone statues, detailed meticulously, guarded the area: a lithe archer with an exquisite bow, a lancer and his flowing glaive, a swordsman with a fierce saber, a dual wielder, a paladin equipped with a gleaming sword, and a knight flaunting an obsidian blade. The statues held different poses, representing their personality. 

			Each had panels dedicated to them, but in a language older than the trio could read. The chamber connected to another of similar size, featuring a separate group of giant heroes. There were two stone mages, one holding a grimoire befit her stature, and the other without a book. The remaining members were warriors, like the previous iteration of statues. 

			The group continued, finding an additional chamber, this one containing a different set of humongous individuals. One of them, a man with large sinewy muscles, wielded a weapon with a long chain. Another was a knight raising a mace and shield with pride. Among the rest, one brandished a halberd, and another held a Warhammer aloft. 

			 “How many of these chambers do you think there are?” Matheus asked, noting that there were doors in each of the halls, presumably leading to similar areas. 

			“I can’t begin to guess, but this underground space is more multifaceted than anything I’ve ever seen before. Who knows how many hidden rooms there are—and what secrets they hold?” Marjorie gazed at the statues in awe. 

			“My question is who had the time to build all these statues? The detail is astounding, almost as if these things were alive.” Aleza touched one of the information panels. The surface was smooth and framed with gold leaf moldings. 

			Marjorie checked the compass again and saw that the priest had made a turn, going through the door located on the right side of the chamber. The dot was stationary now.

			“Quick, let’s go.” Marjorie hurried to the door, opening it. 

			This room was structured differently, having a recessed area. A granite coffin was situated at the center, atop a thick slab of stone. The priest knelt in a corner of the room, checking the contents of a bag. He turned when he heard the group enter.

			“You must be here for the cleanup. I have completed the summons, so you are all set to begin your work.” He grabbed the bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Best of luck,” the priest said as he left.

			Marjorie checked her compass. No one else was nearby, and the yellow dot was moving away from them. 

			They stepped down into the recessed area. 

			“Summons, huh?” Matheus eyed the coffin. “Wonder what they were summoning.”

			“Should we see what’s inside?” Aleza noticed that the lid was slightly open. 

			“Yes. We need to know what those dubious priests are doing down here,” Marjorie said.

			Matheus slid the cover open, revealing the purple velvet interior of the coffin. 

			“Nothing. There’s nothing.” Other than a bit of dampness, there were no signs of anything else. 

			“Whatever they summoned is already out there somewhere.”

			“Seems so.” 

			“We should get moving quickly, then,” Marjorie said.

			“With buildings like these, there should be another exit on this side. They would not only have that one entrance in the tunnels,” Matheus said. “I think that there should be an exit in those large circular areas.”

			“I have just the thing.” Marjorie looked up. “Bouchard.”

			A small cloud of black smoke appeared, and the bat came flying out. 

			Miss Marjorie. He flapped in the air, looking toward Aleza. Dear Arlette, I have not seen you since you were a child. You have grown up quite a bit.

			Hello, Bouchard. I appreciate your services to my mother. Asha filled me in on your adventures.

			Of course. If you so require, you can call on me. Marjorie is providing me with the arcana I need to maintain my form in your realm, but I am not bound to her.

			So, Arlette, I take it you know about my past? Marjorie asked. 

			Yes. I know you were just trying to protect me, which is why you didn’t tell me yourself. 

			Matheus stood there, trying to figure out what was going on. 

			Marjorie noticed his confusion. “Oh, sorry. We’re talking via mind-link. Err, communicating through thought. That is how we interact with our familiars and with other arcana users.” 

			“Ah, yes, I’ve heard of that before. I’ve had this strange feeling the whole time, like someone else was around.”

			A voice entered his mind.

			That someone is me and—now—Bouchard as well. 

			“What?” Matheus decided to think it instead. What? Who are you?

			Call me Asha. I need to tell you something important once you get to the surface, away from the others. 

			How are you inside my mind?

			You see, I tried contacting you quite a long time ago, but the Deathless One prevented me from doing so.

			“Matheus.” Marjorie put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t think you heard anything I just said, but that’s alright. Let’s get going. Bouchard can find the exit for us.”

			“Right. Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

			“Happens to the best of us.” Marjorie smiled. “I don’t know about you, but I would rather be out of this dreary place as quickly as possible.”

			“I, as well.”

			They followed the bat as he flew ahead. They traversed the grand circular halls, noting that not all the statues survived the test of time. Two of the statues in the set they passed were partially destroyed. One of them held a saber, but his head was missing. The other clutched a spear, the left side of his torso absent. 

			Bouchard led them through narrow passageways, and many doors, until they eventually came upon a ladder. The ladder reached up deep into a vertical stone tunnel, going up several dozen feet. 

			A few ladders and we will be at the surface. 

			“Ugh, I hate climbing.” Aleza groaned. “Oh, wait.” 

			She stepped closer to the ladder. Let me try that trick I saw my mother use, where she lifts herself up. It should be like my levitation spell but used under my feet. Piece of cake.

			“Back up a little bit, everyone.” Aleza took a deep breath. 

			She looked at her boots, and her feet started lifting off the ground as she waved her hand to cast the spell. “It’s working!”

			Her entire form rose higher like she was being pulled by invisible ropes. “So much easier. No physical exertion.” 

			Aleza looked down, about to yell to tell them to start climbing up, but then stopped when she heard voices above. She saw Marjorie was making a hand motion to stop. 

			Arlette, slow down. My compass is out of range. I cannot tell if there is anyone on the upper levels. 

			There’s a slight problem. I know how to go up but not how to come down. 

			And you can’t cancel it either, or the fall will kill you.

			Marjorie and Matheus clambered up the ladder after her, but there was no way they could catch up.

			Aleza looked up, seeing that she was nearing the end of the ladder. The lid was open, thankfully.

			At least I won’t hit my head. 

			Then an idea came to her. 

			She grabbed onto a rung of the metal ladder with both hands, tethering her. 

			Phew. Any higher and I would have been seen. 

			However, the spell continued to lift her feet up over her head. Her fingers slipped, but she managed to grip onto the next rung, hanging upside down, her lower half still pulling upward. It looked as if she was doing a handstand. 

			A breeze wafted across her lower limbs. 

			Looking up, she saw that only her legs were sticking out of the opening, with her torso still in the tunnel. 

			“Uh-oh,” Aleza said, the blood rushing to her head because of her inverted suspension. 

			“What are you doing?” asked a gruff voice.


		

	
		
			2.6 – Above 
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			The townsfolk had not asked them to help with the cleanup efforts, but Jasper felt that it was necessary to assist in some way. 

			So, they were washing away blood that was splattered on the walls, on the floors—everywhere, really. A harder job than they had expected. Much scrubbing required.

			Saria wiped away some sweat from her brow, then wrung out her towel, squeezing the red-tinted water out. “I didn’t know hard labor was part of the hero contract.”

			“If there was a contract, at least we’d be getting paid,” Kyrin said.

			“You always want to get paid, but doesn’t helping people feel good?” Jasper asked. 

			“No. Not in the slightest. Right now, all I ‘feel’ is a sense of disgust because my hands are sticky.” 

			“Kitty Kat being a clean freak again.” Saria stifled a laugh.

			“Never call me that again. And where’d you get that name from anyway?”

			“Aleza called you that one time when we were talking about you.”

			“Why were you talking about me?”

			“No reason. Just girl talk.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“Less talking. More working,” Jasper said. 

			“Yes, glorious leader.” Kyrin made a salute before returning to his mopping. 

			Oliver kept himself busy cleaning the windows, but he couldn’t help but think of Aleza. Was Matheus completely trustworthy, considering he had been an enemy to them when acting as Malchior? Did the spirit really leave him completely, or was there a chance that it could regain control? 

			Aleza was a capable woman, but Malchior was one of the toughest opponents they had ever faced—even she might struggle against Matheus if he turned on her, considering he possessed the same skillset.

			They had been gone for a long while, and his worry only grew as time passed. He wished he had a way of contacting her, like Marjorie always did, just to make sure she was safe. Perhaps he should have been more assertive and insisted that he go with her—then, there wouldn’t be that uncertainty. 

			He decided to take his mind off things by thinking of ideas for the surprise he was planning for her. Flowers?

			What color did she like? Purple, mostly. 

			A walk into town, after they finished cleaning, wouldn’t hurt.

			***

			Oliver eyed the selection at the stall. Blooms in yellow, red, and blue. The air was filled with their combined scents. His gaze fell upon a brilliant set of purple irises. These would do.

			Then he saw the price tag. The cost was…higher than he hoped. He didn’t have enough coins on him to make such a purchase.

			Time to move on to the next plan. Perhaps he should make the gift rather than buying one. A personal touch was always appreciated, probably more than spending an absurd amount on a few flowers. 

			His skills included basket weaving, gardening, and sewing. Maybe make her a nice dress—did she wear dresses? He had never seen her in one, but maybe she would appreciate it. 

			Or maybe she would think he was looking down on her. So many things to consider. 

			Oliver walked to the broken fountain and sat down on a piece of rubble, allowing his thoughts to stew. He tapped his finger on the head of the statue that was lying next to him. 

			He wanted to check out Marjorie’s shop for some inspiration, but it was closed for the day because she was still with Aleza. 

			Oh yes. Marjorie. There was the idea he needed. 
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			She felt a pair of hands grabbing her feet.

			Aleza let go of the rung, floating out of the opening and freeing herself from the man’s grip. She drifted against the ceiling, avoiding the inquisitive looks of the hooded priests, and pulled herself across the gap with the help of a wall fixture. 

			Marjorie, take a different exit. I’m fine.

			Understood.

			She canceled the spell, crashing to the ground. 

			“Explain yourself, girl.”

			“I tried using magic to make life easier.”

			“It clearly did not go as you planned.”

			“I’m new here. What is the fastest way to get back to the surface?” Just keep your cool, Aleza, and pretend like you fit in here.

			“Ah, yes, I see. Next time, take the lift.”

			“Oh.”

			“I presume you’ve lost your copy of the map?”

			“I hate to admit it, but yes. It was a careless mistake.”

			“No worries. I will get you a new one.” The priest left the room and returned a few moments later with a folded map. He took her hand and placed her thumb onto a corner of the map, registering it to her essence. 

			Map acquired. A marker is used to assign maps so, if found by accident, commoners wouldn’t be able to read it. 

			Explains why no one knows about the place. They probably have many security measures. Wait, you registered a map?

			I’m currently talking to one of the priests. He has no reason to suspect me because that seal on their door was nigh impenetrable.

			True. He would assume you are a member of their order. 

			Exactly. 

			“Thank you. I will be sure not to lose this one. Good day.” Aleza bowed. 

			She scurried off. They have a lift system here. Have Bouchard lead you to the nearest one, and I’ll meet you on the surface. 

			Stay safe, Arlette. Don’t get yourself into any more trouble.

			Aleza stopped in front of the gated entrance to the lift and peered down into the shaft. It seemed to stretch on forever, the bottom of the pit unable to be seen. Next to the lift was a lever, which she pulled. I can’t make any promises. 

			Cogs whirred into motion—a discordant arrangement. After a few minutes, a metal platform descended into view. 


		

	
		
			2.8 – Shackled by Smiles
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			The lift hummed quietly as it ascended.

			“Marjorie, do you ever feel like you’re not yourself? Like the person you are does not align with who you want to be—or who you were?” Matheus glanced at her.

			“More than you know, Matheus.”

			“The things I did. Well, the things he did…they still weigh on my conscience. I know I wasn’t in control, but my hands were responsible. The people I’ve killed. The lives I’ve ruined. All done through me.”

			“How can you be guilty for something you couldn’t control? You shouldn’t carry that burden around.”

			“The worst part is that I can’t remember half of what I did.” 

			“You don’t need to remember your past. Take this as a starting point for your new life. Begin another chapter.”

			“You’re right. I should move on.”

			“I know it’ll be hard. Trust me. I’ve done it before. Sometimes, change can be good for you. You might learn a thing or two.” 

			Matheus looked down at his hand, which was in the form of a sinewy claw, bulbous and pulsing with darkness. A claw that had allowed him to transfer the lifeforce of others to himself for his own personal gain. He blinked, and his hand returned to normal. He trembled, trying to push back the memories of the past. Would the visions ever fade? Would the phantoms ever decide to leave him alone? 

			He felt like his outer self was just a facade, a thin veil to cover his shattered soul. Was his innocence lost? 

			A clank signified their arrival at the top of the lift, bringing him out of his reverie.

			There was a solid wooden wall in front of them, and no other exit.

			“Hmm,” Marjorie thought, looking around the room. She enhanced her vision and saw a fine line in the wall. She walked up to it and pressed against the wood. 	

			The wall—actually, a hidden door—rotated, now perpendicular to her. 

			Matheus had gone back to mulling over the details of his previous life, following Marjorie as she left.

			It was only when the steam hit his face that he realized where the secret exit led. They were in a bathhouse. 

			Marjorie touched the back of his hand. “You seem really preoccupied, so how about we talk? I think you have a lot on your mind.”

			“Here?” 

			“Yes. It seems like this is a secret room in the bathhouse, so the public won’t be able to enter. You’ll have a hard time finding privacy elsewhere.”

			“Well. I have been thinking a lot. About the past mainly.”

			Marjorie nodded, going to the rack and tossing him a fresh towel, while taking one for herself. 

			“What’s this for?” 

			“You could use a bath.”

			***

			Matheus paused before continuing. “And that’s why I no longer eat pork.” 

			Marjorie gave him an expression of disbelief. “That’s amazing. Who would’ve guessed that a Xerini would hide inside an entire pig roast?” 

			“Well, he was being chased by smugglers. I was just unfortunate enough to witness the whole thing firsthand.” He grinned, shaking his head. “Your turn for a story.”

			“Alright.” Marjorie gazed at her reflection in the water, trying to think of an event. “Oh, yes. There was this one incident while collecting herbs.”

			“What happened?”

			She dipped a pumice stone to get it wet and dragged it along her skin. “I was looking for some specific plants that grew in Geisterwald.”

			“Geisterwald—now that’s a risky bet.” 

			“Indeed. I was bent over, trying to look by a tree stump, and I heard a huff of breath behind me.” 

			“Oh, no.”

			“It was a wild Yovine, a big one too. And those can be extremely aggressive when you walk into their territory.”

			“I’m sure they are.”

			“Mm-hm, so, as soon as I turned around, it charged me, running straight for me, but I managed to jump out of the way in time. It had gone so fast that it got its tusks wedged in the bark. It was just stuck there, wiggling about, its little tail swishing back and forth.”

			Matheus laughed. “Did you end up finding your herb?”

			“No. There’s a tricky thing where it doesn’t appear on our plane of vision, and the test goggles I made didn’t work. I do think I’ve perfected the design, though. I’d just need to take them out for a run.”

			“I’m excited to see the results. Maybe take someone with you next time so you don’t get caught off guard by another wild animal.” 

			“You’re welcome to tag along.”

			“I might accept that offer sometime.”

			“Hope so. Your turn. This time, how about a story about something you regret?”  

			Matheus gazed off to the side at the cedar floorboards. He knew what type of wood was used because Jasper’s father had always been kind enough to teach him about his craft. Jasper was quite knowledgeable because he spent the most time in his father’s workshop. 

			“A story about something I regret. There are so many things I regret. I regret not being able to be there for my brother, Neron. And not being able to say goodbye to Jasper when I left for the first time. And—” He thought about his first victim, the first person he had ever killed. “And, murdering Jasper’s father. The dragonstone, it took control of my hands, it made me do it. I can’t forgive myself for not being strong enough to resist. I feel so horrible.”

			“But could anyone resist? Think about that,” Marjorie said, moving closer to him, placing her arm around him. 

			“Perhaps not. I don’t know. Maybe Jasper could resist. He has the most resolve I’ve ever seen.” 

			“You have plenty of resolve. If there was a possibility of fighting that spirit, you would’ve done it.”

			“I did try, whenever I could.” Matheus leaned against her and placed his head on her shoulder. 

			“This is good, though. You need to talk about your experiences and your feelings so that you can be at peace with whatever happened in the past.” She ran her fingers through his hair, then patted his head. “You can tell me anything. I’ll be here for you, Matheus.” 

			“Thank you, Marjorie. I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I mean that.” Tears flowed freely down his face. He hadn’t cried like this since he was a child. Not once had he broken his composure, and rarely had he been in touch with his feelings—not while he was Malchior. The Deathless One would not have allowed it. But now, he had control of himself and his actions. 

			“I know.” She smiled. “I believe that you can move on from all this.”

			“You’ve always believed in me.” 

			“Even when I first met you, I knew that you were someone unique.”

			“There was something about you as well. I don’t know what, but even under the influence of the spirit, I had to talk to you.”

			“You were there because you had an assignment outside of Lucinus, right?”

			“Yes, it was when I was first starting out in the mercenary business. I was tasked with gathering lacresnake venom for a rebel group.” He lifted his head off her shoulder and faced her. 

			“Who were they fighting?”

			“No one in particular, mostly people who are ‘corrupt.’ I forgot their outfit’s name, but something like Red Velvet.” 

			“Black Velvet, I think. They were in the news earlier as possible suspects in the assassination of the emperor.”  

			“That was it. I didn’t really discriminate between good or bad contracts—I chose based on the pay. But if what you saw is true, then that is a major accusation. I doubt they’re as noble as they claim.” 

			“Probably not, if they’re a group of rogues.” 

			“I did end up gathering the venom for them, though. With a hitch at the end.”

			“Mm, I recall that much. When I saw you run into the shop, clutching your arm, yellow glow and all, I knew you had slithered into some trouble.”

			“Caught myself in a bind.”

			“Lacresnake venom is extremely dangerous too. I don’t know how you managed to survive long enough to make it all the way back to my store.” 

			“I can be pretty resilient, but my arm hurt terribly.”

			“Mm-hm, you passed out when I pulled out that fang in your arm.”

			“The…what? I fainted?”

			“Knocked out cold.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes. I wouldn’t lie about something like that. You even snored a little.”

			“I don’t snore.”

			“You did that time.”

			“Maybe it was a one-time thing.” 

			 “Sure.” 

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing. I was just agreeing with you.” She smiled.

			“Oh, all right.”

			“You definitely became a regular customer after that.”

			“I felt like I owed you. And what better way than to support you than monetarily?”

			“It’s hard to turn down gold. You were a good friend, as well.” 

			“I tried to be. Every time the spirit allowed me free rein, I would make up a reason to come visit you.” 

			“I’m glad you did.”

			“And I just remembered. You mentioned something when we were on the lift…about having to begin a new chapter in life. Can you tell me about that?” 

			“I used to be in an exceedingly high position of power—one day, I had to give it up by force, meaning that I had to abandon my ideals for what the world should be. Because of what happened on that day, I lost one of my closest friends. The first person who truly understood me and urged me to be the best version of myself. Her name was Lucie.” Marjorie stared at the water, overwhelmed with emotion. “I lost another friend too, actually, but in a different way. She turned off her mind-link after Lucie died. So, I had no way of contacting her. I don’t know where she lives, and I can’t talk to my old contacts to find out, because they think I’m dead.” 

			“Losing two of your friends at the same time. Rough.” He wasn’t sure what to say because he had never connected with someone like this. Empathy was not something that he had practiced, but he felt it at that moment. He just did not know the right words to use. “I’m sorry, Marjorie. I’m sure you miss them dearly.”

			“I do, so much, but I get by knowing that Lucie is in a better place. I know Eira is capable of handling herself, so she probably doesn’t need me around anymore. She probably never did.” 

			“I’m sure Eira is still fond of you. There is most likely a reason she can’t talk anymore, or maybe she still needs time to recover.”

			Marjorie nodded. “It has been years since I’ve seen her.” 

			“Are you still hiding?” Matheus asked. 

			“I don’t know if I can ever stop. There are still those who want me dead, especially now that the emperor’s throne is in contention again.”  

			“Oh, that high of a position.” 

			“Oops. I said too much, didn’t I?” 

			“What position? I forgot already.” Matheus winked. 

			“Hah. Thanks.” 

			***

			“And the conversation ended with seven outlaws dying on the spot.” 

			“Seven? You managed that while tied to a chair?”

			“Yes, in only a few minutes. I’ll spare you the gory details.” 

			“I want to know more, but at the same time, I don’t want to be repulsed. Did you get the goods?” 

			“Yes, the supplies, as well as a puppy.” 

			“A puppy?”

			“Apparently they had stolen one. I didn’t want to leave her stranded, so I brought her with me.” 

			“Aw, so nice of you.”

			“I took care of her for a few days, but then I found a small paper tag clipped to her collar, which had the names of her owners. I traced the names back to the homestead of an elderly couple in Celsa. When I reached them, they thanked me profusely. They had taken their puppy, Livia, out for a walk, and these outlaws pulled up next to them, riding a carriage. They pointed their weapons at the couple and coerced them into handing over Livia. Then they sped off and were not seen again.”

			“Until you found them outside Silrea. Or, well, got yourself kidnapped by them in Silrea.” 

			“Either way, the outcome wouldn’t have changed.”

			“True.”

			Knock, knock. Anyone home? Marjorie heard Aleza’s voice in her head.

			Yes.

			Did you get caught by the weird priests or no?

			No. We made it to the surface without any issues.

			Good. Me too. See you at your place. I was just checking in since you didn’t update me for a while.

			Sorry. I was caught up in some conversation.

			With your maaaan?

			He’s not my man.

			With your booooy?

			He’s not a boy, either. 

			Apologies, your majesty. I didn’t mean to misspeak. Please do not throw me in the dungeon. 

			You’re really pushing it sometimes. 

			Pushing what, your highness? I am, in fact, standing still and not pushing anything.

			Yes, yes. I’ll meet you at home.

			You got it, Marjy.

			Please don’t call me that.

			Understood, O’ Great Empress.

			Marjorie rolled her eyes, letting out a frustrated sigh.

			 “Mind-linking again?” Matheus asked with a smirk.

			“Yes, with Aleza. If you could hear the kind of things she said, you’d be rolling your eyes, too.” 

			“I suppose we’ve been here a bit too long, anyway. The others are probably worried.”

			“I get a bit carried away sometimes when talking.” Marjorie grabbed the towel from the side of the pool and wrapped it around herself, standing up. 

			Matheus looked away as she did so. 

			“Let’s go.” Marjorie pressed a finger to the side of his head so that he’d be roused into action. 

			“I’m going.” He grabbed a towel and covered his lower region as he stood. 

			The steam filled the room, keeping it warm as they walked to get dressed.

			“If you ever need anything, you can always come to me.” 

			“I’ll hold you to that,” he said, looking down to button up his vest. 

			Marjorie smiled. Matheus seemed happier than she had ever seen him before, unburdened for the first time in his life. She hoped she would be able to help him again if needed, because she valued his companionship and hoped that he could recover from all the thoughts that haunted him—however impossible that might seem to him. This was just another battle, and as she knew from experience that he would be able to find a way to overcome it, like every battle that came before. 

			***

			The door to the bathhouse opened, and Marjorie and Matheus stepped out. 

			Jasper blinked, looking at them from the fountain. “How did you get in there? There’s no way you got past us.”

			 “Long story short, there’s a bunch of underground tunnels, and one of the exits went to the bathhouse,” Marjorie said. She and Matheus carried folded brown robes. 

			“I’ll explain at Marjorie’s. We need to stash these robes,” Matheus said. 

			Jasper nodded.

			“Priest robes. Underground tunnels. Bathhouse. Sounds like a juicy story.” Kyrin walked up to Matheus and put an arm around him. “Tell me all about it.”

			“Behave.” Saria pinched him and he jumped back in shock. 

			They took to the streets, following the convoluted path in the direction of Marjorie’s house. A grate lay open ahead, usually closed unless someone was in there for maintenance. 

			“That must be Arlette.” Marjorie stopped in front of it and looked down. Suddenly, a hand came out and grabbed her leg. 

			A low growl sounded from below. Marjorie shrieked and backed away.

			The others readied their weapons. 

			“Gotcha, witch!” Aleza pulled herself up. 

			“I thought you were a revenant.” Marjorie frowned. 

			“That was the goal.”

			They laughed. 

			“Glad everyone made it back safe,” Jasper said. 

			After a short walk, they reached Marjorie’s place. She unlocked the door and welcomed everyone inside. Once they were all seated, Matheus filled in the details about their excursion, talking about the underground passageways and statues, and what they heard about a summoning.

			“A summoning? That could be anything.” Jasper tapped the table with a finger. “Did you discover anything about the revenants there?”

			“No. The revenants shouldn’t return for a while. Their armies will need time to recover, and they lost one of their generals,” Matheus said. “I suggest we retrieve the remaining Named weapons so that we will be able to fight them more effectively and put an end to this.”

			“I agree. We need to solve this problem before it gets worse. The closest weapon is in the water dragon shrine, and the next closest is in the Mirrored Wastes.” Jasper checked the map. “We should probably head to Oliver’s shrine first because his quarterstaff is in dire need of an upgrade.”

			“I wouldn’t say dire. I feel as if I’ve been doing well so far. But yes, an upgrade wouldn’t hurt.”

			“Maybe he’ll get a pointy stick this time.” Kyrin smirked.

			“We don’t know if it will even work or not, so let’s not get our hopes up,” Jasper said. “Aleza, Marjorie. Are you coming with us?”

			Marjorie shook her head. “I have to run the store. I’m afraid I cannot come along.” She glanced at Matheus, who looked dejected for a moment. “I wish I could.”

			“Understandable. You’ve been a great help to us so far. I appreciate that.” 

			“Thank you.” She smiled. “I can make you some baked goods for the journey ahead.”

			“I’m coming for sure.” Aleza nodded. “You can count on me.” She gave them a thumbs up. “And, Marjorie, that would be amazing. My biscuit addiction will be satiated—at least for the first half of this scavenger hunt.” 

			“The shrine is off the coast—southwest from here. It must be underwater because there is no island marked in that area.” Jasper placed the map on the table and pointed to the location.

			“Boats, again.” Oliver sighed. “Why does everything have to involve boats?”


		

	
		
			2.9 – Oceansbreath
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			Sparse clouds dotted the skies, and the waters were calm. Seabirds squawked and circled above the wreck of a sunken ship. Its hull stuck out of the water, the prow pointing upward. 

			Oliver’s gem started glowing a few yards out from the ship. 

			“Stop here,” he said.

			He looked at his charm, and he could see an image of the submerged temple entrance. A statue of a nereid holding a spear was next to it. He leaned over the edge of their ship, freezing the surface of the water to form a narrow bridge. Oliver jumped down, knowing the ice would hold his weight. “Who wants to come with me?”

			“Oooh, pick me.” Aleza raised her hand like she was in a classroom. 

			Matheus also volunteered.

			Saria looked at Jasper and leaned in to whisper something.

			“All right, we’ll keep watch of the ship. You three go ahead.” 

			Aleza and Matheus jumped down one at a time and followed Oliver to the wreckage.

			Kyrin, who was lying down, sat up. “Actually, I’ll go too. Forgot to vote.” He did a slight wave to Jasper and Saria and hopped off the ship. 

			There was an opening in the shipwreck that allowed them to stand inside. Oliver looked at his dragonstone, the image clearer now, showing what looked like the inner sanctum of the temple. 

			“Wait, Matheus. Look at this.” He held out his gem. 

			Matheus came closer and peered into the crystal. “Yes, I see what looks to be a stone chamber.” 

			“This might be risky, but do you think you can mind-port us there?”

			“I can give it a try. Stay close.” Matheus focused on the scene that appeared in the gem. A glow radiated from his body, spreading out and enveloping Oliver, Aleza, and Kyrin. The sphere of light solidified, then burst, imploding into itself.

			When they opened their eyes after the flash, they were inside the stone room, which was just as pictured. There was a single door in front of them, encircled by carved dragons. Two nereid statues flanked either side, one holding a trident and the other clutching a spear. 

			“Looks like you brought some of the ship with us too, Matheus.” Kyrin kicked at a wooden board that was lying splintered on the ground. 

			Oliver stepped forward, and the door opened on its own. He glanced at Aleza, who gave him a reassuring look. When they walked through, they came upon a platform. Matheus summoned a ball of light that cast a glow around the room, which was much larger than the previous one. A line of six pedestals was in front of them. Across the chasm, they could see the faint outline of another entrance. There seemed to be rows upon rows of hallways that enclosed the gap, different floors, leading down into the darkness. 

			Oliver examined the pedestals, which each had a circular mirror in the center. Some were transparent, showing the stone base underneath, while others were completely reflective. 

			“Is this a puzzle?” Matheus brought his light closer. 

			“I love puzzles.” Aleza strode up to one of the pedestals, inspecting it closely.

			Oliver looked at his dragonstone again, which showed him a view of the entrance across from them. 

			“I’m not sure if we should touch anything just yet, without knowing what they—” the floor rumbled and knocked Oliver off balance—“do.” 

			“Oops. That might have been me,” Aleza said. 

			“What did you do?” Oliver asked, standing up straight after regaining his footing. 

			“Nothing much. I just turned the little mirror thing clockwise and it went from clear to reflective.” 

			“Wait, that must be it.” Three of them were clear, while the other three were not, so maybe they needed to match. “Try that with the last two.” 

			Aleza nodded eagerly and twisted the next mirror. The floor rumbled again, but this time not as strongly. Something opened deep below, echoing up through the column. She turned the last mirror, and the floor resonated with a soft tune. Then came the rush of roaring water into the bottom of the pit. 

			“Once the water gets high enough, we should be able to cross,” Oliver said, gazing down, still not able to see the water.

			Aleza dusted off her hands, and sat down, looking smug. “You’re welcome, by the way.” 

			“Couldn’t have done it without you, Arlette.” 

			“I know.” She fiddled with her grimoire. “How long is this going to take, though? I don’t have all day.” She flipped through the pages idly. 

			“A few more minutes at least. I’m not sure how deep this well is.” Matheus stood by the edge.

			“All right, story time,” Aleza said. 

			“Sure. We have some time to kill.” Oliver sat by her side, and Matheus joined him. 

			Kyrin leaned against the wall, watching the group. 

			“Fair warning, it’s not that interesting, but I feel like I’m breaking a rule or something, so I need to get this off my chest.” Aleza sighed, then began. “New pages appear in my grimoire occasionally, and there’s this one spell, called world-vision, that I’ve been using in secret. It lets me see things.”

			“Things?” Oliver asked. 

			“Other worlds? Realities? I don’t know what to call them.” 

			“Go on.” Oliver scooted closer. Matheus sat up as well.

			“When I cast the spell, it feels like my soul is separating from my body. Then, in the blink of an eye, I’m somewhere else. Sometimes if I think of one of these alternate worlds I’ve been to already, it’ll take me there.”

			“What are the places like?” Matheus brought the orb of light over their heads for better lighting.

			“Like, weird sentient machines in the wilderness. A military group fighting them, wearing black and red, wielding guns that are smooth and flat, more accurate, unlike flintlocks.”

			“You’re not in danger?” Oliver fidgeted with his finger. 

			“No. I’m not physically present. I can’t interact with anything I see.”

			“Any other realities?”

			“Plenty. There’s one I visit often. It’s a dusty land—hot, barren, basically a desert. But, surprisingly, it’s full of character. I actually picked up my accent from there.”

			“That makes sense, come to think of it. You use words differently than I’ve heard other people do.” Oliver nodded.

			“Yeah. They say things like ‘y’all,’ and they speak smoothly and freely. They shoot as freely as they speak, too. It’s a lawless world, but one filled with many stories.” 

			“That ended up being more interesting than you led us to believe,” Matheus said. “Traveling to other worlds. Must be nice.”

			“Mm-hm.” Aleza smiled. The water level was noticeably higher now, with a rhythmic cadence. She stood up and walked to the edge. “Hey, I see a few glowy things.” 

			Oliver and Matheus went to look, with Kyrin coming up behind them.

			Lights, a vibrant green, bobbed up and down. When the water was a foot below the lip of the platform, the floor shook as the gates closed below.

			“They’re not lights. They’re jellyfish,” said Oliver, mesmerized by the colorful display. “This is high enough for me to get across.” 

			“And there’s no chance of you falling to your death now,” Kyrin said nonchalantly. 

			“…Yes.” Oliver was prepared to create the ice bridge when Aleza put a hand on his shoulder. 

			“Wait, I have an idea.” She smirked. “Make an ice board. I’ll send you across.”

			“An ice board?”

			“Yeah, a flat board, maybe with a fin on the bottom or something so you can glide better.” 

			“I’ll try it out.” Oliver formed a flat, elongated board with a dolphin-like appendage on the underside. “Does this work?”

			“Perfect. Now set it down and get balanced on it.”

			Oliver set the board on the ground and stood on top of it. 

			“Ready?”

			“Maybe.” He wasn’t sure what he was in for.

			Aleza put her serious face on. “No talking now.” 

			The board started moving under his feet, toward the water. He knelt to grab the sides of the board to have a better grip. It gained speed slowly, slipping over the surface of the water. 

			Carefully, he stood, balancing himself. 

			Kyrin stood at the edge of the platform, seemingly interested for once, and watched the spectacle. 

			Matheus covered his eyes, peeking through his fingers. 

			Oliver was halfway to the other side when the board sped up. 

			Aleza’s eyes were closed now, focusing harder. 

			“Sorry,” she muttered, but she also liked the speed at the same time. 

			He teetered back and forth, struggling to maintain his footing. His board was heading toward the next platform exceedingly fast. Please slow down before I crash, he begged silently. 

			Right before the front end hit the side, it stopped abruptly, sending him flailing forward. He rolled onto the ground and stood up right away, glaring back across the gap. 

			“You didn’t have to go that fast!” Oliver yelled. 

			“Sorry! I haven’t practiced ranged-levitation in a while.”

			“Ugh, whatever.” He sighed, looking to the door that waited at the end of the hall.

			Two nereid statues—each holding a spear—were on either side of the door, which was like the one they had used to enter the well area. A curled dragon rested above the entrance. In the center of the stone door was a slot in the shape of his crystal. He placed the dragonstone into the opening like he had seen Jasper do at the other temple. A blue light swirled around the frame, the floor hummed a somber melody, and then the door swung open. 

			Oliver turned back, but he couldn’t see Aleza or the others because it was too dark. Deciding to assess it anyway, he stepped inside, arriving at the opposite end, he felt a rush of cold wind. 

			He blinked and found that he was standing at the foot of a snowy trail, with only one path leading upward. He looked behind him, and the door was gone. 

			***

			“We need to talk, Jasper. We’ve barely had any private time since we’ve begun our quest,” Saria said, taking in the ocean vista. 

			“What do you want to talk about?” he asked, slightly concerned.

			“You said something to me a while ago, something about your feelings toward me—when we were falling from that ice bridge.”

			“Let me stop you right there,” Jasper said. “I don’t want to force you into anything. You don’t have to love me back. I don’t expect anything from you, and I’m not entitled to anything either.”

			“Oh, shut up.” Saria leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “I want to do this, all right? But let’s wait until things calm down a bit. Let’s chase our goals together, and when everything’s over, we can wind down and live normal lives. Plus, you wouldn’t be able to sleep straight if we decided to drop everything and go live in a forest right now.” 

			“True.” His long-held dream involved him being a hero that would make a difference in the world. That promise he had made to Matheus when they were younger, he still honored. “Sorry I’m so focused on one objective sometimes.”

			“It’s a quality I admire.”

			“Thanks for being honest. I’ve always appreciated that about you.”

			“Some consider it rude.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with being true to yourself and others. I’ll always support it.” 

			***

			Follow the path and take the trial of faith, the voice had said. 

			Bone-chilling wind nipped at Oliver’s cheeks. His fingers were starting to become numb, the frigid temperatures piercing right through his makeshift gloves. The blizzard had slowed to a light flurry, revealing the bridge up ahead.

			He tested one foot to make sure it was stable, then continued down.

			As he was about to take another step, the snow cleared. The bridge was not complete. It did not reach all the way to the other side, which was still several yards away. No railing was in front of him, either. The ground seemed so distant, with the trees that dotted the beach below looking like they could fit in the palm of his hand. A fall from this height would kill someone in an instant. He felt lightheaded, starting to sway back and forth. 

			Oliver landed on his backside, sitting up. The bridge shook violently, swinging up and down. He grabbed onto the edge of the walkway, gripping until his knuckles went white. It felt like he was trying to hold back a horse with a rope while it was running away. 

			Let go, the voice said, goading him on. 

			Maybe he should. Letting go would solve all his problems. 

			But it was not that easy. He had responsibilities. He had friends that needed him. 

			The test of faith. 

			Oliver closed his eyes. This is part of the test. Whatever happens, happens. If I die here, it wasn’t meant to be. 

			He let go, sliding down the bridge as it raised up.

			But then it stopped, lowering back to a straight position. 

			“Phew,” Oliver said, picking himself up.

			When he made it back to the edge, he saw that pieces of the bridge were suspended in the air, forming a disjointed path. 

			Knowing that time was of the essence, he took the leap, landing on the first floating piece. He jumped to the next one, then the next. The suspended sections were able to hold his weight. 

			Just one more. I can do this. This last stone was farther than the others. 

			He took a step back, then ran forward and jumped.

			Both feet planted themselves on the stone.

			Made it. The other side of the bridge was only a few feet away. 

			Before he could move, the entire bridge disappeared, including the section under his feet. 

			With no more footing, he plummeted into the ocean below. 


		

	
		
			2.10 – A Drop in the Ocean
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			Oliver smiled, soaking in the sun as their humble vessel bobbed on the ocean waves. 

			Ellis sat down next to him. 

			“We should be close to the fishing spot, brother,” Ellis said, ruffling his hair and going to grab the nets. He tossed them over the edge, and they landed with a heavy splash. “Hoping for a good haul this time. I’m glad you decided to come with me today. It’s always nice to have company.” 

			“I like watching you fish. Mum let me come with you this time ‘cause it’s my birthday.” 

			“Indeed, and we will get you all the fish you can eat today. If we could afford a cake, we would get you one.” 

			“Mum always says it’s the thought that counts, right?” 

			“Exactly, Oliver. You have such a good memory.”

			Ellis taught him how to tie a knot, as part of his training regimen. “Remember, you never know when you’re going to be stuck somewhere alone, so it’s always good to know some survival techniques, just in case.”

			Oliver nodded, attempting to do it the same way. 

			Something caught his attention, out the corner of his eye. Oliver turned to see a bright blue star in the sky. “Ellis, why is that star out so early?”

			Ellis gazed up at it, walking to the edge of the boat. “That’s quite odd. It should be too bright to see the stars. That doesn’t make any sense.”

			The waters rippled around the boat, and the sky rumbled.

			Then it all happened so quickly, he could barely process it.

			A cobalt flash tore through the boat, ripping it in half, sending Ellis overboard. 

			The sea swelled, creating a humongous wave that swallowed the halves of the craft. 

			Oliver took a hit to the head from some debris and fell unconscious, sucked into the current like a lone drop into the ocean.

			He came to consciousness—his face buried in the sand. There was no sign of Ellis and no traces of the destroyed boat. He had awakened on shore. The wide sea lay before him, showing no remorse for the life it had taken away from him. 

			When he stood, he noticed something on the ground next to him. A gemstone, a dark blue like the deep ocean that had claimed his brother.


		

	
		
			2.11 – Cerulean Waters
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			Ellis. Why had he remembered him now? Without realizing it, he had blocked that specific memory from his mind. But now, he understood why his stomach became upset whenever he stepped foot on a boat. He had never experienced the issue before that day. 

			Oliver glanced around. Where in dragon-fire was he? 

			It was a cave of some sort with a pool of cerulean water, probably leading back to the sea. 

			“Ah, you’re awake,” a female voice said from behind him. 

			Oliver immediately rose to his feet, reaching for his quarterstaff. 

			He turned to see a woman sitting on a flat rock. She was clad in silky white robes, trimmed with gold. A crown of red coral sat upon her head of wavy brown hair. 

			“Do not worry, O’ Spirit of Candor. You are safe here. My name is Ceris.” 

			“What is this place?”

			“You have successfully completed your trial. This is where you will receive your reward. There has not been a staff-user in quite some time.”

			Ceris pointed to his quarterstaff and said, “It is time for you to retire that old piece of wood. Throw it into the water and see what will take its place.”

			Oliver looked at his trusty weapon, the one that had served him so loyally and reliably for all these years. 

			“I suppose it’s goodbye, old friend.” He sighed, taking a moment to feel the texture of the wood. He took a deep breath and then tossed it into the pool, watching the staff sink to the depths, sending small bubbles rising to the top. 

			His dragonstone glowed a cool blue, and the water’s surface developed a layer of ice. A similar glow emanated from beneath the ice, and it started to crack. Fountains of water began to shoot out, punching holes in the ice and blasting to the ceiling. Oliver stepped back, and the woman laughed. 

			“Do not be afraid, Mist Walker.”

			The ice shattered into tiny fragments, and something came flying out. It floated in front of him. A long polearm, with a blade extending out of the mouth of a gaping dragon’s head. The metal dragon was connected to the base made of luxurious, solid wood. 

			“The Frost-Fair Glaive.” Ceris nodded at Oliver. “The handle is made from the black Osmanthus—a legendary tree found only in Shambhala.”

			Oliver pulled the weapon out of the air and swung it around a few times. Finely balanced. It felt like his old quarterstaff, even though it looked heavier.

			“Focus, and it will change to your will.”

			He turned to face the woman, but she was gone. 

			Behind where she used to be seated, was a carved stone door, much like the one he had taken inside the well. He hoped this one would take him back to where he started. 

			Oliver eyed the stone dragons that adorned the frame of the door before entering. 

			When he stepped through the entryway, he saw his companions seated wherever they could. 

			“I didn’t know there was a door there. And how did you get across the water?” Aleza ran up to hug him. “Are you alright?”

			“Yes, ma’am. It was a confusing trip.” Oliver smiled. 

			“You were gone for a while,” Matheus said. “I see you’ve acquired your weapon.”

			“Much better than a pointy stick. It’s a stick with a blade on it. I approve.” Kyrin smirked. 

			“What does your weapon do?” Matheus asked.

			“I’m not sure yet, but we’ll find out soon.” A fitting gem slot was in the eye of the dragon on his glaive. Oliver placed his crystal into the weapon, and it hummed. A cold mist coalesced around the blade. 

			He went to secure it to his back, and the glaive shrunk in his hands, becoming half the size. That would make it easier to walk around with it. 

			Aleza poked Oliver. “By the way, Marjorie contacted me while you were doing your thing and told me we should be expecting company later.”

			“Let’s tell Jasper when we get back,” Oliver said. 

			Matheus brought the group closer, getting ready for them to mind-port them to the sunken ship. 

			***

			“What’s that?” Saria asked. It sounded like a warbling noise, coming from farther away.

			Jasper was about to respond when he saw a shimmering light appear inside the shipwreck and grow larger. 

			Then what remained of the hull erupted in a shower of wood chips. 

			“Looks like they’re back,” Jasper said, standing up. He waved, seeing the others treading water. 

			When they arrived at the ship, Aleza turned to Matheus, wringing the water out of her hair.

			“You know, you can make a portal instead of just booping us away. Would have less impact on the environment.”

			“You could have told me that before we left. We could’ve avoided that swim,” Matheus said, with a slight sigh. 

			“I figured you knew, but this was your preferred method.” Aleza shrugged. 

			Saria smiled, asking if they found what they needed.

			Oliver decided to keep the specifics of his excursion to himself, not quite sure whether he had imagined some of what happened. Doors leading to snowcapped mountains. Falling off a chunk of bridge that was hovering in the air. Meeting a strange woman in a cave. 

			What mattered was that he had been able to find the weapon and that he could wield it. He would ensure that he and his friends finished their journey alive. 


		

	
		
			2.12 – Awoken
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			He awoke with a start. How long had he been sleeping? 

			His eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, but his arms and legs felt like they were covered in rust. 

			Where was he? There was some light seeping under the door ahead of him, which swung open when his gaze landed on it. 

			A musty crypt, replete with dust-covered coffins and urns. 

			Clouded memories. What was his name? He couldn’t remember.

			He took a few steps forward but collapsed. Looking down, he saw long claw marks across his stomach. 

			After a struggle, he managed to drag himself outside. Moonlight streamed through the branches. A full moon would be coming soon. 

			The light felt refreshing. In fact, his pain had gone away. He let go of his stomach to realize that his injury had healed. 

			Looking back, he saw that he had been entombed beneath the ruins of a cathedral situated in the middle of a forest. Bricks falling apart. Smashed stained glass windows. 

			Voices echoed about in his head. They were in danger, they said. 

			Questions. No answers. Or vague ones.

			Azazel, help us. 

			A name. His?

			Something stirred inside him. Calling him to a place—a town called Lucinus.

			Sounded familiar, as if he had known it at some point. Perhaps he had lived there. 

			All he knew was that his comrades were in that town and they needed his help. 


		

	
		
			2.13 – White-hilt
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			Just like the last time they had visited, the torches flared up as they walked by. The group descended the steps of the flame dragon temple, arriving at the stone door with a carved sleeping dragon on the front.

			Everything looked undisturbed from before. 

			Jasper gazed at the mural again, and a piece of the puzzle fell into place. 

			“I guess there really were six of us after all, if we included Malchior and Matheus.” So, the Oculus followed that pattern every time. 

			Jasper nodded at the others, then stepped forward, placing his gem in the slot. The eye of the dragon flickered, becoming bright red. The engraving moved, and the stone dragon shifted into a standing position. 

			The floor rumbled and the doors slid open. 

			The room housed an altar in the middle with an empty glass case. 

			Saria gave Jasper a pat on the back, giving him encouraging words before he walked inside. As he did so, the doors slammed shut behind him. 

			He took another step, and something shook underneath his feet. The panel he stood on began sinking lower. He steadied his balance, unsure if he should grab onto the ledge or continue downward. Glancing at the smooth panel below, he saw it was a lift of sorts, bringing him down into a shaft that was dug into the ground. 

			Set this wicked world ablaze, and what remains in the cinders of the past, is the truth, the ruby dragon’s voice echoed in his head. 

			The platform stopped, and he was now in a white circular room. Only one exit was set into the wall—a door with a metal lock. Jasper attempted to open the door, but it was secured shut. 

			He stepped back. The lift had already returned to the surface, leaving only a hollow column of dirt and rock visible. He walked to the edge and gazed down. 

			It was a steep drop with a warm glow at the bottom of the abyss. 

			Then he heard sliding metal. Slits in the side of the walls on either side of him opened, ejecting heat and steam. Bubbling noises escaped the vents, and a slow-moving liquid, bright orange like molten iron, began pouring out. It cracked the tiles and oozed toward him, the vapors almost searing his skin. 

			“Oh, boy.” Jasper tried the door again, trying to force his way in. He slammed against the frame with his shoulder, hoping to break it down, but it was made of sturdy wood. The floor was covered with liquid, making its way toward his feet. 

			He only had a short amount of time before the blistering sludge caught up to him. Sweat dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision—his clothes stuck to his skin. 

			He kicked at the lock with his foot, putting as much force behind each strike as he could. It was well-built for a wooden door. 

			Wait, wood. He should have thought of that earlier. 

			Jasper placed his hand on the door, and his palm heated up. His dragonstone glowed, and the wood around his fingers started burning away. The entire door ignited in a burst of blue flame, but he did not feel the heat, even though it melted the metal lock.

			However, he could feel the heat from the molten muck behind him, which meant it was near. Without thinking, he lunged into the blaze he had created and crashed onto the floor in the next room. He rolled to his side, checking if anything had caught fire, but he was unharmed. 

			He rose to his feet, turning to see if the liquid was following him inside, but it had stopped at the entrance—as if there was an invisible wall. 

			At the center of the room stood a brazier about four feet wide. Additional murals were on the wall, telling more of the story from the previous depictions they had seen. 

			Other than that, the room was empty, with no further doors in sight. 

			The brazier came to life, burning with a fierce passion, the flames licking at the ceiling. 

			Sacrifice your blade.

			Jasper gripped his sword, entranced by the fire for just a moment. He tossed it into the center of the pit, and the blade was swallowed by the conflagration. 

			Suddenly, the flames started flowing into his sword. The blade started rattling, floating upward. Soon, it absorbed the entirety of the inferno, leaving only glowing coals. 

			Ye of noble heart, call out its name. Dyrnwyn. 

			“Dyrnwyn.”

			The hilt became white, and the blade changed shape, resembling a falchion, with a wrapped cross guard fashioned after a dragon. It felt familiar to him, like he had seen it in the past. 

			The sword hovered in the air, the edges glowing like the molten rock outside. Jasper placed his hand around the hilt, and immediately, sweltering white flames engulfed the weapon, bright as the sun.

			Energy surged through him. Just like the day he had discovered the dragonstone in the embers of his destroyed home. A glimmer of hope that had arisen from the ashes like a phoenix. 

			He was not able to save his father, but he would save whoever else he could. Protect them until the end.

			Through the flames, he saw her face. Saria, her hazel eyes reflecting the fiery splendor. Especially her. There was nothing that he would not do to keep her safe. The ethereal image burned away, along with the blaze, leaving only the white-hot steel. 

			Jasper noticed that his sheath had transformed, too, to match Dyrnwyn. The interior seemed to be made of velvet. He touched the heated sword to the inside, but it did not react. 

			“Interesting,” Jasper said, stowing his newly acquired blade. The outside of the sheath felt cool to the touch. 

			The ceiling opened, and another platform descended. It reached the ground, and he boarded, ready to return to the surface.

			***

			The stone doors opened slowly, and he was greeted by his eagerly waiting companions. 

			“How did it go?” asked Saria, rushing to him. 

			He did not know what he had just witnessed inside that shrine, but knowing she was safe gave him comfort. 

			“No complaints.” Jasper pointed to his sheath. 

			With Saria by his side, he could face whatever came his way. No matter how dangerous.


		

	
		
			2.14 – Lost Light
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			She stood outside Geisterwald, her cloak fluttering in the wind. 

			Far from home, in search of something found only in timeworn manuscripts. But, for some reason, Eira felt like she was the only one capable of doing it.

			Yellow and orange leaves crunched underneath her boots as she entered the ancient forest. 

			Lucie was not long for this world, but there was finally hope. A plant exclusive to Geisterwald, protected by an arcane guardian, said to be unseen by the naked eye. 

			No birds chirping, no creatures chittering. The forest was silent, judging her every move. 

			It did not matter, however. She was starting to run out of options. If this did not work, she had only one other alternative, and that was dubious at best. 

			She reached out with her mind, calling her familiar, Bryn, to her location. 

			A strange creature, with fur like fresh snow, appeared on the branch ahead of her. Eira herself did not know quite what kind of animal her familiar was, but it resembled a squirrel and possessed pseudo-wings. She had named it Bryn, due to it having a voice akin to a female child. 

			Hello, Eira. Bryn hopped off the branch, gliding across the space between them and landing on her shoulder. I love the weather this time of year, as well as the scenery.

			Hello, Bryn. You do not find the lack of woodland animals odd?

			Well, it is unusual, but I am sure there is a perfectly valid explanation. 

			Not bothered by anything, I see.

			Of course not, Eira. One should never assume the worst. 

			I need your help locating the herb I mentioned earlier. 

			The one for arcana sickness, yes? 

			Yes.

			Bryn hummed, adjusting her position on her shoulder. 

			I sense the guardian watching us. We will meet her soon. She will reveal to us what we seek if we are deemed worthy. This specific plant is out of my scope of vision, for I believe it is under an illusion that prevents it from appearing on any plane, unless instructed. 

			Eira gulped. The guardian of these woods was not the friendly type, or so she had heard. Bryn might be able to negotiate, due to her ancient knowledge.

			Do not worry, Eira. I have spoken to this guardian in ages past, and she has been amenable. She only asks that you do not harm the residents of her forest. 

			I wasn’t planning on it. 

			The wind picked up, whistling around her. 

			She is here. 

			Eira glanced around. No one was approaching them, and she didn’t hear indications of anything nearby.

			Movement. She was just in time to see a face form in the tree to her side. A woman separated herself from the bark. 

			Two leaves stuck out from either side of her head, almost as if they were horns. Her hair ended in vines, and her gown was made from leaves and bark. 

			She likes your form, Eira, so she has taken one similar to yours. 

			Does she have a name? 

			The only one I know of is the Watcher. 

			Eira bowed, not knowing what else to do. 

			The Watcher smiled. 

			I know what it is that you seek. The raspy voice entered her mind, without warning. You seek to cure your ailing friend.

			Yes. It is urgent. She does not have much time left.

			I shall grant you your wish. But first, I require something of you. 

			Anything. Whatever you need, I will do. 

			Good. 

			The Watcher paused, then extended an arm, pointing a slender finger at Bryn.

			Give her to me. I require her for my purposes. 

			Bryn chittered, stepping back. 

			Her scent is different, Eira. Something is off about the guardian. 

			“I cannot give you my familiar, O’ Watcher of the Forests,” Eira said out loud, as if speaking the words would give them more meaning. 

			You said “anything,” did you not?

			Bryn looked at her with her shiny black eyes. This does not feel right, but…I am willing to sacrifice myself if it will save Lucie. 

			Eira froze. Would she give up her familiar who had trusted in her since she was first summoned to this world, to save Lucie, her dearest friend?

			A friend for a friend—that was the proposed deal. 

			She clenched her fist. She wasn’t in the business of trading lives. Another way would have to be found. 

			“Sorry, but I do not accept your offer,” Eira said firmly.

			You would choose to throw away the life of your friend, for a worthless creature on your shoulder? Your resolve in your quest seemed unwavering. Perhaps I was mistaken. 

			“No, I won’t play your twisted game. There is another method that I know of, and I will pursue that, even if the odds are stacked against me.”

			The Watcher suddenly knelt, clutching at her own face, tearing at her skin. 

			Forgive me, but I am only in control for these few moments. Run now. There is no hope for you here. This forest belongs to the Deathless One. 

			Bryn yelped. He has returned. 

			Eira turned and started to run as the guardian collapsed.

			She made it only a few feet before she felt Bryn leave her shoulder. 

			I will slow her down, m’lady. You must make it out of here alive. I know you will find the Gifted Oasis. 

			Eira stopped. “No, I will stay and fight.”

			Please, do not.

			The guardian stopped writhing about and stood, her physical form falling apart, decaying. 

			Her arms had become spikes, like a thorny rose. Her face no longer resembled a human because the skin had been torn off, revealing the green underneath. 

			Bryn ducked in and out as she avoided the incoming attacks. The Watcher’s arms extended and retracted between swipes. 

			The moisture in the air around Eira froze, and she sent spears of ice barreling toward the guardian. One of them struck it in the arm but shattered on impact. 

			Our attacks will not work. Listen to me, if only this once, and run!

			She knew deep inside that time was up. The grains of sand in the hourglass were not many. 

			Eira took a deep breath and began running, even though she desperately wanted to assist her familiar. 

			I will join you once you are far enough away, Eira.

			She resolved that she would trust in Bryn, knowing that she could heal her familiar if she was injured. 

			Bryn had never failed her before. She would not do it now. 

			Eira, always remember that I love you. 

			Turning, she saw Bryn dangling from the end of the spiked arm, the point piercing through her wing-flap. 

			Her heart sank. She could not take her eyes away from the sight as the Watcher swung Bryn closer to itself. 

			It grabbed the small creature with both hands and brought it toward its gaping mouth. 

			Eira was too far out of range to cast a spell. She could only be a spectator to the coming events. 

			The guardian chomped down, ripping Bryn’s head from her body. Wisps of arcana escaped from the familiar.

			After swallowing what remained, the Watcher contorted, its head swiveling. The two leaves that had been on the guardian’s head extended, becoming long antlers. 

			It roared, empowered by Bryn’s arcana. 

			The fiend grew, the bark on its gown turning into thick plates of wooden armor. 

			Eira was already on the move at this point, still looking back to witness the transformation as she escaped. 

			She stumbled over a fallen log but regained her balance. She did not look back again, only hearing the reverberating cries of the Watcher in the distance. 

			Tears streamed from her eyes as she ran.

			There was no hope of healing Bryn, not after how that poor thing was devoured. 

			Dammit. I should have been in the fight. I could have protected her. 

			You will not be able to protect your friend either. I have seen her fate. The Watcher’s acerbic words penetrated her mind’s defenses. 

			She did not want to believe it. If she could find the Gifted Oasis, the waters would cure Lucie’s affliction. There was no malady that the water could not heal, and she hoped that it included arcana sickness. 

			Still, the guardian’s words echoed about in her thoughts. A mockery of her struggle and an utter disregard for Bryn’s sacrifice. She would show the Watcher that it was incorrect.

			Prove that fate was not set in stone.


		

	
		
			2.15 – Fairytales
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			The Moonlit King is nigh. Death to the naysayers and destruction upon those who would plot against him. The voices melded together, singing praise.

			His memories had returned in pieces. 

			Dead soldiers piled up on the battlefield. Defeat. 

			Azazel shook his head to rid himself of the visuals. He was outside Lucinus, the dock’s waters unperturbed. Smoke rose from buildings here and there, twisting into the sky. 

			Azazel glanced up to catch some revenants flying off into the distance as first light approached.

			He was too late. The battle had already concluded. 

			Why were they attacking this town in the first place?

			This shouldn’t have been happening. 

			In the past, he had been one to wage war, but now he wanted peace. A quiet life, without much conflict. But to do that, he needed to stop these revenants. 

			He decided to explore the town for a few more hours in hopes of reclaiming more lost memories. Winding streets. A confusing mess of alleys. 

			The grand cathedral that adorned the center caused an image to flash by. A vision of massive statues and hooded priests performing obscure rituals. More pieces of the puzzle, but the whole remained unclear. 

			Considering the retreating undead he had seen earlier, and the direction they were headed, something told him he needed to venture to the dead forest as well. 

			Less than a week before the full moon, the moon that would signal the arrival of the Moonlit King, the most powerful revenant. What sort of havoc would he decide to wreak on this world?

			Azazel hoped he would be able to find a way to stop him. Help might be necessary.

			Considering this town was full of normal folk, he doubted they could be of any assistance. But wait, who had called for his help earlier? Individuals of some power? 

			He stopped in front of a bulletin board, surveying the contents. 

			One note spoke about current politics:

			Emperor’s throne in contention. No official successor in line, so the votes are up. Will it be Fredrik of Nebelgard, or someone from the Lystad family? Whoever it is—they have a high standard to beat, as Emperor Veeran has been hailed as the greatest emperor since Charlemagne. 

			Another note spoke of the Named. 

			Raising a brow, he took the notice into his hands. A group of gifted individuals fighting creatures of the night. Just the sort that he needed. 

			I need to find them, immediately. 

			The only info he could glean was that the Named possessed dragonstones, and there was a female archer, two swordsmen, and a staff wielder. 

			Where to start?

			He felt a gaze upon him. Turning, he saw a black cat sitting on a glass table, eyeing him curiously.

			Azazel approached the feline. 

			Marjorie, he has noticed me. 

			“Take me to this ‘Marjorie,’ cat.” 

			My cover has been blown.

			“I can hear your mind-speak, cat.” 

			Shadow straightened up. 

			As you wish. Right this way. Shadow jumped down from the table and led Azazel through the streets. 

			Also, my name is Shadow.

			“Understood, Shadow. My name is Azazel, I believe. Not completely certain, as my memory is foggy.”

			Eventually, they arrived at Marjorie’s storefront. 

			The bell jingled when they entered. 

			Marjorie was sitting behind the counter, trying to open a jar. 

			“Oh, hello. Azazel, was it? Shadow told me you were looking for me.” Marjorie assessed his appearance. He had long, blond hair and was dressed in a high collar, a white shirt, and black pants.

			“Yes, I know.” 

			“Right, of course. What is it that you need?”

			“You mages are knowledgeable about the world, so tell me, do you know the whereabouts of the Named?”

			“Hmm, Named. Can’t say I’ve heard of them.”

			“I see. They went in search of the Named weapons and will be back within the next few days. Thank you.” 

			“Can you not do that? I would greatly appreciate it if you stayed out of my mind. It feels like an invasion of privacy because I definitely did not give you permission.”

			“My apologies, Miss Marjorie. It will not happen again. I need to find the Named because the Moonlit King is near.”

			Marjorie squinted. “Moonlit King. I’ve read about that somewhere.”

			“The moonstone only appears during the full moon, and whoever wields it will become the Moonlit King, the ultimate revenant. We must reach the dead forest and destroy the undead before they can harness the power of the moonstone.”

			“And that’s why you want to find the Named, to ask for their help?”

			“Yes, they are most likely the only ones strong enough to face this threat.”

			Shadow, what do you think?

			I believe he is telling the truth. I do not detect any lies. 

			Good. What’s his angle? Does he have any powers? Is he a revenant hunter or something?

			Perhaps. There is something odd about him, but I cannot tell what. 

			Azazel looked around the emporium. “Do you happen to have any vervain?” He glanced at the mirror leaning against the wall as he passed by but quickly resumed his search. 

			“Yes, I have some of the root.”

			“We will need to acquire the leaves. The root can be used to make protective charms, but the dried leaves are needed to make tea to ingest.”

			Yes, vervain tea will be effective in allaying the influence of powerful revenants. Shadow poked at a ball of orange yarn that was hanging from the table. 

			“It grows in a specific mountainside meadow. It’s a fair bit of a walk from here.” 

			“Inform the Named about their objective. We will need a significant amount of this herb for it to prove useful.”

			Arlette, where are you currently? 

			We’re at the water dragon shrine. Waiting on Oliver.

			So, I’ve got this new “friend.” He says he can be useful in your fight against the revenants. He speaks of a Moonlit King that will possibly be crowned during the full moon. He needs to acquire vervain from the mountains by the desert to brew a protective drink to resist vampirism. 

			I see. Well, tell him to meet us by the desert then, because we’re heading there next anyway. Jasper has some business at the flame dragon shrine, and we should be free after that. 

			“Alright, Azazel, they want you to meet them in the Mirrored Wastes. The meadow should be on the east end of it.”

			Whoever this “Arlette” was, had extremely loud thoughts. It was hard not to hear her through Marjorie’s mind-speak. 

			“The dead forest is close to the desert as well, so we will be able to reach it before the moonstone appears.”

			He should be able to track the Named once he neared their location, owing to the unique signatures provided by their dragonstones. 

			“Thank you, Miss Marjorie. I will take my leave.” Azazel left without further ado.

			Shadow rubbed against her leg. He seems trustworthy, as far as I can tell. I hope you are not too worried.

			“I feel like we can trust him. At least, that’s what I hope. Even if he’s trying to lead them into a trap, I’m sure they can handle him.” 

			Yes, of course. 

			Deep inside, she was concerned. But she always was. She stressed about the trivial matters and the big ones. Her mind was never at ease.

			Maybe this Azazel character would put an end to this revenant issue, and they could all go back to living normal lives. Marjorie smiled at the thought, then returned to her errands. 

			She didn’t believe in fairytales anymore. 


		

	
		
			2.16 – Zephyr

			[image: ]

			“Where were we meeting him? Also, who is he again?” Oliver asked.

			“Goes by the name of Azazel. Says we need to collect vervain, east of the desert.” Aleza leaned against Oliver, picking at her nails. “He’s a revenant hunter or something, so he probably knows a thing or two.” 

			“Vervain? I didn’t think about that. It would be extremely convenient against the revenants,” Matheus said. 

			 “Then we should gather as much as we can.” Jasper knelt and pulled the map out of his pack. “Kyrin, are you sure you don’t want to find your weapon?”

			“I’ve been doing just fine. I’m good with what I have.” Kyrin shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll really be needing it with Saria around to shoot anything down.”  

			“I hear you. No problem,” Jasper said as Aleza peeked over her shoulder to look at the map. 

			They would have to cut through the Valley of Flowers. Vervain should be found growing by the mountainside adjacent to the vale. A bit of a walk, however. 

			“So, straight east, and we should be on the proper path.” Aleza turned, pointing.

			“Other way. That’s west you’re pointing at,” Oliver said.

			“Right. I was testing you. Good work, Oliver.”

			Tread with caution in the valley. It is easy to lose your way in that dreaded place, Asha chimed in. 

			It’s called the Valley of Flowers, though. Sounds pleasant. 

			You will see when you get there, young one. 

			Cryptic as always. Now she was starting to wonder what awaited them. 

			***

			The gentlest of breezes, carrying the fragrance of innumerable flora, greeted them as they reached the valley. 

			Flowers of all types covered the fields. A carpet of colors. Layers upon layers of different pigments, like brush strokes on canvas. 

			A few steps into the vale, and the combined scent of the flowers was almost overwhelming. 

			Aleza felt lightheaded as they traveled deeper. 

			Asha? She no longer sensed the connection. Her mind was covered in a haze. A perpetual state of confusion. 

			The others were in no better shape. 

			“Does anyone remember where we were going?” Jasper asked. 

			“I have nooo clue.” Saria giggled, bending down to pick a daisy and put it in her hair. 

			Kyrin stopped, swaying in place. 

			Matheus looked at him, an expression of amusement on his face. Butterflies with translucent wings fluttered about, paying no mind to the adventurers. 

			“Oliver?” Aleza shuffled up to Jasper, placing her arm around him. “You look different today. Did you do something with your hair?” She took a piece of it and twirled it around her finger. “It’s not too bad.”

			Saria frowned. “Hands off, woman.” 

			“Oh, I’m sorry, is this yours? I didn’t know you liked Oliver, too. You can’t hog all the guys. I thought Jasper and Kyrin would be enough for you.” She burst into a fit of laughter. She took a moment to catch her breath. 

			Oliver was sprawled on the ground, trying to make an angel like he would in the snow. He perked up at the conversation that Aleza was having. “Sorry, what were you saying about me?”

			Aleza turned. “Oh, how’d you get over there so quick? And you changed your hair back already. Did Eira teach you that?” 

			“What? My hair is the same.”

			“And what I was saying was—” She put a finger to her chin. “I forgot.” 

			Saria glared at her but then decided not to pursue an argument because she had forgotten what they were arguing about in the first place. 

			“What are we doing again?” Matheus spun around in a circle. “Picking flowers?”

			“I like picking flowers.” Aleza smiled widely, running off into the field to gather the blooms. 

			“Come back, Arlette,” Oliver said, his eyelids drooping. He fell asleep within moments.

			Aleza was on her way back to the group with a handful of fire lilies and orchids but fainted promptly. 

			The others were already asleep. 

			Evening approached. The Valley of Flowers took on a different shade, awash with tints of saffron and gold. 

			The soil near Aleza began crumbling as something stirred below.


		

	
		
			2.17 – The Long Way Home
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			Matheus held the railing of the stairs and stopped in front of a window. It was a cloudless, sunny day, and he could see children playing in the grass. 

			Someone called his name. From a room with the door open, light streaming out. 

			Inside, an elderly woman sat in an old-fashioned chair. She looked ancient and wise, clothed in shamanic garments. With a wrinkled hand, she beckoned for him to come closer. He did so, and she handed him a piece of parchment with a phrase written on it—something to use in a time of need. 

			“A darkness is coming. So dark, that even he does not realize it,” she foretold. 

			Then she peered at him. “This place is not meant for the living. Leave while you still can.” 

			Matheus blinked, and she was gone. Only the wooden chair remained, covered in dust. It creaked as it rocked back and forth. 

			Loud noises rang out from the floor below. Rattling, banging sounds. 

			Tink-tink. 

			The sound of a musical toy box. 

			He gazed out the window—the sky had become bleak, covered in clouds. The children had gone, the toys left on the ground. The lighting was now an odd blue hue, almost like twilight. 

			Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a figure by the foot of the stairs.

			His mother stood there, wearing a long coat. Neron was next to her with pale skin and sunken, gloomy eyes.

			Was this a dream or a nightmare?

			Matheus had not seen his brother since childhood. Perhaps he would finally get the chance to return home and be reunited with his family. 

			He had some catching up to do, on account of him not being himself for all those years. 

			His responsibility as an older brother and a son was not yet met. After all this was over, he would return and do right by them. 


		

	
		
			2.18 – Scarlet River
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			The sands swirled around her. She pulled her hood down to shield against the buffeting winds. 

			Eira trudged up the dune, looking behind to see if Marjorie was keeping up. 

			It looked like she was struggling to keep her footing on the climb. 

			“Why did you want to come with me again?”

			“She’s my friend as much as yours, Eira.” 

			“If we run into any danger, do not put yourself in harm’s way. Understood?” Eira felt uneasy, still not completely recovered from the emotional shock of the events in Geisterwald.

			“Yes, yes. I heard you the first three times.”

			“I must say, you are progressing nicely in your studies. I have constructed the compass that you designed, and it seems to be stable.” 

			Eira held out her palm, and a fluorescent green compass materialized. 

			“I’ve tuned it to seek large amounts of water.” If an oasis was in this desert, it would know. The range was fairly limited, however, so they would need to explore the area a bit until a dot appeared on the panel. 

			***

			Eira was starting to lose hope after hours of searching. They had run out of water and her throat was parched. Her hood protected her from some of the harsh rays of the sun, but she was so dehydrated that she no longer could sweat. 

			Doubt crept into her mind. Did the Gifted Oasis even exist, or was it apocryphal? Would the waters be the panacea she was seeking? She could not say for sure, but that tiny sliver of faith was all she had. 

			And Bryn. She didn’t deserve what happened to her. She had always viewed the world with an almost naive sense of optimism and believed in the good that lay in everyone’s heart. Always one to avoid hostility and violence, even against the cruelest of enemies. Her ideology led her to think that no one person was truly evil and that they could always be brought to the side of the righteous. 

			But she died, and I couldn’t do anything to save her. 

			That was when she noticed her compass blinking. A blue dot. Not too far off from her position. 

			Her face lit up. 

			“Marjorie, I think we’ve found it!” Eira said excitedly. 

			She spoke no further and instead rushed toward the indicated location.

			A few more feet and she would be there. But no oasis in sight, owing to the illusion that surrounded it, no doubt. 

			Just as she expected, when she walked forward, the resplendent waters appeared before her. 

			Marjorie pushed past her and collapsed by the edge of the pool, slurping the water directly. 

			“I thought I was going to die out here,” Marjorie said, sighing in relief. Then after a moment, she looked like she had an epiphany. “And the stories were true. We must be the first in an extremely long time to actually step foot in this place.”

			“We couldn’t have found it without your compass.” Eira knelt by the water, cupping her hands and taking a drink. 

			“See, I told you I could be helpful.” 

			Eira nodded, a smile crossing her face, feeling hopeful again.

			***

			It was all a blur after that. Her arrival at the D’Arques residence. The look on Lucie’s husband’s face. The wails of young Arlette from the other room, who had been woken up by her arrival.

			“Dammit!” Eira yelled out when she reached her study room in the castle. She slammed her fist on the table and swung her arm, knocking off the books that were sitting on top. 

			A combination of frustration and despair. She eyed the vial of water she had retrieved from the oasis. Useless. 

			She had not been fast enough. Lucie had already died days before she arrived in town. If that encounter with the Watcher had gone without a hitch, she would have been able to make it back on time. 

			Eira swiped the vial off the wooden table, glaring at the contents. Her reflection on the glass—an image of defeat.

			When everything was a lie, was the truth worth chasing? She didn’t care for her studies anymore. None of that mattered. The world didn’t need her, and she didn’t need it.

			Her grip tightened on the vial, clutching it until it shattered in her palm. The shards dug into her skin. Blood dripped down her hand like a scarlet river.

			So, she screamed. Screamed until her voice gave out. 

			Screamed until the weight of her failures crushed her soul.

			The castle shuddered around her, trembling, as if in the throes of an earthquake. Soon, the walls and floors were covered in a layer of ice, eventually spreading to the entire structure. Her home became a bastion of frost. 

			And since that day, the ice had not melted. 

			And since that day, she had barely aged. Years passed, and her appearance remained the same. 

			An effect of the waters from the Gifted Oasis. She was cursed with a longer life than she deserved. Now she knew that the legends were not false. Lucie could have been saved if she had figured the solution out faster.

			The realization dawned on her. The Watcher was right in the end. She could not protect Lucie after all. 

			Fate was set in stone, it seemed.

			And her fate was to languish in her sorrow. 

			To live in regret for the rest of her prolonged life.

			What was worse: she felt she deserved all that had happened to her.


		

	
		
			2.19 – Thousand Names
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			Shamshir. The word passed through his thoughts.

			“Shamshir,” he said absentmindedly as he trekked through the desert. 

			He felt a jolt in his arm and looked down to see a saber hovering next to it. 

			Then he remembered. A maze of tunnels hidden deep beneath the city. His mind slipped back to the scene, the place where the Order had given him his mission. 

			The altar was surrounded by hundreds of candles, small points of light that pierced the darkness.

			“And unto you, we bestow Shamshir, the saber of a thousand names,” the hooded priests said in unison. 

			Sparks shot out across the room as an enameled saber fell from out of thin air. 

			“You will become the greatest of our order. O’ Holy Azazel, take Shamshir and bring justice to the demons.” 

			He blinked, returning to reality. 

			Memories could be intrusive at times. That life felt like it was so far in the past that it no longer existed. However, it was nice to be reunited with the weapon he had forgotten. He grasped the hilt, observing the inscribed runes on the blade, written in the language of the old gods. 

			His attention was diverted by the sands rising. A glint of red in his peripheral vision.

			A giant desert crab, but something was off about it. 

			A pulsating patch of black liquid was on its side. The creature gazed at him for just a moment, then brought down its claw in attack. 

			Azazel sidestepped as the sand kicked up, almost blinding him. 

			Before the sand settled, the crab was dead. 

			He wrenched the saber from its underside and wiped the blade clean of blue blood.

			Placing the sword at his side, he continued on his path. 

			Shamshir had destroyed many a revenant in its time, and it had returned once again to finish the deed.


		

	
		
			2.20 – Road to the Stars
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			“Are you all right?”

			The voice belonged to an ashen-winged angel, descending from the heavens, the setting sun acting as his halo. He reached out to her, and she accepted, placing her hand in his.

			Saria’s senses returned to her, and she stood up with the help of the stranger. She saw that he was a normal man, not possessing wings of any sort. His light blond hair was almost as long as her own. 

			She removed her hand, taking a step back and glancing around. They were still in the valley. A humongous pitcher plant, larger than a horse, was lying next to Aleza, who was still unconscious. Thick roots were wrapped around her legs, but the tendrils had been cut down. The pitcher plant dripped with saliva, the digestive fluids sizzling and fuming. 

			“Hello, I am Azazel. If I had arrived any later, you would have been food for that plant over there. It was luring you with its aroma, lulling you into a state of torpor. What is your name, miss?” 

			“Saria.” She was still a bit dazed. “You were the one we were supposed to meet, I recall. Good that you found us when you did.” 

			Matheus sat up, rubbing his eyes. 

			Azazel looked a bit disappointed, however. 

			“Is something wrong?” Saria asked.

			“Sorry, I was merely surprised that you were not prepared to encounter a pitcher. I suppose your friend did not mention the dangers of your endeavor.”

			“No, definitely not.” 

			“Well, actually, Asha did say to tread carefully. I didn’t know what she meant.” Aleza had woken up, removing the roots from her leg as she spoke. “Plus, I lost contact with her and Marjorie shortly after we entered the valley.”

			“Ah yes, fair point. These pitchers are fairly common.”

			The connection had returned to her now, so she contacted Marjorie.

			Marjorie, why didn’t you tell me about the pitcher plants before we left for the valley? 

			The pitcher plants? 

			You know, the big, sweet-smelling herbaceous death traps?

			There were plenty some years ago, but they have been virtually eradicated from the region.

			Virtually being the keyword. We were lured by one just now. 

			Odd, I haven’t seen one in recent times. 

			Aleza looked at the pitcher. “Well, thanks for helping us. It would be embarrassing to get eaten by a plant, of all things.”

			“Of course.” Azazel nodded slightly. 

			The others woke up soon after. Kyrin sat there, not speaking, just idly staring at the ground. Oliver had a confused expression on his face. Jasper came to his senses quickly, standing up. 

			“You must be Azazel. Pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand, still half-asleep. 

			“Wow, even if he woke up only moments before, he’s cordial,” Aleza said, nodding. 

			Azazel shook his hand briefly. “I will lead the way to the mountainside.”

			Jasper walked next to him. Saria, Oliver, and Aleza followed behind, with Matheus and Kyrin trailing the pack, shuffling their feet. 

			Kyrin smacked his face a couple of times to keep himself alert. 

			***

			“So, where are you from, Azazel?” Jasper asked. 

			“Forgive me, but my memories are a bit clouded as of late. It is coming back to me in pieces. It may take a while until I am fully recovered.” He paused. “What I do know is that I am a hunter of revenants and that the Moonlit King will arrive on the night of the full moon.”

			“And this vervain that we’re looking for—it’ll help us combat the king?”

			“Yes, it will free you from his influence.”

			“Do you know what he’s like?”

			“No, not really, or at least, I do not remember. I only know of the legends. The moonstone will appear during the full moon, and the revenant that harnesses its power will become powerful beyond measure. That is the Moonlit King.” 

			“Can we destroy the moonstone or use it for our own purposes?”

			“It can only be used by the undead. As for its destruction, I do not know.” 

			“I see.” Jasper did not ask anything further. 

			Azazel whistled a tune, looking at the sky. 

			Thin clouds covered the moon, floating past the craggy mountains. 

			Another memory.

			A night like this, by the mountains, with a gentle breeze. 

			***

			Fingers ran through his hair. 

			Azazel glanced up to see a woman, her tawny hair falling perfectly on her shoulders. 

			“My dear, must you leave tomorrow?” 

			“Isabel, it is my duty.” He lifted his head from her lap and took her hand in his. “Do not worry. I will come back in time to meet our son.” 

			Isabel smiled graciously, looking at her swollen belly. “What will we name him?”

			“I will leave the decision to you, as I am not good with names. Tell me when I return from the field, my love.” 

			Wolves howled in the distance. 

			“They are on the prowl again. I must check on the livestock.” 

			***

			Someone tapped his shoulder.

			“I think this is the place,” said Jasper.

			They were in a meadow, with wildflowers galore. 

			“Yes, this is it.” Azazel knelt by the pink vervain flowers, still lost in thought. 

			After the vervain was collected, Oliver placed it in his pack.

			Kyrin noticed some movement, but relaxed when it was only a red deer, pausing to study the group. When they returned its gaze, its antlers gave off an effervescent blue glow, and it scampered away. 

			“We have a few days before the full moon is upon us. I believe some practice may be necessary before facing the coming threat,” Azazel said, thinking to himself that the Named would need a lot of work before they would be ready. 

			The sound of a wolf’s howl brought back the memory of the night before he left Isabel. He did not know how long ago that was, but he yearned to touch her soft skin again. He missed her like a lost child would miss their mother. 

			A gloom settled over him. His own child would be waiting. He had ended up breaking the promise that he had made—that he would return on time.

			They would be together again after this quest. He would make sure of it.


		

	
		
			2.21 – Winter’s Edge
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			The mages chattered at the table, passing about bowls of appetizers. The smell of fresh-cooked seafood permeated the dining room. Sunlight filtered in through the crystal dome, reflecting off the thin layer of ice on the walls, sparkling in a rainbow of colors. 

			“So good to have everyone in one place,” said one of the mages, admiring one of the tapestries that hung along the walls.

			“It’s a shame Ralf could not be here. He would have enjoyed this assortment,” a man with unkempt hair and a scraggly beard said. 

			“Shame,” Eira said. 

			“What happened to him anyway?” another mage asked, clad in red, biting into a carrot.

			“He disappeared after the raid, with no word,” a man across the table chimed in, before returning to his meal. 

			“Odd, something he does not usually do.” The bearded man poured himself a glass of water from the jug. 

			“Indeed.” Eira tore off a piece of bread, chewing quietly.

			“Not very talkative today, are you, Eira?” The red mage eyed her with curiosity.

			“Just contemplative.”

			“Well, we appreciate your continued support of Nebelgard,” said the red mage. 

			“Of course. It is my duty.” She smiled for a moment. 

			“It is a bit cold in here, however.”

			“Sorry about that. I decided to do a bit of remodeling and I felt ice would be a nice touch.” The ice covered every inch of the castle, still unmelted from the incident. 

			“My condolences for your loss, Eira. I know Lucie was a dear friend to you,” the bearded man gave her a half-smile.

			“Yes, she was, but enough about her. This dinner is in celebration of the successful dethroning of Empress Camellia.”

			And the ones who dethroned her were all sitting in this room; the emissaries of Nebelgard. The rogue mages who decided to lay siege to the palace. 

			But she was their ally, and thus, responsible. All due to her relation to the Nebelgardian king. That wretched cousin of hers was most certainly a bad apple in the family, but there was not much she could do about it. “Tell me, what do you plan to do about the now-deposed empress? She has surely gone into hiding.” 

			“Well, we intend to uproot her from wherever she hides. That was what Ralf would have wanted. He never leaves loose ends,” the red mage said, almost smugly. 

			“Ah, I see.” Ralf was the mastermind behind this whole thing. He had been the man wearing the mask with the red X during the assault. “Are you sure that is feasible?”

			“Yes. We should be able to be able to track her quite easily. We have a comb we recovered from the palace before withdrawing. It was the only item locked to her signature, so we should know her location.”

			“Smart. Would you mind if I had a look?”

			“Go ahead,” he reached into his bag to grab the comb. He placed it on the table in front of him.

			“Thanks,” she said, taking it in her hand and examining it. “Oh yes, before I forget, try the soup. It is a new recipe.”

			He scanned the soup, his eyes flashing gray, before taking a sip. She noticed he had analyzed all of the liquids and foods for poison before trying them. He never failed to break protocol, even in the presence of a trusted ally of Nebelgard. Of course, being second-in-command, he was extra careful. 

			“This is delicious, Eira.” He took the spoon to his mouth again.

			When his tongue touched the spoon, it stuck to it.

			“Cold…” he mumbled. 

			“It is cold in here, yes, but you mentioned that before,” she said.

			In the next moment, the spoon went flying out of his hands, ripping his tongue out with it. Blood sprayed from his mouth, and he fell forward. 

			The other mages’ faces were filled with shock. 

			“I knew you could never trust that witch.” The bearded man reached for his grimoire. The jug of water next to him shattered, the liquid solidifying into ice when it splashed on his face. He collapsed in his chair, grasping at his head, unable to breathe. 

			Another man stood, grimoire in hand, about to shout the words of a spell, when bloody icicles burst from his chest. 

			Eira rose from her seat, deflecting an oncoming dagger with a patch of ice on her hand. 

			The assailant fell to his knees, his heart exploding internally from the shards of frozen blood digging into it.

			“You will not harm Camellia, not while I am still here.” If she would protect anyone, it was her. She wished she could have saved Lucie as well, but that opportunity had long passed. 

			This was her atonement.

			She closed her eyes, but she could still hear the spikes piercing through the remaining mages. And their screams. Eira winced as blood splattered her skin.

			If only they had said they would not pursue the empress any further. If only they had said that they would no longer continue to fight when the war was already won. If only they had never chosen to raid the imperial palace in the first place. If only.

			None of this bloodshed would have been necessary. Lucie would still be alive. Camellia would not have to be in hiding, pretending to be someone else. Everything could have been avoided if not for Ralf’s ambitions. And yet he had somehow managed to rally the mages of Nebelgard to his cause. 

			Camellia was safe now, free to live the rest of her life in peace. 

			Eira leaned against the wall, falling to the ground, drained of all emotion. She could not face the outside world any longer. 

			She decided that from this day, she would not interfere with the business of society. She would keep to herself, not bothering anyone or being bothered by anyone. It was all she deserved. 

			She opened her eyes, letting the carnage sink in. Done by her hand in a fit of rage. That once unsullied ice now covered in the blood of rebels. 

			But someone had to do it, or she would have to watch as another beloved friend died due to her inaction. 

			Oh, Eira, how far you have fallen. How could you have done such a thing? The sweet voice of Bryn echoed in her mind.

			There was nothing left to sacrifice. First, she had sacrificed her dearest familiar, and now she had sacrificed what was left of her soul. 

			At least it was over. She shut her eyes and buried her face in her knees. All that was left was a dull silence, mocking her transgressions and her mistakes.


		

	
		
			2.22 – The Town That Never Sleeps
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			There was something strange about this town. It was midday, but not a soul was outside. 

			The only sounds that broke the eerie silence were the pitter-patter of mice scampering across the wooden floorboards and the rustling of dead leaves. 

			Oliver knocked on the door to someone’s house, but there was no response. All the shops were closed, except one, a potion shop named the “Twilight Hour.” 

			Specials from Dusk ‘til Dawn, read the writing on the window. 

			They entered the store and were greeted by a woman sitting at the counter, filing her nails. Jars of odd shapes and sizes were on display, containing bubbling liquids. 

			“Hello, my name is Cassandra. Welcome to the Twilight Hour. How may I be of assistance?” 

			A brown dog was curled up in the corner. The nameplate on his bowl said “Yakob.” 

			“We’re in need of some information,” Jasper said. 

			“Sure, you can have some, for the right price.” She smiled devilishly, looking at him with a glint in her eye. “Your souls will do.”

			Then she burst out laughing, seeing their puzzled expressions. “I’m only joking. What is it that you need?” 

			The dog’s ears perked up, and he stood, turning to face the group. The dog was more like a wolf, judging from its features and size. 

			“Do you know where all the townsfolk are?”

			“A common question from passersby. You see, the people in this town have a rare condition. They cannot come out during the day due to their skin’s reaction to sunlight.” 

			“…Are they revenants?” 

			“Oh, no. Revenants are creatures of the night, with sharp fangs and gray skin. These folks are very much of the human variety, albeit their skin is a bit pale from said lack of sun exposure.”

			“What about you?” 

			“Me? I am fairly tolerant of the sun. My condition is not quite so bad.” Her skin was pale, but not extremely so. She had long copper hair and matching brown eyes. “If you stick around till dusk, you can meet some people. They are quite friendly.”

			Azazel cleared his throat, grabbing a tea kettle and some cups from the shelf. “Yes, we will be sure to become acquainted.” 

			He placed the items on the table and asked Cassandra for the charge. 

			Then he turned toward the Named. “Sorry, but I woke up without any change. Would you mind covering me just this once? Thank you.”

			Oliver nodded, walking up and paying the cost. They did owe him for saving their lives back in the valley. Cassandra smiled at him. The dog wagged his tail. 

			“Do you recommend any taverns?” 

			“Yes, the one right down the street is quite nice. It opens in four hours.” 

			As they were leaving, Cassandra said one more thing. “Do not stay outside too long into the night, you hear? The revenants might be on the prowl.” She gave them a courteous wave as if the warning had not been anything out of the ordinary. 

			Saria did not speak until after they were outside. “All right, so, strange town. The people only come out at night, and the only store that’s open is run by an eccentric pale woman. I’m not entirely comfortable, I must say.” 

			“Something seems off, even if these people may not be revenants.” Matheus inspected the area, trying to see if anything was out of place. 

			“I’m not sure, honestly. This is all new to me.” Jasper shrugged. “I guess we’ll wait.”

			“When does our training start?” Oliver glanced at Azazel.

			“You’ll know when it happens.” Azazel said no more, tossing the bag with the newly acquired kettle and cups over his shoulder. 

			Aleza had stayed quiet this entire time—unusual for her. 

			“What’s the plan? Walk around for four hours?” Kyrin asked. “Is there even anything to do around here since all the shops are closed?”

			“There’s probably somewhere we can sit and talk,” Saria said.

			“Sure, let’s take a quick break from all this walking we’ve done and get some friendly discussion about what to do next.” Jasper stopped by a set of signs, one of which pointed to a central square. “Let’s head to the square.” 

			The square was an area with a large stage in the center, probably used for plays or shows. Seating was arranged in rows for viewing. Jasper and the others sat in the back, coming up with plans for their upcoming journey to the dead forest.


		

	
		
			2.23 – Spare Us Your Fury

			[image: ]

			The town square was packed now that dusk had fallen. Stews simmered on low flames. Rectangular tables long enough to seat twenty people were full of scrumptious breads, meats, vegetables, and fruits. 

			“Yes, we like to have community dinners every once in a while,” said Cassandra. 

			“Always something to look forward to,” said another woman, pouring herself a drink from a bowl.

			“What’s that?” asked Jasper. 

			“It’s a mixed drink—fruit juice, spices.” 

			“I do love juice.” He strolled over, filled up a cup, and took a sip. “Interesting flavor. Kind of salty.” 

			Kyrin walked up next to him and said in a whisper, “I don’t trust any of these people, or Azazel, for that matter.”

			Jasper smiled, drinking from his glass. “I think Azazel is trustworthy, but I don’t know about the townsfolk just yet. Stay calm until my signal.” 

			Kyrin nodded subtly, going back to his seat across from Aleza. Adelram sat on her shoulder, eating whatever she fed him. 

			***

			Saria picked up another apple to slice it. The fruit platters needed a refill. 

			“Ach.” Saria shook her hand. “Cut myself.” 

			Fresh blood dripped from her finger. 

			Suddenly, the townsfolk all turned their heads toward her. 

			“Better get that patched up,” a man said, giving her a toothy grin.

			“Yes, you’re right,” Jasper said, noticing a subtle, yet noticeable, shift in the townsfolks’ countenance. He grabbed Saria and pulled her behind a building. 

			“What’s your problem?”

			“You were too distracted by your finger to notice, but…” Jasper looked every which way to make sure they were not followed. “I think this whole place is full of revenants.” 

			Saria took a moment to think. “Now that you mention it, the signs seem to add up. They don’t come out during the day due to their health conditions, and they’re fond of a drink that resembles blood.”

			“Their ‘condition’ is revenancy.” 

			“What do we do?” 

			“Congratulations on passing the first part of the test,” Azazel said from behind them. “These are indeed revenants. The second step will be to decide how to proceed.”

			“We need to gather information before making a decision.”

			Azazel smiled. “Good thinking. Never decide a course of action without being fully informed.”

			Jasper reviewed the events. Yes, the drink that he had tried earlier definitely had blood in it, thinking about the salty, metallic tinge. 

			Thing is, whose blood was it? There was a possibility that it could be animal blood as well. 

			If it was human blood, where did they get it from? Did they lure victims to the town and harvest their blood? Were these particular revenants dangerous? They did not seem especially aggressive and did not associate themselves with the other, more feral types. 

			“Azazel, can revenants survive without consuming human blood?”

			“Yes, they can subsist on animal blood or go without drinking for a period of time before they feel an extreme thirst.”

			“What makes these revenants look more human? Anything specific?”

			“Well, there are two possibilities. They will possess their human forms more easily if they do not drink human blood. The more they partake in that act, the less human they will look. The alternative way to maintain human form is if the revenant is more powerful than average, so regardless of their habits, they will appear the same.” 

			“So, the options are ultra-powerful revenants or harmless ones.” 

			“Do you take the chance and snuff out this coven, or let them continue on with their way of life?”

			“Aren’t you a revenant hunter? You would want to destroy them, yes?” 

			“This decision is up to you and your group. My personal feelings do not factor in.” 

			“They seem friendly enough, but it could be a ruse to make us lower our guard,” Saria said. “Should we just shoot them?” 

			“Why is that always the first thing you suggest?” Jasper shook his head. “No, I’m going to talk to Cassandra and see if we can learn more.” 

			He walked up to Cassandra and tapped her on the shoulder. 

			“We need to talk,” he whispered in her ear. “It’s urgent. The safety of this town depends on it.”

			She turned, looking uneasy, but agreed and started walking with him. 

			When they were out of earshot of the crowd, Jasper spoke. “I’m going to need you to be completely honest. Azazel is a famed revenant hunter, and he will not think twice to cut down this entire town if he thinks you’re lying.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We know you are revenants. The question is, where do you obtain your blood?”

			“Please do not call us revenants. While we may drink blood, we will not debase ourselves and drink the blood of humans. Those revenants you speak of, dwell in the dead forest and other dark, desolate places. You will not find them residing in cities or any similar areas.” 

			“Sorry for the bluntness, but I needed to confirm. You never drink human blood?”

			“Never. Some of us that live here may have done so long ago but have been converted since. We try to show vampires the path to peaceful lives.”

			“Do you have any connection to the ones living in the forest?”

			“Yes, somewhat. We can hear them occasionally. They speak of their king arriving soon. Of that, I cannot offer much information, only that it will occur during the full moon when the moonstone descends from the astral plane.” 

			“We plan to go there in the next few days and prevent the king from being crowned.” 

			“You do not bear any ill will toward this town?”

			“Now that you’ve confirmed the facts, you have nothing to fear.”

			“Will you destroy the others? In the forest? They still have a chance to be redeemed.” Cassandra looked concerned.

			“Our objective is to retrieve or destroy the moonstone, so we will only attack any revenants that are hostile.” 

			“Thank you. It means a lot to me that you are willing to show mercy.” 

			“I’d rather avoid killing if possible. Diplomacy is the best weapon, but not all are receptive.” 

			Cassandra smiled, easing up a bit. “I am pleased that you understand our side. We merely want to live peacefully and provide hospitality when we can.”

			“I apologize for my approach, but I needed to ensure you were not dangerous.”

			“It is fine. I have dealt with much more aggressive men in my lifetime, and ones far less concerned for the wellbeing of others.” 

			“When were you turned?”

			“I do not remember much of how I got to that point, but I was lying on the cold ground, the rain soaking my dress, while I was losing consciousness. There was a knife stuck in the small of my back, and I remember not being able to muster the strength to pull it out.” She gazed at the ground, her eyes reflecting her sadness. “Then, when I thought it was all going to end, a man appeared before me. He asked me if I wanted to continue living, and I said yes, anything to see my lover again.”

			***

			“If that is your wish, then I will provide you your second chance,” the man said. 

			Cassandra felt the fangs sinking into her neck. Gasping, she could not move as the last ounce of strength drained from her body. 

			Then it all went black. 

			She awoke. Her eyes darted about, and she realized she was in an alley. The knife was on the ground next to her. She ran her fingers over her lower back. No wound. Her dress was still bloodied from earlier. 

			A second chance, just as the man had promised. 

			Home. She had to return home. 

			Quickly, she rushed down the streets, hoping to see her one and only Edwin. 

			He was sitting in his favorite chair, reading some manuscript. 

			Edwin looked up at her with disdain. “I did not expect you to return.” 

			Her heart sank like a stone. “Darling, what’s wrong?”

			“You always find some way to inconvenience me, don’t you?” He sighed. “You should be dead.” Edwin stood, walking over to the kitchen and cutting into a loaf of bread.

			“Why? Is that what you wanted?”

			“Yes, considering I am the one who tried to put you out of your misery.” 

			The man she loved with all her heart, and trusted so deeply, had been the one to betray her.

			Tears welled up in her eyes. “How could you?”

			“Because I no longer want you. I have fallen in love with someone else, and I knew that you would not take kindly to that.” 

			“I want you to be happy, and if that is with someone that is not me, then I will accept that. You should have told me. You did not need to resort to trying to kill me.”

			“Well, I was mistaken it seems.” Edwin moved closer to her, a slice of bread in one hand. “I am sorry.” His eyes showed sympathy but hid another emotion beneath.

			Her senses were enhanced now, and she could process him taking the hand from behind his back to reveal the knife he held in slow motion. 

			She would not allow him to fool her twice.

			Before he could thrust at her, she stepped out of the way with preternatural instinct, wrapping her arms around him to subdue him.

			Rage overtook her, and she bit into his neck, the blood flowing into her fangs.

			It quenched her thirst like no other drink ever had. It was sweeter than honey. She could not stop, and soon, she had emptied him completely, leaving only his limp corpse. 

			Seeing his body on the ground, she snapped out of her passionate fever. The rage turned to grief. She would never have dreamed of hurting him, not when she had been alive. This thing that she was now, it wasn’t her. No, the real Cassandra would not do something so despicable. That was the first time she had drank a human’s blood, and the last. Since then, she had decided never to commit that atrocious crime, and to convince others of the same. Her kind could survive without resorting to violence—there was a solution to any problem if one looked hard enough. 

			***

			Cassandra averted her gaze. “I have never told anyone about my past before. I am not sure why I spilled the details to you.”

			Jasper placed a hand on her shoulder. “You shouldn’t be afraid to share your story. Everyone deserves to be heard.”

			“It has been over two hundred years, but I still regret what happened on that day.” 

			“It’s not your fault. If anything, he was the one in the wrong. You shouldn’t feel guilty for acting in self-defense.” 

			“I suppose you are right. Thank you, Jasper.” 

			He nodded, walking with her back to the table. 

			When they returned, he noticed that Kyrin was fidgeting with his armor. He may have figured out the situation as well, realizing what the townsfolk really were. 

			In any case, the others needed to be informed before someone started a fight. 

			Oliver was engrossed in a conversation with Aleza, and Saria was devouring her meal. Matheus had fallen asleep at the table, next to his half-finished blueberry pie. 

			Jasper flicked his eyes at Kyrin, signaling him to walk over. 

			“Is it what I think it is?” Kyrin asked.

			“Yes, if what you’re thinking is that this town is full of bloodsuckers.”

			“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. The plan is a go, then?”

			“Don’t pull out your swords just yet. These revenants aren’t dangerous. They don’t drink human blood.”

			“Now that’s weird. I haven’t heard of that before.”

			“I know, and that’s probably why they can blend in better.”

			“Ah, I guess we won’t kill them all.” Kyrin straightened his shoulders, taking a hand off the hilt. 

			“Now we just need to inform the others, and we should be well on our way to a decent relationship with these folks.”

			“Understood. I’ll tell Saria, Oliver, and Aleza, and you tell Matheus,” said Kyrin, heading to the table. He leaned against Saria’s chair, reporting the information in a quiet voice. 

			Matheus was still asleep on the opposite end of the table. Jasper pulled up a chair next to him and gently shook him to wake him and then explained the situation.

			***

			Azazel watched from a distance, a satisfied look on his face, while he prepared his vervain-infused tea with the kettle they had acquired earlier. 

			These townspeople were quite the cordial bunch, much different from what he had seen of other covens. He might need to revisit his stance on revenants because there could be others like these out there.

			Once again, he was surprised by the shades of gray that existed in the world. Something Isabel had always encouraged him to see. 


		

	
		
			2.24 – Stories in the Dark
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			“There are beings out there, demons, that will offer you power beyond imagination, but at a cost. These are not to be fooled with, and only those without any other alternative would even dare to pursue such a path. The first to make this pact with a powerful demon lord was Vlad III, known as the Impaler to his enemies.” Cassandra gazed around at the Named, looking at each one as she told the story. “And the price he paid? His very soul, condemned for eternity.”

			She paused to gauge their reactions. Matheus was listening intently, as was Jasper. Saria served herself another portion of meat. Azazel had gone to bed soon after dinner, but she wondered what his reaction would have been in response to all these tales. “So, Dracula, as we call him, went on to create his own army, converting more to his side, turning them into revenants like him—each having enhanced abilities, but a near insatiable thirst for blood.”

			“Interesting, truly.” Matheus ate a small piece of his pie. “So, do you eat? Or is blood good enough?”

			“We only need blood to survive, but we still eat meals once in a while for enjoyment, though it does not provide noticeable benefit.” 

			“I see. I see.” 

			“And have the revenants in the dead forest ever bothered you?” Oliver asked. 

			“No. Those feral revenants do not attack their own kind because our blood is not nutritious. Our only threat is those who seek to hunt vampires because they kill without mercy, with no regard for our ideals.”

			Kyrin, who had been carving his name into the wood table, chimed in. “Can’t blame them, though. Humans are afraid of what’s different, and that won’t change.”

			“Kitty Kat definitely wouldn’t hesitate in killing any one of you, even after you told him your stories,” Saria said.

			“Well. Yes.” He paused. “And call me that one more time and I’m never talking to you again.”

			“That would be so relaxing.” 

			“All right.” Kyrin shrugged slightly, going back to his carving.

			***

			“Aleza, I have something to give you.” Oliver gestured for her to follow him. 

			“Lemme guess. Is it a puppy?” Aleza asked, following him to an unoccupied table.

			“…No,” Oliver said, sitting down and placing his pack on the seat next to him.

			“Ooh, if it’s in your pack, then it’s probably a lizard.”

			“A lizard? Really? What I’m going to give you isn’t a living animal.”

			“Aw, but that would’ve been more fun.” 

			“Right. Well, remember I said I was going to surprise you?”

			“Yeah. I’m surprised it’s not a cute little lizard.”	

			Oliver reached into one of the compartments, taking out a stack of wrapped biscuits.

			“No way!” Her eyes lit up at the sight. 

			“Mm-hm. Marjorie’s. Since I figured we’d run out of those quickly, I asked her to make an extra batch for me before we left.” 

			“Are you bribing me with biscuits? ‘Cause it’s not going to work.” Aleza returned to a serious face. 

			“But they’re your favorite kind. Just smell them for a moment.”

			Her composure broke immediately.

			“Since I am such a benevolent and merciful person, I will accept your offering. Let it be known that I, the great sorceress Arlette Lèane Eremberge Zella d’Arques, will allow you to atone for your transgressions.”

			“Thank you for granting me such an honor, your grace.” 

			***

			“I had been in that group for a couple of months, so I thought my cover was fairly secure. But I made a silly mistake. I thought, well, since I know everyone’s sleeping patterns by now, I can make my way to the captain’s quarters and attempt a capture.” Matheus pet Yakob as he spoke. “That’s where I was wrong. The moment I entered, his dog, which I didn’t know he had, started barking at me. It was a very small dog, one of those with a yelp rather than a bark, but it was still loud enough to wake the captain. So, I’m caught red-handed, literally. I was holding a bottle of knockout juice, which I spilled all over my other hand, coating it in red, the moment the dog barked.” 

			“What did you do?” asked Cassandra.

			“He reached for his cutlass, and I reached for my sword.”

			“And?”

			“I had the faster draw. Slashed him right down the middle.”

			“Didn’t you want to capture him?”

			“Yes, but the bounty said dead or alive, so I had to choose dead, sacrificing a percentage of the earnings for doing that, of course. But it was the only way to escape the ship quickly.”

			“The ship was on open water—how did you escape?”

			“The barking woke the rest of the crew up, so I ended up in a brawl with all of them. About fifteen of them. Apparently knockout juice works just as well if it’s on your fist and it contacts their face. So, I tied them all to the mast and commandeered the ship back to the outpost. The extra reward for capturing the crew alive ended up giving me quite the hefty sum.”

			“Did you get into fights frequently?” Jasper asked.

			“The Deathless One ensured I got into fights every so often, if only to absorb some of my combatants’ life forces.” 

			“This spirit, he sounds like a demon to me, the likes of the one that gave power to Dracula,” Cassandra said, her face filled with curiosity. 

			“Their methods seem fairly similar,” Matheus noted. “But the Deathless One used to be a dragon—before he was defeated by his kin. Not quite the same as a demon.”

			“Ah, yes. I suppose those are somewhat different. I have never seen a dragon before.”

			“I hadn’t either, until I visited the Spire. Before that, I only had the memories of the spirit to go on.” 

			“Do you feel like you are two people? The one you used to be, and the one you are now?” 

			“Sometimes. I have been getting better at coming to terms with it, though. My dear friend, Marjorie, gave me perspective on dealing with those issues.”

			“Good. Perhaps you could teach me that perspective as well. I would like to forgive myself and stop regretting my actions from so many lifetimes ago.”

			“It will be one of the hardest things you will have to do, but it will make you feel so much better in the end. That much I know.” Matheus smiled. “Know that the past is in the past, and nothing can be done about it. The good and the bad, accept both, but look forward. Begin a new chapter, as my friend would say. Start again, this time with a blank slate.”

			“A blank slate. I like the idea of that. Thank you.”

			“Of course.” He nodded. “Do you have any more stories you can share with us, about the past?” 

			“No. I have begun a blank slate, like you requested.” 

			“Oh. Never mind then.” He laughed quietly. “You’re following my advice a little too well.”

			“Should I not? Was I supposed to follow it only partially?”

			“No, no. You’re fine. I promise.”

			Jasper and Kyrin looked at each other in disbelief. 

			Oliver stood, looking at the position of the moon in the sky. “It’s getting late. If we go now, we can still get a little rest before dawn.” 

			“Yes, Oliver, you’re right,” Matheus said. “Cassandra, it has been nice talking to you.”

			“I have enjoyed our conversations tonight. Thank you all for staying up to provide me with some company. I have not had so much fun in years.” 

			Saria had fallen asleep quite some time ago, drool pooling by her face. Kyrin tapped her lightly so that she could walk to the inn with the rest of the group.

			***

			The wolves howled again, their cries echoing off the distant mountains. The full moon hung high in the star-speckled sky, the light illuminating the blood-spattered grass in the field. 

			Azazel groaned, hefting the sheep’s corpse onto his shoulders. The wolves had managed to tear away a few chunks before he had arrived. Poor girl, though, she had no chance against the blood-starved beasts. The night hours were dangerous this time of year, with the wolves’ near-constant attacks on the livestock. 

			Blood trailed down his shoulder as he walked toward the gravesite he had dug for her. Mary was her name, only two years old. A good animal, well behaved, and never made too much of a mess.

			He wished he had been there earlier, but nobody was perfect. He let out a long sigh, placing the body into the grave. Azazel said a few words, a eulogy of sorts to commemorate her brief time on this earth. He began filling up the hole, his shovel thunking into the pile of dirt.

			When the job was finished, he headed back toward his homestead. 

			***

			The memories of his civilian life had come back. He had almost settled down as a farmer, and his wife was to give birth in a couple of months. But he had been called on one last mission. One, in hindsight, he should not have accepted, because it kept him from seeing his wife or child ever again. Choosing duty over family: the mistake he regretted the most. 

			However, no choice in life came easy because he was the only one who could’ve stopped the revenant threat. 

			The lives of the many mattered over his own, a fact that would never change.


		

	
		
			2.25 – Eternal Night
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			“I see why they call it the dead forest,” Oliver said, eyeing the leafless, petrified trees surrounding them. 

			An owl hooted in the distance. The full moon loomed in the sky, an ominous presence. 

			Soon, the stench of rotting flesh assailed their nostrils, growing stronger as they trudged deeper into the forest. Oliver pulled off the path momentarily to relieve his stomach of the hearty meal he had eaten earlier. The others were not in much better shape, looking equally uncomfortable. Azazel seemed unaffected, walking onward with an impassive expression on his face. 

			Jasper was the first to spot a castle in the distance—or what remained of one. The towers lay crumbled, the statues that guarded the entrance lacked limbs and heads, and the ramparts were hardly intact. A skeleton that remained from ancient times, perhaps before the forest had earned its nickname. 

			Azazel extended his arm. “Wait here.” 

			He walked toward the collapsed drawbridge, on which moss had sedimented over the years. 

			A pair of glowing red eyes stared at him from the empty moat. It was joined by other sets, cropping up around the sections of the castle. 

			Soon, dozens of revenants crawled out like termites from woodwork. They collectively gazed upon the group. 

			They hissed, baring their saber-like fangs. 

			Their gray bodies and pointed ears made them look like the gargoyles that sat atop the cathedral in Lucinus. 

			The revenants pounced on Azazel, leaving no room for escape. 

			They stopped quickly, looking around in confusion. He was now standing on a pillar, his saber drawn. His blond hair looked like it had been swept by a strong breeze. 

			He reappeared in the middle of the horde, lopping off the heads of six revenants in one motion. They spread their wings, taking flight and trying to attack him from all directions. Each time they almost made contact with a claw or fang, he would move ever so slightly, and they would miss. 

			Azazel was a blur as he spun and slashed, a whirlwind of blades. The revenants were defeated in moments, dropping like flies. 

			The Named stopped in their tracks, unable to reach him before the vampires fell. 

			Saria had her bow out, ready to engage, but even she was not fast enough. 

			“Oh,” was the only thing that Aleza could say. 

			Azazel had a fervor in his eyes that they had not witnessed before. 

			“We must hurry to the ritual site before they complete it.”

			Jasper nodded, following behind him. 

			“This guy seems dangerous. We don’t want to get on his bad side,” Kyrin whispered to Saria. He glanced at the pile of bodies before joining Jasper. 

			Oliver did not say much, holding the rear of the line as always. Aleza dropped back to talk to him. 

			“Are you all right, Oliver? You look a little pale.”

			“You could say I’m feeling nervous. I feel a bit better having Azazel around, but still, I can’t shake the idea that the Moonlit King could be stronger than we expect.”

			“That’s why we’re a team. There’s nothing we can’t beat if we work together. Everyone has their own strengths and weaknesses, but, as a whole, we’re strong enough to overcome anything.”

			“How do you do it? Remain positive all the time?”

			“That’s easy, dear friend. Don’t focus on the negatives. I always chase the silver linings. Like right now. We might be in for a rough fight, but we’re all here, and everyone’s alive and well.”

			“You’re right. It could be worse.”

			“Exactly, Sir Oliver. The storm clouds always pass. Enjoy the sunny days and the rainy ones too. There’s a charm to both.” 

			Oliver smiled. “You know, you’re a wonderful person.”

			Aleza winked. “I know. You are too.” 

			Kyrin groaned. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing most of that. I wish I hadn’t.” 

			“I sense a powerful revenant ahead. The leader, perhaps.” Azazel slowed down the pace, motioning for the group to stay quiet. 

			They crept up to the clearing, hiding behind the trees and peeking around. 

			An altar had been arranged in the center. A woman was atop a granite table, with her arms hanging over the edge. Blood ran down from her slit wrists, flowing through grooves in the side.

			“The ritual is almost complete,” Azazel said, his voice hushed. 

			He ran forward, picking the woman up off the table. He ripped off pieces of cloth from his sleeves and tied them around her wrists to stanch the bleeding. 

			Azazel noticed something farther into the clearing. Another altar. 

			The woman stirred, awakening from her slumber. 

			Then she slumped in his arms and he looked down.

			An arrow stuck out the side of her head. 

			In his momentary distraction, he had not noticed her sudden pallor and extended fangs. 

			Saria lowered her bow. “Don’t let down your guard next time.” 

			The second altar glowed, a low whine coming from it. 

			“This was a distraction.” Azazel began to stand. 

			A pillar of light shot out from the altar, splitting open the night sky. 

			From the tear descended a milky crystal that contained a magnificent glow. 

			Before it could lower all the way to the ground, a shadow flew past, grabbing it. 

			The figure landed. 

			Curled horns on the side of his head signified revenancy. Dangling earrings framed his surprisingly human face. 	

			The moonstone attached itself to a slot in his golden necklace. 

			“Welcome, visitors. My name is Samyaza.” His eyes flashed briefly. “Come, join me.” 

			The Named clutched at their heads, feeling his thoughts creep into their minds. 

			Join me. 

			Azazel turned toward them, not falling under the control of the revenant. The others had started losing their grips on their weapons. Vervain slowed down the effects, but a dam could only hold back a flood for so long. 

			He sighed. This is what I get for bringing inexperienced young ones. “His influence is too strong. You are resisting temporarily due to the vervain tea, but it will not last long. Leave this forest. I can handle this. Trust me.”

			They needed to leave the area immediately, or they would be possessed. 

			Jasper was the first to be receptive to his request. He shook his head, trying to return to his senses. “Are you sure you can do this?”

			“Yes, I have handled worse. Go home, continue with your lives. You will not need to worry about revenants any longer.”

			Azazel stepped back. Shamshir, the silver-tipped saber of a thousand names, appeared in his hand, sparks flying. 

			***

			Samyaza lunged forward, trying to head toward the Named, but Azazel knocked him back with a swift kick to the chest, buying time for their retreat. 

			“Ah, it seems you wish to save the children. Once I bring you into my court, I will take them next.” Samyaza let out a curt laugh, wings unfurling. 

			Azazel’s form shimmered, and he appeared behind his opponent, thrusting his blade forward.

			Samyaza turned with superhuman reflexes, grabbing the saber with his hand. His flesh sizzled upon contact, and he reeled back, taking to the skies. He raised his palm above his head, his skin healing in the light of the moon. His clothing morphed into pale white armor with embossed wings on the chest plate. “Ascalon, I summon thee.” 

			Damn, he’s out of reach. Azazel stood ready, seeing a spear extend from the revenant’s gauntlet. 

			Samyaza took the spear in his left hand and drew his arm back. He launched it at tremendous speed. Azazel had already vanished before the spear could strike him, reappearing several feet away, but instead of embedding itself in the dirt, the spear turned in mid-air, chasing after him. 

			He danced backward, parrying the spear as it whipped back and forth. Now that he saw it up close, he could tell the weapon was something he had seen in the past. The red cloth with the golden serpent on it brought back vague memories, but ones he could not focus on while maintaining his defense against the onslaught. 

			Then the spear froze, straightening out and traveling back to its owner. A slight window to take advantage of. Azazel approximated the distance, phasing out of this plane, and landed on the tip of the spear as it soared through the air. He jumped, the momentum throwing him forward, and materialized behind Samyaza. The weapon had gotten a taste of Azazel’s presence and, trying to hone in on him, the weapon impaled its own master, who was in the way. 

			Azazel was not able to grab Samyaza before he fell. He hurtled hundreds of feet to the ground below. 

			On the way down, a familiar tingling feeling ran down his back, which he had experienced long ago. 

			He stopped a couple of inches above the ground, hovering, thanks to the four gray wings that he had acquired moments before. When he glanced up, Samyaza had already pulled the bloodied spear from his stomach, enclosing a fist around the moonstone. The gaping wound sealed, and the Moonlit King grew, engorging on the moonlight like it was Soma. Soon, he towered over the clearing.  

			The monstrous abomination roared, causing the trees to sway as if they might topple. 

			***

			“This is far enough,” Jasper said, stopping to catch his breath, no longer feeling the touch of the Moonlit King on his mind. Several dead revenants were across from him, turning to ash.

			“Somebody else has been here. Or is still here. Be careful.”   

			They looked back at the clearing and saw Azazel, floating in the sky, four wings extending from his back. He was tiny compared to the immense revenant that he faced.

			The king slammed his fist into the ground, uprooting the trees and causing the ground to ripple like it was water. 

			“Saria, I have a plan.” Jasper pointed to her belt. 

			***

			Azazel dodged the slow attack and landed on top of Samyaza’s fist, running up his arm with unparalleled agility. 

			The revenant tried to grab him with his other hand, reaching for his shoulder. Dozens of electrified arrows slammed into the Moonlit King’s palm. 

			Azazel jumped, took flight, and swooped down behind him, slicing at the nape of his neck. 

			The massive chain split from his strike, causing the moonstone to separate. 

			It hovered high above the trees, now reverted to its regular size, shining as bright as the morning star. The revenant shrunk like the air was being sucked out of him, soon disappearing from view.

			***

			“I was aiming for his head, but that works,” Saria said, changing her bow back to dagger form and clipping it back on her belt.  

			“What is Azazel? He had wings,” Matheus asked. 

			“That, I don’t know.” Jasper looked in the direction of where the fight had taken place. “We should go back.” 

			Kyrin hesitated. “I didn’t like that thing being in my head.”

			“Zazey might still need our help, and I’m sure the king can’t control us without that stone,” Aleza said. 

			Oliver nodded. 

			When they returned to the area, the only evidence of the battle was the headless carcass of the Moonlit King and the fallen trees. 

			Azazel was nowhere to be seen. 

			What remained—a muted whisper, one they could barely perceive. 


		

	
		
			2.26 – Remnants

			[image: ]

			Cassandra closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. The visual started becoming clearer—the petrified trees, sentinels in the murky darkness, the first sign of where she needed to be. She tried to catch some of the thoughts of the revenants that lurked within the bowels of the dead forest. 

			There—a crowd of undead gathered by the edge of the woods. They glanced at the exit but did not make a move toward it. One of them looked her way, sensing her mind’s presence.

			We are trapped here, young one. We cannot leave—not until our skin turns to dust and the earth consumes our bones. The vampire’s mournful eyes glowed like the embers of a dying fire, wiry strands of hair falling across its sullen face. 

			Then she felt another set of thoughts, wiser, more powerful. The force encroached on her mind’s defenses, stripping them away with such ease that she could not back away.

			It was saying something. A message, nay, a proclamation. 

			She repeated the words out loud, her mouth moving on its own—“I am the moonlit king.”

			“What?” asked Jasper—he was close, yet felt so distant. 

			“I am the moonlit king,” she said.  Her breath caught in her lungs and her vision blurred. She collapsed a few moments later. 

			***

			“Everyone outside of the dead forest should be safe. All the revenants are confined there against their will.” Cassandra nodded, rubbing her temples as if to get rid of a lingering headache. 

			“Seems the problem has been solved for us. Our original goal was to stop the plague from spreading, so let’s find some leads.” Jasper was glad that they had some time to figure out what was going on without having to worry about unexpected revenant attacks. “Do you know where the problem is the worst?”

			“The southern forest is said to be extremely dangerous. I would suggest going to Greymark when you can. It has been the hub for anything related to the illness, and there are rumors going around that the city’s priests are trying to find a cure.”

			“Noted.” Jasper shook her hand. “Looks like we’re headed to Greymark.” 

			END
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