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      It came on slowly, creeping across the valley’s horizon until it took over the land and stretched as far as the eye could see. Like a roiling, dark blanket hung from the heavens, the clouds promised to bring rain. Life. Respite from the summer heat. The people of Eldryss rejoiced; this storm would bring good things.

      Eldryss was a quiet town, barely large enough to be called anything more than a village. Its people were simple, their lives were slow, and familiarity marked every interaction they had with one another. Their days were predictable, and when bad things happened, like poor crops, bad weather, or disease, they banded together the way a close community does—uplifting the broken piece so that the whole would not fall.

      Outsiders were few and far between but always welcome. Far removed from the main road that ran from Hapool in the south to Isonwood in the north, Eldryss was an intentional destination rather than a stop along the way.

      Life was predictable in Eldryss. It was safe.

      When the clouds arrived among them, they shaded the earth and blotted out the sun. The peak of midday looked like dusk, and the black of night was darker than the longest night of winter. They expected rain—the worst storm of their lives, judging by the appearance of the sky—but the rain never came. The clouds loomed overhead, no longer moving. They were stationary beasts of the sky, imposing their existence on the people of Eldryss like the eldritch horrors of lore.

      For the first time in a very long time, life in Eldryss was unpredictable. But it was safe.

      Until the first man fell.

      It happened in the tavern where Eldryss gathered to share its victories and woes. Where people told stories and laughed, lived, and drank until life in Eldryss didn’t seem so small and slow.

      The tavern was called Torrun’s, after the family who owned it, and it had existed for nearly as long as the town itself had—passed down through the generations of the Torrun family. That tavern, Eldryss, and the rolling green hills of the valley were all Ilde Torrun had ever known. Her life was built on the ale that flowed through that tavern, and at fifteen, she wanted nothing more than to leave it all behind.

      When the man fell, he fell in front of Ilde, knocking the tray of drinks she carried out of her hands and soaking the front of her dress and apron with sour-smelling beer. By the time she realized what had happened, the man was screaming. It was a blood-curdling kind of scream, one that caught in the man’s throat and choked him, coming out as some guttural, feral, pain-filled noise. It was the kind of scream that Ilde would hear in her nightmares for the rest of her life.

      She cried out for her Papa and watched in horror as the man began to rot, the color of his golden-tanned skin ebbing away to a sick and lifeless gray before his extremities began to blacken like he had been scorched. Ilde lunged to her knees and reached out to clutch the man, but her fingers found no purchase. Instead, they slipped through his body like they were passing through ash; what had once been his arm stuck to Ilde’s sticky, beer-soaked skin, coating her hands and arms in a fine layer of grit. She jolted away and felt bile rise in her throat as she smelled the rot that covered her.

      Life was unpredictable in Eldryss. It was dangerous.

      They began melting away like snow after that, slowly at first but growing faster every day. Each one the same as the first: screaming, rotting, and flaking away to dust… to nothing. Not just men but women and children, too.

      Eldryss started praying. Most of them worshipped Iyer—the god of peace and growth—but as their friends and loved ones withered to ash, they began to scream at any god who would listen. They made altars and offered up every penny they owned, burned every candle, and wasted all the food they had stored away. Some tried to leave and find help, but they crumbled the second they left the town’s limits and drifted away on the wind.

      Ilde prayed with them all. Prayed hard and then screamed toward the sky. When her parents withered, she prayed with the neighbors. When her neighbors withered, she prayed with those who sought comfort in the tavern. When they withered, she prayed with strangers—people she had seen in passing and barely knew. She never learned their names, never asked who they were or what they did. They screamed together, and cried together, and begged.

      When only a handful of people remained, Ilde finally gave in to her exhaustion after spending several days awake and praying.

      When she woke, she was the only one left.

      Ilde lay in the ashes of her people for hours, waiting for death to claim her as it had everyone else. By the time night fell again, she was empty—nothing but a shell of her former self, having given everything she could have possibly given to the gods who hadn’t intervened.

      By morning, the clouds dispersed, and the sun shone on the wasteland that was Eldryss once more. Ilde was filled with rage at having been scorned by an entire pantheon of gods. She hurled curses at the sky until her voice was little more than a whisper. She sat in the ashes of her neighbors afterward and felt the exhaustion and trauma of the days before. Emotion roiled inside her, but no tears came—she had expended them all while praying to the gods. She felt empty.

      Where would she go now? It seemed a sick joke that only months ago she had begun to dream of a life outside the confines of Torrun Tavern and Eldryss. Now, she wanted nothing more than to stay, but she couldn’t live here alone and clean away the remnants of everyone she had ever known. She would never be able to scrub the darkness of those clouds from her mind, either.

      Ilde wandered the streets of Eldryss in a daze, too uncomfortable to stay in one place but still unwilling to leave. She lingered in doorways and dragged her feet through the dust. She reached the stables, though, and stopped. There were a few horses left behind, absentmindedly chewing at the hay left by their caretaker. She knew the man—a trader of goods who often traveled and brought back wares from the closest cities. He was long gone, but the horses hadn’t gone without food or water. They were still strong. If she traveled by horseback, there was a chance she could reach the nearest city safely.

      Running on small hopes and intuition, she turned back the way she’d come and entered the homes left behind. One by one, she rummaged through each home. Room by room, she carefully inspected the places where she knew people liked to hide things—under beds, beneath loose floorboards, and tucked away in wardrobes where no one could see. By the time she had reached the end of the street, Ilde had plucked hundreds of gold coins from their hiding spots. She had felt tremendously guilty at first, but the guilt slowly ebbed to emptiness. She crossed to the next street and started the process again. Her thorough search ate up most of the sunlight, but after hours of searching, she had more money than she had ever dreamed of—the life savings of an entire town. She tried hard not to think of what it had cost them.

      Ilde slept in the stable that night, curled up in a dry patch of hay. When dawn broke, she did her best to saddle one of the horses herself and rode away from the lifeless streets of Eldryss.
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        * * *

      

      She reached the main road in an hour. The morning mist rolled in thick as the sun crept higher on the horizon. There was a sign at the crossroads that pointed in three directions: Hapool to the south, Isonwood to the north, and back toward Eldryss to the east. Ilde slowed her horse to a standstill at the intersection and waited, hoping that there would be a sign from the gods to tell her which direction to choose. Then she remembered how the gods had scorned her and everyone she knew, and she quickly shut them out of her mind.

      Ilde reached into the coin purse she had stolen from one of the townsfolk and took out a single gold coin—one side emblazoned with the likeness of King Amador the Uniter, the other side with a pair of grasping hands.

      “Uniter, I go to Hapool. Hands, I go to Isonwood,” she whispered aloud in hopes that the horse would hold her accountable.

      She flipped the coin with her thumb and watched it twist in the air. She had to lean to the right to catch it and nearly slipped out of the too-big saddle. The cold weight of the coin rested in her closed palm for a moment before she slapped it onto the back of her other hand and revealed her fate.

      The hands. A symbol of alliance and deals and agreement. A symbol of trust.

      She steered her horse to the north without faltering and left the crossroads behind.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde rode for days and made several bad decisions. Fear kept her in the saddle most nights. She knew stopping and camping alone wasn’t smart, so she rode on until her horse exhausted itself. When her horse could go on no further, she slipped off the road into the darkness of the hills and let it roam and eat and rest. She didn’t dare get off the back of the horse, though; she simply dozed in the saddle and did her best to keep the road within sight until morning.

      There were a handful of inns along the way, and she gladly slept in them all. Some of them were nicer and more expensive than others, but by the last leg of her journey, Ilde would have spent a dozen gold pieces to sleep in the stables; she was grateful just to be able to sleep somewhere safe—or at least somewhere safer than the open road. When she finally saw Isonwood on the horizon, she wept, all the worry and fear and pain she had bottled up during her journey leaching out. She rode through the night and reached the city’s walls a couple of hours before dawn. There was very little foot traffic at the gates this early in the morning, and she was allowed through after a cursory inspection by the guards.

      “Can you recommend an inn for me?” she asked, pulling her now-tattered cloak in closer to her face in an attempt to hide her age. The guard that had waved her through eyed her warily for a moment before pointing down the street.

      “This is the Loyal Road. If you head straight down it, you’ll reach the Goods District and the city market. On the other side of the market is the Tavern District. You’ll find plenty of safe inns there. Stay away from the inns near the East and North gates. They’re cheaper, but they’re full of rougher folk.”

      She thanked him and followed his directions, taking in the quiet city as she went. In the hours before the sun rose, the streets were mostly devoid of people; only fellow travelers or traders making their way to the market to prepare for a day of selling their wares, with the odd, stumbling drunk here or there. The city was massive. Its cobbled streets and tall stone buildings loomed both above and ahead, and Ilde began to feel smaller than she ever had before.

      By the time she reached the Tavern District, she felt the weight of her travels deep in her bones. She had been severely underprepared for her time spent on the road. She was starving and weak, having only eaten when she could find an inn. She hadn’t had any water since the last inn, either, because she hadn’t thought to bring something to carry water in. Not to mention, her erratic and unpredictable sleep schedule had left her exhausted.

      She physically didn’t have it in her to be picky, so she handed her horse off to a stable hand at the first inn she came across and went inside.

      The inn was called The Vestibule, and it was empty save for two seats—one man deep in thought and drink at the end of the bar and another older man passed out in the corner. There was a keep behind the bar whose eyes lit up when Ilde walked through the door, likely bored out of her mind having spent the majority of her shift with a quiet and empty tap room, but her look quickly turned to one of concern when she realized the state Ilde was in.

      “You look like you’re hoping for a meal,” the keep said. “Have a seat, I’ll bring you somethin’ warm.”

      Ilde sat at the bar gratefully and ate her food once it was placed before her. It was simple fare—a couple slices of roast pork and a mushy amalgamation of stewed vegetables, with a warm roll to sop up the juice with. The keep poured her a big tankard of water without asking and set it down in front of her with a gruff smile.

      “Do you have any rooms available?” Ilde asked, holding herself back from scarfing down the food in front of her.

      The keep eyed her suspiciously again before leaning over the bar.

      “You’re young. What are you? Fourteen?” she asked in a whisper low enough so the other bar patrons wouldn’t hear.

      “I’m eighteen,” Ilde lied, somewhat disgruntled by how close the keep had been to guessing the truth. Only one year off.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kick you out. Are you alone?”

      Ilde chewed her food slowly and contemplated whether or not she should lie again.

      “Y-yes,” she finally muttered. “Yes, I’m alone.”

      “That’s what I thought. I’m going to put you in the room right there,” she said, pointing to the first room at the top of the stairs that was visible from the bar. “If anyone tries to bother you, you scream, and I’ll come get you.”

      Ilde wanted to tell the keep that she had made it this far on her own, but the keep’s kindness made her chest hurt. She swallowed hard and pushed back the tears that sprang to her eyes. Maybe the keep could see what Ilde had been through, or perhaps she just didn’t want anything terrible on her conscience. Either way, it would be foolish of Ilde to deny the help.

      “Thank you,” Ilde murmured. “How much do I owe you for the room?”

      “Two silver per night.”

      Ilde subtly reached into her coin purse and handed the keep two gold pieces.

      “I’d like to pay for five nights upfront. You can keep the other one,” she said, glancing around to ensure the two men in the bar were still minding their business. The one man was still asleep, and the other didn’t seem to care about anything other than the drink in front of him.

      Despite her concern for Ilde, the keep quickly pocketed the gold with wide eyes. She passed Ilde the key to her room and went about her business behind the bar.

      After finishing her food, Ilde stumbled up the stairs and unlocked the door to her room. It was plain and unassuming, with a bed in the corner and a small desk against the western wall. A decent-sized window next to the bed let in what little moonlight was left in the sky. Ilde shed her cloak and road-tattered clothes before crawling into the small bed. The last thing she saw before she closed her eyes was the sun as it began to color the sky at dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde had no idea how long she had slept, but the sun was high in the sky when she opened her eyes again. It could have been hours, or it could have been days. Regardless, no one had disturbed her, and she had slept like the dead. She wondered if the keep—whose name she had never learned—had shooed anyone away on her behalf.

      There was no washbasin in her room, so Ilde dressed herself in the only clothes she had and wandered downstairs. The Vestibule was much busier at this time of day, but with a bit of finesse, Ilde was able to push her way up to the bar and flag down the barkeep. The woman from the night before was gone, but her replacement was equally kind. He addressed her immediately and pointed her in the direction of the closest bathhouse.

      If Isonwood’s towering buildings had been intimidating on their own, the city was even more intimidating by day when it was chaotic with bustling crowds of city folk. Where the roads had been quiet and calm when she arrived, now they bordered on hazardous as people jostled each other around and traveled from one place to the next. Ilde entered the throng and was immediately swept up in the flow of foot traffic, struggling to find and keep her footing as she made her way toward the Goods District she had passed on her way in.

      Keeping her coin purse tucked down the front of her shirt to avoid pickpockets, Ilde wandered the city market and bought some necessities: a couple of pairs of pants, a few shirts, and some underthings to make up for what she had left behind. She followed the sound of hammering to the eastern edge of the Goods District and found a blacksmith willing to sell her a dagger and sheath without asking any questions, which she gratefully strapped within reach. Ilde hoped the sight of it would be enough of a deterrent for anyone who would cause her harm.

      She then backtracked through the Goods District and found the bathhouse she had asked for directions to. Ilde could tell that the building itself had once been grand but had since fallen into a state of mediocrity. Its once polished stone was now rough and cracked, and its stained glass windows were dull from exposure to the sun and missing some panes altogether. It wasn’t in complete disrepair or decay, but it had lost its splendor since being transformed into a bathhouse for travelers visiting Isonwood. Ilde recognized right away that it had once been a temple, but there was no iconography on the outside to indicate which god it had once belonged to. Its alabaster walls were smooth and cold to the touch, as well as slightly damp from the steam that emanated from deeper within. There was an ornate podium just inside the entrance where an elf with rich, brown skin stood, looking somewhat bored. When Ilde approached, they straightened up and smiled warmly, grateful for the distraction from an otherwise quiet afternoon.

      “Can I help you?” they asked.

      Ilde hesitated, having never been to a bathhouse before in her entire life. Self-consciousness sat at the back of her mind.

      “I’d like a bath,” she said, then quickly added, “but I’d rather not bathe with strangers.”

      The idea of stripping in front of other women as a tall and gangly fifteen-year-old was horrendous.

      “We have private pools if you would prefer that. They cost more, of course.”

      “That’s fine, I don’t mind,” she said with relief.

      The elf nodded and led her through the temple. The public bathing pools had been dug into the floor of what had once been the temple’s main room. Tall, stately stained glass windows let in red and gold light that shimmered across the choppy surface of one pool as several women bathed together—laughing and talking amongst themselves. Past the public pools was a wide hallway interspersed with benches set deep into the wall where altars had likely sat years ago.

      The smell of the bathhouse was odd but pleasant. A rich combination of floral soaps and oils, mixed with the sharp, almost sour citrus smell of the enchantments that kept the interior lit and the water warm.

      Finally, they reached a secondary hallway lined with curtained doorways, and the elf directed her through the last door on the right.

      A small, circular pool had been dug into the ground and lined with beautiful green tiles that shimmered beneath the muted light.

      “You may pick from any of these soaps and oils,” the elf said, gesturing to a small table near the door. “If you need any assistance, you can call for one of us at any time.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she began to remove her belt and dagger.

      “That will be one gold piece, please,” the elf said, clearing their throat awkwardly.

      “Oh, yes. Sorry,” Ilde said sheepishly, handing them the money she owed. She waited until they left the room before kicking off her dirty clothes and grabbing some soaps and oils at random.

      When she finally slipped into the water, she couldn’t help but moan. There were no enchanters in her family, so the bath water back home had never been as hot as the water she found herself in now. It leeched the pain from her bones and burned it away, leaving her muscles soft and pliable like dough. She kneaded her legs to massage out the strain from riding and pointed her toes towards the other side of the pool, enjoying the deep stretch it produced in her calves.

      Ilde dunked her head under water and combed through her snarled hair with her eyes towards the ceiling. There was a carving there. Large and all-seeing, it covered all the available space and touched each corner of the room. Most of the carving was ornamental, but the center caught her attention first. It was a set of wings, each pierced by a blade. Where blood would have dripped from the wounds sat a pair of eyes instead. They stared down at Ilde, unblinking and intense. It was iconography she had only seen in history books, and it explained why the temple had lost its beauty.

      It was a temple dedicated to Mersari. The forgotten god of vengeance and justice. The betrayer.

      No one had prayed to Mersari in hundreds of years, and if this temple had existed since his time in the pantheon, its beauty was long gone. Ilde wondered how long it had sat empty and unused before being turned into a bathhouse. She traced a crack in the alabaster floor where they had broken through to form the pool and wondered what Mersari thought of the transformation.

      She had prayed to a dozen different gods during the dark days in Eldryss, and not one of them had answered. Her mood darkened as she remembered screaming towards the heavens. If they had prayed to Mersari, would he have answered? If he hadn’t been forgotten, would he have stopped the annihilation of her town? He was the only forgotten god in modern history; his betrayal was still taught to children from a young age. The high clerics of other faiths decreed that Mersari had disappeared from the pantheon of his own accord, and as the prayers and pleas of his followers fell on deaf ears, his faith soon disappeared from the face of the Terrain.

      Ilde had never much cared before. She had studied the pantheon and learned about Mersari, but never gave him a passing thought in her daily life. Now, though, sitting under his sigil in a once grand temple, she felt a connection. He had been forgotten just like she would be. Just like her town would be. People who happened upon the remains of Eldryss would assume its citizens had deserved their fate, but Ilde didn’t believe that. No mistake would have merited their annihilation. Eldryss would become a lesson—a story—just like Mersari had.

      It felt wrong to pray to a god who had betrayed his own followers, but Ilde did nonetheless. It was foolish to humanize any god, but in her fragile state, Ilde clung to the idea that she and Mersari were alike in at least one way. She pitied the god. She rationalized—poorly—that he would have helped had he not been forgotten. She had lost her faith. She was grasping at straws. Following Mersari felt like an act of rebellion—like a way to spit in the faces of the other gods who had scorned her.

      She found purpose in that pool, staring up into the eyes of the god of vengeance.
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        * * *

      

      When Ilde returned to The Vestibule, the kind woman from the night before had returned. She was working diligently behind the bar, drying tankards in between serving patrons who were already in the process of getting drunk. Ilde stole a stool towards the end and waited for the keep to wander in her direction.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as the woman found her with a smile.

      “Haleen. And yours?”

      “Ilde. Ilde Torrun.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Ilde.”

      Haleen shook hands with Ilde, her grip much stronger than Ilde anticipated. Haleen wasn’t much taller than Ilde and was stocky in build, with lightly tanned skin. She had a hard jaw and a pretty smile and kept her dark hair pulled up in a loose bun to reveal ears with the slightest point. If Ilde had to guess, she would assume she was probably born to dwarven and elvish parents.

      “Haleen, I was hoping you could help me with something if you’re not too busy. I just have some questions.”

      “Go ahead, I can ignore the other end of the bar for a minute. They’re too drunk as it is,” she said with a grin.

      “Does Isonwood hire mercenaries to take care of its problems? Beasts, crime, things of that sort?”

      “Of course. The Grand Council sets bounties for the nation, and the city council sets bounties for the surrounding area.”

      “Are there any famous mercenaries in Isonwood?”

      Haleen looked at her curiously.

      “Where are you from?” Haleen asked.

      “Eldryss,” Ilde answered, ignoring the hurt in her heart—pushing it down and filing it away. Now was not the time.

      “Ah, a small-town girl used to the small-town life,” she said. Ilde immediately jumped to defend herself, but Haleen waved her away. “I mean no offense. If you had grown up here, you would already know. That’s all I mean. But yes, there are some mercenaries here who have made quite the name for themselves.”

      “Which one is the best?” Ilde asked. Haleen glanced at Ilde’s coin purse and then back up.

      “Are you going to hire someone?”

      “No. They’re going to hire me.”

      “You’re a little small to be a mercenary, Ilde,” Haleen said. Ilde grinned and shook her head.

      “That’s not what I meant. Just tell me who they are and where I can find them.”

      Haleen appeared pensive for a moment; she pursed her lips and tugged gently on her pointed ear.

      “They’re all great, but I think Joyanna Brightblade is the most impressive. She has a reputation for making merry with the other mercenaries in the taverns at the east gate,” she finally said.

      “Which tavern would she be in?”

      “The rowdiest, I would assume.”

      “Perfect, thank you!” Ilde slid off the barstool and made to step away from the bar, but Haleen reached over and grabbed her by the arm.

      “Be careful, kid. That area of the city really isn’t a place for sweet girls like you.”

      Ilde smiled and nodded. Haleen’s concern touched her in a way she wasn’t wholly comfortable with, and she realized as she walked away that she was barely holding it together. She had been driven by tasks throughout most of the day, but in the moments when she wasn’t doing anything, Ilde had been shoving her grief out of sight, where she couldn’t touch it when her thoughts strayed.

      Ilde slipped back out into the evening and headed through the city towards the east gate. The Tavern District was relatively small, only taking up a few city blocks, but the Goods District stretched far beyond the central city market. She passed streets lined with brick-and-mortar shops that were just closing up for the night, their owners slipping from darkened storefronts and disappearing into the city.

      The shops gave way to important-looking buildings that Ilde couldn’t identify. They were tall, though, and ornate—the kind of buildings she imagined the council inhabited. Lantern light shone through their stained glass windows, and Ilde paused momentarily to watch the people-shaped shadows dance on the other side. Fewer people occupied the streets here. Most wore the robes of scholars or politicians and carried an air of superiority. The streets were better lit, and there were more guards; their studded leather armor was well-kept and their chests emblazoned with the hands of the Uniter. They didn’t bother Ilde, but their eyes followed her as she passed through.

      By the time she reached the east gate, it was nearly dusk. The people who passed through this gate had different motives than the travelers and tourists who passed through the south. Most of them appeared to be some kind of guard or mercenary, hauling criminals in chains or long-dead beasts toward the city court, where they would be paid handsomely for dealing with the council’s problems. To the left of the east gate was the shittiest set of buildings Ilde had ever seen.

      There was nothing wrong with their architecture—they appeared sturdy enough—but they were obviously well-loved by the locals. Unlike the carefully painted and curated scene of the Tavern District, these establishments were rough. They didn’t put on airs to attract well-paying travelers. They were ragged and dirty. They were run down. Ilde knew she would smell piss if she got close enough.

      There were guards here as well, but they looked less stately. Their uniforms a little dull, their faces a little disinterested from too many nights spent dealing with drunks.

      She could hear people laughing, shouting, and singing to one another, both out on the street and within the bars nearby. It was a merry place. It was too early in the evening for anyone to feel particularly violent, but it was rough and no place for a fifteen-year-old girl nonetheless.

      Ilde took a deep breath and squared her shoulders before stepping into the lantern light and crossing the open space in front of the gate. She strolled past the taverns on the other side and listened carefully for signs of chaos inside. Haleen had said she would find Joyanna in the rowdiest bar on this side of town, but they all seemed equally loud and tumultuous.

      Just as Ilde turned to retrace her steps, a man was thrown directly in front of her. Shouts of joy and laughter resounded from inside the tavern as the man hit the cobbled street. Ilde jumped back just in time to watch a half-giant kick the ever-loving shit out of the man on the ground.

      “Harass my wife again and you won’t have legs to walk away on!” the half-giant shouted. She used her large, booted foot to kick the man’s arms out from under him as he tried to rise from the street, sending him face-first into what was likely a puddle of piss. The half-giant made her way back into the tavern as Ilde stared, wide-eyed, between the two combatants. This tavern seemed like a good place to start her search.

      She left the battered man in the street to whine and followed the half-giant inside. The sign above the bar declared the tavern to be The Lady’s Knuckle, and the half-giant made her way to the other side of the bar and began pouring drinks for the patrons. There was no need for a bouncer when the barkeep was the size of a bear.

      Ilde lingered in the doorway and glanced around the room, taking in the sights around her. She was surprised to find that the tavern was full of mostly women. They sat huddled together in small groups, laughing and chatting with the same overzealous volume and cheer that one would find in a typical bar. Some looked rougher and more intimidating, wearing worn, pockmarked armor and sporting visible scars. Some appeared to be off-duty guards, still half-dressed in their city uniforms. Others looked like they lived easier lives, with finer clothes and coiffed hair. They mingled together, too, not letting their noticeable differences stop them from having a good time.

      Ilde felt a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      “Excuse me,” a woman said, stepping into the tavern behind her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Ilde muttered, shuffling off to the side of the door. The woman—a dwarf with a long, blond braid and carpenter’s tools at her waist—stepped past her and beelined for a table in the back.

      Ilde took a deep breath and stood up a little straighter, giving herself a bit more height and a feigned air of confidence. She lifted her chin and willed herself to look a little older—more like a woman and less like a girl.

      She caught the eye of a half-elf sitting near the door, who smiled gently at her and winked. Ilde felt her face burn as she blushed and quickly fled the area, heading towards the bar instead.

      “Who let a kid in here?” one of the patrons at the bar said as Ilde sidled up, garnering the attention of a few other imbibers and the half-giant barkeep, who turned around and quickly made her way over to Ilde’s seat.

      “She’s not a kid. She’s old enough to drink if she really wants to! What’ll ya have, kid?” the barkeep asked, putting extra emphasis on the last kid and causing a minor uproar of laughter from the patrons around them.

      “I’m actually looking for someone,” Ilde said quietly, growing increasingly self-conscious by the second. There were too many eyes on her; the barkeep was making a scene.

      “Who are you lookin’ for?” she asked.

      “Joyanna Brightblade.”

      Anyone within a five-foot radius of Ilde laughed when she said Joyanna’s name, and Ilde immediately wished she could slip under a table and hide.

      “Hey, Joyanna! You got a fan lookin’ for an autograph over here!” the barkeep shouted, clapping Ilde on the shoulder and nearly knocking her out of her seat. Ilde spun around in a flash and watched as a human woman stood up from her seat across the way.

      She was incredibly tall for a human woman, easily towering over the others sitting beside her. She had the same golden, sun-kissed skin that most mercenaries had, thanks to their time spent traveling. She wore no armor, just a poet shirt and britches with boots, but her sleeves were pushed up to reveal thick, muscular forearms, and her biceps strained against the fabric of what was an otherwise flowy shirt. Her night-black hair fell in messy, tangled waves to her waist, and she kept a vicious-looking great sword propped beside her. Joyanna arched a thick black brow when she caught sight of Ilde staring.

      Ilde swallowed her fear and stood on shaking legs. This might be her only chance.

      “I don’t really do autographs, kid,” Joyanna said from across the room, taking a long pull off the ale in her tankard. The room had gone completely silent. Ilde felt a bead of nervous sweat roll down the back of her neck.

      “I’m not here for an autograph, actually.” She passed through the tavern, weaving between tables until she stood right in front of Isonwood’s greatest mercenary. “I’m here because I have a proposition.”

      This caught Joyanna’s attention. She smiled an amused grin.

      “I hope this proposition comes with coin, little girl. I don’t work for free.”

      “I’m not a little girl. And it does. You don’t need to worry about coin,” Ilde said boldly. Finding her courage, she stepped closer to Joyanna and looked her in the eye, earning herself another amused, heartbreaking smile.

      “No, you’re right, you’re actually quite tall. How old are you?” Joyanna asked.

      “Fifteen,” Ilde answered honestly.

      “Not a little girl, but still a child,” Joyanna said. “What could you possibly want from me?”

      Ilde hadn’t originally expected to get this far with her scheme. She had come up with the idea while sitting in the bathing pool and she had stayed in that balmy water until she figured out every last detail. But she had never been confident in the plan. It was bold, a little ludicrous, and relied entirely on her ability to impress someone she had never met with absolutely nothing to show but her wit.

      “I want your skill,” Ilde said.

      “Most people do,” Joyanna replied.

      “I’ll help you. I’ll do anything you want for as long as you want. I’ll stay with you and care for your house. I can cook. I can clean. I can run errands. But in return, you have to teach me to fight.”

      The silence in the room was deafening, and Ilde felt dozens of stares on her back. She didn’t just have Joyanna’s attention, she had the whole tavern’s. Someone started to chuckle, and then, one by one, the others joined in until the entirety of The Lady’s Knuckle was howling. Ilde’s face burned with embarrassment, and she knew Joyanna could see it, but if she backed away now, she would have to come up with another plan. Plans took time, and she would eventually run out of money. This needed to work.

      “Fighting like I do takes years of practice. I can’t teach you overnight.”

      “Then I’ll stay with you for years,” Ilde retorted.

      “What about your parents?”

      Ilde’s chest tightened, but she willed herself not to cry. Not here. Not now.

      “My parents are dead,” she said. If this surprised Joyanna, she didn’t show it.

      “Then who is going to feed you? Clothe you? Care for you?” Joyanna pointed at the coin purse Ilde had in her hands. “I can see that bag is heavy, but it’s not enough to cover your expenses for years. It will run out. And then I have a child to care for.”

      Ilde could feel her plan slipping away.

      “I’ll make it worth your while,” she insisted.

      Ilde straightened up to look Joyanna in the eye. She tried to put all of her worth into that stare. She refused to beg, and Joyanna didn’t seem like the type to fall for groveling, but Ilde believed if she could just convince Joyanna that she was serious—that she wholeheartedly meant what she said—Joyanna would accept.

      “What’s your name, kid?” Joyanna asked.

      “Ilde Torrun.”

      Joyanna lifted that vicious great sword and propped it in front of Ilde, who was nearly eye level with the pommel.

      “Can you swing this?” she asked, passing the sword to Ilde.

      “If you’ll let me take it outside, I can try.”

      “No. You can swing it in here.” Joyanna slid an empty chair away from the table she had been sitting at. “If you can cut this chair down, I’ll agree to your deal.”

      The half-giant woman at the bar started to protest, but Joyanna held up a hand to silence her.

      Ilde took the blade in her hands and hoisted it up, feeling its weight and the way it was distributed. It was heavy—much heavier than the dagger she had bought earlier that day—and its length made it awkward to wield. She knew there was no way she’d have the power to slice through the thick back of the chair. The sword was no axe, and she was no woodworker.

      She adjusted her stance and watched as everyone nearby took several large steps backward. She took a deep breath and swung the blade low with all her might. The blade didn’t slice through the wood cleanly, but her swing had been strong enough to crack and splinter it. Unable to stand on an unsteady leg, the chair toppled over. Ilde propped the sword up and leaned on it, making sure to smile at Joyanna.

      “It’s down,” she said wryly.

      Joyanna mirrored her grin and took the sword back.

      “That it is, Ilde. That it is.”

      Much to Ilde’s surprise, the patrons of The Lady’s Knuckle started to cheer. She glanced around wildly, taking in the sight of the group who had laughed at her only moments before. She smiled at them and nodded, grateful for having earned not only Joyanna’s approval but the approval of everyone else in the room. It was the first good thing to happen to her in weeks.

      Joyanna took the bag of coin from Ilde and held it up in the air.

      “A round of ale to celebrate Ilde!” she shouted. The tavern erupted in cheers once more.

      Joyanna made her way to the bar, returned with two tankards, and handed one to Ilde. 

      “Have a drink with me, Ilde Torrun.”

      It was the first drink she had ever tasted, and like her victory, it was bittersweet.
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      Ilde was covered in blood. It hadn’t been wet for hours, though; it was crusted and cracking and stiffening her clothes. She could feel the sleeves of her tunic scratching against her arms—a horrible, overstimulating sensation that made her skin crawl. At this point, she was willing to roll around in a puddle if it meant being clean. This was always the worst part. She knew if she complained, Joyanna would tease her, and the teasing would only get worse as they went on—snowballing until it completely crushed Ilde beneath her own embarrassment.

      This was how it always was.

      Joyanna rode in front with the head of an acitera strapped tightly to the back of her horse. With every one of the horse’s steps, the acitera’s pincered mouth bobbed open and shut, its beady black eyes staring void and empty back at Ilde. How a pod of aciteras made its way to the forests between Isonwood and the Vondover coast was a mystery, considering they were much more common in the south, but it had been wreaking havoc on the travelers that passed that way for months—likely trying to gather enough food to survive off of when they burrowed underground to lay their eggs. The council of Isonwood had ignored them until the pod began devouring merchants with goods to trade—Isonwood couldn’t function without importing and taxing foreign goods, after all.

      One acitera was difficult enough on its own, but an entire pod had proved to be too much for other bands of mercenaries. Joyanna sat back and watched the other groups fail, waiting to step in herself until the council raised the reward in desperation. Now, she would get double the original amount.

      Ilde reached up and absentmindedly scratched her neck as they rode, wincing as her nails met acid-burned skin. Fucking aciteras, she thought. She was just lucky none of it had gotten in her eyes. With a good bath and some salve, she would be good as new in a couple of days.

      They rode in through the north gate, nodding at the familiar guards who always kept watch there, and went straight to the public courts and city armory where they’d find the Peace Constable, and ultimately, their coin. At midday, the courts were busy and full of citizens filing complaints and giving statements. They gave Joyanna and Ilde a wide berth as they entered, carrying that large, severed head and dripping blood and acid all over the floor.

      The Constable’s assistant, Trevas, was speaking with some captains from the guard, his eyes drifting around the room in boredom. When he spotted Joyanna, or more particularly, the mess they were making, his eyes bugged.

      “Jo-Joyanna, please! We’ve been through this!” he shouted, shoving the captains aside and marching briskly up to meet the two of them halfway. “You’re dripping all over the floor! You’re going to hurt someone!”

      Ilde glanced back and saw that at least two people had stepped in the acid they had tracked through the public courthouse and were currently fighting to take their shoes off before the acid burned through the soles and stung the sensitive skin on the bottoms of their feet. Ilde’s leather armor had been enchanted to withstand fire and acid—a gift from Joyanna for her birthday last year—but the tunic she wore underneath looked a lot like the shoes of those poor people.

      “Trevas, you know the Constable won’t meet us outside. How else are we supposed to prove we’ve slayed the damn things?” Joyanna asked.

      “You there! Yes, you—please bring us something acid-resistant to put this head in and make sure that the floors are properly cleaned!” Trevas yelled at one of the guards standing watch nearby. The guard panicked for a moment before darting away to do as Trevas asked. “If it eats through the floor, your reward will pay for it.”

      “It’s not going to eat through stone, Trevas,” Joyanna muttered. She dropped the acitera head and let it bounce once before putting a firm boot on top of it to hold it in place. “Let the Constable know we’re here to claim our reward, please. And let him know we’re in a hurry to wash the acid off, so make it quick.”

      Trevas grimaced at the two of them and rolled his eyes before leaving them alone to wait. When he returned, the Constable followed behind him.

      Constable Arais Crin was beyond old. The lifespan of a gnome rivaled that of an elf—except gnomes didn’t age as gracefully. The Constable was nearly decrepit… or at least that’s how Ilde saw him. He had been the council-appointed Constable of Isonwood for at least a hundred years. Ilde had considered him ancient when she first met him seven years ago, and he was even more so now.

      He was a gruff man who rarely smiled and had recently picked up the ragged, persistent cough of a man who had smoked a pipe his entire life.

      “Trevas tells me you’ve sullied our floors and slain the beasts. How many were there?” Constable Arais asked.

      “There were four, sir,” Joyanna said, squishing the head a bit with her foot while she spoke. The hard-shelled exterior of the acitera cracked a bit under the pressure, and Trevas, now standing next to the Constable, winced as more blood and acid oozed onto the floor. 

      Constable Arais huffed once in approval before removing a heavy bag from his robes.

      “Here is the amount we agreed upon—eight hundred gold. Your continued support of the council is very much appreciated. We look forward to doing business with you in the future.” Ilde could repeat this bit by heart and had done so while drunk several times before.

      Just as they made to leave, some poor janitorial gnome arrived to mop up the mess they had tracked in, and the guard from before arrived with a large, decorative stone bowl to place the head in. Trevas was already shouting by the time they exited the courthouse.

      Joyanna ushered them away from the front of the building before opening up the sack that the Constable had given her.

      “I’ll keep my eye out for more jobs. Maybe something out of town next time, aye? I could use a little vacation,” Joyanna said.

      Ilde was more than used to Joyanna’s strange outlook on life. Her upbeat personality and headstrong positivity had worn Ilde down when they first began their arrangement, but she had soon learned that Joyanna was rarely sad or serious and that no amount of begging from Ilde would make her change her mind. She had come to treat Joyanna’s warm and silly disposition as a marker of severity—if Joyanna could continue to smile and laugh, then there was no imminent threat. Together, they could do anything. Joyanna wielded her sword, Brightblade, with deadly accuracy, and Ilde knew Joyanna’s fighting style better than she knew her own. She knew Joyanna’s blade, her mannerisms, and her mind like the back of her hand. Joyanna hadn’t raised Ilde, but she had molded her into the woman she had become, and seven years with Joyanna had felt like a lifetime. A lifetime of change and growth to put the past where it belonged.

      Joyanna hesitated for a moment before holding the bag out to Ilde.

      “Here,” she murmured. Ilde could barely hear her over the din of the city.

      Ilde stared at the bag for much longer than she should have before giving Joyanna a look of confusion.

      “What are you doing? I can’t take that,” Ilde said, pushing Joyanna’s arm aside. “We have a deal.”

      “Ilde,” Joyanna sighed. “I can’t… you’re not… you’re not a child anymore. You don’t need me to take care of you. I don’t need to feed and clothe you anymore. You’re a grown woman, and you’re… you’re my friend. Hells, you’ve saved my life at least a dozen times now. I think you deserve your own money.”

      “Do you want me to leave?” she asked quietly, a million different emotions flashing through her mind, but she shoved them down—unsure of how to voice such delicate fears and wishes to Joyanna. The long-buried anxiety of being homeless and alone began to bubble up in Ilde’s chest. She was terrified the little world she had built for herself was crumbling right before her eyes.

      “No! Gods, no! Ilde, I don’t want you to go anywhere. But I want you to be your own person, too. You’re too grown to be my shadow, but I would never kick you out. At this point, I don’t think I’d know how to get on without you…”

      “I—uh… I don’t know what to say,” Ilde stammered. She stared at her feet and kicked at the dust on the ground awkwardly. She had never had a conversation like this with Joyanna before. Joyanna was an open book who had always told Ilde everything. But they had never discussed their relationship or who they were to each other.

      The truth was that Ilde had grown quite attached to Joyanna; maybe not in a parental way, but similar to the relationship between sisters. She couldn’t imagine life without her anymore, but if she were to say those words out loud, they would come out awkward and clumsy. She was too accustomed to keeping her emotions tied down.

      “Please just take it, Ilde,” Joyanna pleaded.

      Ilde reached out and gingerly took the bag.

      Joyanna had kept her clothed and fed for the last seven years. In return, Ilde had taken care of Joyanna. The woman was a scatterbrained mess at best. Her talents were in battle and strategy, not self-care and the homestead. They had meshed well together. Their relationship had been symbiotic from the very first night. But Joyanna had always kept the coin. She had always made the decisions, and Ilde had always trusted her.

      This felt new. It felt wrong.

      “We don’t have to talk about it. I just wanted you to know,” Joyanna said quietly. “I’m sorry if I’m not saying this right. You are my friend and I don’t want you to leave, but I don’t feel right being in charge of you anymore.”

      She said the last bit all at once and as it tumbled out of her mouth, Ilde’s chest tightened. Her eyes pricked as tears threatened to well up and spill over. She looked Joyanna in the eye, nodded, and took a deep breath.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled.

      This was harder than learning to swing a sword, or apprehending bandits for the council, or slaying a pod of aciteras. It was hard to accept that someone else cared. Even harder to show that she cared in return. 

      Joyanna wrapped her strong arms around Ilde and squeezed her tightly, burying her head in Ilde’s hair.

      Ilde stood awkwardly for a long moment before she reached up and patted Joyanna’s arm. She didn’t know what else to say or do, but she hoped it was enough.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna was the kind of person to drink after a job well done, regardless of what she smelled like. Ilde, however, took her bag of coin straight home, stripped off the reeking armor she had worn for the last few days, grabbed a fresh change of clothes, and headed to her favorite thinking spot.

      It was midday and the streets were crowded as she passed through the Council District. Scribes and assistants darted everywhere, trying to keep up with robed advisors as they ran errands between the multitude of buildings. The Council District was never slow, except for when the rulers of the city slept. Even then, lights could be seen flickering through the windows where people viciously clawed their way towards power, daring to put in the effort to make some kind of change. Ilde had met a few of them—the next generation of council members and advisors who hoped to alter the course of history with their own version of law and order. They were whip-smart and bright-eyed. She hoped someday she would see them succeed.

      If the Council District was bad at this time of day, the Goods District was a nightmare. By the time she reached the central market, she had been shoved by at least half of the city, and she found herself wishing she had at least half of Joyanna’s intimidation. People parted for Joyanna, practically dived out of the way to avoid possibly invoking her wrath. If only they knew that Joyanna was one of the most friendly people in Isonwood. Ilde was the one who had developed a “swing first, ask questions later” attitude. But she had left her sword at home and wasn’t particularly fond of learning what would happen if Joyanna had to bail her out of jail.

      She traversed a path that she had grown accustomed to over the last seven years: through the market and into the Tavern District, past The Vestibule, where she had stayed her first night in the city, and towards the aging bathhouse.

      It served its purpose. Joyanna and Ilde’s home was too small to house a tub big enough for either of them to bathe in. They had access to fresh, clean water, and could warm it if they wanted. There were definitely ways to get clean at home. But the warmth of the water and the luxurious oils here were far preferable to asking Joyanna to help her rinse her hair.

      If she were being honest, though, Ilde would admit that it wasn’t the water she was there for.

      Ilde paid the woman at the front of the bathhouse for a private pool and allowed the woman to lead her deeper into the temple, even though Ilde could have walked the path blindfolded and still found those familiar rooms.

      Once she was alone, she began the painstaking process of removing her grimy clothes from her body. The armor had protected most of her skin, thankfully, but there were still places that had been left vulnerable. The neckline and sleeves of her tunic were pockmarked with holes in the places where the acid had splashed and burned through. Ilde gently peeled the fabric away from her neck and chest, wincing in pain as the movement tugged at her raw skin. She surveyed the damage in the room’s mirror and found it to be manageable, though. She had only blistered in a few places, and none of her cuts were deep enough to merit a visit to a healer. She would have to deal with some discomfort for a few days, but she would be fine, otherwise.

      Ilde slipped into the pool and hissed as the warm water touched her sensitive skin. She used a clean rag and soap to scrub away the blood and days of filth, paying careful attention to her wounds. Even though there was nothing major, she had seen firsthand how infection could take root in the most insignificant of wounds. She had cared for Joyanna’s mistakes more times than she could count.

      After spending a while in the water, her skin stopped screaming from the heat, and she was able to sink in deep and relax. Letting her eyes flutter shut, she reveled in the silence within those four walls. It was vast and old and empty; like a relic from the past that emanated power, it made Ilde feel small. She liked to imagine that it contained secrets. She liked to imagine that if she just listened hard enough, she would find the answers to everything.

      Ilde opened her eyes and stared up at the sigil above her—those familiar wings and blades and eyes. Mersari was the god of justice and vengeance; she had known this the first time she prayed to him, and she knew it now. In the beginning, it had been nothing more than her weak, self-imposed, trauma-fueled connection that had kept her coming back to whisper her thoughts and fears into this empty room. But as she grew older and stronger, as her anger and fear began to putrefy in the back of her mind, she wondered if Mersari should be more than someone who knew all of her secrets. She wondered if vengeance might be something within her grasp.

      Mersari had been the only glimmer of hope she had, though she still didn’t care to admit it. She had clung to the idea of a god who wasn’t responsible for what she had seen and what she had been through. She had clung to him because, without him, she had nothing. But now… now she had something. She had Joyanna and the small life they had carved out for themselves. Ilde no longer needed a confidant in Mersari, she needed a guide. Someone to direct her down the right path. But in seven years of praying, she had never heard his voice, never seen a sign, or received a blessing.

      Somewhere in the logical part of her mind was a voice that told her the truth: she would never hear from Mersari. It was impossible. His followers had been ignored by him hundreds of years ago, and she would continue to be ignored by him now. He was a dead god, a betrayer, and if history books and clerical officials were to be believed, he likely no longer existed on this plane or any other.

      But what was faith if not blind trust?

      She could follow his tenets and trust in herself. Mold herself into a follower and prove her faith despite being the only one left in the Terrain to still believe in him.

      She stared up at the sigil until her vision blurred and her eyes stung.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      Did it make her a madman to cling to what little faith she had, even now? Even when at her core she knew it was likely fruitless? She knew most people would say yes. Did the thoughts of most people matter?

      She had so many questions, and they were all questions only she could answer.

      “If you could just give me a sign,” she whispered into the steam that rose off the water. 

      It was the first time she had ever asked.

      Ilde listened so hard she thought her ears would bleed, trying to will a sign into existence. She held her breath and waited until she couldn’t possibly hold it any longer. Gasping for air, she threw her head back against the tile and held back tears.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      An overwhelming sense of self-pity filled her, and she felt disgusted at herself.

      Why had she come to the bathhouse? Why had she come to Isonwood at all? What good had it done? Sure, she was stronger, older, wiser. She was no longer alone. But she was still so lost.

      You found purpose in this bathhouse, she reminded herself.

      She couldn’t walk away. Even if it meant nothing. Even if she would never earn his blessing. Even if he had never meant to grant her anything, he had granted her the strength to carry on. For that, she owed him. For that, she was grateful.

      She only ever prayed to Mersari, and even then it was more like conversation. Ilde had never been pious growing up, so she had no idea if her prayers were anywhere near appropriate or correct. Though, she didn’t think it mattered much, considering Mersari was long gone. There were no records of his rites and rituals available to the public—those were things that only scholars of the divine had laid eyes on in hundreds of years. But Ilde knew that the rooms she had been bathing in for seven years had once been private rooms of prayer, and there was a small alcove chiseled into the wall on the other side of the pool where offerings might have once sat.

      She climbed out of the warm pool and padded on quiet feet across the tile, dripping water all the way, to where the table with the soaps and oils sat. There was always incense available for those who preferred its relaxing capabilities; Ilde picked a stick at random, carried it to the alcove, and lit it before placing it on the alcove’s small shelf.

      She kneeled and watched the tip of the stick flare orange before it dimmed to gray and began to release a thin plume of smoke. It drifted up, lingering at the stained -glass window that sat above the alcove for a moment before it dissipated. The oath ritual for Mersari was long gone to time. No one had sworn to him in hundreds of years. She would find no book or tome with the right words. There were no priests to guide her. All she had was her own mind and her own blade.

      Looking up at the glass above her, she stared deep into the unblinking eye of Mersari that had been so delicately crafted and painted in a life that had long since passed.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me now. I don’t know if you ever have. But I need to know what happened. I need to understand. I do not want to walk a path that leads me toward forgiveness. I do not want to forget. I want your blessing. I want vengeance. I want peace.” Her words came out like a chant—intense and full of every intent and promise she had made herself over the years.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      It didn’t feel like being ignored, though. The pause felt pregnant with possibility, as if Ilde were on the edge of a precipice that would change her life forever. She reached behind her, where her things lay in a pile on the floor, and plucked her dagger from her belt before turning back to the alcove.

      Ilde placed her hand in her lap, palm up, and breathed deeply—letting the incense fill her lungs and swirl in her mind. With the feather-light touch of a lover, she drew her blade across the meatiest part of her palm, letting the steel just barely part her skin. Blood pooled immediately, welling and rolling over the planes of her hand before dripping to the floor. She closed her fist tightly and felt the burning pain of an open wound spark in her nerves.

      Ilde placed her palm against the wall of the small alcove. Let the blood stain the stone.

      “If you help me seek the truth, my blade is yours,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Her hand ached under the wrappings, a constant reminder of what Ilde would tell Joyanna when she arrived home after her night of drinking. Ilde was nervous that Joyanna would call her insane, or worse, call her a fool. What if she didn’t understand? Even though Ilde had been attempting to busy herself all night, an idea had slowly formed in her mind. It was a little grand and more than a little foolish. Telling Joyanna would mean voicing it aloud and opening herself up to ridicule. Ilde wouldn’t fault her if Joyanna thought she was a madman. She would do it alone if she had to. But she desperately wanted Joyanna by her side.

      Ilde had spent far too long at the bathhouse, and by the time she returned to the small home she shared with Joyanna, the sun was deep into its descent. She busied herself with making some semblance of a meal and ate alone at their small table slowly—like someone stalling for time. She tried to read a book she had picked up in the Goods District before they had left to kill the aciteras—it was one she had been looking forward to—but she only made it a couple of pages in before her mind urged her to throw it away and do something, anything else. She paced. The night wore on as Ilde slowly descended into her own kind of madness.

      When Joyanna finally returned home, it was close to midnight. She tried to sneak in but stopped in her tracks when she saw Ilde standing in the main room.

      “I thought you’d be asleep by now,” Joyanna said, closing the door and locking it behind her.

      “Not yet,” Ilde muttered.

      “You should have come and joined me!” she said, clapping Ilde on the shoulder as she passed by. Her smile faltered when she saw the bandage on Ilde’s hand. “This is new. What happened?”

      Joyanna took Ilde’s hand in her own and examined it gently.

      “I did it to myself,” Ilde admitted.

      “Why? Do you know how hard it is to swing a blade with a wounded palm? We’ll have to get this healed. Otherwise, we’ll have to wait until it’s healed on its own before we take any more jobs.”

      “You can work without me, you know…”

      “Why would I want to do that?” Joyanna said, giving Ilde a playful shove.

      Joyanna began stripping out of the armor she had worn all day,; kicking her boots off and shucking her leathers onto the floor haphazardly. Ilde followed behind her to clean up and put things away where they belonged: boots by the door, and leathers in the wardrobe that sat in the main room. Joyanna handed Brightblade to Ilde and stripped down to her underthings before finding a rag and some water to clean up with. Ilde held Brightblade for a moment, feeling its weight—much lighter now than it had been when she swung it all those years ago—before leaning it up against the wall near Joyanna’s bed.

      “You should take a bath in the morning. You stink,” Ilde teased. “That poor rag is going to have to work twice as hard.”

      “Yeah, and you can wash the rag yourself when I’m done.”

      “You’re disgusting,” she laughed, grateful for the relief that humor brought.

      She left to give Joyanna some privacy and sat at the table in their tiny kitchen. She stared at the grain in the wood while she waited, looking for signs that she was making the right decision. Not just about telling Joyanna, but about her grand idea as well. She longed for the blind confidence she had carried at fifteen when she had propositioned Joyanna to train her. That had been just as foolish, but she hadn’t been nearly as nervous as she was now.

      Joyanna emerged from her room looking significantly less grimy than she had before and sat across from Ilde. She reached out and poked Ilde’s hand before folding her own.

      “I can tell you have something to say. Is this about the money?” Joyanna asked quietly, serious now that their banter had faded away.

      “No, it’s not about the money.”

      “How can I help?” she asked.

      Ilde dragged anxious fingers through her long brown hair and stared up at the ceiling, unable to meet Joyanna’s eyes.

      “Do you remember what happened to my town?” she asked finally.

      “Of course.”

      “What would you say if I told you I wanted to figure out what happened?”

      “I would tell you that some things are better left in the past,” Joyanna murmured.

      “You’re probably right, but I still want to try. I want revenge,” Ilde whispered vehemently. “And if I can’t have revenge, then I want to know who I should hate, at the very least.”

      “What if it was the gods?”

      “I don’t need any more reason to hate the gods. Either it was their fault, or they left us to die.”

      Joyanna scrubbed her face and shook her head slowly.

      “You have every right to be angry, Ilde. I just don’t want this to drive you mad.”

      “It already is,” Ilde muttered.

      “How do we even start?”

      “What do you mean we? You just said some things were better left in the past.”

      “And I’m right, but that doesn’t mean you have to do this by yourself,” Joyanna said. “That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? You’re asking for help, but you don’t want to say the words because you’re scared.”

      Ilde stared at the grain in the table again. Was she truly so transparent? 

      “Look at me,” Joyanna said, reaching out and tilting Ilde’s face up so she had no choice but to look Joyanna in the eye. “I know you. I watched you grow up. I can tell when you want something. I can tell when you want something so bad it hurts. You have the same look on your face right now as you did when you found me in the tavern. The only difference is you won’t look me in the eye and ask.” 

      Joyanna refused to let go of Ilde’s chin, so they stared each other down for a moment before Ilde finally spoke.

      “Will you help me?”

      “My blade is yours,” Joyanna said firmly. “It always was.”
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      “I love you. Truly, I do. But we can’t make coin in a library.”

      Ilde peered up from the book she had been reading, blurry-eyed and head swimming.

      “You can leave any time. You don’t have to stay,” she said.

      Joyanna sighed deeply and closed the book in front of her, which kicked up a cloud of dust that lingered in the sunlight. Ilde watched the motes dance until her eyes started to water, and then she wiped them furiously, curing the burning sensation she hadn’t been able to shake for the last couple of hours.

      They had been coming to the library every day. Joyanna had graciously and patiently humored Ilde by reading and researching alongside her, but Ilde had known it would only be a matter of time before Joyanna got bored. Today was obviously the day.

      “I’m not going to leave you here alone. What if you find something?” Joyanna asked.

      “We’ve been here for days and haven’t found anything yet.”

      “Yes, but we still have so many books to go through.”

      “Yes, which is why I need to stay here and read,” Ilde muttered. The two of them stared each other down for a long moment before Joyanna threw her hands up in defeat.

      “When you said you wanted to figure out what happened, I thought we were going to go on a grand adventure… not stick our noses in books,” Joyanna said, standing up to stretch.

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “It’s fine. You just owe me a trip somewhere, that’s all.”

      “Mhmm…” Ilde mumbled, waving Joyanna off as she picked up the book she had been reading and opened it once more. It was the fourth book on curses she had read this week—a skinny book with yellowed pages and a million annotations titled Evocation and Conjuration: A Defense of the Imposition of Curses and Other Dark Magics. Ilde had slogged through it in hope that it would give some hints as to who had cursed her town based on the type of curse used and its aesthetic, but it was mostly imperialist garbage condoning the use of curses as a way to steal land.

      Joyanna disappeared into the aisles of books, likely to stretch her legs—but there was also a chance that she was abandoning Ilde and leaving her to die of boredom amongst the dust. The Library of Isonwood was massive and old. Likely older than the temple-turned-bathhouse that Ilde frequented. It had once been the Prelarry University of Mages, but not long after it was constructed, the University had grown too big for the confines of the original building. With no available space in the surrounding district, the Prelarry University of Mages was moved across the city and became just the Prelarry University. It gained its own district in the city and opened its doors to scholars of all fields—though its mage program remained its most prestigious—but it left the library and all of its books behind.

      There was a shiny new library in the Prelarry District for the students, but it lacked the same dust and charm. All gray stone and impossibly tall windows, the Library of Isonwood was a towering behemoth full of study rooms, alcoves with desks to sit at and work, and more books than Ilde imagined the entire city could read in a lifetime. Where there were no shelves, the walls were lined with tapestries depicting the history of Isonwood—from small outpost to booming metropolis, with all the conquests and triumphs in between. Even without the foot traffic from the university, the library was busy, and there was a comforting hum of noise within.

      Ilde made it a point to try to outshine Joyanna every chance she got, so remaining focused longer than her mentor had become a game in her own mind. Now that Joyanna was out of sight, she closed the book and shoved it away in disgust. Studying had never been of interest to her. She didn’t mind reading for fun, but reading for knowledge—or, in this case, vengeance—was proving to be mind-numbing at the very best. She was no mage, and her grasp on magic was mediocre at best, so many of the tomes she had been reading were sailing far over her head. She had started in the magics section of the library, but the differences between sorcerer, warlock, and wizard were making it difficult for her to latch on to any kind of pattern, and it was quickly becoming apparent that basic, generalized books like Studies on the Bodily Consequences of Patronism and Magic for Beginners were not going to be helpful. After a few days, she’d switched to the history section and had found no luck there, either.

      The truth was that Ilde had no idea what she was doing. She had no theories to base her studies on. She and Joyanna had just been taking books off the shelves at random and hoping something clicked. It had been a couple of weeks, and they were no closer to solving the mystery now than they had been in the beginning.

      Ilde stood and gathered the books they had amassed over the last few hours and took them to the attendant near the front of the history section—a damnkin woman with dainty, curling horns and light maroon skin.

      “Still haven’t found what you’re looking for?” she asked.

      “No, not yet,” Ilde said.

      The woman smiled apologetically and took the books.

      “Have you thought about asking a mage? I’ve noticed that all the books you pick up are about magic. Maybe one of the students at Prelarry could help?”

      The thought of approaching some unknown student and asking for help made Ilde cringe. She would truly rather die. But she smiled and nodded in agreement anyway so as not to hurt the woman’s feelings.

      “You’re probably right. Thank you!”

      Embarrassed that she had spent enough time in the library for the staff to learn her reading habits, Ilde quickly fled the attendant’s desk and headed toward the history section’s ledger. The ledger contained a list of the books in the section, organized alphabetically by topic and title. Being for one of the largest sections in the library, the history ledger was about as thick as Ilde’s thigh and was rebound every year as more and more works were added to the shelves. She shuffled through the pages until she reached the Magics section and began scanning through the list, paying careful attention to the ones about curses. It felt like an eternity, but when she made it to the H’s, a title jumped out at her—The History of Dark Magics. She made a mental note of its location and trudged deeper into the library, hoping that the book hadn’t already been picked up by someone else.

      When Ilde reached the correct aisle, there was only one other person in sight—a woman sitting at the very end with her nose deep in a book. Ilde did her best not to bother or distract the woman and began silently perusing the aisle in search of The History of Dark Magics. As she moved down the row, she realized the book in question was probably behind where the woman was sitting. Ilde groaned inwardly and carefully stepped closer to the woman, who looked up and smiled sheepishly as she approached.

      “I’m so sorry. Here, let me move.”

      “No, no. You’re fine. I can look over you,” Ilde said quickly.

      The woman crossed to the other side of the aisle anyway and leaned against the neighboring bookshelf, her nose buried back in her book within seconds. Ilde scanned the shelf until her eyes found the place where the book should be and found an empty space instead.

      “Shit,” she muttered, kicking the bottom of the shelf in defeat.

      “Someone have your book?” the woman asked.

      “Looks like it,” Ilde replied, glancing down to find the woman staring straight at her with intense, light green eyes. Ilde could just see the tip of her pointed ears poking through coppery caramel hair. She was pretty, albeit a little off-putting with the intensity of her gaze.

      And she was holding Ilde’s book. 

      “Are you still reading that?” Ilde asked, pointing to it.

      “Oh, you’re looking for this book?”

      “Yes. I can wait until you’re finished with it, though.”

      “What are the odds of us both needing it on the same day?” she asked, chuckling.

      “Obviously pretty good,” Ilde said.

      The two of them stared each other down awkwardly, neither one of them willing to relinquish their need for the book. After a while, Ilde sighed and sat on the floor across from the woman.

      “What do you need it for?” Ilde asked, finally breaking the silence again after some time had passed.

      “I’m researching magics to write my entry paper for Prelarry’s,” she said proudly. “What do you need it for?”

      “I’m trying to figure out who slaughtered the town of Eldryss,” Ilde said coldly. She expected the woman to do what most people did when they realized Ilde was from Eldryss—go quiet or offer condolences, both of which were incredibly awkward. Instead, the woman visibly perked up.

      “I was considering writing about Eldryss for my entry! Maybe we could work together?”

      Ilde was gobsmacked.

      “You want me to help you write a paper about the most traumatic thing that has ever happened to me?” she asked, her tone tinged with angry sarcasm.

      “Did you know people there?”

      “I lived there. It was my home. I watched everyone I had ever known die,” Ilde said, clenching her fists. She pushed herself up off the ground and glared at the woman. “Good luck with your paper.”

      She stormed down the aisle, leaving the elvish woman alone once more. By the time Ilde reached the table she had been studying at, she was shaking. She didn’t mind when people wanted to avoid the subject of Eldryss. It didn’t bother her when people had no idea what to say. But to be a subject of research? That took the cake. If she had been in a tavern or a rowdier part of town, she would have punched the woman in the mouth for good measure.

      Joyanna was back, sitting at the table and absentmindedly twirling a dagger while she stared off into space. When Ilde sat back down, Joyanna glanced up, and her eyes grew wide as she picked up on the state Ilde was in.

      “What the hells happened to you?” she asked.

      “Forget it. Let’s just go,” Ilde spat. Recognizing that she needed space, Joyanna nodded and began packing up their things. They left the library silently—Joyanna leading without question and Ilde following sullenly behind.

      That night, she sat quietly in her room and waited for sleep to take her. The din of the city had long since died down, and all that remained was the sound of the wind against the houses in the upper slums and the occasional shout as someone drunkenly made their way home.

      The sound of the breeze reminded her of the way the wind had carried the ashes of her neighbors, though. Never had something so quiet been that deafening. She pulled the covers over her head and tried to drown it out to no avail. It was fall, and the weather was turning; the winds would only get louder as the days trickled on. Soon, they would turn to rain and make the northern part of Eolis into a miserable, soggy puddle.

      She cursed herself for letting the weather cause her grief.

      And she cursed the woman at the library for setting her off.

      And she cursed Mersari for letting it happen.

      “I am your only loyal follower, the least you could do is protect me,” she whispered aloud to the ceiling.

      She waited for a sign, an apology, a chuckle from the universe that would tell her she wasn’t alone. Nothing came.

      Perhaps she was being childish and entitled. The word delusional also popped into her mind, but she shoved that one aside and silenced it. She refused to believe that swearing an oath to Mersari was wrong. Even if it brought her nothing but ridicule from others, it still brought her peace, and that was enough. She had no idea if he heard her or if he was truly a dead god—weak, decayed, and long forgotten.

      Faith was a tricky thing, and Ilde didn’t know how to navigate it. Her parents hadn’t been particularly pious. They had not kept idols or altars in their home or the tavern. She had never heard them pray, never seen them give an offering or sacrifice. They had referenced the gods like one referenced a council member–with acknowledgment and indifference. They existed and were likely in charge, but they were impossible to reach and often a little callous. Perhaps her town had been cursed because its people weren’t reverent enough.

      Ilde had heard of people who had been chosen by the gods, fighters who were granted incredible skill and protected by their blessing, and mages who had been pious enough to take a patron and gain immense power. Ilde had been silently praying to Mersari for seven years, but even she knew that her skill with a blade was thanks to thousands of hours spent practicing under Joyanna’s watchful eye and not the grace of a forgotten god. Everything she had done, she had done on her own. So why had she sworn an oath to Mersari at all? She truly didn’t know. All she had was a strong drive for vengeance and misplaced devotion. There was nothing tying her to any sort of faith.

      She felt simultaneously found and lost; her thoughts swam in different directions as she tried to form some kind of understanding.

      “What do I do?” she whispered. “What do I do now?”

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.
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        * * *

      

      When she entered the library the next day, she felt better.

      Joyanna had left her alone today, choosing instead to visit the council’s job board and speak with Constable Arais about jobs that would take them outside Isonwood’s territory. Ilde knew her time in the library would be coming to a close for now, so she was determined to find something of merit before she was forced to leave. Joyanna had told her to stay and keep researching, but she would never abandon Joyanna like that.

      It was early in the day, and the library was quiet. The hum from the day before hadn’t picked up yet, so there were only the muffled sounds of the city outside to keep Ilde company. She felt at peace as she sat down at what she now considered to be her regular table and readied herself for another day of studying.

      The sound of someone dropping books onto her table could have easily been lightning striking the building. Ilde’s head shot up, her peace immediately destroyed as she readied herself to sling a flurry of curses at whoever had intruded on her space.

      “Do you fucking mind?” she spat. Her eyes met intense, light green eyes, and her mood soured even more.

      “I’m sorry, they slipped,” the woman squeaked. She stood at the edge of the table and fiddled with a ring on one of her fingers.

      “I chose not to hit you yesterday. I can’t promise that I will make the same decision today, so if you have any self-preservation in that head of yours, you will leave me alone.”

      “I stayed late yesterday and found these for you. I have the one you were looking for yesterday, and I also grabbed a book on mage cults, one titled The Phenomena of Planar and Elemental Magic, one about patrons and their gifts, and then this big one is a copy of Prelarry’s grimoire—I’ve already read it, but I thought it might give you some ideas of who performs each kind of magic. Oh, and⁠—”

      “Please stop,” Ilde said, glaring. “I don’t want your help.”

      “Well, I’m helping you anyway,” she said sternly.

      She sat down, and Ilde considered flipping the table. It was a thick, heavy oak table that likely hadn’t been moved at all in several hundred years—let alone by the likes of a single mercenary—but she thought she could probably harness her rage and do it on her own if she tried…

      “I’m Madris,” the woman said, shoving her hand across the table in greeting. Ilde looked at it as if she had just presented her with a pile of shit.

      “And I’m seriously wishing I had stayed home today,” Ilde grumbled. “Please leave.”

      “I tried to do some research about what happened in Eldryss, but there really aren’t any accounts of what happened for obvious reasons. Anyway, you’ll need to give me a solid idea of the events that occurred so we can start looking for curses that match. It was a curse, right? There weren’t any bodies left, so it couldn’t have been a mass suicide or anything like that. Were there beasts involved? Did⁠—”

      “Stop!” Ilde shouted, slamming her fist down on the table and causing the handful of other people in the library to turn and stare. “Are you maliciously trying to upset me, or are you just incredibly stupid? I don’t want to tell you about Eldryss, and I don’t want your fucking help!”

      Madris remained resolute.

      “You clearly need help, and I was rude yesterday, so I want to make it up by helping⁠—”

      “You’re being rude now⁠—”

      “—I asked the attendant what books you had brought back yesterday, and I think you’re taking the wrong approach. I’m really good at research. If you switched your focus from history to the social and practical aspects of magic, I think you’d be more successful. You don’t need to know who committed atrocious magical crimes four hundred years ago; you need to know what kind of magic is being practiced now and by whom. Does this make sense?”

      Ilde had been moments away from standing up and flinging her chair at the elf, but Madris’ words made her pause. She had been focusing on the possibility of some ancient evil returning to wreak havoc on their plane or some ancient prophecy coming true, but what if Madris was right and it was a new kind of threat? Something fresh and unknown rather than tried and true.

      “How can you be so sure that it isn’t something old?” she asked, leaning forward in her chair.

      “I’m not. I don’t know anything about what happened in Eldryss. But magic is like science. It changes and evolves every day. I think it’s more likely that this is a new phenomenon. And when I say new phenomenon, I mean something that hasn’t occurred before. There’s still a chance it could be a new phenomenon that is occurring at the hands of something very old—like an archmage, for example. Or⁠—”

      “It’s not a phenomenon. People died.”

      “Right,” Madris murmured, chewing her lip uncomfortably. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m just not sure what else to call it. A curse implies that someone sent it, which is entirely possible. But it’s also possible that it was a naturally occurring event caused by some kind of elemental arcane shift. Or⁠—”

      “It wasn’t natural. It just appeared on the horizon and then disappeared once it had wreaked havoc on Eldryss. It was like a plague.”

      “A plague?” Madris asked excitedly. “You think it was the gods, then?”

      “I’m not sure. They certainly didn’t help stop it,” Ilde said bitterly.

      “Interesting…”

      Madris’ extreme interest was grating to say the least, but she was smart—way smarter than Ilde was. She knew if she was ever going to succeed at figuring out what had happened, she would need someone like Madris to help. Ilde would rather cut off her own foot than admit that out loud, though. But it didn’t seem like she would have to, because Madris was already furiously scribbling notes into a notebook she had brought with her.

      “Are you really going to help me, or is this just a ploy to get information for your entry to Prelarry’s?” Ilde asked after she’d watched Madris write for a couple of minutes.

      Madris looked up with wide eyes, like an animal trapped in a hunter’s sight.

      “I mean… I don’t see why it can’t be both. This would make a great entry essay, so it would be a waste not to use the information to my advantage. But I feel bad for upsetting you, so I’d like to help you first, if I can.”

      She seemed sincere enough. If she had planned on lying, Ilde figured she would have omitted the bit about her entry entirely.

      “Why help a stranger, though?”

      “I don’t know. It just seemed like the right thing to do.”

      Ilde nodded in understanding.

      “I feel like I never know what the right thing is these days,” Ilde said.

      “When you figure it out, let me know. I always get things wrong,” Madris replied, pausing her writing to meet Ilde’s stare. “You never told me what your name was, by the way.”

      “It’s Ilde. Ilde Torrun.”

      Madris held out her hand again, and this time, Ilde shook it.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde told Madris everything.

      It was the first time she had done so since telling Joyanna all those years ago.

      Ilde followed Madris up and down the aisles of books, talking while Madris grabbed the tomes they needed to study. She told her about the day the clouds appeared on the horizon and how they blotted out the sun. She told her about the tavern, the night the first man fell, and how her fingers had passed through the man like ash. She told her about all the prayers and the sacrifices they had made. She told her about the screaming and the agony and the death.

      Then she told her things she hadn’t even told Joyanna.

      She told her about the smell of the air—a heavy, rancid smell that had burned her nose for days. She told her about the way their water tasted after the deaths of everyone else had tainted it, how it had coated her throat and made her sick. She told her about the way her family cat had yowled in fear and ran frantically into the woods to get away from all the death. She spoke of her parents’ final wishes and how they had fallen flat because Ilde had truly believed she wouldn’t make it out alive. She told her about the last night she spent there, alone in the stable. She told her how horrible it had been to leave and how scary it had been to travel alone.

      At some point, Madris stopped hunting for books and just started to listen.

      Ilde barely noticed when they left the library. It was growing dark outside, and they had walked a hundred feet before she realized where they were.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to talk for that long. You’re probably sick of hearing my voice,” Ilde said.

      “I don’t mind,” Madris murmured. “Everything you tell me will help us figure this out.”

      Ilde knew she had definitely told Madris things that wouldn’t help at all, but she let Madris’ lie comfort her anyway. She suddenly felt raw and exposed in a way she wasn’t comfortable with, so she took a step away from Madris and cleared her throat awkwardly.

      “Do you need company on your walk home?” Ilde asked. Madris was smart, but she didn’t strike Ilde as the kind of person who could defend herself well.

      “No, I’m fine,” Madris said with a smile. She held out her hand and curled her fingers enticingly, producing a flame that illuminated all the curves and edges of her face and made her look like something otherworldly. “I have some tricks.”

      “Ah, I should have known you were prone to magic,” she said, suddenly feeling silly. “Will you be here tomorrow?”

      “Yes. If I beat you here, I’ll meet you at the same table.”

      “Okay. Well… goodnight then.”

      “Goodnight, Ilde.”

      She watched Madris leave and waited until she was out of sight before turning and heading back through the city in the direction of home.
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        * * *

      

      “Arais wants us to deliver a package to Hapool on the Council’s behalf,” Joyanna said the moment Ilde stepped out of her room the next morning. Ilde padded on bare feet to the kitchen table and scrubbed the sleep from her eyes, yawning once before leveling her gaze at Joyanna.

      “What?”

      “The council has a package that needs to be sent to Hapool, but they don’t have the guards to expend for the trip. Constable Arais told them he would find someone to get the job done. He had written a request for us and was planning on sending it yesterday—he chose us for the job.”

      “We’re not couriers, Jo,” she grumbled.

      “I’ll be a fucking bard if it means the Council will pay me my weight in gold.”

      “You have the worst singing voice I’ve ever heard, though.”

      “My voice is a gift from the gods,” Joyanna said, feigning a deep frown.

      “Your voice is the stuff of nightmares. I’ve heard cats in heat carry a tune better than you could.”

      Joyanna kicked her long legs out under the table and forced Ilde’s chair back several inches, causing it to wobble. Ilde clung to the table for stability and laughed.

      “After everything I’ve done for you, you’re going to insult me like that?”

      “Absolutely. And I can assure you that it will happen again,” Ilde joked.

      Joyanna stood and laughed, shoving Ilde once more for good measure before she began filling a kettle with water to brew some coffee.

      “When do we leave?” Ilde asked.

      “Soon. I think Arais would like us to leave no later than the end of the week,” Joyanna said from the stove.

      “Sounds like you have it all settled, then,” Ilde said. She crossed the small kitchen space to clap Joyanna on the back before returning to her room to dress for the day.

      “We need to gather some things for the trip,” Joyanna called after her. “Are you going to go to the market with me?”

      “Not today, I made plans. We can go tomorrow, though!” Ilde shouted. She was just pulling her shirt over her head when Joyanna burst through the door.

      “What do you mean you made plans?”

      Ilde hurried to tug her shirt down and glared.

      “Why don’t you just kick my door down? I could hear you just fine from the kitchen!” she shouted.

      “I wanted to see the look on your face when you told me what your plans were,” Joyanna said matter-of-factly. Ilde rolled her eyes and turned around–concealing her face to spite Joyanna while she tugged on a pair of pants.

      “I met a mage who is trying to get into Prelarry’s and offered to help me figure out what happened to Eldryss. I’m meeting her at the library.”

      Joyanna scoffed and threw her arms up in frustration.

      “I thought you meant you had real plans!”

      “What constitutes real plans?” Ilde asked as she shoved her feet into her boots.

      “Something with a little romance. Some excitement!”

      Ilde rolled her eyes so hard she thought they would get stuck staring up into her skull.

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that? You keep us employed so often I don’t have time to sleep with anyone.”

      “We’ve been home for weeks! That’s plenty of time!” Joyanna shouted. “I’ve managed to do it just fine, and I–”

      “No!” Ilde held up her hand to silence Joyanna. “I don’t want to hear about it! I already know. This house is small, and the walls are thin. What are we going to do, bring someone home at the same time and have a competition?”

      A wicked grin spread across Joyanna’s face.

      “What kind of competition did you have in mind? I’ve got some coin left from the last job that I’ve been itching to gamble.”

      Ilde shook her head and laughed.

      “I can’t believe you were responsible for my formative years; I don’t think I could have picked a worse influence.”

      “But you’re absolutely wicked with a blade, and that is the only thing that matters!”

      Shoving past Joyanna and leaving her to fend for herself for the day, Ilde headed toward the library.
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        * * *

      

      As she traveled through the city, she was surprised at herself for feeling excited. They hadn’t even started to do any research in earnest, but Madris’ analytical brain gave Ilde some hope. She couldn’t wait to hear if Madris had come up with any ideas overnight.

      But as she reached the library of Isonwood, she found the normally open doors shut tight and a familiar elf standing guard in front of them. When Madris finally noticed Ilde’s approach, she waved timidly.

      “They’re closed for the day. The sign says they’re dealing with an infestation of bookworms in the academic section,” she said as Ilde approached.

      “I’m sorry… you didn’t have to wait for me to get here. You could have left when you saw the sign,” Ilde said sheepishly, disappointment growing in her gut.

      “Well, I just wasn’t sure if you’d want to try and go somewhere else… I have the books we checked out yesterday. We don’t necessarily need the library to study, you know?”

      “Do you have somewhere in mind?”

      “Is your house close?”

      “Not particularly. I live in the upper slums,” Ilde said.

      “That’s closer than my house. I’m in the shire just outside the city walls.”

      “You walk all the way here every day?” Ilde asked incredulously.

      “Well, there isn’t exactly a library outside, is there?”

      “I suppose not, but I’m not sure I’d be making the trip every day…”

      “I don’t mind. It gets me away from my mother and father, and all the exercise makes my legs look nice,” Madris said, sticking her leg out cheekily.

      “Well, come on then!”

      Ilde turned and started the trek back to the upper slums, and Madris followed beside her.

      The day was turning out to be beautiful, and Ilde was a little disappointed that she wouldn’t get to sit in the library and enjoy the sun pouring through those massive windows. Fall had settled over Isonwood like a blanket; the day was cool, but the sun shone brightly. A part of her wished she could stay outside and enjoy it, but she was too excited to hear what Madris thought about all they had discussed the day before.

      As they passed through the city market, the smell of fresh treats hit Ilde’s nose, and her stomach rumbled. Because she and Joyanna weren’t planning on staying in town for much longer, there wasn’t much food in their kitchen, and Ilde hadn’t even indulged in the coffee Joyanna had brewed that morning.

      “Do you like cakes?” Ilde asked, slowing to a stop amongst the foot traffic of the Goods District.

      “I don’t mind them,” Madris said.

      “Can we make a detour?”

      “You’re leading the way,” she said, motioning for Ilde to continue.

      “Stick close, don’t get lost in the crowd.”

      As she turned and began to walk away, Madris quickly reached out and grabbed the back of her shirt, causing Ilde to chuckle to herself. She made a beeline through the vendors toward the section of the market where most of the treat peddlers set up shop. There was a damnkin woman who sold the best breakfast cakes in all of Isonwood. She made them lovingly by hand every morning and kept them warm in enchanted baskets so they always tasted fresh, even when the market had been open for hours.

      “Good morning, Marisha!” Ilde shouted over the din of the market as they reached the woman’s stall. Marisha smiled as the two approached, tail swishing back and forth happily.

      “Good morning, dear! Haven’t seen you in awhile, I was worried some beast finally got you!”

      “A beast?” Ilde asked, feigning offense. “You have too little faith in me!”

      “Do you fight beasts?” Madris asked, a look of confusion crossing her brow.

      “I have been known to fight beasts on occasion,” Ilde said confidently. She could tell that this only confused Madris more, but part of the fun always came from letting people figure out that she was a well-trained mercenary. She was aware that out of armor and without her blade, she could have easily passed for the daughter of a baker or blacksmith–someone unassuming who faded into the background. But in the right parts of the city, people knew her name, and that brought her a strong sense of pride.

      “I assume you want your usual?” Marisha asked.

      “Three of them, please.”

      Marisha turned and opened one of the baskets, letting out a big puff of steam into the cool morning air. She pulled out three slices of yellow cake and laid them on a piece of brown butcher paper, then she buttered them with warm, soft butter and dusted them with powdered sugar. She wrapped them quickly and tied them off using bright red string.

      “That’ll be six copper, my dear.”

      Ilde passed her a gold coin and patted her hand.

      “I would follow you and your baking to the hells and back, Marisha.”

      Marisha blushed a deep scarlet and smiled wryly at Ilde for a moment before taking the coin and pocketing it.

      “You’re too good to me, Ilde.”

      Ilde channeled her mentor and gave Marisha her best heartbreaking smile before turning to hand Madris the bundle of cakes.

      “Try to keep those warm. We can eat them when we get to the house,” Ilde said, leading the way back through the market.

      As they walked, they passed vendors selling all manner of things. Ilde kept her eye out as they traveled, looking for anything they might need on their trip and making a mental note of its location so she and Joyanna could visit again tomorrow. Madris followed dutifully behind her, the package of cakes tucked underneath the coat she was wearing.

      They passed a stall with a sign that read Relics of the Past, where a stout human man stood and shouted at passersby about his treasures from times forgotten by man. He had an annoying voice that was hoarse, nasally, and demanded to be heard. Normally, Ilde would have passed his stall without a second glance, but her keen eyes caught sight of something just behind the man’s head that she had never seen anywhere besides the bathhouse.

      A pair of wings pierced through with blades and eyes where the blood should be.

      The icon of Mersari.

      She should have been more casual about her interest; she should have strolled up to the stall and perused the man’s goods before first. Maybe even pretended she was interested in something else and was just purchasing the icon impulsively. Instead, she rushed up to the stall, leaving Madris to fight the flow of patrons behind her.

      “Where did you find an icon for Mersari, sir?” she asked quickly. The man immediately picked up on her excitement and grabbed the icon with a flourish before presenting it to her.

      “I find my treasures all over the kingdom and the world beyond. This icon came from a collapsed temple in Azkesh. I visited an archeological society and dug it out with my bare hands. Very rare, as I’m sure you know! Quite the find for anyone with a particular interest in the gods.”

      Ilde barely heard a word. With her heart pounding in her ears, she reached out and touched the icon with shaking fingers. Attached to a thin, hempen chord, it was cast in gold and tarnished along the edges. It could have been a relic, like the man implied, or it could have been a clever replica. Ilde had no way of knowing, but it didn’t matter either way.

      “How much do you want for it?” she asked—another grave mistake. If she were in her right mind, she would have named her own price and bartered from there.

      “For a relic like this?” the man asked, pretending to ponder its worth. “I could accept fifty gold.”

      The price came like a sucker punch to the gut. Ilde knew she was being taken advantage of, but it was too late to try and negotiate a better price. Anything she suggested now would fall on deaf ears because the man could tell how excited she was. His wicked grin told her as much. The thought of leaving the icon behind felt wrong—she was sure fate had brought her to it—but she couldn’t in good conscience spend fifty gold knowing she and Joyanna would need that money for supplies.

      She started to step back from the booth, ready to leave it behind, until she felt a small hand on her back.

      “Surely, for a woman as beautiful as she is, you’d take ten gold for it instead,” Madris suggested. Ilde glanced sideways at her, a bit taken aback by the confident compliment she had just received, but she found Madris staring intently at the shopkeep. She glanced back at the man just in time to watch his eyes glass over.

      “She is very beautiful, isn’t she?” he said automatically. “I surely could part with this for ten gold.”

      Ilde realized then what had happened—the man was charmed. Madris had used her right hand to cast the spell and then placed it on Ilde’s back, the way a friend would, to cover up the movement.

      “Perfect!” Madris said happily. She hastily motioned towards Ilde’s coin purse, and Ilde obeyed by quickly grabbing it and counting out the ten gold she owed the man. He took the gold eagerly and handed her the relic.

      “Your business is very much appreciated,” he said.

      Ilde slipped the cord over her head and tucked the icon into her shirt. It was so cold it stung when it touched her skin, but she reveled in the feeling.

      Madris pulled at Ilde’s sleeve and dragged her away from the booth.

      “That won’t last long. We need to leave before he realizes he’s been charmed,” she said.

      Ilde deftly led them out of the throng, waiting until they were a safe distance from the man and his rip-off of a booth before she stopped.

      “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that, but I appreciate that you did,” she said.

      Madris shrugged. “Sorry I didn’t go lower. Sometimes, when you’re too outrageous with your suggestions, the spell won’t take.”

      “Ten gold was plenty low enough. I owe you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Madris waved Ilde off. Ilde expected her to ask about the icon, maybe even interrogate her about her obvious interest in the betrayer god, but she stayed quiet on the matter and followed silently behind Ilde to the upper slums.

      They had gained the name “upper slums” from the people who lived there; they were the working class of Isonwood. Not merchants, who gained their wealth generationally through years of trade, nor steeply-paid Council staff who had earned a cushioned spot in society, but the kind of people who had worked their asses off to live in a small home with no drafts and clean streets. The kind of people who kept the tiniest of gardens on small plots of land and baked bread in their small stoves to share with the neighbors. The kind of people who barely held it together and did their best to lift each other up in any way they could.

      Ilde and Joyanna lived in a small home built of cheap stone and wood, sandwiched between an Isonwood guard and a blacksmith’s family. They had given their plot of land to the blacksmith’s family for extra gardening space because neither of them had a particularly green thumb, and the family had a plethora of mouths to feed. Much of Ilde’s time with Joyanna had been spent training in the middle of the street with the neighbors watching and cheering her on.

      “Well, this is it,” she said as they approached, gesturing towards the home she had spent the last seven years in as if it were a horse for sale.

      “The door is really nice,” Madris said.

      “I painted it blue a few months after I moved in. We make it a point to touch it up every year,” Ilde said quietly. The pair stood on the doorstep awkwardly for a moment before Ilde sighed and made to open the door. “If Joyanna is here, I’m sorry. She can be a lot for people when she first meets them.”

      Ilde opened the door and was immediately greeted by the sound of Joyanna singing a raunchy song about a prince and his lovers.

      “You’re going to get that song stuck in my head!” Ilde shouted, ushering Madris in and closing the door behind her. “The neighbor’s children can probably hear you, too! You’ll give them bad ideas!”

      Joyanna leaned out of her bedroom doorway and quickly threw a wadded-up rag in Ilde’s direction; it hit the wall with a wet smack and slopped to the ground at their feet. Madris looked at the rag and then back up to Ilde with wide eyes, though Ilde couldn’t tell if she was confused or scared. Ilde smiled apologetically and picked up the rag before stomping down the short hallway and flinging the rag back at Joyanna, who was sitting on the edge of her bed lovingly polishing her greatsword.

      “I have company, so try to be welcoming,” she said sternly.

      “I am always welcoming!” Joyanna said, feigning offense. She stood and carried her sword out into the hallway, flashing it menacingly as she passed Ilde, and leveled a wicked smile in Madris’ direction. “Any friend of Ilde’s is a friend of mine. Do you have a name?”

      “M-Madris,” she squeaked. Ilde watched the poor girl take Joyanna’s towering form in and balk immediately. Joyanna tended to have that effect on strangers, with her overwhelming confidence and intimidating stature. She had always been a force to be reckoned with.

      “Put your sword away, you oaf,” Ilde snapped, yanking Brightblade out of Joyanna’s hand and returning it to its place in Joyanna’s room.

      “Careful with her. She was just sharpened.”

      “I need to sharpen mine, too,” Ilde stated as she walked back out to meet Madris at the door. “Madris, this is Joyanna Brightblade–greatest mercenary in Isonwood and greatest pain in my ass.”

      “I’ve never met a mercenary before,” Madris said, relaxing slightly.

      “Well, now you’ve met two,” Joyanna said enthusiastically.

      Madris glanced at Ilde with an odd look; Ilde could tell she was analyzing everything that had happened in the last few minutes.

      “Oh, the cakes!” Madris said, revealing the package she had kept concealed in her coat. “I forgot I was even holding them.”

      “You know how to make a good first impression, Madris!” Joyanna said, eagerly taking a slice of cake for herself.

      “Here, don’t mind her. Come sit and eat your cake,” Ilde said, leading Madris to their tiny kitchen table.

      “I hope they’re still warm,” she said. “I tried to keep them tucked away.”

      “They’ll still be good regardless.”

      Ilde sat with her and waited excitedly for Madris to take her first bite. When she did, her green eyes grew wide–almost too wide for her face. She smiled as she chewed, swallowed, and then nodded.

      “These are incredible!”

      “They’re the best in the city,” Ilde said, taking an eager bite of her own. They ate in amicable silence, which seemed to calm Madris down a bit. Joyanna drifted away, back into her room to continue caring for her sword and armor, leaving Ilde and her acquaintance alone to discuss everything Ilde had revealed the day before.
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      “I started with the book on mage cults last night because I thought it would be the most likely answer,” Madris said, pulling all the books out of her bag. “And there are some possibilities here that seem like they might be on the right track, though there aren’t any known cults near Eldryss. But that doesn’t mean they couldn’t have succeeded in razing an entire town from afar. It just means that they would have needed to be a fairly strong group—which narrows it down quite a bit.”

      “I’m not familiar with any cults, so you’ll have to clue me in,” Ilde said, leaning over the table as Madris opened the book to a page she had dog-eared the night before.

      “The term cult isn’t necessarily the most accurate phrase, it’s just the one that the book uses. I think sect is probably a better word. Mage sects are usually composed of individuals with a keen understanding of a particular type of magic who have united for a common goal. It doesn’t have to be religious in nature, though some of them are focused on the gifts given by a particular god. In a situation like that, the sect could be positive or negative, depending on the context.

      “For example, a large sect of mages in the southeast worship Wariah and focus their energy and resources on honing their own power and teaching others how to harness the gifts she gives. They also do a lot of humanitarian work because it aligns with their teachings on being pure of heart. The strongest members of their sect can temporarily influence tides and control floods.”

      “They’re not all good, though,” Ilde stated sourly.

      “No, of course not. Wariah is depicted as a goddess of water. Her mages in the south have given her a reputable image, but you know who else worships the water? Pirates. And there aren’t many pirates who are friendly, as far as I’m aware. For every light a god provides, there is always a darkness behind them. There are always people who will do wrong in the name of the divine.”

      “But which cult was it, then? There are so many gods and patrons…”

      “That’s something we have to find out,” Madris responded. “This book is organized by moral affiliation and then size. We need to figure out the relationship between size and capability and then determine which of the sects or cults were even capable of cursing your town. Then we can narrow it down based on their beliefs and see if any of them align with genocide.”

      Ilde rubbed her eyes and groaned.

      “This is going to take a long time.”

      “We have plenty of time. It’s okay.”

      “We don’t, though. Joyanna and I have to leave by the end of the week,” Ilde muttered.

      “Oh, I suppose I can keep researching while you’re gone,” Madris said disappointedly. “Where are you going?”

      “We have to deliver a package to Hapool for Constable Arais and the local council.”

      Madris nearly leapt out of her seat. She leaned over the table and grabbed Ilde’s wrist excitedly, her grip like a vise.

      “Eldryss is on the way to Hapool! I could go with you! We could stop on the way and I could see for myself what happened. This could do wonders for our research!” Madris shouted, her green eyes unnaturally wide in her excitement.

      Ilde leaned back and tried to put some space between her and the overzealous elf.

      “Madris, you can’t come with us. It’s a job. We can’t stop on the way to deliver our package—we have a timeline.”

      “We can stop on the way back, then!”

      “Madris,” Ilde said sternly, removing the woman’s grip from her wrist as gently as possible. “It’s not safe. There are beasts on the road. And monsters. Not to mention thieves and bandits. Joyanna and I work fine together because we know how to protect ourselves and can cover each other’s weaknesses. But we can’t do that and protect you. It’s not safe.”

      “I don’t need protection. I’ve already told you this,” Madris retorted. She held out one of her hands and produced a fist-sized flame in the blink of an eye. Ilde stared into the fire for a moment and watched as it shifted from orange to a sickly green.

      “Have you ever used it to fight, though?” she asked. “Have you ever used it to kill? Because it might come to that.”

      Madris closed her fist and snuffed out the flame that had marred her hand. When she opened it again, there was nothing there but smooth, soft skin.

      “I could do it if I needed to,” Madris insisted. “If you can do it, so can I.”

      “I trained with a blade for years before I ever tried to kill anything. I didn’t just wake up one day and walk out into the woods with a longsword in my hands.”

      “I can just go without you, then. Just last night you told me about how you made that journey at fifteen, so⁠—”

      “Yes, I made that journey at fifteen, but I could have died!”

      “Then let me come with you,” Madris seethed.

      Ilde threw her arms up in exasperation and growled with frustration. This was the same Madris she had met the other day—the same obnoxiously persistent woman who had driven her to leave the library and fume for the rest of the evening. Ilde was quickly learning that once Madris got an idea in her head, nothing would stop her. She either had no self-preservation or was confident to a fault—but Ilde couldn’t tell which was the truth.

      “If she wants to come so badly, let her come,” Joyanna shouted from her room. “She’s not getting any of our money, though.”

      If she had been within reach, Ilde would have punched Joyanna for giving in so easily. Madris gave Ilde the most scathing look of victory she had ever seen, and Ilde held her stare for an infinitely long moment—neither one of them willing to back down.

      “If you die, I am not dragging your body back to Isonwood. I will bury you in the hillside and let the wild dogs dig you up for supper,” Ilde snapped.

      “If you die, I’ll have the decency to burn your body and scatter the ashes,” Madris retorted.

      Joyanna walked out of her room and leaned her heavy upper body on the tiny kitchen table, nearly taking up the entire thing.

      “I hope you have a bedroll and some armor,” she told Madris cheekily.

      “I don’t…”

      Joyanna chuckled and clapped Ilde on the back, giving her a mischievous look of enjoyment.

      “This is going to be fun!”
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        * * *

      

      Ilde bitterly took Madris into the market to gather the things they needed for their journey, and over the course of a couple of days, they were completely prepared to leave. For a decent price, they were able to outfit Madris with some ill-fitting armor that would protect her from the worst injuries, at the very least. Just leathers that were a little too big, even when tightened as much as possible; they put some extra holes in the straps and made do. They made Madris buy her own rations and bedroll and instructed her to pack warm clothes. Ilde had no idea if Madris had told her parents about her plans or what excuse she had given to ensure they would allow her to leave. She didn’t ask, either. She was still sulking about her defeat.

      On the morning they left, Ilde and Joyanna trekked through the city with packs on their backs and picked up their horses from the livery near the south gates. They followed the main road away from the city walls, and Ilde breathed a sigh of relief as she felt the cool morning breeze tickle her face. She could never decide which she loved more—her home in the city or the beautiful uncertainty of the open road. She had been hooked from her very first taste of this life she had built for herself. It was hard. Every moment of it meant to test a person in the strangest ways. Sleeping under the stars and putting your life in the hands of whoever kept watch, riding under the blazing sun or in the pouring rain, fighting for your life, and depending on your friends to fill in your gaps and keep everyone alive. Every single bit of it made Ilde’s heart sing, and every time she put her armor on and rode out facing the morning sun, she forgot what it was like to be a tavern keep, a daughter, an orphan…

      She knew Joyanna felt the same way because she could see it. When Joyanna put on her armor and climbed into the saddle, she smiled in a way that Ilde had never seen any other person smile. It wasn’t just joy. It was purpose. It was elation, the kind only found by people who did what they loved. The two of them had built a name for themselves, and the money was fairly good. But it wasn’t about the coin or the reputation. It was this. The sun and the breeze and the smell of leather. The crunch of dirt underfoot and the horizon ahead. The weight of a sword and a friend by your side and the promise of uncertainty.

      She felt safe and comfortable in the city.

      But the road felt like home.

      They didn’t ride far. There was a dirt road that twisted around to the west side of the city walls, and it was lined by small homesteads. Widely spaced and surrounded by crops and livestock, they flecked the hillside like squares on a quilt. Some were bigger than others, but all offered a simpler life than Ilde was used to—something closer to the world she had left behind in Eldryss. Seeing these cozy homes and quiet folk twisted something in her gut. It wasn’t the same as Eldryss, but it was closer than she had been in a long time, and seeing it alive and well was bittersweet.

      They rode until they reached the fifth plot of land: a grassy knoll surrounded by a decent-sized flock of sheep and a waist-high wooden fence. A few hundred feet of pathway led to a home that Ilde would have described as lavishly quaint—it was old and had some character, but it was well-kept and easily three or four times the size of the home she shared with Joyanna. Ilde could see the green door from the road and wondered if Madris had painted it herself.

      They tied their horses to the fence and traveled up the path, fighting curious sheep the entire way. Before they could knock, the door was wrenched open by a woman whom Ilde immediately identified as Madris’ mother. They had the same features, that warm caramel and copper hair, lightly tanned skin, and too-big eyes that were the same odd color. This woman was taller than Madris, though. Nearly as tall as Ilde, who had even impressed Joyanna with her height as she grew older. She smiled at the pair of them, revealing the faintest of wrinkles around her eyes and mouth—the only hint of her age that Ilde could make out.

      Madris appeared not a moment later, shoving her mother out of the doorframe and replacing her like a copied illusion.

      “I was worried you weren’t going to come,” she said quickly.

      “I wish we had thought of that,” Ilde muttered.

      “We’re nicer than that,” Joyanna said warmly, stepping forward and extending her hand to Madris’ mother.

      “It’s so nice of you to offer to accompany Madris on her research trip,” her mother said, eyes full of nothing but trust. “I had no idea she had such good friends. She’s always been so private.”

      It took everything Ilde had to stifle her laughter. She locked eyes with Madris, who silently used those odd, green eyes to beg for Ilde’s cooperation. If she’d been a better person, she would have told the truth and protected Madris from the possible dangers they might face. But she knew if she did, Madris would stop helping her, and she desperately needed the help.

      “We’ve been studying together at the library,” Ilde offered, watching as Madris breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re collaborating on our entry to Prelarry’s. I’m studying history, though.”

      The lie was vague and uncomplicated, slipping from her tongue easily enough.

      “Ah, a historian! What is your specialty?”

      Ilde panicked internally before spitting out the first historical period she could remember the name of.

      “The Amadorian Period.”

      Madris’ mother smiled warmly and nodded the way someone did when you moved outside their realm of expertise.

      “I’m just the muscle,” Joyanna said, drawing the attention back to her.

      “I can see that!” Madris’ mom said, chuckling lightly.

      Madris piled all of her things on the ground just outside the door and then turned to hug her mother, who accepted the embrace gratefully with open arms. Madris tucked her head under her mother’s chin and squeezed tightly. Ilde felt a pang of jealousy for a brief moment, but she shoved the feeling down before it could show on her face.

      “Please keep my baby safe. She’s the last one I’ve got!”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll bring her home!” Joyanna assured her as she helped Madris pick up her belongings.

      “I’ll be fine, mother. Please.”

      “Of course you will, but I need to say it anyway!”

      Madris shook her head and headed back down the path without another word, leaving Ilde and Joyanna behind.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Ilde murmured, waving gently. Then they followed in Madris’ footsteps back down the path.

      “I take it you don’t have your own horse,” Ilde said once they caught up to Madris at the bottom of the knoll.

      “Not that I can take with me. My father needs them to haul the wool into the city. And I’m not sure they’d make it that far, either. Asher and Charlie are older than I am.”

      “Either you’re a young elf, or those horses are old as dirt,” Joyanna said.

      “I’m twenty.” Madris laughed.

      “So, who named the horses?” Ilde asked.

      “My siblings,” she said. “I have two brothers and three sisters.”

      “And you’re the baby?”

      “Yes, by a lot.”

      “How old is your oldest sibling?” Ilde asked, her curiosity growing.

      “Raemon just turned one hundred and sixty-seven,” she said, sounding slightly exasperated.

      “One hundred and sixty-seven?” Joyanna and Ilde exclaimed at the same time. Madris rolled her eyes and gave each of them a withering stare.

      “Yes. We’re elves. It’s really not all that exciting.”

      “How old are your mother and father?” Ilde asked.

      “My father is two hundred and eighty-four, and my mother is two hundred.”

      “A bit of a cradle robber, isn’t he?” Joyanna chuckled.

      “Please stop.”

      The two of them laughed at Madris’ pained expression and loaded her things onto the back of Joyanna’s horse. Thankfully, she had listened to their advice to pack light. All she had with her was a pack full of clothes, her newly purchased bedroll, and a bag with some rations and miscellaneous items that seemed to clatter around when the bag moved.

      Ilde hoisted herself back into her saddle and held out a hand for Madris, who eyed it wearily.

      “You won’t let me fall off, will you?”

      “Whether or not you fall will depend entirely on how well you hold on,” Ilde retorted. “But I’m not going to go out of my way to knock you off, if that’s what you mean.”

      Madris tentatively reached out and took Ilde’s outstretched hand, clambering into the saddle behind Ilde with about as much grace as a limping duck. Ilde stifled her laughter and scooted forward to give Madris more room. She immediately felt her skinny arms wrap around her waist.

      They spurred their horses and led them back onto the road and away from Isonwood and the comforts the city provided.
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      That first day passed slowly, like molasses; the hours poured out and dripped through Ilde’s fingers, and she was eager for the night to come. Ilde and Joyanna weren’t yet comfortable with their new companion, so conversation was minimal at best. If it had just been the two of them, they would have ridden in amicable silence or filled the void by discussing the strangest topics they could come up with. Madris made them both feel like they needed to talk, and because of that, they could think of nothing to say.

      At one point, Madris asked, “What are you delivering to Hapool, anyway?”

      Neither woman could answer.

      The package in question was a small rectangular chest, no bigger than five or six inches wide and a foot long. It was light and made no noise when shaken. Constable Arais had made it very clear that the package was enchanted, and that the person who would receive it in Hapool would be able to tell if it had been tampered with or opened. It wasn’t ornate. In fact, it wasn’t decorated at all. Neither Joyanna nor Ilde had any idea what could be inside the box. All they knew was that Constable Arais had offered them a thousand gold to deliver it—a steep reward for any job, let alone one as easy as this.

      It made Ilde and Joyanna wary, and they had agreed before they left the city that they would need to keep a close eye out for thieves. Any box that cost a thousand gold was definitely worth stealing and might make them a target if they weren’t already. They kept the box hidden at the bottom of Joyanna’s bag for safekeeping and told Madris not to bring it up if they were ever in earshot of someone else.

      “Is it dangerous?” Madris asked.

      “Not sure. But it’s mysterious and expensive, which is enough to make me wary,” Joyanna answered.

      Madris didn’t ask any more questions after that.

      When the sun began to creep towards the horizon, they navigated their horses off the road and over a nearby hill so they could stop for the night and remain out of sight. They set up their bedrolls and started a small fire with help from one of Madris’ spells. The heat was a welcome reprieve from the crisp nighttime breeze that was beginning to blow across the hillside from the north.

      “Do you want the first or second watch?” Joyanna asked.

      “But there are three of us,” Madris said, confused.

      “No offense, Madris, but putting your life in someone else’s hands while you sleep requires some trust, and we don’t know you very well,” Ilde said gently.

      “I’m trusting the two of you,” she retorted.

      “Well, we can’t all three make poor decisions, now can we?” Joyanna said, laughing while she chewed on a hunk of dried meat.

      “If you only do two watches, you won’t get enough sleep,” Madris said, ignoring Joyanna altogether.

      “It’s fine. Five hours is enough to keep us going. We’ll only have to do it for a couple of days. After that, there will be an inn, and we can catch up on sleep then.”

      Ilde could tell that Madris had been soaking up information all day, analyzing every aspect of being a mercenary out on the road. She was curious to know what Madris thought of it all. She could vividly remember her first time on a job with Joyanna: the pain from riding a horse all day, the hunger, the chill, the discomfort of sleeping on the ground. Everything seems awful when it isn’t your job and you’re not used to it. Ilde wondered if Madris was regretting her decision to come yet or if the novelty of something new was still sustaining her interest.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Ilde said as darkness began to creep across the hillside. She kicked her legs out and made herself comfortable atop her bedroll.

      “Good, I’m tired,” Joyanna muttered. She unlaced her boots, covered herself up, and put her back to the fire.

      “Sleep well, Joyanna,” Madris said.

      “You as well,” she replied quietly. In a matter of minutes she had stilled, and Ilde could tell she was asleep.

      Madris scooted down to the end of her bedroll, getting as close to Ilde as possible without encroaching on her sleeping space.

      “Is it normal to sleep in your armor, or is she just like that?”

      Ilde smiled and shook her head.

      “You sleep in your armor. If someone were to attack in the middle of the night, we would quickly regret taking it off.”

      “I don’t know that I can sleep in all of this,” Madris said, running her hands down the worn leather that protected her chest and stomach.

      “Stay up then. You’ll pass out eventually.”

      “Yeah, pass out and fall off your horse in the morning…”

      “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you tell a joke,” Ilde said, trying to smother her laughter so she wouldn’t wake up Joyanna.

      “You haven’t known me for very long. I tell plenty of jokes,” she said indignantly.

      “I’m sure you do,” Ilde teased.

      The pair sat in awkward silence, listening to the swish of grass in the wind and the crackle of the fire. Ilde wasn’t the kind of person who needed conversation to fill the void, per se, but usually, when she and Joyanna traveled with other friends, they took watch in pairs and played games or shared stories. She wasn’t particularly keen on sharing any more stories with Madris, though—dumping her trauma on the woman had been embarrassing enough—and they hadn’t brought a deck of cards. Eventually, Ilde sighed and began undoing her tightly braided hair as an excuse to look away from Madris and keep her hands busy.

      “Are you wearing that icon?” Madris asked, her voice cutting through the quiet like a knife. She had whispered, but it could have been a scream as far as Ilde was concerned. Ilde quickly glanced to where Joyanna lay, making doubly sure that she was actually sleeping before glaring at Madris.

      “Let’s not discuss that,” she said sternly.

      “Joyanna doesn’t know?”

      “No. She doesn’t need to know, and neither do you. Why don’t we just pretend like you’ve forgotten all about it?”

      “I’m just curious…”

      “I don’t really care that you’re curious. It’s none of your business,” Ilde hissed.

      In truth, she had been trying to forget about the icon herself, but she couldn’t leave the thing alone. Her hands found it absentmindedly throughout the day as if seeking it out for comfort or reassurance. She took it out and studied it every chance she got. Ilde had no idea what she was expecting from the icon. She had heard of clerics channeling their power through divine icons, but hers never glowed or vibrated or spoke or did any of the things that would indicate it had any sort of connection to Mersari at all. It just dangled from her neck, made warm to the touch by her body heat, and occasionally poked her in the chest if she moved wrong.

      But she hadn’t taken it off since she’d bought it.

      “Can I see it?” Madris asked.

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “Why are you so stubborn? I said no.”

      Madris rolled her eyes and humphed quietly in defeat.

      They lulled into another awkward silence, but this time Ilde broke it, fearing that Madris would try to ask another difficult question if she didn’t.

      “Are you regretting the decision to come with us yet?”

      “No, I still think it will be worth it,” Madris said stubbornly.

      “I’m impressed that you haven’t mentioned how badly it hurts after riding a horse all day,” Ilde said, trying to get her to break.

      “It doesn’t hurt at all.”

      “Liar.” 

      Madris stared Ilde down for a long moment as if trying to convince her she was telling the truth. Ilde just shook her head and grinned.

      “Fine. It hurts. Really bad,” she grumbled. “I’ve never ridden a horse for longer than an hour or two. I had no idea it would feel like this.”

      “Just wait until the morning, when your back hurts from sleeping on the ground all night.”

      “Why do you do this?” Madris asked. “Why not do something less taxing?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, but when I’m home in the city, I feel like I’m playing a part. Like there’s no purpose. No goal. But when I’m out here, I feel like my life is actually moving. Doing these jobs makes me feel alive.”

      “You just like the thrill of it all, then?”

      “No, it’s not just the thrill—because it’s not always thrilling. A lot of it is just what we’ve done today: horse-riding and scenery. It’s the going. It’s being with people I like. It’s sitting around the fire and telling stories. It’s so simple, and it’s so… peaceful.”

      “You can be with people you like and tell stories anywhere, though. Somewhere cozy, like a house, for starters.”

      “True, but out here, there’s nothing holding you back from being yourself. There’s so much pressure in the city to be a certain way. Don’t get me wrong, I love Isonwood a lot, but it’s not this.” She motioned to the night sky above them, and Madris glanced up to take in the stars.

      “You’re not really selling me on it,” Madris said, shaking her head. “I don’t think I understand.”

      “Maybe by the end of this, you will,” Ilde murmured.
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        * * *

      

      The days and nights rolled one into the other, all passing with similar conversations and no change of scenery. When they reached their first inn, Ilde retired to their room before anyone else and used her time alone to pray for the first time in days.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      The road stretched on.

      Ilde did her best not to remember the first time she had traced this path. She had not been a memorable face at fifteen or had a memorable name like she did now. People did not remember Ilde Torrun, the orphan. They remembered Ilde Torrun, the mercenary. No one asked about her past because she had been nothing but a blip in their memory, a single blade of grass in the entire Eastern Highlands. No one sought to remind her—especially not Joyanna or Madris, who both seemed to sense that it was the last thing Ilde wanted to discuss.

      But still, it haunted her. Seeping in at the edge of her thoughts—a soft trickle that threatened to bring a torrent, or the creeping of mold. She would be fine if she could keep her thoughts on the path ahead. She grew quiet. Distant. She spent the long hours of traveling with eyes inward. She spurred them on to travel faster, go further, as if passing Eldryss and leaving it behind would be enough to calm her inner turmoil.

      On the eighth day, they reached the crossroads.

      It was mid-morning when they stopped. Ilde pulled her horse to the edge of the road and let it nibble on the grass that grew there. Joyanna followed her lead. A small caravan with three or four carts full of goods had been traveling behind them for some time, keeping a respectful distance between their two parties so that neither was nervous of the other, but close enough to help if someone needed it. After some time, they rode past, and the man in front called out to them amicably.

      “I wouldn’t stop in Eldryss. Used to be a nice little spot, but the whole town disappeared a few years back. It’s a ghost town now.”

      “Thanks for the warning!” Joyanna shouted, waving in thanks.

      Ilde leaned forward in the saddle until her forehead touched the horse’s mane, trying to center herself and breathe to no avail.

      “Ilde, are you okay?” Madris asked, gently putting a hand on her back. Ilde barely felt it through the rising panic in her chest. Her breaths quickened, and her pulse raced as the highlands spun around her. She slid off the horse’s back feebly before collapsing into the grass.

      Her whole body felt stiff, tense, shaky… like being squeezed in a vise. She felt the dirt beneath her fingers, felt it cake her skin, but when she looked, she saw nothing but ash. Her stomach roiled, and she vomited violently into the grass as darkness began to creep into the edges of her vision.

      Somewhere, deep in her mind, she knew she had worked herself up to this. That she had spent the last few days imagining nothing but this, despite her best efforts. That she had spent years repressing this, shoving it down, covering it up, pretending it wasn’t there. Now, it was within reach, just over a few hills. So close she thought she might be able to reach out and touch it from the road. It wasn’t gone.

      It’s here. It’s here. It’s here.

      She hadn’t made it up, and it hadn’t disappeared.

      It was real, and it hurt. Not a small ache, but something violent. Something sharp. Something terrifying.

      The darkness crept further into her vision. She couldn’t breathe. She tasted ash on her tongue.

      Ilde was tall and solid from years of eating well and training hard—far from the skinny teenager she had once been and made even heavier by her armor—but Joyanna picked her up anyway. Her massive arms wrapped around Ilde and pulled her close, cradling her against her chest. The rest of her body was numb with fear, but Ilde could still feel those arms and the tickle of Joyanna’s long black hair against her cheek.

      “Joyanna,” she sobbed, clinging to her friend for fear she would be alone again if she let go. 

      “I’m here. You’re not alone,” Joyanna said, squeezing her tight.

      Ilde didn’t know how long she spent in Joyanna’s arms, but she slowly returned to herself. When her vision cleared, and her racing heart calmed, she saw that Madris was also there, kneeling in the grass next to Joyanna. Eyes full of concern and hand outstretched, but hesitant—unsure of how to help because she wasn’t familiar with Ilde at all. Madris let her hand fall and looked quickly between Joyanna and Ilde.

      “I don’t think we should stop here on our way back,” she said solemnly.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” Ilde said, crawling awkwardly out of Joyanna’s arms and wiping her mouth on the back of her hand.

      “Ilde, no. This is too much. We’re not stopping here,” Joyanna said sternly.

      “We have to. This might be the only way to figure out what happened.”

      “There might be other ways, Ilde. We’ve only been looking for a few days,” Madris said gently.

      “It’s not going to get better unless I face this,” Ilde insisted. She pushed herself off the ground and dusted the dirt from her legs and hands. “This isn’t up for discussion.”

      Joyanna glared furiously and put a heavy hand on her shoulder.

      “As your friend, respectfully, fuck off. You’re not coming back here. I’m not going to stand by and watch while you torture yourself with exposure therapy. This is too much for you, and I don’t want to see you like that again.”

      “Then you don’t have to come with us,” Ilde said coldly.

      Hurt crossed Joyanna’s features, and Ilde immediately felt bad.

      “I just told you you’re not alone,” Joyanna fumed.

      “Then come, and trust that I’ll handle it.”

      Joyanna shook her head and removed her hand from Ilde’s shoulder with a heavy sigh.

      “We need to keep going. We can’t lose too much time,” she said, heading back towards the horses.

      Ilde followed, wiping the snot and tears from her face and leaving smears of dirt in their wake. She climbed back into the saddle and felt exhaustion settle into her bones. She wanted to slump forward and rest, but she remained upright and helped Madris climb up behind her.

      That night, she slept a dreamless, heavy sleep. Joyanna didn’t wake her for the last watch, choosing to risk letting Madris stay up in her stead. When Ilde woke in the morning, she felt empty. Hollow. Not as if she had given everything, but as if there had never been anything inside her in the first place.

      They rode on.
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      The weather changed as they traveled. Each morning, when they woke, they found themselves a little warmer than the day before. Nothing drastic, as fall was still beginning to give way to winter, but enough that they saw their breath less and less with each day that passed.

      The road from Isonwood to Hapool had become difficult to traverse since the decimation of Eldryss. There were no significant towns between the two major cities, just small villages that had sprouted around the inns built by hopeful businessmen. None of these villages were well-equipped to provide for travelers. The inns provided meals but couldn’t provide much in the way of rations or supplies, and the citizens of the villages had a hard enough time providing for themselves. By the time Hapool appeared on the horizon, Ilde and her companions had been eating less to preserve their stores. Ilde wasn’t sure if she was more hungry or tired, and she was sure the rest of her small group felt the same.

      Madris had, surprisingly, handled the trip rather well. Much better than Ilde had expected. She had taken everything in stride and powered through without any complaints, leaving Ilde more than impressed with her stubborn willpower. All of them were grimy and covered in dirt and had been smelling each other’s filth for the last few days, but they had made it through with no issue. For that, Ilde was grateful. As much as she enjoyed a good fight, she truly didn’t want to put Madris in danger—especially not after meeting her mother. The thought of going back to Isonwood without the girl and telling her mother she had died made Ilde sick to her stomach. She and Joyanna were undoubtedly responsible for Madris, no matter how often the woman insisted she could take care of herself. Plus, if she died, Ilde would have to find someone else to help her figure things out. Besides being a person with a loving family and a life ahead of her, Madris was also a valuable asset—one that Ilde wasn’t willing to give up quite yet.

      The sun began to sink as they rode closer and closer to Hapool, its defensive walls illuminated by huge fires that burned at the top of each tower. Great feats of stone stretched for miles on either side of the horizon. They weren’t close enough to see the massive central gate yet, but as they rode, they passed acre upon acre of the farmland that kept Hapool fed. Isonwood was a huge, bustling city, but Hapool was a coastal metropolis. It was one of the many mouths of Eolis—its imports helping to feed the realm and its exports supporting the rest of the Terrain.

      “What do you think?” Joyanna asked. “Do we make camp or ride until we reach the city?”

      “How far out are we, do you think?” Ilde asked.

      “A couple more hours, I think. We could find a tavern, have a solid meal, and be warm in bed before the night is over.”

      “What about your job?” Madris asked, being careful not to mention any details like she had been told.

      “We can finish our job in the morning. There likely won’t be anyone in the office this late, anyway.”

      They all agreed to carry on as twilight crept in. After another hour of riding, they reached the point where the roads from the north and west converged. Their travel slowed immensely as they joined the flow of traffic heading towards the central gate. Joyanna and Ilde rode side by side, close enough to reach out and touch each other if they wanted to. On their left was a man pulling a covered cart full of squawking chickens that leaked feathers every time he hit a bump in the road. There was a small caravan of off-duty guards ahead of them, likely being transferred from another city to supplement the units that already patrolled Hapool.

      They reached the gates all at once, and Ilde and Joyanna slowed their horses to a near-shuffle as the mass of travelers converged on the single entrance.

      The man with the chicken cart was ushered to the side to be checked for contraband, and another small group filled in the space he left behind—a trio traveling similarly to Joyanna, Ilde, and Madris. They nodded at each other amicably but kept to themselves as they shuffled alongside one another. Ilde smiled at the leader of their group—a plain-looking man whose only identifying features were the two tusks that protruded from his lower lip. A half-orc with his hood up. He smiled back kindly enough.

      After a few moments, the two groups had advanced far enough up the line that they were next to be allowed in.

      “Go ahead,” the half-orc said, motioning for Ilde and Joyanna to go first. “We’re in no hurry.”

      “Thank you,” Joyanna said, smiling her warmest smile.

      They shifted ahead of the other group and handed the guards a note from Constable Arais stating their business in the city. The guards murmured amongst themselves and then motioned for Ilde, Joyanna, and Madris to present themselves to be checked for illegal contraband. They all slid off their horses and stood to the side while one of the guards placed a monocle over one eye and gave them a cursory glance.

      Ilde had seen monocles like his before and knew from experience that her enchanted armor would glow a bright pink, as would Joyanna’s sword and the package they were carrying in Joyanna’s bag. The guard opened the bag and quickly looked inside.

      “This what you’re delivering?” he asked, nodding towards the bag.

      “Yes, sir,” Joyanna answered.

      “Very well. The livery is there,” the guard said, pointing to the large stables and fields on the right-hand side of the gate, adjacent to the wall. “I recommend boarding your horses. We’ve had an increase in thievery lately.”

      “Thank you for the recommendation,” Ilde said, leading her horse and the rest of their group in the direction that the guard had pointed.

      When their horses were boarded, and they finally entered the gate, Joyanna stretched her arms above her head and let out a cry of joy.

      “We made it, kids!” she shouted. “The city is ours!”

      “How long will we stay?” Madris asked, hoisting her pack higher up on her shoulders.

      “Not long. Maybe a few days, or a week at most—just long enough to rest before heading back,” Ilde said.

      “Where are we going?” Madris asked.

      “We’re going to find a tavern close to the council’s chambers,” Joyanna answered.

      Luckily, the majority of Hapool’s city staples were built within walking distance of the central gate, and surrounded by the suburban shopping districts and homes that had grown from the center on either side as the city grew. They had been walking for some time before something slipped from Madris’ bag: a metal flask that clinked as it hit the ground and skittered back in the direction they had come.

      “Oh no, my sheep’s blood!” Madris said, twisting frantically to try and see where it had gone. They heard it rattle a few more times as it was kicked by other pedestrians, ping-ponging off the cobblestone streets.

      “Why are you carrying sheep’s blood?” Joyanna asked.

      “I need it for our research in Eldryss⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” Ilde said. She jaunted back down the road a few feet and snatched it off the ground before it could be kicked again. She looked up and noticed, with a sick feeling rising in her stomach, that the trio who had allowed them to be inspected first at the gate was keeping pace with them about fifty feet back. She snatched the flask off the cobbled street and walked briskly back to where the others waited.

      “We have company,” Ilde murmured. “That group from the gate is following us.”

      “Maybe they’re headed to the same place we are,” Madris said nervously.

      “I think that’s very unlikely.”

      “We could confront them,” Joyanna suggested.

      “I think we should hide somewhere and see if they follow. We’ll be arrested if we start a brawl out in the open.”

      “Are they going to attack us?” Madris asked, her voice shaking slightly.

      “Don’t worry about that yet,” Ilde insisted.

      They continued at a normal pace, trying to look inconspicuous until they came to an alley that ducked off the street behind an old cobbler’s storefront. They slipped away from the din of the main road and found dark, damp stone walls on either side of them.

      “Get behind us, Madris,” Joyanna commanded. Madris backed up against the wall with a nervous whimper. When they had boarded their horses, they had also left most of their supplies behind, opting instead to stuff one bag full of everyone’s necessities—including the package. Madris let the bag slip from her shoulders and hit the ground between her and the wall with a thunk.

      At the same time, Joyanna and Ilde unsheathed their swords from their backs. The soft hiss of steel sliding against leather made Ilde shiver with anticipation. She glanced at Joyanna and shared a wry smile with her mentor, the two of them eager for an opportunity to swing their blades.

      “It’s been a while,” Ilde whispered.

      “Indeed it has,” Joyanna replied.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Ilde saw Madris reach out and grip something invisible; with a sharp twist of her fist, a small, arcane shield shimmered into existence—its purple, nearly translucent surface rippling as Madris moved. She clutched the shield close to her chest and shrank in on herself as if trying to hide behind the two tall women in front of her.

      They waited in the quiet alleyway for what felt like forever—swords drawn and ready to swing at the first sign of an attack. Just when Ilde thought they may have made a mistake, the half-orc and his companion—a human man—stepped into the dim light at the end of the alley. There was a crunch behind Ilde’s back, and she looked over her shoulder to find the third member of their party closing in from the other side. It had taken them so long to appear because they had been waiting for their friend to circle around.

      “We don’t want any trouble,” Ilde shouted, holding one hand up in a gesture of peace while the other gripped her sword.

      “Neither do we,” the half-orc replied as he unsheathed his own swords. “I’m sure you know what we want. If you give it to us, we’ll be on our way.”

      “We have nothing to give. We’re here on business, hunting a thief that fled from Isonwood with an heirloom of the constable’s,” Joyanna lied quickly, her silver tongue impressing even Ilde, who had heard her lie a million times before.

      The half-orc shook his head, a look of disappointment crossing his features that was visible even in the low light.

      “We heard the guard ask about your delivery.” He pointed to the bag on the ground behind Madris. “We know you have it. We’ll even pay you for it.”

      “See, here’s the thing. You could pay us the amount we would be rewarded for completing this job. You could even pay us more. But you would sully our names—which mean a great deal to us back up in Isonwood. A little coin now isn’t worth more than a lifetime of coin from a good employer,” Joyanna said.

      “Don’t be fools, please,” the human man said. “There is no need for violence.”

      “The only fools I see here are you three,” Ilde said coldly. “Let us be on our way, and this won’t end poorly.”

      Ilde and Joyanna were facing the half-orc and his human companion, so they didn’t see when the man who had circled around to the other side of the alley closed in and swung his handaxe at Madris. All they heard was the resounding clang of metal on metal and the high-pitched ring of arcane energy that echoed out from Madris’ shield.

      Joyanna and Ilde struck out at once, both attacking the pair of men who had done most of the talking. Ilde met the half-orc head-on, his swords cutting in close before she could get her blade up to keep him at bay. She parried at the last second, barely sweeping his blades out of the way before they could slice into her gut. Instinct told her to dance away, but she knew Joyanna would never fall into defensive measures if she could help it.

      Besides, Ilde wanted to be a little reckless. Her heart pounded in her chest, and a vicious grin spread wide across her lips. If the road was home, then fighting was a fire in the hearth—it was hot to the touch and could be dangerous, but it also kept her alive.

      When the half-orc’s blades swung for her neck and shoulders, she blocked, then pushed her way forward, using his awkward momentum to throw him off balance. When he stumbled, she swung her blade down to meet his knees and splattered crimson across the cobblestones. He tripped backward, limping from the pain, and put his blades up, swinging wildly to keep Ilde at bay as she pushed him back—further away from the others and the package they had been tasked to keep safe.

      She could hear Joyanna and her attacker battling behind her, but if she turned to look and see who was winning, she would give up her advantage on the half-orc. A split-second distraction was all it would take for him to regain ground.

      Past that, somewhere further down the alley, Ilde could hear the clang of steel against the shield as Madris fought to defend herself. She hoped vehemently that Madris could hold her own until one of them could step in, but her confidence in the girl was slim. A sick feeling started to pool in the pit of Ilde’s stomach as she imagined leaving Madris’ body behind in this city or, worse, carrying her back to her mother to be buried in the hills that surrounded Isonwood.

      Suddenly, Ilde was anxious to get this over with.

      She couldn’t take another death on her conscience.

      Ilde lunged at the half-orc, getting as close as her longsword would allow. He was frazzled now—losing blood and suffering from the pain her first slice had caused. She batted his blades to the side with a quick twist. He made one last parry, using one blade to knock Ilde’s sword off course before diving in close with the other in a desperate attempt to draw blood. She shifted, let it glance off the armor that protected her waist, and then cut deep into his exposed side.

      She had no time to savor her victory before Madris started to cry out.

      Ilde spun, leaving the half-orc to bleed out alone, and took a split second to ascertain how the rest of their battle was going. Joyanna’s attacker was ultimately the biggest of the three, but Joyanna was toying with him, batting him around like a cat does a mouse. Madris, however, was on the ground, desperately fighting to protect herself as the man with the handaxe pummeled her with blow after blow.

      Ilde dived down the alley, blade at the ready, and prepared to put herself between the man and Madris. She reached the poor girl at the same time her arcane shield failed. As it sputtered out and faded, the man swung down and met Ilde’s longsword instead—her reach barely allowing her to block the blow.

      What Ilde failed to notice, though, was the vicious hook at the top of the handaxe’s blade. Its edge was sharpened to a point like the rest of the axe, but the hook was deep enough to catch Ilde’s sword. Because Madris hadn’t put up a challenging fight, the man had enough strength left in him to yank Ilde’s blade aside.

      Both her blade and the axe tumbled to the other side of the alley. Angry at being bested by a handaxe and bloodthirsty enough to continue the fight, Ilde lashed out with her fists before the man could reach for another weapon. She took a few blows from his heavy hands before using all of her body weight to throw him into the alley wall, his head colliding against the stone with a sickening crunch. She pinned him to the wall and wrapped her hand around his neck, spit blood into his face for good measure, and reached into her belt for the dagger she always carried.

      Madris reached out from where she still lay on the ground and grabbed Ilde by the ankle. Ilde wouldn’t have registered the touch at all if it weren’t for the horribly cold, tingling sensation that ate up her leg before consuming the rest of her body. She gasped in pain and watched, frozen in place, as a dark rot spread from where her hand met his neck.

      She released him immediately and stumbled backward, worried she had come face to face with her worst nightmare once again. But when the rot had covered his entire body, he fell to the ground and remained whole—just a corpse in a damp alleyway, surrounded by three tired and furious women.

      Joyanna quickly dispatched her attacker, having grown tired of playing with him, and turned to face Ilde and Madris with a smile on her face.

      “I love a little excitement,” she beamed.

      Ilde huffed and leaned against the wall to try and catch her breath for a moment before sliding down the stone and coming to rest next to where Madris lay prone. The poor girl’s eyes were wide with shock. She reached up with trembling fingers to touch a cut that now marred her cheek. Ilde noticed that on the hand Madris had grabbed her with, the tips of her fingers were black. When Madris saw the blood on her hand—or the discoloration of her skin—her breathing hitched.

      Ilde did a cursory glance over the rest of Madris’ body and found that she had a few more cuts, but none as major as the one on her cheek. She was otherwise safe and in no danger of bleeding out or dying from any other cause.

      “You’re going to be okay, Madris,” Ilde said, reaching out to warp the girl’s bloody hand in her own. “You did really good. None of us are hurt badly. We’re all going to be fine.”

      “That man hit you, though. And h-he cut me. My face is bleeding. I—” she started to blubber, and Ilde immediately cut her off.

      “Hey, look at us. We’re all walking away from this. “We’re fine.”

      “We need to get out of here before someone finds us, though,” Joyanna muttered. “Maybe hide these bodies.”

      “We just committed a crime!” Madris wailed.

      “Shhh! No, we didn’t. They followed us and attacked us. We were just defending ourselves,” Ilde insisted.

      “Then why are we hiding the bodies?”

      “Because we don’t have proof, and we don’t have time to get detained.”

      “There’s a sewage grate down here,” Joyanna said as she walked toward the opposite end of the alley. “If we could break the lock, we could drop them down there.”

      “Madris… we need your help, okay? I know you can conjure fire. We need you to incinerate the lock on that sewage grate. Can you do that?” Ilde asked calmly. Her jaw was beginning to throb from the blows she had taken to the face, and talking was becoming increasingly difficult.

      Madris gave Ilde a look of fear.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Ilde promised.

      “O-okay,” Madris whimpered.

      Ilde stood and helped Madris off the ground before gently leading her to the sewer grate. Madris kneeled next to the grate and reached out with shaking hands to grasp the lock. Ilde could tell she was barely holding it together. Getting Madris to a tavern safely without being noticed by anyone would be difficult.

      Madris’ hand glowed with viciously bright light, and Ilde watched as the lock warmed to a neon orange before Madris gave it a swift tug. It came loose and slipped from the grate easily, clinking quietly in her hand.

      “Great job, Madris. Thank you,” Joyanna said, straining against the weight of the man she was already lugging towards the sewer.

      Ilde lifted the grate, wincing as the hinges creaked, the sound echoing down the alley. With little care or ceremony, Joyanna dropped the first body in. It hit the bottom with a splash, sending a plume of rancid odor up to their noses. Ilde coughed and gagged before taking a big step back, shaking her head as if she could get rid of the smell that way. Once all three bodies had been dropped down into the sewer, they carefully closed the grate again and tried to place the lock back in a way that wouldn’t draw immediate attention.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Ilde muttered.
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        * * *

      

      It had taken some finesse and subtlety, but they eventually found a tavern called The Bronze Rose that wasn’t too far from the council’s chambers. Joyanna and Ilde had managed to stay fairly clean of blood, with the exception of Ilde’s bruised and slowly swelling face. Madris, however, had proven to be an issue.

      While none of her cuts were fatal by any means, they were all deep enough to bleed. The poor thing was covered in quite a few rather obvious splotches of blood. Then, of course, there was the matter of her face. They had done their best to staunch the flow and cover her with a cloak so that the blood from her cheek wasn’t visible, but by nature of it being a head wound, it continued to bleed at an alarming rate. By the time they reached the tavern, the brown hood of her cloak had a rather large rust-colored stain on it that was growing larger by the second.

      They didn’t necessarily look like they had just murdered three people—it was more likely that people would assume Madris had been mugged—but they weren’t exactly flying under the radar, either. It was the best they could do.

      They paid for a room, and Ilde swiftly led Madris up the tavern’s stairs and ushered her into their quarters before closing and locking the thick wooden door.

      “What about Joyanna?” Madris asked, voice barely above a whisper.

      “She likes to drink after she fights. She’ll bring us some dinner later. For now, we need to get this fixed.”

      Ilde sat Madris down on one of the room’s beds and gently pushed her hood back. Madris clutched a piece of fabric they had cut from the bottom of her cloak to the wound, but it was stained through with red.

      “Let’s move this so I can see how bad it is,” she said, softly pulling Madris’ hand away from her face. Blood immediately ran down the girl’s cheek and began to further stain her shirt. The cut hadn’t punctured through to the inside of her cheek, but it was still rather deep. “Are you doing okay? How do you feel?”

      “Not great,” Madris murmured weakly.

      Ilde thought she looked paler than usual. Her heart sank with guilt. She had known better than to bring Madris along and had given in and allowed it anyway. Now, the poor woman was bleeding and terrified in a tavern miles and miles away from home. Ilde let the guilt sink in as punishment while she gathered their canteens of fresh water and the supplies from their small healer’s kit. Then she sat next to Madris on the bed, took her cloak, and neatly folded it into a pillow-shaped square before laying it across her lap to soak up the blood and water.

      “Lay your head in my lap, with this cheek up,” she said, gently touching the injured side of Madris’ face. Madris obeyed, and Ilde carefully brushed her blood-soaked curls away from the wound and tucked them behind her pointed ear. “I’m going to clean it with water and some medicinal herbs from our kit, and then I’m going to use wyrm oil salve to close it up. It might sting.”

      “S’okay,” she mumbled.

      Ilde did her best to work quickly and carefully. She had helped Joyanna and some of their other acquaintances with their wounds before, but she was acutely aware that Madris had lost a fair amount of blood on the walk to the tavern. Not to mention that Madris was also barely holding her panic in. Ilde could tell she was still upset by her quickened breaths and the occasional tears that rolled across her nose and into the cloak beneath her head. Her touch was feather light and more gentle than she had ever been in her entire life, but Madris still flinched from the pain, which only made Ilde feel worse.

      “Have you ever used wyrm oil salve before?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Wyrm blood has a healing agent in it. When you boil it down into a concentrate, it can heal a cut very quickly. It burns quite a bit, though. I’m going to use it on your cheek now, but you’ll need to keep your face really still so the scar doesn’t end up too ragged.”

      “O-okay,” Madris whispered.

      With careful fingers, Ilde brushed a fair amount of the salve across the cut on Madris’ cheek. Madris flinched at the first touch and let out a quiet, pained cry before clenching her jaw in an attempt not to move.

      “I’m so sorry. I know it hurts. Try not to clench.” Unable to help herself, she brushed her fingers against Madris’ jaw soothingly, that horrible guilt churning in her stomach as tears rolled silently down Madris’s nose again.

      Ilde watched as the raw edges of the cut on Madris’ cheek reconnected to close the wound. The angry red skin around it calmed as a scab formed, then shrunk away, leaving behind a mostly smooth, pink scar.

      “Okay, it’s done. Good as new,” she said. “I can help you with the others, too, if you need it.”

      Madris didn’t move, though. Nor did she speak. She just stared straight ahead and continued to silently cry.

      “Hey,” Ilde whispered. Her fingers found Madris’ chin and gently tugged until Madris was staring up at her. “You’re safe. If you need to let it all out, you can. You don’t have to hold back for me.”

      Madris’ lip trembled for a moment before she twisted to bury her face in Ilde’s lap. Sobs wracked her small frame, and she wrapped her arms around Ilde’s waist in an unbreakable vise. Ilde sat still and let her cry, knowing it would be cruel to pull away despite being a little uncomfortable with the overwhelming emotion pouring out of the woman. When Madris showed no sign of relaxing or letting up, Ilde began to run her fingers through her hair, doing her best to comb the matted blood away in hopes that her touch would calm the panic that Madris was feeling.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Madris finally began to calm down—her sobs weakening into whimpers and then nothing at all. Even when Madris was silent, Ilde’s fingers still tangled slowly through her hair.

      “How do you willingly kill people all the time?” Madris asked, finally breaking the silence with her hoarse voice.

      “I don’t willingly kill people ever. I protect myself, and when I’m asked to do it, I protect the realm,” Ilde replied calmly.

      “Did you cry the first time you killed someone?”

      “No, I didn’t,” she murmured. “I had already seen so much death by then, it didn’t even matter.”

      Madris lay silently for a long moment, and Ilde wondered if she was judging her for her callousness.

      “Did you cry the first time you saw someone die?” she asked instead.

      “Yeah… yeah, I did,” Ilde said sadly.

      “Do you think those men had families?”

      “They might have. You shouldn’t think about that, though. You can’t worry about that—not when those men were going to kill us. Their families didn’t stop them from doing bad things, so we can’t let their families stop us from keeping each other safe.”

      “We wouldn’t have had to if we had given them the box,” she argued weakly.

      “Yes, even if we had given them the box. They would have had to kill us, so we couldn’t report them to the guards. We all saw their faces. They would have hurt us either way, trust me. We did what we had to do.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Madris asked.

      “Nothing is certain, I guess. But we’re safe and alive… that is what matters,” Ilde said.

      Madris twisted so she could look Ilde in the eye again; her light green eyes were rimmed with angry red. Ilde slipped her fingers from Madris’ hair and was surprised to find the elf’s eyes grow soft.

      “Can you… can you keep doing that? It felt really nice,” Madris whispered, a blush creeping across her nose and cheeks. Ilde could feel a similar warmth creep across her own features.

      “I—if you want me to, I can,” she said awkwardly, taken aback by the request.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled, nestling into Ilde’s lap and getting comfortable.

      Ilde wanted nothing more than to crawl away from this encounter with her dignity intact before it got any more awkward. She hadn’t reserved this kind of softness for anyone in her life, much less the woman in front of her who was still practically a stranger, and yet, she found her fingers tangled in Madris’ curls once more.

      “You must think I’m weak,” Madris said.

      “I don’t think you’re weak. I think you’re soft—there’s a difference,” she replied thoughtfully. “Softness is its own strength. You have feelings. You hurt. You bleed. Never think those are bad things.”

      “Thank you, Ilde,” she whispered.

      Ilde continued to gently comb through Madris’ hair, silently suffering in the awkward silence that had surrounded them, until she glanced down and noticed the tips of Madris’ fingers again—still black, as if they had been singed.

      “Are your fingers okay?” she asked, desperate to break the silence.

      “Oh—” Madris lifted her hand and stared at the dark spots for a moment before she rubbed her fingertip and thumb together, then closed her hand into a fist. “Yeah, they’re okay. It happens from time to time depending on the spell I use.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” Madris insisted, her tone suggesting that she would rather sit in silence than continue to talk about what had happened to her.

      Ilde bit her tongue to keep from bothering Madris any further.
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      Ilde and Joyanna slept restlessly that night, worried that more men would come and seek them out in hopes of snagging the package for themselves. Madris slept the kind of sleep one does when they’ve lost a fair amount of blood and fought their first real fight. If Ilde hadn’t spent the night asleep beside her in the bed they had been forced to share, she would have assumed Madris was dead. The poor thing was so exhausted that she wouldn’t wake up in the morning, either. Ilde had tried to gently rouse her by shaking her shoulder, but Madris was so deeply asleep that she might as well have been trying to shake a boulder. Her breaths came heavy, even, and slow. Ilde knew she was fine, just tired to the bone. After waiting a couple of hours to see if she would wake on her own, they decided to leave a note and drop off the package without her.

      Hapool’s council chambers were older and grander than Isonwood’s, adorned with golden columns and massive gilded windows that looked out over the rocky sea. They were addressed by an assistant in golden robes who took their letter of intent and wandered off to find the constable of Hapool.

      The constable of Hapool was an elvish woman—stately and more intimidating than Constable Arais could ever dream of being. Her brown hair was tied into an intensely tight knot on the top of her head that seemed to elongate her features even more and accentuate the slight graying at her temples. Her upturned nose only added to her air of importance. When she arrived, she took the package from Joyanna, bypassed some strange arcane lock that had been invisible to both Ilde and Joyanna’s eyes with magic of her own, and opened it in front of them.

      Both women leaned forward expectantly but were dismayed to find nothing but a scroll inside. The constable took the scroll gingerly from the box and held it in her hand, spoke a word under her breath that neither of them could hear or understand, and then seemed to lose consciousness. She remained upright, but her eyes rolled back into her head as she rocked on her feet. Her golden-clad assistant held an arm out to catch her should she fall, but it was over in the blink of an eye. Her eyes returned to normal, and she smiled as the scroll burst into flames in her hand. The purple fire licked across her fingers and devoured the paper before anyone else could see it, its ashes drifting away on the breeze that blew through an open window nearby.

      “Very well,” she said. “Their reward, please, Nandas.”

      “Constable Arais said we would be paid upon returning to him,” Joyanna clarified. “We assumed you would send word that we had succeeded.”

      “He is paying you for your services. I am tipping you for your speedy delivery and asking that you kindly keep this interaction to yourselves.” She held out her hand, and the assistant—Nandas—handed her a decent-sized coin pouch, which she then handed to Ilde, who thrilled silently at its weight.

      “You’re very kind, constable⁠—?”

      “Karani. Constable Juless Karani.”

      “It was a pleasure delivering to you, Constable Karani. I hope we can do more business in the future,” Joyanna said.

      “And your names?” she asked. “So I know who to request in the future.” They gave their names, and she nodded, satisfied with her new knowledge and whatever it was they had delivered in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of their time in Hapool passed in a blur. With the coin they had made, they could have easily spent a few days enjoying the city and what it had to offer, but Ilde and Joyanna both agreed that it was probably best to get out of the area, considering the events that had occurred on their first night.

      They gave Madris just enough time to regain her strength, and after a couple of days, she had perked back up to her typical curious self. Ilde knew she was eager to begin their journey back to explore Eldryss and its secrets. She had even suggested they find Hapool’s public library and do some research there before they left, claiming that there could be rare volumes on Hapool’s shelves that were lacking back home. Still, Ilde knew they would never leave if they allowed Madris to get caught up in a new library. Once Madris could sleep regular hours and stand on her own two feet without toppling over, they made their trek back through the city, gathered their horses, and left Hapool behind.

      Their trip back was significantly more miserable. The beginnings of the northern winter winds were starting to creep across the realm, bringing a barrage of freezing rain that battered the trio into submission as they rode. They huddled close and slept poorly, never quite getting dry before the rain returned. The endless gray skies made Ilde anxious, but she managed to keep her wits about her. She had no plans to repeat the scene she had caused on their way to Hapool.

      “This weather is horrible,” Joyanna said on the third day of rain. “We should ride on. Try to get through this as quickly as possible.”

      “Fast or slow, we’re stopping in Eldryss regardless,” Ilde said tersely, knowing exactly what Joyanna was playing at. Joyanna continued to eye Ilde over the next few days but didn’t press the issue further.

      The rain finally let up the night before they reached the ghost town. When they woke up in the morning, they were mostly dry, thanks to the fire they had finally been able to keep burning all night. The sky remained menacingly clouded and dark.

      Ilde excused herself from their camp, walked over a few small hills until she was out of sight, and found a spot to sit where the grass hadn’t grown as tall.

      She sat silently for a moment, letting her mind drift aimlessly from one possibility to another. Worrying about what they might find. Worrying that they wouldn’t find anything at all. With one hand, she clutched the symbol that hung from her neck and let its sharp corners dig into her palm. She held her other hand in her lap and stared hard at the scar that now marred it.

      “If you’re listening at all… please… let us find something,” she prayed. “And help me get through this.”

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      When she traipsed back into camp, the others had packed up and were waiting patiently for her to return.

      “Sorry,” she murmured. “Nature called.”

      Joyanna laughed at the joke and climbed into her saddle. When Ilde did the same and helped Madris up behind her, Madris leaned forward to whisper, “I hope it helped.”

      Ilde pointedly ignored her, adjusted her pendant so that it was properly hidden beneath her shirt, and then guided her horse toward the road. They rode for a couple of agonizingly long hours before the crossroads came into view. When Ilde saw them, she took a few deep, steadying breaths and pressed on.

      Joyanna stopped where the roads met and waited for Ilde to catch up, keeping her eyes on Ilde the entire way.

      “Ilde, we really don’t need to do this. Whatever you think you’ll find there, we can find some other way,” Joyanna said.

      “You don’t know that,” Ilde replied. She passed Joyanna and started down the side road without stopping to reconsider. She knew if she hesitated, she would never make it.

      Ilde hadn’t been on this road in seven years. It seemed longer than she remembered. The world hadn’t stopped living in the time she’d been gone, though. The hills remained green and overgrown. They still crested and fell like small waves. She caught sight of rabbits and foxes darting through the brush. Occasionally, one would creep to the edge of the road, where the grass had begun to reclaim land, and watch them pass with small, beady eyes. Then they crested one final hill, and there it was—Eldryss.

      From this far away, Ilde could almost pretend they had arrived in the wee hours of the morning when no one was awake. The streets were empty because everyone was asleep. Comfortable, warm, and safe in their beds. She could almost pretend that if she walked through the front door of Torrun’s Tavern, she would find her mother—always an early riser—cooking breakfast for the few people who stayed with them. There might be some stragglers from the night before, still sobering up at the bar. Maybe an adventurer or two, preparing to carry on their journey.

      When they got closer, though, Ilde’s eyes caught the truth.

      The place was overgrown, much like the road had been, with nature fighting to take back what rightfully belonged to it. Eldryss had always been close to the woods, but now small trees had sprouted where they shouldn’t, and moss clung to the sun-bleached sides of forgotten homes.

      She slowed her horse, stopping where the road opened into what had once been the small center of town. It had never been cobbled—the town had always been small and underdeveloped—but the once hard-packed and well-kept dirt was now pocked with holes and dips where the rain had washed it away. The center of town had once housed a vibrant garden; nothing quite as beautiful as the landscaping in the wealthier districts of Isonwood, of course, but one that had been pretty and welcoming nonetheless. It was now overgrown with hearty weeds; the more delicate plants left behind to spread unchecked lay brown and dead from the cold weather.

      “Where do you want to do this?” she asked solemnly, trying to stifle the rising grief and panic that was building in her chest.

      “I think we should go where it started, if possible. I believe that’s where the magic would be the strongest if any traces of it remained,” Madris said. “Do you know where it began?”

      “I do,” she said, even though she desperately wished she didn’t.

      She shifted her horse down the first major road on the right and twisted around in the saddle to ensure Joyanna followed her. They locked eyes for a moment, and she saw that Joyanna’s expression was full of concern.

      It didn’t take long for them to reach the tavern. It was close to the center of town—easy to find for travelers and townsfolk alike. Ilde slid from the saddle and tied her horse to the hitching post that still stood outside, though the wood was rickety and splintering. The sign that had once proclaimed the building to be Torrun’s Tavern had fallen from its hooks above the door and lay dusty and discarded on the front stoop.

      She picked it up and held it gingerly in her hands. When she’d been alive, her mother would lovingly repaint the sign every year—bright white for the lettering and blue for the background. The colors were faded now, and covered by a layer of dust and grime, but you could still see what it had once been.

      Madris came up beside her and glanced at the sign.

      “Blue… like your door,” she remarked quietly. “You told me about the tavern, but I didn’t realize it… belonged to you.”

      Ilde didn’t say anything, couldn’t say anything—her throat was tight with emotion. Seeing the tavern hurt in a way that was hard to put into words. In so many ways, it was unchanged—still mostly whole and unbroken. In the right light, if she squinted, it would look the way it always had from the outside. But the essence that had brought it to life was gone. There were no traveling bards and their music, no laughter or chatter, no lights or warmth.

      She felt a heavy hand on her shoulder and turned to find Joyanna, her presence strong and comforting. She nodded once, and Ilde knew Joyanna was doing her best to encourage her without being overwhelming.

      “I’ve got you,” she said.

      “Are you okay to go inside?” Madris asked.

      She stared at Ilde, her intense gaze seeing right through the tough front Ilde was trying to keep up. She reached out timidly as if to try and comfort Ilde, but something made her pause and retract her hand instead.

      Ilde could feel the dread in her stomach like she had swallowed a brick whole. Just being in Eldryss at all was slowly eating away at her mind and nerves. It was a subtle ache that grew stronger with every second that passed, as if she were picking up and carrying the weight of every lost neighbor, every fallen friend. Her chest was heavy. Her skin too alive. She wanted to run.

      Run. Run. Run. Run…

      “Ilde?” Joyanna murmured.

      Ilde came back to the present and left her spiral behind. She was barely holding it together. Her breath came in quick, shaky bursts. She looked Madris in the eye and found concern there—the sight of it brought tears to her eyes that she instinctively pushed away.

      “I can go alone,” Madris said. “If you need to stay out here, it’s okay.”

      “N-no. I want to figure this out. I want to help…” Ilde said weakly.

      Madris nodded encouragingly.

      “Take your time.”

      Ilde didn’t want to take her time. She wanted to get it over with. Rip the dressing from the proverbial wound. So she took a few steadying breaths and then tried to open the tavern doors. They stuck, warped as they were from the weather, but she shoved her way through after a few tries.

      Stepping over that threshold was like breaking a barrier in her mind. Opening those doors brought relief from the panic. She had completed the hardest task. She had faced her greatest fear. She had returned home and survived. There was no one here to tell her she was a coward for fleeing, a thief for stealing to survive, or a monster for living when so many hadn’t. It was just dust and old furniture, some overturned chairs, and long-dry tankards.

      Madris and Joyanna stayed behind Ilde, huddled in the doorway and waiting to see what Ilde would do.

      “What do we need to do?” Ilde asked. “How can I help?”

      Her companions both breathed a sigh of relief, and Madris stepped fully into the space.

      “Help me move the tables and chairs so that we have space in the center of the room,” she said.

      Ilde obeyed her request, and every step she took further into the room felt freer—not like she was leaving her grief behind, more like she was setting it down to rest for a moment. The lack of weight brought clarity. For the first time in seven years, she felt like she could think about what had happened and not feel like she was drowning.

      “Can you use this to draw a circle?” Madris asked, holding out the flask of sheep’s blood that Ilde had chased down back in Hapool.

      “Does it have to be perfect?”

      “Not perfect, no. It just needs to be complete.”

      “I think I can do that,” Ilde said. “How big?”

      “Big enough for me to sit in.”

      Ilde unstoppered the flask and began gently pouring a thin line of sheep’s blood in the shape of a circle. Once she had completed the circle, she handed the empty flask back to Madris, who shoved it back into her bag.

      “Can I borrow this?” Madris asked, letting her fingers hover above the hilt of the dagger Ilde wore at her hip.

      “Take whatever you need,” Ilde said.

      She plucked the dagger from where it hung and began carving symbols inside the circle—one in each cardinal direction.

      “Madris, I thought you said you knew a spell,” Joyanna said, watching the scene unfold from a rickety chair across the room. “This doesn’t look like a spell. This looks like a ritual.”

      “Ritual, spell… same thing. One is just stronger than the other,” Madris said with a shrug.

      “I thought you were a sorcerer,” Ilde said, feeling a bit out of her league as she tried to figure out what was going on.

      “I am. Anyone can perform a ritual if they have the knowledge and the components.” She stopped her carving and twisted around to face Ilde. “If you must know, I’m an aspiring arcanist. My goal is to master all three of the arcane mediums someday. That’s why I want to be accepted to Prelarry’s. They have some of the best arcanists in all of the Terrain teaching there.”

      “That means you’ll take a patron someday, then?” Joyanna asked. “Have you thought about who you’ll make a pact with?”

      “I haven’t,” Madris answered. “It’s a hard choice to make.”

      “I bet,” Joyanna replied.

      Madris frowned at the floor for a split second before shaking off whatever worried her.

      “I think we’re ready,” she said.

      “What do we do?” Ilde asked as Madris finished the last of the circle’s carvings.

      “We don’t do anything. You sit there, and I perform the ritual.”

      “What will it do?”

      “It’s… difficult to explain how it works, especially to someone who doesn’t have an arcane background. Do you have an understanding of what augur is?”

      “It’s magic,” Ilde answered.

      “Kind of. To be more specific, it’s the base ingredient of magic. If magic is a soup, then augur is the water you simmer everything in. Magic leaves traces of augur behind when it’s cast, like a stain, and this ritual will pull the stain up and show me—er—how the augur was added, I guess… for lack of a better explanation.”

      “I don’t know if I’m following,” Joyanna mumbled.

      “How do you put the water in the soup pot, Jo? Do you use your hands, a cup, a shoe… that’s what she’s getting at, I think.”

      “Yes, exactly!” Madris said. “Different schools of magic pull at augur in different ways. This will show me which schools of magic were used to create the spell that caused all of this destruction.”

      “You’re too smart for your own good, Madris,” Joyanna said, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’ve certainly got me beat in the brain department.”

      “Well, your bicep is about as big around as my waist, so between brains and brawn, we even out,” Madris laughed.

      “You’re not going to blow the town up with this ritual, are you?” Ilde asked.

      “Of course not. Don’t you trust me?”

      “I don’t know you very well,” she admitted wearily. “But you’ve given me no reason not to trust you so far.”

      “That wasn’t the resounding answer I was hoping for, but it will have to do.”

      Madris pulled a small drawstring pouch from inside her larger bag and emptied its contents into her hand—four black, jagged crystals, each about the size of a silver piece. They glistened like an oil slick when they caught the dim light that filtered through the broken tavern windows. She stepped into the circle, sat down on the floor, and placed the crystals ordinally between the carved symbols.

      “I’ll need to concentrate, so if you could just sit quietly, that would be nice,” Madris said.

      Ilde stepped back to give her space, found a less rickety chair to sit in, and waited nervously.

      Madris closed her eyes, let her hands hover face down just above her lap, and began to whisper in Akran—the ancient language spellcasters used to channel their power. Ilde had never witnessed a ritual before. In fact, she had barely been around spellcasters at all during her lifetime, and her understanding of the arcane was comically poor. She couldn’t have been less prepared for what happened.

      It started in her fingertips—a cold, fuzzy, tingling sensation that bordered on both pleasure and pain. The air around them was alive and humming with a power that steadily grew as Madris continued to whisper. The sensation crept up Ilde’s arms slowly as a breeze caressed her cheek and blew her hair into her face. Madris’ hands trembled, but her breathing was steady, and a small smile crept across her lips as the breeze turned into a steady wind. Ilde found herself leaning towards Madris like she had her own magnetic pull. The closer Ilde got, the stronger the sensation grew.

      Ilde shivered uncontrollably and watched as the symbols Madris had carved into the floor began to burn a verdant teal—like sunlight filtering through a slimy, algae-filled pond. The stones that Madris had placed within the circle began to tremble and shift, vibrating softly across the floor. Madris opened her eyes, and Ilde saw that her pupils had completely disappeared, leaving nothing behind but that strange shade of green that always commanded Ilde’s attention.

      Ilde’s hands flew to her ears as a high-pitched ringing echoed through the tavern. The stones shifted, sliding along the rim of the circle that Ilde had drawn on the floor until they all collided in front of Madris—causing the tavern to shake with a deep boom that Ilde felt in her chest. She gasped as that cold, tingling sensation fled her body all at once, and the air around her stilled.

      Madris reached forward and slid the stones away from where they had come to rest, and there, scorched into the wooden floor, was a sigil. She looked up at Ilde and grinned a wicked, ecstatic grin that reminded Ilde of her own smile just before a fight.

      “It worked,” Madris whispered fervently.

      “What does it mean?”

      Madris reached out and traced shaking fingers across the sigil.

      “It’s—it’s not just one type of magic. The sigil looks unique, like it’s a combination of others.”

      “Can you read it?” Ilde asked.

      “Half of it looks like conjuration, which makes sense. Whoever did this had to conjure the storm.”

      “And the other half?”

      “It’s… it’s revision,” Madris said quietly.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means. I’m not really⁠—”

      “It’s forbidden. Against the law in Eolis. They don’t teach it, and no records of it are readily available to the public. The only way to learn it is through divine means, and if you’re caught practicing it, you’re killed.”

      Ilde furrowed her brow and shook her head.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s the manipulation of fate and destiny. It’s almost necromantic, the way a person can just… remove someone from this world. That’s why everyone in your town died the way they did. They weren’t killed—they were removed from existence. It’s sick.”

      Ilde felt her grief return and slowly weigh her down once more as she realized that someone had not just cursed her town but carelessly ripped away the fates of hundreds of people.

      “Who would do that? Who could do that?” she asked, voice cracking slightly.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t know if that book I found will help, either. Revision and conjuration are a powerful combination. Conjuration on its own is one of the hardest skills for an arcanist to master without divine intervention.”

      “Would a cult not have divine intervention?”

      “It’s hard to say. Some gods give gifts more freely than others. Cults tend to pull their power from a god or patron. Only the most devout are granted powers beyond that,” Madris said.

      “So there’s a hierarchy?” Joyanna asked.

      “Somewhat, yes. All arcanists can perform acts of magic, but people who learn magic are usually the weakest. People who were born with gifts usually fall somewhere in the middle. People who take patrons and are granted gifts from the gods can be the strongest, but that’s not always the case because some gods are weaker than others.”

      “What about you?” Ilde asked. “Where do you fall?”

      “I was born with gifts, and I’ve taught myself the rest,” she answered.

      “You seem strong, though,” Joyanna remarked.

      Madris chuckled under her breath.

      “I enjoy magic, and I’m rather good at it, I think. But I’m nothing compared to some.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, and Ilde glanced around the room, taking in the tavern in earnest and committing it to heart.

      “What do we do now?” she whispered to herself.

      “We keep looking. We have somewhere to start now.” Madris reached out and gently took Ilde’s hand. “We can figure it out.”

      Ilde wanted to ask Madris why—why she was here and helping when they didn’t know each other and had nothing in common, but she was scared of the answer, just like she had been afraid that Joyanna was going to kick her out. Ilde was practically clueless when it came to handling relationships of any kind, and she knew that her habit of shying away from kindness made her a poor choice of friend. When she thought about friendship too hard, she was crushed by the fear that everyone she cared about would crumble to ash and dust. It made her distant.

      Madris looked at her expectantly, and Ilde knew her thoughts were all over her face and easy to read, but the question still snagged in her throat.

      “We should go,” Ilde choked out instead. She helped Madris gather her things and then headed towards the door, taking one last look before stepping over the threshold and back out into the sunlight, carrying her grief with her once more.
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        * * *

      

      No one discussed Eldryss on their journey home. Madris and Joyanna seemed to sense that Ilde wanted to think of other things, and she was grateful for the distractions they threw her way. The rest of their travels were cold and uneventful, and Ilde was relieved when Isonwood’s walls appeared in the distance.

      They took the path that skirted along the outskirts of the city and deposited Madris back home where she belonged. Her mother met her outside and hugged her fiercely before taking a long look at her daughter. She screamed when she saw the cut on Madris’ cheek, but Madris was quick to play it off. She made up a story on the spot about slipping and falling during their research and insisted that Ilde and Joyanna had taken proper care of her—a lie that brought back the guilt Ilde had felt in Hapool. Her guilt tripled when Madris’ mom pulled her in for a hug and thanked her for keeping Madris safe despite the days of grime she was covered in.

      “I’ll bring all the books I checked out to your house tomorrow, and we can get started on more research. I would say we could start today, but I desperately want a bath and… maybe to sleep in a real bed for most of the day,” Madris admitted sheepishly.

      “We’re all in the same boat,” Joyanna said.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Ilde said.

      They left Madris standing in the doorway of her family home while her mother helped her undo the straps on her ill-fitting armor. She waved as they went, and Ilde felt a strange tug in her chest; she had picked up a stranger weeks ago, and now she was leaving behind someone familiar. Someone who knew her better than most. Maybe even a friend…

      They returned their horses to the livery and strolled through the city, enjoying the bright but chilly morning. When they reached home, the blacksmith’s wife was watching her young children play in the street. They all waved warmly as Ilde and Joyanna approached, and Joyanna struck up a conversation with the mother about their travels. Ilde barely listened; she only had thoughts of her bed. Now that she was within sight of their home, she could feel the weight of their trip on her shoulders. She was tired to the bone.

      As they stood outside, one of the city criers passed by and shouted the morning news.

      “Council elects to use tithe collection to fund transcontinental arcane development!”

      Ilde considered sneaking away from the conversation and leaving Joyanna to fend for herself so she could clean up and sleep. The house was only a few feet away… if she could just…

      “News from Nedale! Entire population disappeared overnight! Nearby officials fear danger for Eolis!”

      Ilde’s heart stopped.

      Without thinking, she darted down the street to where the crier stood and grabbed the poor man by the front of his shirt, cutting off the next bit of news as it spilled from his mouth.

      “What happened in Nedale?” she shouted, heart in her throat. She felt choked. Frantic.

      “Officials from the town of Shodon visited to discuss maintenance on the road that runs between them. When they arrived, the entire city was gone. Not a soul left.”

      “What do they know? Has anyone come forward with information?”

      “I—I don’t know!” the man shouted, eyes wide with fear. “I just repeat what I’m told to repeat!”

      “But what did they see?” She shook him angrily. “There has to be something!”

      “Please, miss! I don’t know anything!” he begged.

      A strong hand gripped her shoulder and threw her down to the ground, stunning her. When she looked up, she found a sword in her face and a guard at the other end, another approaching close behind.

      “That’s enough,” the guard shouted. “What is the meaning of this? It’s against the law to harass a council official. State your business with this man!”

      “I just had questions about the news! I got carried away. I’m sorry!” she said, panic mounting in her voice.

      “Have you been harmed?” the guard asked the city crier.

      “No. Just shaken up.”

      “Very well,” the guard said before shoving the sword closer to Ilde’s face. “If you can’t keep your wits about you when you hear the news, don’t listen.”

      Ilde didn’t flinch at the threat; her mind was a million miles away. It didn’t matter what either man had to say, either. She could feel what little resolve she had found during their trip slipping away as she lay on the ground and fought against the fear that was threatening to take over completely.

      The crier hadn’t mentioned a cloud or a curse, but she knew the truth with every fiber of her being.

      It had happened again.
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      Joyanna ushered Ilde into their house after fervently apologizing to the blacksmith’s wife, her children, the guards, and the city crier. Most of Ilde’s mind was occupied by the rapid spiral of anxiety that was causing her to lose control, her thoughts a torrent of barely contained emotion waiting to spill like blood. What little bit of sanity she maintained made her worry that Joyanna would be upset and accuse her of being reckless—a trait that Joyanna, oddly, wasn’t very fond of. Instead, Joyanna closed the door and rapidly pulled Ilde in close.

      “Ilde, take a deep breath.”

      Ilde tried and failed, a sob bubbling up instead.

      “Ilde, please,” Joyanna begged.

      She felt so small. So helpless and hopeless. She had gone through so much and witnessed more than the human mind should be able to bear. She had spent so long trying to leave it all in the past and forget, spent years of her life training with Joyanna and then fighting by her side to try and scrub it from her mind, then spent hours upon hours studying, researching, begging for answers—all for an ounce of closure.

      Just a few short days ago, she had faced her fear of returning, and she had lived.

      But if it was happening again…

      She imagined those clouds creeping over the mountains. Imagined Isonwood disintegrating before her eyes. Imagined Madris crying out from fear and pain, the way she had in Hapool, only so much worse. Imagined Joyanna, the only person Ilde truly had in the entire world, crumbling away in her hands.

      What if she was the only one left again?

      Where would she go?

      How could she start over?

      “I can’t do this again,” she wailed, clutching Joyanna like a lifeline.

      “You’re not going to go through that again, Ilde. Take a deep breath.” Joyanna took Ilde gently by the chin and forced her to make eye contact. She started to breathe deep, exaggerated breaths until Ilde mimicked her. They stood in their tiny entryway, locked in an awkward embrace and breathing together for what seemed like forever until Ilde could feel the tightness in her chest dissipate. When it finally did, Ilde leaned her head on Joyanna’s shoulder and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “I can’t do this again,” she whispered, calmer this time. “I can’t sit by and watch this happen again.”

      Joyanna put some space between them and held Ilde at arm’s length. She had always been a fairly easy person to read, and Ilde watched as a million different emotions flitted across her face: concern, fear, excitement, love, pity, sadness… Ilde saw them all. Joyanna tucked her finger under the cord that Ilde wore around her neck and gently pulled the symbol of Mersari out from beneath the collar of her shirt. Ilde’s heart dropped, and her immediate reaction was to try and cover it up, but Joyanna’s face—which had settled on pride—stopped her.

      “If you can’t sit by and watch this happen again, then don’t.”

      “I don’t know how to stop it. Especially not alone,” she said.

      “Who said anything about doing it alone?” Joyanna asked sternly.

      “I can’t ask you to help with this. Research was one thing, but this is different. This is dangerous. It’s⁠—”

      “I already told you my blade was yours. That doesn’t change because things get hard.”

      “Joyanna—”

      “Stop. We’re not having this discussion. How many times have you followed me somewhere dangerous? Without question? Without hesitation?” Joyanna said.

      Ilde didn’t speak because they both knew what the answer would be. It was impossible to count how many times Ilde had blindly followed her mentor—she had been doing it for far too long. Not out of a sense of duty. No, it was honor and pride that kept her at Joyanna’s side. She didn’t have to follow Joyanna, she wanted to. Joyanna was warm and strong and wise. She could never have imagined the life of chaos and joy and adventure she had gained by propositioning Joyanna in that tavern all those years ago. She wanted to follow Joyanna, but she couldn’t imagine that Joyanna felt the same in return.

      Ilde felt tears well up once more, but she bit her lip and took a deep breath to hold them back.

      “I think this is bigger than us,” she said quietly. “I don’t know how we’re going to stop it from happening again.”

      “You tell me what you need from me, and I’ll do it. We start small. You’ve already figured out what kind of magic was behind the plague the first time. We just⁠—”

      “Shit,” Ilde hissed frustratedly. “Madris. We can’t do this without her. She’s a million times smarter than both of us combined—without her, we don’t stand a chance.”

      “She can help. We just need to ask her,” Joyanna said.

      “She’s a sweet girl, but I don’t think she’s going to want anything to do with us after what happened in Hapool.”

      “I’m willing to bet you’re wrong.” Joyanna smirked. “Ten gold says she follows us to the ends of the Terrain.”

      “I’ll take that bet, but when you lose, you have to help me find someone else,” Ilde said, holding out her hand.

      “Deal.” Joyanna shook it firmly.
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        * * *

      

      After the two of them had cleaned up a bit, Joyanna dragged Ilde to The Lady’s Knuckle, much to her dismay. She could think of several other places she would rather be—all of them secluded and involving enough privacy for her to either sleep or cry some more. She felt more fragile than she cared to admit.

      Ilde had imbibed a couple of drinks, but her mind kept straying to what she would soon be facing and whether or not it was better to face it alone.

      Joyanna had enjoyed double the number of drinks Ilde had and currently had a pretty damnkin woman perched on her knee. She laughed heartily at someone’s joke before turning pining eyes towards the woman, and Ilde chuckled quietly to herself from where she sat across the room. Despite her brawn and unserious disposition, Joyanna was rather romantic. Ilde had played wingman on too many occasions to count and was more than familiar with the warm, teasing, and affectionate way Joyanna flirted. That damnkin woman had never stood a chance.

      “Wishing you could sit on her lap, too, are you?”

      Ilde looked away from Joyanna and found a half-elf woman leaning against the table beside hers, with smooth, light umber skin, short and shaggy black curls, and pointed ears full of golden rings. She smiled wryly as Ilde met her gaze.

      “Not particularly,” Ilde answered, laughing at the absurdity of the question. “She’s my closest friend but not exactly my type.”

      “Wishing you had a damnkin woman of your own to flirt with, then?” the woman teased.

      “Something like that,” Ilde responded with a wry smile of her own.

      “What have you been drinking?”

      “I’ve been drinking ale.” Ilde turned to give the woman her full attention. If Joyanna could distract herself with company, there was no reason why Ilde couldn’t do the same.

      The woman passed Ilde a small glass.

      “Drink some wine. It’s sweeter. It will cheer you up,” she said.

      “I suppose I have to drink it, considering you were sweet enough to bring it to me,” she murmured, taking a big swig of the wine; the sweet and tart berry flavor tickled her tongue. “Do I look like I’m in need of cheering up?”

      “You are looking a little glum today,” the woman said. “I’ve seen you in here before. You’re always a little intense, but you’ve strayed into forlorn territory tonight.”

      “You’ve seen me here before and never thought to introduce yourself? You either have a thing for sad women or are out of other options,” Ilde teased.

      “Or I was biding my time and waiting until I had a reason to buy you a drink,” she said with a smirk.

      “Ah, a woman with a plan, then.”

      “More than a plan, hopefully. May I?” She motioned towards Ilde’s lap. “You’ve got to keep up with your friend over there.”

      “It would be foolish to say no,” Ilde said, letting her eyes trail down the woman’s body—letting her beauty erase the fear and anxiety that had been consuming her mind, even if only for a moment. Ilde expected the woman to sit normally—perched on her knee the way the damnkin woman was sitting with Joyanna—instead, she set her own glass of wine down next to Ilde’s and slowly straddled Ilde’s lap so they were sitting face to face.

      “Are you still sad?” she murmured.

      “Not at the moment,” Ilde replied, letting her hands slide up the woman’s thighs. “I’m Ilde, by the way. Not sure if names are important to you or not.”

      “Names are nice. Mine’s Mariana.”

      “Beautiful name. I look forward to saying it later.”

      Mariana’s full lips parted into a wicked grin as she leaned in to kiss Ilde, and Ilde allowed the sensation to numb her further.

      She could put off worrying for a little while longer.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde untangled herself from the sheets on Mariana’s bed, stood, and stretched—her legs still weak and barely supporting her weight. Mariana reached out and ran a gentle hand down Ilde’s hip.

      “You don’t have to leave. You can stay as long as you like,” she murmured.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I have something important I need to take care of,” Ilde replied. She caught Mariana’s hand and leaned down to kiss her, lips lingering for a second too long. Mariana had been the sweetest kind of distraction, and part of Ilde wanted to stay—deepen the kiss and crawl back in bed and forget—but she couldn’t. Mariana tugged at Ilde and tried to pull her back into bed. She almost let herself fall but pulled away at the last second.

      “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “Still sad, then?” Mariana asked.

      “Significantly less sad than I was before,” Ilde lied. Her fears were starting to creep back in, but it would do no good to tell the woman in front of her the truth.

      Mariana released her hold on Ilde and smiled gently.

      “I’m glad I could help take your mind off of things. Maybe I can distract you again sometime?”

      Ilde dressed quickly and then leaned down to kiss Mariana one last time.

      “If I’m ever in need of another distraction, I’ll let you know,” she said before slipping out of Mariana’s rented room, through the tavern, and back out into the cool night air.

      It was early evening when Ilde left The Lady’s Knuckle. She was fairly certain Joyanna had brought the woman from the tavern home, so she opted to avoid her own bed for the time being to give them space. She contemplated returning to The Lady’s Knuckle or visiting another bar alone, but drinking wasn’t her favorite pastime, even if it occasionally came with benefits like tall, beautiful half-elves.

      Her mind wandered again, treading back into the territory of fear and doubt. She had told Mariana there was something important she needed to take care of, and it hadn’t been a lie. She switched directions and headed towards the opposite end of the city. Her feet took her through the Council and Goods districts, all the way to the south gate and beyond—out into the dark, unlit road they had ridden on just that morning. She strolled along the edge of the road and took in the quiet swish of grass on all sides of her. She could see the homesteads of Isonwood in the distance and counted them in her head, marking the fifth one along the path and keeping the dim light that snuck through its windows in her line of sight. By the time she reached the bottom of the grassy knoll that belonged to Madris’ family, her legs ached and her feet throbbed. She was amazed that Madris had been making that trek regularly.

      She hiked up the knoll, carefully stepping around the sheep that crossed her path, and stood at the front door for a long moment. Tiny moths flitted around in the light that spilled from the windows, and Ilde could hear quiet conversation coming from the other side of the door. What she had come here to do could have waited until morning—should have waited until morning—and yet she knocked on the door anyway.

      The conversation inside stopped, and then heavy feet padded across the floor before the door opened just wide enough for someone to look out.

      “Whoever you are, you need to wait until morning,” a deep, calm voice spoke through the crack in the door. “I’m up at dawn to take care of the sheep, so if you need to talk business, we can do it then.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. I know I’m being rude by coming this late, but I’m actually here to speak with Madris,” Ilde said, leaning into the light so the man could see her properly. “It’s important.”

      The man opened the door and revealed the warm interior of their home, lit by a fire in the hearth and some oil lamps scattered about the room. He filled the doorframe with his large figure, mostly muscle with just a hint of a beer belly and dark, shoulder-length hair. He pushed a pair of wire-frame glasses up onto his nose and squinted in the dim light to get a better look at his visitor.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “My name is Ilde Torrun, sir. I just went with your daughter on a trip to Eldryss to help her with some research.” She hoped that Madris had continued to keep up that particular lie so she wouldn’t look like a fool.

      “Esmer, let the girl in. She’s a good kid,” Madris’ mother called from their sitting room.

      He sighed the deep kind of sigh that only a father can make and stepped aside to let Ilde in. Ilde hadn’t been called “kid” by a parent in a while, but she supposed that compared to Madris’ century-old parents, she was closer to a child than an adult. Hearing it made her heart ache a bit, though.

      “Is Madris home?”

      “She is, but I think she’s gone to bed. We can check, though. Come on up with me,” Madris’ mother said as she hoisted herself off the well-loved chair she had been sitting in. Ilde followed behind her quietly and took in the house as she went. The rickety stairs creaked quite a bit, but only where Ilde stepped. Madris’ mother knew where all the quiet spots were—part of her mother’s intuition.

      There were five doors in total upstairs. Most of them opened to rooms that were dark and quiet. Light seeped under two of the doors, one at the very end of the hall and one to the right of that. Based on the size of the house, Ilde assumed that the rooms were likely incredibly small. Just big enough for a bed and a chest of drawers for clothes. She pictured Madris’ siblings sharing the small space before she came along, making each room their own before leaving and heading off into the world to make their own way. She wondered if Madris wished she could have grown up with her siblings—or if she preferred being the baby in a quiet home.

      Madris’ mother gingerly opened the door on the right and peeked in.

      “Momma?” Madris asked from the other side of the door.

      “Oh good, you’re still awake,” she said.

      “I’ve just been reading. I’ll go to bed soon.”

      “You have company,” her mother said, pushing the door open all the way and allowing light to spill out into the hall and across Ilde. Madris let her book fall into the covers of her bed as she glanced up, eyes growing wide with confusion.

      “Ilde? What are you doing here?” Madris asked.

      “I needed to ask you something,” Ilde said dumbly from the hall. Madris’ look of confusion grew.

      “It couldn’t wait until morning?”

      “It probably should have…” Ilde said, chuckling with embarrassment. “I just… couldn’t stop thinking about it. It is important, though, I promise. I’m not just interrupting your night for no reason.”

      Ilde recognized her rambling and pressed her lips together to keep more words from spilling out. Madris’ mother glanced between them with a bemused look before stepping away from the door and heading back down the hall. She probably thought Ilde was about to confess something deep and profound to her daughter, which only made her more embarrassed.

      “I’m going to make some tea. Come down and get some when you’re done talking,” her mother shouted as she descended the stairs. And then they were alone.

      “You can come in, you know?” Madris said after Ilde had awkwardly stood in the doorway for too long.

      Ilde shuffled in and closed the door behind her.

      She had been correct in assuming the rooms were small. Ilde was fairly certain she could lay on the floor in Madris’ room and nearly touch the wall at either end. There was a small bed, which Madris occupied, a small wardrobe, and a mirror—which Ilde glanced in, quickly regretting her decision to come see Madris after having a romp with a stranger. Her hair was unkempt, her clothes wrinkled, and her lips were swollen. She immediately tried to smooth herself over and prayed that neither of Madris’ parents had clocked her appearance for what it was.

      “You have something on your neck,” Madris said, a small, knowing smile playing at her lips. Ilde hadn’t expected Madris to tease her. She quickly stepped closer to the mirror to get a better look and found a smattering of love bites across her collarbone. She laced the front of her shirt up higher to hide the marks and felt the sting of color rush to her cheeks as she blushed.

      It had been a bad idea to come this late, she realized. She hadn’t been thinking straight when her feet had led her here. Madris looked like she was seconds away from turning down her lamp and going to bed. She wore an unlaced nightshirt that was a tad too big for her thin frame—likely a hand-me-down from an older sister that had thinned and softened with age. Her hair was damp from the bath she had been excited to take and hung in messy waves and curls past her shoulders.

      Madris threw off her covers and scooted until she was sitting on the edge of the bed, bare feet crossed and resting on the floor, waiting patiently for Ilde to ask whatever question had been important enough to interrupt her nightly routine.

      “This was a mistake,” Ilde muttered. “I should go.”

      She couldn’t drag Madris further into her mess. Looking at her now was like looking at a different person. Someone gentle and kind and curious. Someone who was not frail, but soft… someone who didn’t deserve to experience the destruction Ilde feared for herself. What kind of person would she be if she knowingly put Madris through that?

      In the dim light, she could just make out the scar on Madris’ cheek and the book on her bed—the one on mage cults she had brought up weeks ago before they left for Hapool.

      “You said it was important,” Madris said concernedly. “Did something happen?”

      Ilde ran stressed fingers through her hair.

      “It happened again,” she said solemnly.

      “What happened again?”

      “There was news from Nedale. The whole city is gone. They disappeared like Eldryss.”

      Madris’ eyes grew wide as Ilde’s words set in.

      “How do you know it was the same? Did they see clouds? Was there ash?” she asked rapidly, her inquisitive mind taking over the way it had when she and Ilde met.

      “Madris, it doesn’t matter whether anyone saw the clouds or not. Cities don’t just disappear,” Ilde said.

      “Gods, that’s horrible…”

      “I was at peace with figuring out what happened to Eldryss. I just wanted answers so I could move on. But if it’s happening again and more people are dying all the way across the continent, then we’re all in danger.”

      “We can keep researching, Ilde. We’ll get you the answers you deserve.”

      Ilde shook her head.

      “I don’t want answers, I want to stop it.”

      “I believe if anyone could do it, you could,” Madris whispered. “You and Joyanna.”

      “I don’t think we can do it alone, though.”

      Realization dawned in Madris’ eyes, and she reached up and absentmindedly rubbed the scar on her cheek.

      “You want my help… That’s why you came here…”

      “I don’t want to drag you any further into this, but I don’t think I can do it without you,” Ilde said. Madris glanced around her little room absentmindedly—whether Madris was avoiding her gaze, though, Ilde couldn’t be sure. She picked up the book she had been reading and carried it across the room to where a stack of others sat next to her wardrobe. Then, she stood in place, awkwardly swaying and lost in thought for a long moment before she sighed and finally leveled those odd, green eyes at Ilde.

      “I haven’t finished that book on mage cults yet. But if I find anything interesting that matches the magic we found at Eldryss, we can start there. I think we might need to go to Nedale and cross-reference the scenes and magics used for the sake of research. If we gather enough information, we should be able to get the authorities—and maybe even the council—on our side.”

      “Don’t jump into this recklessly, Madris. I’m a stranger. I understand if you don’t want to help a stranger fight some great evil,” Ilde said.

      “I’m not very good at making friends, but I would hardly call us strangers. At least amicable acquaintances…” Madris murmured, fingers nervously finding her scar and tracing it again. Ilde thought about holding Madris’ head in her lap and comforting her while she cried that night in Hapool. She thought about Madris reaching up and saving her life during their fight in the alley.

      “I’m not… I’m not very good at making friends, either,” Ilde said, surprising herself as the admission slipped from her mouth before she could stop it. “But if you’re—if you want—I would like that. To be friends.”

      Madris’ eyes lit up with glee, and the tiniest triumphant smile tugged at her lips—barely contained. Ilde realized, then, that while Madris had obviously wanted to research Eldryss for her entry, she had also been trying to befriend Ilde and Joyanna.

      Madris, who lived at home with her parents and spent her time in the library alone. How many people had she spoken to in the library before Ilde came along? How long had she wished for someone to keep her company?

      Ilde smiled so that Madris knew it was okay to smile, too. And wondered, for a moment, how she had managed to gain two friends in the span of several weeks.

      “Thank you, Madris. I’ll never be able to repay you,” she said.

      “You won’t have to. All this research will get me into Prelarry’s, I’m sure of it. I’ll thank you in my acknowledgments when I publish the next great text on arcane magics.”

      Ilde chuckled awkwardly, not sure what the right thing to say was when someone she barely knew agreed to help her with a monumental task. She felt guilty and selfish, but there was an incredible amount of relief there, too.

      “I should go,” Ilde said, shuffling towards the door. “I’m sorry for coming so late, I just… I don’t think I would have been able to sleep without knowing if you were willing to help.”

      “You don’t have to leave. Momma made tea,” Madris said. She tried to slip past Ilde in the small space and bumped her in the hip as she went. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, there’s not a lot of room in here,” Ilde said, reaching out to steady Madris automatically.

      “Just have one cup, and then you can go. Oh, and don’t say anything about any of what’s going on. If either of them finds out I’m getting involved, they’ll panic.”

      Ilde hesitated and contemplated whether it would be more rude to leave or stay and continue to inflict her presence on a family that hadn’t been expecting her. She couldn’t very well say no to Madris, though. Not after she had agreed to help.

      “I suppose one cup won’t hurt,” she said.

      She followed Madris down the rickety stairs, which made even more noise with Madris’ careless feet, and found her mother pouring rich, brown tea into a few mismatched cups. She took a seat next to Madris and gratefully accepted the tea when it was handed to her.

      Madris’ mother—whose name was Lorelai, Ilde learned—asked a lot of questions about what Ilde did with her spare time. How many battles she had fought in, where she had learned to fight, what her weapon of choice was, where she’d met Joyanna, where she’d met Madris—which trod into dangerous territory. With some coercing from both Ilde and Madris, though, the topic was steered towards other matters.

      Ilde asked her questions, too, just to be polite. She asked Lorelai what it was like raising six children, how they came to raise sheep, and how she and Madris’ father had met. Ilde learned that both of Madris’ grandparents on her mother’s side had been natural-born arcanists and that their talents had skipped a generation and only shown up in two of their six children. She learned that Madris had always been good with her powers but that she had grown incredibly strong when she reached her teenage years, unlike her brother, whose powers had petered out when he failed to use them regularly.

      After a while, Ilde laid her head on her arms and just listened to Madris and her mother tell stories, until her eyes drifted shut and she slipped into the kind of exhausted sleep that comes from weeks of travel and worry.
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        * * *

      

      When Ilde woke up, she was in an unfamiliar room, shrouded in a well-loved pink blanket. There were poorly embroidered flowers along its edges, and its filling was worn and splotchy. Dull gray light filtered through a fogged window on the other side of the room, and she could hear rain pattering against the panes of glass. She was fully clothed and barefoot; her toes were stiff from exposure to the cold, as she was too tall for the bed and blanket she had been given. She glanced around the room and found her boots and socks beside the dresser under the window.

      She could just barely make out the sound of movement beneath her.

      She was still in Madris’ home.

      She slipped out of bed, tugged her socks on, and ignored the shoes completely before quietly opening the bedroom door. Across the hall, Madris’ door was wide open to reveal an empty room beyond. Ilde crept downstairs, successfully finding the quiet spots on the steps, and found everyone eating at the table in the kitchen.

      “Come eat, Ilde. There’s plenty for you,” Lorelai said. Madris twisted in her seat and smiled when she saw Ilde.

      “You’re a lot stockier than you look, kid,” Esmer said as she took a seat beside Madris. “Getting you up the stairs was harder than I thought it would be.”

      “I’m impressed, but you definitely should have just woken me up and sent me home,” Ilde replied.

      “Nonsense, you were exhausted,” Lorelai said.

      “We tried,” Madris admitted. Her mother reached out and smacked her arm.

      “What time is it?” Ilde asked.

      “Early afternoon. We were waiting for you two to wake up to have a late lunch.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever slept so long,” Madris said. “I didn’t realize how tired I would be after that trip.”

      Ilde yawned deeply and rubbed at her eyes in an attempt to get her exhaustion to dissipate.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to overstay my welcome,” she said, a bit embarrassed.

      “You’re no bother at all, dear,” Lorelai insisted.

      Ilde was starving after having slept for so long, so when Madris’ mother served her a bowl of stew, she gratefully inhaled it.

      After lunch, Madris quickly changed out of her sleep shirt and into proper clothes. Ilde begrudgingly shoved her feet back into her boots and helped Madris gather their needed library books. Then, they left—venturing out into the cold, rainy day and making their way back into the city proper. By the time they reached the house Ilde and Joyanna shared, Ilde was damp and chilled to the bone, thanks to her lack of a coat.

      “That woman must have been one hell of a woman if she kept you away from home all night and most of today,” Joyanna shouted as Ilde closed the door behind her. Joyanna rounded the corner to greet Ilde with her famous shit-eating grin, but confusion quickly crossed her face. She glanced rapidly between Ilde and Madris and wrinkled her brow. “I didn’t realize that woman was Madris…”

      “She wasn’t! She’s not⁠—

      “Oh, we didn’t⁠—”

      “I walked to Madris’ house after I parted ways with that woman,” Ilde insisted. “I knew you had come home with that damnkin girl you were flirting with, and I didn’t want to listen to the two of you all night.”

      Joyanna’s grin returned.

      “So you did leave with that woman? Good.”

      “I’m sorry, Madris. Joyanna has no manners,” Ilde said, rolling her eyes.

      Madris crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the two of them with an expression that fell somewhere between bewilderment and physical pain.

      “I’m really happy that both of you had a—erm—nice evening… but we have things to do,” Madris mumbled uncomfortably. She carried the books to the kitchen table and set them down with a heavy thump.

      Ilde followed her to the table, giving Joyanna a stern look as she passed. Joyanna replied with an obnoxious wink.

      “What are we looking for today?” Ilde asked.

      “Well, we know conjuration and revision were the magics used in Eldryss. I think before we go to Nedale, we should try to cross-reference that magic with known cults and patrons. Then, we can make a list and see if any of them are known for having followers in both affected areas. We can start digging deeper when we go to Nedale and confirm everything is the same.”

      “Wait, we’re going to Nedale?” Joyanna asked.

      “I think we should. That way, we can be certain these events are connected. I can just perform the same ritual again,” Madris replied.

      “We? As in, you’re coming, too?”

      “Yes. I need the research for my entrance to Prelarry’s, and you need someone smart to help you figure this mess out,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Joyanna shoved Ilde playfully.

      “You owe me ten gold.”

      “Later,” Ilde hissed, shoving her back.

      “Did you bet on whether or not I’d come with you?” Madris asked.

      “It was Joyanna’s idea…”

      “You really thought I wouldn’t come?” she murmured, commanding Ilde’s attention with curious green eyes.

      “After what happened in Hapool, I didn’t think you’d want to put yourself in danger like that again,” Ilde admitted.

      Madris chewed her lip for a second—lost in thought—before pulling out the book on mage cults for herself and completely abandoning the topic of her involvement altogether. Then she passed a book titled The Benefits of Arcane Patrons across the table to where Ilde sat.

      “You go through that and look for patrons who grant conjuration and revision gifts. It might be difficult to find any mention of revision if the librarians have done their job correctly. But you never know, they may have accidentally left record of it on the shelves. I’m going to keep reading this one. Let me know if you find anything,” she said.

      “Wait,” Joyanna said, leaning on the table. “Are we going to do this by ourselves?”

      “I mean, there are three of us,” Madris said.

      “Two and a half, respectfully.”

      Madris shrugged. “I think we would be okay.”

      “I didn’t even think about that,” Ilde said before she laid her head down on the table in defeat.

      “I mean, we can find help. But it’s something we need to consider,” Joyanna said.

      “Do you think any of our regular accomplices would help?” she asked, running through the list in her head of people Joyanna and Ilde would regularly turn to when they needed help with a difficult job.

      Joyanna frowned and shook her head.

      “We don’t have the coin to pay them, and no one is going to work for free,” she said.

      “We have to find people who will,” Ilde said. “There have to be people out there who will want to do something like this because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “None of us are doing this because it’s the right thing to do,” Madris stated boldly. “I’m doing it to secure my entry into school, you’re doing it to avenge your town, and Joyanna is doing it because she likes you too much to let you do it alone. We don’t have to take the moral high ground. We just need to find people who are reckless or stupid enough to help.”

      Ilde and Joyanna glanced at each other and shared a look of hesitation before Joyanna shrugged.

      “There are plenty of idiots in this city. We really only need two or three. How hard can it be?”
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      Orvyc had been looking for a distraction for a very long time, but nothing he put effort into seemed to stick. He had spent long months traveling from city to city, trying to find something that would scrub the horrors of war from his brain, but after each odd job, each new hobby, each new lover, they continued to plague him every time he closed his eyes. It had taken him a long time to acclimate to Eolis and its people—their melting-pot cities and amalgamation of cultures made him feel out of place. To them, everywhere was home. Every city the same. They could find themselves everywhere, but it made finding his own roots hard. Where did a damnkin from Odura fit into this puzzle? Where was the place he could rest his soul?

      He had spent nearly two years in Eolis, and now that he had reached the eastern side of the continent, he had no idea what was next. There were plenty of places left unseen by him in the Terrain—more cities to explore and things to see—but he knew if he couldn’t find something here in Eolis to capture his attention, then the other kingdoms wouldn’t be any different. He was aimless. A specter of his former self. He wanted to be reckless. He wanted to be stupid. He wanted to go out on a whim, step out onto a ledge, feel too much, and forget.

      When he saw the sign on the bulletin board near the council chambers of Isonwood, he knew it was the kind of stupid, reckless thing that would either get him killed or break him out of the mental prison he had put himself in. It read: “Trio seeking help for impossible task. No coin. Danger likely. Glory guaranteed upon survival. Must be brave, an idiot, or both. Inquire inside The Lady’s Knuckle anytime after sundown.”

      He strolled directly to the tavern in question, confident that he was the idiot they needed until he quickly realized how wildly out of place he was.

      Entering The Lady’s Knuckle was like entering another universe. There was not another man in sight, which wasn’t necessarily an issue for him—except that he was acutely aware of the fact that this was a tavern for queer women, and a woman he was not. Embarrassment colored his cheeks, giving his normally gray skin a purplish, bruise-like blush that he could feel all the way up to his horns. Every single pair of eyes in the room turned to him, and the bard in the corner of the room—a dwarven woman with shortly shorn hair and a stunning five-o-clock shadow—faltered in the playing of her lute for a second before picking the tune back up again.

      “I’m, uh—I’m here for the advertisement,” he stammered.

      “The one about the idiot?” a woman shouted from the room’s far corner. Even sitting down, Orvyc could tell the woman was at least a whole head taller than him, never mind the fact that she was built like a bear. She had a charm about her and fell somewhere in between pretty and handsome. Her long, black hair hung in a thick braid, and she smiled as she absentmindedly traced lines over the greatsword that sat in plain view on the table.

      “The brave idiot, yes,” he asserted.

      Her smile grew, and she waved him over to their table.

      Orvyc stepped through the sea of women and tried to keep his wits about him as they stared. Some of them chuckled, some whispered amongst themselves, and one reached out and clapped him on the back as he walked.

      The giant woman—for there had to be giant in her bloodline somewhere—had commanded his attention, but when he approached the table, he noticed the two other women sitting with her. One was an elvish woman with hair the color of his favorite sweet pastry from back home and the most intense green eyes he had ever seen. She stared at him unabashedly and surveyed him from head to toe. He tried to smile at her, but she ignored it and simply went back to reading the book in her hand.

      The other woman at the table was absentmindedly fiddling with a pendant around her neck. She seemed stretched somehow. Tall. Probably near to his own height, save for a few inches. She would have been gangly if it weren’t for all the muscle. But if the giant woman was built like a bear, then she was built like a wildcat—sleeker, but still just as strong and deadly. She was pretty in a gentle way, which contrasted starkly with her strength—her hair and eyes both a soft brown, with a smattering of faint freckles across her nose.

      They made an attractive, albeit intimidating trio.

      He cleared his throat and pulled the nearest chair out from under the table—making an ungodly amount of noise in the quiet room when he did—and sat across from the trio who had undoubtedly put up the advertisement.

      “A room full of beautiful women, and you’re all going to stare at this man?” the wildcat woman shouted across the room with a commanding voice. Orvyc hadn’t expected that to come from her, and he certainly didn’t expect the entire room to comply by returning to their own conversations, leaving them alone.

      “Thank you,” he said gratefully. “My name is Orvyc Sibarri. I understand you’re looking for help?”

      “I’m Ilde, and this is Joyanna and Madris,” the wildcat woman—Ilde said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He nodded and smiled amicably. “The advertisement said you needed help with an impossible task… which is a little vague if I’m being honest. But it did snag my attention, so perhaps that was intentional.”

      “What can you offer?” Ilde asked bluntly.

      “Well, I—if you told me more about the task, I could tell you how my expertise would fit in.”

      “Are you comfortable with combat?” Joyanna asked.

      “To be completely honest with you, I’ve been running from combat for quite a while now. But yes, I am intimately familiar with it.”

      “Why are you running from it?” Madris asked bluntly.

      “I would argue that most people prefer to stay out of combat,” he said.

      Madris quickly glanced at her companions out of the corner of her eye.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Ilde muttered under her breath.

      “Yeah, Maddy. I’m sensing some judgment,” Joyanna quipped.

      “It’s not judgment, it’s an astute observation.”

      Orvyc was starting to think the task was impossible because these women were sharing a single brain between them. Definitely the kind of stupid, reckless thing that will get me killed, then, he thought.

      “What do you do exactly?” Joyanna asked.

      “I have a few talents… I’m an archer and a tracker, primarily. I also have some experience in dealing with more… covert situations.”

      “Are you a criminal?” Madris asked.

      “That is a complicated question with a complicated answer,” he said. “But no.”

      Madris eyed him suspiciously as if trying to read through the half-truth he had just told.

      “What made you come here?” Ilde asked, leaning forward on the table. “You are aware that we have no coin to pay you, correct?”

      “I’m aware. I’m looking for a distraction,” Orvyc said. “I’m hoping this will be sufficient.”

      “Oh, it will be,” Joyanna said assuredly.

      “I would appreciate being told the task so I’m not going in completely blind.”

      “To be honest, we don’t know exactly what we’re getting ourselves into,” Ilde said. “Do you know the town of Eldryss or the city of Nedale?”

      “I have been to Nedale, yes.” It was a smaller city, full of pretty gray stonework and old as dirt, with a plethora of temples to pray in. Orvyc had spent some of his early days in Eolis there, jumping between those holy spaces and offering to clean for them in exchange for a place to stay and a warm meal.

      “Do you know what has befallen it?” she asked solemnly.

      Orvyc’s heart sank.

      “No, I don’t… I haven’t been in the city long.”

      “The entire city disappeared. Every person who lived there is gone.”

      “Disappeared how?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Ilde said. “The same thing happened to my town seven years ago. I lost everyone.”

      “But you survived?”

      “I did.”

      Orvyc stared at her, and in his mind, he saw himself mirrored. She had sad eyes. He understood the weight behind them. She was young, too. Younger than he was. He felt her grief echoed by his own. They harmonized—two different tones in the same sad song.

      “I’m very sorry,” he murmured.

      Ilde took a long sip from the cup in front of her.

      “I think it’s safe to assume that the deeper we dive into what is going on, the more likely it is we’ll end up over our heads,” she said.

      “So you don’t know what you’re facing, but you want someone to have your back, just in case?”

      “Precisely.”

      Orvyc slipped into old habits, his mind racing as he considered the directions their search could take them.

      “Do you have a plan?”

      “We’ve already discovered the magic that was used in Eldryss. We plan on traveling to Nedale to confirm that the magic used in the city is the same. From there, we’ll look into any powerful groups that exist in both areas with comparable levels of arcane ability,” Madris said.

      “And then what?”

      “We confront them,” Joyanna said excitedly.

      “So you’re just going to stroll into the middle of a group of zealots and accuse them of annihilating entire cities?” he asked incredulously.

      “Well, when you put it that way…” Joyanna muttered.

      “No, no! It’s a start. It’s a horrible idea in practice, but you’re headed in the right direction. We’ll need to do some espionage work to figure out who’s responsible. Then we can ambush them rather than announce our presence like buffoons.”

      “So you’ll help?” Ilde asked, and Orvyc watched as a little bit of life crept back into her eyes.

      “This task seems distracting enough, so sure. Who else is helping?”

      Ilde, Madris, and Joyanna all looked at each other hesitantly.

      “Ah. Just me, then… fantastic.”

      “If you know any other idiots that might help, point us in their direction,” Joyanna said.

      Orvyc thought of a small cabin in the woods, surrounded by vegetable gardens and covered in vines of ivy. A roof that needed replacing and spring storms. Rabbit stew and flowers. Teaching his language and learning how to speak with plants. The first touch of friendship he had found in this new place.

      “I do have a friend we could pay a visit to on the way to Nedale, but I’m not sure he will be interested in all of this nonsense,” Orvyc said.

      “Is he an idiot?” Madris asked, arching an eyebrow. Orvyc thought she was being serious, but he saw the tiniest hint of a smile play at the corner of her mouth.

      “No more an idiot than the rest of you,” he countered.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Ilde said.

      “Let me write a letter, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Alester had only received three letters in his entire life. One from his brothers when their father died, one from the Boundless Order that had permitted his entrance into the Jaded Wilds, and now, one from Orvyc Sibarri.

      The letter arrived in poor condition. The envelope was barely held together by willpower alone, and the letter was warped from exposure to water, but it was still legible. It had been nearly a year since he’d last seen his friend, and seeing Orvyc’s scrawling handwriting scratched across a sheet of parchment brought a smile to his face.

      “What are you doing in Isonwood, friend?” he asked the empty room.

      The letter answered for him, and everything he read concerned him deeply.

      Alester had heard talk of the plagues that had struck Eldryss and Nedale whispered through the Wilds, and the Order had taken precautions to protect the druids and their families who lived there. As a rule, the druids of the Boundless Order only involved themselves in Eolis’s affairs at the behest of the council. The rest of the time, they were a solitary group who preferred to be left well enough alone.

      The council hadn’t sought their help, so Alester had assumed that the issue was under control or, at the very least, being handled. But Orvyc’s letter made it seem like nothing was being done by anyone, save for a group of ragtags he had somehow gotten involved with.

      Alester began to pace, crisscrossing the room with his short legs over and over again until he was sure there would be a divot in the floor. He read the letter a second time and then a third. When he’d said goodbye to Orvyc, he’d believed they would likely never cross paths again. He knew that Orvyc was searching for something, and he assumed that something would take his friend somewhere out of reach. When the Boundless Order discovered that Alester was housing someone who wasn’t a druid, they’d forced Orvyc out, and Alester had begrudgingly accepted that their four months of friendship were all he would get. Four months that he looked back on fondly.

      But now Orvyc had ruined it.

      Alester couldn’t think fondly of Orvyc if he knew Orvyc was marching towards his death.

      But he also couldn’t leave.

      Alester anxiously ran his hands through his pale blonde hair and sighed in frustration. He felt tiny claws scamper up his leg and held his hand out instinctively to allow his small rat friend a place to sit.

      “Puck, what do we do?” he asked.

      Puck’s beady black eyes peered back up at Alester for a moment before he cocked his little white head and scratched at the brown stripe that colored his nose and forehead. Alester used his other hand to give Puck a gentle scratch behind the ear.

      “Helpful as always,” he murmured softly.

      Orvyc’s letter had mentioned that they were planning to travel to Nedale and would be stopping by to see him along the way. It would take them weeks to get to the Jaded Wilds, though, and if Alester let Orvyc get this far, he was certain Orvyc would insist on continuing with their mad plan anyway. Orvyc ignoring common sense and getting hurt was how the two of them had met in the first place.

      If Alester asked the elders for permission to leave, they would deny him under the guise of remaining neutral—at least until the council called for aid. But if he left quietly and returned before anyone noticed he was gone…

      Alester grabbed his foraging bag off the hook near the door and quickly packed it full of necessities, leaving a pocket large enough for Puck to snuggle up in. His small, furry friend skittered into the bag, and Alester shoved his feet into the boots he never untied before throwing himself out the front door of his cabin.

      He closed the door, but didn’t lock it. He wouldn’t be gone long. All he needed to do was convince Orvyc to stop involving himself with this scheme—what the rest of these people did wasn’t his concern.

      The Jaded Wilds swallowed him whole the second he turned around.

      A small footpath led away from his house towards one of the main roads that ran through the forest, but the rest was all vibrant plant life, from the tidy gardens he kept to the flora that threatened to encroach with every day that passed. While the Boundless Order had made their home here, the area was still so heavily touched by the Lifebringer’s influence that it had to be shared. Breathing the air here was a gift from Dranheia—it felt like an adrenaline rush. Alester was convinced there was no cleaner air in all of the Terrain. He took a deep breath of that air—let it fill his lungs and strengthen his resolve—before he marched up to the oak tree that stood as a sentinel at the front of his property.

      He had been to Isonwood once, with a large group of druids from the Boundless Order. They had traveled through the great tree in the middle of the Jaded Wilds and exited from a massive pine tree just outside Isonwood’s north gate.

      Alester picked up a small stick from amongst the foliage on the ground and closed his eyes in concentration—pulling life and power from the natural augur surrounding him. His hands grew warm, then hot, and the stick weighed his arms down as it became something new. When he opened his eyes, he held his staff—the same one he carried with him every day, with a knot at the top and a large piece of jade embedded deep in the wood.

      He pointed his staff towards the top of the oak tree’s trunk and focused on the pine in Isonwood—its height, the way its bark felt when he touched it, the small of its needles, the sound of its boughs swaying in the breeze. When he had a strong mental grip on that pine, he angled his staff down slowly towards the roots of the oak. The wood split as his arm moved, spilling golden sunlight out into the small clearing he called home.

      He stared straight into that sunlight and stepped through.

      The Jaded Wilds were always warm, and the weather was always fair. But the chill of Northern Eolis hit him like a wall as he stepped through the pine on the other side. The sunlight that streamed through the split in the tree illuminated the ground before him, allowing him to pass safely without tripping or falling. As soon as he was out of arm’s reach of the tree, it sealed itself back up.

      He had officially left the Wilds.

      He couldn’t help but thrill at the thought.

      Alester had lived in the Jaded Wilds since he was thirteen and worked with the Boundless Order for just as long. He had lived by their rules, followed their orders, and immensely enjoyed his time in the forest, but there was still so much to see and do. He had warred with himself for the last few years, feeling stagnant from staying but too afraid to leave. Orvyc’s brief stay had brought a reprise, but it had been fleeting. The joy of his company had only lasted so long after he left. Alester hoped that this short trip would bring him enough excitement to carry some complacency for a while.

      He shivered against the cold evening air and pulled his cloak from his bag, wrapping it tightly around his shoulders and pulling it close. He could see the northern gate about a hundred meters away and headed that direction. The guards at the gate had just witnessed him crawl out of a tree, and they eyed him warily as they checked him for contraband before allowing him through.

      It had taken Orvyc’s letter several days to arrive, and as he strolled through the city gate—feet meeting cobblestone streets for the first time in years—he realized that Orvyc might have already left. He pulled the letter out of his satchel and backtracked to the gate.

      “Excuse me? Could you point me in the direction of this address?” he asked politely. One of the guards looked down at him with inquisitive eyes and took the envelope, squinting in the dim lantern light to try and read what it said.

      “This is the upper slums. Turn around, go right at the first intersection after this clearing, and keep going. You’ll pass a bunch of taverns and inns for a few blocks, and then you’ll hit the slums. Might haveta ask someone who lives there where this house is.”

      “Thank you,” Alester said, taking the envelope back and heading off in the direction that the guard had pointed out.

      Within minutes, he had been devoured by the city, surrounded by nothing but stone, wood, and glass. There wasn’t a tree in sight, let alone any kind of flower. No, this part of the city was all rowdy tavern-goers, painted signs, and music. A cacophony of sounds, really, as shouts and screams and singing mingled with bards and foot traffic and laughter. Alester did his best to avoid the chaos. He kept a strong grip on his staff with one hand and had his other shoved into his satchel to comfort Puck while they walked.

      The taverns and inns went on for what seemed like forever, all of them a little on the nicer side of rundown. They were well-loved—not the places for tourists, but the places inhabited by the locals and familiar passers-by. Then, the buildings began to separate as if the city were spreading out and stretching its limbs. There was more space between each tavern, and the chaos was broken up by storefronts and shops, with the lights on inside and laundry hung above. Alester noticed flower boxes and the occasional tree—signs of gentle life against a harsher background.

      Soon, the city relaxed further, and the stores gave way to small, quaint homes. The envelope stated that it had come from the Brightblade residence in the upper slums, but the exact address had been smudged and washed away by water damage. Each home was visibly different from the next but also looked oddly the same as every other house on the street. Alester was starting to lose hope of finding Orvyc in this massive beast of a city until he saw another pair of guards round the corner of the nearest intersection.

      “Excuse me!” he shouted. The guards stopped and looked around, hands moving to their weapons slowly. Alester approached them cautiously, acutely aware of the blades at their hips. “Could one of you possibly point me in the direction of the Brightblade residence?”

      “That’s where we almost arrested that woman for assaulting the crier,” one of them said. He took the envelope from Alester, inspected it briefly, and handed it back. “It’s quiet tonight. We can show you.”

      “You’re very kind,” Alester said gratefully.

      “More like very bored,” the other guard chuckled.

      They led him back around the corner at the intersection and then two blocks west until they reached a mostly well-kept house with a cheery blue door. There were lights on in the windows and movement through the curtains—shadows passing to and fro across the room. A lantern illuminated the street right in front of the house, giving it a safe and welcoming aura.

      “Be careful, one of them is crazy,” the guard said.

      Alester swallowed hard and thanked them both. He watched them walk down the street until they were out of sight, then swallowed hard again and shook his hands and arms out anxiously.

      Then he stepped up to the door and knocked.

      The movement stopped inside, and he could hear voices muttering to each other. Then, the sound of heavy footsteps. A bolt turned on the other side of the door, and a crack of light illuminated the small front stoop.

      “Who are you and what do you need?” a female voice asked. All that was visible through the crack in the door was a brown eye and a flash of lightly tanned skin. He had to look up to see even that, though. Whoever she was, she was much taller than him.

      “Is this the Brightblade residence?” he asked nervously.

      “It is,” she said. He heard the soft hiss of a blade being unsheathed from a scabbard—metal against leather. He took a massive step back and held up his hands.

      “I received a letter, and it was written from here. My name is Alester. I’m looking for my friend, Orvyc!” he said rapidly. “I mean you no harm!”

      The woman opened the door to reveal herself and the room beyond. She was indeed holding a sword that was easily the length of Alester’s entire body. There were two other women inside, as well. One was even taller than the woman who had opened the door—broad, muscled, and intimidating. The other was smaller and softer looking. The giant woman held an equally giant greatsword, and the smaller woman had a ball of flame in her hand—ready to be thrown at a moment’s notice.

      “Show me the letter,” the woman at the door said.

      He reached for it quickly without thinking, and the woman flinched, her sword jumping to the ready.

      “I’m s-sorry. It’s in my bag. I just need to g-grab it,” he stammered.

      “Nice and slow,” she insisted.

      He reached slowly into his bag, pulled the envelope free of his other belongings, and slowly produced it for the woman to see. She reached out and gently took it from him, turning it over in the light.

      “Madris, is this the envelope you gave Orvyc?” she asked. The woman she addressed snuffed out the fire in her hand and stepped closer to examine the envelope herself.

      “The one I gave him was blue. It looks the same to me,” she said.

      “The friend Orvyc sent this letter to was in the Jaded Wilds,” the giant woman said. “If you’re his friend, how did you get here so fast? Mail travels faster than we do, sure, but it should have taken you weeks to get here. We only sent that letter a week ago.”

      “I received the letter this afternoon,” Alester assured her. “But I didn’t travel on foot to get here. I have other means of getting around, I swear.”

      “What did you do to get here, then?” said the woman at the door. She had relaxed her sword arm and let it fall to her side, but she still held it tightly. Alester knew she was probably much faster at swinging than he was at casting. He took another small step back, worried his answer wouldn’t satisfy her.

      “I—I can travel through the trees,” he said fearfully. “I can show you if you don’t believe me. I really only came to see Orvyc! Please, don’t hurt me, I⁠—”

      “Oh! He’s a druid!” the woman named Madris shouted. “I’ve always wanted to meet a druid!”

      “Ilde, let him in. He’s harmless,” the giant woman said as she leaned her greatsword against the wall and sat back down at a small kitchen table.

      Ilde, the woman who had answered the door, propped her own sword up near the door and stepped aside, motioning for Alester to enter. He glanced warily between the three women, wondering which one the guards had been referring to when they said that one of them was crazy. The events of the last few minutes had done little to enlighten him, and he was under the impression that they were all on the wrong side of sane.

      “Is Orvyc here?” he asked, standing his ground on the front stoop.

      “He just stepped out to gather his things from the inn he’s been staying at. He’ll be back,” Ilde said. “You can come in and wait for him.”

      Alester reluctantly stepped into the home and took a deep, steadying breath as the door closed behind him. The tiny front room of the house was a little overcrowded with four people in it, so he shuffled awkwardly off to the side and tried to stay out of the way, surveying the room in the process.

      They appeared to be packing things up and preparing for the trip Orvyc had mentioned in the letter. A wave of relief washed over Alester as he realized he had made it just in time. He could still talk Orvyc out of this mess.

      “We’re grateful you came all this way,” Ilde said, flopping into a small sitting chair in the corner. “We could have just met you in the Wilds.”

      “Oh, I’m—well⁠—”

      “You are coming, right? That’s why you’re here?” she asked.

      “Actually, no… I came because I need to talk Orvyc out of going,” he admitted sheepishly, backing up against the wall. “I don’t think it’s wise. Your reasons for doing this are your business, but he’s just being reckless. Someone needs to talk some sense into him, so I⁠—”

      “If our reasons for doing this are our business, aren’t Orvyc’s reasons his? What gives you the right to dictate what he does?” the giant woman from across the room said.

      “I’m not dictating,” Alester squeaked. “I’m worried. I don’t want him rushing into this. He’s looking for something to give him purpose, you know? And he doesn’t realize that this isn’t the answer.”

      “Maybe it is. Maybe this is exactly what he needs. We don’t know, though, because we haven’t pried. It’s his business. We’re grateful for the help, and we have no place questioning him,” she said sternly.

      “You’re just going to lead a stranger to their death, then?” Alester asked, anger rising in his voice. “That’s not right.”

      “He volunteered! We’re not⁠—”

      “Joyanna, stop. We don’t need to fight with him,” Ilde said sternly. “Do you know the extent of what has happened?”

      “I understand that there have been some plagues and that they’ve affected two different locations on opposite ends of the continent. But who are you to question the will of the gods?” Alester asked.

      “It wasn’t the gods,” Madris stated quietly. “At least not directly.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “There were remnants of magic present in Eldryss. I discovered it myself. If it were the will of the gods as some kind of punishment, there wouldn’t be any magic left behind. It would have just been.”

      “That doesn’t mean the gods didn’t enact this through someone. Perhaps the people in those places had done some kind of great evil, and they deserved⁠—”

      “Be very careful of what comes out of your mouth next,” Ilde said coldly. She leaned forward in her chair and pinned him to the wall with a hateful stare. “You’ve been hidden in a forest for gods know how long. Of course it’s easy for you to condemn entire cities—as long as it’s not your precious grove, right? Well, I don’t particularly care whether or not it was the will of the gods. I’ll pull every last one of them out of the heavens and bury them if it means the people who died will be at peace.”

      Alester was more than taken aback; he was afraid. There was no doubt in his mind that the guards had been referring to Ilde when they said someone in the Brightblade residence was crazy. She was an intense woman and appeared to be at her wit’s end. Her eyes were tired and wild and sad. It didn’t take a genius to understand that this reckless, dangerous quest was personal to her.

      Just as Ilde released Alester from her piercing gaze, there was a knock at the door.

      “Orvyc?” Joyanna called, crossing the short distance from the kitchen to the front door.

      “Of course it’s me. Who else would be stupid enough to knock on your door this late at night?” he shouted.

      “You’d be surprised,” Ilde muttered.

      Joyanna opened the door, and Alester got his first glimpse of Orvyc for the first time in a year. His friend looked much the same. Hair a little longer, perhaps, but otherwise he was the same person Alester had spent every moment of every day with all those months ago. The same soft gray skin, dark hair, gently curving horns, and snowy, blue-gray eyes.

      “Alester?” Orvyc said, overjoyed, with a massive smile on his face that mirrored Alester’s own. The room could have been empty for all Alester cared; he darted across the room and threw himself at Orvyc without thinking of anyone else. Orvyc dropped his things to the floor with a loud thud and kneeled so he could pull Alester into a warm, strong hug.

      “I missed you, friend,” Alester said, squeezing Orvyc as tightly as he could.

      “I can’t believe you’re here! I thought I would have to drag you out of the Wilds kicking and screaming,” Orvyc said.

      “Funny you mention that,” Ilde grumbled. “He’s actually here to convince you that this is a bad idea.”

      Orvyc pulled back so he could look Alester in the eye, and Alester’s heart dropped when he saw the disappointment there.

      “Is this true?” he asked.

      “I… think you’re being reckless, Orvyc. I know you’re struggling, but this isn’t the answer,” Alester spoke honestly, trying his best to ignore the three other pairs of eyes staring at him and his friend.

      Orvyc’s brow furrowed, and he put a hand on Alester’s shoulder.

      “I’m fine, Alester. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “There are better distractions,” he said gently. “Please, think about this.”

      “Who’s to say this isn’t the only distraction worth having?” Orvyc asked. “People are dying…”

      “People are disappearing. We don’t know that they’re dead,” Alester said.

      “You’re wrong,” Ilde corrected. “I lived in Eldryss. I was fifteen when the plague arrived. Everyone I ever knew or loved experienced agony and then disintegrated into ash. They’re all dead.”

      “We all have different reasons for doing this,” Joyanna said. “No one is telling you that you have to help us. But you can’t dissuade us from doing this either. You can just march back through the tree you came from and leave us to it.”

      “If you’re leaving, I’ll walk with you. I need to head home soon anyway, and I’d love to ask you some questions. I don’t know much about evocation, but I’d love to learn,” Madris chimed in quietly.

      “Orvyc, this is dangerous,” Alester pleaded.

      “Sometimes things are dangerous, friend,” Orvyc said gently. “Hiding in a forest is a luxury few of us can afford.”

      Alester didn’t know what else he could say short of getting on his knees and begging. He couldn’t offer Orvyc a place to stay, he couldn’t promise a better distraction, and he couldn’t cure whatever darkness had its clutches deep in Orvyc’s head and heart. All he could do was offer support and stick by his side… but that meant putting himself in danger and leaving the Wilds behind—possibly for good if the Order discovered he had left and was on some quest to defeat something without their approval.

      But he had gotten a taste of true friendship when Orvyc stayed with him, and he had gotten a taste of true freedom by leaving tonight. They were both irresistible pieces of his life that had been absent for far too long. He was frozen with indecision.

      “I would feel better if you came with us, though,” Orvyc murmured. “You told me once that you wished you could experience something new. Maybe this is it.”

      Alester didn’t know anyone else in the room, and to be completely honest, he wished they weren’t there. He didn’t care what their reasons were for embarking on this quest. All he cared about was keeping Orvyc safe.

      “I have to keep you out of trouble, I suppose,” Alester said finally, trying to keep his mixed emotions under control by keeping up a calm facade.

      Orvyc smiled, and Alester mirrored it.

      I’m going to die, he thought to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Madris yawned, her brain simultaneously fuzzy and full of thoughts. The book she had in her lap had stopped making sense about an hour before, and she knew she would have to reread the last dozen pages just to ensure she hadn’t missed anything important. Joyanna had gone to bed hours ago, leaving her and Ilde to study alone. Her goal had been to get through as many books as she could before they left so she wouldn’t have to carry as many with her, but her night had been full of distracting activities. She hadn’t even finished the book on mage cults—she was close, thankfully, but it was quite the tome.

      She glanced up from her place on the floor and found Ilde asleep—the book she had been tasked to read face down on her chest. Madris pushed herself up off the floor as quietly as she could and gently removed the book from Ilde’s hands, marked the page, and set it down on her bedside table. She studied Ilde’s face—just a little bit—and couldn’t help but wish Ilde always looked this peaceful. Her features were soft; long lashes lined her closed eyes, and soft brows framed her face and complemented the smattering of freckles that were slowly starting to fade as winter reclaimed her summer tan.

      She was pretty, Madris realized. It had been easy to overlook with how busy they had been.

      “Ilde,” Madris murmured. She hesitated for a moment before putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder and shaking her gently. “Ilde, I’m leaving.”

      Ilde’s eyes shot open, and she grabbed Madris’ wrist threateningly for a moment before she calmed and released her grip.

      “I’m sorry,” she said sleepily, rubbing her eyes before sitting up. “You’re leaving? What time is it?”

      “It’s late,” Madris said. “Closer to morning than night.”

      “I’ll walk you through the city.”

      “You don’t have to do that, I’m perfectly capable of⁠—”

      “Of defending yourself. I know,” Ilde said, cutting her off and standing up to put her boots on.

      Madris knew exactly what Ilde was thinking—that she hadn’t done a very good job of defending herself back in Hapool—and she was grateful that Ilde didn’t say it out loud.

      Ever since that night, Madris had been itching to use her power again; not her common gifts, but the one that would get her into a lot of trouble if she continued to use it so flippantly—one that had gotten her into trouble in the past. It had been years since she called upon that particular talent of hers, and it had already proven to be a slippery slope. It sprung to her mind too easily now. When you had the power to alter anything in the blink of any eye, self-control was difficult to find, but she knew the consequences would be dire if she didn’t find it and find it soon.

      Complicated consequences aside, she had thought about it a lot since their return to Isonwood, and she was convinced that she had done a fairly decent job, considering she had never so much as thrown a punch before. She was a fast learner, though. If she could just practice with someone, Madris knew she would get better.

      “Do you think Joyanna would teach me how to fight better?” she asked as Ilde finished tying her boot. Ilde looked up at her and gave her a quizzical look.

      “You want the greatest mercenary in Isonwood to swing a greatsword at you?” she asked.

      “I think it would help. But if you think she’s too strong for me, I guess you could always help instead.”

      “Wow, what a shining boost of confidence that was.”

      “Don’t tease me. That wasn’t an insult,” Madris said, realizing her mistake. “You aren’t as strong as Joyanna. That doesn’t speak to your skill or speed.”

      “The ego boost is always nice,” Ilde said, smiling wryly.

      “As if you need my help with your ego,” she replied, rolling her eyes before turning away so Ilde wouldn’t see her smile.

      It had been a few weeks since Ilde had shown up at her home in the middle of the night and asked for her help. A few weeks since they had officially become friends. And she had spent the whole time trying to figure Ilde out—but she was a tough case to crack.

      Madris had spent most of her life trying to parse out what made people tick, and after twenty years, she thought she had a pretty good grasp on the subject. But Ilde’s personality was a whirlwind. She tended to slip into what Madris thought of as caricatures—always brave, angry, or joking. Exaggerated versions of the truth. Masks that Ilde put on so she wouldn’t seem so fragile. She had seen Ilde upset, though—seen her break down and lose her grip on the facade—and if she had to guess, she would assume that version of Ilde was the closest to the truth.

      Madris was slowly but surely painting a mental image of the real Ilde Torrun. Every time they had a moment alone together, Madris added another stroke or two. She hadn’t added the moments they shared in Hapool to the picture, though. The side of Ilde she had seen there was so at odds with everything else that she felt like it had been an entirely different person. She wondered if that had been Ilde’s true self—the version of her that would have shone through if she hadn’t gone through everything she had.

      Madris followed Ilde through the front room of her home, tiptoeing so neither one would wake up Orvyc or Alester, who were stretched out and taking up most of the floor space. Ilde quietly slipped her sword onto her back and motioned for Madris to exit first before closing the door behind them.

      “Are you sure you don’t want us to pick you up in the morning?” Ilde asked while they walked.

      “No, we’re going west. It doesn’t make sense to come get me and then trek back through the city.”

      “You could just stay, you know?”

      “I need to say goodbye to my parents,” she said quietly.

      “Are you going to tell them?” Ilde asked.

      “I’m not sure…”

      She had been warring with herself over whether to tell her parents the truth. She wasn’t entirely lying, though. She did plan on using everything she learned during their journey to write her entry paper for school. But they were completely blind when it came to the dangers of her “research.” She hadn’t thought much about those dangers herself, though. Actually, she had been actively trying not to think of the dangers they might face. She was mostly thrilled that she would get to explore their theory further… and also to spend more time with her friends.

      When they reached the southern gate, Madris realized she had been silent for most of the walk. Ilde didn’t seem like she minded the quiet companionship, though, so Madris bit back the apology she usually reserved for people who were bothered by her tendency to get lost in her own head.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? It’s not too late to back out,” Ilde said, shuffling her feet across the cobblestones.

      “And miss out on an opportunity to research? Absolutely not.”

      Ilde shook her head and laughed.

      “You’re a strange one,” she said with a smile. “I’ll see you in the morning, Madris.”

      They parted ways, and Madris continued down the road to where her family home had sat for decades. The grass was wet and cold as she climbed the knoll, and dim light streamed through the front windows. She entered quietly and found her mother sitting in the rocking chair in the living room, fast asleep.

      “Momma, I’m home,” she whispered, gently nudging her mother awake. “You can go to bed now.”

      Her mother stirred and smiled, raising a warm hand to caress her daughter’s cheek.

      “You’ve been keeping me on my toes these days, Maddy,” she murmured. Madris leaned into her mother’s hand and patted it gently.

      “What in the world will you possibly do while I’m gone?”

      “Go to bed at a decent hour, at the very least,” her mother said with a chuckle. Madris leaned down and kissed her mother on the cheek before she carefully climbed the stairs toward her room.

      She had the jitters again, just like before she’d left with Joyanna and Ilde the first time. But now, there was a level of anxiety that she couldn’t shake. She knew now that dangerous things could happen on the road—even when they weren’t hunting down some great evil. All they had been doing in Hapool was delivering a package, and now she had a scar as a permanent souvenir. She reached up and traced its raised edges gently, an act that had become somewhat of a habit for her in the last few weeks.

      It had been just over two months since she’d met Ilde in the library. If Madris could have guessed two months ago, she would not have assumed this was where her life would be now. She was the baby out of six children, and all of her siblings had gone off to do perfectly normal things with their lives. She had planned on doing perfectly normal things with her life, too—some kind of career in arcane research or maybe teaching at Prelarry’s if she did well enough. Those things were still on the table, of course. Maybe even more likely if she successfully completed this trip with Ilde. She could write her paper on the abilities of mage cults, propose arcane combinations as a research topic, and breeze through a few years at Prelarry’s with no problem.

      All she had to do was survive.

      Madris made a mental note to remind Ilde about teaching her how to fight. She was fairly certain that Ilde’s teasing meant she was up for the task. They would have plenty of time, considering they would be traveling for quite a while. They could practice before going to sleep every night or every morning before they packed up and left. She had already settled it in her mind, and she didn’t think it would take too much convincing for Ilde to agree. If she didn’t, Joyanna would swing her blade at anything gratefully.

      She had all of her plans settled, then. Good. Now, there was just the matter of figuring out what version of the truth she should tell her parents.

      She stepped carefully around her packed bags and pulled one of the few notebooks she owned out of her wardrobe, and began scribbling down the truth of what she was getting herself into. If something happened to her on this trip, she would want her parents to know that she hadn’t died for nothing—even if her reasons for helping in the first place were completely self-centered. She told her parents about meeting Ilde and getting the idea for her Prelarry’s paper. She told them about the plagues and what they had discovered in Eldryss. She told them about Ilde’s desire to avenge her town and how she had asked for help. Then she told them about the plan they had come up with, where they would be going, and what they might be facing.

      She had done her best to be concise, but the letter was still rather long. And yet, it didn’t feel finished. She reread the letter twice and thought hard about what it still needed. After a few moments, it hit her.

      She decided to tell her parents how kind Ilde and Joyanna were, just to reassure them. She relayed the events of Hapool and how Ilde had been so gentle and caring.

      Her last lines were an assurance: 

      
        
        Please don’t worry too much. I’m confident in Ilde and Joyanna’s ability to survive… and I am comfortable with them, too.

         

        See you soon.

        Love, Maddy.

      

      

      
        
         

      

      

      She folded the letter up and slipped it beneath her pillow. In the morning, after everyone had risen, she slipped the letter under her parents’ door so they would find it later, kissed them goodbye, and trudged down the grassy knoll without glancing over her shoulder at all.
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      Joyanna took a deep breath and leveled her best intimidating glare at the liveryman.

      “I paid you for that cart two days ago, Wesley,” she said sternly, leaning over the gnomish man who was less than half her size. He was already shaking—and she usually didn’t intimidate nice people on purpose, as a rule—but if she didn’t leave here with that cart, they would have nowhere to put their things for the trip, and they were traveling with far too much to carry on their backs.

      “I—I understand, Miss Joyanna, but the stable hand you spoke with is a new apprentice, and he failed to realize that we don’t rent or sell the cart we use for our own business.”

      “I don’t think you understand. I can’t leave here without a cart. I will either pay you handsomely—more than I already have for the thing—or I will take the cart. Your choice.”

      The stable hand in question was currently cowering in the corner of the stable’s business area, and Joyanna knew if she went too far, the poor kid would probably piss his pants. Or worse, run and get the city guards involved. Either way, she was ruining her reputation with a business she frequented often, and she valued her reputation quite a bit, thank you very much.

      “Wesley, I really don’t want to take my business somewhere else. Ilde and I are regulars, you know this. I will pay you twice what the cart is worth, so you can just turn around and buy another one.” As soon as she spoke those words, she regretted them. She hadn’t had a chance to enjoy much of the money she and Ilde had made on their last trip, and now all of it was being used to pay for a fucking cart.

      “Joyanna, if you could just wait another day, one of our other carts will be returned and⁠—”

      “Name your price,” she interjected, slamming a heavy hand down on the desk in front of her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the boy flinch so hard he looked like he might topple over.

      “Joyanna—”

      “Name. Your. Price,” she growled. Never in my life have I had to intimidate someone into taking my money, she thought.

      “Th-th-three hundred gold!” Wesley shouted, throwing his hands up submissively.

      “Argh—fine! Three hundred gold!” She pulled out her coin purse, counted out the gold Wesley had requested, and slid it slowly across the table with a glare that could curdle milk. The man immediately took his apprentice aside and viciously scolded him before sending him off to ready the cart and horses that Joyanna had now paid for three times over.

      Wesley excused himself to speak with some other travelers about their arrangements, both of whom looked like they had feared for their own lives and gave Joyanna a wide berth when they passed. She smiled wolfishly in return.

      When the cart and horses were ready, Joyanna drove it back through the city, arriving at the home she shared with Ilde just in time to watch Madris cross the threshold.

      “I hope you’re all ready to leave!” she shouted from the road.

      Joyanna hummed cheerfully to herself as the others shuffled out of the house and emerged into the morning sun, bleary-eyed and yawning. With some help from Orvyc, they had purchased enough rations and supplies to last them the entire trip. Ilde and Orvyc piled it all onto the large cart while Madris organized it. Alester stood awkwardly to the side of the cart and watched as everyone else did most of the work. She didn’t think he was trying to be selfish, though. He just looked extremely uncomfortable, as if he were severely regretting his decision to come.

      “You doing alright, Alester?” Joyanna asked with a smile, hoping he would at least relax a bit from the friendly encounter.

      “Not really, no,” he replied, tugging nervously on the small bun that sat atop his head.

      “You’ll feel better once we’re on the road!”

      “I sincerely doubt that,” he said. “I’m strongly considering going home.”

      “And abandon me with all of these women?” Orvyc said, feigning offense. “Alester, they’re all stronger than me! What good is a bow when two seven-foot-tall women and a sorcerer are attacking?”

      “Don’t give us reason to attack, and you won’t have to worry,” Madris said with a small smile. Joyanna and Ilde laughed in unison, and Madris’ smile grew into a grin. “I do appreciate that you looped me in with the strong women, though.”

      “I’m only six foot six,” Joyanna said matter-of-factly. “And Ilde is at least a head and a half shorter than me.”

      “Only,” Alester muttered

      “Are you halfling or gnomish, Alester?” Joyanna asked curiously.

      “I don’t see why that’s any of your concern,” he replied frankly.

      “He’s halfling, Joyanna. I think gnomish folks are usually taller,” Madris said.

      “You go around measuring gnomes often, Maddy?” she asked teasingly.

      “No, I’m just observant!” Madris defended herself.

      Joyanna chuckled under her breath and leaned back against the driver’s bench, relishing the chaos she had sowed between everyone—all of whom were now bickering and teasing one another relentlessly.

      Alester was a tricky little man. Joyanna had seen how amicable he could be with Orvyc. She knew he was obviously a great friend if he had been willing to cross the country and face gods-knew-what for that man.

      He fidgeted uncomfortably with his cloak before climbing into the back of the cart and sitting as far away from everyone else as he could possibly get.

      “Alester, you’re going to get along with us if it’s the last thing I do,” she shouted back to him. His resounding answer was a short, rude chuckle.

      Ilde settled herself right behind Joyanna and patted her on the back as she sat down.

      “Are you ready for this?” Joyanna asked. She wasn’t sure she was ready herself.

      When she had promised her blade to Ilde, she hadn’t been lying. Sometimes, Joyanna still looked at her and saw the young girl who had approached her in the tavern all those years ago. She had heard mentors in the past say they saw themselves in their apprentices, but Joyanna didn’t see much of herself in Ilde, truth be told. Everything Ilde had become, she had become on her own. Joyanna had been very careful to support her endeavors and let her determine her own fate. They lived the same lives, so their actions often mirrored one another, but if they were both marching, Ilde marched to a different drum.

      Ilde’s personality was razor sharp, whereas Joyanna’s was soft and rounded. Ilde was angry, whip-smart, too clever, and smooth. Joyanna was cheerful, kept her knowledge to herself, and preferred to win people over with a different kind of charm. Ilde was quiet where Joyanna was loud, and careful when Joyanna wasn’t. When she had taken Ilde under her wing, everyone she knew had remarked on the likelihood of her creating a smaller version of herself—and if Ilde had come to her under different circumstances, it might have turned out that way. But when she walked into that tavern, Ilde was looking for survival and revenge, not glory or fame. Her plan of convincing Joyanna to train her only spoke to her cleverness. She had asked Ilde once why she didn’t just join the army or the guards, and Ilde’s reply had simply been, “Those would have tied me down.”

      Ilde had been a ball of fury at fifteen. She had picked up the basics of bladework quickly; her rage made her memory strong. But as the years went by, she simmered. She got distracted by growing up and work and camaraderie. Joyanna had been proud of her—was still proud of her—but she had known it would only be a matter of time before Ilde got that itch again.

      When they’d first begun their arrangement, Ilde wouldn’t discuss much of anything regarding her past. It took her a year to finally open up, and when Joyanna learned the truth of what had happened, something in her broke for the little girl who had watched her entire town die. She wasn’t a very religious person, but she had vowed to any of the gods who were listening that night to do anything in her power to keep that little girl from breaking any further.

      Joyanna had barely grown into her boots by the time she’d met Ilde; both of them had still been children in a lot of ways.

      And now we’re here, she thought as they passed through the western gate and faced the great expanse of Eolis beyond.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde was not afraid. In fact, she had never been so restless in her entire life. She envied Alester’s ability to pass through trees at a moment’s notice; if she could have, she would have snapped her fingers and simply appeared in Nedale. Instead, they had nearly a month of travel ahead of them, so long as conditions remained decent—which was wishful thinking considering they were on the cusp of winter. They were heading southwest and needed to do it quickly enough to avoid the blanket of snow that would soon plague the northern half of Eolis.

      Thankfully, the sun shined brightly on them during that first day of travel, and even though Ilde was still cold from the chill morning air, she watched the horizon and willed their cart to move faster. Willed the sun to stay high in the sky a little longer to give them more time.

      Her thoughts strayed to Mersari, and she realized she hadn’t prayed since returning from Hapool. Guilt weighed her down, and she clutched the sigil through her shirt to remind Mersari she was still there, hoping the gesture would make her guilt recede. Madris caught Ilde’s eye knowingly before she turned and looked off into the distance—choosing not to bring up what Ilde had been keeping to herself.

      Alester, however, did not share that knowledge.

      “Are you religious, Ilde?” he asked over the rumble of the cart, earning Orvyc’s attention as well.

      “Not particularly. I hold no love for most of the gods,” she replied. For whatever reason, Mersari was hard to talk about—partially because she had kept her devotion to him a secret for so long and partially because she knew people would react poorly to her ties to a god who had betrayed his followers.

      “I pray to Dranheia myself,” Alester said. “It’s easy to feel close to her in the Wilds. The nature here isn’t familiar, though. Makes me feel like I’ve lost my connection.”

      “When we stop to give the horses a break, maybe you could spend some time out in the grass? Get to know it better,” she suggested amicably.

      “That’s a nice idea,” he murmured. “Thank you.”

      Ilde shrugged and smiled.

      “I think I’ll pray while I’m out there. Would you like to come with me?”

      “I don’t pray to Dranheia,” she said gently.

      “No one said you had to pray to her,” he replied, gesturing to the sigil she kept tucked away.

      Ilde felt exposed. With three pairs of eyes on her and Joyanna’s listening ears at her back, she had more of an audience than she was used to. She felt like they could see through her and were waiting for the right moment to interrogate her about her faith, which was still so fragile and new. She was building it from scratch, all on her own, and the thought of sharing what she had created for herself was terrifying. It was so much easier to keep it safe and locked away. She felt lost navigating this new terrain, but it felt wrong to continue to hide it like she was ashamed.

      Ilde reached into her shirt and pulled the sigil free. She clutched it in her hand and let its pointed edges dig into her skin for a moment before releasing it and allowing it to hang freely. Orvyc and Alester reacted the way she had expected them to—with wide eyes and raised eyebrows. She mustered her confidence and stared them down until they both composed themselves. Madris, ever the picture of poise, said absolutely nothing. She offered Ilde a small smile before continuing to stare off into the distance.

      “Does this mean you’ve rescinded your offer?” Ilde asked Alester.

      “No. Your faith is your own. I’m sure you have your reasons for following who you follow,” he said calmly. His stare was hesitant, though. Confused. “Plenty of people pray to unconventional gods.”

      “Not many pray to dead betrayer gods, though,” Orvyc said matter-of-factly. “I’d love to know what led you down that path.”

      “I’m sure you would,” Ilde said coldly.

      “Alester, did druidism run in your family, or did you pick it up on your own?” Madris asked out of nowhere, completely hijacking the conversation and steering it away from Ilde.

      Alester turned his attention to Madris and frowned.

      “I’d rather not talk about my family, actually,” he grumbled before going completely silent.

      Madris side-eyed Ilde with an apologetic look.

      Joyanna leaned back on the driver’s bench until she was practically laying her head on Ilde’s shoulder and muttered, “This is going about as well as we could have hoped.”

      Ilde was inclined to agree.

      That evening, they pulled off the side of the road and made camp nestled into the moorlands that made up a large portion of the uninhabited land in Eolis’ northern region. As they settled amongst the brush, Ilde trekked off across the landscape until she found a quiet place that would afford her some privacy. And in the dying light, with the mountains in the distance and her sigil in her hands, she closed her eyes and prayed.

      “I still don’t know what I’m doing,” she whispered. “I wish I knew if I was doing this right. I wish I knew if I was making the right decision—dragging all these people into my mess. Is the mess really mine if the whole Terrain is at risk? Is it still vengeance if it’s something greater? Will you still hear me if it isn’t? Can you hear me at all?”

      Ilde stopped whispering and held her breath. She heard the whistle of the wind blow through the brush that surrounded her, the hiss of moving branches and leaves, her own heartbeat… but nothing more.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      She pushed herself off the ground and turned to find Alester sitting a few feet behind her, his eyes closed as he feigned concentration. When her boots crunched the gravelly ground beneath her, he opened one eye and looked at her for a brief moment before he sighed and stretched his arms to the heavens.

      “The landscape here is growing on me, I think.” He patted a small, mossy patch of grass next to him. “These are nice.”

      “You had no right to listen to me pray,” she told him furiously. “I walked away from everyone so I could be alone.”

      “I thought we were praying together? How was I supposed to know you would pray out loud?” he asked, holding his hands up in submission.

      “You weren’t praying, you were snooping,” she said. “Which is ironic considering every time someone asks you to share something about yourself, you refuse.”

      “I have known the majority of you for a single day. Forgive me for not being an open book,” he retorted.

      “You’re a small, annoying little hypocrite! If you want us to respect your privacy, you need to do the same!” She stormed past, leaving the halfling to sit in the dirt alone while she stomped back toward where the others had set up camp. When she reached them, everyone averted their eyes to avoid Ilde’s wrath, except for Madris.

      “Do you feel better?” she asked sincerely.

      “No, I don’t,” Ilde snapped.

      “For what it’s worth, I told him to leave you alone,” Orvyc said from the other side of the circle they had formed around the fire.

      “It’s not worth much, actually, considering he chose to do what he did anyway.”

      They fell into an awkward silence, and Ilde stewed in her rage without anyone to take her anger out on. When Alester returned to their campsite, she stared him down—ready to pick another fight—but Madris came and settled next to Ilde on her bed roll.

      “Would you like to see something I’ve been working on?” she asked. “I think it will distract you.”

      “Sure,” Ilde muttered. She tore her eyes away from Alester and gave Madris her full attention.

      “So, you’ve seen the shield I can summon—the one I used in Hapool. Do you remember?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, good. I can conjure a lot of things, but I have to concentrate in order for the object to remain tangible—which obviously isn’t always easy if I’m being attacked.”

      Madris conjured a small blade in her hands—just a skinny, short dagger with a simple handle. It looked more like a letter opener than a weapon, except it was the same translucent purple that the shield had been.

      “Arcane abilities are pulled from augur, and a caster can pull it from the world around us, or some are born with it inside them. It becomes physical in its most powerful form, which is why conjuration is so difficult—you’re forcing augur to become tangible according to your will. But even the strongest of arcanists can only conjure something for a limited time; it always fades because you can’t concentrate on it forever, you know?”

      Ilde reached out and poked the blade in Madris’ hand. It felt solid beneath her finger and icy cold to the touch.

      “How can you concentrate on keeping this solid and speak to me at the same time?” Ilde asked.

      “Natural skill and plenty of practice,” Madris replied with a smile. “Anyway, ever since we figured out what magics were used in Eldryss, I’ve been thinking about what other magics could be combined like that, and I realized that if I could get the right combination of Akran down, I could probably conjure a weapon and use transmutation to change the augur into something else—like steel.”

      “And turn it into a real blade?” Ilde asked excitedly.

      Madris beamed and then murmured a few words of Akran. Ilde watched as the blade seemed to shift from translucent purple to dull gray steel, its hilt wrapped in what appeared to be simple leather. Ilde reached out to touch it, and it disintegrated beneath her fingers at the contact, leaving a smear of dust on Madris’ hand.

      “It’s not perfect yet, but it’s getting closer. I thought about it the whole time we were on the road today. If we stop somewhere where there’s an alchemist, I may be able to ask them to teach me more about transmutation. I’m naturally pretty good at it, but I’ve never had any formal training.”

      “That was incredible, Madris!” Ilde said, smiling at her encouragingly.

      “The combination of different magic types has only recently been researched, maybe within the last hundred years or so, and it’s usually only conjuration combined with evocation or illusion. If I can perfect this, it will pretty much guarantee my entrance into any school I can dream of.”

      “Madris, you’re a genius. They would be insane not to let you attend wherever you’d like.”

      Madris looked down at her hands and smiled a small, sheepish smile, her cheeks and nose coloring a soft pink as she blushed. Ilde studied her for a second too long before the conversation drifted elsewhere.
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc could just make out the shapes of rabbits hopping from bush to bush across the landscape surrounding them. It was mostly dark, but the very top of the sun was just beginning to crest the horizon. He readied his bow, nocked an arrow, and impaled one of the creatures, repeating the process until there were enough rabbits to feed the entire group. They could rekindle their fire and have a solid meal for breakfast before they continued their day—a nice surprise, he figured.

      As he returned to their small camp after collecting the rabbits, the crunching of his footsteps roused Alester, who sat up on his bedroll and stretched, making some quiet but dramatic noises of pain as a few of his joints popped.

      “Missing your bed, yet?” Orvyc teased.

      “Missing a lot of things, but my bed is definitely one of them,” Alester replied.

      “How are you going to survive a month on the road?”

      “I won’t if that one has anything to say about it,” he said, pointing across the circle to where Ilde slept.

      Orvyc chuckled quietly and raised an eyebrow at his friend.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone botch a first impression so badly in my entire life. You and I are very good friends, and that happened rather quickly, I think. But you’ve managed to irritate that poor woman at every turn.”

      “Poor woman? She nearly pulled her sword on me,” Alester hissed.

      “Friend…” Orvyc put a gentle hand on Alester’s shoulder. “I mean this with the utmost respect and all the love in my heart… you’ve been a little insufferable towards the others.”

      Alester chewed his lip and picked at a thread on his cloak, avoiding Orvyc’s eyes.

      “I just don’t like that they’re putting you in danger,” he finally admitted.

      “They’re not forcing my hand, Alester,” Orvyc murmured. “Heroism is in my nature.”

      “Some hero you are—you couldn’t even fight off a wild basilisk on your own. A three-foot-tall stranger had to step in and save you.”

      “It caught me off guard!”

      “I’m very much aware.”

      The two of them snickered together in the dark, the dull glow of the smoldering embers illuminating half of their features and casting the rest into shadow. Orvyc felt at peace with his decision to join this group and help stop whatever foe might be responsible for the havoc wrought. But he felt even more at peace knowing his friend was with him.

      “I know firsthand how wonderful of a friend you can be, Alester. Please show the others, too,” Orvyc pleaded. “I think I like them. Do you know I met them in a women’s bar? All three of them were there. I walked in and looked like an absolute fool. Joyanna asked me if I was an idiot—what else could I say but yes?”

      “Did you know the bar was a women’s bar?” Alester asked, choking back laughter.

      “I should have. It was named The Lady’s Knuckle,” he said, cheeks burning with embarrassment.

      “Gods, Orvyc…”

      “I know. The advertisement they put up specifically asked for idiots. Lo and behold, they found one.” He motioned to himself dramatically, enjoying very much that Alester was doubled over and doing his best not to laugh so loud that he woke the others.

      “I missed laughing with you very much,” Alester said once he had composed himself. Orvyc reached over and shoved him playfully.

      He felt more at home in his skin now, sitting in this circle, knowing that he would soon look danger in the eye. He was grateful for a purpose. A driving force. The forward momentum made him feel like he was moving away from the things he feared and wished to forget. The slow moral decline of an empire, misplaced loyalty, and the sounds of his countrymen dying.

      Orvyc shook the memories from his head and focused on skinning and preparing the rabbits for his companions, watching the sunrise in the distance. They had made it a day without killing each other—only a few weeks left to go.
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      Ilde had never traveled this far. She was used to the eastern valley roads and the forests north of Isonwood. She had even been through the northern pass and visited the Vondover coast. She had dived into its frigid waters with Joyanna as a challenge to see who could last the longest and ended up winning. Her prize had been a ferocious cold and the worst homemade soup she had ever tasted, courtesy of Joyanna herself. But she had never traveled the western roads or seen the other side of the Thesadeen Mountains. She was excited to come down out of the moorlands and watch the land open up to greet her on the other side—to see the forests and villages they would pass through and experience the warmth and possibility in untraversed territory. If she allowed her mind to drift, she could almost imagine she was a simple adventurer with the whole world ahead of her. But her mind never drifted for long.

      The only respite she could find from her anxious mind came from the others, and she was grateful for their company. Even Alester, who remained a little pesky and aloof even though Ilde could tell he was actively trying not to be. The morning after their spat, he approached her and apologized in the strange, meddling way she would learn was typical of him.

      “For what it’s worth,” he said in between bites of rabbit. “Faith is a finicky thing. It’s difficult to figure out the right way to do something, because the right way is different for everyone. I don’t know much about Mersari. I don’t know what his tenets are or what kind of behaviors he rewards. But I know that if what you’re doing to worship him feels right, then you’re doing the right thing. The first acolyte for every god in the pantheon had to figure it out for themselves—who’s to say you can’t do the same?”

      “Easy for you to say,” she muttered. “They all had gods in their heads guiding them.”

      “I have a god in my head, but I’ve still only stepped foot into Dranheia’s temple a handful of times. I’m no more familiar with her structured customs than you are, but she accepts my offerings regardless, and my connection to her and druidism has never been stronger. It’s not about what you’re doing here—” he pointed to his head, then pointed to his heart. “—It’s what you’re doing here.”

      She stared at the little man for a while, processing what he had said and trying to find a way to end the conversation without giving him the satisfaction of a thank you.

      “Well,” she said, finally giving up on finding a witty response. “I suppose doing it my own way is the only choice I’ve got.”

      He was still irritating, but their relationship got marginally better after that. At the very least, she could tolerate his presence. Which she learned was very much needed a few nights into their journey when a mountain lion stumbled across their camp in the middle of the night.

      Ilde and Alester had been a couple of hours deep into an uncomfortably quiet watch when it stalked out of the darkness and lunged at Alester. Ilde immediately stumbled to her feet and drew her sword, but by the time she was ready to swing, both Alester and the mountain lion’s eyes were a bright yellow—so bright that their light illuminated the area around them. Alester put his hand up towards the creature and spoke gently, but it wavered between the common tongue of Eolis and gruff, growling, animalistic noises that Ilde couldn’t understand.

      She stood there, frozen with shock and heart racing as Alester caressed the side of the mountain lion’s head lovingly. The creature allowed him to get up off the ground before it rubbed against his side like a common house cat, nearly knocking him over in the process. Then it was gone—off into the night like nothing had even happened.

      “That was incredible,” she said, sword still poised to strike.

      “That is the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Alester replied, dusting off his clothes.

      The rest of their party sat up, bleary-eyed and confused from the noise of the struggle.

      “Did you just… compel a mountain lion to snuggle with you?” Joyanna asked sleepily.

      “Only for a second,” he said cheekily.

      “You’re a madman,” she said before rolling over and immediately dozing off again.

      When Ilde lay down that night, she fell asleep wondering what mountain lion fur felt like.

      When she woke up the next morning, she found Joyanna wildly swinging her greatsword at Madris. Both of them had taken the last watch, and when the sun rose, they’d taken it as a sign to wake everyone up with the sound of steel.

      “The good thing about a greatsword—” Joyanna said calmly, barely exerting any energy as she swung from the right and met Madris’ shield with a clang. “—Is that they’re a little slower than other weapons. So, if you’re nimble enough, you should be able to get your shield up in time to meet it.”

      “There’s an issue, though, Joyanna,” Ilde said as she stepped closer to survey the scene. “Madris is a little thing. She’s going to have a hard time blocking a blow at full strength. It’ll knock her down.”

      “The shield absorbs a lot of it,” Madris wheezed as she continued to block Joyanna’s blows.

      “Hit her hard, Jo.”

      “Ilde, I don’t want to⁠—”

      “Only once, so she can see what we’re talking about.”

      “Fine.” Joyanna purposely gave Madris time to get her shield up before she hauled back and swung with all her might, the way she would if she were fighting a beast or monster.

      Madris took the blow like a champion. The sound of Brightblade hitting the arcane shield was a high-pitched, tinny clang that left Ilde’s ears ringing. Madris managed to maintain her concentration on the shield—a feat in its own right that attested to her skill as a sorcerer—but the force of the collision had indeed knocked her down and sent her sprawling in the dirt.

      Madris let the shield fall, revealing wide, startled eyes. Ilde walked over and kneeled by her side.

      “Nothing broken?” she asked calmly.

      “I don’t think so,” Madris said breathlessly.

      “Alright, good. Come on now—up you go.” Ilde helped her up off the ground and held her steady for a few seconds until she knew Madris could stand on her own.

      “Not many people have taken a swing like that from me and survived,” Joyanna said, coming up to pat Madris on the back—her heavy hand nearly knocking the poor thing over again.

      “I didn’t realize how much you were holding back,” Madris muttered.

      “I think the odds of you going up against someone with as much strength as Joyanna are fairly slim, but if you do, I think it’s a good idea to get in close and hit them with a spell or two rather than stay back and try to block them. A greatsword is too big a weapon to swing easily in close combat. Get in close and hit them with whatever spell you used on that man in Hapool,” Ilde said as years of lessons from Joyanna and her keen mind kicked in to strategize.

      “Do you remember when I slept for a really long time the next day?” Madris asked. “It’s because of that spell. It takes a lot out of me. Once I cast that spell, my chances of doing it again are slim. If I do, I might lose consciousness.”

      “No one is allowed to lose consciousness while we fight,” Joyanna said. “No dying either. Those are the rules.”

      “How about you and I find something to hide behind and leave the close-quarters stuff to the professionals,” Orvyc said from his spot near the fire.

      “What if there’s nowhere to hide?” Madris asked.

      “You hide behind your friends, obviously,” he chuckled.

      Madris glanced between Ilde, Joyanna, and Orvyc with wide, uncertain eyes.

      “I don’t know how I feel about that…”

      “It’s fine, as long as you don’t hit me with any of your spells,” Ilde said with a wide smile.

      “Don’t worry, we’ve got time to workshop it!” Joyanna said as she re-sheathed her sword. “Let’s get back on the road.”

      The road curved southwest along the base of the Thessadeen Mountains, and they followed its path for a little over a week until the topography shifted and the ground leveled out. Ilde finally got her first glimpse of central Eolis and found the wide-open nothingness to be a little intimidating. She knew there were dozens of small towns and villages dotted throughout the land, but all she saw when they crested that last rocky hill was a vast expanse of wide open plains that stretched so far it made her dizzy.

      Eolis opened its maw and swallowed them whole.

      The winds in the plains were not as biting as the ones that blew over the Thessadeen mountains, but the temperatures continued to drop. They bought thick blankets from a small store in one of the towns they passed through and quickly grew accustomed to piling up with them in the back of their cart, leeching body heat from each other and telling stories to pass the time.

      The nights they were able to spend in taverns were greatly appreciated and tended to boost their morale. Drinking with Joyanna was fun, but drinking with a group of five idiots, Ilde learned, was much more enjoyable.

      Orvyc carried a deck of cards with him that were still usable despite having seen better days, and they had taken to playing Oduran poker whenever they could stop at a tavern and get a table all to themselves. Sometimes, they were so rowdy they attracted a decent crowd of bystanders who placed their own bets on who would win or lose. Once, after far too many drinks, Ilde suggested they play with consequences—which ultimately led to Orvyc reciting poetry in his underwear on top of the bar and downing an entire bottle of Thessadeen moonshine by himself.

      They had stayed at that tavern an extra day to allow him a chance to recover, and while they were all down for the count, they became more than familiar with the sounds Orvyc made when he vomited—much to their dismay.

      Orvyc wasn’t the only one who started to show their true colors, though.

      Madris slowly but surely gained the confidence she needed to let her guard down in front of the others. She remained as smart and calculative as ever. Still, Ilde noticed that she had started to tease the others with a deadpan innocence that had a tendency to send everyone into hysterical fits of laughter. She took part in their drinking escapades, though she was smart enough not to try and keep pace with everyone else. And, of course, she began to freely and unabashedly ask any question that popped into her mind.

      “Ilde, can I ask you something?” she asked one night when it was just the two of them still awake—both slowly sipping on some mulled wine to warm their bones after a long day out in the cold.

      They had been discussing Madris’ capabilities as a magic user and going over the pros and cons of her potential fighting styles—a topic she hadn’t been able to let go of since the morning Joyanna had knocked her ass over teakettle into the dirt. Ilde knew it was important to her, so she had indulged the barrage of ideas.

      “Of course,” Ilde replied, genuinely curious about what Madris would say.

      “You and Joyanna… you’re very close.”

      “Yes, but that’s not a question…”

      “How did she become your mentor?”

      “I gave her a business proposition, and she accepted,” Ilde answered.

      Madris took a sip of her wine and seemed to ponder that for a moment.

      “Were you always this close?” she asked finally.

      “No, she was a complete stranger to me at first. It took me a while to realize how important she had become to me, though. And I only realized she felt the same way a few weeks before I met you. I told you I’m not very good at making friends, remember?”

      “Are the two of you… involved?”

      The question was so absurd it took several seconds for Ilde to register what Madris meant in the first place. She laughed, and then laughed harder, tears welling in her eyes and blurring her vision. No one had ever been insane enough to assume that she and Joyanna were sleeping together, and the thought was both repulsing and hysterical.

      “What—What gave you that idea?” she wheezed.

      “You seem incredibly close, and I just wasn’t sure if⁠—”

      “No, Madris. Gods, no. Joyanna and I are very close friends now, but she has also been my mentor since I was fifteen—a child. Getting involved with Joyanna would be like you getting involved with one of your older siblings.”

      “I’m nowhere near as close with my siblings as you are with Joyanna,” she retorted. “But that makes sense. I was only asking because I know the three of us have been sharing a room a lot, and I wanted to give you space if you needed it. I know it can⁠—”

      “I appreciate your concern, but please spare me the mental image of sleeping with Joyanna. I truly can’t think of something worse to imagine,” Ilde begged.

      “I’m sorry! I’ll stop!”

      Ilde finished off her mulled wine and stood up from their small table in the corner of the tavern. She picked up Madris’ cup, finished what was left of hers in a couple of gulps, and then announced that she was going to get more from the bar. When she returned, she sat their cups down and leaned forward on the table conspiratorially.

      “Madris, are you asking because you’re interested in her?” Ilde asked under her breath. “If you are, I can put in a good word for you. Give her some ideas. She’s a respectful kind of idiot, so unless you make yourself obvious, she’ll just assume you’re on friendly terms. If you’re too shy, I can bring it up…”

      “No! I’m not interested in her at all!” Madris said, horror-stricken. “I was just trying to be nice!”

      “Are you sure? I can be discrete about it⁠—”

      “Please don’t. I’m hardly her type.”

      “All beautiful women are her type,” Ilde laughed. “She’s got the charisma of a puppy and the looks of an angel, she can attract anyone she wants. It would be a shame to waste that talent by limiting herself to a certain kind of woman.”

      “I appreciate that you would lump me in with all beautiful women,” Madris murmured, a blush creeping across her cheeks and nose.

      “Even as your friend, I would be blind not to,” Ilde said honestly.

      “Do you have a type?”

      “Not particularly. Joyanna and I are alike in that sense, though I’m not quite as successful in my endeavors as she is. She’s got a few years of gallivanting experience on me,” Ilde said wryly.

      The two of them chuckled and drank their mulled wine in amicable yet awkward silence. Ilde stared off into the distance and tried her hardest to mind her own business, but curiosity got the better of her.

      “Do you have a preference?” she asked finally, one eyebrow raised.

      Madris pursed her lips and stared down into her cup.

      “I don’t really feel comfortable with the idea of… getting involved with strangers. And you already know I’m not very good at making friends. It takes me a long time to connect with people, so I haven’t had a lot of—um—opportunities to figure things out…” Madris mumbled. She was flushed from the wine and from being more honest than usual, so Ilde decided not to pry any further out of respect.

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to connect with someone before you get involved with them, and preferences only matter if you think they do,” Ilde said reassuringly. She reached over and lifted Madris’ chin with a finger so she could look her in the eye. “And fuck anyone who says otherwise.”

      Madris stared back at her with those intensely green eyes and nodded gently.

      “Thank you, Ilde.”

      “Anytime.”

      Their conversation drifted elsewhere as the night wore on, from the subject of travel to musings about the others, but even as they spoke, Ilde’s mind wandered dangerously back to the topic of preferences and beautiful women. Through the buzz of wine in her system, she studied Madris’ features—lingering on the way her large eyes lit up when she smiled, the way her delicate nose upturned at the very tip, her full lips and the tiniest freckle that adorned the peak of her cupid’s bow, the⁠—

      “Ilde?”

      “Hmm?”

      “We should get some sleep,” Madris repeated, and Ilde realized she had been utterly lost in thought.

      “You’re probably right,” Ilde said, clearing her throat. Madris finished off the last of her wine and then slid from the booth and headed in the direction of the room they were sharing with Joyanna.

      Ilde mentally shook herself before getting up to follow.
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      Madris was getting better. Better at fighting. Better at drinking. Better at sleeping out under the stars and keeping watch. Better at keeping up with the jokes and the banter. Not because she was learning how to be someone else, but because Ilde and Joyanna were providing her with the space she needed to fit in.

      She was lying in the dirt, freezing and grimy, somewhere in between two towns. Bleary-eyed from a long day of travel, with hair and clothes that smelled like smoke and a desperate craving for something other than rabbit. Her arms ached from practicing with Joyanna and Ilde, and she would be lying if she said she wasn’t uncomfortable… but after the weeks they had spent on the road so far, she felt unrestrained in a way she had never felt before.

      She remembered how, nearly two months ago now, Ilde had explained to her that she loved the open road because there was nothing holding her back. Madris hadn’t understood it then but thought she might understand it now. It wasn’t the act of travel that had freed her—it was the forced familiarity and the stripping of comfort. They didn’t have clean clothes and prepared meals or comfortable beds and hot tea—they had each other. And really, for the first time ever, she had friends who were so comfortable with her presence that they didn’t mind her quirks.

      “Even number, you admit your greatest fear. Odd number, you tell the story behind your biggest scar,” Orvyc said one night as he shuffled his battered deck of cards.

      “I don’t have any scars. No one can get that close,” Joyanna lied boldly.

      “I’ve seen you without a shirt, you’re practically covered in them,” Madris retorted.

      “Why are you looking at me when my shirt is off?” Joyanna asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “So ugly we can’t look away,” Ilde muttered with a grin.

      “Hey now, it’s one thing to tease, but it’s another thing entirely to lie,” Joyanna said, shoving a finger in Ilde’s direction.

      “Yes, yes, all hail Joyanna—the greatest beauty Eolis has ever seen,” Orvyc said dramatically.

      “You jest, but I know a few dozen women who would⁠—”

      “Please spare us the tales of your escapades. I would like to avoid having any nightmares tonight,” Alester said.

      “You sure? I could teach you a thing or two about women.”

      “There is not a thing you could teach me about women that would sway me into sleeping with one,” he said. “I’ll stick with what I know, thanks.”

      “Gods. Just pick a card, Orvyc,” Madris begged, even though she couldn’t stop herself from grinning.

      “Fine.” He cut the deck and flipped the top card up for everyone to see. “Odd card—story time.”

      “I really don’t have many scars,” Alester said. “I haven’t lived a dangerous life like you all have.”

      “Alright—” Joyanna hoisted herself up off the ground and tugged her shirt up to reveal a jagged scar that ran from the middle of her back, around her ribs, and down to her navel. “I’ve only needed a cleric four times since I started doing mercenary work—this was the first time. I was going after a murderer who had broken free of the stockade before he could be tried. Followed him all the way up to Vondover before I cornered him at the docks as he tried to board a ship. Sliced me up real nice. I killed him, of course, but I got this as a souvenir.”

      “I’m surprised you went to a cleric, usually I have to drag you,” Ilde said.

      “Well, I didn’t have much of a choice, considering I was bleeding out,” she chuckled.

      “What about you?” Orvyc said, motioning to Ilde.

      Ilde tugged the collar of her shirt down past her shoulder, revealing a nasty, jagged scar that had left an indent in her clavicle.

      “About a year ago, a decent-sized group of mercenaries were hired by the council to track down and clear out a warehouse that a bunch of piece of shit traffickers were using as a home base. Some brute with a great axe tried to chop my fucking arm off.”

      “Did you kill him?” Alester asked.

      “Not even close—can’t swing a longsword with only one arm,” she said. “Joyanna pretty much turned him into mince meat, though. I’m just lucky we had a cleric with us at the time.”

      “Did it hurt?” Madris asked. “I mean… obviously it hurt, but how did you keep going?”

      “I fought like hell. Kicked and scratched and punched with my good arm until someone could get the fucker off of me. When you’re that close to dying, all you can think about is staying alive. Once I was safe, that’s when I finally went into shock.”

      Madris remembered how she had felt after their fight in Hapool and shivered. She hadn’t been anywhere near as badly injured as Ilde had been, but she could relate to the fear of death and the focus on survival.

      “What about you, Madris?” Orvyc asked.

      “Oh, I only have the one,” she said, pointing to her cheek. “Ilde tried to get me killed.”

      “I did not⁠—”

      Madris and Joyanna laughed heartily, cutting Ilde off. Ilde crossed her arms and huffed a sigh of indignant frustration.

      “What did she do?”

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      “She took me on a very dangerous mission, and I was brutally attacked.”

      “We were all brutally attacked. And I saved you!”

      Madris just grinned. Ilde grabbed a pebble off the ground and lobbed it at Madris, who easily dodged it and then lobbed one back in return.

      “No—in all honesty, Ilde was very brave and stepped in to save me as soon as she could. And she was very kind and gentle after the fact when I panicked and cried all over her,” she said truthfully. “I owe her my life.”

      “Ilde? Kind?” Alester asked loudly.

      “She’s much nicer than she lets on.”

      “Madris, you’re going to ruin my reputation,” Ilde muttered. Madris could have sworn she saw a blush creep across Ilde’s cheeks in the dim firelight.

      “Are you being nice when I’m not looking?” Joyanna asked incredulously.

      “I am nice all the time.”

      “I’ve known you nearly a month now, and you’ve said one nice thing to me the entire time,” Alester said.

      “I didn’t know you needed to be showered in compliments, Alester. Forgive me. Here, I’ll start now.” Ilde stood up, cleared her throat, then threw her arms out wide and began shouting at the sky. “Oh, Alester. Your hair is pretty like snow! You’re so small and adorable that I could just squeeze you! The way you talk to animals simply amazes me! I just love how nosy you are! I⁠—”

      “Alright, alright, shut up! You’re going to attract every predatory animal in a ten-mile radius with your screaming!” he shouted over the sound of everyone else’s laughter.

      Ilde took a dainty bow that looked completely ridiculous coming from a tall, armored woman, and Madris savored the moment of chaos she had caused.
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        * * *

      

      Alester grew more and more nervous the closer they got to the Jaded Wilds. He could feel in his bones that the Order would have strong opinions about his unannounced departure. He had been able to ignore the impending doom for a while, but now that his return drew near, it was the only thing he could think about.

      There was a chance that they hadn’t discovered his absence, and there technically were no rules stating he couldn’t leave the Wilds—he was a grown man with his own free will, after all. But he and his companions needed to pass through the Wilds to reach Nedale, and the druids who guarded the entrance to the massive expanse of forest would most definitely ask what their business was. The Order technically didn’t have any rules against insane groups of people charging headfirst into dangerous quests… but they would certainly have an issue with one of their own helping without permission.

      Alester was almost certain that the Order would stop them at the edge of the forest and insist he remain while the others forged ahead. Orvyc would go on to be destroyed by some evil warlock or a massive, bloodthirsty beast—all because Alester couldn’t be there to protect him.

      “I think you’re being a little irrational,” Joyanna told him as they sat around the fire and kept an eye on the group. It was the wee hours of the morning, and Alester hadn’t slept well for the last two days. “Orvyc can handle himself better than that, I think.”

      “You think? That’s not very reassuring,” he muttered.

      “Well, we’ve been very lucky on this trip so far. We haven’t exactly needed to test our skills as a group.”

      “Your luck isn’t going to last forever.”

      “Oh, I’m counting on it,” she said with a smile. “I’m getting a little bored.”

      “You’re a mad woman.”

      “If I had a silver piece for every time someone said that to me, I’d be a very rich woman.”

      Alester rolled his eyes and busied himself by petting Puck, who had nibbled his fingers to demand attention.

      “Maybe we could go around the Wilds?” he suggested half-heartedly. “Just avoid them entirely.”

      “That would add a lot of extra time and unnecessary danger to this trip. If your goal is to keep Orvyc safe, I’m not sure that’s the best way to do it.”

      “The Wilds have their own dangers—maybe not dangerous people, but plenty of beasts call the forest home.”

      “I would rather deal with beasts than the kind of evil people who hide off the beaten path,” Joyanna said. “If we explain to the Order what is going on, I’m sure they’ll grant you permission to provide aid.”

      “You don’t understand,” he sighed. “They choose what we get involved in. There have even been times when they’ve denied the council aid because they decided it was below them. And they expect us to abide by those choices because their image and reputation would be on the line otherwise. Rulers from other kingdoms have come to the Boundless Order from overseas to request aid… they’re important. You don’t disobey people who are this important.”

      “They sound like assholes,” she muttered.

      “They’re not assholes, Joyanna. They’re altruists. They have a lot of power at their disposal, and they can’t just rent it out to the highest bidder.

      “Is this not a matter of welfare?”

      “Of course it is, but they’ll want to ensure that getting involved is the right thing to do, and⁠—”

      “Look,” she said, leaning forward on her knees so that the light from the fire illuminated her face. “It just sounds like you’re trying to make excuses for a group that’s doing nothing but controlling you. I’m sure they’ve done wonderful deeds to better society, but if they’re picking and choosing their battles and denying you autonomy in the process, they’re assholes.”

      Alester wanted to be stubborn, wanted to pluck the words from his ears and unhear her accusation. He had been with the Boundless Order for so long. They had taught him so much and been a safe place for him to thrive when his own childhood home became poisonous and cruel. He had chosen to pray to Dranheia in his youth, found druidism as an escape, and discovered solace in the Order. He owed his whole life to them. Even though he had begun to feel stagnant—even though he had occasionally wished to leave—he had never considered that the Order could be wrong.

      The idea filled him with fear; not the kind that chilled your bones and quickened your heart, but the kind that made you sick to your stomach with dread. Had he made the wrong choice all those years ago? Had he let himself be led astray? Surely the Order was only trying to protect its people and remain faithful to Dranheia… Joyanna just didn’t understand.

      This was the way of things. The way the real world worked. Every group had its rules, and every rule had its reason.

      Perhaps Joyanna was right; maybe they could explain the situation, and he would receive the Order’s blessing to help. Or, even better, they would choose to directly involve themselves and provide more aid. He had to convince himself that things would work out because if his mind drifted to other possibilities, he would spiral out of control.

      When the sun rose after his watch with Joyanna, Alester wandered away from their camp and sat in the tall grass of the plains. When he sat in the dirt, the long blades of grass stretched above his head and completely obscured him from view. If he looked up, though, he could still see the sky as it shifted into a pale purple and yellow haze. The sun still shone through the clouds in the distance. He could feel his connection to Dranheia through the world around him, and he felt his body relax, though his mind still worried.

      “Dranheia,” he whispered to the grass as he closed his eyes, digging his fingers into the dirt. “Mother… bringer of life… please—I’m so scared.”

      Alester heard the swish of grass as an unseasonably warm breeze blew through the field. He couldn’t help but shiver as fingers caressed his shoulder—as someone from another plane passed by and made their presence known.

      Many people prayed to Dranheia, and she was known for being an attentive god—bountiful with her signs and blessings—but only a true druid could commune with her and speak face to face.

      When Alester opened his eyes, he found Dranheia sitting across from him.

      “My child, why are you afraid?” she asked.

      She took the form of a satyr, her feet hoofed and long legs covered in fur. One eye green and ever-shifting, like the leaves of an ancient, healthy tree, and a star set deep into the socket where the other one should be—Alester knew that the original had been plucked and hung in the sky to bring life to the Terrain. Dranheia’s hair hung in soft waves to her waist, and a pair of heavy, strong horns adorned her head. They shifted from horn to branch as they curled, however, and from the branches grew a veil of willow fronds.

      She was beautiful, ethereal, perfect… just seeing her in front of him eased the tightness in his chest. If he could still see her, feel her presence, and hear her voice, then maybe everything would be fine. Perhaps there was nothing to worry about.

      “I’m worried that I’ve done wrong by the Order. I’m worried that I’ll lose everything,” he said.

      Dranheia reached out and took his hand reassuringly. Her form wasn’t completely tangible, but her touch was effervescent and alive. It seemed to both warm him and go right through him.

      “There are paths to take that lead away from the Order, Alester.”

      “But what if the path I take is the wrong one?”

      “You are pure of heart and one with the world. It cannot be the wrong one if you choose it.”

      “What if the one I’ve already chosen is wrong?” he asked.

      Dranheia cocked her head curiously.

      “You are not usually one to doubt. Is it your path with me that feels wrong?”

      “No. Not at all! I’m questioning my path with the Boundless Order. I’m questioning their methods. I’m questioning if this is where I belong.”

      “I cannot answer that question for you, my child.”

      “But surely you know if the Order is wrong! If they’re bad, I don’t want to follow them!”

      “There is corruption everywhere. It touches and taints every part of this land. But no one thing is bad or wrong. Individuals can stray from the path, but they do not represent the whole,” she said.

      “Should I be wary?”

      “You should always be wary of corruption, Alester. But you should also follow your own natural path. Trust your instincts. If they take you away from the Boundless Order, then know that change was necessary. If they keep you there, be confident that it is where you belong. I will be with you regardless.”

      “I don’t like change,” he whimpered. Dranheia smiled and kneeled in front of him so that she could place a gentle kiss on the top of Alester’s head.

      “You have been through change before. You will go through change again. You have the strength to persevere. Just as you have faith in me, I have faith in you.”

      Alester looked up at her and nodded. The clouds in the sky shifted and the sunlight flared. Alester blinked against the sudden flash of light, and when he opened his eyes again, Dranheia was gone. Where she had sat across from him, a small willow sapling had sprouted.
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      Alester could see the Jaded Wilds on the horizon now. Dranheia was with him, so he was not alone, but he was still afraid. He did his best to focus on her reassurances, but his stomach filled with dread as the forest took shape and grew near.

      It occupied the horizon like an impenetrable wall. No barrier prevented people from entering the Wilds, but Alester knew that entering from any point but the road meant getting lost in a tangle of trees and brush that would only part for a druid of the Order. That was how Orvyc had entered and was why they had been brought together. He had entered somewhere near Alester’s home and walked straight into a basilisk’s nest. Alester had heard its incessant roaring and gone to investigate and found Orvyc turned to stone halfway up a tree.[TO1] 

      The Order wasn’t known for denying people passage. Only if they found someone with nefarious intentions would they turn them away or detain them for the Eolis guards. Alester knew they wouldn’t detain Ilde or any of their other companions; he just wasn’t sure if he would be able to continue accompanying them.

      As much as he was worried about Orvyc’s safety, he was also a little worried about the others. They had been together for nearly a month now, and he liked them much more than he would ever admit out loud. He still didn’t know much about their goal—none of them did, really—but he was sure they would need all the help they could get.

      They could see where the road entered the forest now—a harsh line of trees that separated the outside from the inside like a cage or a cell, except it was impossible to determine who was the prisoner: those inside the forest or those outside. Like any forest, there was space between the trees and light filtering in from above, but unlike a normal forest, you couldn’t peer in—protected as it was by the druids’ magic. Alester’s eyes tried to settle on the distance somewhere within, but the longer he stared, the blurrier his vision became.

      As they approached the maw of the Wilds, they saw two druids in wooden plate armor standing as sentinels, both tall, broad-shouldered, and regal. Alester knew their appearance was mostly for show—their strength lay in their power, not their ability to swing the ornamental swords at their hips.

      “Let me speak with them,” he told the group.

      He climbed out of the cart and stood on shaky legs for a moment to steady himself, using his staff to balance. When he approached, the foliage near the entrance to the Wilds bloomed and twisted in his direction. The sentinel druids stepped forward to meet him halfway. He clutched forearms with one and then the other, praying that neither could feel his hand shake.

      “Brother,” one said—an elvish man who squeezed Alester’s forearm with reverence. “Welcome home.”

      “I am not home yet,” Alester said with what he hoped was a reassuring and calm smile. “I’m traveling with my friends. We hope to pass through.”

      “Where are you headed?” the guard asked curiously.

      “We wanted to see what had become of Nedale,” he answered. It wasn’t a lie, necessarily. Just an avoidance of the whole truth.

      “I would like to see that myself,” the elvish man said. “You’ll have to let me know what you see.”

      “What is your name?” Alester asked, hoping that he would ensure their safe passage by developing some familiarity with the guard.

      “Messek.”

      “Messek. Glad to meet you. My name is Alester.” Even though they had already greeted each other formally, Alester reached out and shook his hand. It was the kind of greeting that symbolized friendship in their social circles. Messek smiled gratefully.

      “I have only been in the Wilds for a few months. I haven’t had much of a chance to meet anyone,” Messek said.

      “I keep to myself a bit if I’m being honest. But you’re always welcome to visit—when I return, of course. I’m in the northwestern part of the forest.”

      “Thank you, that is very kind. Are you⁠—”

      “What are your reasons for going to Nedale?” the other guard asked suddenly. When Alester glanced her way, she had wary eyes trained on him.

      “Curiosity, mostly…” he answered, though his heart began to beat faster in his chest.

      “If the elders had sent you, you wouldn’t be traveling from the east,” she said, stepping slowly around him to get a better look at the cart he had left behind. Putting herself between me and my companions, he realized. “Surely you won’t mind if we double check with them to get the ‘all clear.’ I don’t want to be punished for not being thorough, and I’m sure Messek doesn’t either.”

      “Of course that’s fine. I’m not new to this community, I understand protocol.” He did his best to sound sincere in his insistence.

      She threw her arm out to the side and summoned her staff from somewhere within her wooden armor before thumping it thrice against the dirt road beneath their feet. At once, the air above it seemed to glisten with an odd green sheen.

      “Elder Faeryl,” the guard said. “I have an Alester of the Order at the east gate. He is seeking passage for himself and several others through the Wilds. He states that they are heading to Nedale. Please advise.”

      Alester didn’t dare turn around to look at his friends for fear that doing so would give him away. He hoped they wouldn’t do anything stupid if things went wrong. That sick sense of dread had crept back into his gut.

      “I would like to have some words with him. Please bring him to the sanctum at once.”

      Alester had heard Elder Faeryl’s voice on plenty of occasions. Most recently, when she and the other elders informed him that he couldn’t allow Orvyc to continue to stay in his home. He had always looked up to her. This was the first time he had heard her voice and felt fear.

      He swallowed hard and nodded to the guard.

      “Of course. Lead the way,” he insisted. Alester turned back to the group and shouted, “One of the elders has requested to speak with me. I’ll return shortly. Please don’t do anything stupid!”

      The guard motioned for him to follow her, and he obeyed, trailing behind just far enough so that she wouldn’t hear him whisper to his familiar. “Puck, stay with the group. I need to be able to speak with them if things go poorly.”

      Puck gave a small squeak in answer and scrambled out of Alester’s bag, down his pant leg, and back down the road toward the cart. If Messek saw the small creature, he said nothing—which Alester was immensely grateful for.

      He heard some of the others shout, but he couldn’t hear what they said over the sound of his heart pounding in his ears as he followed the guard to the nearest tree. He stood patiently while she used her staff to open a portal in the tree the same way he had done when he’d traveled to Isonwood. It glowed brightly, even in the daylight, and the warmth of power brushed his face. It felt like Dranheia’s touch, and he reminded himself again that she was with him, no matter the outcome.

      Then he stepped through.

      He had been to the sanctum on many occasions. It was a place for members of the Order to gather. It was the place where the elders of the Boundless Order held their business and made decisions. Unfortunately, it was also where members were brought to receive punishment for breaking the rules. Alester was keenly aware of the reason for his summoning, and it made him sick. He had put on a strong face for the sake of his friends.

      I really wish we had just gone around, he thought bitterly.

      He and the guard stepped through a massive oak and found Elder Faeryl and Elder Jonik waiting for them.

      In the midday sunlight, the sanctum glittered with crystalline light. The oak they had stepped through sat at the center of the structure and was surrounded by pools of glasslike water that rippled slightly as they passed over.

      Elder Jonik nodded respectfully when he saw Alester. He was a mild-mannered and soft-spoken dwarvish man whom Alester had always felt drawn to because of their similar upbringings. Just like his father had hated Alester’s ties to nature, Jonik’s family had shunned him when he chose to swear an oath to Dranheia over picking up an axe.

      Elder Faeryl, however, stared at him with such a coldness about her that he had to resist visibly flinching. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun that elongated her features and exposed her ornately decorated elvish ears. Her mouth was a hard line. Her posture was rigid and imposing.

      Alester breathed a deep, grounding breath and did his best to appear open and innocent.

      “Elder Faeryl. Elder Jonik.” He bowed respectfully, careful not to bow so low that it made him seem like he was groveling. “It is an honor to speak with you… where is Elder Onas? Is he well?”

      Faeryl and Jonik shared a look that soured Alester’s stomach even more.

      “Much has happened in your absence,” Elder Faeryl said sternly.

      “Elder Onas has returned to the Mothers,” Elder Jonik murmured, bowing his head sadly. “He left us a fortnight ago.”

      “How?” Alester gasped, forgetting his manners.

      “In his sleep. He was found in his bed with his eyes closed. Who are we to question the will of the Mothers?” Faeryl said.

      “Of course,” Alester said solemnly. “I only wanted to know whether he had died peacefully.”

      Elder Onas had been the eldest of his cohorts and had been appointed to his position at a young age. He had spent the better part of his life in service of Dranheia and the Boundless Order, was responsible for providing aid to his own community—which resulted in dozens of orcs discovering their own connection to druidism and following in his footsteps—and had personally written the letter that invited Alester to join their ranks over a decade ago. He had been warm, kind, and genuine. Alester felt his absence like a knife wound—sharp, stinging, and deep.

      “Alester,” she said, her cold eyes meeting his own. “Your absence was unusual on its own, and now you have returned with friends in tow and mean to pass through the Wilds and head to Nedale. Please put my mind at ease and explain your reasoning.”

      “I left to visit a friend. Then I heard what had befallen Nedale, and I met a group of individuals who had some added insight into the situation. They believe that someone is actively seeking to cause the realm harm, and they intend to try and stop it. The same thing occurred in a town named Eldryss on the eastern side of Eolis. My friends discovered that there was residual arcane energy left behind from the event. It’s not something that would have naturally occurred on its own.” The words spilled out of Alester’s mouth in a rush before he could reel in his tongue. He had never been much of a liar, and looking into the eyes of Elder Faeryl, he couldn’t bring himself to lie now. Her fierce stare told him that she would weasel out the truth no matter what tale he tried to weave.

      Faeryl and Jonik glanced at each other, and Alester thought he saw concern between them, which eased his worries tremendously. If they were already concerned about what was happening, then surely they would appreciate his initiative in helping with the matter.

      “The council is not concerned with these occurrences, Alester. We’ve spoken with them regarding the safety of our community, and they believe it to be divine retribution. To get involved would mean jeopardizing our safety,” Faeryl said.

      “It isn’t divine retribution,” he said frantically. “I’m no arcane expert, but the gods aren’t arcane beings. They wouldn’t leave behind a magical footprint like that. They’re⁠—”

      “Your dismissal of our rulings is concerning,” she interrupted. “First, you harbor someone who isn’t practicing druidism in our sacred home. Then, you involve yourself in matters that haven’t been approved by us or the council. And now you stand before us both and defend your mistakes.”

      “This is a matter of life and death, Elder Faeryl! You must⁠—”

      “Do not tell me what I must do,” she spat, eyes flashing angrily. “You will not jeopardize our standing with the council by involving yourself in this matter under our rule.”

      Alester clasped his shaking hands behind his back and bowed his head in defeat.

      “If I must remain, please allow my friends to pass through the Wilds safely. Let this task be theirs and theirs alone,” he begged quietly.

      “Your friends may pass through the Wilds. And you will join them,” Elder Faeryl said. “When your quest is completed, do not return. Consider your time with the Order finished.”

      Elder Faeryl’s words knocked the air out of Alester’s lungs.

      He had been expecting them to make him stay. He had assumed that his friends would have to carry on alone. He had hoped and wished that the Order would provide additional aid. But this? Being removed from the Boundless Order after nearly two decades spent following their tenets and worshipping Dranheia? Having to leave behind everything he had built his adult life around? Being forced out of the only place he had ever called home? He felt like he had taken a knife to the chest.

      “No, Elder Faeryl! Please! Surely you’ve misunderstood me. I have no intention of disobeying your word. This is where I belong! This is my home!”

      “You will find another,” she muttered, waving him off. “Take him back to his friends.”

      “Faeryl please—don’t do this!” Alester begged. His knees buckled and threatened to send him to the floor, but he caught himself as the guard approached to grab him. He wrenched himself away from her grasp and called Dranheia’s gifts to him—allowing a ball of pure, hot sunlight to form in one palm while the other summoned vines from the earth to grapple her with.

      They were reckless moves, frantic attempts to hold off the inevitable. The guard dodged his feeble attempts to stop her and, with one strong swing of her staff, clubbed Alester over the head.

      He was unconscious before his head hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Madris had never held a rat before, but she liked them well enough. Well, she liked Puck well enough. He was soft and clean and had the manners of a gentleman. He hadn’t nibbled her fingers or shit in her hand or any of the other things she imagined rats did to the people they disliked. He had simply skittered into the cart and stopped just in front of where Madris had been sitting, his beady eyes frantic and tiny chest heaving.

      “It’ll be okay,” she whispered to him. “Alester is very smart. He’ll know how to get us all where we need to go.”

      Puck took a while to calm down, but when he finally settled, she carefully nuzzled her cheek against his little head and let him lay down in her lap.

      Then they waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      “Something is wrong,” Orvyc said after nearly an hour. “We need to go find him.”

      “I don’t think we can,” Ilde said hesitantly. “If we charge in there to get him, we definitely won’t be traveling through the forest. They won’t let us. Never mind that they could see us as a threat and try to defend themselves. We’re not equipped to fight the entire Boundless Order. It’s not smart.”

      “He said he would be back shortly,” Orvyc insisted.

      Puck was beginning to grow restless in Madris’ lap. He squeaked quietly and stood on his hind legs to sniff the air.

      “I think something is wrong, too,” Madris added. “Puck isn’t happy.”

      “Can you talk to him through Puck?” Orvyc asked, leaning forward rapidly and startling the rat.

      Madris scooped him up and sheltered him in her hands. “No, I’m not a druid. Besides, druids can speak and hear through their own familiars, but I can’t initiate that connection. It’s up to Alester.”

      Orvyc jumped over the side of the cart and began pacing in the dirt. His anxiety was palpable, and Madris could feel her own chest tightening with worry. She began to analyze the situation, chewing it over in her brain. Alester had been nervous, and his body language had been stiff, but that wasn’t unusual for him. He was a fairly anxious person to begin with and had been uptight since the moment they all met. The male guard had been open and friendly. The female guard, a little bit more coarse. She hadn’t heard any of the words spoken between them—only when Alester had shouted that the elders wanted to speak with him. He had seemed mostly at ease then, but had that just been a facade? Was the facade for their group or the guards?

      Madris stared hard at the spot where Alester had disappeared into the forest and tried to will him to return. Her heart was all the way up in her throat by the time they saw movement at the tree line.

      Alester stepped through first and the guard followed, her staff firmly pressed into the middle of his back and keeping him at bay. Even from a distance, they could see the blood that dripped from his temple down the side of his face.

      The entire group was out of the cart in an instant, heading towards Alester and the suspicious guard at a brisk pace. Seeing them coming, she turned the end of her staff towards them and held out a hand in warning.

      “We want no trouble. Your friend picked a fight in front of the elders, and I needed to de-escalate the situation before either of them was hurt. You will be allowed to pass through the Wilds so long as you all stick to the main road and conduct yourselves appropriately,” the guard said sternly. “Make sure your friend keeps his wits about him.”

      They hesitated but didn’t stop their approach. Ilde and Joyanna made no move to draw their blades, and Orvyc dived to Alester’s side the second he could and began inspecting his friend for more injuries. Madris sidled up to the others and kept a wary eye on the guard and her staff. She innocently slid one hand behind her back and felt that sick, cold flame lick its way down her arm and coalesce in her palm. It would take time for Ilde and Joyanna to draw their blades if something happened, but Madris knew she could cast a spell much faster. She held her breath and focused on maintaining the spell in case she was needed.

      The power in her hand felt the way it always did. It felt hungry. It felt cold. It felt corrosive. She had used these gifts more in the last couple of months than she had in years, and using them again felt like stretching a limb or scratching an itch. It felt so good, but Madris knew there was a limit… a precipice. She had been on that edge before. She had been forced into this curse, and she had foolishly tried to make it a blessing, not knowing that gifts weren’t always free.

      There were consequences, even for naive children.

      She was no longer a child, though. She knew what she was doing.

      Madris flexed her fingers behind her back and felt the flame dance like winter wind across her skin.

      She wasn’t near the edge yet. She had a ways to go.

      Just a little while longer, she thought. And then I can stop for good.

      “I did this to myself,” Alester muttered weakly. “Please, don’t make this any worse.”

      “Tell us what happened, then!” Orvyc shouted, throwing an accusatory glare towards the guard.

      “She’s telling the truth. I was asked to leave, and I refused. Please, let’s just go.”

      Madris watched the interaction carefully, her mind racing a mile a minute as she tried to piece the puzzle together. If Alester had refused to leave and put up a fight, it meant something had definitely gone awry.

      Joyanna stepped forward as if to try to intimidate the guard, but Ilde put a cautioning hand out to stop her. She glared down her nose at the guard, who was just a few inches shorter; her lips pressed into something between a snarl and a grimace.

      “We can trust Alester’s word, I’m sure. But I don’t appreciate anyone hurting members of my party. He’s small. Forgive me if I think clubbing him over the head was necessary,” Ilde hissed.

      “You’re foolish if you think that man’s strength lies in his physicality,” the guard retorted. She shifted her staff slowly until it was pointed directly at Ilde’s chest. “Either take the road or get the fuck away from this gate before we have an issue much larger than a bump on a halfling’s head.”

      Madris stared hard at Ilde’s hands, knowing that the next few seconds would decide whether they were fighting the Boundless Order or moving on. She could practically see the fury rolling off of Ilde. It was almost tangible. She knew Ilde well enough to know she was hotheaded, and her chances of swinging on the guard were higher than they should be.

      Ilde took one step back and then another. That fierce glare didn’t disappear, but she put space between herself and the guard—enough that Madris breathed a sigh of relief and let her spell trickle away unused, leaving behind a slight pounding in her head and aching fingers.

      Her hand felt hollow without that fire. Madris clenched her fist and wished the feeling away.
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc held his tongue as the Wilds swallowed them up. Soon, they were surrounded on all sides by green, like they were in the belly of some verdant beast. The forest made him feel exposed and trapped at the same time. It didn’t help that they were all still tense from their encounter with the guards and were stewing in their anger in silence.

      Orvyc was less angry and more concerned, though. His friend sat across from him in the cart as they traveled further and further into the Wilds, and he hadn’t said a word since they’d started moving. All Alester did was stare off into the distance. If it weren’t for his blinking eyes, Orvyc would have thought he was comatose.

      He reached out and put a comforting hand on Alester’s knee. “Are you alright, friend?”

      Alester glanced sidelong at Orvyc’s hand for a brief moment before his focus shifted back to the green around them.

      “My head hurts,” Alester muttered bitterly. He shifted his knee out from under Orvyc’s touch, and Orvyc felt the sting of pointed anger behind the movement.

      “What happened back there?” he asked, trying to put his concern before his hurt feelings.

      Alester took a deep breath and finally looked at everyone else in the cart sourly.

      “They told me not to return to the Wilds when this is over.”

      “But what about your home?” Orvyc asked, shocked. “What about⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters,” Alester spat. “They told me this was none of the Order’s business and that by pursuing it, I was endangering their image and the people within the Order. They severed ties to protect themselves, even when I told them I would stay behind.”

      “Gods, Alester. I’m so sorry. I—” Ilde started to apologize.

      “Save your fucking pity, I don’t want it.”

      Orvyc had never heard his friend swear like that before, and it rattled him. Alester was an anxious man. A persnickety man. An often misunderstood man. But never cruel. Never angry. Orvyc reached out to touch his friend again and Alester turned his grief-stricken and angry eyes on him. He opened his mouth, like he was going to speak, and then promptly snapped it shut. It didn’t matter, though. Orvyc knew what he had wanted to say.

      Alester is here because he wanted to protect me.

      “You can say it,” he whispered. “If it will help.”

      Tears welled up in his friend’s eyes.

      “All I wanted to do was keep you safe…” Alester said, voice breaking.

      A sharp ache spread through Orvyc’s chest as the truth of the matter sunk in. This was his fault. Maybe not directly—because Alester was a grown man who had made the decision to come along on his own—but it was Orvyc who had sent the letter. He’d inspired Alester to travel to Isonwood, and it was his friendship that had made Alester feel responsible for his personal safety. Orvyc was certainly complacent in this crime.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said vehemently. He desperately wanted to speak with his friend privately. For the first time during their journey so far, he wished they weren’t traveling with so many people. There were too many eyes and ears listening, and Orvyc didn’t want it to seem like he was putting on a show.

      “Puck, you should go back to your daddy,” Madris whispered quietly as she picked the rat up out of her lap, kissed him on the head, and then gently scooted him in Alester’s direction. Puck went willingly, skittering into Alester’s lap and up the front of his shirt before coming to rest nestled up against his neck.

      Orvyc leaned back against the side of the cart, tilting his head up to the sky to watch the leaves pass by in a soft blur above him and doing his best to think of other things and not linger on what had happened. The cart was deathly silent, though, and the lack of distractions made things hard. But it felt wrong to start up a different conversation with Alester still nearby and grieving.

      The Wilds were beautiful—thick and lush and vibrant—but he couldn’t enjoy seeing them again with the knowledge that it could be his friend’s last time seeing all of this beautiful, green life.

      The silence lasted a long time.

      It was already fairly shaded under the canopy of trees, but as night crept closer, the darkest parts of the forest stretched and grew. By the time Joyanna pulled the cart off to the side of the main road and got a fire started, the shadows had completely consumed the forest. The silver light of the moon and stars was nowhere to be found; there was only the warm yellow glow of the fire and the black-green of the forest beyond.

      As the troupe started to prepare their measly meal for the night, Orvyc used the fire to light one of the small torches he kept in his travel pack and approached his friend.

      Alester didn’t look much better than he had earlier in the day. He was no longer angry; he looked exhausted. Deep shadows hung beneath his eyes, and his entire body seemed to droop. He was a defeated man.

      “Come talk with me and keep the forest from swallowing me whole,” Orvyc said, motioning away from the group. Alester reluctantly got up and followed. They traipsed through the brush, heading deeper into the forest but keeping the light from the campfire within sight. When Orvyc thought they were far enough away to speak without being heard, he stopped and turned to face his small friend.

      They stared each other down for a moment before Orvyc sank to his knee so that he was closer in height to Alester. He took one of Alester’s hands and squeezed it gently.

      “What can I do to help?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Alester whimpered. His eyes watered and a single tear rolled down his pale cheek.

      Orvyc tugged on Alester’s hand and pulled him into a hug. Alester buried his face in Orvyc’s chest and clung to his tunic like a lifeline, his chest heaving as he began to sob. Orvyc didn’t say a word; he just held his friend close and let him release all of the emotions he had bottled up throughout the day. He knew what it was like to lose a home—to lose everything you had ever known. He had fled Odura on his own, knowing that to stay would mean committing more atrocities or death, and there had been no one waiting for him on the other side of the sea to hold him and tell him things were going to be okay. At least he could be that person for Alester.

      “You are not alone,” Orvyc whispered, squeezing his friend tighter. “Whatever happens after this, wherever we go… if you wish it, we can go together.”

      Alester was the closest friend Orvyc had ever known, and they hadn’t known each other for long. But there was something so peaceful about his presence—something familiar and safe. They were solitary. Whole without the other, but made better together. There was no pressure to be anything other than friends with Alester, and Orvyc was desperately grateful for the opportunity to be himself. The intimacy of being understood made him feel at home in this unfamiliar place. He hoped, more than anything, that Alester felt the same.

      “If we stayed together, you would get tired of me,” Alester said finally.

      “If that were the case, I would have tired of you already. So you know that’s not true,” Orvyc insisted. “What’s stopping you from growing tired of me?”

      “I’ve been tired of you since the day we met. You’re exhausting,” Alester laughed, and it was the best sound Orvyc had ever heard. He couldn’t help but laugh along with him. They grinned at each other like fools until Alester pulled Orvyc in for another hug.

      “We’ll figure things out together,” Orvyc said.

      “Thank y⁠—”

      Alester’s thanks was cut short by the sound of shouts coming from camp, and a great, horrible cacophony of snapping tree limbs and cracking wood echoed through the forest.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna shoved her last bit of rabbit in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

      “Do you think they’re swapping spit?” she asked, smiling around the food. Ilde looked at her pointedly and rolled her eyes.

      “I thought they were just really good friends,” Madris said.

      “Whole lot of friendship going on around here lately,” Joyanna joked, earning another glare from Ilde.

      “Why are you like this?” Ilde asked. “Just leave them alone.”

      “Who said I was only talking about them?”

      Ilde shook her head and continued eating, skillfully ignoring the topic. Madris did the same.

      A bunch of idiots, Joyanna thought lovingly. She had grown very fond of their little ragtag group, and she was fairly certain that Madris was right: Alester and Orvyc were no more than friends, albeit extremely close ones. That didn’t mean she couldn’t play matchmaker with the other two, though.

      She had been working tirelessly to ensure Ilde and Madris got time to talk and study together. She ran them through training exercises that pushed them into each other’s personal space, made sure they took the same watch every night and insisted they shared the same bed when they all bunked together, or at least the same room when they didn’t.

      Ilde and Madris had sat side by side in the cart for the day’s journey, and Joyanna had even looked back and caught Madris using Ilde as a pillow while she napped.

      Being a love expert wasn’t much, but it was honest work. Now, all she had to do was let them figure the rest out for themselves… with a little nudging here and there, of course.

      She was just about to suggest that Ilde and Madris take first watch when they heard the creaking start behind them. It was incredibly loud and all three of them looked up, half expecting the branches above them to be swaying in the wind, but there wasn’t even so much as a breeze in the cold night air.

      “What is that?” Ilde hissed. The two of them stood and drew their blades, scanning their dark surroundings for any sign of a creature or beast that might be stalking them from the shadows. Watching for beasts did not prepare them for the tree that uprooted itself from nearby and stepped into their camp.

      “What the fuck?” Joyanna shouted. “Alester, wherever you are, you better come stop your fucking forest from attacking us!”

      “Madris, what is this?” Ilde shouted.

      Joyanna thought she heard Madris respond, but the tree took another giant step, and the horrible creaking of wood drowned out her answer. Its root-shaped foot came down a few feet away from their cart, and all three of them screamed, fearing that their only means of travel would be reduced to splinters. The horses were tethered to the side of the cart and had been nibbling at the forest’s luscious grass, but at the sight of the tree, they bucked, panicked, and began to fight the ropes that kept them within sight.

      “Cut the ropes! Let them go! We can find them later, but they’ll kill themselves here if they don’t run!” Joyanna shouted to Ilde, who was closer to the cart. Ilde pushed Madris across their camp in Joyanna’s direction for safekeeping and bravely charged to the cart and cut the horses loose. They took off at a full gallop into the darkness that lay beyond their camp, and Joyanna prayed that they would wander back in the morning when they felt safe.

      Ilde barely danced away from the tree’s foot around the cart and stepped closer to the middle of their camp.

      “What do we do?” Ilde shouted. “Do we fight it?”

      The tree noticed her shouting and seemed to twist in an attempt to find the source of the noise. A great, splintered maw opened up in the middle of its trunk, and the tree let out a great, bellowing snarl before using a smaller branch to swipe at Ilde.

      “Kill it!” Joyanna and Madris shouted at the same time, both of them jumping to action as Ilde parried the swipe with her longsword and took off what Joyanna assumed was likely a finger.

      The tree screeched and went on the offense, swiping and stomping at anything in its path. The three of them led it further away from the cart in a desperate attempt to spare it from the carnage. Joyanna ducked under its leaf-filled arm and took a massive swing at its foot with her greatsword. When her steel met wood, it sunk in deep and stopped abruptly. The tree bellowed in pain, and she tried to remove the sword and swing again, but it stayed firmly lodged in the trunk of the tree.

      “Fire, Madri—” Just as she began to shout, the tree hit her squarely in the stomach and sent her flying. She hit the ground and tumbled ass over teakettle before coming to rest face down in the dirt. Joyanna prided herself on being able to take some heavy hits, but taking a log to the gut from a thirty-foot-tall walking tree was a drastic change from the kinds of blows she usually received. She pushed herself up off the ground into a sitting position and winced at the pain that was already blooming in her abdomen. She coughed and tried to spit the dirt out of her mouth but spat blood instead.

      “Oh, that’s bad,” she wheezed.

      She clenched her jaw, ground her teeth together, and heaved herself out of the dirt just in time to be blinded by a searing flash of orange light as Madris hurled a ball of fire at the tree. It collided with its foot in a small explosion, leaving behind a charred spot, some cinders, and a very angry hunk of wood.

      The tree began to stumble violently toward Madris and the source of the fire.

      “Hey!” Ilde screamed, taking her own swing at its feet. She didn’t swing as hard, though, and her cut was shallow enough that she was able to pull her sword free of the wood. “You leave her alone! Don’t you want to fight me?”

      The tree spun, frantically searching for someone to hurt, and Ilde backed further away from the others, drawing the tree in the opposite direction.

      “Hit it again, Madris! Don’t melt my sword though! Please!” Joyanna shouted. Shouting caused the pain to double, and it nearly brought her to her knees again.

      She felt naked without Brightblade, but she knew better than to try and yank it free a second time. If she took another hit to the stomach, her organs might not appreciate it very much. If they’re not already fucked, she thought, taking a moment to prod gently around her stomach. The pain was so sharp it knocked the wind out of her.

      Madris’ hand ignited in flame, and with the grace of a swan, she swirled her hands around and around until the fire formed a tight ball.

      “Don’t aim for the roots. Aim for the top! The roots are the wettest part of the tree, they won’t ignite!” Alester shouted as he crashed through the trees with Orvyc on his tail.

      Alester swiped a stick off the forest floor and held it out in front of him as his eyes began glowing a warm, bright green. With a flick of his arm, the stick extended and grew instantly into the staff he always carried with him. He spun it once, expertly, and then pointed it in the direction of the tree.

      Thick, hearty vines shot from the ground and wrapped around its roots like chains around a prisoner. It bellowed loudly and tugged at the vines, but they were as thick around as Joyanna was and held firm.

      “Try to light the branches and leaves on fire, Madris!” Alester shouted again.

      Madris obliged by winding up and lobbing her fireball directly into the tree’s upper boughs. They went up in flames immediately, and within seconds, a bright orange glow illuminated the sky.

      The tree roared angrily and thrashed against its restraints, which began to snap with its renewed vigor. The tree doubled over, hooked its large branched arm under a log that rested on the forest floor, and hurled it in the direction of Madris and, behind her, Alester and Orvyc. Madris dived to the ground, miraculously missing the log by a hair—all those hours of training with Ilde and Joyanna paying off, if only for an instant. Alester, being short, could duck out of the way, but the log took Orvyc’s legs out from under him, and he hit the ground with a loud thud.

      “Get its arms!” Ilde shouted, rushing through the camp to Orvyc’s side.

      Alester aimed his staff once more and flicked his arm, pulling vines from in front of the tree and sending them to restrain its other limbs. In the light from the fire racing through the tree’s leaves, she could see the sweat dripping down Alester’s forehead and temples as he focused on maintaining his control over the vines.

      “Madris, can you do that thing to the tree?” Joyanna asked.

      “I’d have to touch it!” Madris replied, glancing frantically between Joyanna and the rest of their party.

      “I don’t know how long I can restrain it!” Alester shouted, though his voice wobbled. “If you’re going to touch it, do it now!”

      Madris hesitated, eyes wide and fearful.

      “You can do this!” Ilde shouted as she sheltered Orvyc, who clutched his battered leg. “I believe in you!”

      Madris nodded and stepped slowly towards the tree; as she moved, she stretched out her hands, and Joyanna watched as a sickly blue-green light coalesced in each of them. The tree thrashed in the face of Madris, snarling as it tried to move and failed. Madris laid her hands on its trunk, just above its roots, and a thunderous pulse echoed out from the tree and rolled over the camp.

      Madris’ hands sank through the trunk and a disgusting, black rot bloomed from within.

      The tree screeched—a noise no plant, human, or creature should ever be able to make. As the rot climbed up the height of the trunk, the tree shuddered to a stop. It only made it halfway up before Madris slumped and fell to the ground, unconscious.

      Alester slumped for a moment, and the vines relaxed, then withered and died. The tree was rotten from the roots up, though, and could no longer move from the place it had been bound.

      The tree opened its maw and let out another roar, and Alester pointed his staff directly toward that gaping, splintered hole. Joyanna watched his eyes and the staff glow a bright yellow as he harnessed some unseen energy.

      Then he shot an orb as bright as the sun through the tree’s open mouth and out the other side.

      The tree exploded, and hunks of bark and burnt branches rained down on their once peaceful camp.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde darted to Madris’ side as soon as the dust cleared. She lay surrounded by cinders, and Ilde kneeled to brush the ashes from her face and cradle her head in her hands.

      “Madris,” she said, shaking her slightly. “Madris, are you okay? Wake up. Talk to me.”

      Madris’ head lolled to one side as she came to; her eyes fluttered open and shifted around, unfocused, before landing on Ilde.

      “Is it dead?” she mumbled weakly, reaching up to lay her hand over Ilde’s. Ilde chuckled and shifted her body so that she could lay Madris’ head in her lap.

      “Yes, it’s very dead.” She brushed the hair out of Madris’ face and smiled. “Without you and Alester, we would have been in a lot of trouble.”

      “I’m sorry I passed out…”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m not feeling very well, either,” Alester said from Orvyc’s side. Ilde glanced at him and saw that he was paler than usual, with a sheen of sweat coating his face and neck. He blinked slowly and listed to one side, where Orvyc caught him from his place on the ground and gently lowered Alester to a sitting position beside him.

      “Ilde?” Joyanna moaned.

      Ilde twisted to find Joyanna listing to one side and clutching her stomach. She watched as her mentor moaned again and fell to one knee.

      “Joyanna—” She shoved herself away from Madris, who weakly caught herself before her head hit the ground again. Ilde stumbled across the small campsite and kneeled in the dirt beside Joyanna. “What is it? What can I do?”

      “That fuckin’ thing got me really good, Ilde…” she said, her voice strained.

      “Where?”

      “The stomach.”

      “Lie down. Let me see.”

      Joyanna collapsed in a heap in the dirt and let out a stifled cry of pain. Ilde fumbled with the straps on Joyanna’s armor, her shaking, anxious fingers making it nearly impossible. By the time she finally got everything undone, minutes had gone by. She lifted Joyanna’s shirt and saw that deep, angry bruises had already begun to bloom across the top of her abs and lower ribs.

      “How bad does it⁠—”

      “Please don’t touch it,” Joyanna wheezed.

      “We can’t stay here,” Alester said weakly.

      “How the fuck are we going to leave?” Ilde spat, dread beginning to pool in her stomach. “The horses are gone, Orvyc’s leg is broken, you and Madris are on the verge of passing out, and Joyanna is⁠—”

      She stopped herself, unwilling to confirm out loud that Joyanna was grievously hurt.

      “It doesn’t matter. We need to get out of this forest.”

      “Do you think another tree will come for us?”

      “No, not another tree,” he said, wiping the sweat off his brow. “But something else will. That was no freak accident. The Order controls all of the living trees in the Wilds. They sent that after us, and they’ll send more if we don’t leave.”

      “Why would they do that? They said we could pass…” Ilde’s voice shook with fear.

      “I’m not sure, but something is very wrong here. They’re covering something up, but I’m not sure how deep the corruption runs. We can’t fight everything in this forest—we need to get out of here. Quickly.”

      “Ilde, I—I need a cleric.” Joyanna gripped Ilde’s arm tightly. “Listen to him. We have to leave.”

      “I’m used to traveling in the dark. I can help us navigate the road and keep an eye out,” Orvyc said. “I just need help getting into the cart.”

      “What about the horses?” Ilde asked. Without them, leaving would be impossible.

      “I can handle that. Just give me some time,” Alester said. He lifted his staff from where it rested in his lap and closed his eyes, focusing on something Ilde didn’t understand. It seemed like it took him longer than it normally did, but after a few moments, his staff shrunk until only the crystal at the top remained, encased in a cage of wood. He held the cage in his hands and breathed deeply. “I’m going to try to speak with the horses and convince them to return. Focus on getting everyone else in the cart for now.”

      Ilde turned back to Madris.

      “Maddy, can you help me get Joyanna into the cart? Do you have a spell?”

      “I feel really weak, but I can try,” Madris said. “Can you help me stand?”

      Ilde went to her side and helped her stand, allowing Madris to use her as support. Madris, like Alester, was covered in a sheen of sweat and deathly pale. Both of them had overexerted themselves. Both of them were still going despite that. Ilde could do the same. She had to.

      Madris weaved her hands in a simple pattern and whispered the Akran needed to cast the spell. She lifted her shaking arms and Joyanna rose off the ground, listing slightly as Madris struggled to maintain her weak hold on the spell.

      “Help me move closer to the cart.”

      Ilde began to shuffle Madris sideways, and Joyanna floated along with them. She was a few feet off the ground now, and Ilde knew that if she fell from that height, it could be catastrophic for the wounds she already had.

      “Please don’t drop her,” Ilde whispered fervently.

      “I’m trying,” Madris replied breathlessly.

      They made it to the cart, and Ilde breathed a sigh of relief when Madris was able to lift Joyanna over the edge and lay her down in the back. With a sigh, Madris released the spell and slumped into Ilde’s arms. Ilde caught her and deftly picked her up before cradling Madris close to her chest.

      She carried Madris to the cart and nestled her down amongst their blankets and belongings.

      “You make me feel safe,” Madris whispered. Ilde’s breath caught in her throat. She thought of Madris safe and warm back at home with her family and then replayed the scene of her walking up to the tree and letting her hands sink through its bark. Ilde was hardly keeping Madris safe; in fact, she was the sole reason the girl was in danger at all. The sole reason any of them were.

      In any other situation, Madris’ words might have made Ilde’s heart flutter—just a little bit—but instead, they made her sick.

      Ilde shoved the feeling down deep and went to help Orvyc, who was still sitting in the dirt, wincing with every shift of his leg.

      “Are you sure you can help navigate?” she asked as she crouched beside him.

      “My leg is broken, not my eyes,” he mustered with a forced smile.

      His weak attempt at humor allowed Ilde to breathe a little easier. She needed it more than anything now.

      He was a willowy man, and she was able to pick him up without too much effort. She did her best not to jostle Orvyc’s leg too much as she carried him to the bench of the cart and awkwardly helped him sit upright in the seat, but she could tell he was putting on a brave face now.

      Alester still sat in the center of camp with the crystal in his hands, though the crystal was emanating a soft glow, casting Alester’s face in an eerie shade of green that went poorly with his currently sallow skin.

      “I can feel you looking at me,” he muttered, eyes still closed. “They’re coming. I’m just guiding them back.”

      “You can talk to horses?” Ilde asked, desperately trying to take her mind off of the fear that was beginning to settle deep in her bones.

      “I can talk to anything,” he said. “As long as it’s alive, I can speak with it.”

      “Except for people, of course,” Ilde said.

      Alester raised a shaking, weak hand and flipped her off. As soon as he removed his hand from the crystal, its glow dimmed and Alester opened his eyes. He tried to stand up but fell limply back onto his ass and let out a frustrated sigh.

      “Let me help you,” Ilde said, moving to his side. He started to protest, but she scooped him up and carried him to the cart the same way she had Madris.

      “If you ever princess carry me again, I will string you up with vines and leave you to be eaten by bears,” he muttered when she sat him down in the cart.

      “Is there anything you can do to help Joyanna?” Ilde murmured weakly.

      Alester sighed deeply and stared solemnly at Joyanna.

      “I can heal a little bit, but it won’t be much, especially not after everything else. I’ll do my best. After I rest, I might be able to do more.”

      “I’ll take anything,” Ilde said, her voice cracking.

      Alester laid his hand on Joyanna’s ankle, and a faint, golden light glowed beneath his palm. He held it there for as long as he could, arm shaking against the strain, until he finally collapsed.

      “That’s—that’s all I can do,” he whispered.

      “Thank you.”

      When the horses trotted back into camp a few minutes later, Ilde hooked them back up to the cart alone before climbing into the driver’s seat. Her body was heavy with fear and adrenaline. She felt sick. But with Orvyc’s direction, she angled the horses back towards the road and headed through the darkened forest.

      She reached up and clutched the symbol she wore around her neck as they rode.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.
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      Ilde drove the cart for hours. After a while, her mind started to play tricks on her as exhaustion began to set in. Her human eyes had barely adjusted to the lack of light, and she started to imagine shadows drifting through the darkness, chasing them as they fled. Every noise caused her heart to race, and the adrenaline was starting to make her sick. The anxiety had caused the rabbit in her stomach to sour. She was worried for her friends, who were lying in the back of the cart. Would Madris regain her strength? Would Alester? Would Joyanna make it through the night? She cried out quietly every time the cart hit a bump, as did Orvyc, whose leg shifted constantly with the jostling of the horses.

      She was immensely grateful for his calm and collected voice as he whispered reassurances through the dark. But the truth made Ilde feel like she was at the edge of a cliff, looking down.

      If something came at them again, Ilde would be alone.

      Her hands shook all night as the stress ate her alive.

      When light finally crept back into the Wilds and she could make out Orvyc’s form sitting next to her, she breathed a little easier. Orvyc must have noticed that she was less tense because he reached over and gently patted her leg. She looked at him, and he smiled a sad little smile that let Ilde know he had spent the night in the same state she had.

      “Are you okay?” she asked quietly.

      “My leg is throbbing, but I’ll be fine.”

      “Will you be able to walk?”

      “Oh, absolutely not,” he said, smiling reassuringly regardless. “I should be able to hobble though, with some help.”

      “What are we going to do?” she asked, speaking the words she had held back all night.

      “Our only option is to keep going.” Orvyc sighed heavily.

      “That was just a tree, Orvyc. We were almost taken out by a tree.”

      “We did our best, Ilde. We’ll recover.” He twisted to face Ilde and put a hand on her shoulder. “Ilde, look at me. I know you’re used to flawlessness. I know you and Joyanna have a reputation for being the best. But things don’t always work like that. Please don’t fall apart on us now… you’re our leader, and we need you.”

      Leader? Ilde had never been a leader a day in her life. The word sounded foreign in her ears. She wasn’t a leader; she was a shepherd bringing lambs to slaughter. What gave her the right to lead these people? Sure, they had all signed up for this journey, but none of them—save for maybe Joyanna—had come with any love in their hearts for Ilde’s cause. They were here for their own reasons. Shouldn’t they be their own leaders? Were they not responsible for themselves?

      “This isn’t going to work, Orvyc. If I’m leading, I’m leading you all to your deaths.”

      “I’ve served a leader who didn’t care about his men being slaughtered. That’s not who you are, Ilde. You’re not leading slaves. We’re not chained to you by force, and you’re not dragging us against our will. We’re following you.”

      “How can you say that about me when you don’t know me? How can you say that when it’s my fault Joyanna is⁠—”

      She stopped short and twisted in her seat to glance back at Joyanna, who still lay unmoving in the back of the cart. Ilde stared hard at her unconscious form until she was certain that Joyanna’s chest still rose and fell. The movement was subtle and labored but still there.

      “We need to wake Alester up,” Ilde said. “Joyanna won’t make it without him.”

      “We can wake him up once we’re out of the Wilds,” Orvyc said. “But Ilde, this isn’t your fault. You’re right, I don’t know you well. But I’ve seen enough of you to know you’re someone worth following.”

      “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Orvyc, but that’s a lot of pressure to put on someone whose friend is nearly dead because of them.”

      “She’s not⁠—”

      “Orvyc, please. I can’t do this right now.”

      He pressed his lips into a tight line and nodded solemnly.

      The two of them rode in silence as the light of the morning sun seeped further into the forest. They had ridden from late morning to late dusk the day before and then rode all night after their fight. Ilde wasn’t great at keeping track of distance, but she knew they had traveled quite far, and still, the forest stretched ahead of them.

      As morning crept into afternoon, it was hard for Ilde not to be jealous of the members of her party who had been able to sleep the night before. Exhaustion was wearing on her psyche. Her vision was starting to blur at the edges, and it took all of her effort to keep her eyes open and moving across the forest in front of them to scan for any threats. But the landscape just looked like a smear of green and brown; she would blink the sleep away and get a few moments of clarity before her vision swam once more.

      She couldn’t focus. If something came at them now, she’d be useless.

      If I could just get an hour of sleep, I’d be fine, she thought dazedly.

      Her head fell forward and her eyes drifted shut.

      When she opened them, only a few seconds later, she saw that the reins had slipped from her fingers. Orvyc had reached over and grabbed them. He looked at her with concern, and his expression mirrored Ilde’s exhaustion. He had been awake just as long as she had been.

      “We have to wake them up,” she said. “You and I aren’t going to make it much longer.”

      “I was trained to stay awake for days at a time, and with the pain in my leg, I’ll be able to stay awake a bit longer,” he said honestly. “I’ll drive. You get some rest.”

      “Orvyc, you⁠—”

      “I’m serious, Ilde. You’re the only one of us who hasn’t been out of commission in the last 24 hours. If something happens, we’ll need your strength. And we won’t have it if you’re exhausted.” He tugged on the reins and pulled the horses to a stop.

      She didn’t have it in her to argue. She knew that their current predicament was risky and that leaving Orvyc to navigate alone wasn’t smart, but she had already been awake for nearly two days straight, and staying awake for even another hour felt impossible. She slumped forward in her seat and let her eyes flutter shut for just a moment before she slid out of the driver’s bench.

      “Promise me you’ll wake me up if you see something suspicious,” she said as she climbed into the back of the cart.

      “I promise, Ilde.”

      She practically collapsed next to Madris and took it upon herself to steal half of Madris’ blankets. The hard wooden cart could have been clouds for all Ilde knew. Joyanna lay unconscious mere feet away; Ilde reached out and took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “Please,” she whispered again desperately, clutching the symbol in her free hand. “Don’t let her die.”

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      Sleep found her before she could let go, so the icon remained in her grasp. The last thing she saw was the soft blur of leaves floating by above her as the cart lurched and began to trudge forward through the forest once more.
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        * * *

      

      Madris opened her eyes and expected to see the darkened forest above her. It was hard to sleep on the moving cart because it bounced so much, and she figured she had maybe gotten a couple of hours at most.

      Instead, she found the sky—not leaves—above her, the dark gray-purple of dusk rather than green. She sat up, groaning quietly as her stiff body protested the movement, and looked around. Behind them, in the far distance, she could see the faintest hint of a treeline against the horizon. Beside her, Ilde lay asleep, her body contorted in a strange position so she could hold Joyanna’s hand. Her peaceful face was marred by the deep, dark shadows beneath her eyes.

      Madris reached over and gently tucked Ilde’s hair behind her ear, panicking slightly at the dark and rotted appearance of her hand and arm. It was black up to the elbow now, and she could feel the thrum of power just beneath her skin, begging to be released again. It would be so easy to use right now that she likely wouldn’t even have to try. If she released the hold she had, it would pour from her like a river. As Madris’ mind whispered encouragements in her ear, her chest tightened. She watched her fingers twitch against her will, the tiniest spark of a dark flame flickering to life against Ilde’s cheek.

      Madris yanked her hand away and cupped it to her chest, shaking as she fought to overcome the intense urge to do something she would regret.

      Alester was curled up in the corner, so deeply unconscious that his snoring could be heard over the rumbling of the cart. Orvyc sat alone in the driver’s seat, humming quietly to stay awake and wincing every time the cart jostled his leg.

      “Orvyc, how long was I asleep?” she asked quietly, trying not to wake the others.

      “It’s been… awhile. You slept all through last night and all of today. Nineteen… twenty hours, maybe?”

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep that long…”

      “It’s fine, you clearly needed it,” he said. He twisted around slowly to look at Madris, grimacing when it shifted his leg the wrong way. “How do you feel?”

      “I’m okay, I think.”

      “Good. If something happens, we might need you again, especially if everyone else is asleep or hurt. I don’t think we’re out of the woods yet.”

      Madris nodded and stretched, doing her best to work out the kinks she had earned from sleeping on the hard wood.

      “I think we need to stop and set up camp before it gets dark. It will take longer with only the two of us conscious.”

      “Is it safe to stop?” she asked.

      “To be honest, I don’t know. But we can’t keep doing what we’re doing. Continuing to exhaust ourselves and run might be just as dangerous as stopping. We’ll stop here for the night and then continue on tomorrow morning. I’ve been through this part of Eolis, and there are definitely towns between here and Nedale. We can stop at the first one and try to get our bearings then.” Orvyc directed the cart off the side of the road and through the plains that made up much of southwestern Eolis. They traveled for a few hundred feet before finally rumbling to a stop.

      “Is this far enough off the road?” Madris asked, squinting through the dying light to see if she could make out the shape of the road they had left behind.

      “It should be, as long as we keep the fire small.”

      Madris carefully stepped over everyone in the cart and began gathering the bedrolls. She placed them in a pentagonal shape where the grass seemed the shortest, keeping them closer together than they normally would be to account for the smaller fire. Personal space was a luxury meant for people who weren’t being chased by beasts and hunted by an order of druids. She scrounged up enough wood and positioned it with some guidance from Orvyc before she conjured a flame to light it, allowing it to warm their small camp while she helped Orvyc down from the cart.

      “Just… give me something to balance on,” he muttered.

      “I can lower you to the ground with magic if that will help?” she asked.

      “I’d like to climb out of this cart with my dignity intact,” he replied.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said bluntly. With a whisper and a twist of her hands, Orvyc became light as a feather.

      “Madris, I said—whoa—” She lifted him off the driver’s bench and slowly walked his levitating body over to where she had placed his bedroll.

      “Lift your broken leg up so that it doesn’t touch the ground first,” she instructed. “I’m going to lower you down slowly so you can sit without putting pressure on that leg.”

      He awkwardly wobbled around in the air while he struggled to figure out how to control his limbs mid-flight, cursing until he finally managed to situate himself properly. Madris lowered him to the ground while she suppressed a smile.

      “I can see you trying not to laugh,” he grumbled when his ass finally hit the ground.

      “I’m not laughing. You’re very graceful, Orvyc,” she teased.

      “Yes, yes. As graceful as a lame swan.”

      “Are we going to be okay?” she asked timidly.

      Orvyc sighed and stared at her sadly.

      “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “All we can do is hope for the best. You should wake Alester up and have him heal Joyanna a bit more. I have a feeling she’s going to need it. I think we’re cutting it close.”

      Madris’ heart sank. She hurried back to the cart and found Joyanna in the same condition as she had been before—unconscious, with labored breathing and a sallow complexion. She climbed into the cart, stepped over to where Alester was slumped in the corner, and tried to rouse him.

      “Alester,” she whispered, nudging his shoulder gently.

      Nothing. Not even a twitch.

      “Alester,” she said, louder this time, and gave him a good shake.

      He groaned grumpily and stretched, opening one eye to peer at Madris sleepily.

      “Why would you wake me up?” he grumbled.

      “I slept for nearly a whole day, and you’ve slept longer than me. We need you. Joyanna needs you. Please get up.”

      That seemed to startle him awake. He shot up and glanced to where Joyanna lay,

      “Is she…”

      “She’s still alive, but she doesn’t look good,” Madris whispered.

      Alester crawled forward until he could reach Joyanna and laid his palm against her leg, a golden light flaring to life beneath his touch. It lasted about a couple of minutes before he let his hand fall.

      “Even if I use all of my energy, it won’t be enough,” he said solemnly. “I have to save my strength in case we’re ambushed again. She really needs a cleric.”

      “We’ll find one,” Madris said intently. “We have to.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Alester left to curl up on his bedroll, leaving Madris alone in the cart with Ilde and Joyanna. Ilde’s chest rose and fell evenly. Deeply. Like the constant flow of waves against a shore. Madris kneeled beside her and brushed the hair out of her face once more, letting her hand linger against Ilde’s cheek.

      “Ilde,” she whispered. “Ilde, come lay down. We’re safe for now. We all need rest.”

      Ilde’s eyes fluttered open slowly and met Madris’ with a look of serenity. Madris found herself wishing she could carry Ilde the way Ilde had carried her the night before. She wanted to keep her safe. Wanted to keep the peaceful look in her eyes.

      “Your eyes are nice to wake up to,” Ilde murmured sleepily.

      Madris immediately felt her cheeks grow hot as she blushed.

      “Th—thank you,” she stammered quickly. She removed her hand from Ilde’s cheek and put a bit more space between the two of them—not only to allow Ilde the space she needed to sit up, but also to hide how flustered she was.

      “Is Joyanna⁠—”

      “She’s still unconscious. Alester just healed her again,” Madris answered quickly, grateful for the change in subject.

      “Are you taking first watch?” Ilde asked, her voice a little husky from sleep.

      “Most likely. Everyone else needs rest.”

      “Please keep an eye on her. Wake me if anything changes.”

      “I will, I promise.”

      She watched Ilde climb off the cart and take her spot near the fire. Watched her comb her fingers through her long, dark hair before she piled it up in a knot on the top of her head. Watched her gratefully accept a waterskin from Orvyc and drink deeply. Watched her wipe her mouth with her thumb. Watched her stretch her long, muscled arms above her head before she crawled under her blanket and slipped back into unconsciousness.

      It was just a compliment, but Ilde had never complimented her like that before…

      Madris thought about waking up to Ilde’s deep brown eyes and wondered if she would feel the same.
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        * * *

      

      Alester woke for the second time to the sound of Akran being whispered into the darkness around him. He panicked at first, fearing that the Order had sent someone after them once more, but when he sat up, he saw nothing but the familiar sight of his companions around him and the fire’s embers casting a warm orange glow over them all.

      Orvyc slept to his right, and to his left, where his feet had been only moments ago, sat Madris with the faint glow of an arcane blade in her hand.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?” she asked, letting the blade shimmer and fade away.

      “No, I don’t think so. Your voice was just the first thing I heard when I came to. You scared me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” He tried to scan their surroundings, but it was so dark he couldn’t make out anything past the glow of the fire. There were no shadows or shapes in the darkness, though, so he felt confident that they were at least safe for the time being. “Have you been awake all night?”

      “Yes. I’m not tired enough to go back to sleep. Besides, everyone else needs the rest more than I do.”

      “And there haven’t been any signs of us being followed?

      “Not that I’ve seen,” Madris said confidently.

      “How are the others?”

      He watched Madris frown, and his heart sank.

      “Joyanna hasn’t woken up. Orvyc is in a lot of pain, too—he’s been tossing and turning in his sleep.”

      “I would heal him a bit, but I’m worried more about Joyanna,” Alester admitted sadly. It pained him to know he could have helped with his friend’s suffering, were the circumstances different.

      “We’ll be okay. We should be close to a town. We can find a cleric and move on,” he said, trying to reassure himself more than anything. But he was nervous–very nervous. It was no small thing to have a group as powerful as the Boundless Order looking to take you out, and it was likely no coincidence that they had chosen to remove him for bad representation at the same time Elder Onas had mysteriously died.

      It had to do with Nedale and Eldryss—Alester just knew it. But what did the Boundless Order stand to gain from razing the two? Had they been the ones to send the plague? Was that even possible?

      Alester refused to believe that Dranheia would approve of a slaughter like that. There was no way she would sanction their actions. But she hadn’t warned him about their betrayal, either.

      What did it all mean?

      “If you want to try and get more rest, I can keep watch,” he said.

      Madris shrugged.

      “I slept for a long time, so I’m not really tired. I’ll keep watch with you, though. If that’s okay?”

      “I’m not going to deny the company,” he said, scooting closer to where she sat. “I wanted to ask you about what you did to the tree back there. It was incredible. Where did you learn such a strong spell?”

      “Oh, it’s just… something I’ve been working on for a while,” she said dismissively.

      “Do you study all forms of magic?”

      “As many as I can. Some of them are more difficult than others, but I’ve been pretty successful with the ones I’ve been able to study so far.”

      “Which are your favorites?”

      “Conjuration and transmutation, definitely. There’s so much you can do with them individually, and they’re only just beginning to discover how they can be used together. It’s fascinating,” she said, her eyes wide with excitement.

      Alester had never dabbled outside of druidism, but Madris’ enthusiasm piqued his interest, especially because they had been able to work together. It was rare for people’s magic styles to complement one another so effortlessly—it usually took significant planning and coordination, even amongst people practicing the same type of magic.

      “You’re very intelligent, you know. I can see why Ilde asked you to come along,” he said. “The brains and the brawn. You complement each other well.”

      “I’m very grateful to be her friend now, but it could have been anyone. She just needed someone smart to help her out.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second. You’re not here because you’re smart, you’re here because she trusts you,” Alester said. “And you obviously trust her.”

      “You’re giving me too much credit. I agreed to come so that I could use this as research for my entry to Prelarry’s.”

      “That might have been why you decided to come originally, but that’s not why you’re here now, is it?”

      Madris pursed her lips and looked down at her hands.

      “You know, I have five siblings besides myself? And all of them do perfectly normal things. I always thought that I would do something perfectly normal, too. My father raises sheep. I thought being the brightest in my family and attending Prelarry’s would be my crowning achievement. It still might be, I suppose… but I’m not sure.”

      “What do you mean?” Alester asked.

      “Ilde is so strong. I’ve seen her break down, though. I don’t think she meant for me to see it, but I did. And she just… gets back up and continues on. I don’t think that’s right. It’s not fair,” Madris said, shaking her head. “She deserves time to grieve, and she deserves a chance to do something perfectly normal, too.”

      “So you’re doing it for her?” he asked.

      “No. I’m doing it for everyone. But I’m doing it because of her.”

      He nodded in agreement. Ilde had that effect on people, oddly enough. Despite being a bit surly and hotheaded, there was a warmth about her. He had originally only tagged along because of Orvyc. He had even tried to lie to himself when the Order asked him to leave—tried to convince them and himself that he had been a victim of circumstance, that he had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But Alester knew it wasn’t true.

      Dranheia had told him to trust in his choices. To trust in the path and know that change was necessary, even if it led him away from the Order. His life had begun shifting when he’d met Orvyc; like a freshly wound clock, he had come to life and started ticking the seconds away—getting infinitesimally closer to change with every moment that passed. His curiosity, his doubts, his fears… all leading to the same place.

      Saving Orvyc had inspired him, but Ilde had been the catalyst.

      He was doing this because of her. And despite all the horrible things that had happened, he did not think Ilde was leading him astray. She was ushering him into something important.

      He was anxious. He was scared for the future and what it might bring. But he had never felt as sure of himself as he did in that moment—sitting around a fire in the pitch-black night, surrounded by strangers who were somehow also his closest friends.

      He had spent much of the trip through the forest trying to reconcile his fear of the unknown with his relief at being free. Alester had been worried about the Order because he thought he needed to be—they had been his whole life, after all. And he had let that fear control the way he reacted. It was easier to cling to the past, even with doubts, than it was to forge ahead.

      But there was corruption in the Order, and corruption in Eolis, and change in his heart.

      So, this was where he needed to be.

      He was sure of it.
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      Ilde opened her eyes, and it was morning. The skies were a crisp, clear gray-blue. She could feel the heat from the fire’s embers nearby. She could hear the sounds of her companions stirring and whispering around her.

      Joyanna, she thought desperately. Is she⁠—

      Ilde shot up, letting the cold morning air hit her head-on, which cleared the sleep from her mind. She glanced frantically around their camp, looking for her mentor. She didn’t remember stopping last night or getting out of the cart; her brain had been addled by sleep and exhaustion.

      She found Joyanna at her feet, laid carefully on a bedroll and piled with every extra blanket they had.

      Ilde crawled to Joyanna’s side and carefully checked for any sign that her condition had worsened overnight.

      “She’s still hanging on, Ilde.” Madris knelt beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Alester healed her again just a few minutes ago. I watched him do it.”

      Ilde let her hand linger against Joyanna’s cheek, just to savor the warmth her skin provided for a single moment before she sighed and sat back on her haunches.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Of course. I sat by her while Alester and I kept watch.”

      Ilde felt tears begin to well and she made a show of rubbing the sleep from her eyes so she could wipe them away without Madris seeing. With Joyanna skirting death and Madris’ tender care for both of them, Ilde felt a little raw. The longer she thought about it, the closer she got to tumbling over the emotional edge, and she couldn’t afford to do that now—not when they were still miles away from the nearest town and still in harm’s way.

      “I’m glad you’re awake,” Ilde said, changing the subject. “I was worried about you.”

      Madris gave her an odd look and chuckled.

      “I woke you up last night, Ilde. I’ve been awake.”

      “I don’t even remember making it to my bedroll,” Ilde said embarrassedly.

      “I actually carried you,” Madris said wryly. “Princess style.”

      “You’re getting better at lying, Madris, I’ll give you that. But it’ll take more than that to convince me,” Ilde grinned.

      She scanned their small camp and took in the sight of everyone, making sure they were all conscious and well. Madris and Alester both looked bright and alert. Orvyc was awake but looked like he’d had a rough night—the dark circles under his eyes made his gray skin sallow. He was gently testing the limits of his broken leg, stretching it timidly and clenching his jaw against the pain. And despite her stress and emotional turmoil, Ilde was well-rested enough to keep the others safe and continue on.

      “Alester, you know this area better than any of us. Are we close to a town with a cleric?” she asked.

      “I slept longer than Madris did, so I’m not sure how far we’ve traveled. There are quite a few towns between the Wilds and Nedale, and I’m sure there are clerics in some of them. The Boundless Order has its own clerics within the Wilds, so I’ve never traveled elsewhere for care.”

      “How many miles are between the Wilds and the first town?”

      “Seventy or eighty, I think?”

      “We traveled for a few hours past the edge of the Wilds last night before we stopped,” Orvyc added.

      “We should be able to reach it by today, then! That’s good!” Ilde said enthusiastically.

      “Let’s get going, then,” Madris said. “The sooner we reach it, the better.”

      With their anxiety tempered for the moment, the day passed quickly, and they reached the first town by mid-afternoon.

      Entogow was a small but prosperous town that thrived off of travelers and tradesmen. Its location as the first town after the Wilds on the southwestern road meant it was a stopping point for just about everyone, and the people who lived there permanently welcomed visitors with open arms and open pockets. Their roads were cobbled, and their houses, while small, were well-kept and well-made.

      Ilde stopped the first people she saw: a female guard in the kind of worn-out, unpolished armor the grand council always gave to the more rural areas and a half-orc man who was in the process of trying to give her a small, cloth-wrapped package.

      “Excuse me, is there a cleric in this town?” Ilde asked. They looked up, surprised to have their conversation interrupted so abruptly.

      “Yes, there is. He’s on the other side of town near the Constable’s office,” the guard said, unwrapping the package to reveal a small lunch. “If you’ll give me just a moment to scarf down my lunch, I’d be happy to show you the way.”

      “Don’t worry, dear. I can show them,” the half-orc said. He leaned over and kissed the guard on the cheek. “I’ll see you when you get home.”

      The guard smiled fondly and began eating her meal, using the half wall she was stationed by as a table. The half-orc climbed nimbly onto the driver’s bench next to Ilde and held his hand out.

      “Name’s Arven. Pleasure to meet you,” he said. Ilde shook his hand.

      “Ilde Torrun. I appreciate you showing us the way, we’re in dire need of help.”

      Arven glanced into the back of the cart and his eyes grew wide as he took in the sight of Joyanna, who had grown pale and ragged during their travel for the day. Her breaths were sharp and irregular.

      “Gods. Let’s get you headed there, then.”

      Arven began to direct Ilde through the streets, and she pushed the horses as fast as she dared in such a small town.

      “How long have you lived in Entogow?” Ilde asked in an attempt to distract herself from the nerves that had begun to wrack her mind.

      “I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s not a bad place to grow up. Not too quiet, not too loud.” He smiled amicably and pushed his shaggy curls back from his forehead. “Where are you all from?”

      “Here and there,” she said. “Isonwood, the Wilds, Odura.”

      “Odura?”

      “That would be me,” Orvyc said, raising his hand. “And I’m running from my demons, of course. Why else would I run this far?”

      “I have a sister-in-law from Odura,” Arven said. “Married to my baby brother. They were living in the capital city, but when the war got too bad, they cut ties and ran. Came back here and now they’re living up in Owlfield. I heard they closed up the port to civilian travel not too long after. Count yourself lucky that you made it out.”

      “Believe me, I do,” Orvyc muttered sourly.

      Ilde twisted to glance back at Orvyc, who now sat with his arms crossed and a faraway look in his eye. Even though they had been traveling together for nearly a month now, Orvyc rarely spoke about Odura. His past had been brought up sparingly in conversation, usually when he was drunk with the rest of them, but even then, he had been reserved and careful about what he said. It was widely known that Odura was in the midst of a civil war, and she had assumed that Orvyc had run from it, but he had let comments slip—like he had the night they fled the Wilds, when he’d mentioned serving a leader who didn’t care—that made her curious what else Orvyc was keeping to himself.

      Arven chattered about himself, interjecting directions as they went and then continuing his rambling without pause. The cleric’s office was actually just a home—a row house made of gray, dusty stone and weathered wood, with a sign above the door that declared it to be the Mitrani Clerical and Apothecary. A man had just stepped out and was locking the door behind him when they stopped the cart.

      “Eriks, I have a few new friends who are in dire need of your assistance,” Arven said as he jumped down from the cart and strolled up to the man.

      Eriks Mitrani startled and turned around with words of dismissal on his tongue, but when he saw Arven, he smiled warmly and reached out to grasp his arm. He was a human man with a flop of brown hair and a shadowed jaw. Tall, with kind eyes and well-kept clothes.

      “I was just about to go collect some herbs from the courier—have to make sure my supplies are up to par with winter closing in!” He glanced past Arven and laid eyes on Ilde and the rest of her companions. He smiled and nodded at them amicably. “What can I help you with?”

      “We have two who were hurt battling a beast in the Wilds,” Ilde said. She slid down from the driver’s bench and went to shake the cleric’s hand. “One was hit in the leg and has definitely broken something. The other took a blow to the stomach. Alester has healed her a few times, but she’s been unconscious for the last two days. I think she’s d-dying.”

      It was the first time Ilde had admitted the truth to herself since the fight had occurred, but there was no denying it. Joyanna had been slowly dying and was now dangerously close to the precipice of no return. She would have already been gone if it hadn’t been for Alester’s meager healing abilities. Ilde clenched her jaw against the tears that threatened to well up and spill over.

      You can cry later, she told herself. You need to be strong for her now.

      “And you are?” Eriks asked.

      “Ilde Torrun,” she said, voice cracking. She could feel herself blush from embarrassment. “Forgive me, it has been a stressful few days.”

      “No forgiveness needed.” He patted her hand gently and smiled, revealing nice teeth and dimples in his cheeks. “I’d be happy to help. Bring them inside and I’ll see what I can do.”

      He swiftly unlocked the door once more and disappeared into the row house, touching enchanted lights as he went to illuminate the room—revealing a somewhat cluttered storefront full of bottles and pouches for all manner of ailments.

      A wide hallway lined with a few chairs led back to a second room, which had been sectioned off with wooden screens to create a few private areas for treating the sick or injured. Ilde brought Orvyc back first, carrying him in her arms like a child, before returning to the cart and helping Madris angle Joyanna’s levitating body through the small shop.

      The interior was pleasantly warm compared to the biting breeze that passed through the town’s streets, and made even warmer by everyone’s proximity as they huddled in the small space. Eriks moved one of the screens to make room for the entire party and motioned for them to file in.

      He turned to face Ilde and folded his hands together, his expression still friendly but more serious now. He cleared his throat.

      “I, um, usually am not the one to collect payment for services. Alise usually does that, but she’s gone home for the day.” He fidgeted nervously with the hem on the sleeve of his coat. “I usually allow people to make payments on my services if they’re local. Sometimes I end up eating the cost, but most people here are honest. It doesn’t appear that your party is local to the area, though, so I’ll need payment upfront for my services. I keep my prices as low as possible, but I’m not⁠—”

      Ilde held up a hand to stop him and removed the bag of coin she kept tucked into her shirt.

      “Just tell me how much you need and we’ll figure it out,” she said. If they didn’t have enough money, they would have to take some mercenary work to pay off the rest. Ilde’s head began to swim with plans and strategies that she could carry out using only Madris and Alester.

      “I’ll need to examine them first. It shouldn’t take long.” He stepped closer to Orvyc and smiled gently. “May I take a look?”

      “Only if you buy me a drink first,” Orvyc said, flashing his pointed incisors with a grin.

      “If I had anything but medicine in this shop, I would pour you a glass,” Eriks said good-humoredly. He rolled Orvyc’s pant leg up and began the process of checking his shin by gently prodding and moving. Orvyc bore down and took the pain with a clenched jaw.

      “How did this happen?” Eriks asked.

      “We were both hit with flying logs,” Orvyc answered.

      “You jumped, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, of course. I was trying to avoid it.”

      “That’s probably what saved you from worse damage. If your legs had been locked when you took the blow, the breakage would have been significantly worse.”

      “Glad to know my survival instincts are good for something,” Orvyc chuckled.

      Eriks turned to Joyanna and his jovial mood plummeted.

      He leaned in close and put his ear next to her lips, listening to her breathing. Then he put his fingers against her neck, focusing intently on her heartbeat.

      “She is not well,” he said, shaking his head. “Not long for this world. You said she has been unconscious for two days?”

      “Yes,” Ilde whispered, her heart pounding in her chest.

      Eriks nodded again and went to inspect Joyanna’s stomach. He gingerly lifted her shirt and made a sound of discontent at the sight he beheld. Joyanna’s stomach was distended and a deep plum in color.

      “Miss Torrun, the injuries your friend has sustained are very significant. This is beyond merely healing her. If she has been unconscious on her own for two days with no magical interference, it is likely that her brain has been denied the blood it needs to survive. Her blood loss is significant. She’s very pale, and with her stomach so distended and bruised, I would guess that’s where the blood has gone.”

      “What are you saying?” Ilde asked, her voice so quiet it was almost inaudible.

      “The healing your friend has performed is what has kept her alive, but if I were to merely heal her wounds, she would not wake up.” Eriks breathed a heavy sigh, his face riddled with discomfort at having to speak the words aloud. “This is not a matter of healing, this is a matter of revival.”

      Ilde felt her world crack, then shatter.

      Clerics of Aiseng were the most prolific healers in the entire Terrain, but Ilde knew from her many years of being hurt and healed that their morals forbade them from altering the natural order of life. As a son of Dadasha, Aiseng couldn’t hinder her in granting the gift of death. Therefore, neither could his followers. Many of them were capable of reviving someone who had crossed over, but most of them refused—choosing to limit those particular services strictly to important figures who had been wrongfully killed.

      “Please,” Ilde begged as the tears finally spilled over. “Please, I’ll give you every single coin we have. I will work and get you more if that’s what it takes. She’s not dead yet. Please.”

      Eriks looked positively grief-stricken. He rubbed his hands together anxiously and glanced nervously between the four conscious members of Ilde’s party.

      “She’s not dead yet,” Ilde anguished. She shoved the bag of coin into his hands, which he fumbled and let spill out all over the ground. No one made a move to pick them up.

      “You don’t understand,” Madris interjected desperately. “We need her. People are disappearing—dying—and no one but us is doing anything to stop it. We⁠—”

      “Wait, you know what happened in Nedale?” Eriks asked, his grief all but gone, replaced instead by pure shock.

      “We don’t know everything, we’re trying to learn. Trying to gather information so we can find more help.”

      “What information do you have?”

      “If you revive her, we’ll tell you,” Ilde said sternly.

      “You would pit the survival of Eolis on the life of one woman?” he replied incredulously.

      “You bet your ass we would,” Orvyc spat.

      Ilde stared Eriks down with tears still rolling silently down her cheeks. There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Joyanna.

      He exhaled nervously and rubbed his hands on his pants before he finally nodded. He bent down, gathered up the fallen coin, and shoved it all into his coat pocket.

      “I will revive her and heal your friend’s broken leg. As soon as she is recovered, you will all accompany me to the Constable’s office, where you will give us all of the information you know on the situation at hand. Then I will give you this coin back and you’ll be free to continue on your merry way as you wish.” Even as he laid out his terms, his voice shook. He was far from a master negotiator and even further from someone who could defend themselves against four angry adventurers.

      “Deal.” Ilde offered her hand stiffly, and he shook it with a sweaty palm.

      Eriks let out a shaky breath and returned to his patients.

      Pulling a sigil free from his sweater, Eriks said a silent prayer to Aiseng before he laid his hands on Orvyc’s leg. Ilde watched as his palms began to glow with golden-white light.

      The light brightened to nearly blinding, then flared, illuminating the inside of Orvyc’s leg for a split second before it went out completely.

      Orvyc sighed with relief immediately and relaxed back into the cot he had been lying on.

      “That felt incredible,” he sighed. “I almost forgot what it felt like to not be in pain.”

      “Let’s hope I am as successful with your friend,” Eriks said nervously. He glanced at Ilde again and seemed to balk slightly. “Please know that if she does not want to forsake the gift of death, this will not work. And it will not be for lack of trying.”

      “I understand,” Ilde said quietly.

      “My chances of success would increase if you were to assist me. I assume you are the one who is closest to her?”

      “I-I am.” Admitting it felt strange, like stretching a foreign limb. Ilde was still learning how to be close with other people, still learning how to work around the fear and uncertainty of being known.

      “Come stand beside her. I’m going to put my hand over her heart; you put your hand above mine.”

      Ilde found a place at Joyanna’s side despite the room being so cramped. Joyanna’s breathing was ragged and slow, her face pale yet peaceful. Her braid of long black hair was unkempt and still full of leaves from their fight two days ago. Ilde gently plucked them out and let them fall to the floor.

      “When I begin the rite, you can speak with her. If she is receptive, she will hear it. It may help if you tell her how you feel about her or give her words of encouragement.”

      Ilde nodded, unable to speak around the knot in her chest. She cleared her throat and laid her hand over Eriks’.

      Then he began to whisper.

      It was Akran, of course, so Ilde couldn’t understand what he said, but she could feel deep in her bones the power that his words held. The ritual Madris had cast in Eldryss had been icy and biting, with a magnetic pull that seemed to drag Ilde in. The ritual Eriks was casting was warm and all-encompassing; the power he channeled enveloped the room in a heavy haze of light that seemed to emanate not from his hands but from somewhere deep within Joyanna herself.

      His whispered chant continued, and Ilde felt her hand grow warm from the proximity to his. The tempo of his words grew ever faster, and Ilde knew she was going to miss her chance to say what she needed to say. She could feel the eyes in the room on her back, could feel the kiss of the ritual against her skin, could feel the fear in her heart that it wouldn’t work.

      Tears welled up and spilled over again, and Ilde felt the weight of the last couple of days hit her all at once. They had barely survived the tree. They would never make it without Joyanna. She would never make it without Joyanna.

      Ilde felt the softest touch, the slip of fingers against her palm as Madris stepped in close and took her hand. She squeezed it once wordlessly, offering the silent encouragement that Ilde needed.

      “Joyanna,” Ilde whispered reverently, her voice cracking beneath the pressure of her words. “I know I’ve never told you this. You know it’s hard for me. But please, Jo. Please don’t leave me. I need you.”

      Eriks’ chant reached a quiet crescendo, and the glow of light and warmth and life flowed beneath Joyanna’s skin like liquid gold—illuminating every inch of her from within.

      “Please, Jo.” She said it one last time. One last chance to pull Joyanna back from where she had drifted. A shockwave of pure arcane energy pulsed from beneath Eriks’ hand, and she felt it travel through her and settle deep in her bones.

      Eriks sighed and pulled his hand away gently. Ilde laid her hand where his had been and felt Joyanna’s steady, strong pulse against her palm.

      “Joyanna?” Ilde whimpered.

      “I-Ilde?”

      She glanced up and met Joyanna’s confused gaze.

      “Hey, Jo,” she said softly.

      “Are you trying to cop a feel?” Joyanna rasped, her voice hoarse from disuse.

      “N-no, you idiot.” Ilde sniffled and wiped her nose, chuckling weakly at Joyanna’s sense of humor, which apparently couldn’t even be quelled by a brush with death.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “It is now.”
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna felt dazed, like half of her mind was in a fog. She felt good. She felt strong. But she felt like something else was missing.

      The man—Eriks—had put them up in the local inn for the night and returned just enough of their coin to pay for food and the tiny-yet-precious bathhouse the inn housed in its basement.

      They had eaten a quiet meal and washed away the last week of grime. Joyanna had scrubbed her skin raw in hopes that it would make her feel normal again. It didn’t, of course. Not after learning what she knew now.

      She remembered the pain—the dark leaves above her and the rumbling of the cart below. Then she had slipped, and as darkness found her, the agony of broken bones and bloodied insides had slipped away, too.

      She had lost two days of life, stuck in limbo while Alester’s healing kept her heart beating as everything else drifted, the time eaten up by the wounds he couldn’t heal.

      Then, warmth and clarity. And tears.

      Waking up to find her friends crying had been strange—waking up to find Ilde crying, nearly unbearable.

      Ilde had explained what had happened, and Joyanna had felt herself detach from the situation almost immediately, as if the trauma had happened to someone else and she was watching from the outside looking in. Not dead, but not alive. Her mortality left in the hands of the child she had trained. How else was she supposed to view that precipice but from a safe distance?

      It was much easier than the alternative.

      Somewhere deep down, her pride was a little hurt at being bested by a tree, but it was more than that. It was the sickening realization that despite years of believing otherwise, she was not invincible. Everything was on her side—youth, strength, skill—and yet, she had slipped away regardless. She had always known she would die, of course. Everyone did, especially in her line of work. But she hadn’t thought it would sneak up on her so soon, and she hadn’t thought it would feel so empty.

      There was so much left to do.

      “Joyanna?”

      “Hmm?” she looked up, breaking the existential trance she had been spiraling into, and found Ilde and Madris both staring at her.

      “You okay?” Ilde asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Joyanna responded, forcing a smile.

      The room they were staying in for the night was small, with two beds and a small desk near the door. Plain. Comfortable. If Joyanna squinted just right, she could imagine they were home again.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you remember what I said to you during the ritual? Did you hear it?”

      “I… I think I knew you were talking to me. Like I could hear your voice but not the words,” Joyanna answered. She shivered involuntarily as her mind wandered back to the void.

      Ilde chewed her lip the way she always did when she was working up the courage to be vulnerable.

      “You know it’s hard for me to talk about things. And there’s something I had never said before that you needed to know,” Ilde murmured. She took a deep breath and then leveled her stare at Joyanna. “I need you, Jo. You’re the only family I’ve got.”

      Her lip trembled, and Joyanna’s heart ached.

      “I know, kid,” she said gently. “That goes both ways.”

      Ilde nodded in acceptance and embarrassedly wiped at a stray tear as it rolled down her cheek.

      “Will you two do me a favor?” Joyanna asked, sparing Ilde the uncomfortable silence that was sure to follow her confession otherwise.

      “Of course,” Madris said.

      “I’m… a little scared to sleep tonight.” If Ilde could be vulnerable, then she could, too. “Can we push the beds together? I don’t want to sleep alone. I’m afraid I won’t wake up…”

      “Absolutely,” Ilde and Madris said at the same time. They jumped into action and awkwardly shuffled the two beds closer together to create a bed that could house all three of them. It would be a tight fit, but it was cold enough that their proximity would be welcomed.

      The three of them crawled into bed with Joyanna in the middle, sandwiched between her two friends as they curled up beneath the covers. Madris unabashedly snuggled up against Joyanna’s side, practically burying her nose in Joyanna’s ribs. Ilde reached out, laid her hand on Joyanna’s bicep, and dug her knee into Joyanna’s hip as she stretched out and got comfortable.

      “If something happens to me, please wake me up,” Joyanna whispered into the dark.

      “I promise we will,” Ilde whispered back.

      Then, all was quiet and still. After a while, Joyanna could hear Madris and Ilde’s quiet breathing as they drifted off to sleep, and she followed them soon after.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde kept her composure on the way to the Constable’s office, but she wanted to shake Eriks and dislodge all the information he had kept to himself the day before. She had tried to interrogate him after Joyanna got her bearings, but the man had swiftly ushered them out of his shop and insisted that he would gather them again in the morning. In any other circumstance, Ilde would have stayed up late the night before and restlessly considered all the possibilities the morning would bring. But after the emotional turmoil of the last couple of days, Ilde had drifted to sleep quickly and slept hard.

      The Constable’s office was around the corner and down the street from Mitrani Clerical and Apothecary. Eriks led them there quickly and silently. He walked fast, and every time he had to stop and wait for the others to catch up, he bounced his leg anxiously. Ilde understood his feelings because she shared them. Both Eriks and her party seemed to harbor some secrets that were better whispered in the shadows, and given that Ilde and her companions had just made a hasty escape from the Boundless Order, every moment they spent out in the open might put them more at risk. They had a target on their backs, but how far did the Order’s influence reach? How many invisible targets were there? And was Eriks adding another by leading them somewhere new?

      Once again, they were putting their trust in strangers.

      Her hand strayed to the pendant she wore around her neck, and Ilde said a silent prayer to Mersari with the hope that he would listen.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. Like always.

      The Constable of Entogow was a stout dwarfish man with a stern, worried brow and white streaks in his auburn hair. He was knee-deep in paperwork when they arrived in his office, but he glanced away from his work and smiled at Eriks when he entered, pushing his spectacles up from the very tip of his nose. When he noticed Ilde and the rest of the crowd behind Eriks, though, he frowned deeply.

      “Eriks, I’m not sure what your reasoning is, but I really don’t have time to meet with people passing through town right now.” The Constable’s rich baritone voice echoed out into the hallway. “And I mean that respectfully. I’m sure you are lovely people, but if I had a meet and greet with everyone who traveled in and out of Entogow, I would never get any work done.”

      “Ibaud, you… we need to speak with these people,” Eriks insisted. He stepped aside and motioned to Ilde. “This is Ilde Torrun. She and her companions know what happened in Nedale.”

      “We don’t know, we suspect,” Madris interjected. “We haven’t made it to Nedale to confirm anything yet.”

      Constable Ibaud glanced at Ilde, slowly took his glasses off, and let them clatter to the desk.

      “And you folks just… wandered into town with this information?” he asked incredulously.

      “We’ve been researching for a while, trying to figure out what happened. I’m from Eldryss. This is… very personal to me,” Ilde said.

      At the mention of Eldryss, recognition dawned in Ibaud’s eyes, closely followed by a look of pure pity. Ilde resisted the urge to grimace.

      “I share your grief. This is very personal to me, as well.”

      “Is it safe to speak here?” she asked.

      “Yes, though it will be difficult to get you all into my office. Let us go to the council chambers—there is a much larger table there.”

      He led them out of his office and downstairs, into a large subterranean room that had been set up to comfortably sit at least a dozen around a long conference table made of solid, heavy wood. Three of the four walls were adorned with art and tapestries—most of which depicted local history that Ilde was unfamiliar with. The wall at the back of the room housed paintings of all the constables who had served in Entogow’s history.

      Ibaud sat in the high-backed chair at the end of the table and motioned for Ilde to sit beside him. Eriks sat across from Ilde, and the rest of her companions fanned out along the length of the table.

      “Eriks has obviously brought you here for a reason, especially if you are a survivor of Eldryss. So tell me, what has brought you all the way across the kingdom to Entogow?” Ibaud asked.

      “We were planning on just passing through after seeing a cleric. Our true destination is Nedale,” she said. “To be frank, Constable, we want to stop whoever is responsible for these plagues. We know what kind of magic was used in Eldryss, and we were hoping to cross reference with Nedale.”

      “What will come of this knowledge?”

      “Magic of this capacity has to have been cast by someone incredibly strong,” Madris said. “Individual citizens with vendettas would not have been able to orchestrate something like this. We think it was likely the doing of some kind of cult or religious group. Knowing what magic was used will help us narrow down which group is responsible.”

      “We made the mistake of revealing our plan to the Boundless Order, and we were attacked for it,” Ilde said. “It’s why we needed a cleric in the first place.”

      “Druids are strong, but they’re not capable of curses like that,” Alester stated. “Our gifts come from Dranheia, and she doesn’t grant boons as dark as that, but the Order is definitely caught up in this somehow.”

      “You were attacked by the Order?”

      “They removed Alester from their ranks and then told us they would allow safe passage through the Wilds but made it clear that Alester could not return. Then, when we settled down for the night, we were attacked by a living tree,” Ilde said.

      “There are many living trees in the Wilds, but they’re all under the thumb of the Order. They wouldn’t attack unless they were told to,” Alester added. “Elder Faeryl told me I couldn’t act on our plans while I represented the order…”

      “And then they tried to kill you and make it seem like you were all in the wrong place at the wrong time…” Ibaud ran his fingers through his long auburn beard nervously. “This aligns with some of the other things we’ve heard.”

      “What have you heard? Please, we need all the information we can get,” Ilde begged.

      Ibaud and Eriks shared another look.

      “Please understand that if we tell you, and you reveal this information to the wrong people, it will result in the deaths of many good people.” Ibaud pushed his chair back and walked to a small table nestled against the northern wall. He removed a small box from a hidden compartment in the table and returned to his seat beside Ilde. He removed a ring of keys from his pocket, picked the smallest one, and opened the box.

      Inside was a small, ornately carved blue stone.

      “Do you know what this is?” he asked, holding the stone up for the group to see.

      “It looks like a binding stone,” Madris said.

      “That it is.” He set the stone down on the table and looked at Ilde. “Do you vouch for your friends?”

      “I do,” Ilde said.

      “Good. You will be responsible for them. If your friends reveal anything to the wrong person, it will be up to you to ensure that person is swiftly taken care of.”

      “Understood.” Ilde’s stomach fluttered with nerves. They had quickly reached a point of no return with their conversation, and she prayed that they weren’t making another mistake—she didn’t think they could afford a second one.

      Ibaud picked up the stone and held it in his hand. When he spoke, it began to glow.

      “We will tell you everything we know, but only if you are willing to make a binding pact with me. The terms are this: You keep everything you hear today and everything you hear in the presence of our group to yourself. You may speak freely of it with the companions who are here with you today, but if any of them reveal information to individuals who don’t align with your own morals, it is your responsibility to end that individual’s life. If you fail to abide by any of these rules as agreed upon here on this day, you will notify me immediately—upon which I will dispatch you from this world for the safety of my people. In exchange, I will be compelled to truthfully answer any of your questions on this day and reveal anything I know about the Boundless Order, the Council, and the plagues that have wracked Eldryss and Nedale. Do you agree to these terms?”

      Ibaud had spoken his terms plainly, and Ilde couldn’t see any loopholes that would get her immediately killed. She slowly took Ibaud’s outstretched hand, holding the stone with him.

      “These terms will end upon the defeat of our common enemy or upon the death of one or both parties,” he said. He squeezed her hand and nodded.

      “I agree,” Ilde said, squeezing his hand in return.

      The stone grew warm in their hands, and Ilde felt a tickling sensation on the meaty part of her palm, just below her thumb. When she removed her hand from his grasp, she saw that there was a mark there—a small, flaming torch—dark and obvious against the paler skin of her palm.

      “You worship the Truthbringer,” Ilde said, nodding respectfully. “Not many people do.”

      “Do you worship Aara as well?” Ibaud asked.

      “No.” She removed the sigil from beneath her shirt and let it dangle in plain sight. “Vengeance is its own kind of truth, though.”

      Ibaud took a deep breath, folded his hands before him, and started from the beginning. Together, he and Ilde put the pieces together.

      Eldryss had fallen over seven years ago.

      Eight months ago, though, before Ilde had met Madris—before she had even entertained starting this mad quest—a small community of dwarvish nomads called the Metalthorn Clan disappeared from their settlement in the Thessadeen Mountains. They usually only traveled south to trade the precious stones and metals they mined from the mountains. They were a rare sight, so no one knew they were missing, save for the miner’s son, who had left with lofty aspirations as a young man. Most of the clan shunned the people who absconded, but the miner’s son had a proud mother who refused to love her son any less. She had sent a letter to her son about the clouds rolling in across the horizon, not knowing it would be her last.

      The miner’s son was Ibaud Metalthorn—Constable of the town of Entogow.

      He had written to the council sect in Isonwood, begging them to investigate the disappearance of the Metalthorn Clan. They had responded only to say that they could not afford to send search parties after people who chose to live on inhabitable land and that a storm had likely been the cause of their demise. Ibaud had lived his youth in those mountains, though, and he knew the weather of the Thessadeen Mountains like the back of his hand. There had never been a spring storm vicious enough to scare their children—let alone kill the entire clan.

      Seven months ago, a group of clerics who worshipped Aiseng had left their school of medicine to help a nearby village with a virus outbreak. Upon returning, they found that their students and fellow clerics had disappeared. When they investigated, they found no trace of their absent followers, and the only thing left behind was ash—dozens of piles lay scattered around their school, left to blow away in the wind.

      Word spread as patrons were forced to travel to receive care, and the Healers of Aiseng soon learned that monasteries and schools of prayer all over the kingdom had also disappeared. All of them were unassuming, belonging to small deities and patrons that weren’t missed by many and always in locations where people weren’t paying attention—like the solitary monasteries out in the wild parts of Eolis.

      The followers began to speak with one another.

      Six months ago, Ibaud had met a man fleeing west in the black of night who whispered dark words about the councils and Boundless Order working together to sweep a slew of disappearances under the rug. Ibaud and that man gathered a group of trusted people who set out to speak with the Grand Council directly. They had managed to gain an audience with the Divinekeeper, who seemed to doubt that there were snakes amongst their ranks but encouraged them to gather proof and return with their findings.

      Ibaud’s friend was Elder Onas of the Boundless Order. Together, they began to collect allies.

      Five months ago, the Verity had been formed—named as such because it contained many people from all walks of life who had become zealots in search of the truth.

      Four months ago, the Verity had dispatched spies to try and uncover which members of the councils of Eolis were responsible for trying to cover up the disappearances.

      Three months ago, Ilde had gone to the library and met an aspiring arcanist with a keen mind who offered to help her discover what happened to Eldryss. They journeyed there and uncovered the schools of magic that had been used to cast the spell.

      Two months ago, Ilde and her friends had returned to Isonwood.

      Two months ago, the entire city of Nedale had disappeared.

      One month ago, Ilde had gathered her companions and set out to discover the truth.

      And now they were here, sitting in Entogow, looking Ibaud Metalthorn in the eye, sworn to secrecy to protect the lives of people who were already risking everything to discover the truth.
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      Alester hardly slept that night. Constable Ibaud had made sure their night at the local inn was paid for with his own personal coin and promised to introduce their party to the Verity the following morning.

      As the truth had tumbled from Ibaud’s lips, Alester had felt himself shrinking. He had always been small—both in stature and importance. He had always spent his life in quiet solitude, drawing as little attention to himself as possible. Even before the Order, he had been this way.

      When his mother had died, and his father ruled over him and his brothers with an iron fist, he had made himself small to avoid conflict. However, it always found him anyway because his father seemed to seek anger like Alester sought flowers in the fields—plucking each opportunity for fury at the root so he could plant them where he wanted. His brothers had folded under pressure and conformed to their father’s ways, each one of them now an angry blacksmith with a heavy hand and iron heart. Alester didn’t know them anymore. Didn’t know if they had married. Didn’t know if they had children. He hoped if they had sons, they wouldn’t be treated like he had been. He hoped that regardless of how stifled and broken he and his brothers had been, they would allow their sons to be soft and grow at their own pace. He hoped their sons would be men someday, not empty husks like their fathers, but full of life, emotions, and joy.

      If his brothers were empty husks, Alester was a cocoon; something had been growing inside him his whole life. He felt like that cocoon was starting to tear open, but he was so used to making himself small that he didn’t know how to climb out and be something big—something bigger than just himself or his companions.

      He didn’t know how he would ever fit into this quest that had grown exponentially in just a matter of hours.

      More than anything else, he knew he wanted to speak with Elder Onas. He desperately needed guidance and hoped that the man who had brought him to the Order would know what to do now that they had both strayed from that path.

      He tossed and turned all night, trying to come up with a way to ask Elder Onas the question that worried him the most—where did they go from here?

      As the sun rose in the morning, he watched the light dance through the room he shared with Orvyc and listened to the soft sounds of his friend snoring from the bed on the opposite wall. Alester slipped from beneath his covers and dressed quietly, scooping Puck off the pillow where he had slept all night and depositing him safely in the pocket of his cloak where the rat could continue to snooze comfortably. Alester crept quietly from the room and headed down to the inn’s tavern.

      A handful of people were already sitting amongst the tables, thoughtfully sipping tea and eating their food with slow, sleepy bites. One of those people was Ilde, who sat alone with a steaming cup and a book near one of the tavern’s large windows. She looked different than he had ever seen her, though.

      He had grown very accustomed to seeing her on the road, dirt-stained and covered in armor. Hardened. Focused. He could tell just by looking at her that her mind worked on a track, and that track was hard-wired to only move forward. She kept her eyes on the task at hand.

      During their trip, he had gotten glimpses of a version of Ilde that was more relaxed—tipsy in a tavern or laughing as she played cards and told stories with them.

      Now, sitting alone in this tavern, he could almost imagine she was an entirely different person—maybe the person she would have been if the trajectory of her life hadn’t been permanently altered by tragedy.

      The fireplace in the tavern radiated heat so strongly that there wasn’t a cool spot to be found. The booth Ilde sat in was far from the fire, but she looked comfortable and warm regardless of the distance. Her boots sat unlaced under the table, and she sat with her sock-clad feet up in the seat, though it was a miracle she had found enough room on the seat to house her long legs. She wore a pair of dark trousers and a thick, warm tunic with the sleeves rolled up to reveal her forearms. Her hair hung loosely down her back and over her shoulders, and he watched her run her fingers through it absentmindedly, shaking it out and drawing attention to just how long it truly was.

      She was clean and comfortable and alone. The way she had slipped into the role of their party’s leader made it easy to forget that she was just a person. She looked more human now than she had before. Less harsh. Less strong. Ilde was a woman who had seen horrible things, and she tended to carry that with her like a shield. He wondered how many people had seen her like this since she lost everything she had known and loved. Probably not very many.

      He crossed the tavern floor and slid into the seat across from her.

      “Did you sleep as horribly as I did?” he asked.

      “Probably worse, considering I haven’t slept yet,” she said, looking up from the book she was reading.

      “Is that one of the books that Madris brought with her?”

      “No, I found it on the shelf over there.” She pointed across the room to the built-in shelves on either side of the fireplace.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Just a little light reading,” Ilde chuckled. She flipped the cover shut to reveal the title—Blessings of the Valley: Examining Piety in the Nedaly Region.

      “Seems riveting,” he said. He noticed that her placeholder—the leather cord she usually used to tie her hair back—was three-quarters of the way through the book. “How long have you been reading it?”

      “I read all night.”

      “Likely kept poor Madris awake with your light, as well,” he teased.

      She smiled softly. “No. Once she falls asleep, she sleeps like a rock.”

      They sat silently for a moment before Alester excused himself to get a cup of tea from the tavern keeper.

      “So what is the book about?” he asked as he returned to the table, steaming mug in hand.

      She shrugged.

      “Most of it is just garbage about the monasteries and temples here in the valley. It talks a lot about certain figures and how they’ve shaped the area religiously. There have been a few nuggets of gold in here, though.”

      “Like what?”

      “Did you know people are bestowed gifts in this valley more than any other region? And there are more pious people here than any other region in Eolis, too. The scholars who wrote this book have done studies.”

      “Are people bestowed gifts simply because they live in this valley? Or are people who already have gifts drawn here by some force?” he asked, humoring her interest. “Are the people in the Nedaly Valley pious because this region demands it socially, or because the Valley inspires it?”

      “We should ask Madris,” Ilde chuckled.

      “No, no. You’re smart. What do you think? I can tell you what I already know, but I want to hear your thoughts first.”

      “You? You know things about this valley?”

      “You could act a little less surprised and it wouldn’t hurt my feelings,” he said, staring at her pointedly over his mug before taking another sip.

      “I’m sorry, I just thought… I thought you spent all of your time in the Wilds,” she said.

      “I wasn’t born in the Wilds. I was raised in Nedale,” he said. Flashes of his childhood danced in his mind. The sound of a hammer on steel and the smell of fire. The window in his room that looked out to the tree that grew defiantly amongst the din of the city. The path he would take through the market that led to the city gates and the meadows beyond.

      “You’re from Nedale?” she asked incredulously.

      “I was raised in Nedale. I have no love for the place and haven’t been there since I was a teenager,” Alester clarified. “Just in case you’re wondering if I’m going to walk into the decimated city and lose my mind.”

      “Did you have family there?”

      “No. My mother passed away when I was a child, my father passed away a few years ago, and my brothers both moved out of the city to start their own families and businesses elsewhere. I don’t have much love for them, either.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she murmured.

      “Don’t be. You know as well as I do that those who need pity hate it the most,” he muttered.

      Ilde nodded solemnly and sipped her tea.

      “Well… your thoughts, please. What do you think?” he asked again, changing the subject.

      “I don’t think the valley inspires piety any more than any other place in Eolis does. And I don’t think simply living here entitles a person to be connected to the Pantheon,” she said.

      “The Nedaly River Valley is known by the people living in it to be the Valley of the Veil. Have you ever heard that name?”

      “We studied it when I was younger. People think they’re closer to the gods here, right? There’s a chapter on it in this book, I just haven’t made it there yet.”

      “Sort of. Do you want me to spoil it for you?” He smiled wryly and pointed to the book.

      “Please. I don’t know how much more I can read without falling asleep.”

      “The pious population is denser here because people move here from all over Eolis, so it’s true that there is pressure from society to find faith in this area. But… people move here because something about the valley makes the connection between acolyte and god stronger.”

      “A veil, I’m guessing?”

      “Good guess. Very astute,” he chuckled. “There was a university in Nedale that was famous for its religious studies, and one of the things they were researching was the veil between planes—particularly the veil between the Terrain and the Pantheon. They think it’s thinner here in the valley, meaning pious folk can form a stronger connection to their gods.”

      “Do you think it helped you connect with Dranheia in the beginning?” she asked.

      “I think it made things easier. But druidism requires some innate ability in the beginning, anyway. I felt drawn to nature long before I ever thought to pray to Dranheia.”

      “Why doesn’t the rest of Eolis talk about this?”

      “It does, but you worship a dead god and weren’t devout in your youth. People make pilgrimages to the valley all the time. People who come here looking solely for a blessing or gift don’t usually receive what they’re looking for, though. It’s dangerous here. There are just as many small, malevolent deities as there are benevolent gods in the Pantheon. People who come here looking for free gifts are often swept into deals and oaths that only do them harm.”

      “So you’re telling me I should be careful?”

      “Do you plan on reaching through the veil?” Alester asked, even though it was glaringly obvious now where this conversation had been going. Of course Ilde would be interested in using the veil to connect with Mersari.

      “I don’t want anything. I just… I just want to know that I’m not alone,” she murmured.

      “Ilde… you worship a god who hasn’t been heard from in centuries. I don’t want you to be disappointed if you don’t receive the answers you’re hoping for. Just prepare yourself.”

      “I’ve grown very accustomed to screaming into the void, Alester. Silence is silence, no matter the location. This won’t be any different,” she said coldly, and Alester could feel the emotional shield that Ilde carried slide back into place. He instantly regretted his choice of words and wished he hadn’t discouraged her excitement, but he was worried about Ilde losing yet another thing that was important to her.

      How much more could one girl take?

      She finished her now cold tea in one big sip, set her mug back down on the table, shoved her feet back into her boots, and then slid from the booth.

      “I’m going to go get dressed.”

      “You’re already dressed,” he pointed out.

      “We’re meeting a large group of strangers today. We don’t know what we’re walking into. Do you truly think I’m going to walk in there wearing just a tunic?” She crossed the tavern and disappeared up the stairs, and Alester watched as the warm, gentle version of her disappeared altogether.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde quietly shed the warm, comfortable clothes she had dressed in that morning and replaced them with the clothes that had become like a second skin to her. The tavern keeper had been gracious enough to launder their clothes—a rare offer to find on the road—and they had all gratefully accepted. After spending weeks traveling, they had cycled through their clothes several times over, and the only thing keeping them from smelling absolutely rank was the cold weather, easy ride, and a plethora of very cold, half-assed baths.

      She was halfway through putting on her leathers when Madris finally stirred.

      “What time did you go to sleep last night?” she mumbled sleepily. Ilde glanced up and smiled when she saw Madris’ head barely peeking out from beneath the covers.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Ilde, you should rest. You can probably get a couple of hours of sleep before we need to leave with the Constable.”

      “I’ll be fine. You got enough sleep for the both of us.”

      Madris sat up in bed and glared at Ilde.

      “We need you at your best. You have to make sure you get enough rest, Ilde,” she chided.

      Ilde cleared her throat and busied herself by buckling the belt that covered her stomach so she could avoid staring at her companion—whose shirt had slid off her shoulder and whose hair looked its best when it was a little messy from sleep.

      Ilde would be lying if she said she hadn’t entertained the idea of telling Madris that she thought she was a little bit beautiful… or smart… or talented. Not just in the reassuring way she had in the past, but with some honey to her words. She had thought about what Madris might do, how she might react, what she might say if Ilde looked at her the way she wanted to. But Madris had confided in her that she had no interest in getting involved with strangers, and while she and Ilde were definitely more than that, Ilde had no idea where the next step started for Madris—or if it ever would. Never mind the fact that Madris had never shown any inkling of a preference for women.

      No, it was definitely safer to keep her mouth shut.

      The feeling had snuck up on her, though. Madris had gone from a nuisance in the library to one of the most interesting women Ilde had ever met. She had come to trust and value Madris’ company quite a bit, though she hadn’t said as much out loud. Sometime in the last few weeks, though, she had found herself growing eager to exist in Madris’ presence—not just eager to speak with her, but eager to listen, eager to learn, eager to reach out and touch whenever she could.

      The attraction had hit her like a brick. She’d opened her eyes one morning in a tavern somewhere along the road they had been traveling, and suddenly, Madris was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen.

      Ilde had no idea what to do with her newfound interest, and it couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time.

      She moved on to buckling her breastplate and pauldrons into place and kept her eyes firmly focused on the floor. The pauldrons were tricky, though. On her good days, she could buckle them without trouble, but with no sleep and a rather pretty distraction a few feet away, she fumbled them like a beginner.

      “I can help,” Madris said, noticing her struggles.

      Gods help me.

      She threw back the covers, closed the distance between them without a second thought, and began buckling Ilde’s armor with nimble fingers. All Ilde could do was hold her arms out awkwardly and stare at Madris’ exposed shoulder like it was some form of exposure therapy.

      “This is why you need sleep,” Madris murmured. “Is that too tight?”

      “No,” Ilde said quietly. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Ilde tore her gaze away from that stupid shoulder and looked Madris in the eye. She hoped she didn’t look as insane as she felt.

      “I’m okay, I promise,” she assured her. She couldn’t help herself, though; she reached up and pulled the sleeve of Madris’ shirt up onto her shoulder where it belonged, letting her fingers linger there for an unbearable moment.

      Madris smiled, and Ilde’s breath caught in her throat. She swallowed hard and took a giant step back.

      “When are we leaving?” Madris asked.

      “We should leave soon, I think. You should get dressed. I’m going to make sure that the others are awake.”

      Ilde had never excused herself from a room so quickly in her entire life.

      Joyanna had opted to take her own room the night before, and Ilde headed straight there as quickly as she could.

      She had never confided in Joyanna about her love life, mostly because she had never needed advice. She had gone through her teenage years watching Joyanna woo the most stubborn and unattainable women by inflicting her charisma and wit on them. She was suave and confident and didn’t take herself too seriously. In other words, Ilde had learned from the best how to be the best. And experience had only brought confidence.

      In any other situation, with any other woman, she would have already laid on the charm.

      “Joyanna, let me in. Are you awake?” she said, knocking heavily on her mentor’s door.

      Joyanna opened the door quickly with a look of concern on her face, half-dressed and hair half-braided.

      “Is everything alright?” She leaned her head out into the hallway and looked both ways, probably expecting to see some kind of danger.

      “Everything is fine,” Ilde grumbled, pushing past Joyanna’s hulking form into her room.

      “What’s gotten you all worked up, then?” She closed the door and turned to face Ilde before continuing to braid her hair.

      Ilde crossed her arms and stared at the floor, suddenly feeling like a naive teenager again. She felt foolish.

      “I… don’t know what to do,” she admitted reluctantly.

      “What do you mean you don’t know what to do? We’re finally getting somewhere with this. We’re going to meet the Constable and then⁠—”

      “No, not that. That’s much easier than this.”

      “Unraveling corruption is easier than what, exactly?”

      Ilde cleared her throat and struggled to find the words.

      “I don’t… we don’t have a lot of friends we’re really close with, you know?”

      “Yes. We’ve got significantly more now than we did before. We have a lot of friendly acquaintances, though,” Joyanna said.

      “Yes, but with acquaintances you can… sort of… do whatever you want, right? Because they’re just acquaintances—they come and they go.”

      “In theory, yes…”

      “But with friends, you have to be more careful because you lose them if you do the wrong thing.”

      “Yes, that’s generally how friends work,” Joyanna said sarcastically. “What are you getting at?”

      “I don’t really make a habit of…” Ilde gestured frantically, trying to drag the right words out of thin air. “Seeking out… companionship with friends.”

      Joyanna stared at Ilde for a long time before a shit-eating grin spread across her features. She chuckled, then laughed, then broke out into a loud guffaw that could probably be heard by both neighboring rooms and the room across the hall.

      Ilde felt her face flush immediately, and she made to storm out of the room, but Joyanna caught her and held her in place with an outstretched hand as she doubled over into hysterics.

      “Please tell me you’re not so emotionally stunted that you can’t handle actually liking someone, Ilde,” Joyanna choked out.

      Ilde tried to pull out of her grasp, but Joyanna held firm. She could have broken her grip if she really wanted to, but it would have required real strength, and even though she wanted nothing more in that moment than to punch Joyanna in the mouth, she knew it wouldn’t help. She chose to stare at the ceiling and wait for Joyanna to get ahold of herself instead.

      “I’m not sure why I thought you would react differently,” Ilde grumbled once she finally stopped laughing.

      “Why don’t you just tell her?”

      “I can’t, Joyanna! We need her too much. You saw what she did to that tree!”

      “So you can’t tell her because you need her as an ally?” Joyanna asked incredulously. “It has nothing to do with the fact that you’re too scared to admit your feelings to people? Nothing to do with the fact that she means something to you and you don’t want to lose her?”

      “Now you’re just being cruel,” Ilde muttered.

      She attempted to pull away again, but Joyanna dragged her into a bone-crushing hug instead. The entire time she had known Joyanna, they had only embraced like this twice—the first time being months ago, when Joyanna had told Ilde they were friends. Just like it had then, this hug felt foreign. Ilde stood there uncomfortably, arms crushed to her sides by her mentor’s strength.

      “Ilde,” Joyanna said, resting her chin on top of Ilde’s head. “What will you do when this is over? This might take months, or years even… but it will end. We will not fight this battle forever. And when it’s done, you will have to face the fact that this has been consuming you. Don’t let your life be empty after this battle. Don’t make this for nothing.”

      Joyanna pulled away and held Ilde at arm’s length for a moment before she pointed at Ilde’s chest, where her heart rested.

      “Use this,” she scolded gently. “It’s time to be a person again.”

      Joyanna’s words cut through her like a sword. She felt the heat of them first—felt the emotion behind them, and knew Joyanna meant well—then the pain set in. The pain of having your truth thrown in your face despite avoiding it for years.

      Ilde was just a shell, and she knew it. The others knew it, too.

      Just a husk full of anger and anxiety. She had built a wall around herself, not to keep people away completely but to keep them from getting too close. If she didn’t get attached, it wouldn’t hurt when they were taken away.

      But now people had scaled those walls and found a way in. Joyanna, Madris, Alester, Orvyc… they liked her, not despite her flaws, but regardless of them. They had found something in that shell of a woman to appreciate, even though Ilde had tried so hard to empty herself out. She had foolishly thought that if there was nothing left inside her, then there would be nothing left to feel.

      She needed to open her heart up to them. She owed them her best efforts and full attention. Ilde’s throat burned with emotion, and tears welled up and spilled over.

      It was so much easier to be strong.

      “I don’t know how to be a person anymore,” she whispered.

      This time, when Joyanna pulled her in close, Ilde accepted it gratefully, wrapping her arms tightly around Joyanna and burying her face in Joyanna’s shoulder. She clung to her mentor like a lifeline.

      She had spent too many years toughening herself up. Too many days forcing herself to think of other things. Too many hours distracting herself with swords and blood and travel—whisking herself away to new places so she wouldn’t be reminded of the one she had left behind. Too many joyous moments minimized, ignored, wasted, stolen.

      Any softness she had once possessed had been left in Eldryss years ago. She had done it to survive so she wouldn’t be crushed by the things she had seen and the people she had lost. She wielded her skills like a shield—dangerous enough with a blade to make people fear her, charming enough with women that she could have anyone she truly wanted, detached enough that she could leave them behind with no grief, witty enough to talk her way out of every meaningful conversation that had ever intimidated her, strong enough to be stoic, steadfast, heartless.

      These people had snuck into her life and showed her how defensive she had been for so long. How was she ever going to stop?

      Ilde’s breath caught in her throat, and she sobbed while Joyanna petted the back of her head gently.

      “This is being a person,” Joyanna whispered.

      Ilde didn’t know how long she stood there sobbing in Joyanna’s arms, but when the tears finally subsided, she was hit by a wave of exhaustion so strong it nearly knocked her down. Joyanna held her long past that point, and the contact—the warmth, care, and concern in her touch—started to feel less like a foreign body and more like sustenance. Like something sweet, something savory, something she had been missing from her life, something she needed to survive. When had the hunger set in, and how long had she ignored it? How long had she been starving?

      “Anytime you need help, you tell me,” Joyanna murmured. She released Ilde from her grasp and rubbed Ilde’s arms gently before stepping away.

      “Are you wearing armor today?” Ilde asked, her voice raw and scratchy.

      “No. We’ve had it on for weeks. I’m tired of wearing it.”

      “We’re meeting strangers, though.”

      “Ilde, we’re meeting allies. You can do what you want, but not every appearance needs to be a forceful one.”

      Ilde nodded reluctantly and thought about everything Joyanna had said.

      She reached down and began unbuckling her armor.

      “Can you help me take this off?”
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc had imbibed enough the night before to sleep like a rock. But now, as he slowly drank a steaming cup of tea with Alester sitting across from him, his worries began to creep in. The entire reason he had agreed to join Ilde’s cause was to distract himself, and even though he felt differently now—felt like he should be doing this because it was the right thing to do—it was beginning to open old wounds. The song of corruption and rebellion was one he had heard before. It was a song he had fled from. A song he’d hoped he wouldn’t have to hear again.

      But it seemed corruption followed him wherever he went.

      The fear of being fooled again wore heavily on his nerves.

      This was how it had started back home, with whispers of deceit and the facade of peace and normalcy being reinforced by lies and murder. Once again, he found himself centered somewhere in the middle.

      He wasn’t particularly pious, but he was starting to believe he was the focus of some sick, divine joke. Maybe it was foolish to think he was important enough to garner that kind of attention—deep down, he knew that both conflicts had been years in the making and that neither of them had anything to do with him in particular. However, it was obviously the will of the Pantheon to give him a special role in each of them.

      His mind wandered to Odura and the path of destruction the king had walked leading up to the breaking point of war. The path Orvyc had slowly stumbled into, and the path he had continued to walk long after it had begun to scare him.

      “Orvyc!” Alester half-shouted, waving his hand in front of Orvyc’s face. “Are you well?”

      “To be completely honest with you, my friend, I don’t think I am,” he said quietly. “This is more familiar than I want it to be.”

      Understanding filled Alester’s eyes, and he reached out and put his small, pale hand over Orvyc’s large, gray one.

      “You can leave if you want to. None of us would begrudge you that. But I think this is different. You’re not being manipulated now, Orvyc. You’re doing the right thing.”

      “That’s the funny part about manipulation—you don’t notice it until it’s too late,” he said. “One or both sides could be lying. We don’t know.”

      “Innocent people are dying, Orvyc. Anyone fighting against that is the right side, lying or not,” Alester insisted.

      Orvyc turned his hand over and squeezed Alester’s.

      “Perhaps you’re right. I trust you. And I trust our friends. This is larger than I expected, though. I thought we were going to take down some corrupted, wayward sorcerer. Not the council system and the Boundless Order.” He looked at Alester and smiled sadly. “I’m a little scared.”

      The two of them shared a look of mutual concern and uncertainty before Orvyc’s eyes were drawn to the bottom of the stairs, where Ilde, Joyanna, and Madris were descending.

      “I thought you were changing,” Alester said innocently enough.

      If Ilde had anything to say, Orvyc didn’t know, because she kept her features completely free of emotion. She and Madris headed to the tavern’s bar to order breakfast for the group, leaving Joyanna behind. Joyanna glanced at the bar to ensure Ilde was occupied before she grabbed Alester by the front of his tunic and practically lifted him off the bench he was sitting on.

      “Whoa! Hey, what are—” Orvyc sputtered. He reached out to try and calm Joyanna, suddenly very worried for his small friend, but she froze him on the spot with the most withering stare he had ever seen.

      “You, shut up and stay out of this,” she hissed quietly to Orvyc before turning back to Alester and getting so close to him that they bumped noses. “You—if you so much as say a word to Ilde about what she is wearing or the state she is in, I will fucking tie you to the back of the cart and let the horses drag you all the way to Nedale by yourself. Do you understand?”

      Orvyc had no idea what had merited this kind of reaction, but he had never been on Joyanna’s bad side, so rather than cause an uproar, he chose to stare with his mouth open like a terrified fish out of water. Alester’s wide, equally terrified eyes cut to him as if searching for some grand act of heroism on Orvyc’s part, but Orvyc just shook his head frantically and backed further into the corner of the bench that met the window.

      “I was just—she was just—I—” Alester sputtered, his small hands clawing at Joyanna’s massive fist with no payoff.

      “No teasing today. No jokes. Leave her alone. Do you understand?” she growled.

      “No! I’m very confused!”

      “We’ll leave her alone. Joyanna, just let him go!” Orvyc said frantically. “Right, Alester? Just agree with her!”

      “Yes, yes!” Alester held his arms up in surrender, completely suspended by his tunic and dangling about an inch off the bench he had originally been sitting on.

      “Good.” Joyanna let him go, and he landed on the bench with a thunk. “Now, scoot over so I can sit with you.”

      Alester stared at her incredulously for a moment before thinking better of whatever he had wanted to say. He scooted as far over as he possibly could to give Joyanna space and sat trembling in the corner—whether it was with fear or rage, though, Orvyc couldn’t be sure. They sat in the most awkward silence Orvyc had ever been victim to for a couple of minutes, and he had just worked up the courage to ask Joyanna what had happened when Ilde and Madris arrived with their breakfast plates.

      Ilde expertly carried three of the five plates and set each one down without spilling the food everywhere.

      “Quite the balancing act for a mercenary,” Orvyc said, trying to lighten the mood. Under the table, Joyanna stomped on his foot so hard it took everything in him not to cry out in pain.

      “Talents from a past life,” Ilde said with a smile. He smiled back and caught a glimpse of what Joyanna was so concerned about.

      Ilde’s cheeks were pink and raw, her eyes red and puffy.

      His heart sank as he imagined what could have possibly caused her distress. After all they had been through in the last few days, it didn’t surprise him that she had snapped—even if only a little bit.

      “Are we still meeting with the Constable today?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. She sat down and plucked a piece of sausage off her plate with her fingers, then took a small bite and spoke around her food. “We need to learn as much as we can as quickly as possible. And we could use all the help we can get.”

      Orvyc took a deep breath and looked at his friends around the table.

      “I just want to be sure we’re prepared for the worst,” he said. “Now that we’ve been lied to once, I’m concerned it will continue to happen. We have no way of knowing which side—if any—is the right choice. I’ve already expressed my worries to Alester, but I should tell you all as well… I’m nervous.”

      “Why such paranoia?” Ilde asked.

      “You mean besides the fact that we’re dealing with the Boundless Order and potentially the Grand Council of Eolis?” he asked pointedly. “I’ve lived through lies and been labeled a traitor in my own homeland. I’ve seen good people die. I don’t want to relive that. I don’t want to be blinded and lied to again.”

      There was a long, painful silence at the table. No scraping of forks and knives. No sipping of tea. Just silence and the intense gazes of Orvyc’s fairly new friends.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Ilde asked quietly.

      He didn’t want to talk about it. He never wanted to talk about it. Even bringing up the things he had seen in passing brought him an intense amount of discomfort. Anger. Regret. He had spent years trying to leave them behind. Talking didn’t help. Nothing would help, save sailing back to Odura and putting an arrow through the king’s eye.

      But he told them anyway.

      It was hard to recount the changes that had led to Orvyc’s downfall because there was still so much he didn’t understand. So many signs missed and poor choices made on his part that he had truthfully gone from martyr to murderer in the blink of an eye. When he realized how grave a mistake he had made, it was already too late. He was so deeply embedded into the wrong side of history that he couldn’t extract himself without putting people in danger. So he fled.

      Orvyc had started working for his king and country at a fairly young age after showing incredible skill at archery and tracking. He was proud of his work and the coin it brought his family, who would have otherwise struggled to make ends meet. He started at the very bottom, hunting and tracking game for the generals in the Oduran army—not even good enough to be called a soldier or a squire. He entered the army’s employ at fourteen. By eighteen, he was the best archer they had in their ranks on the northern front. By nineteen, he had been noticed by the king. By twenty, he had been given the violet cloak that denoted him as a member of the royal family’s personal guard. By twenty-two, he was using his natural skills to track down and spy on the king’s enemies—a profession that brought him an immense amount of confidence and self-worth. After all, how many young men could say the king himself had scouted them? He was the youngest member of the violet cloaks and likely the most naive.

      He had thought the king righteous. He had thought the king fair. Benevolent. Kind. He had spent a long time thinking that the king truly had the kingdom’s best interests in mind. And maybe, in his own mind, the king did. Orvyc, like the rest of the violet cloaks and so many other people in Odura, followed the king blindly.

      The truth was that the king had set his sights on expansion long before Orvyc was ever in the picture. In his youth, Orvyc had only seen the possibilities of travel and trade—he had easily fallen for the king’s propaganda because he was blinded by his skewed perception of the king’s graciousness. He was kind to me, so surely he is kind to everyone. Orvyc didn’t even consider that things could be wrong until the king began diverting the kingdom’s trade funds towards military might instead.

      People began to starve, and the worry in Orvyc’s mind grew.

      But still, he continued to kill for the king. Until he realized, on the brink of civil war, that he had been killing people whose only crimes were speaking against the king’s plans. When riots began to break out, the king employed the violet cloaks to take out anyone who led any sort of rebellion.

      Orvyc knew he would be imprisoned for treason if he refused. Treason was a dangerous label, not just for an individual but for entire families. If he was punished, his family would be as well. Possibly his friends. Everyone he had ever known would fall under suspicion. He had no idea how many of them were actually part of the rebellion, but he knew drawing attention to them would be wrong.

      So he sold his cloak to the first rebel he found, with the instructions to string it up as if he were dead, and fled—through the Oduran countryside to the coast, where he boarded a ship for Eolis and disappeared into a new kingdom, with new cultures and people and customs. All but erasing himself so he could forget what he had done and where he had come from.

      After speaking everything aloud, he was struck with the realization that the situation he found himself in now was not the same. They were facing different horrors, and he wasn’t killing his own countrymen… but the stench of corruption permeated everything that had occurred over the last few days, and Orvyc could tell that the rot ran deeper than it should. His anxiety had gotten the better of him—but that didn’t mean it wasn’t merited.

      He looked up from his plate—full of now cold food—and found Ilde staring at him intensely. Her eyes didn’t hold any pity for him, though. She didn’t appear saddened by his words or morbidly curious about his past like most people were. No, her face was full of fierce camaraderie and understanding—a bond shared by people who had both experienced horrible things.

      “Orvyc, we’re not going to fall into anyone’s trap. We’re here for help. If we can’t get it from these people, we move on. I promise,” Ilde said fervently. “I’m not going to let any of us be used for someone else’s gain.”

      Orvyc glanced around the table at his friends and nodded gently.

      “If you think this is the right choice, then I’ll follow you. But if I get even the slightest hint of corruption sinking into my bones, I will leave.” He said the last part reluctantly and immediately worried that Alester would be hurt—especially after their conversation only a few days before. Alester reached out and took his hand. Then Ilde. Then Joyanna and Madris.

      “If you leave, we all do,” Madris said quietly, her big green eyes meeting Orvyc’s own with sincerity.

      They were surrounded by dangers, and there were more to face in the future, but he felt safe with them.

      He felt sane with them, too.
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      Ilde felt like a wrung-out rag by the time Constable Ibaud came to fetch them from the inn. She had expended every last bit of emotional energy she had to give, and now, as she followed her friends to where they had stored their cart and horses for the night, she felt like a dead man walking.

      “Our destination is a bit of a trek out into the woods,” Ibaud said as he waited patiently for the group to load themselves into the cart. “Entogow was built on its mining capabilities in its early years. There are no mountains to mine from, of course, but there was once a large amount of limestone here. When arcanists and enchanters began studying stone as a conduit for magic, Entogow was one of their primary sources for the minerals they needed. Enchanters typically prefer to use finer minerals now, so most of the quarries have been abandoned, but we found use for one of the larger ones in recent days.”

      “Underground is a good place to hide a group of spies,” Joyanna said as she took the driver’s bench and scooted over to allow Ibaud enough room to sit beside her.

      “Indeed it is.”

      The people of Entogow didn’t pay them much attention as they rode out of town, heading northwest. Ilde and her companions had yet to cause a scene and attract curious eyes; they had ridden quietly into town, and she had every intention of making sure they could ride quietly out of it.

      The landscape here was relatively flat compared to the terrain of the north and east. The hills were barely more than bumps, and their cart crested each one slowly and with ease. Just as Ibaud had described, small quarries dotted the landscape, interspersed with leafless hickories and dying yellow-green grass. Their bottoms were all obscured by layers of stagnant cyan water that hid how far the unnatural pits sunk into the ground.

      Soon, more and more trees crept in as the surrounding nature began to reclaim the land that had been cleared out in the name of industry. The quarries grew sparser as they continued forward, the road growing more and more narrow until it was little more than two thin wheel trails in the short grass leading into the trees and thicket.

      “This was the first quarry in the area,” Ibaud said as they rolled carefully forward and allowed themselves to be swallowed up by the trees. “It was a homestead for the man who essentially founded the town. He dug the original quarry on his own and then began to hire miners as it outgrew his capabilities. His discovery is what spawned everything we just passed.”

      “And now it’s all gone,” Orvyc murmured.

      “No resource lasts forever,” Madris said matter-of-factly.

      They traveled for a few hundred more feet before Ibaud instructed them to stop. There was a large boulder on either side of them, and the trail had all but disappeared. Ilde stared hard at the forest before them, trying to spot their destination through the sea of trunks and fallen foliage.

      “Why are we stopping here?” she asked.

      “Because you would have fallen in otherwise,” he said wryly. “There is a piton in the boulder on your right. Hitch your cart to it, then carefully follow me.”

      Ilde and her companions did as instructed and timidly followed in Ibaud’s footsteps until they stood just behind him.

      “There’s plenty of room on the other side, so don’t be afraid. Just step through.” He smiled once more and then stepped forward and disappeared from sight.

      “It’s an illusion!” Madris said excitedly. “I can’t believe it’s so big. This is incredible!”

      “Hopefully there isn’t a mob on the other side of this,” Ilde muttered. “I guess there was bound to be a leap of faith somewhere.”

      “I didn’t think it would be literal,” Joyanna joked.

      Ilde took a deep breath and stepped forward the way Ibaud had.

      The scene that came into view was not what she had been expecting.

      She stood at the top of a wide pathway that led down into the beast of stone, but from her vantage point, she could see everything. The quarry was easily the largest she had seen since leaving town, its shelves and layers home to dozens and dozens of tents and flickering fires. People dotted the unnatural basin, strolling along the pathways or dueling in the open spaces, their magic flashing like arcane sparks amongst a sea of gray stone. At the very bottom, nestled against a small lake of teal water, was a cluster of tents larger than the others and a collection of shrines surrounded by offerings that glinted ever so slightly in the winter sun.

      “Holy shit,” Joyanna said as she passed through the arcane illusion that kept the massive camp hidden. “How do you keep this all hidden?”

      “We are fortunate enough to have many talented people on our side,” Ibaud answered. “Come! We have much to discuss, friends.”

      As they headed deeper into the quarry, Ilde could feel the eyes of its inhabitants on her back, watching with curiosity as their strange group descended. Some of them glanced sidelong, while others completely stopped what they were doing to stare. Their interest was palpable, albeit tinged with mistrust. Many people had been affected by the plagues. Still, the Verity was cautious—their group’s success up until this point had relied heavily on staying unnoticed, and Ilde was sure they wanted to remain that way.

      The pathways they traversed hugged the walls of the quarry, and they passed a cave mouth every few hundred feet, their interiors illuminated by torchlight and full of supplies, tables, beds, people—everything the Verity might need to survive in their fortress of stone and dirt.

      When they reached the bottom, the Constable led them to a small group standing near one of the larger tents.

      “Onas,” he said, reaching out to clap an older-looking orcish man on the back. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I bring very important visitors that must speak with you.”

      The man named Onas glanced at Ibaud, and by the look on his face, Ilde could tell he was about to request that the Constable patiently wait his turn, but he stopped short at the same time that Ilde felt a nudge at her hip as Alester pushed his way to the forefront.

      “Elder Onas, you have no idea how relieved I am to find you here. The Order is spreading the lie that you died⁠—”

      “I pray you did not lead them here,” Onas said, fear coloring his deep, gruff voice.

      “No. They removed me from the Order and then tried to have us all killed. We fled the Wilds as quickly as we could, and they weren’t bold enough to follow,” Alester said.

      Elder Onas’ face filled with concern, and he worriedly rubbed his large hands together.

      “Please excuse me. I will find you later, and we can discuss how to best make room for more allies then,” he said to the individuals he had been conversing with. They nodded graciously and eyed Ilde and her group curiously before heading back up the path, away from the central tents. Then, Onas knelt before Alester, took his hands, wrapped them up in his own, and smiled sadly. “I am very grateful you have come to us safe and intact, my child. The Order is no meager group to anger, and to know that you have been attacked by people I once trusted brings me shame. I am glad they chose to attack you rather than corrupt you to their ways, though. You are worth more than this darkness.”

      Ilde watched as tears sprang to Alester’s eyes. He nodded, unable to find the appropriate response to his elder’s words. She reached out and gently squeezed his shoulder in sympathy. Onas stood and motioned for them to follow him inside the largest tent.
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      Madris quietly picked her nails in anticipation as she followed her friends and their new allies. She could feel in her bones that they were close to discovering what was going on, and the thought of getting to investigate Nedale and possibly speak with the many magic users that were part of the Verity had her practically vibrating out of her skin. When no one was looking, she shook her hands to release some of the nervous and excited energy.

      The tent that Elder Onas led them inside was decently sized, with a crude but sturdy table and a set of several mismatched chairs. It wasn’t decorated or stately the way Constable Ibaud’s conference room had been, but Madris didn’t think they cared much about appearances here. She seriously doubted they had the coin to consider refurbishing, either.

      She sat next to Ilde and tried to study her face discreetly.

      Weeks ago, she had considered Ilde a bit difficult to read. Now, she realized that Ilde was selectively readable. Ilde picked and chose when to let her guard down. Madris hadn’t been able to tell the difference before—always wondering whether the real Ilde was shining through—but after spending weeks with her, Madris had begun to see when Ilde was intentionally being evasive.

      She could tell that Ilde had walls up today that were a mile high. She wasn’t sure what had happened, and she had no idea how to comfort her friend or be supportive. There hadn’t been an opportunity to ask, either.

      “Ibaud, you said your companions bring new information. Should this conversation include Trystan?”

      “Yes, she should definitely be here,” Ibaud said, taking his seat.

      “Who’s Trystan?” Ilde asked hesitantly.

      “Onas reached out to her when we began to gather allies. She has been graciously acting as our strategist these last few months. She is invaluable to our cause—without her, this will never work,” he answered as Elder Onas slipped from the tent in search of the woman in question.

      When he returned, Trystan followed. She looked frazzled and frustrated, like she had been pulled away from something important and dragged here against her will. She carried a handful of books and leather files, with one beat-up tome dangling from a holster at her waist. Madris, who had spent years learning everything she could about Prelarry’s, knew exactly who she was.

      “Trystan Tivalde?” Madris blurted out, her eyes growing wide with shock.

      Trystan startled and clutched her books to her chest defensively.

      “Do I know you?” she asked in a soft and husky voice.

      “No, not at all,” Madris said, ignoring the confused stares of her companions. “I’ve read quite a few of your journals, though. I hope to attend Prelarry’s someday.”

      Trystan breathed a sigh of relief and let the books tumble out of her hands and onto the table. She pushed her round glasses up on her long, statuesque nose and brushed her short brown hair out of her face carelessly, ignoring the few strands that got caught on her horns.

      Madris could hardly believe that she had run into one of the most prominent arcanists of the modern age deep in a quarry, thousands of miles away from where they both lived. She was shocked that Trystan hadn’t been noticed or discovered, even out here. She was half elf, half damnkin—which made her noticeable on her own, even without her reputation amongst scholars and magic users alike.

      “How in the world did you end up here?” Madris asked.

      “Well, the university believes I am taking a research year in Irithdru, so anything you can do to help maintain that lie would be very much appreciated,” Trystan muttered.

      “Of course! I would never reveal anything going on here. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’m glad we agree on that.”

      The room went silent for a moment before Joyanna’s curiosity got the better of her.

      “What the fuck just happened? Madris, you know this woman?”

      “I know of her,” Madris clarified.

      “My name is Trystan Tivalde, and I’m an arcane professor at Prelarry’s. It’s not unusual for those interested in the arcane to have read my work,” Trystan said flippantly.

      “I thought you were a strategist,” Joyanna said.

      Trystan arched an eyebrow in annoyance at Joyanna.

      “I teach several of the fundamental arcane courses, including History and Strategy of Arcana—which is a required course for anyone with aspirations of serving on the council. I’ve spent my entire academic career studying arcane development and its relation to warfare. I’m a documented wartime advisor to the Grand Council. I’ve acted as a protector and guard for some of the most important figures in Eolis’ history. I’ve also been a military brat for my entire life. Most importantly, though, I am a bitch who will not allow a single soul on this plane to question my legitimacy.” Trystan folded her hands together daintily and stared Joyanna down like a hawk. “If you have any more questions about my qualifications, we can speak privately about them over a drink. Unless you’re satisfied?”

      Madris tensed. She hadn’t expected her friends to start causing problems so soon, and the last thing they all needed was to burn this alliance by pissing off one of the smartest people on the continent.

      Joyanna leaned back in her chair, folded her massive arms over her chest, and smiled wryly.

      “Oh, I’m satisfied.”

      Trystan narrowed her eyes suspiciously and cleared her throat, clearly unamused by Joyanna’s antics.

      “Anyway,” she muttered, opening one of the files before her to remove a small stack of blank paper. “Onas, please get me a pen, will you? Now, what information do you have for us? Be as detailed and specific as possible. No tangents, I don’t have time.”

      “I’m from Eldryss,” Ilde said. Madris could tell from the tone of her voice that she was growing increasingly tired of telling this story. “I lived through the plague. I watched it happen. We want to stop whatever is causing it.”

      “I—we have been doing our own research to determine who might be responsible,” Madris said.

      “Who, not what? Why do you say that?” Trystan asked, turning her attention to Madris. “You don’t think this is a naturally occurring phenomenon?”

      “I think that’s highly unlikely, considering how targeted they are. If it were naturally occurring, it would have decimated the entire continent as it traveled over land. It just appears on the horizon and travels without consequence until it reaches its destination. It has no identifiable weather pattern. Never mind that the council wouldn’t cover up a natural disaster, nor would the Order kill for one.”

      Trystan smiled, her eyes bright with newly discovered camaraderie, and Madris felt that same excited feeling bubble up in her chest again.

      “I’m inclined to agree with you. Do you have theories about what caused it? I’ve done some research myself with the limited resources I have here, and I don’t think there are any other instances of this happening in the modern era. There are recordings of plagues occurring before the Age of Development, but most scholars believe these were naturally occurring instances of disease that people interpreted as divine intervention.”

      “I don’t think this is divine at all. Not directly, at least,” Madris said.

      “Not directly?” Trystan asked. “Explain what you mean.”

      “The gods aren’t arcane. They grant arcane abilities, sure. But their power is divine. It leaves no trace. We know this because we have recorded instances of true divine intervention.”

      “Your logic isn’t clear.”

      “It is,” Madris insisted. “We’ve been to Eldryss, and there were remnants of arcane power there, which means this is someone with either innate or granted abilities, not direct divine intervention. That doesn’t mean the gods aren’t involved, it just means they’re having someone do their dirty work.”

      Trystan’s eyes grew wide.

      “You went to Eldryss?” she asked. “The researchers at Prelarry’s were forbidden to go by the council. They feared it would be dangerous—that the plague might linger in the area and affect anyone who visited.”

      “And you believed them?” Ilde asked. “Seems to me they’re doing a lot of lying lately.”

      “Yes, but this was years before anyone noticed they were hiding something. As a professor at Prelarry’s, my pension is funded by the council. If I ignored their mandate and went on my own, I would have risked my job.”

      “The way you are now?” Joyanna asked sarcastically.

      “Things are a little more dire now, I think,” Trystan said sternly.

      “I identified the types of magic myself,” Madris said.

      “Types? As in more than one?”

      “Yes. Conjuration and… revision…” She said the last part quietly, as if uttering the word would get her in trouble.

      Trystan went completely still and stared at Madris hard. Madris didn’t just feel like she was being investigated; she felt like she was being examined. Like she had been cut open and all of her secrets had been pulled from her body.

      “You’re sure it’s revision?” Trystan asked carefully.

      Stupid stupid stupid stupid, Madris thought. She couldn’t glance around the room. Couldn’t avert her eyes. Couldn’t lie and take it back. Not in front of Trystan, who was studying her like a hawk. Not in front of her friends, who would question why she’d lied and reveal the truth anyway.

      Ilde’s and Joyanna’s knowledge of the arcane was almost less than zero. It had been easy to tell the truth in front of them because they wouldn’t have put the puzzle pieces together. But in her excitement at speaking with one of the greatest minds in Eolis, Madris had forgotten to cover her tracks.

      She could take it back, but it would require her to use the very magic she had just stupidly revealed. Her fingers twitched beneath the table, growing cold at the tips as her mind whispered, Do it, just this once. Wipe the slate clean. Start anew.

      “Madris. You’re sure?” Trystan repeated.

      Madris clenched her fists beneath the table and willed the urge away.

      “Y-yes,” she answered quietly. Trystan held her gaze steadily and arched a perfect brow in question.

      Madris shook her head ever so slightly, praying that Trystan alone was the only one who saw.

      Please don’t tell them, she thought desperately. Tried to convey her words with a single look.

      Madris hadn’t lied when she’d told Ilde that revision was forbidden. Illegal. Taboo. It was a horrible magic that had been twisted into a tool for people with dark intentions. They didn’t teach it. They had removed all records of it from the public so that no one could learn it. Unless they had been granted it divinely, of course…

      So the only way someone would be able to identify it was if they already knew it. As much as she despised it, as much as it had taken from her… she knew it very well.

      Trystan’s stare grew cold, and the ice returned to Madris’ fingertips—beckoning once again. Begging to be used. She dug her nails into her palms until the pain chased away the chill.

      “Hmmm,” Trystan said finally, tearing her gaze away from Madris. Madris breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Our research mostly consisted of us trying to narrow down which cults and religious groups might be capable of that magic. Then we planned to narrow that list down to which ones were located near both Eldryss and Nedale—but now that we know people have been disappearing all over the continent, it might make things more difficult,” Madris said, quieter than before. Her zeal was gone. Now, all she wanted to do was run and hide.

      Trystan paused and began scribbling notes down messily on the paper in front of her. She dripped ink onto the table and wiped it haphazardly with her hand before continuing.

      “I think that belief is unfounded. The idea that a group could only operate in a set location is silly. These people could be moving around.”

      “But someone would have noticed, wouldn’t they?”

      “Not if they’re hiding in plain view,” Ilde interjected. “You’ve all said that you think the council sects and possibly the Grand Council itself are hiding things. They could be harboring these people. Letting them into the cities and giving them somewhere to lay low while they wreak havoc.”

      “That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out,” Trystan said. “I think you’re right. We’ve been trying to intercept correspondences between council members at all levels and catch them in their lies, but it’s difficult. The people working with us are noble and brave but untrained. We have no ins. No inside spies. We’re buying information from the lowest levels, hoping it pays off. It’s just not working.”

      “We were close a couple of months ago,” Ibaud said. “We sent allies east to Hapool to intercept a message from two council members who we think are complicit in this, but they never returned.”

      Madris’ heart sank deep into her stomach. She looked to Ilde and Joyanna, who looked at each other and then back to her.

      “Oh gods,” Madris whispered. She felt sick.

      “Is everything alright?” Onas asked.

      “We-we—” she couldn’t get the words out. A sob bubbled up in her chest, and she covered her mouth to keep from crying out.

      “Joyanna and I… we were tasked with carrying a package from Isonwood to Hapool by Constable Arais. We were followed and attacked when we entered the city…” Ilde said solemnly. “We had no idea… they wouldn’t tell us anything about what they wanted.”

      “We’re mercenaries by trade,” Joyanna said quickly. “We work directly with the city more often than not. If we had fucked up the job, we would have jeopardized our chances at more work. We⁠—”

      “You killed them,” Trystan said quietly. She took her glasses off and rubbed anxiously at her eyes.

      “We’re so sorry,” Ilde whispered desperately. “Let us make it up to you. Please. How can we help? We have common goals.”

      Madris felt the room swim as panic began to set in. She felt like she had that night, months ago, when it had first happened—only worse, somehow. Killing them had been hard enough. Knowing that they had been good people—no, not just good people, but people like her and Ilde and Joyanna. People who wanted to save Eolis. That was crushing. Until Madris had met Ilde, she had never hurt a fly. It was too much.

      She had squeezed her eyes shut, but when she felt someone grab her by the arms, she opened them again and found Ilde kneeling beside her.

      “Madris, breathe.”

      Trystan pushed her chair back from the table and stepped around until she was next to them both.

      “Excuse me, if you will,” she said to Ilde, who eyed her suspiciously before stepping aside. “Madris? Look at me.”

      Madris felt another sob bubble up in her tight chest, and this time, it escaped. She covered her mouth with a shaking hand and felt the tears streaming down her cheeks. She couldn’t hold it together. Didn’t want to, either. She wanted to grieve for the man whose life she had personally ended.

      “Look at me,” Trystan commanded again. Madris stared at her with wide eyes and tried to keep herself in one piece. “I’m going to cast a spell. Don’t resist this, okay?”

      Trystan gently took Madris by the chin and forced her to look directly into her eyes. She laid an unfaltering hand on Madris’ chest and whispered a single word of Akran.

      “Safilf.”

      Through her tears, Madris saw the flash of blue arcane energy from beneath Trystan’s palm and immediately felt a pressure in her chest. She wanted to panic, wanted to force that pressure out. She dug her nails into the armrests of the chair she was sitting in and inhaled sharply. She felt the pressure fizzle out and the panic replace it. Trystan shook her head.

      “Breathe, Madris. Let it help. Safilf.”

      That same blue energy erupted from Trystan’s hand, and this time, Madris gave herself over to the pressure—let it build to a quick crescendo and then melt over her body like warm water from a bath. It trickled to her extremities, washed away the fear and grief, cleared her mind, and soothed her soul. Her breathing evened out, and her heart quit its rapid beating. With a warm body and a light chest, she wiped the tears from her cheeks and eyes, allowing her vision to clear.

      She had never been on the receiving end of a spell. It felt odd. Familiar, yet bizarre—like trying to read words in a mirror.

      “We have more to discuss,” Trystan said. “Try to hold yourself together, for all of our sakes, okay?”

      Madris nodded.

      “Thank you,” she said fervently.

      Trystan stood and stepped back toward her seat at the head of the table.

      “There are two things I think we should focus on next, with your help,” she said as she took her seat again. “First, if you’re all comfortable with it, I’d like to harness Madris’ skills and determine if Nedale befell the same fate as Eldryss.”

      “I can do that,” Madris said.

      “Good. Second, since some of you seem to have a rapport with the council sects in the eastern part of the continent, I think we should try to use that to our advantage and find some information that will tell us who is responsible for this mess.”

      “You mean like try to intercept something again?” Ilde asked.

      “No, I think we need to find a way in.”

      The table fell silent as they mulled over the possibility of espionage against the council. It would be dangerous. If they did it wrong, it could unravel everything the Verity had worked for.

      “I could… probably help with that,” Orvyc said slowly, speaking up for the first time since they had arrived. “You could say I have a background in espionage.”

      Madris could tell that he was incredibly uncertain and nervous. She had a brief thought to try and mimic the calming spell Trystan had just used on her, but with no studying or training, she was more likely to hurt Orvyc than she was to help.

      “Are you a thief?” Trystan asked. “No judgment here, truly. I just want to know what we’re working with.”

      Orvyc looked at the rest of the group and sighed a heavy sigh.

      “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Alester murmured. Madris barely picked up his words.

      “No, no. It’s okay… I hope…” Orvyc said. “I was a member of the violet cloaks for the King of Odura. For someone with your background in warfare and history, I’m sure that means more to you than it does to anyone else.”

      Trystan didn’t even try to stifle her surprise.

      “Okay then.” A smile crept across her features. “We have a spy, and we have an arcanist. Now, all we need is luck.”
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      Joyanna felt a little uneasy as she drove their trusty cart and tired horses away from the quarry with only two people tucked safely into the back.

      The last few days had been busy as they prepared for the next leg of their quest, but her mind still found time to drift back to darker thoughts—the tree, the pain, and deep, black nothingness. Her newfound fear of finality loomed in the back of her mind. She felt safe in the quarry, surrounded by people who were all on her side, but there was still danger on the horizon.

      The living conditions made for an interesting time, at least.

      What made them even better was that Joyanna’s tent was right next to Trystan’s.

      Joyanna had been pleasantly surprised to find her on the other side of her tent’s curtain two days after their conversation in the conference room.

      “Are you busy?” she asked curtly, all business and brains.

      “Depends on who’s asking,” Joyanna replied, even though she could easily identify Trystan’s husky voice.

      “You’re very irritating,” Trystan said, brushing past the tent’s entrance and letting herself into the makeshift space.

      “Among other things…”

      Trystan leveled a cold glare at Joyanna, and Joyanna grinned in response.

      “Did you need something from me?”

      “If I were to travel with you to Nedale, can you guarantee my safe return?”

      “I can’t even guarantee my own safe return, so no,” Joyanna said matter-of-factly. “But I can guarantee that I’ll do my best.”

      “How do I know that your best is good enough?”

      “You’re from Isonwood, aren’t you?”

      “You already know that.”

      “Yeah, I do.” Joyanna picked up her sword and swung it lazily over one shoulder. “So you should know who I am if you pay attention to anything other than books and magic.”

      Trystan scowled deeply.

      “I pay attention to what matters,” she said.

      “You’re paying attention to the greatest mercenary in the east as we speak. And this—” she swung her greatsword in one quick motion, startling Trystan into taking a step back. “—Is Brightblade.”

      Recognition dawned in Trystan’s eyes, and Joyanna relished it.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Trystan muttered.

      “Liar,” Joyanna said with a grin. “Don’t be a spoilsport. It’s okay. You can admit that you know my name. I’ve worked hard for my reputation the same way you have.”

      “They’re hardly the same.”

      “You’re right. One is much harder than the other.”

      Joyanna was just toying with her now. Seeing her flustered was more entertaining than she cared to admit, and it didn’t hurt that Trystan was rather pretty, either.

      Trystan rolled her eyes and made to leave the tent.

      “Never mind, I’m not interested in spending an extended amount of time in your company.” She fluttered her hand behind her as she left, waving Joyanna and her shenanigans off.

      “I’ll make sure that the cart is nice and comfy for you!” Joyanna called after her.

      And she had… for the most part. Trystan was sitting crosslegged on a couple of folded-up bedrolls across from Madris, swaying gently in time with the horses as they moved down the dirt road and back toward Entogow. Joyanna felt like she had left one of her limbs behind, though. She twisted around on the driver’s bench and saw Ilde, Orvyc, and Alester waving from between the boulders that marked the edge of the quarry’s illusion.

      It had been a long time since she had done anything without Ilde.

      “I’m glad you decided to tag along, Trystan,” Joyanna said cheerfully, doing her best to keep the teasing tone out of her voice. Trystan gave her the most withering glare she could muster. Joyanna glanced at Madris, saw that she was barely containing a smile, and winked conspiratorially. “Aren’t you glad she’s here, Maddy?”

      “I’m genuinely very glad Trystan is here, but if I tease her like you do, I’ll never get into Prelarry’s,” Madris said, doing her best to look serious.

      “I think if I tease her enough, it’ll soften her up, and she’ll recommend you herself,” Joyanna said.

      “I’ll recommend her if you stop,” Trystan grumbled sarcastically. Madris turned her head to hide her smile and chuckled quietly.

      This is going to be fun, Joyanna thought to herself. She returned her attention to the road ahead and hummed quietly to fill the silence.

      The road to Nedale was a straight shot from Entogow, and it didn’t take long for them to leave the confines of the town and find themselves in the open, sparse woodland once again. The weather was milder here than it was in the northern and eastern parts of the continent. Joyanna wasn’t one to complain about the weather, but she was grateful they weren’t fighting snow or rain. The skies above were still a murky winter gray, but they were mercifully dry—as long as it stayed that way, their trip would be relatively painless.

      Joyanna could only hum so many songs, though, and soon, the silence of their trip began to grate on her. Ilde and Orvyc were usually pretty good at keeping the conversation flowing—even after a month of traveling together, they could still find something to discuss. Now, she was missing their presence greatly.

      “Trystan, what’s the weirdest thing you’ve ever seen?” she asked suddenly.

      “You,” Trystan said without faltering.

      “Oh, come on. You can do better than that. That was the weakest insult I’ve ever heard.” Joyanna could feel Trystan’s glare burrowing into the back of her skull, and she couldn’t help but grin.

      “Are you going to pester me every time you get bored during this trip? Because I will get out of this cart and walk back to Entogow.”

      “That was a genuine question, love. I’m just trying to make conversation so we don’t sit in silence for the next four days.”

      “Don’t call me love,” Trystan said dryly.

      “See? Even when I’m trying to be nice, you’re mean!”

      Madris let out a long, pained groan.

      “I can’t sit through four days of this. Please,” she cried. “Joyanna, it was funny before, but your incessant bickering is giving me a headache.”

      “I’m trying to be nice!”

      “Try harder,” Trystan said.

      “It was a question!” Joyanna shouted shrilly, sending several birds scattering from the boughs of the trees around them.

      “Will both of you just fucking stop?” Madris shouted over the noise of the bickering.

      Joyanna whipped her head around and stared at Madris, completely shocked for a moment before uncontrollable laughter took over. She doubled over in her seat and clutched her stomach as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “What’s so funny?” Trystan asked, already defensive because she assumed Joyanna was teasing her again.

      “You don’t—you don’t understand—” Joyanna tried to get ahold of herself and failed. She erupted into another fit of laughter when Madris crossed her arms over her chest and began to pout angrily.

      “She’s making fun of me now,” Madris muttered to Trystan.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve been traveling with this woman for months now, and she is the sweetest little flower I’ve ever met. That’s the first time I’ve ever heard her swear!”

      “It’s not my fault you bring out the worst in me.”

      “Madris, I bring out the best in everyone,” Joyanna said matter-of-factly. “Strangest thing. Go.”

      There was silence from the cart as everyone considered their answer.

      “I once saw four sheep… um… humping in a train,” Madris said shyly.

      “And you watched them?” Joyanna asked.

      “No! I said I saw them!”

      Joyanna turned around and raised her brows at Madris teasingly, and the poor girl rolled her eyes and tried to fight off the blush that colored her cheeks and nose.

      “Trystan, your turn.”

      “I took an experimental drug in a research lab and saw into the well of the Terrain’s augur,” she said. “I’ve never felt so small in my entire life.”

      “Well, that just makes my sheep seem silly,” Madris said.

      “Did you have a hangover?” Joyanna asked.

      “I spent four days seeing double and vomiting bright pink bile.”

      “Why pink?”

      “No clue.”

      “What’s the strangest thing you’ve ever seen?” Madris asked.

      Joyanna reached back and patted the hilt of Brightblade lovingly.

      “I left home as a teenager and set out to sort of make my own way in the world. I ended up in Aenasti, and while I was there, I found a lake in the middle of some ruins. Long story short, I fell into the lake, got dragged down to the bottom, was interrogated by some hideous snake, and then it just… gave me the sword.”

      “A snake just… gave you a sword?” Madris asked incredulously.

      “It was a big one,” Joyanna insisted.

      “That sword could be a divine gift,” Trystan said. “You may be blessed by the gods—maybe Wariah, since you found it in water. That’s incredible.”

      “I don’t follow any faith. Never have.”

      “Is it enchanted in any way?”

      “I don’t think so,” Joyanna asked. “It doesn’t give me any extra boons. I learned how to fight with it, but it’s never saved me on its own. All the work is my own.”

      “Hmm… would you mind if I took a look at it? I don’t get my hands on divine things very often.”

      “You can look at it when we stop if you’d like. I can’t easily take it off while I drive.”

      “You can if I help you,” Trystan said. Joyanna felt her stand up in the back of the cart and begin taking cautious steps toward the driver’s seat.

      “If you fall off, I’m leaving you behind,” she said, unable to help herself.

      “If I fall off, I’ll take you down with me.”

      Joyanna used her body weight to wiggle the cart, and Trystan stumbled forward, catching herself on Joyanna’s shoulders.

      “If I didn’t want that sword so badly, I’d push you off,” She growled, digging her nails into Joyanna’s shoulders.

      Trystan nimbly helped Joyanna slip the scabbard straps off her shoulders one arm at a time and pulled it free from her back while Joyanna kept control of the cart.

      “It’s heavier than I thought it would be,” she said absentmindedly as she took her seat once more. “Madris, when you identified the magics in Eldryss, did you use a ritual?”

      “Yes,” Madris said quickly. Joyanna didn’t need to see her face to know she was excited; any opportunity to talk about magic was exciting for Madris.

      “There is a spell that will reveal similar information if you are strong enough to cast it. How versed are you with divination?”

      “Not very. I haven’t practiced it much…”

      “Rituals are hard to master for most arcanists because they’re technically a combination of conjuration and divination. Divination will be easy if you’re versed enough in conjuration to cast a ritual. The Akran for divination is a bit harder to pronounce because divination is the oldest magic, and the Akran is in its original form, but I can show you. Here, come sit across from me.”

      Joyanna felt the cart rock as Madris eagerly scooted closer to Trystan, their voices trailing off into a quiet arcane lesson that Joyanna had no hope of understanding.

      She smiled and let the cart continue to roll down the road toward Nedale.
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        * * *

      

      Madris desperately wished she had a notebook and pen to write down everything Trystan had taught her. It was swirling around in her brain even now as they tried to bed down for the night. Trystan had given her a crash course on the way augur appeared under each basic circumstance—such as different types of arcana, as well as elements in nature—and explained that the combination of divination and conjuration, as well as the use of runes, made rituals both difficult and limited. It had taken Madris two tries to cast the spell, and Trystan had complimented her on her skill and keen mind, which sent Madris over the moon with joy.

      “Joyanna, do you have a pen and paper?” she whispered. Trystan was already lying down on her bedroll, and Madris didn’t want to disturb her.

      “No. Why don’t you ask the professor?” Joyanna said loudly.

      “Ask the professor what?” Trystan muttered. She stretched her arms up above her head and let out a groan.

      “For a pen and some paper…” Madris said sheepishly.

      Trystan sat up and rummaged around in the bag she had packed before producing a small field notebook and a pen.

      “You can keep it. I have two others in here, and I can’t imagine I’ll fill them up over the course of four days.”

      “Thank you.” Madris took them gratefully and moved back to her own bedroll.

      “I’m going to go to sleep,” Joyanna said. “Can you take first watch?”

      “Of course. I’ll just be writing notes, so I have no problem staying up.”

      “Don’t get too distracted,” she warned.

      “I won’t.” Madris tapped her pointed ear gently. “I’m a good listener.”

      Joyanna chuckled quietly and then laid down. Within minutes, Madris could hear her snoring.

      She went back to writing her notes and started to lose herself in the information as she recalled it. She would have killed to be in a library at that very moment so she could do her own research.

      Madris paused as she remembered being in the library with Ilde months ago. Things had seemed fairly simple then, even though the reason for their research had been grim. She had planned to help Ilde figure out the source of her problems and then let her go on her merry way to slay her demons. She would have used the information to write a research paper including her theories on the combination of magics used, Ilde would have her revenge, and then they would have likely never spoken again since Madris had originally had every intention of becoming a student and spending the rest of her days in pursuit of knowledge.

      There was no time for sword-wielding women while she was learning.

      But now she couldn’t imagine not seeing Ilde or Joyanna every day. She wasn’t attached to being on the road; she was attached to them. Hells, it wasn’t just them. It was everyone. The thought of seeing Alester and Orvyc leave when everything was finished made her chest ache. The ordeal she had gotten herself into was scary and dangerous and hard, but she didn’t want to lose her friends. Didn’t want to lose this adventure, the conversations, the drinking, the teasing.

      It would leave a large wound when all of it was gone.

      She heard the rustling of grass and her head snapped up, the reverie she had been lost in disappearing altogether. It was only Trystan, though—she had pushed herself halfway up off the ground and paused when she startled Madris. She slowly stood up all the way and stepped quietly over to where Madris was sitting.

      “I’m sorry for startling you. I was trying not to wake Joyanna. I didn’t realize you hadn’t seen me move.”

      “It’s fine,” Madris said. She closed her notebook and gave Trystan her full attention.

      “Do your friends believe you’re a sorcerer?” she asked.

      “They think I am an aspiring arcanist,” Madris answered. “I told them I was born with abilities and learned the rest.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Yes, that part wasn’t a lie.” They were whispering so as not to wake Joyanna, but Madris’ anxiety was so bad that Trystan could have been screaming.

      “What was your birth affinity?”

      “Transmutation.” Her natural affinity for transmutation was why she had been working on combining it with conjuration for the last few months. Though she had never had any formal training, it had always come easily to her.

      “How did you learn revision?” Trystan murmured seriously. “I know you’re aware of the consequences of that.”

      “It’s… difficult to explain,” she said quietly.

      “I’m sure I can keep up⁠—”

      “No, I mean it’s… I don’t like to talk about it. It was a long time ago.”

      “As someone in the field of arcane academia and an advisor to the council, I’m obligated to report you or risk losing my job. You’re currently fighting for the right side of things, so I’m willing to overlook it if you give me a good reason. But if you tell me nothing, I will not continue to lie for you.”

      Trystan was deadly serious. Her tone suggested professionalism and practicality, but Madris could see in her eyes that she was worried for her job and likely worried for her safety. Historically, the people who used revision usually used it for the wrong reasons, and Trystan was undoubtedly expecting the worst.

      Madris looked to make sure Joyanna was still sleeping and watched her lumpy form rise and fall slowly underneath the blanket of her bedroll, just to make sure.

      “When I was young… really young… My family had some friends from a grain farm who lived nearby. My family raises sheep just outside the city. I have a lot of older siblings, and they had been friends with the kids who lived in that home for years. There were a couple of kids who were close to my age, so I just kind of got stuck with them. Friends by association. We’re all elves, and it can be hard to make friends who live as long as us, you know? So it was encouraged. They didn’t like me, though. They were relentlessly mean, but I never told my parents because I didn’t want to complicate the relationship between our families, so my parents would tell me to go play and I would just suffer through the torture.

      “One day, I was outside with those kids, and they found one of the lambs that had just been born. They told me I had to do what they said, or they’d kill the lamb. I was maybe five or six years old at the most. I couldn’t fight them off, I couldn’t go get my parents, I couldn’t do anything. They held me down in the grass and pulled out a book.

      “I don’t know where they got it from or how it fell into their hands, but the thing was so ancient it was practically falling apart. Now that I’m older, I suspect it was one of the older siblings in that family who had been messing around with things they shouldn’t have been. I’m not sure if you’ve ever taken a patron, but each one is different. They made me read from the book and then tortured the lamb until I sliced my palm with a rock. I had no idea which patron I swore an oath to until years later when I could do my own research.”

      “Which patron is it?” Trystan asked.

      “Rholdir,” she whispered. “The Fatesower.”

      “Revision is necromancy, though. Why would Rholdir have anything to do with life or death?”

      “Revision isn’t necromancy. Any cleric can bring back the dead if they’re strong enough. Revision alters things. You’re taking the fabric of someone’s being and altering it… taking out a stitch, braiding something differently, or cutting it off completely.”

      Trystan stared at her—looked through her like she was looking back at that little girl who had been tortured into taking a patron.

      “Do you use it?” she asked.

      Madris knew she couldn’t lie.

      “I do.”

      She hadn’t for so long… she had tried so hard to ignore Rholdir’s incessant whispers and encouragement. Eventually, his whispers had stopped, but the lingering feeling of need remained. She needed to use those gifts.

      She tried to stay out of situations where she might need them just to avoid the temptation. But then she’d met Ilde. And they had been attacked in Hapool. Madris had called on that power despite knowing what it did—pulled it down from the heavens, felt that sick chill in her fingers, and cut the threads of that man’s being. She had cried that night because she had taken a life. But when Ilde had gone to sleep, she’d wept for the lack of control. Wept for falling off the wagon. Wept because it had felt good, and she didn’t want it.

      And she had used it too often since then—the allure of changing fate was too strong to be ignored. She had called it to her when she was in danger, but sometimes, she had called it just to hold it in her hand. To grasp that mote of possibility and cradle it, caress it like something she cared for. Something she loved.

      Killing the tree had felt euphoric. But she had held back at the last second.

      She could have completely wiped it from existence, but she felt that tether to Rholdir tugging, and she was afraid that if she gave in, she wouldn’t come back.

      Because Rholdir’s gifts were addictive, it was all too easy to fall into a pattern of altering the world around her to fit her whims. She had done it as a child, foolishly thinking her good intentions would make it all worth it, but it had nearly driven her mad.

      This was a fear beyond tears. A fear beyond begging for help.

      She was hopeless. Empty. She knew she would lose herself to the power if she kept going. Snuff out her own light. But Madris knew with certainty that she would do it again, and again, and again.

      “Well,” Trystan said solemnly. “Use it to help us end this.”

      “I already am,” she said. And it would probably be the last thing she’d do.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna woke up to the bright sunlight of mid-morning. She bolted into an upright position and frantically scanned their small camp, worried that she was either alone or waking up to a massacre.

      Instead, she found Madris and Trystan tiredly picking at some of their rations.

      “Did Trystan take second watch?” she asked, confused.

      “No. We both stayed up,” Madris said.

      “You idiots. Now you’re just going to fall asleep in the back of the cart, and I’m going to be bored to tears,” she grumbled.

      “I’ll stay awake and keep you company, I promise,” Madris said.

      “I won’t. I’m going to sleep all day so I don’t have to listen to your obnoxious sense of humor.” Trystan smirked.

      “Oh good, we’re starting early,” Joyanna said gleefully. “Another glorious day full of bickering.”

      Trystan huffed, shoved herself off the ground, and began packing her bedroll and bag. Madris was moving a little slower than usual, though, and Joyanna had spent enough time with her to know that something was bothering her.

      “Maddy, you okay?”

      Madris looked up and nodded. “Yes. Just tired.”

      Joyanna eyed her suspiciously but chose not to pry since Madris clearly didn’t want to discuss it. She walked over and helped Madris off the ground, pulled her into a quick hug, and then let her go.

      “Let’s hurry up and get on the road. I’d like to make it to Nedale before nightfall.”

      Much like the first, the second day of their trip went relatively smoothly—bickering aside. They passed through a couple more small towns—not as prosperous as Entogow was, but still whole and bustling with locals going about their business. They stopped to buy some fresh food that they could eat on the road.

      As they traveled, they reached a wide river spanned by a bridge and lined with farmland that fed the rest of the continent. Their cart wheels clattered against the cobblestone beneath them as they traveled over it, and Joyanna stared down into the water, watching as fish leaped out to catch the insects that landed on the surface. A bird landed on the water and began to dive to catch the fish. Then, a massive serpent-like creature rose from the murky water in the blink of an eye and snatched the bird whole.

      “Whoa, did you see how big that thing was?” she shouted.

      “I don’t think I’ll be swimming in that river, thank you very much,” Trystan muttered. “It’s hard to cast spells when your mouth is full of water.”

      “How does a woman like you end up roughing it in eastern Eolis?” Joyanna asked as they continued over the bridge. “You don’t seem like the camping type.”

      “Onas and I have worked closely before as advisors to the Grand Council. The last time we had spoken was years ago, though, when the King of Odura requested aid to assist in shutting down the rebellion.”

      “That prick had the audacity to ask Eolis for aid?” Joyanna asked.

      “He did indeed. The man is both cruel and foolish. I can’t fathom why he thought we would help—or anyone else, for that matter. The only thing his request did was unite the other continents against him. From what I heard, the Marrow Prince even killed the king’s emissaries before they could leave the Bone Isles.”

      “Why were the two of you both present when that request was made?” Madris asked.

      “Any sort of military request is handled by the Mightkeeper, and the Mightkeeper is always backed by wartime advisors on any decision. I deal with the arcane side of things, and Onas was there to represent the Order. We both shared a similarly hateful opinion of the Oduran King then, so I can only assume he remembered my distaste and believed I would share his opinions on this situation as well.”

      “Do you?” Joyanna asked.

      “I don’t have a strong opinion one way or the other yet—we don’t know enough about what is going on. Do I have a healthy mistrust of people in power and a deep concern for the religious refugees who have been displaced by these plagues? Absolutely.”

      Trystan’s words were stern and commanding. She was an incredibly formidable woman. Joyanna was used to being intimidating in a classical sense—strong, tall, and skilled with a blade—but she wondered what it might be like to walk in Trystan’s shoes. To be intimidating through her words, her mind, her confidence.

      Did Trystan ever worry about death the way Joyanna did now?

      Crossing over the bridge was like crossing into a different world.

      They had barely traveled a mile past the bridge when the first temple popped up. Then another. And another. Not temples built in the confines of a town, more like a city built entirely from monasteries. They each had their own holy grounds—some were full of vegetable gardens and livestock, others full of beautifully cultivated flowers, and more still were full of tents where the devout could stay and be close to their god. All of them vied for space, some larger than others, and one seemed to melt into the next—sharing walls or trees or dorms between them.

      People traveled the roads here as well, but there was a clear distinction between the people passing through and the people who called the area home. The locals were draped in robes and tunics and carried themselves with an air of divinity about them—like people content with the lot they had been given in life, with full faith in the being who had granted it.

      “What is this place?” Joyanna asked, awestruck by her surroundings.

      “The Valley of the Veil,” Trystan said. “We’ve technically been in the valley all along, but most of the temples and monasteries are built between the forks in the river.”

      “Ilde was reading a book on this valley a few days ago. She told me some interesting things,” Madris said. “I’ve never really studied it, but I know the university in Nedale was heavily involved in researching the divine phenomenon here.”

      “It’s a shame that their research won’t continue. So much of the information we have about the Pantheon came out of Nedale’s research. To see it go is truly a heavy loss.”

      “I’m sure you can take up the cause,” Joyanna said.

      “I don’t study the divine outside of how they contribute to arcana. Besides, even if I completely turned my studies around today, the contributions I could provide in my lifetime would never compare,” Trystan said.

      “They call it the Valley of the Veil because the gods are stronger here, right?” Joyanna asked.

      “No, the connection is stronger here,” Madris corrected.

      “So I could walk into any of these temples and the gods would bless me with something?”

      “I doubt it. At least, not any god who would be worth receiving a blessing from,” Trystan said. “The veil makes connections stronger. It’s easier to commune with gods and patrons here. Easier to pull from your magic here. I would wager that it’s easier to form a connection here, too, because there are so many willing acolytes to help you along that path—though that isn’t because of the veil. It’s more societal.”

      “See, I’m not interested in doing the work. I just want the reward,” Joyanna said.

      “Nothing worth having was ever given freely,” Trystan said.

      “Oh, I know.” Joyanna took the reins in one hand and flexed her free arm brazenly. “These weren’t easy, but damn were they worth it.”

      Madris made a noise of disgust, and when Joyanna twisted around to grin at her, she caught a small smile on Trystan’s lips. Trystan quickly frowned to cover it up and rolled her eyes.

      “I saw that,” Joyanna said with a wink.

      “You saw nothing,” she spat.

      “I can’t believe it only took two days for you to fall in love with me.”

      “Bold of you to think I wasn’t laughing in pity at your sad excuse for an arm.”

      “Ouch. Gods, that was cruel!” Joyanna wailed so loudly that her voice cracked, which sent Madris and Trystan into a fit of laughter.

      They rode on as the sun sank beneath the horizon, casting the valley in a blue-gray haze. The closer they got to Nedale, though, the quieter the area became. People began to thin out. The temple grounds were quieter… more still. Fewer lights adorned the windows, and fewer people tended the gardens.

      Soon, the temples became empty shells that had been recently discarded. Doors and windows were shuttered and boarded up to protect from thieves. The gardens were just barely beginning to overgrow their confines. These weren’t long abandoned, ancient places of worship but modern monasteries that people had fled in a hurry.

      “I bet they were nervous,” Joyanna said. “If thousands of my neighbors disappeared overnight, I would leave, too.”

      “We should stop. I don’t want to go while it’s dark,” Madris said quietly.

      “I agree,” Trystan said. “I’m not particularly afraid of ghosts, but I don’t necessarily want to subject myself to thousands of them.”

      “There’s nothing left of them…” Madris said solemnly.

      Joyanna felt a chill run up her spine at Madris’ words. What was it like to disappear? To cease existing? Not just die, but fall apart and crumble to ash?

      She hoped she never found out.
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        * * *

      

      Madris shivered in the early morning chill that permeated the stone around her. They had found a temple that wasn’t boarded up and opted to stay inside rather than camp under the stars. It was completely abandoned, though, and it felt odd to sleep under its roof without having been invited. It was a small temple with an altar for a lesser-known deity that Madris couldn’t identify. They had taken everything of importance but left the altar and its offerings behind. The smattering of coins and trinkets had collected a fine layer of dust. The three of them didn’t dare take anything from it.

      Joyanna had let Madris sleep through the night. She felt refreshed after staying up the night before, but a part of her resented the rest. Her fingers itched to pull that power down. The part of her mind that was already too far gone wondered what it would feel like to tempt fate in this valley. Would it feel better? Would she be stronger? She had anticipated hearing Rholdir’s whispers in her head again, but he had been silent so far. Could she call him to her? Draw his attention?

      In her youth, when she had let the power get too out of control, she had always felt him with her. Felt the touch of fate and the cold kiss of divine eyes. Not cold like ice, but cold like water—refreshing, sustaining, vital.

      Rholdir was not an evil deity, as far as she knew. Everything she had ever learned about him insisted that he was neutral. He rewarded his followers for strengthening their gifts regardless of whether they used them for good or evil. As a child, she had used her power to fix things, change things, make them better. And he had responded in kind by encouraging her wanton whims and excessive displays, feeding her more and more power until she was so full of it that she nearly lost herself.

      “You can’t keep doing this,” she whispered to herself.

      You can’t keep doing this to me, she thought.

      Rholdir said nothing. Did nothing. And it brought her nothing but fear.

      A dark, dreary day met them when they stepped out of the temple. As they traveled the short remaining distance to Nedale, the clouds grew darker and blotted out the sun completely. The abandoned temples began to thin, and the landscape shifted back to small farms and fields interspersed with trees. They crested a small hill and saw the walls of Nedale in the distance—tall and dark and looming over the land. Once, they would have been a sign of refuge. Somewhere safe, with walls to keep out the worst of the world and taverns to rest your head in.

      Those things were still there, but they were tainted now. The safety had left when the life had.

      There wasn’t a soul on the road. No animals in the overgrown grass that brushed the sides of the cart as they passed through. No birds in the sky. In the distance, a flash of dark purple lightning streaked across the clouds. Several seconds later, thunder rumbled loud and long, accompanied by the quiet, lonely tolling of the clock tower on the other side of Nedale’s walls. Still ticking ever forward even though there was no one left to hear it.

      As they approached the walls, the horses started to spook. They kicked up dust and threw their heads back with sounds of discomfort and unease before halting their movement altogether and refusing to go any further. Joyanna jumped down to calm them, and Madris and Trystan reluctantly slid out of the cart and followed.

      “Eldryss was… different. It happened so long ago that everything there seemed quiet like the town had just been abandoned. It didn’t feel like this…” Madris said.

      “It feels so heavy,” Trystan murmured.

      Joyanna drew her blade slowly, and the sound of steel sliding free almost echoed in the emptiness around them.

      “We need to be careful,” Joyanna said. “We don’t know what was left behind after this plague or what has moved in since then.”

      “We’ll be fine if we stay just inside the wall,” Trystan said, attempting to reassure them all.

      Madris and Joyanna shared a look of discomfort.

      “What is it?” Trystan asked.

      “The last time I did the ritual, we were in the middle of town. The tavern was practically an epicenter.”

      “Do you think that’s necessary here? It only happened a little over a month ago. The residual should be strong.”

      “We’re trying to replicate results,” Madris said. “I don’t think now is the time to experiment with methods.”

      Trystan glanced toward the gate hesitantly. When she looked back at Madris, there was fear in her eyes, but she swallowed it down and nodded in agreement.

      “We should go, then. Let’s try to get this over with and hope it doesn’t rain,” Joyanna said. She started toward the open gate, and Madris and Trystan quickly fell in line behind her—afraid of going in but equally afraid of being left behind.

      It smelled like ash—like the sharp, peppery scent of a fresh burn pile left to smolder in the rain. Madris felt a slight resistance at her feet while she walked, and when she looked down, she realized she had stepped into a pile of the stuff. A few inches deep and intermingled with cloth. No, not cloth. Clothing. And they were everywhere. Hundreds of piles all huddled together as if a mass of people had desperately tried to claw their way out of the city before succumbing to a horrible end.

      Madris gasped sharply and covered her mouth to keep from crying out.

      “Gods…” Trystan whispered. “So many people…”

      Madris’ whole body trembled as she stepped around the pile, shaking the ash off her boot as she went. This was a fresh hell. A new horror to add to the list of horrible things she had seen in the last few months.

      They continued forward for a while, doing their best to step around the ashes, but it took them twice as long to travel as it normally would have, and there were places in the city where the amount of ash was so great that it was impossible to do anything but stumble through it. After two hours of traipsing through the city, they gave up on going around the ash and began to walk freely, their hearts heavy and their boots and pants streaked with gray.

      Madris knew no amount of scrubbing would remove the ash from her mind. Even when her clothes were clean, it would linger.

      Without any signs of life, the city looked grim and derelict. Like Eldryss, they had received no warning of their impending demise. When the people of Nedale had realized they were in danger, they’d tried to flee. There were belongings scattered everywhere and doors left open where people had attempted to leave in a hurry, only to get trapped in a bottleneck at the gates and in narrow streets.

      They heard skittering to their right and nearly leaped out of their skin, only to see a cluster of city rats wrestling over some long-rotten and forgotten food.

      “We’re close to the center of the city,” Trystan whispered. “I remember the Divine Square being right under the clock tower.”

      They pushed forward, keeping the top of the clock tower in sight over the rooftops to guide their way. They rounded a block of buildings and came face to face with what had once been an incredible sight to behold.

      There was a half wall of stained glass around its perimeter, and at its far end, behind the clock tower, sat the Divine Conservatory—Nedale’s prized university. A giant fountain sat in the middle of the square—an open book meant to represent knowledge and piety. The water left standing in its basin was brackish with algae and ash.

      Madris set her bag on the fountain’s ledge and began removing what she needed for the ritual.

      “Do you need help?” Trystan asked.

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      She had carried the same flask of sheep’s blood all the way from Isonwood, and using it again here felt eerily familiar. Trystan and Joyanna stepped back and allowed her to draw the ritual circle over the cobblestone, as well as the runes, since carving them into the stone wasn’t possible.

      Then, she carefully sat in the center and glanced at her companions.

      Joyanna smiled encouragingly, but Trystan’s eyes were wary. Madris knew she was worried about her using any kind of revision.

      “Don’t worry, it’s just a standard ritual spell,” she said reassuringly.

      “If you say so,” Trystan murmured.

      Madris bowed her head and balanced her hands above the runes on the right and left sides of the circle. Then she started whispering the Akran chant that would call the arcane energy to her.

      That power—the draw of knowledge she was pulling from Rholdir—was stronger here. The flow was freer. Where once it would have taken her some effort, perhaps the arcane equivalent of lifting a bag of grain, this ritual took nothing at all—like lifting a finger. Her head swam, and she felt that every breath she took was heavy, as if it were filling her to the brim.

      She continued to whisper the ritual, though the words tumbled out of her mouth without thought as if her tongue were operating on muscle memory alone. As she finished speaking the words, the augur gathered around her and hummed. When she opened her eyes, she could see the magic her ritual had created, like a swampy green mist had settled around her. She clenched her fists and pulled it toward her. The augur swirled and rushed in, bringing the ritual stones with it. When they collided, a deep pulse echoed out from where she sat, forcing the dust and ash away from her body in a wave.

      As she came back to herself—came back to her right mind—the chill of the spell set in and she shivered against it. She took a deep, steadying breath and glanced up at her companions hesitantly before removing the stones from where they had gathered at the circle’s apex.

      There, in the center, was the same odd rune she had seen in Eldryss. That combination of conjuration and revision that made her heart sink.

      “I’ve never seen a rune like that,” Trystan remarked.

      “It’s a combination of runes.” She pointed to the top half, which was curved with three marks to represent the presence of conjuration. “I’m sure you recognize this half as conjuration, but the bottom is revision.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s a thread,” she whispered. “And a blade.”

      The most ancient form of Akran—closer to symbols than actual written language. The runic representation of the cutting of fate.

      “So it’s the same?”

      Madris nodded solemnly.

      “We need to get back as quickly as we can. You and I will need to throw ourselves into figuring out who could possibly be responsible for this,” Trystan said.

      “All history of revision has been removed from public record. How will we narrow it down when we don’t have a list to begin with? Where do we⁠—”

      Joyanna held up a hand to get their attention and then signaled for them to be quiet. Madris’ heart rate spiked, and she joined Joyanna in scanning their surroundings.

      With no sun to illuminate the city, everything bled into a similar shade of gray, making it hard to pick up on movement in the distance. The Divine Square was a wide open space, and the surrounding block was lined with buildings. There could be threats lurking anywhere.

      The three of them shared a look of fear.

      Then, to the south, the sound of gravel crunching against cobblestone underfoot.

      They twisted rapidly to face the oncoming threat. Joyanna held her sword at the ready, and Trystan’s hand glowed blue with the arcane energy of a spell Madris didn’t recognize.

      She quickly summoned her arcane shield in one hand while the other pulled Rholdir’s blessing to her. That dark, murky blue-green energy swirled in her hand and chilled her to the core—so much colder and more intense here in the valley.

      She readied herself to face what was in front of her…

      Then took a heavy crossbow bolt to the back.
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      Ilde stepped through the portal and found herself in her own living room. It was odd being back here after being gone for so long. It almost felt more foreign than being on the road. She longed to sneak into her bedroom and curl up under the covers of her bed. She was tired, but there was still so much left to do.

      Orvyc followed after her, then Alester, and finally Elder Onas, who shut the portal he had created and plunged the house back into darkness.

      “Is this the right place?” Elder Onas asked. “It is more difficult to do when I’ve never seen the location.”

      “Yes, you did perfectly,” Ilde reassured him. “I thought druids could only teleport through trees.”

      “Alester, if you’ve been able to do this all along, and you just let us travel by cart to get to the valley anyway, I swear on the—” Orvyc grumbled.

      “I appreciate that you think I am as powerful as an archdruid, but I can assure you I’m not,” Alester said, cutting him off. “Tell me again why we couldn’t just open a portal into the Constable’s office?”

      “If anyone was in there, we would have immediately been arrested,” Orvyc said. “We need to draw out as many guards as possible so I can sneak in safely.”

      “This plan is insane, and it’s going to get us all killed,” Alester muttered. “I would have much rather gone with Madris and Joyanna.”

      “Have faith in your friends, child. They are more than capable,” Onas said.

      Alester scowled. “Capable of dying, perhaps.”

      “Elder Onas, will you be able to open another portal somewhere else?”

      “There shouldn’t be any issues with that,” he said. “Is your plan for us to end up somewhere else?”

      Ilde glanced at Alester, knowing that he wouldn’t like her answer. She and Trystan had devised a rather chaotic plan, though, and they were both fairly convinced it would be their only opportunity to get things right.

      “Um, well… it’ll probably be the stockade on the other side of the Council District,” she said as calmly as possible.

      “The what?” Alester shouted, earning a chorus of shushes from the others.

      “We have a plan, but it’s probably going to land us in jail.”

      “I don’t want to go to jail,” he hissed.

      “We won’t be there for long. Onas is going to get us out.”

      “Why can’t we just cause a distraction and then leave?”

      “We need to draw the guards to us—preferably make sure they call the guards down from the upper levels of the building, too, so Orvyc is as safe as possible up there.”

      “How are we gonna do that?” Alester asked.

      “We’re going to fuck their night up, that’s how,” she said. She headed to the corner of the living room where she knew a loose floorboard would be, jiggled it free, and pulled a satchel out of the space beneath it.

      “What’s that?” Orvyc asked.

      Ilde reached inside and pulled out a teardrop-shaped vial. Its contents sloshed inside, nearly clear but opalescent, even in the small amount of light present in the house.

      “It’s a vial of invisibility.” She shook it and watched it swirl and dance prettily. “It’s the only one we have, so you’ll have to be quick.”

      “How long does it last?”

      “It lasted about an hour the last time Joyanna took one. It may last a little longer for you since you’re a bit smaller. But I wouldn’t bank on too much extra time.”

      Orvyc took it and gingerly placed it in a pocket in his belt.

      “I’ll take it right before you all walk inside. And once you have most of the guards distracted, I’ll head upstairs,” he murmured.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Alester asked.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve done this more times than I can count,” Orvyc assured him, though Ilde could see the sheen of nervous sweat on his brow.

      “What is your plan, Ilde?” Elder Onas asked.

      Ilde had always been decent with strategy. Granted, when she and Joyanna had planned things, they were usually in support of the law, not against it. As mercenaries working directly with the council, they usually acted as an extension of the council guard. Trying to execute several crimes all bundled up into one was a lot of pressure. She just hoped they could pull it off.

      She leaned in and began to whisper the plan to her companions.
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        * * *

      

      Alester couldn’t help but wonder, as he trekked through several inches of snow toward his inevitable arrest and incarceration, whether Joyanna and Madris had made it safely to Nedale. He thought they were probably having a very quiet, relaxing time—what with their small party size and easy mode of travel, they weren’t in much danger of being noticed or attacked. Especially not when the land they were trekking through was chock full of acolytes and folks looking for a piece of the divine. Those kinds of people didn’t attack harmless women… though neither Joyanna nor Madris was anywhere near harmless, and he suspected Trystan was likely even less harmless than them.

      The four of them shivered in the nighttime chill that permeated the air, and Alester could tell by the rapidly dropping temperatures and clouds on the horizon that it would likely snow again tonight.

      Ilde had insisted that it was typical for the city to reign in their patrols in the winter and that there would be fewer guards on the streets and likely none standing watch outside of buildings. When they reached the public council chambers where Constable Arais’ office was kept, he was shocked to find that she had been right. The doors were firmly shut against the weather, and there were no guards present on the stoop.

      “There will definitely be guards right inside the doors,” she whispered. “We’ll need to draw them away immediately so Orvyc has time to squeeze through.”

      “We’re going to be fine,” Orvyc whispered. “Just stick to the plan.”

      They all stepped up to the doors on silent feet and took a collective deep breath.

      Elder Onas readied a spell between his palms.

      Alester turned around and let Ilde pick him up by the scruff, leaving his child-sized boots dangling a few feet off the ground.

      “Sorry, Alester,” she whispered in his ear. “Try to duck and roll.”

      Alester glanced at his friend and watched as Orvyc unstoppered the cork in the vial Ilde had given him and swallowed its contents down in one gulp. Orvyc saluted the others and then slowly disappeared from sight.

      “Go.”

      The next few seconds happened in such a blur that Alester nearly forgot their entire scheme. The doors to the public council chambers blew open with such immense force that they splintered and separated from their hinges. Two guards were standing just inside, and the same force that blew the door off the hinges also flung them ten feet into the giant antechamber of the building. As the shockwave rolled through the chamber and disrupted what little business was happening so late in the evening, Ilde gathered Alester up like a halfling-sized ball and hurled him into the building.

      He did not, however, duck and roll like Ilde had suggested. He wasn’t even sure how someone could duck and roll gracefully with so little room between them and the floor. No, instead, he tumbled wildly ass over teakettle until he came to a stop in between the two disoriented guards. By the time he got his bearings and his vision stopped spinning, Ilde had drawn her longsword and was approaching him with a look of false fury on her face, screaming something about how Alester had supposedly stolen her lover.

      Onas had followed her in and was shouting profanities, claiming that Alester was a piece of horse shit for ruining the relationship between Ilde and his fictional daughter. If the stakes weren’t so high, Alester might have laughed at Elder Onas’ absurd acting and the fact that he himself had never once been interested in romantic relationships with women. He didn’t even have time to chuckle before he was hit with another force spell that sent him tumbling back another twenty feet.

      They had planned to cause such an absurd, chaotic ruckus that the guards had no choice but to intervene in force rather than try to de-escalate the situation.

      As much as he hated to admit it, their plan was certainly both absurd and chaotic.

      “I don’t know what you’re fucking talking about!” he screamed as he pushed himself up off the floor and felt for Dranheia’s power deep within the ground. He glanced at the front doors and the wide open space they had created, hoping desperately that Orvyc had made his way through the doors amidst the chaos.

      Then Alester dragged thick, unnatural vines up through the marble floor and hurled them at Ilde and Elder Onas, halfway destroying the chambers as the marble fractured and shifted like a mountain range in the middle of an earthquake.
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc had to cover his mouth to keep from laughing at his friends and their acting skills. Ilde was fairly good at it—Onas and Alester less so—but their fictional argument was so absurd that he wasn’t sure the guards would believe them at all. Though, it probably didn’t matter much, considering they would all end up in jail for destroying the building regardless.

      Their acting had done the trick, though. As the chaos ensued, the guards stationed within the chamber began converging on the scene, with more pounding down the grand staircase from the floors above. He slid to the side and pressed himself up against the wall so they wouldn’t bump into him as they ran by, controlling his breathing so it wasn’t audible above the noise. He waited one minute… two minutes… and then slunk up the stairs on quiet feet.

      There were two guards on the second floor, directing sect members and assistants back into their offices, promising that they would be kept safe and told when the danger had passed. Other more delicate members had devolved into pure panic. Orvyc slipped into an alcove to allow an old gnomish man to run past him. The man collapsed at the feet of the guards and begged to be protected. The guards unceremoniously scooped him up and threw him into a different office with some of his cohorts.

      “Keep the door locked and calm the Constable down!” the guard shouted. He slammed the door behind him and took off down the stairs with his partner.

      The Constable! He had been worried about finding the constable’s office since none of his companions had known where it was, but he had seen the gnome flee the room from down the hall. He waited until all was quiet on the second floor and then tiptoed in the direction the Constable had run from.

      There was a door left open at the very end with the name Arais Crin painted on the opaque window in a calligraphic script. Orvyc peered inside and found the room abandoned.

      His espionage days had never been this easy.

      He slipped inside and quietly closed the door behind him.

      The office was rather large for such a small man—easily big enough to fit three or four average-sized desks. Instead, it had been sectioned off, with an open layout in the front and an enclosed, private office in the back. The walls were lined with bookshelves that contained a plethora of books and trinkets, all of them old and collecting dust. The walls were paneled in a dark, rich walnut and the floors were covered in deep blue rugs. There were stained glass windows along the western wall, though the colors were muted and dull thanks to the dim lantern light that shone through the darkness outside. There were lit sconces inside the room, and they cast shadows across the shelves and floor, obscuring the finer details.

      There was a lot of ground to cover and little time to do it.

      He started with the assistant’s desk at the front of the office, though he didn’t think there would be much there. The desk was organized and tidy to a fault, and he knew there was no way he would be able to look through everything without disturbing the order of things. Whoever sat here would definitely notice that their things had been rifled through. Orvyc hoped it wouldn’t matter, as he would be long gone come morning.

      The papers on top of the desk were signed by a Trevas Minathi. He rifled through them, methodically scanning each page, looking for code, correspondence, or off-the-book records. He had grown accustomed to singling these things out over the years, and they tended to stick out like sore thumbs if you knew what to look for.

      Trevas’ desk yielded nothing, save for a receipt detailing the sale of an enchanted box buried deep beneath dozens of other receipts and records dated back several months. This particular receipt lacked council endorsement—the name on the receipt belonged to Trevas alone—and there was no stamp of approved funding, unlike the others in the pile. Orvyc pocketed the receipt and quickly rifled through the remaining drawers to no avail.

      He moved to the bookshelves next and began running his hand along the underside of each shelf, checking for release mechanisms or buttons that would open any sort of compartment in the wall. As he moved down the wall of books, he scanned with his eyes, checking to see if any were less dusty than the others. There was one tome at the very end that had fingerprints smudged into the grime on its spine. He slowly pulled it from the shelf and opened it to find a hollowed-out compartment where the pages should have been. Nestled into the book was a coin pouch that he guessed weighed at least a couple of pounds. He shook it, and it jingled—the beautiful sound that could only be made by lots and lots of coins.

      He opened it and found nothing but platinum.

      Orvyc pocketed the coin[TO1]  and put the book back where it belonged as a wry smile crossed his lips. If the Constable had this big of an emergency fund, it meant he was anticipating trouble—which usually meant there was more than money being hidden away.

      Through the floor, Orvyc could hear the fight between his friends and the guards coming to a crescendo downstairs. It wouldn’t be long before they were arrested and order was restored to the building.

      He darted from the bookshelves into the Constable’s private office, which had thankfully been left wide open in Arais’ panic. Unlike Trevas, the Constable was a mess. Documents lay scattered across his desk with no rhyme or reason, and some of the overflow had drifted onto the floor on either side. Orvyc shuffled through them quickly and found that most of them were funding requests for the Isonwood guard, as if Arais had been keeping late hours in an attempt to finalize a budget. With nimble fingers, he began tracing the edges of the massive desk, once again feeling for some kind of release or hidden compartment.

      The desk had three drawers: two long ones along the top and one large, deep drawer for filing on the left. The top drawers were both full of miscellany. Old, crumpled notes where Arais had reminded himself about long-past meetings and appointments, some silver and copper coins, a letter opener, his stamp of approval for documents… all of it useless.

      The big drawer, however, was locked.

      “Who locks a desk drawer but neither of the doors to their office?” Orvyc whispered to himself. He knelt close to the drawer, pulled out the lock-picking set he had procured in Entogow before they left, and carefully began picking the lock as sweat dripped down his invisible neck.

      It took him too long. He had lost his touch. He had wasted nearly five minutes before the lock finally clicked, and the drawer slid open. It had grown worryingly quiet downstairs.

      There were a number of files in this drawer, all of them confidential. He leafed through each one as quickly as he could. They contained information about the city, records on the constituents who contributed to the safety of Isonwood, and emergency evacuation plans in case of attack. All of it interesting, but none of it relevant.

      Come on, come on…

      He slid his fingers across the inside of the drawer’s front panel and caught the lip of a square, maybe only an inch across and just barely raised above the drawer’s original wood. A button. He pushed it and heard a soft click.

      Orvyc pushed the folders out of the way and saw that the bottom of the drawer was false, and it had popped up to reveal a compartment underneath. Inside was a single leather folio full of papers and a handful of opened envelopes. His heart raced as he picked up the first one, hands shaking as he moved to open it.

      Then, the guards started shouting from the hall.

      “All is well. You may return to your offices and go about your business!”

      Orvyc heard the guards’ heavy footfalls and the sound of creaking as several doors on the second floor opened at once.

      He was out of time.

      Without stopping to read, he scooped up everything in the drawer, shoved it inside the pack he wore across his chest, closed it, and stood up. There was no way he could exit out the front door of the Constable’s office without someone seeing the door open on its own. He could hide somewhere in the office and pray that Arais left before the vial of invisibility wore off, but judging by the amount of paperwork on his desk, he wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

      Orvyc swiveled, desperately looking for options, and found the small balcony that was attached to the Constable’s private office just as the front door opened.

      He dived for the balcony without a second thought, opened the double doors, and plunged into the freezing night air. Constable Arais entered his personal office and, upon noticing that the balcony doors were open, began stepping reluctantly toward where Orvyc stood frozen in place.

      “Guards! Someone has been in my office!” Arais shouted before he closed the distance between him and the balcony doors.

      If Arais stepped out at all, he would walk straight into Orvyc’s invisible knees.

      Four feet away. Three feet away. Two feet away…

      Orvyc turned, glanced over the parapet, then threw himself over the edge.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde could feel her right eye swelling with every second that passed. Blood dripped down her forehead into her other eye, and she squeezed it shut against the stinging pain. Her body stung, too. Alester had conjured and sent a swarm of horse flies after her and Onas, and that had been the end of it, really… once she’d started swinging wildly to shake the bugs off, the guards had swooped in—which was fine, except one of them had punched her for good measure before clocking her over the head with the hilt of a shortsword.

      She had blacked out and woken up restrained, only to find Onas in similar shape, which she immediately felt guilty for. Elder Onas was old, and even though he was a powerful archdruid, she didn’t think he really deserved to be assaulted. Then again, the three of them had completely destroyed the antechamber of the Public Council Chambers. Alester had held out the longest because he’d continued to swipe the guards up in the thick, vicious vines that had smashed through the floor at his command. Eventually, though, one had broken through, and Ilde had watched as he kicked Alester into the far wall and incapacitated him with a foot to the temple.

      They were in pain, but at least they could say their part of the plan had been successful.

      She just hoped that Orvyc had found what they were looking for.

      The guards hoisted them onto their feet and walked them rather unceremoniously to the stockade nearby. Ilde at least took pride in knowing that there were a dozen guards surrounding them as they walked. She appreciated her skill being noticed, even if all of it had been an act.

      The three of them stumbled together in a row, making a show of defeat, until they were led down beneath the surface level of the city and into the damp, dark dungeon below. She slung insults at Alester, who continued to sling them back the entire way. Finally, the guards threw them all into the same cell, shut the door, locked it, and told them all to go to hell before storming off.

      Ilde sat up slowly, leaned her head back against the wall, and took a few tired and shallow breaths.

      “Those bugs fucking suck, Alester,” she muttered.

      “Yeah, well so does dodging your stupid sword.”

      “I was never going to hit you.”

      “It sure didn’t seem like it.”

      “Alester, your skills are remarkable. Dranheia has blessed you greatly,” Onas wheezed.

      “Are you well, Elder Onas?” Alester asked gently.

      “I will be once we can get back to Eriks,” he replied.

      “We should go,” Ilde said.

      “Alester, would you be so kind as to help me remove these?”

      Alester made a pained, groaning noise as he scooted across the dirty floor of the cell toward where Onas was hunched. They situated themselves so they were back to back, and Alester got to work using one of his many druidic gifts to melt the chain between Onas’ cuffs.

      Ilde had counted on being brought to this particular jail because she had been here before. Not in a cell, of course. She had come with Joyanna to identify the leader of a bandit group that Joyanna had personally removed from the forests between Vondover and Isonwood. Ilde had remembered coming down those stairs, just as she remembered that no guards patrolled amongst the cells because the only way out of the dungeon was up. Any attempt to riot or flee would be bottlenecked and cut off by the narrow stairwell.

      No guards meant their escape would go unnoticed until someone came down to read them their charges in the morning.

      Regardless, Ilde winced as the sound of an iron chain hitting stone echoed through their cell.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Alester muttered.

      Onas waved his now free hands and muttered a few words of Akran. It was like he had pulled a door through time and space, ripping it into existence with brute arcane force. He had been so casual about his skills as an archdruid, but as Ilde stepped into that inter-dimensional doorway, she wondered what this gentle old man was truly capable of.

      Stepping into her familiar living room for the second time that night, Ilde felt relief wash over her. They had done it, and they had made it out alive. Now, all they needed to do was wait for Orvyc.

      They all took a moment to breathe as they waited for his safe return.

      Now that she had time to think, her mind drifted to Madris and Joyanna. She hoped their trip was going well, but more than anything, she wished the next few days would go by quickly so she could see them again.

      The wait for Orvyc was a painful, silent one. As time ticked forward, Ilde could feel everyone’s worry and tension. Had Orvyc been caught? Was he in danger? Had he been hurt, or worse? They hadn’t discussed what to do if one of them was at real risk. Ilde knew Orvyc well enough to know that he would tell them to keep moving forward at all costs, but she wasn’t willing to leave anyone behind. Not after all the time they had spent together.

      When they finally heard footsteps at the front door, they all froze—terrified that it would be the guards. But Orvyc pushed through the front door, no longer invisible, and closed it behind him. He leaned back against the door, slid down to the floor, clutched his knees to his chest, and breathed a huge sigh of relief.

      “Did you find anything?” she asked desperately.

      He reached into the pouch at his belt and pulled a bunch of papers free.

      “He had this hidden, but I didn’t have time to look through it. He almost caught me. I had to jump off the balcony.”

      “Are you okay?” Alester asked.

      “Back hurts. Knees hurt. Ankle hurts,” he muttered. “Getting back here was hell.”

      “If Arais knows someone was in his office, and they know we were just arrested for causing chaos in the lobby, they’ll be down to question us sooner rather than later. We need to put some distance between us and this city before they realize we’re gone,” Ilde said.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Onas wheezed. Ilde could only imagine how exhausted he must be after teleporting them all over the continent and slinging dozens of spells at Alester during their battle.

      Onas opened one last portal, and she stepped through, unsure if she would ever be able to return to her home.
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      Madris cried out as the bolt buried itself deep into the middle of her back. She sank to one knee and ducked down low, instinctively holding the shield over her head as she tried to breathe through the pain.

      “Joyanna!” she screamed through gritted teeth.

      The pain had started out dull and localized, but it quickly grew sharp as her ragged, adrenaline-fueled breathing caused the bolt to move and shift.

      Somewhere above her, she could hear Trystan shouting but couldn’t make out the words. She was about to call out for Joyanna again just as Joyanna’s big, burly arms scooped her up and began to half drag, half carry her across the open square and into the safety of the Divine Conservatory. Joyanna kicked the door in and laid Madris down in the entryway.

      “Madris, look at me!” Joyanna shouted anxiously. She manhandled Madris into a sitting position and forced her gaze.

      “It hurts,” Madris grunted.

      “Can you breathe?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Take a deep breath for me.”

      Madris obeyed and winced. It wasn’t difficult to breathe, it just hurt.

      “Good. Can you wiggle your toes?” Joyanna asked.

      Madris wiggled her toes, and Joyanna nodded encouragingly.

      “That’s good!” She glanced over her shoulder to the square, eyes wild and searching. “Trystan, can you heal?”

      “No,” Trystan said. “I’m no cleric.”

      “Okay then. Madris, you need to stay here. We’ll come get you once we take care of this.”

      “No, you need my help!” Madris wailed.

      “We’ll need you on your feet, Madris. Can you do that?” Trystan asked. Despite the haze from the pain, Madris was shocked at Trystan’s calm demeanor. Her training in war was shining through.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Madris said, trying to keep her voice steady. Trying to maintain her composure.

      “Snap the bolt off as close to her skin as you can,” Trystan told Joyanna cooly. “Help her get up to the window so she has half cover. Madris, if anything comes close to this door, you hit them with something strong. Do you understand?”

      Even though the thought of anyone touching that arrow broke her out in a cold sweat, she nodded.

      Joyanna helped Madris lean forward and took the arrow in her hands. She didn’t give any kind of warning, just quickly snapped the arrow off and threw it to the side. Madris cried out and tried to breathe through the pain.

      “You’re good,” Joyanna said, putting a heavy hand on her shoulder. “Come on.”

      Joyanna helped her get up to a crouch and shuffled her to the window on the right side of the door. Joyanna kicked through a couple of the panes with her heavy boot, shattering them and sending glass everywhere.

      Madris peered through the glass and caught her first glimpse of the people who had ambushed them. Three people were strolling through the square lazily—brazen in their disregard for safety. One carried a pair of curved swords that glinted at his sides. The second had an oversized handaxe resting on his shoulder. The third—a tall, spindly woman—tossed a ball of dark energy between her hands as she walked.

      There was a person on the roof of one of the neighboring buildings, and she could just barely make out the shape of a crossbow in their hands. She stood on shaky legs to get a better look and narrowly dodged a second arrow as it shot through the shattered panes and buried itself in the floor a couple of feet away from where she had been. Unless it was a repeating crossbow, she knew the person would have to reload, so she quickly twisted and caught sight of them atop the building.

      Madris reached out and dragged a torrent of augur to her, pooled it into a blast of arcane energy, and shot it toward the person who had shot her. It flew straight and true, but just when she thought it would hit them, it collided with an invisible arcane shield and exploded into several fractals of bright light as the energies met.

      Trystan was several feet away on the other side of the door, her breath coming in short, anxious bursts.

      “Trystan, can you dispel shields?” Madris said.

      They both ducked simultaneously as the woman outside lobbed her power at them.

      “I can, though I don’t know if I can do it at this distance,” she said, pointing toward the archer. “They’re a little far away.”

      “Can we try? You bring down the shield, and I’ll hit them.”

      “If we don’t get our heads blown off, sure!” Trystan leaned out and reached into the open space, balled up her fist as if she were grabbing the air, and tugged. Madris watched the barely visible arcane shield ripple in front of the archer and then fall away.

      She immediately pulled that power towards her once more and aimed again.

      This time, it hit them square in the chest and sent them tumbling off the side of the building. They hit the ground and sent a plume of ash up around their body.

      With the archer gone, Joyanna charged from the conservatory toward their arcanist, drawing her sword back as she ran. Joyanna had no chance of hitting her, though, because the woman flung Joyanna off her path with the flick of a wrist and sent her tumbling like a stone. The woman continued her slow trajectory toward Madris and Trystan like nothing had happened.

      “Take care of her,” she called to the others. “I’ll deal with these.”

      Madris began to scramble backward, every movement sending shooting pain through the muscles in her back. She bit down and pushed through it, grinding her teeth against the tears that sprang forward. Trystan followed, putting herself between Madris and the approaching woman.

      “We didn’t come here for trouble,” she said sternly, trying to negotiate. “You can still leave. We’ll let you go.”

      The woman chuckled. “How kind of you. But you and I both know that you did come here for trouble, and what kind of servant would I be if I let that slide?”

      Madris watched as the shadows within the darkened interior of the conservatory melted and coalesced before sliding across the dusty floor to pool in the woman’s hands. Madris pushed herself off the floor and darted forward, closing the distance between her and Trystan, casting a spell as she ran. She shoved an arcane shield up between them and the woman just as she unleashed an onslaught of dark energy. The spell’s force pushed her back into Trystan, but she held her shield firm as the shadows seemed to ooze across the translucent layer of protective magic and drip off the edges.

      The woman let out a growl of frustration and used her power to try and rip the shield out of Madris’ hands. Madris felt it tug physically, sloshing some of the remaining shadow-muck onto her boots and the ground in front of her. She also felt it tug mentally, as the woman’s will dug into her mind and tried to break her concentration on the shield. Madris squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head in an attempt to shake the woman from her mind.

      “Get out of my head!” she screamed.

      If she could just get close enough to touch the woman, Madris could take her out quickly. She made to charge her and knock her down, but she only made it a couple of feet before she felt that niggling feeling in her brain again. This time, it snagged and tore, sending an awful ripping sensation through her skull as if someone had cleaved it open with an axe. Madris immediately fell to her knees and screamed. She felt her control slip from the shield, and the arcane energy fizzled out and fell away.

      Her ears rang and her vision blurred. She could just make out the sight of Trystan and the woman exchanging blows across the small antechamber, their magic ricocheting off desks, tables, and planters. Still, that piercing pain persisted. She couldn’t force her limbs to move, couldn’t stand, couldn’t breathe—she could feel herself being consumed by the pain as her vision began to darken at the edges.

      She had enough experience with augur and the arcane to know that her only chance of staying conscious was to push the spell out of her mind. She had to shake it off, but she had never studied psychic spells and had no idea how, especially when she could barely form a coherent thought around the agony.

      Through her stupor, she heard a sharp cry of pain, followed by the thud of a body hitting the floor.

      “Madris!” Trystan screeched. There was the scuffling sound of a fight and then a chorus of furious growls. “Madris, I need you!”

      Madris bared down and tried to take a steadying breath, but it came out weak and shaky. The pain stayed constant and unfluctuating, just a never-ending torment that had consumed her entire mind. She tried to push it out, the same way she would push to influence augur in her own spells, and she felt the pain waver. It didn’t disappear, but it diminished just enough to be noticeable.

      “Madris, please. I—” Trystan’s voice was cut off by another thud, followed by a strained cry of fear.

      Madris was on the right track, but she didn’t have time.

      She forced herself to stand on muscle memory alone, and the pain nearly brought her to her knees again. She fought the instinct to collapse and stood resolute as her body shook. Through blurry vision, she scanned the room until she caught sight of two figures on the other side of the partially destroyed antechamber. The woman had Trystan pinned to the ground.

      On wobbly legs, Madris shuffled to where the two women fought. Willing her legs to move faster. Willing her body not to give up from the pain.

      Once she was close enough, she could see that Trystan had her hands wrapped tightly around the woman’s wrists—a battle of brawn rather than wits. Neither arcanist could cast spells without their hands free.

      As the pain in her head threatened to take her under, Madris did the only thing she could do—she lunged.

      Her entire body weight collided with their attacker, and the two of them tumbled to the ground, the woman’s head hitting the stone floor with a soft crunch. The pain in Madris’ head immediately stopped as the woman’s concentration was cut short by her own head wound, and Madris’ mind filled with functioning thoughts like a glass filled with water.

      She embraced the clarity and grabbed the woman by the throat, calling on that power that she would never be able to relinquish. It came to her torrentially, flooding through her as if she were nothing more than a vessel for Rholdir’s gifts. She had only the slightest hint of control, just a taste of it, as if she were a pebble holding back a dam. The chill did not seep into her limbs the way it normally did—it was instant. Overwhelming. Like being plunged into frozen waters.

      The woman’s eyes flashed with recognition.

      “One of us,” she gasped before she was consumed by rot and disintegrated to ash.

      Madris’ hands shook as she pushed herself away from the pile of dust that had once been a woman and breathed a shaky sigh. A couple of feet away, Trystan pushed herself up from the ground and did the same.

      “Are you okay?” they asked in unison, chuckling awkwardly after the fact.

      Madris shivered as the iciness of Rholdir’s power ebbed away. She felt the warmth return to her fingertips, but she already missed the chill.

      Her head ached fiercely. Nothing like the stabbing assault of the woman’s power, but a persistent reminder of what had happened nonetheless. Despite the pain, her mind spun, playing the woman’s words over and over in her mind.

      One of us. One of us. One of us.

      Joyanna came crashing through the foyer, splattered with blood.

      “Oh, thank the gods you’re alive!” she said before doubling over and taking a moment to pant and rest.

      “We need to leave,” Trystan said exhaustedly. “There could be more.”

      “Trystan’s right,” Madris said. As the adrenaline wore off, the pain in her back returned, and she was instantly reminded that she had been shot. She moaned as she pushed herself to standing and blinked the tears from her eyes.

      “How are you going to walk all that way?” Joyanna asked.

      “I don’t have a choice,” Madris said. “You can’t carry me. We need to be ready in case we’re attacked again.”

      “Maybe we could hunker down and see if someone can come get us. Send a message, or⁠—”

      “No, we need to move.” Madris was eager to leave this place behind. Eager to put distance between herself and this place where it seemed like she was closer to Rholdir than she ever had been. Closer to losing control than she ever had been.

      “When we get back into the Veil proper, we can find a healer of Aiseng and have them tend to Madris’ wounds. We’re only a day away,” Trystan said. “She can make it. She’s strong.”

      Strong had never been a word used to describe her, and it made her feel odd hearing it spoken now, almost like she had been mistaken for someone else.

      She longed for Rholdir’s blessing. For his strength. For his power. She was hungry for it. She had skirted too close to the edge, and it was too late to back up; she could already feel herself tumbling forward into that great abyss that was a complete and total lack of control. She was going to get caught, she was going to lose herself, she was going to do something she would regret, she was she was she was…

      Was she strong?

      No. No, she wasn’t. If she were strong, she would be able to resist this.

      One of us.

      One of what?
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      Ilde felt much more at ease being thousands of miles away from Isonwood, though she missed her home fiercely. Their short time there had made her anxious to return to safety, normalcy, and comfort.

      As the rough stone of the quarry appeared around her, she both breathed a sigh of relief and felt her heart sink. Her friends all seemed to feel similarly relieved to be back amongst the safety of the Verity.

      They slipped into the same tent they had held their meeting in days before, and Ibaud stood up rapidly from the chair he had been snoozing in, smiling with excitement.

      “You made it!” he shouted, clasping hands with Elder Onas and shaking them wildly.

      “I’m surprised, too,” Alester muttered. “We could really use some help from Eriks if he’s around.”

      Ibaud seemed to really look at them for the first time and realized what poor shape they were in. “Yes, yes. Of course! He’s likely at home. I will send for him at once.”

      They all groaned quietly and took their seats around the conference table, taking a moment to rest now that they were safe.

      It took an hour, and Ibaud was generous enough not to pester them about their quest until after they were healed. When Eriks arrived, he walked in wearing a pair of pajamas that had seen better days, with a long coat and scarf over them. His hair was mussed from sleep and stuck up in odd places, and he shuffled across the floor with a pair of dainty, fur-lined house slippers. He removed his glasses from his face, rubbed his eyes furiously, and put them back on. Upon seeing the troupe clearly, he made a face that was a combination of exhaustion and acceptance—as if he would expect nothing less from a group he had just healed a few days prior.

      He approached Ilde first and smiled sleepily at her.

      “May I?” he asked, holding his hands out in front of him.

      “I’d be upset if you didn’t,” she said as jovially as she could muster. He chuckled.

      “Consent is important, even in medicine.” Eriks gently took Ilde’s head in his hands, almost as if he were cradling a child or holding a loved one with the gentlest of touches. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, focusing on the power at his fingertips. Ilde felt it reach her little by little as that soft warmth slowly ebbed into her skull and seemed to rinse the pain from her wounds. It made her feel fuzzy and light-headed, similar to the way she felt when she had imbibed a drink or two too many. Hazy. Heavy. Warm.

      She could physically feel the swelling in her eye recede, and it was a strange feeling. But soon, the dull ache was gone, and she opened that eye for the first time in a couple of hours and saw her friends clearly.

      They were all fairly ragged-looking.

      Eriks’ power welled up in her chest and traveled through the rest of her body, warming her to her extremities against the chilly air. He released his gentle hold on her head and took a step back.

      “Better?”

      “That was incredible,” she murmured, completely awestruck. She felt better than she had when they’d left Isonwood a month ago. She felt renewed, rejuvenated, whole, and at peace, like Eriks had healed not just her body but her mind, as well.

      Eriks just smiled and placed his palm against her cheek for a brief moment before moving on to her companions. His touch was an odd show of affection, and it made her heart twinge.

      She watched him heal Alester and Orvyc, who both slumped in their seats with relief once he was finished. If he’d been gentle with Ilde, he was even gentler with Elder Onas, who gratefully accepted Eriks’ healing and then clutched the cleric’s hands in his own gratefully. When Eriks tried to step away from the table, he swooned.

      “Be careful, friend,” Elder Onas said, catching him and steadying him before he could fall.

      “Forgive me. I saw three patients today who were all badly wounded, and now four more. I just need some rest,” he murmured. “Could you spare me a cot tonight? I will return to town in the morning.”

      “Of course, Eriks. Let me find you somewhere to sleep,” Elder Onas said as he stood and began to lead the cleric out of the tent. As he exited, he told the rest of them, “I’ll return as quickly as I can. I know we’re all tired.”

      The minutes that trickled by felt infinite, and Ilde felt like the papers in Orvyc’s pocket would burn a hole through the fabric before Onas would return. When he slipped back into the tent, the four of them jumped to attention in their seats.

      “Now,” Ibaud said, looking at them all. “Let’s see what you found.”

      Orvyc removed the papers from his pockets and laid them all out on the table.

      It was so late, and they had all been awake so long, that at first, all of the words on the documents bled together and looked like gibberish. Ilde gave herself a mental shake and began to quickly scan and read the words in front of her. It didn’t take long for the truth to begin seeping through.

      The first few pages were spare council receipts—not the entire ledger by any means, but random records that appeared to have been torn or removed from the original. If one were to go through Arais’ official coin ledger, pages would be missing. For the most part, these pages were full of normal transactions, except one or two on each page. A listing for seven hundred gold sent to an unidentified benefactor. Two hundred gold spent on an arcanely locked box. All of them vague entries in a sea of incredibly detailed and exact receipts. Obviously removed and hidden so that someone with prying eyes wouldn’t ask questions, if anyone would pry at all, considering Arais was a long-respected member of Isonwood’s Council Sect.

      Then came the notes. Pages and pages of handwritten notes, all tied together and kept in a leather folio. At first, they were vague notes on the main pillars of the pantheon, with calculations for the temples with the largest followings. The druidistic temples to Dranheia were underlined, as were the healers of Aiseng. There were strange markings next to several of the ones with smaller followings.

      Those notes then became more detailed, and the script they were written in changed from page to page. They weren’t all written by Arais but were, in fact, a collection of notes written by several different people. They were unorganized because they had been shuffled around on the conference table, but Ilde could tell that Arais hadn’t organized them by writer but by topic. She picked up a section of notes that all seemed to have been written in the same hand and began reading:

      “Ascension and damnation appear to be determined completely by the whims of the pantheon, as if the gods were an exclusive arrangement and holy folk were some semblance of a poor, wretched beggar hoping to obtain but a crumb of control. What are we but pawns to them? What are they but pawns to each other? Do they tiptoe around each other and look down upon those who rise above even the highest station? Or are they working so harmoniously that there is little reason for us common folk to practice different methods of worship until one of them slips from the fray and dares to enact change?” she read aloud to the others.

      “Does Arais want to… become a god?” Orvyc asked.

      “I don’t think Arais wrote this. And no, I don’t think they want to become a god. This sounds like… this is philosophical, but it feels wrong. Like they’re questioning the place of the gods in our world,” Ilde said.

      “Many people disagree with the divine and choose to forge their own paths,” Onas said.

      “Yes, of course. But that’s common… so why hide it away? Most holy people are indifferent to the non-devout,” Alester said.

      “What else is in the notes?” Ibaud asked.

      “They’re mostly a combination of analytical and philosophical. Like this group of people is trying to parse out the machinations of the gods…” Orvyc said.

      “And how best to prod them,” Ilde added.

      They continued to read and found more and more musings, which only grew more concerning. Questions about the validity of the divine and their choices regarding the folk who lived in the Terrain. Notes on the ascension of each minor god. Lists of the miracles performed by the saints of the prime deities, with speculation about how miraculous benefactors were chosen.

      Then came the letters, addressed to Arais from one man named Belial, all of which were written in code and ended with the line may the path you walk remain whole.

      “I’ve heard this before,” Alester said. “It’s like a blessing.”

      “For which god?” Orvyc asked.

      “I’m not sure. It isn’t one of the Mothers, though.”

      “Elder Onas, do you know?” Ilde asked.

      The old man shook his head. “I’ve dedicated my life to druidism. I will admit that I know very little about faiths outside my own.”

      “Would someone else here know?” she asked.

      “Perhaps. We could certainly ask around.”

      “Maybe someone here could also help break the code on these letters? It would definitely help to know what they say.”

      “I can work on them,” Orvyc said, separating them from the pile and placing them neatly to the side. “I make no promises, but I’ll do my best.”

      “What else is there?” Ilde asked.

      They shuffled through what was left and found some correspondence receipts from the courier’s office, which showed that Arais had frequently sent express letters and packages to a handful of other people within Eolis. However, there were no signs of any letters received in return. Ilde assumed it meant he was having Trevas mail his letters on council time, and Trevas was loyally returning with receipts for Arais to stuff in his desk. The return address on the receipts was not the council chambers but Arais’ personal estate. They began to comb back through the coin ledgers that had been torn from the ledger book and found entries for each of the receipts that had seemed innocuous at first glance.

      “Do we know who any of these recipients are?” Alester asked.

      “Karani—” Ilde pointed quickly to one of the receipts. “Jules Karani is the Constable in Hapool.”

      “May I see the others?” Ibaud asked. He scanned through them and immediately began to shake his head in dismay. “I know a few others. A couple of council sect members in Asalaim, one from Vondover, Constable Karani, and…”

      “And what?” Ilde asked.

      Ibaud chewed his lip nervously and sighed before placing one of the receipts on the table and sliding it forward for the others to see.

      The recipient was Brutan Vex.

      “This is the Divinekeeper for the Grand Council,” he murmured.

      “These are dark tidings,” Elder Onas said quietly, looking around at the three of them.

      “If this corruption has reached the Grand Council, there will likely be grave consequences for us if we continue this quest,” Ibaud said.

      “We don’t know that he is acting on the Council’s behalf. He could be going rogue. It might behoove the Grand Council to learn the truth so they can oust the corruption themselves,” Alester said.

      “But how do we make them believe us? We could have fabricated all of this,” Ilde said, waving at the documents on the table. “What would make them believe this is real evidence?”

      “They would have to investigate it themselves,” Orvyc said.

      “Yes, but think about how many wild claims people likely make every day in an attempt to slander officials. How do we make this seem different?”

      “It needs to come from someone in a position of power. Someone with some authority that they would trust to tell the truth.”

      Elder Onas cleared his throat to garner everyone’s attention.

      “I ran from the Boundless Order because Faeryl and Jonik attempted to have me killed, and in turn, they told the rest of the Order that I had died. I would not put it past them to have told the Grand Council the same thing. Our trip to Isonwood was dangerous enough, but I am not particularly recognizable that far up north, and I didn’t give my name. Coming out of hiding by announcing to the Grand Council that I am alive and carry news of corruption amongst their ranks would be risky, but I think my involvement may be our only choice.”

      “What do you think the Order has to gain from all of this?” Ilde asked. “That’s what I just don’t understand.”

      “Power, money, expansion… what does anyone stand to gain from this?” Ibaud countered.

      “I am not sure what Jonik and Faeryl have been promised,” Elder Onas murmured. “Faeryl left months ago to attend to business in the valley. When she returned, she suggested that we loosen our grip on the entrances to the Jaded Wilds and allow people to pass through without any barriers for entry. She was one of the archdruids responsible for implementing the forest gates centuries ago, and Faeryl has never been one to second guess herself. I immediately knew something was amiss, but the second I disagreed with her argument and suggested we bring it to a vote amongst the rest of the Order, she tried to have me killed.”

      “So they’re letting people through,” Alester said.

      “But who are they letting through? And where are they going?” Ilde asked. “Have more people been passing through Entogow lately, Ibaud?”

      “Perhaps,” he said, running his fingers through his beard as he pondered. “Not enough to cause alarm—no marching armies or anything of that sort—but I’ve heard talk about the inns being busier than normal. The market has been selling out often, as well.”

      “This is great evidence to take to the Grand Council,” Orvyc encouraged. “If I can decode these letters, all of it might be enough to convince them.”

      “Entogow is but a hovel to those in Erdai. I now know why Brutan wouldn’t listen to my concerns months ago, but without some other kind of leverage, I doubt anyone else will listen to me now,” Ibaud said. “It will have to be you, Onas. No one else amongst our ranks holds as much power.”

      “If I do this, it will expose what we’ve been doing. If they don’t believe us, we will all be arrested and likely tried for high treason.”

      “We can help you,” Ilde said. “Let us go with you.”

      “No,” Onas said seriously. “Do not show your faces to the Grand Council. You have already been marked by the Boundless Order. To have both on your heels would spell certain doom. If I fail and they come for the Verity next, you will need to put as much distance between yourselves and this quarry as possible. If we fail, you’re all we’ll have left.”

      The weight of his words hung in the air, and Ilde chewed her lip nervously.

      There was so much room for error, and the idea of losing the allies she had just gained made her feel like the quarry walls were closing in on her.

      “How are you going to tell the entire council without cluing Brutan in to our scheme?” Orvyc asked. “If you ask for an audience, he’ll likely defend himself and then flee as soon as he’s able. Once he flees, the rest of those responsible will know, and then our problems will only get worse. They’ll all go into hiding and it will be hell trying to find them.”

      “Is there anyone on the Grand Council who trusts you enough to follow you here?” Ilde asked.

      “I’m not sure. I have always worked closely with Willa—she is the Lawkeeper for the Grand Council. The Order worked directly under her when we would assist on their behalf. She may trust me enough,” Onas said. He began to pace back and forth. “I would have to approach her privately, which is no easy task. She’s rarely alone. It would be best to teleport directly into her home, but that alone would bring suspicion and cause her to be wary of what we have to say.”

      Alester groaned and rubbed his temples.

      “We’re all in danger no matter what we do. This is impossible!”

      “I think approaching Willa privately is our best option. I’ll have to think on the specifics and figure out a way to do this effectively and safely. For now, let us just work on decoding those letters as quickly as possible. Once we know what they say, we’ll continue from there,” Elder Onas said. “We’ve done enough for tonight, and it’s nearly morning. We all need rest.”

      Ilde yawned as they parted ways, patting both Orvyc and Alester on the shoulder before heading towards her tent.

      The tent was lit by a few dim arcane candles that never went out. By their light, she was able to lay in bed and count the patches on the tent’s worn roof. Her last thought was of Madris and Joyanna.

      She hoped they had all found what they needed.
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        * * *

      

      Madris was tired of the ache that radiated from the wound in her back. It made lying down difficult and made most movements painful. By the time they had found an Aisengian place of healing in the Veil, she had been slightly delirious from blood loss and lack of sleep. They had carefully removed the arrow, applied some healing salve, and bandaged her up. But that alone used up the remainder of Joyanna’s coin—they didn’t have enough for a surplus of medicine to take with them to ward off infection. The healers had been kind enough to give her extra clean bandages but warned that without any medicine, it would only be a matter of time before infection set in.

      By the time they reached the quarry, her back had grown tender and hot to the touch. She wasn’t sure if she was more excited about seeing Ilde after a few long days or to see Eriks. They had risked camping on the road after being attacked, and the stress of uncertainty had weighed on her just as much as the pain did. She was more than grateful to be somewhere safe again.

      When Madris, Joyanna, and Trystan descended into the quarry, they found their friends sitting sleepily around a small fire, drinking some kind of tea. They all jumped up to greet each other, and Ilde pulled Madris into a hug.

      “Oh no, please don’t—” Madris started to say, but her plea was cut off by a cry of pain. Ilde immediately let her go with a look of confusion and concern.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “We were attacked in Nedale,” Joyanna said.

      “By who?” Ilde asked incredulously.

      “We have no idea. Servants of someone. It was a small group—only four,” Trystan said.

      “Do you think it’s related to everything else?” Alester asked.

      “There is no doubt in my mind that it is,” Trystan said. “Did you find anything in Isonwood?”

      “We found quite a bit,” Ilde said. “Let’s get all of you cleaned up, and then we can discuss it all.”

      Madris followed Ilde to the tent they had shared their first night in the quarry. She dropped her bag at the foot of her mat and flopped as carefully as she could onto the thin mattress with a groan.

      Ilde was there instantly, kneeling on the ground and grasping Madris’ arm with gentle concern.

      “Where were you hurt?” Ilde asked.

      “I was shot in the back with a bolt,” Madris murmured. “I killed him, though. You would have been proud.”

      “I don’t know that proud is the right word,” she said with a teasing smile. “I probably shouldn’t be proud of anyone’s death.”

      “I could have died, and you’re not even going to tell me you’re proud of me?” Madris said, feigning hurt feelings. Ilde’s smile grew, and she let her hand trail down the length of Madris’ arm before taking her hand.

      “I am beyond proud of you,” she said intensely. Madris knew she was teasing, but her cheeks grew hot anyway, and the skin of her arm felt alive where Ilde had touched her. Ilde stared down at her, deep ochre eyes framed by thick brown lashes, and Madris felt her heart gently skip a beat.

      You have nice eyes, Madris thought. It was on the tip of her tongue when Ilde reached up and gently traced the scar on her cheek.

      “Now you’ve been hurt twice because of me,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      You’re worth it, Madris thought.

      “This is worth it,” she said instead.

      “I hope so. I hope it is for all of us,” Ilde murmured. She stood up and brushed the dust off of her knee. “You should get some rest. I’ll get Eriks here as soon as possible.”

      “Thank you.” Madris did her best to get comfortable and soon drifted into a sweaty, uncomfortable sleep full of whispered dreams where she heard that voice over and over again.

      One of us.
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc’s eyes were so tired he had spent the last hour wiping uncontrollable tears from his cheeks. They had been watering incessantly since he’d returned to his tent after breakfast and dived back into decoding the letter from Constable Arais’ desk. He had managed to figure out the vowels, or at least the placement of the vowels, because they were all represented by the same letter. But that had done little to help him decipher the bulk of what was in front of him, and it didn’t help that he had stayed awake all night working on the code and was now exhausted.

      He glanced back and forth between the letter and the sheet he had been using to compare alphabets and felt worry bubble up in his chest. They were counting on him to figure this out… he just needed to focus. He briefly considered dragging Madris into his analysis, but he shook that idea from his mind. She was resting. He had done this before, and he could do it again. He didn’t need⁠—

      Wait.

      His delusional, sleep-deprived brain snagged on something.

      The vowels in the letters had all been represented by the letter I—the ninth letter in the common alphabet. Perhaps the number nine was significant. The first word in the letter was kyi, so he started at the K and counted forward nine letters. He did the same for the Y.

      Orvyc stared long and hard at the paper he had been scribbling on.

      The. Plain as day.

      His heart started racing, and he began meticulously going through each letter in the alphabet, counting forward to decode Belial’s messages to Arais.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde lingered at the conference table, waiting to share the information they had gathered. She was anxious to learn and anxious to make some kind of progress with the task at hand. The others slowly wandered in one by one, all drawn to the room by the same magnetic pull of duty that had snuck into their hearts.

      When Madris found her, she looked less flushed and more awake.

      “You look better,” Ilde said with a relieved smile.

      “I feel better,” Madris said, finding a seat at the table.

      Trystan arrived in a fresh set of clothes that weren’t covered in ash and with the same handful of notebooks she had carried the first time they met her. Ibaud wandered in, followed by Elder Onas and Alester.

      “Well,” Joyanna said once they had all gathered. “You already know we were attacked in Nedale. It was a small group, and they never really revealed why they were attacking us, but it isn’t hard to put the pieces together.”

      “Our scheme in Isonwood went about as well as it could. The lobby of the public council chambers was completely destroyed, but Orvyc was able to get into Arais’ office and gather some information. We’ve got a lot of conspirator names to hand over to the Grand Council, which we plan on doing with Elder Onas’ help, but we still have no idea who⁠—”

      Orvyc suddenly crashed into the tent with his hands full of loose paper and a crazed look in his eyes.

      “I did it!” he shouted, slapping the stack of papers down onto the table. “I decoded all of the letters!”

      “What did they say? Did they reveal who’s doing this?” Ilde asked excitedly.

      “They did, but it’s… it’s not good, Ilde.”

      “Is it the council? Another kingdom?” Trystan asked.

      “It’s… I think it’s a god,” Orvyc whispered.

      Ilde felt the air leave her lungs and her body deflate. Fear crept up her spine and settled in her limbs like ice.

      “Which god?”

      “Rholdir. The Fatesower. In the letters, Belial mentioned that he fell from the pantheon. I think he’s just wreaking havoc until the Mothers allow him back in.”

      The room was silent.

      “Madris,” Trystan said coldly. Ilde watched as arcs of purple energy gathered in Trystan’s hand. “I like you, so I’m going to give you a chance to explain before I put a hole through your chest.”

      Madris’ hands shot up in surrender immediately, her eyes wide with fear.

      Ilde shoved herself away from the table and stood, letting the chair clatter to the floor as she put herself between Trystan and Madris.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Ilde shouted at Trystan. “If you lay a finger on her, I will not hesitate to remove your head from your shoulders.”

      “She might be the one you should be decapitating,” Trystan hissed. “Ask her yourself.”

      “I’ve known her a lot longer than I’ve known you. Why should I listen to a word you have to say?”

      “Do you truly know someone if you don’t know what they’re capable of?”

      “Ilde,” Madris said. Ilde felt a shaking hand wrap around her wrist. “Don’t hurt her.”

      “Madris, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about. She⁠—”

      “Yes, she does.”

      Ilde looked back and forth between Madris and Trystan—Madris with tears streaming down her cheeks and Trystan with a cold, knowing glare. Fear gripped her heart as she turned to face Madris.

      “What do you mean?” she whispered, unable to keep the hurt out of her voice. “Are you with us or not?”

      “Of course I’m with you! Please, Ilde…” Madris glanced around the room frantically. “Can we just talk? Just you and I? I’ll explain everything, it’s just hard to talk about and⁠—”

      “No. You can tell everyone. You owe us that much,” Ilde said. Her fear made her angry, and she struggled to rein it in and give Madris a chance to explain. They’d been friends moments ago and she was terrified that they soon wouldn’t be. Joyanna had told her to be a person again, and she had allowed herself to get close to Madris—to entertain the idea of being more with Madris. What if she had been foolish in opening her heart like that? What if the cost of humanity was betrayal?

      “I’m not an aspiring arcanist. I already am one. My gifts aren’t all natural or learned… I have a patron.”

      “And your patron is Rholdir?” Ilde asked.

      “Yes, but I didn’t choose him on my own, Ilde. You have to believe me⁠—”

      “I’m not an idiot, Madris. You have to make a pact with your patron, it doesn’t just happen, so don’t look me in the face and lie,” Ilde spat.

      Madris flinched at Ilde’s harsh tone, and fresh tears welled up and spilled over.

      “I’m not lying, Ilde. I would never lie to you,” Madris whimpered. “I’ll explain everything! Please, just give me a chance…”

      “Then start talking.”

      “When I was a child, there was another family of elves who lived not far from us. Our parents were friends, and my older siblings were friends with the older kids, so I always got stuck with the younger ones. But they hated me. They forced me to swear an oath to Rholdir—held me down and threatened to torture a lamb until I did what they said. I was so young that I had no idea what I was doing. It took years until I could do my own research and figure it out for myself.

      “When I found out the powers he had granted me were illegal in Eolis, I knew I could never tell anyone without getting myself arrested and killed. It’s why I never told any of you. If I told you, and you all chose to keep my secret, it would have put you all in danger, too.”

      “Only if you use those powers, right?” Joyanna asked quietly from the other side of the table.

      Madris made a pained expression.

      “I use them all the time…” she whispered.

      “Have you used them on any of us?” Ilde asked, staring Madris down. “I want you to look me in the eye and tell me the truth.”

      Madris met Ilde’s hard glare with her tear-filled one but didn’t blink or look away.

      “I would never use these powers on any of you.”

      “She used them to save my life when we were attacked,” Trystan spoke up. “When you make people rot and disintegrate, that’s what you’re using, right?”

      Madris nodded solemnly, and seeing it made Ilde’s stomach turn. She had been stupid not to notice before that Madris was doing to their enemies what Rholdir had done to her entire town. Ilde couldn’t look at Madris—not with that knowledge. She took a few steps back and stared at the table instead.

      “I have no love for Rholdir. He’s ruining my life. Please understand… if I can use these powers against him, I will,” Madris said.

      Trystan extinguished the energy in her hand and then flicked her wrist gently in Madris’ direction. Madris immediately seized up and then relaxed, her eyes flicking frantically between the members of the group.

      “Madris, are you a spy for the Fatesower and his followers?” Trystan asked coldly. “If you lie, we will all know.”

      “I’m no spy for anyone. I swear it on my life.”

      Ilde waited for the room to erupt, waited for the shoe to drop, waited for everyone to discover that Madris was lying thanks to Trystan’s spell… but nothing happened. The room seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief, but she couldn’t bring herself to sigh with them.

      “Do you have nefarious goals? Do you only use your powers for good?” Ilde asked, staring hard at Madris once again. “Just because you’re not a spy doesn’t mean your intentions are pure.”

      Madris’ lip trembled, and Ilde knew she had hurt her feelings, but it didn’t matter. She had to know for sure.

      “I don’t have nefarious goals. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want to help. I’m sorry for keeping it a secret. I’ve done it to survive for most of my life and to keep the people I love safe. It has already cost me so much. Please… I don’t want to ruin this, too…”

      “You won’t ruin this, Madris. We trust you,” Joyanna said. “Right, Ilde?”

      Ilde glanced at Madris and saw that she was looking up at her expectantly with a look of pleading in her eyes. She knew Madris needed to hear it from her—needed confirmation that she still had Ilde’s friendship and trust—but even though Trystan had confirmed Madris’ truth, Ilde still felt uneasy. Uncertain. Sick. The pressure to reassure Madris warred with the memories she tried to keep locked away. She imagined Madris’ hands at the throats of her neighbors, her friends, her parents.

      The tent started to feel too small. Too still. And there were too many pairs of eyes on her.

      “I need to take a walk,” she said quickly, her voice cracking.

      She fled from the tent before anyone could say anything to stop her and walked briskly through the quarry without stopping to look at or speak to anyone. She grabbed a torch on her way up, and as she emerged at the top of the mine, the night air hit her, and she shivered against the cold.

      Stepping through the enchantment that kept them hidden was like stepping into an entirely different world. The sounds of the camp were stifled, and the light was completely snuffed out. Instead, Ilde was swallowed by the dark, hungry creature that was the forest around them. The forest was so quiet it nearly hurt her ears, the silence only broken by the sound of the occasional twig snapping or bird taking flight from the branches above her. The torch’s light stretched a dozen feet ahead of her, granting her a tiny bubble of illumination surrounded by an endless void of forest that could have continued into oblivion if she hadn’t known any better.

      She stepped off the dirt road and into the thicket, pushing her way through some of the bushes and underbrush and sending all manner of invisible creatures scurrying away from the noise she was making. She reached a fallen log and kicked it to test its strength before plopping down to rest. She wedged her torch into the dirt at her feet so that it would stand upright without her holding it. The longer she sat still, the more the forest came to life around her, as if she wasn’t there at all. At the very edge of her light, she could make out the movement of a couple of field mice venturing from the brush to collect seeds and nuts from the ground. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted, and the two mice scampered quickly back into a nearby bush for cover. She heard a fox bark nearby, followed by rapidly rustling leaves as it took off in search of its own food.

      Ilde sat silently and tried to empty her mind out into the forest and focus only on those animals. What would it be like to be a fox? Or a mouse? Just living to eat food and sleep under the sun, fuck another animal and have a bunch of babies, then die and rot and return to the earth. No morality or feelings or responsibilities. No confusion. No wondering what if. No imagination to lead you astray.

      She had done her best never to entertain ideas that led to existential dread, but it was getting increasingly harder as time went on. What was her place in all this? Why had she survived when so many others hadn’t? Why did she feel morally obligated to solve this mystery and see it through to the end? Now, they were dealing with a god, and though he had fallen, Rholdir was clearly still capable. Clearly still strong. How could they possibly defeat that? How did you bring a god to justice when the gods were the ones who doled justice out?

      “We’re going to die,” she whispered into the dark.

      Did that matter? Did it change anything?

      If she changed her mind and snuck back to Isonwood, how long would it be before Rholdir razed that city, too? How long would she have before she crumbled to ash? Or worse, how long would she have until Rholdir got what he wanted? What would it mean for everyone in the Terrain if the Mothers allowed him to return to the pantheon? How long would they have to wait before the world became too horrible to bear?

      Never mind the fact that she could never live with herself if she walked away. Even if her worst nightmares didn’t come true, someone else would go through what she had. Someone else would lose everything, and she couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t last long if she did—the guilt would eat her alive, and she would taste her own blade soon after.

      “Death by my hand, or death by his?”

      The darkness didn’t answer.

      Her fingers found the sigil she wore around her neck and traced its familiar edges. The metal had been worn smooth over the last few months because she touched it every chance she got—worried at it as if losing contact would cause her to lose everything.

      She still longed for answers. Longed for comfort. Longed to be told she wasn’t alone. Longed to be told she was on the right track and doing the right thing… longed more than anything to be told that she was good and righteous and deserving of something more than suffering.

      “Mersari,” she whispered aloud fervently, causing the natural noise around her to still. “I’m so tired. Please…”

      She looked up to the sky and saw the stars through the canopy of trees as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “I don’t know if I’m strong enough for this…” Her breath hitched as she felt the crushing weight of absence settle around her. Mersari wasn’t in the pantheon. He had fallen centuries ago. He hadn’t answered her prayers because he wasn’t there. Even then, she wasn’t chosen. She wasn’t a zealot or acolyte. She knew nothing about his teachings, and she had never once tried to honor him or offer him anything. She had never tried to spread his story because she had no idea what it was.

      This whole thing—the sigil around her neck, the scar on her hand, and the prayers—they were all foolish.

      The deaths of her parents, her neighbors, her friends. The years of killing to cover up the pain. Praying to a god that would never answer. The Boundless Order, the tree, nearly losing Joyanna. The council chambers, and the schemes, and the god they now needed to kill.

      Madris’ lies had been the last straw.

      Ilde had hit her limit. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and heaved a heavy sob as her emotions got the better of her and finally came crashing down.

      “I can’t keep doing this. Please,” she begged. One last chance for one last answer.

      Mersari said nothing. Did nothing. But Ilde’s ears began to ring.

      Not the high-pitched squeal her ears produced to counter the silence, but something deeper. Something more reverent. It caught her attention and then rose in volume until the sound was deafening. Ilde reached up and covered her ears, a cry of pain escaping her lips. The scar on her hand began to burn—growing warmer and warmer until the pain was searing hot. She looked down and found that it was glowing; first rust, then copper, orange, and finally a bright, warm gold.

      As the color shifted across her skin, the pain became unbearable, and Ilde fell to her knees in the leaves and bit her tongue to keep her screams from echoing out across the forest, tasting iron as blood filled her mouth.

      The ringing in her ears and the pain in her palm reached a crescendo all at once, and she collapsed in a heap as the air left her lungs and stars danced in her eyes. Just as darkness began to seep into the edges of her vision, it stopped all at once, and she was once again lying in a silent, dark forest. A heavy weight seemed to push her down, as if the air around her was holding her in place so she couldn’t shift, couldn’t stand. Something had found her, and it wanted to make sure she remained in its sight.

      “The Orphan—my lone champion. Finally close enough for me to reach.”

      She heard it on the wind, in the trees, underneath the leaves, and buried deep in the earth. She felt that voice everywhere. It was soft, deep, calming. It was strong and commanding. She felt small. She felt weak. She felt massive. She felt strong.

      “You can hear me?” she whispered.

      “I have always heard you, child. You’ve just been out of reach.”

      Ilde’s tears began anew as relief washed over her. Through her. The feeling bone-deep and heavy; it weighed her down more than Mersari’s invisible gaze.

      “Mersari, please… is this the right choice? I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”

      “You had strength before me, but you are not alone, and you are stronger for it. With the Fatesower fallen, you are free to reweave your destiny however you choose. Snip the threads that bind you and seek the vengeance that is yours. I am with you.”

      She felt the scar on her palm grow warm once more before the heat faded, taking the weight of Mersari’s gaze with it.

      The sound of the forest crept back in as Ilde caught her breath. From her place on the ground, amongst the leaves and dirt, she looked up through the canopy above her and found the stars again.

      She didn’t know where he was, and she didn’t know what it meant to have heard his voice so clearly, but Mersari was with her.

      Ilde said nothing. Did nothing. But as she lay on the forest floor, her mind buzzing with a million unanswered questions, she cried tears of joy.
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      Madris held her head in her hands and squeezed her eyes shut against the tears that stung them. She had sat in the conference room with the others for over an hour waiting for Ilde before she mortifyingly returned to their tent alone, the meeting all but forgotten. And it was all her fault. The worst part was that she wasn’t sure which part had upset Ilde more: the lying or the magic. Maybe both… probably both.

      Joyanna had tried to reassure her that Ilde probably just needed space, but Madris knew—she could tell from the look on Ilde’s face before she’d left left that this wasn’t just a case of needing quiet time. Ilde had been hurt. The others had been uncomfortable, as well. Now that the truth was out, she was sure they were all wondering the same thing—could they trust her? Trystan had shown them that she was telling the truth, but it had taken a spell to do it. The trust she had earned over the last few months had still been shattered. She had still lied, and she couldn’t take that back, no matter how hard she tried.

      As she cried for her friends, fear began to drip into the back of her mind—pooling in the corners and seeping into the cracks. Rholdir. Rholdir was the cause of this. Was it possible that she had contributed to his reign of terror by using the gifts he had given her? Had she given him the strength to do what he’d done? Or worse, could he use her? See through her eyes or listen through her ears to discover what their plans were before they were able to act? How long did she have before she became a liability? Or was it already too late?

      She heard a scuffle near the entrance to their tent and looked up to see Ilde push through the front curtain. Relief and anxiety battled in Madris’ heart the second she entered the room.

      She let out a soft sob and launched herself at Ilde, nearly tackling her as she pulled Ilde into an embrace.

      “Ilde, I’m so sorry. I⁠—”

      “Madris, it’s okay. You don’t have to be sorry,” Ilde said. Madris felt her strong arms return the embrace, and she sank into the feeling of safety that Ilde provided.

      “If I could take it back, I would. I never wanted to hurt anyone. Especially you.”

      “Madris, shh.” Ilde squeezed her. “I know. I know it’s not what you wanted. I’m sorry I reacted the way I did.”

      “You had every right to react the way you did,” Madris said.

      “No, I didn’t. You’re my friend. I should have given you a better opportunity to explain.”

      “I shouldn’t have lied in the first place…”

      Ilde chuckled into Madris’ hair, her breath tickling her ear.

      “Should we play a game of who’s sorrier?”

      “I would win,” Madris whispered.

      Ilde kept ahold of Madris but stepped back to put some distance between the two of them. She longed to pull Ilde close again but fought the urge. Instead, she met Ilde’s gaze and watched her eyes soften. Ilde reached up and used her thumb to wipe away a stray tear as it rolled down Madris’ cheek, then gently traced Madris’ scar.

      Remorse crossed Ilde’s features, and she tugged Madris close again. Madris fell back into her arms willingly, and felt Ilde heave a heavy sigh beneath where her cheek rested on Ilde’s chest.

      The two of them stood in each other’s arms for a long time, and Madris thought it was probably one of the best moments of her life. When Ilde finally pulled away, she kept Madris’ hand in hers and squeezed it gently.

      “If I ever meet the kids who did this to you, I’ll kill them,” Ilde murmured.

      “That’s very noble of you, but it wouldn’t help,” Madris said. “I came to terms with it a long time ago. It’s just… it’s hard to talk about.”

      “I know exactly how you feel, and I still made you talk about it anyway,” Ilde said. “I shouldn’t have done that. It was cruel. I’m s⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry,” Madris said. “No more sorries.”

      She watched Ilde pause, her apology on the tip of her tongue. Ilde smiled sheepishly.

      “Fine. I won’t say it.”

      “Good.”

      “Can I tell you something?” Ilde asked.

      “You can tell me anything, Ilde.”

      “You’re not going to believe me.”

      Madris glanced up at her and watched her smile.

      “What?”

      “I was praying…” Ilde said, voice cracking with emotion. “And I heard him.”

      “Mersari?” Madris asked, astonished. She grabbed Ilde by the shoulders and shook her gently. “Ilde, you found him? You heard him? What did he say?”

      “That he’s heard me this whole time. That I’m not alone.”

      “What do you think it means?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Do you feel different?”

      “I—I don’t know. I feel… elated. Excited. Alive. But I don’t know if that’s from him or just from the relief.”

      “How can he hear you if he’s a fallen god?”

      “I have no idea… I didn’t think to question him, I was in shock.”

      “No, no, of course not. It might not be wise to question him too much, anyway,” Madris said. She grinned at Ilde and shook her again. “This is incredible!”

      Ilde laughed, and Madris watched as a couple of tears spilled down her cheeks. Without thinking, Madris reached up and wiped them away, just like Ilde had done with her.

      “I hope these are happy tears,” Madris said.

      “They are,” Ilde reassured her.

      Madris stared at her—stared at her smile, her eyes, the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Ilde returned her intense gaze, and Madris felt her heart tug in her chest. For a second, it didn’t matter that she had lied. And it didn’t matter that she might have played a part in Rholdir’s chaos. All that mattered was Ilde.

      For a moment, she was completely lost as her mind drifted to thoughts of Ilde that made her blush. She had never felt like this before, and it took her off guard. In a panic, she broke their prolonged eye contact and took a step backward, putting space between herself and the confusing feelings she was facing. Ilde bit her lip and stared down at her boots, clearing her throat awkwardly.

      “It’s late, and we’ll need to have that conversation in the morning about everything that has happened. We should both sleep,” she said.

      “You’re right,” Madris murmured.

      Ilde brushed past her and began getting ready for bed. Madris did the same, stripping off her boots and outer layers. Her eyes wandered to Ilde against her will, and when Ilde began to unlace her britches, Madris spun to face the wall of the tent anxiously, a furious blush burning her cheeks.

      It wasn’t the first time she had seen Ilde in bedclothes. Why did it matter now?

      She waited until she heard Ilde lay down before turning back to blow out the arcane candles in the room, leaving only enough light to barely see Ilde’s features in the dark.

      “Goodnight, Maddy,” Ilde murmured.

      “Goodnight, Ilde,” she whispered back.

      Madris crawled into her own bed and laid on her back, staring up at the roof of the tent. She tried her best not to let her mind wander back to where it had been before, but it was like Ilde had burrowed into her brain and nested there. Eventually, she heard Ilde’s breathing soften, soon followed by the lightest of snores.

      She twisted so that she was looking at Ilde rather than the roof and committed Ilde’s face to heart, knowing she would likely see it in her dreams. Madris drifted off to sleep, imagining what it would be like to sleep in Ilde’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna leaned across the table and gathered the transcriptions of the coded letters that Orvyc had translated for the rest of the group. It was the fourth time she had scanned over them in the hours they had spent sitting around the godforsaken conference table, which she was getting incredibly tired of sitting at.

      Joyanna, her companions, and the leaders of the Verity had been discussing strategy for hours, and before their strategizing, they had spent even more time explaining everything they had found.

      “Listen,” she grumbled, slamming the papers back down onto the table. “Whether we get the Grand Council involved or not doesn’t matter. Arais knows someone broke into his office and stole all these documents. These conspirators will be scattering the second that information reaches their ears. We need to send people after them now, or the Grand Council will have no one to try for treason because they’ll all be gone.”

      “We can’t just kidnap them and lock them up ourselves, that will put our whole operation at risk,” Ibaud said.

      “Like hells we can’t! The reason why you’d gotten nowhere up until our arrival is because you’re not taking enough risks. There are bound to be a handful of mages here who are capable of teleportation spells—send a group after every person on our list and cut the heads off this fucking beast!”

      “We’re not talking about a beast, Joyanna. Our entire country believes these people are upstanding members of society. To kidnap them and lock them up ourselves with the hope that Onas will be able to convince the Grand Council to try them for treason is madness. They will go into hiding, and the Grand Council can scrounge them up when this is over.”

      “This isn’t going to be over if these people get away. Word will get back to Belial—” Joyanna picked the letters up and waved them in Ibaud’s face. “—And Belial will inform Rholdir. We have, at best, maybe a couple of weeks before any element of surprise we have on our side is completely ruined.”

      “These people aren’t mercenaries, Joyanna! Sure, we have mages who can teleport people, but they have no more skill at espionage than I do. Sending unskilled teams out to take down council members isn’t going to work!”

      “There are six of us if you count Trystan. We can all split up and lead the way⁠—”

      “Joyanna, no. We’re not splitting up again. Look at what happened when the three of you went to Nedale. You were almost killed,” Ilde said, throwing her hands up in frustration. “We stick together on this, or we don’t go.”

      “We need to take out these corrupted officials to buy ourselves enough time to catch Belial. If we can take out Belial, we’ll be able to inform the Grand Council and gather ourselves with enough time to plan an attack on Rholdir,” Joyanna said.

      “There’s no way we can⁠—”

      “Enough, Ibaud! She’s right,” Trystan shouted, slamming her fist down on the table. “I know you care for these people and don’t want to see any more loss, but this is what we’re here for. This is no small skirmish. Letting Rholdir get even more of an upper hand could mean the annihilation of the entire continent or worse. You must accept that sacrifices need to be made.”

      “How could you be so callous, Trystan? These are refugees. People who have survived atrocious attacks on their faith. They are not sacrifices, and we cannot force them into martyrdom!”

      “Then ask them!” Joyanna and Trystan shouted at the same time. The room grew quiet as the two women glanced at each other. Trystan arched a perfect brow at Joyanna and motioned for her to continue.

      “These people have experienced something horrible. Give them a chance at vengeance. Give them a chance to reclaim what they’ve lost. We don’t have to force anyone to do anything. Just ask them. I promise they will rise up. Not every man is built for violence, but not every man is made to be meek, either. Do not protect your fighters from fighting—if you do, we will lose,” Joyanna snarled.

      She felt a hand on her shoulder and found Ilde at her side, her posture rigid and tense.

      “You did not form this troupe to tread lightly, Ibaud, and we didn’t form ours to do so either,” Ilde said.

      “Then it’s settled—we follow Joyanna’s plan. Take out the corrupted leaders, take out Belial, inform the Grand Council, then hit Rholdir with everything we’ve got,” Trystan said sternly. “It is our only chance. I’ll work out the specifics and present a more detailed plan in the next couple of days.”

      With that, the tension in the tent broke. Ibaud sighed deeply and ran his hands through his hair nervously. Though he seemed to have at least accepted their arrangement, he wasn’t happy about it at all. Elder Onas followed him from the tent, discussing how best they could present their plan to the rest of the Verity. Their voices trailed off as they headed to another part of the quarry.

      Orvyc and Alester mumbled something about being hungry and set off in search of something to eat before they retired for the night.

      “Are you alright? How do you feel about all of this?” Ilde asked, looking between Joyanna and Madris.

      “I’m nervous,” Madris murmured. “There are so many places where this could go wrong.”

      “Don’t think like that, Maddy. There are a lot of places this could go right,” Joyanna said. “We have to have faith in each other.”

      She said it out of habit, falling back into the routine of being the positive person she had always been, but she wasn’t sure how much she really believed it. If she were being honest with herself, Joyanna would have admitted that she was nervous, too.

      “I have a lot of faith in you two,” Madris said with a smile. “I think the two of you could do anything you set your minds to.”

      “Don’t you mean the three of us?” Joyanna teased, clapping both Ilde and Madris on the back.

      “Faith is not something I possess much of for myself.”

      “I have enough of it for the both of us,” Ilde said. “Besides, we have a god on our side now.”

      “We do?” Joyanna asked incredulously.

      “I heard him, Jo…” Ilde said. “I actually heard him.”

      “He’s alive? Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. I want to ask him, but I’m worried he’ll think I’m interrogating him. I’m scared. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “I think a little god interrogating is healthy,” Joyanna said.

      “Maybe…”

      “Alester speaks with Dranheia all the time. He might have some advice to offer,” Madris suggested. “We could go find him and ask.”

      “I wouldn’t mind that. I wouldn’t mind some food, either,” Ilde said. “Joyanna, are you coming with us?”

      “I have something I want to take care of really quick. If it doesn’t take too long, I’ll come find you,” Joyanna answered.

      Ilde nodded and led Madris out of the tent in search of the rest of their troupe. When they were gone, Joyanna chuckled to herself. She had always known that Ilde was special. It took a special little girl to strike a bargain with the fiercest mercenary in Isonwood. It took an even fiercer little girl to rival that mercenary with a blade. And she was still a little girl, somehow. Sometimes, she still seemed so small. She had never been frail, though. Never meek or mild. Always headstrong and bold.

      Only Ilde Torrun would pray to a dead god until they answered her.

      Ilde Torrun—the girl who had never once taken no for an answer.

      Joyanna left the conference table and headed in search of the other headstrong woman who had recently garnered her attention.

      When she reached Trystan’s tent, she stood outside the entrance and mentally shook herself.

      “Trystan? Can I come in?”

      “If you must. Though, I’m surprised you didn’t just barge in on your own,” she said just loud enough for Joyanna to hear her.

      “I have some manners,” Joyanna replied, pushing through the tent flap.

      “Do you?”

      She found Trystan sitting on her bedroll, unlacing the scuffed and dirty boots she wore every day.

      “You don’t sleep in those? I always kind of pictured you as an insane woman who goes to bed fully clothed on top of the covers.”

      Trystan paused the unlacing of her boots and looked up, glaring at Joyanna through dark lashes.

      “Interesting that you’ve dedicated some time to thinking about what I do in bed,” she said snidely.

      “Have you done the same?” Joyanna asked with a smirk.

      Trystan’s eyes lit up with a hint of mischief, and she arched one of those perfect eyebrows at Joyanna.

      “Did you need something, or did you just come here to flirt?”

      “Is that not what we’ve been doing this whole time? Have I misread you?”

      Trystan pushed herself up off the ground and slowly shucked her coat, hanging it carefully on one of the poles that helped support the tent around them. She removed her belt next, then rolled the sleeves of her shirt up until they reached her elbows, revealing slim forearms and a fine layer of dark hair. She moved slowly and deliberately, and Joyanna’s eyes followed the dance against her will.

      Finally, Trystan stepped in close and cocked her head.

      “And what if you have misread me? What then?”

      “I apologize and leave you to your own devices,” she said truthfully.

      “And if you’ve read me correctly?”

      “Well…” Joyanna took a chance and reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind Trystan’s ear. “I suppose that’s up to you. But to tell you the truth… up until a couple of weeks ago, I fancied myself pretty invincible. I know none of us can afford distractions right now, but if nearly dying taught me anything, it’s to never waste an opportunity.”

      “You see me as an opportunity, then?” Trystan asked, her carefully schooled features betraying the tiniest hint of pain at Joyanna’s choice of words.

      “No. Gods no,” Joyanna insisted. “This is an opportunity. We could very well die tomorrow, but you and I would have never met if it weren’t for all of this. You… you are incredible. Probably the most impressive woman I’ve ever met. I would be an idiot to let this game we’ve been playing go to waste.”

      Trystan seemed to ponder what Joyanna had said, her features still a perfect mask. The woman had such a good poker face that Joyanna thought she would go insane waiting for some kind of sign that she had picked the right words. Just when she thought it was time to give up, Trystan spoke up.

      “This can’t get in the way of what we’re doing here,” she said. “Neither of us is more important than this cause on our own. I will put duty first and expect you to do the same.”

      Joyanna’s heart sank. She was a fairly confident woman, but it had still taken some courage to waltz into Trystan’s tent and say what she had. All the confidence in the world would never change the sting of rejection. Trystan was right, though. It had been selfish and foolish to suggest they take this game any further when the situation was so dire.

      Joyanna nodded and took a step back, putting distance between the two of them.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry if this makes things strange between us. I should go…” She turned to leave and felt Trystan grab her by the arm, stopping her in her tracks.

      “Gods, you’re dumb.” She spun Joyanna back to face her again. “I said this couldn’t get in the way of what we’re doing, not that I didn’t want it at all.”

      “But you⁠—”

      Trystan cut her off with a kiss.

      She was fierce from the beginning, digging her nails into Joyanna’s shoulder with one hand and tangling her fingers in Joyanna’s hair with the other. Her mouth was soft, full, and a force to be reckoned with as she clung to Joyanna like a lifeline and tormented her with desperate lips.

      Joyanna trailed her hands down Trystan’s back, letting them linger at her waist, her ass, before lifting her up off the ground. Trystan gasped and wrapped her legs around Joyanna’s waist, pulling them even closer together.

      “Damn tent,” Joyanna breathed. “I want to back you up against a wall so bad.”

      “There’s a perfectly good bed on the floor right there,” Trystan murmured.

      “Eager to get me down there, are you?”

      Trystan kissed a slow, agonizing trail down Joyanna’s jaw.

      “I’m eager for a lot of things,” she whispered in Joyanna’s ear.

      Joyanna could have come undone at the seams right there. If you had asked her a couple of weeks ago whether or not she thought she would ever be in Trystan’s tent with the woman’s legs wrapped around her waist, she would have said no without a second thought. She had never made it a habit to sleep with scholars or council officials—not because they weren’t beautiful and deserving, but because it was hard to connect with someone well above your stature.

      But Trystan was whip-smart and mean to everyone she met, which had put Joyanna on even ground with everyone else. From the first lash of Trystan’s tongue, Joyanna had known she was hopelessly in trouble.

      Joyanna lowered them to the makeshift bed, letting Trystan straddle her once they reached the floor. She slid her hands down Trystan’s ribs and let them linger on her hips, dipping her thumbs beneath the waistband of Trystan’s pants teasingly.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.

      Trystan smirked and removed her shirt in one fluid motion.

      “Does it not seem like I’m sure?”

      Joyanna’s breathing hitched at the sight of Trystan’s body. For such an abrasive woman, she was so soft—all gentle planes and curves, with pretty pink nipples that Joyanna longed to taste and a trail of fine hair that started at her navel and disappeared beneath her trousers.

      “A gentleman always asks,” Joyanna mustered.

      “Oh yes, because waltzing into someone’s tent and asking them to fuck you is gentlemanly behavior.”

      “That’s not exactly how it happened…”

      “Joyanna,” she purred, leaning in to place a kiss on Joyanna’s neck. “Take your clothes off before I burn them off.”

      She slipped her hands underneath Joyanna’s shirt and trailed her fingers up and down Joyanna’s spine, warming them with magic until they just barely stung. Joyanna was tempted to resist, if only so she could feel the delicious sensation again, but she truly couldn’t afford to lose any clothing and wouldn’t put it past Trystan to follow through with her threat.

      She shucked her shirt and tried to calm her erratic heartbeat with a steadying breath as Trystan pushed her back until she was lying down, then began to nimbly unlace both Joyanna’s pants and her own.

      When they were both bare, they stared each other down hungrily.

      “Gods, how are you so stunning?” Joyanna whispered. To her surprise, Trystan’s hungry gaze softened for just a moment, and she smiled warmly.

      “I could ask you the same,” Trystan murmured. She leaned down and kissed Joyanna sweetly this time, letting her lips linger, slowing things down.

      Joyanna couldn’t decide which side of Trystan she preferred: her fire or whatever this gentleness was. The fire was what had drawn her attention—it was bright and hot and alluring. But this softness was bliss. She had seen how rough and cold Trystan could be, and to know that this was also possible—that she reserved warm smiles and soft touches for the right people—endeared her to the woman even more.

      Joyanna deepened their kiss and Trystan followed suit, letting her hands wander, tracing the curves and hard lines that made up Joyanna’s muscled body. She pulled away ever so slightly, letting her lips hover above Joyanna’s, just a hairsbreadth away.

      “Do you trust me?” she whispered. “Can I cast a spell on you?”

      “You already have,” Joyanna whispered back reverently, kissing her again. She felt Trystan smile against her lips, and her heart ached with a longing so strong she thought it would stop beating altogether. The arcanist had bewitched her, body and soul.

      Trystan took Joyanna’s hands and pulled them up above her head, then dragged her fingers languidly back down Joyanna’s arms, over her breasts, and let them rest on her stomach.

      “Hold the pillow,” she commanded. Joyanna watched her twist those nimble fingers in a pattern and whisper something under her breath before a heavy weight settled into her bones.

      With a thrill, she realized she couldn’t move on her own.

      “Is this okay?” Trystan asked, tracing invisible patterns against Joyanna’s skin.

      “This is more than okay, but you’re going to be the death of me,” Joyanna said breathlessly.

      “Only a small death,” she quipped. Then, she began a slow and tortuous descent down Joyanna’s body.

      The feeling of Trystan’s lips against her sensitive skin was divine, and her inability to move only amplified the sensation. The urge to writhe beneath Trystan’s touch was overwhelming, and it set fire to every nerve ending she had.

      Trystan was no fool, either. No stranger to this game. She played Joyanna like an instrument, plucking a string here, pressing a key there. Kissing and nipping until Joyanna was breathless and moaning.

      Joyanna had spent many different evenings with many different women, but she had never fallen prey to someone the way she had fallen prey to Trystan. She had gratefully given and taken more times than she could count but had never been so completely and utterly at another woman’s mercy. She would never be able to scrub the feeling of being worshipped from her mind.

      Trystan kneeled between Joyanna’s legs and trailed her fingers along the inside of Joyanna’s thighs, dancing closer and closer to her core with every agonizing second that passed. She locked eyes with Joyanna and snapped her fingers, releasing Joyanna from the hold she had been under, only to quickly cast another spell—this one enveloping the tent’s interior in a wall of shimmering dark blue energy.

      “You can be as loud as you’d like now,” she murmured huskily.

      “Gods, Trystan. I⁠—”

      If Trystan had been precise with her teasing, she was even more meticulous with her tongue. Every movement was agonizingly slow and calculated to drive Joyanna mad, as if she were truly savoring the moment, the power, the taste.

      Joyanna lost herself completely. There were no more thoughts in her head, no more control over her body. She was simply a vessel for rapture. She was pliable beneath Trystan’s capable hands, and she would begin and end wherever Trystan wanted her.

      Joyanna tangled her fingers in Trystan’s hair and let her head fall back, a string of curses tumbling from her lips as Trystan pushed her closer and closer to the precipice. Joyanna tensed beneath her and Trystan redoubled her efforts, slipping nimble fingers in deep to keep tempo with her mouth.

      She quickly reached the edge and tumbled over.

      When she was a mess of shaking legs and sweat, heart racing and chest heaving as she gasped for air and came down from the high, Trystan shifted so that she could sloppily kiss Joyanna. She smiled against Joyanna’s lips and slid her hand down Joyanna’s stomach until it rested between her legs.

      “Let me breathe, woman,” Joyanna gasped.

      “No.”

      And thus, their game continued.
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      Joyanna could see the light shining through the fabric that made up the tent around them. Soft, but growing brighter with every minute that passed.

      They hadn’t slept. Not a wink. And her body felt heavy with exhaustion but sated nonetheless. Trystan laid beside her, chest heaving as her breathing returned to normal now that Joyanna had finished worshiping her in return.

      Both of them were sore, tired, and drenched in sweat, but Joyanna would take a thousand sleepless nights if they could be spent like that with Trystan again. Whatever game they had been playing, she had well and truly lost it. Somewhere, during the gasps and the moans and the slip of skin, their fucking had turned to love-making. She wasn’t sure if Trystan had noticed, and she wasn’t sure if she should bring it up, but it was the honest truth all the same. There had been something too reverent in the way they said each other’s names, something too gentle and slow in the way they kissed.

      She didn’t know Trystan well at all, and there was certainly no place for love in the hand they had been dealt, but the woman had wormed her way into Joyanna’s heart nevertheless.

      She wondered if Trystan felt the same.

      Fuck, I’m in trouble, she thought.

      “Trystan,” she whispered, unable to help herself. “Come here.”

      Trystan sighed and stared at Joyanna with a heavy-lidded gaze.

      “I don’t do that,” she said.

      Joyanna furrowed her brow.

      “You can be tough and mean again when we wake up,” Joyanna insisted. “Be soft with me for a little while longer.”

      Trystan seemed to hesitate for a moment while she warred with herself.

      “I won’t use it against you,” Joyanna promised.

      Trystan shifted and closed the distance between them, allowing Joyanna to wrap her up and pull her close. She sighed contentedly as she laid her head on Joyanna’s chest.

      “Uh oh,” Joyanna murmured teasingly. “You like me, don’t you?”

      “Eat shit,” Trystan whispered, but Joyanna watched her lips tug into a small, sleepy smile.

      Fuck, I’m in so much trouble.

      Her heart tugged as she watched Trystan drift closer and closer to sleep.

      Joyanna was seconds away from nodding off herself when she heard the crunch of gravel just outside the tent.

      “Trystan?”

      Trystan groaned and propped herself up on one arm, rubbing furiously at her tired eyes.

      “Yes?” she said dryly. Joyanna bit her tongue to keep from laughing—she would recognize that voice anywhere. She couldn’t help herself; the allure of hearing Trystan admit to Ilde that they had just spent the night together was too good to pass up.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you, but have you seen Joyanna? I didn’t see her after our meeting yesterday, and her tent was empty this morning,” Ilde said, a hint of worry coating her words.

      Trystan glanced up at Joyanna, and Joyanna smirked, offering nothing but a wink as reassurance. Trystan rolled her eyes.

      “I—uh—yeah. Yes, I’ve seen her,” Trystan stammered, glaring at Joyanna all the while.

      “Where?”

      “She’s in here,” she admitted begrudgingly, cheeks burning.

      “Oh. Oh.” Ilde cleared her throat. “I’m so sorry, I just hadn’t seen her and I was worried.”

      “Good morning, Ilde,” Joyanna said, finally allowing herself to laugh.

      “Good morning, Jo,” Ilde mumbled. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      Joyanna couldn’t see her, but she could practically hear her roll her eyes.

      “Don’t worry, we’re done,” Joyanna quipped.

      “I’m very happy for you, but I’m leaving now.”

      “Thanks for checking in!”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Ilde walked away, the sound of crunching gravel fading as she put distance between herself and the tent. Joyanna waited for the sound to fade completely before she smiled at Trystan and brushed her thumb against the part of Trystan’s cheek that had grown pink with embarrassment.

      “Lay down,” Joyanna murmured. “It’s still early. We should be able to sleep a few hours before anyone besides Ilde comes looking for us.”

      Trystan nestled back into Joyanna’s arms, and the two of them drifted to sleep together.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde retraced her steps from the night she had first heard Mersari up to the entrance of the quarry and out past the illusion that kept them all hidden from view. The forest felt different this time, with the winter sun shining above; it felt pregnant with possibility and full to the brim with untapped potential. The further she trekked, the more determined she was to understand everything that had happened.

      She had spoken with Alester the night before, and he hadn’t had much to offer in the way of praying to gods. His sentiments were the same as when he and Ilde had first met—if it feels right, then it probably is right. She had spent all night staring up at the roof of her tent, desperately wracking her brain for a way to ask Mersari for answers without angering him. Come morning, she begrudgingly accepted that there was no way to do it without getting straight to the point. She hoped that Mersari would appreciate her candor, at the very least.

      When she found her log again, Ilde settled herself down and focused on the atmosphere around her, letting the sounds of the forest comfort her as they grew louder with her stillness. She knew there was no one around, but she felt watched, seen, perceived—as if the entire world was waiting for her to prove herself, prove her connection to Mersari. What if the other night had been a fluke? Or worse, some kind of sick joke?

      She pulled her dagger from its sheath at her hip and drew a thin line across her palm, tracing the scar that was already there—the scar that had glowed the last time she heard Mersari. She watched the blood begin to well, then clutched her sigil and bowed her head.

      “Mersari?” she whispered.

      At first, there was nothing, and Ilde worried that her fears were real. Then, the deep, harmonic ringing began. The pressure around her seemed to drop, and she felt heavy—heavier than anything tangible in the Terrain—as if she were being held in place by powers greater than her own. Her vision blurred and darkened as her eyes rolled back into her head. She almost lost herself to unconsciousness, but something held her just on the precipice.

      “Champion, your strength is admirable. To form this connection frequently takes great constitution and faith. I admire and value your determination—it is something I have not seen in a very long time. How may I serve you as you serve me?”

      “I have… so many questions. And I can’t answer them on my own,” Ilde said, though she wasn’t sure if she was physically speaking the words or if she was communicating through some other divine means beyond her understanding.

      “Speak freely, Champion. I will give you the answers you seek if I am able.”

      Ilde hesitated, worried that speaking too freely would mean angering her god.

      “Have you fallen from the pantheon?” she asked timidly.

      “I fell several centuries ago, yes,” Mersari answered. “Though, it often feels like no time has passed.”

      “If you’ve fallen, how can you hear me? How can you respond?”

      “The connection between a deity and their follower works in tandem. It is not a single thread held aloft between us, but two—one representing my connection to you and another representing your connection to me. When I fell, the thread that belonged to me was snipped, meaning I could no longer offer gifts and enlightenment to those who sought me out. But I never stopped hearing you or any of the others.”

      “You heard everyone but could offer no solace… that’s why everyone believes you abandoned your followers...” she whispered.

      “This is the truth, yes.”

      “Why can you speak to me now, then?”

      “Because you are close enough that I can pick up the other thread,” Mersari said. “This would only work in the valley. Were you to leave, I would lose the connection once again.”

      “You’re walking the Terrain? You’re here? In the valley?”

      “I have been here for centuries.”

      “How are you still alive?” she asked.

      “While I am less than a god now, I am no mortal. I could be struck down by great power, but the blade of time has no edge for me. Walking the Terrain for an eternity is my plight to bear, but it is not always so bad. There is beauty here. Beauty you are trying to save.”

      “Why did you fall?” she whispered, instantly regretting her choice to ask. She worried that voicing her mistrust—even as a harmless question—would cut her off from him forever.

      “In a way, Champion, your vengeance is my own—though my desire for it has dulled over time. Just before I fell, I discovered the truth of Rholdir and his machinations. When I revealed the truth, the pantheon did not believe my words, and it tarnished their image of me. They cast me out, fearing I was a stain against their divinity—corruption amongst the clean.”

      “What did Rholdir hope to do?”

      “At the time, he was studying the cosmos with the intent of stripping Dadasha of her rightful place as a prime deity. He wanted complete control. Dranheia and Dadasha sit above us all for a reason. They are the Mothers from which we were all born. They represent life and death, while the rest of us shed light on everything in between. But Rholdir believed he was destined for more than choosing a direction for the people of the Terrain. He hated that Dadasha could decide when his creations were finished with their life’s work. He grew greedy.”

      “But now they know the truth! They’ve cast him out! Surely they would return you to your rightful place in the pantheon…”

      “I do not pretend to understand their reasoning, as I have not been a part of it for some time now. All I can do is walk this world and hope that when this is over, they deem me worthy to return.”

      “You could walk beside us,” Ilde said, feeling braver. Bolder. “If Rholdir can accomplish what he has despite being so far from the pantheon, I know you could do the same. Seek your vengeance with me. Help us.”

      “You are bold to demand my aid without knowing whether or not I can safely give it.”

      “I have recklessly given my entire adult life to following you and what I thought were your tenets without any recompense or reward until now. You said yourself that there was beauty in this world. Divinity aside, what kind of person would you be if you allowed Rholdir to reign? I know you are good. You do not need a place in the pantheon to represent justice. I have faith in you.”

      “Ilde Torrun—not just bold, but intrepid and valiant. Provoking a god by implying he is a coward and appealing to his pride.” Ilde heard his laugh reverberate inside her mind.

      “I would sooner seek you out and drag you into battle than accept you as a recreant.”

      “You have no reverence.”

      “I have nothing but reverence, so much so that I refuse to see you lose what you were created to do.”

      “Seek me out, then. I will wait for you here in the valley. There is a long-forgotten temple where the river forks at the northernmost point in the Veil. Find it, and I will gladly walk beside you.”

      “Your help is conditional, then?” she countered.

      “Consider it a test. The trials of a Champion of Vengeance were never easy, and you’ve been granted the mark without undergoing a trial of your own.” The scar on her hand flashed gold. “It is time for you to earn it.”

      With that, Ilde was shunted back into reality, and she collapsed in the leaves on the forest floor, chest heaving as she gasped for air like she hadn’t been breathing for hours.

      “My whole life has been a trial, you prick,” she wheezed.

      Her scar flared again at her words, and she imagined she heard Mersari’s laughter one last time before the crescendo of natural noises found her ears once more.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna watched Trystan with hungry eyes as she explained their scheme to the rest of the Verity. The two of them had barely slept, having spent the last couple of days figuring out the master plan… amongst other things. The plan was as foolproof as it could be, which was admittedly not very foolproof at all, but it would have to do.

      They needed seven groups. One for each minor council member and one for Belial. Each group would consist of four members, split evenly between mages and swordsmen, though that would depend on who volunteered. Each group would be helmed by a mage or druid who could cast a teleportation spell, and each group would be instructed to watch from afar until their target fled the city. They would follow them and strike while they were on the road, detain them, and teleport them back to the valley right away to avoid the eyes and ears of the city guards as best as possible.

      The group for Belial, however, would sneak in and take him out altogether rather than apprehend him—the fewer people on the playing field who were directly connected to Rholdir, the better.

      Finally, Onas would take his own group to Erdai and convince Willa Hastel—the Lawkeeper—that her fellow councilman, Brutan Vex, was complicit in crimes against Eolis.

      They would be splitting up most of the Verity’s able bodies, spreading them thinly across Eolis and leaving the weakest behind to fend for themselves, but it was their only chance to keep the situation from worsening.

      Joyanna pried her eyes away from Trystan and looked to the rest of her group—her friends. Their expressions were easy to read. They had already been split once, and it had been difficult for all of them, never mind dangerous. None of them were particularly fond of a plan that would lead all of them in different directions.

      When Trystan finished explaining the plan to the mass of people who had gathered, all of them waiting with bated breath to see what would befall their ragtag group, the quarry was silent save for the whisper of wind that passed through. Joyanna felt sick as the seconds ticked by. Then, one mage stepped forward—a man who had come with a group of Wariah worshippers from the southern coast.

      “I would gladly give my life to end this. I will help as best I can,” he said.

      Then another, and another, until what seemed like the entire Verity had stepped forward and offered their aid. She and Trystan had been right—there were people here who were furious and wanted their revenge for the horrors that had befallen Eolis. But Joyanna felt no joy at having guessed the truth nor at having their plan work out. Many of the people there might die, and there was no satisfaction in that.

      Joyanna stepped away from the fray, and her companions silently followed her, convening together at the edge of the Verity’s gathering.

      “How do we fit into all of this?” Alester asked. “I know none of us will be sitting by idly.”

      “The way Trystan and I have it figured out—Alester and Orvyc, you two will go with Onas to confront Willa. Ilde, Madris, and I will go with Trystan to kill Belial. And⁠—”

      “Joyanna—” Ilde said, interrupting. “I can’t go.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, brow furrowed. Ilde looked worried—torn between helping her friends and doing whatever it was she needed to accomplish. Joyanna could tell that it bothered Ilde to turn her down, so she reached out and put a heavy hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, you can explain. I won’t be upset.”

      Ilde took a deep breath and glanced at each of her friends.

      “Mersari is in the valley,” she said finally. “I spoke with him. I know where he is. He wants me to find him. He has a trial for me to complete, and if I can complete it, he said he would return with me and help us in our efforts.”

      “And you believe him?” Alester asked, barely keeping the incredulous tone from his voice.

      “I do. I learned why he fell. This is his fight, too.”

      “And you can’t wait until we’re done with Belial and Willa?” he said.

      “I’m worried that if I wait, it will be too late.”

      “That he won’t accept you in a couple of weeks?”

      “No, that in a couple of weeks, this will all be over…” Ilde murmured. Their group fell silent. Ilde had broken the first rule of dangerous situations: Never speak aloud how dangerous they truly were. But it was the truth, nevertheless, and Joyanna knew from the way the group reacted that they were all feeling the same way.

      Joyanna herself had been doing her best to ignore the sense of impending doom that had been invading her thoughts since she’d woken up from her close call with death. The nights spent with Trystan had distracted her in some ways but also made her fear a million times worse. Even though Trystan had no idea how deep Joyanna’s attachment ran, Joyanna had yet another person to live for… and another person to lose.

      “Don’t say that, Ilde,” Madris said gently. “We have to be positive.”

      “You’re right,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you going to do this alone?” Joyanna asked. “I don’t think you should travel by yourself.”

      “I don’t have a choice. I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Madris said. “Joyanna is right. It’ll be dangerous enough with just the two of us. Going alone would be madness. You won’t do us any good if you’re dead.”

      “So much for positivity,” Joyanna grumbled sarcastically, trying to lighten the mood. Madris gave her a sheepish, apologetic look, so she winked and smiled to let her know no harm had been done.

      “I don’t like this,” Orvyc said quietly. “All this splitting up feels wrong.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ilde whispered. “I promise you, I don’t want to do this. I would rather you all went with me. We’re stronger together… I’m stronger with you.”

      “Ilde, you don’t need our permission,” Joyanna said.

      “You don’t understand…” she said, and Joyanna saw the scared, feral look in her eye—like an animal about to run. Like someone who had shoved their emotions into a small box and locked them away. Joyanna was well versed in Ilde’s emotions, or lack thereof. She had spent the last seven years giving Ilde the space she needed to survive. But she had also spent the last seven years watching. Watching Ilde struggle. Watching her outbursts and her meltdowns and her fear. She had done her best to be supportive. Had done her best to poke and prod Ilde into following the right path. Had done her best to help Ilde work through all the guilt and the trauma and the anger.

      It had been hard. It was still hard. She had watched Ilde spiral out of control and vomit on the side of the road as anxiety crippled her. She had seen Ilde fly into a rage after being set off by something small. She had seen Ilde shut down and close herself off. She had seen Ilde scream and cry and fight for her life against the dark stain of death that had been left in her mind. Not all at once, not even every day—especially not after Ilde had done a bit of growing up. But Joyanna had witnessed so many of her bad days that they weighed heavy on her heart because she knew deep down that there was nothing she alone could do to fix Ilde and make her whole again.

      She had no idea who Ilde had been before she stepped foot in the tavern. What kind of girl she was… whether she had been polite and gentle or headstrong and full of fire. Whether she had been emotional or level-headed. Whether she had been quiet or loud, soft or strong…

      All she knew was the broken little girl who had picked up her own pieces and devised a childish plan to grow up and be strong and fight her own demons. Maybe it had been a mistake to help ensure that Ilde lived out that particular dream—because Joyanna was certainly responsible for how she had turned out; that much was undeniable. She had put the first sword in her hands.

      Would it have been better to send her on her way? Turn down her offer? Would she have found somewhere softer to land after everything she had been through? Or would the streets of Isonwood have hardened her further?

      No. Joyanna knew the truth. It wouldn’t have hardened her further; she would have been crushed.

      Joyanna knew she could have done better, could still do better. She should have encouraged Ilde to talk about her trauma more. Should have broken through more of Ilde’s rough exterior than she had. Should have started helping her heal sooner, rather than just helping her survive.

      She felt guilty because she knew the wild animal in front of her—the one who was so scared to feel—was partially her fault. But she felt pride, too. She had seen Ilde’s heart—knew the potential that was buried inside her friend. The capacity for generosity and love and compassion. And she knew that she’d had a hand in instilling that, regardless of everything else. And that was what was shining through now.

      “Ilde,” Joyanna murmured, pulling her in and wrapping Ilde up in her arms. “You have to do this. We understand. I know you blame yourself for this—for the danger we’re in—but we followed you. You are a flame, Ilde. You are warm and bright and valuable, and we will follow you anywhere because we love you. If this is where your journey leads you, then we will support you. We have all had many opportunities to leave, to back out, to run… but we are here because it’s important to you—and you are important to us.”

      Joyanna felt Ilde return her embrace and let out a soft sigh of relief.

      Madris stepped up and hugged Ilde from behind, Orvyc and Alester joining from either side until they had all enveloped Ilde in the embrace she needed.
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      Joyanna rose early on the morning they were leaving and made her way out of the quarry to see Ilde and Madris off. She found them at the top, packing one of their tired and faithful horses for the journey to the north of the Veil.

      It was cold. Frost kissed the blades of grass that grew defiantly from the cold dirt, and their breath hung like clouds as they breathed in the crisp morning air. In the weeks they had been with the Verity, winter had settled over Eolis and sunk its claws in deep. It wasn’t common for snow to stick in the south, but they still had to contend with the freezing temperatures, rain, and occasional flurries.

      Joyanna knew it would be a miserable trip for the two of them.

      “Please try to stay warm,” she said, patting the horse as Ilde tied down her pack. “If you have to lose a limb, make sure it’s a toe. It’s hard to swing a blade without all of your fingers.”

      “It’s not that cold. You and I have been in colder,” Ilde muttered, shoving Joyanna playfully.

      “Cold is cold. You’re going to be miserable regardless.”

      “It won’t take long. We’ll be back and warm before you know it.”

      “Madris, don’t be afraid to cuddle up with Ilde. Body heat helps, and she won’t bite unless you ask her to,” Joyanna said, clapping Ilde on the back with a grin. She just couldn’t help herself; egging the two of them on was too much fun.

      Madris blushed immediately and suddenly grew very interested in the ground beneath her feet.

      “Why do you insist on being such a menace?” Ilde grumbled and pushed Joyanna away from her. Joyanna chuckled and pretended to stumble from Ilde’s shove before reaching out and shoving her back.

      Ilde stepped closer to their horse and chivalrously helped Madris into the saddle before climbing up herself.

      “We’ll meet you back here in a week,” Ilde said as confidently as she could muster.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Joyanna said sternly. She reached up and grasped Ilde’s forearm, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Be safe, kid.”

      “You too.”

      “Madris, don’t let her do anything too stupid.”

      “You know I have no control over that,” Madris said with a smile. “But I’ll do my best.”

      Joyanna watched the two of them ride off and felt her heart sink into her stomach. She wanted nothing more than to ride off beside them, but without her help, the plan to kill Belial would definitely fail.

      “Can I ask if you’re okay?”

      Joyanna turned and found Trystan standing behind her, dressed and ready for their own quest.

      “You can ask me whatever you’d like,” Joyanna said genuinely.

      “I wasn’t sure if that was… what we were doing…” Trystan said hesitantly. Joyanna silently thrilled at the hint of attachment in Trystan’s tone.

      “I’d like to do that—if by that, you mean get to know each other. You’re stunning, Trystan, but I know there’s a person in there, too. I’d like to learn who she is eventually.”

      Trystan chuckled quietly, and a warm, rosy blush settled across her cheeks and nose.

      “Are you okay, then?” she asked again. Joyanna was somewhat grateful for the subject change—discussing possibilities only made her nerves fray more.

      “I’m okay. Just nervous about her doing this without most of us.”

      “How do you know Ilde?” Trystan asked. “The two of you seem close.”

      “I would kill for that girl. I have killed for that girl,” Joyanna said. “She was my apprentice. I taught her how to fight. She rode into Isonwood after Eldryss was annihilated. She waltzed right up to me in a bar and asked me to train her, and basically offered to keep my house for me in return. She was fifteen. I was twenty-two. I had no right taking in a teenager when I was barely grown myself, but I did. I kept her alive, taught her how to fight, and she has repaid me by being probably the best friend I’ll ever have.”

      “Fifteen… so young. I was showing off and sneaking wine at fifteen. I can’t imagine…” Trystan murmured.

      “I was on my own at fifteen, too,” Joyanna admitted. “Not for the same reason, but it was hard nonetheless. I wish I would have found someone to take me in… I’m not as smart as Ilde, though.”

      Trystan’s eyes flashed with curiosity.

      “Why were you on your own?” she asked, then quickly apologized. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t pry.”

      “No, no. It’s fine. We have similar upbringings, you and I. You said you were a military brat, right?”

      “I was. My father was an arcane general. I far outrank him now,” she said pridefully.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Joyanna chuckled. “You’re far more formidable than any man I’ve ever met.”

      Trystan grinned and rolled her eyes.

      “Does that mean you were also a military brat?”

      “Yeah. I was raised by my father. I don’t use the name anymore—haven’t for years—but my last name is Gerassi,” she admitted. Bringing up her past was strange; she had left it behind and moved on so long ago that it barely felt like it belonged to her anymore.

      “As in Hestor Gerassi? The High General?”

      “Is he still the High General?” Joyanna asked with an awkward laugh. “I’ll be honest with you, I haven’t exactly kept tabs.”

      “I didn’t know he even had children,” Trystan said, eyes wide with shock.

      “Child. One. Just me, unless he has other bastards I don’t know about,” she muttered. “You didn’t know he had a child because he has never once cared about having a child.”

      “I’ve worked with him. The man is… awful.” She made a face of disgust. “It doesn’t take a genius to know why you left.”

      “Being the best student in the youth academy didn’t make him love me, so I decided to make my own way. I’ve been on my own ever since.”

      “And when Ilde came knocking, you let her in because you saw yourself in her,” Trystan said pointedly.

      “Maybe…” Joyanna shrugged. “She was also just a good kid.”

      “And she’s the reason you’re all here?”

      “She’s the reason we started all of this, yes. She has followed me faithfully for seven years. I thought it was time to show her that she meant as much to me as I do to her.”

      “What about the others?”

      “They agreed to help for different reasons. Maddy wanted to use it as a research opportunity. Orvyc was… broody and looking for a distraction. Alester wanted to protect Orvyc and had no stakes in any of this outside of their friendship. I don’t think any of them remain for the same reasons, though.”

      “You’re all very noble for doing this, I think,” Trystan said. “It’s a good cause. Dangerous, but worth the trouble.”

      “We’re not heroes. Ilde, maybe… but the rest of us are just good friends.”

      “Even if we fail, you’re saving her. That’s noble enough.” Trystan adjusted her coat and folded her arms over her chest. “But we’re not going to fail.”

      Joyanna took a deep breath and met Trystan’s fierce gaze as the two of them allowed their false sense of bravado to shine through. For a moment, Joyanna even felt like they would be okay. She reached up and tucked a stray piece of hair behind Trystan’s ear, chucked her gently under the chin, and winked.

      “No failures here.”

      Each team took a couple of hours to prepare, but as the morning sun crested higher in the sky, they left one by one until Joyanna and Trystan were the only ones left.

      “The roads outside of Asalaim will be dangerous, as will the city, I’m sure. It’s close to Nedale, and with Belial residing in Asalaim, I’m sure there will be plenty of Rholdir’s followers keeping a close eye on things. Be careful. Keep your heads down,” Ibaud told them.

      “We’ll do our best,” Joyanna said.

      The two of them had been saddled with a young druid named Halath, who had grown up in Asalaim and knew the surrounding area well. His skinny frame and long, blonde hair made him look young—like hardly more than a teenager. His hands shook as he introduced himself to Trystan and Joyanna.

      Joyanna grasped his hand and gave it a rough shake.

      “Don’t be scared, Halath. Everything is going to be alright.”

      “Y-yes ma’am,” he stuttered.

      “All you have to do is get us there and bring us home. You’re going to be perfectly safe.”

      Halath nodded frantically, and Joyanna could tell he wanted to believe her, but fear had gripped his mind like a vice. Trystan reached out and touched his arm, whispering something under her breath in the process. Joyanna watched Halath seize up and then relax, melting into a haze of calm serenity.

      “Better?” Trystan asked, and Halath nodded.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Alright. Let’s get out of here, then,” Joyanna said.

      Trystan led them to the nearest tree, and the two of them watched as Halath used his power to pull the tree apart and open a portal within its trunk. He stepped back and motioned for the two of them to go first.

      “After you,” he said.

      Joyanna and Trystan shared a look of uncertainty before stepping through together.
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc stepped from Elder Onas’ portal—which had felt stagnant but warm—and found himself standing in the freezing rain. As droplets began to wet his hair and drip down his cheeks, he shivered and stepped under an awning that was attached to the building on his left. They were in a wide alley littered with discarded crates and other useless trash. A man leaned against the wall at the mouth of the alley, and upon seeing Orvyc’s small group appear within it, he humphed and shook his head before vacating the area, clearly not wanting any part of their suspicious activities. In big cities, sometimes it was best to mind your own business, after all. And Erdai was the biggest city on the continent—one of the biggest in all of the Terrain.

      “Of course it would be raining,” Alester muttered, flipping the large hood of his cloak up over his white hair. Orvyc watched as a small bulge traveled up the length of the cloak’s sleeve, and Puck’s tiny head emerged beside Alester’s chin, whiskers twitching.

      “Puck doesn’t mind the rain, do you Puck?” Orvyc asked. Alester stilled as he reached out and petted the rat on the head with a single gentle finger.

      “Puck says he despises the rain.”

      “Liar. You don’t speak rat.”

      “He is my familiar. You think I can’t understand him?”

      “Oh, I know you can understand him. But I also know you’re a dirty liar. I’ve seen Puck roll around in puddles before.”

      Alester smirked and batted Orvyc’s hand away from his face. “No more rat privileges for you.”

      “Come here, Puck. Don’t listen to him. We can stand in the rain together.” Orvyc held his hand out and grinned as Puck weaseled his way out of Alester’s cloak and leapt onto his open palm. He stepped back out into the rain and held his hand outstretched in front of him, allowing the friendly little rat to look up at the sky. Puck sniffed the air for a moment before he stood up on his hind feet and reached up to catch a droplet of water in his tiny hands. He let out a squeak, closed his little eyes, and began brushing at his fur as it grew damp from the rain.

      Orvyc laughed and looked to the sky, taking in the dark, ugly clouds as he ignored the chill.

      “You’re the only one he’ll abandon me for, you know?” Alester murmured. “He likes you.”

      “He’s got good taste,” Orvyc said, returning his gaze to his friend. He used his free hand to brush the water away so it wouldn’t drip in his eyes.

      “Yeah, he does.” The two of them shared a smile before Orvyc returned the now-wet rat to his rightful place in Alester’s cloak.

      “As much as I would love to find some joy in this terrible weather, we have things to do,” Elder Onas said quietly. “Have either of you been to this city before?”

      “I sailed into port here when I left Odura, but I stayed near the northwestern part of the city until I left. If we’ll be near the port, I can help us get around, but my knowledge of the rest of the city is not great.”

      “I’ve only ever been to the Council District,” Elder Onas said. “We may need to ask for directions if we’re not nearby.”

      “You don’t know where you brought us?” Orvyc asked incredulously.

      “I was intentionally vague with my direction. Teleporting directly into the center of the Council District didn’t seem like the most discreet option.”

      “You’re right. Forgive me,” he said. “I think the most forgettable of us should be the one to ask for directions.”

      “Which one of us is that?” Alester asked.

      Orvyc grimaced and motioned to his appearance. “I don’t think it’s me, unfortunately.”

      Alester shook his head. “A four-foot-tall man with white hair isn’t exactly forgettable, either.”

      The two of them looked towards Elder Onas, who chuckled darkly.

      “Are you suggesting I am forgettable because I am old?”

      “No, you’re just⁠—”

      “Old and average. Yes, of course,” he said. He shook his head and smiled. “I take no offense.”

      Elder Onas led the way out of the alley and out onto a decently large and busy street, giving Orvyc his first view of the city of Erdai since leaving its walls years ago. The buildings in this part of the city were tall and built haphazardly atop one another in sections that made the rapidly growing population apparent. As they passed each building, Orvyc could tell where construction had started, stopped, and started again. Bricks and stonework shifted colors slightly with every story that rose into the sky. Skinny and nearly uninhabitable buildings had been constructed in some of the alleys between other shops and businesses, and people came and went from each of them with an air of indifference.

      If they kept their hoods up, it would be easy to blend in here. They could just slip into the endless sea of blurred faces.

      They walked several blocks, turning left, right, then left again until they were so far away from the alley they had emerged from that they were sure their group would go unnoticed. The chances of anyone keenly remembering them as the mysterious men who had magically emerged from a portal were slim.

      The three of them huddled against the nearest building for a moment before Elder Onas reached out to the nearest passerby.

      “Excuse me. Please, could you help point us in the right direction?”

      The dwarvish man Onas had picked out of the crowd looked up, his dark brown eyes wide with confusion at being broken from the reverie of his commute.

      “I’m sorry?” he responded.

      “We’re a bit lost. Could you point us in the direction of the Council District?” Onas asked again.

      “You’re too far east. Go up three blocks and make a left. That’ll put you on the Uniter’s Road. Uniter will take you all the way to the Council District. It’s a long walk, though. Might want to hail a cart.”

      With that, the dwarvish man continued his path through the city and left them behind.

      “I wish he had said how far of a walk it would be,” Alester muttered.

      “Do we want to risk hailing a cart and letting another person see us?” Orvyc said warily.

      “The people who drive these carts see dozens of people every day. The odds of them remembering us specifically as more than just a few passersby is probably pretty slim.”

      “I think we’ll be safe enough in a cart,” Onas agreed. “Let’s walk to Uniter Road and hail a cart there.”

      Following the dwarvish man’s instructions, they traveled for the remaining blocks and soon found themselves on a wide thoroughfare far busier and nicer than the streets they had been traveling on before.

      Orvyc waved down a cart—a small thing with only enough room for the three of them, pulled by a single bored and tired horse. He gave their destination to the driver and sat back in the seat, pulling his hood in closer around his face in an attempt to fight off the rain, which stung his cheeks now that they were moving faster than a walking pace.

      The city passed them as they moved, all of it blurring together in unfamiliarity: a shop here, a tavern there. The smoke of a blacksmith’s forge drifted into the drizzly sky from somewhere nearby, and the smell of the forge mingled with the wet cobblestone and horse shit to create a uniquely urban scent.

      As they moved closer to the city’s center, the architecture shifted from plebeian and mediocre to grandiose. The buildings gradually grew in stature, and the stones shifted from simple masonry to carved works of art. When they reached the Council District proper, the rain stopped, and the sun emerged triumphantly from behind the heavy clouds as if they had reached a place so rich it could afford to alter the weather.

      Orvyc hoped it was a sign that things were looking up.

      The Grand Council District was shaped like a target, with the council chambers in the very center, surrounded by rings made up of the various courts and offices that kept the governing body of Eolis running smoothly and without fail. It was a busy area, too. People jostled them on all sides as Orvyc and his companions stood in the middle of the street to get their bearings. Most of the pedestrians were dressed in council garb, announcing to outsiders that they worked for the city and were on very important business with their pressed and immaculate robes. There were others there as well—citizens in a variety of street clothes who were in the area running errands or just passing through.

      The Grand Council District in Erdai was a hub of activity, more so than any other city Orvyc had seen. They were not in the center of the continent, but Erdai was its beating heart. It was what kept the continent alive.

      Orvyc glanced around in awe, taking in his surroundings. He allowed himself to enjoy what he saw and forget why they were there, even if just for a moment. That is, until something caught his eye: a flash of deep green robes through the crowd, a wooden staff, and a gaggle of men in moss-colored armor. He immediately grabbed Elder Onas and Alester, dragging them off in the opposite direction from where the entourage was headed.

      “W—What are you doing?” Alester huffed as Orvyc practically lifted him off his feet in an attempt to get away. Once they were across the street, and a slew of people separated them, Orvyc gestured toward the group he had spotted.

      “That sure looks like the Boundless Order to me,” he said gruffly.

      “That looked like Faeryl. This makes things a bit more difficult,” Onas grumbled, readjusting his hood to cover more of his face. “I was considering just walking straight into her office and requesting an audience, but that may be too conspicuous if they’re in the area and watching.”

      “What if the two of you wait somewhere away from the area, and I go in and try to get her attention?” Orvyc asked.

      “How do you plan on getting past her office staff? It will be no different than it was with Constable Arais. Actually, it will probably be more difficult,” Alester said.

      “And we can’t create a distraction this time because the Order is already here. Two druids wreaking havoc on the Grand Council District will catch their attention,” Onas said.

      “The place is probably warded against magic, but they can’t ward against the effects of a potion, can they?”

      Onas and Alester shared a look of uncertainty.

      “That worked last time, but I’m not sure we should hinge our success on it again,” Onas said. “You’ll have to reveal yourself to her, and if it goes wrong, she’ll just have you arrested or killed.”

      “Then I’ll just have to be incredibly convincing, won’t I?”

      “Orvyc,” Alester whined. “This is not a good plan.”

      “Do you have any others?” Orvyc asked.

      “We’ve only been here for a couple of hours. We can come up with a stronger plan.”

      “We don’t have time to sit around and scheme. The longer we wait, the longer Brutan has to get away.” Orvyc patted the pocket on the inside of his cloak. “I have the letters and records from Constable Arais. We’ve got evidence on our side. I just need to get in there.”

      “I really don’t think⁠—”

      “Enough. We look suspicious standing here conspiring with our hoods up. Let’s go find somewhere to buy a potion of invisibility. You can try to think up another plan on the way.”

      He spun and headed west. It took much longer than Orvyc had expected. They walked for a couple of hours before they found an apothecary, and upon hearing Orvyc’s request, the apothecary gave them all a skeptical look.

      “Those are hard to come by,” she said quietly, glancing cautiously toward the handful of other shop patrons perusing the shelves. “And they’re not cheap.”

      “We have coin,” Orvyc murmured, flashing the coin purse Onas had given him before they left the quarry. It was half of the funds that the Verity had pooled together for their cause. The other half had gone with Trystan and Joyanna.

      “Give me just a second, let me go back in the back and grab that for you,” she said cheerily, arching an eyebrow conspiratorially before she disappeared through a curtain behind the counter. There was some rustling and movement in the back room, and then the woman returned with a small satchel in hand. She handed it to Orvyc and nodded once before saying, rather loudly, “There you go. You all have a nice evening now. Come back soon!”

      Orvyc quickly led his companions outside, then down the street until they had put a comfortable distance between themselves and the apothecary shop. Then, he opened the satchel.

      It was full of dried sage—the smell burning his nose as he got close enough to peer inside the bag. He shifted the contents around a bit by shaking the bag and revealed a small piece of paper rolled up and buried beneath the herb. He pulled it out, unrolled it, and found an address written in a small, precise scrawl.

      “Let’s go,” Orvyc said, waving the small note for Alester and Onas to see. “We’ve got a shady deal to make.”
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna had never been to Asalaim, and she was admittedly unimpressed even though tourism was far from the reason for her visit. They had stepped out of a tree that grew in a small patch of forest about a mile outside the city’s gates, so she was already a little grumpy about having to walk so far to reach the city. When they arrived, the guards stopped them out of suspicion—rightfully so, considering they had walked up with no traveling gear or horses—and made Joyanna remove Brightblade and all of her armor so they could search her for contraband. Then, once Joyanna had put everything back on and finally set foot in the city, she stepped directly into a pile of horse shit.

      “That’s it. I want to go back. Fuck Belial,” she said, using the uneven cobblestone to scrape the shit off of her boot with little success.

      “Shut up, idiot. Don’t say his name so loudly,” Trystan hissed. “Pick up your foot.”

      “Why? So you can smell it?”

      Trystan reached down and retaliated by slapping Joyanna in the leg, then grabbed a handful of Joyanna’s pant leg and tugged her foot up off the ground. Joyanna wobbled as Trystan’s fingers danced in the air above the sole of her boot and watched as the offensive excrement was magically wiped clean.

      “That’s pretty handy.”

      “I’ve been known to be handy at times,” Trystan said.

      “Oh, I know.”

      “Stop. We’re doing something important right now. Please be serious.”

      “I have never been more serious in my life,” Joyanna said, but she couldn’t help but smile.

      Trystan rolled her eyes.

      Halath coughed awkwardly and startled Joyanna into remembering there was a third member of their party.

      “Where should we go now?” he asked.

      “I think we should scope out the temple first, see what kind of surroundings we’ll be dealing with,” Joyanna said.

      “We also need to find a place to sleep for the next couple of days,” Trystan said.

      “There should be a tavern or two close by the temple. Asalaim doesn’t have major districts like the larger cities do. Everything is sort of mixed together,” Halath said. “I can lead you in that direction.”

      They walked for some time, and Joyanna mentally marked off everything she would change about Asalaim as she passed. It was an older city than Isonwood was. An offshoot from Erdai to the north, it had grown from the ground up when people began to migrate out of the metropolis millennia ago. And it sorely showed its age. Some people called it the forgotten city because there wasn’t much to draw people there. Nedale had been known for the Divine Conservatory. Erdai was home to the Grand Council. Isonwood drew arcanists from all over the world with Prelarry’s. Hapool was a hub for exporting and well known for its warm beaches and weather. Asalaim was landlocked, had no university of note, was constantly bombarded by mediocre weather, and couldn’t even claim the luxury of falling within the Valley of the Veil.

      Joyanna thought it was drab and made all the more ugly by how much she was starting to miss home.

      The temple to the Fatesower was not meager. It did not sink into the amalgamation of mundanity that made up the rest of Asalaim. It towered above the tallest buildings on the street. Its deeply sloped gables were sharp and treacherous, their ends each adorned with a stained-glass window that depicted the cosmos with the Fatesower’s red thread weaving through the stars. A domed tower pierced through the center of the temple, so at odds with the rest of the pointed architecture that it looked like it had been placed there as an afterthought, except it was built of the same dark gray stone, and the windows of its observation deck were painted in the same beautiful style as the others. At the top of the tower was a spire, long and needlelike, that pierced the sky and threatened to disappear amongst the heavy clouds.

      It was beautiful. Joyanna had never been one to frequent any of the temples, but this one was surely a sight to see. She might have even been awestruck if it weren’t for the task at hand.

      “There is a tavern down the street,” Halath said, pointing.

      Joyanna took out her coin purse, removed a bit of coin for herself, and then handed the rest to Halath.

      “Go ask for two rooms and make yourself comfortable. We’ll meet you there,” she said.

      Halath took the purse gratefully and left them without question, having no desire to get too deeply involved.

      “How are we going to do this?” Joyanna asked.

      “We go in and ask questions about the Fatesower, have a look around, act like tourists or new acolytes. Then we get the hell out,” Trystan said.

      “Sounds like as good a plan as any.” Joyanna looked at Trystan, took a deep breath, and led the way into the temple.

      The antechamber had no doors, only wide, open archways that left the shrine of the Fatesower open to the elements. As the two of them stepped in, the sun disappeared from view and plunged the room into semi-shadow; the only light came from the low-burning sconces that were placed around the perimeter. The room was so large that the light barely reached the shrine in the center. Instead, the shrine was lit from below by dozens of flickering candles.

      There was a small handful of worshippers situated around the shrine, praying and leaving offerings to Rholdir. Some silent, while others whispered under their breath. The tinkle of coin hitting the metal offering bowls seemed incredibly loud in such a quiet space. The only other noise came from the gusts of wind that occasionally whipped through the space, causing Joyanna and Trystan to shiver.

      At the far end of the antechamber was a set of open doors that led into the temple proper.

      Joyanna took her time looking around, pretending like she was taking in the sights of something beautiful when, in reality, she was scanning the archways, looking at the streets beyond. Which streets were the busiest? Which archway would be the easiest to slip through at a running pace? Were there guards posted within sight? She knew that it would not be easy to kill a public figure like Belial and get away. She filed each exit away in her mind, memorizing them to the best of her ability. She glanced at Trystan and saw her doing the same.

      “Can I help you?”

      The two of them turned and found an acolyte with kind eyes and a gentle smile waiting patiently. A woman with graying hair and age just beginning to kiss the planes of her face. Her long gray robes hung softly to the floor and were tied tightly at her waist with a red silken rope.

      “Oh, yes. That would be wonderful. My name is Sirivin Bairon—I’m a professor at the Moxora Conservatory in northern Irithdru.” Trystan stuck out her hand, and the acolyte shook it amicably. “The conservatory is looking to expand its religious studies. My companion and I are visiting the high temples on each continent with the hope of gaining a better understanding of how local culture is affecting the practice of faith. Would it be possible to steal a moment of your time?”

      The acolyte smiled brightly, perking up at the opportunity to speak about her faith and have it fall on willing ears.

      “Our temple here was built by some of the first followers of Rholdir in Eolis. There are temples dedicated to him in Erdai, of course, but Erdai is so massive that there was little space to build something as grand as this. When Asalaim was founded, this temple and several others were some of the first buildings built. The city has grown around them.”

      “It’s truly incredible,” Joyanna said.

      “Thank you. We take great pride in it.”

      “If you would allow us, I would love to see the inside,” Trystan said.

      “Of course. All are welcome under the Fatesower.” She motioned for them to follow and led the way into the temple. Joyanna and Trystan hung back and shared a look of camaraderie.

      “You silver-tongued devil, you,” Joyanna muttered under her breath. Trystan just shook her head and dragged Joyanna along after the acolyte.

      What they hadn’t been able to see from the outside was that the temple was shaped like a crown. The gables surrounded the main hall like points, and in the center was a huge glass dome. Even with what little light broke through the clouds outside, the colored glass was beautifully illuminated and cast the hall in a kaleidoscope of purples, blues, and reds. Above them, like in all the other windows they had seen, was the cosmos—spread out and glittering. Swirls of color contrasted against dark gray-green glass, broken up by the bright points of yellow stars. Rholdir’s red threads of fate trailed through the night sky and met in the center to form an ornate knot.

      The hall was full of rugs, and Joyanna noticed that each of them was the same color as the cold flame she had seen Madris produce. They were soft and lush, adorned with cushions, and populated by more worshippers. The perimeter of the hall was lined with benches, where people sat and spoke with other acolytes—seeking advice and accepting the tenets of the Fatesower’s faith.

      There was an aisle between the rugs that ran up the center of the room, and at its head was another shrine, this one much larger and more detailed. Carved in beautiful pale stone, Rholdir stood in all his glory. Adorned in beautiful flowing robes, he stood with arms outstretched—one held aloft with an impossibly thin needle pinched in his fingers, the other at his waist clutching a pair of ornately carved shears. His face was serene, pensive, and framed by a head of short, floppy, beautifully detailed curls. The shrine was at least twice Joyanna’s height, if not more, and towered above the worshippers who knelt before it.

      At its base, laying gentle hands on the people deep in prayer, was a man.

      He was relatively tall and dressed in fine robes of dove gray and red. His black hair hung in a long braid down his back, and the top of his head was adorned with a circlet that met just above his brow. His ears were long and pointed, like Madris’ were.

      An elf, then, Joyanna thought.

      His features were soft. At ease. This was his safe place, and these were his people. No one here knew his crimes, or if they did, they believed them to be righteous.

      Once he’d finished addressing the people who had gathered at the shrine, he stepped away, robes trailing behind him as he walked down the aisle toward them. His eyes were bright and friendly, and his smile was warm and welcoming as he took Joyanna and Trystan in.

      “New faces,” he said as he approached, his hands held out as if he planned to embrace them. “Welcome to the temple of the Fatesower. We are honored to have you.”

      “Thank you. This place is absolutely stunning,” Trystan said.

      “I am inclined to agree, though I might be a bit biased.” He smiled again.

      Up close, Joyanna could see that he was older. His hair was graying just above his ears, and a hint of fine lines hugged the corners of his eyes. Still spry and in his prime, but not a young elf at all. How many centuries did this man have on her? Two? Three? More?

      “Are you the head priest of this temple?” Joyanna asked, doing her best to make her tone friendly and curious.

      The man laughed cordially.

      “I am Belial Cordere—High Priest of Rholdir for the Republic of Eolis.” He spoke his title kindly but with pride—not to make Joyanna feel foolish, but as if he were introducing himself to a friend of a friend.

      Joyanna felt her guard slipping, and she snapped herself out of it.

      This man was dangerously kind.

      This would be much harder than she had expected.
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      Orvyc looked at the note in his hand and then back at the buildings in front of him, brow furrowed in confusion and frustration. They were losing light, which meant Willa had likely gone home for the night. They would have to wait until tomorrow to sneak into her office—if they could find the fucking address.

      It had taken them nearly three hours to even find the correct street, which had been miles away from the apothecary shop they had stopped by, and now that they were there, the address had mysteriously vanished.

      “You’re sure it’s number four?” Alester asked.

      “It’s very clearly a four, Alester. The thing about fours is that they don’t usually look like other numbers,” he snapped, forcefully handing Alester the note again.

      “Sometimes they look like nines,” Alester snapped back before snatching the note from Orvyc’s hand and studying it again. “It doesn’t make sense, it should be here.”

      There were three buildings, shoved squatly together in a group, separated from the other buildings on the street by a small park on either side. The buildings were numbered 5, 6, and 7. The next building on the left—on the opposite side of the first park—was 3, and the building before that was 2. The next building in the row to the right was sensibly labeled number 8.

      They had walked all the way around number 5 three times. There were no other doors. No backhouses. No basements with street access. Nothing to indicate that there was a number 4 on Seven Wind Street at all.

      Elder Onas cleared his throat and held his hand out for the note.

      “Perhaps we were tricked?” he suggested.

      “What if someone is waiting to rob us?” Alester murmured, looking around with worry.

      Orvyc took a deep breath and tried to rid himself of the frustration that made him tense. He was stressed enough without it. He just needed to think about what to do next. There were other apothecaries, other potions to buy elsewhere in the city. Whatever kind of scam or prank this was, they would get past it. In the distance, in the middle of the park, was a fountain surrounded by benches. It was free of people and looked like a quiet enough place to think. He headed for it, and the others followed before they got left behind.

      Dusk was beginning to fade away and the darkness of a cloudy night was beginning to set in. The city’s arcane lamps flickered on one by one, illuminating Seven Wind Street and the pathways that snaked through the small park.

      He flopped unceremoniously onto the bench that sat at the front of the fountain and stared at his hands. He sat this way for several minutes, trying to wrack his brain for a better idea or another place to go. Before long, though, the outline of his hands began to disappear in the fading light.

      It’s too dark over here, he thought.

      He glanced up and looked around.

      There were several lamps in this small, central courtyard, but none of them were illuminated. He got up, went to the nearest one, stood on his tiptoes, and squinted through the darkness.

      The rune on the lamp that held the Akran enchantment in place was scratched out. Someone had intentionally sabotaged it. Orvyc went around to each of the lamps and found them all in a similar state.

      “I think this courtyard is a meeting place, or a—” He turned to address his companions and found a grate dug into the ground at the base of the fountain, one that he hadn’t been able to see from the front. In the darkness, he could just barely make out the number 4 carved into the grate. He whistled to get the attention of the others before he kneeled, grabbed ahold of the bars, and lifted it free.

      It wasn’t difficult. In fact, it hardly took any effort at all. The grate simply came loose as if it had been made to do so. Orvyc looked back up at Alester and Onas, who had made it to the backside of the fountain, and wiggled his eyebrows at them.

      “We don’t know what’s down there. I don’t think this is a good idea,” Alester said.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” Orvyc asked.

      “We walk right into a trap?”

      “With two druids and me?” He gestured to himself innocently. “We’ll annihilate them.”

      “We can find another potion, Orvyc. This is reckless,” Alester argued.

      “And waste more time? We can’t afford that. Come on, let’s go.”

      He jumped into the grate.

      It was about a ten-foot drop, and he landed rather gracefully before taking the full brunt of Elder Onas’ body weight, followed by Alester’s. He fell back on his ass and was able to put his hand back in time to catch himself before he hit his head on one of the handholds that protruded from the stone.

      “There was… a fucking ladder,” Orvyc hissed as the other two awkwardly clambered off of him.

      “Well, whoever is down here knows we’re here now,” Onas said calmly as he brushed himself off.

      Orvyc stood up and sighed as the seat of his pants clung, wet and uncomfortable, to his once-dry ass.

      “Now I look like I’ve pissed myself,” he grumbled.

      “Could be worse,” Alester offered before producing a small ball of sunlight in his hand. “You could look like you shit yourself.”

      Orvyc glared but couldn’t hold onto his anger because Alester’s small smile was contagious. He gave in and smiled back, rolling his eyes as he shoved Alester playfully.

      “Come on, let’s get this over with,” Onas said, gesturing for Alester to lead the way with his light.

      The grate had led to a decent-sized well, made to hold the runoff from the fountain if the rain ever caused it to overflow. It had been a perfect cylinder of masonry… until whoever called this place home found their way in and blew a hole through the side. The hole was just large enough for Orvyc to duck through, and it led into a long, damp tunnel of dirt and mud.

      They followed it for a couple hundred feet before it curved to the east, then they followed it for a couple hundred more. At the end, they reached a curtain of heavy burlap, but beyond that, there was light and warmth that chased away the chill of being underground.

      When they passed through the curtain, they found themselves in the basement of a home that was likely two or three streets over from the one they had started on. Its hard-packed clay floor was solid under their feet, unlike the muddy tunnel they had traveled through. There were a small desk and chair against the far wall of the room, which was nearly dilapidated, and large chests all along the perimeter of the room—their locks glowing an arcane purple in the dim light.

      There was a large stone in the center of the room that was enchanted to emit heat, and it radiated enough warmth that Orvyc was instantly sweating.

      “Hello?” Orvyc said uncertainly.

      The chair at the desk moved suddenly as it was pushed away, and an old gnomish man appeared from behind the high back.

      “Hello! Good evening! At least, I think it’s evening. Hard to tell down here…” he said before clapping his hands together and smiling at the three of them. “What brings you here?”

      “The woman at The Muddled Medicinary said we might be able to find an invisibility potion here,” Orvyc said.

      “Ah, Ellia. She’s a good lass.” He scratched his head, brow furrowed in thought. “Should have three or four of them, if I remember right…”

      The man wandered toward one of the chests, took hold of the lock, and gave it a gentle tug. It popped open easily with no key needed.

      “You run your business down here by yourself?” Orvyc asked curiously as the man rummaged through the chest.

      “I know what you’re thinkin’… you’re wondering how I stay alive.” There was a series of clinks and then a crash as something in the chest shifted and fell over. “Nope, not in there…”

      “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious,” Orvyc said. He watched as the old man heaved the upper half of his body out of the chest and let the lid slam shut, the arcane lock immediately clicking back into place.

      “Well, all the locks will only open for me,” he said, pointedly tugging on the next chest’s lock and waving it in the air above him for show. “And I’ve got this—” he shoved the sleeve up on his left arm and wriggled his wrist so that the cuff he wore caught the light and shimmered.

      Orvyc recognized it immediately, as the king of Odura had worn a similar cuff.

      “Any harm done to you is also done to the wielder,” Orvyc said. “Your pain is their pain.”

      “Smart boy.” The gnome winked and then dug into the next chest.

      It took a few minutes of rummaging and several curses before the man emerged again.

      “How many ya want?”

      “How many do you have?” Orvyc said, glancing at his companions.

      “I’ve got four, but I can get more if you give me a couple of days.”

      “We’ll take three,” Orvyc said quickly.

      “Excellent!” The man hauled three potion bottles out of the chest. Each was a different shape and size than the one Ilde had given him before, but they were all the same clear opalescent liquid. He carried them to the desk and set them down, then rummaged in the desk until he produced a small pouch that could carry all three and dumped them unceremoniously into the bag. “That’ll be… let’s see… call it two hundred and fifty gold.”

      Orvyc audibly winced. He had known they wouldn’t be cheap, but he hadn’t expected them to be that bad.

      “I’ll give you two hundred,” he said, but it was almost a plea.

      “I don’t bargain, boy. Either you want three of them, or you don’t,” the gnome said, losing his cheery demeanor. “I haven’t made it this far by being easygoing.”

      Orvyc looked to Onas for approval, and Onas nodded solemnly. Two hundred and fifty gold was nearly all of the coin they had brought with them, but it needed to be done.

      “Fine. We’ll take them.”

      He reluctantly handed over the coin, and the old man quickly dumped it into a desk drawer that sounded like it had a large sum of coins already in it.

      “Pleasure doing business with you,” the gnome said, his cheery demeanor back and brighter now that he was even richer.

      “What’s your name?” Orvyc asked.

      “Mordecai.” He held out his hand, and Orvyc shook it.

      “Will you be here if we need you again?”

      “Always have been, always will be!” Mordecai said.

      “How does a gnome like you find yourself in this line of work?”

      Mordecai smiled, chuckled, then shook his head.

      “Nice try,” he said cooly.

      He lifted his hand and snapped his fingers, and Orvyc found himself and his companions back above ground beside the fountain. The three of them stared at each other with wide eyes, completely bewildered at having been shunted from the space so quickly. Orvyc darted around the fountain, looking wildly at the ground.

      The grate was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna paced the room Halath had purchased for her and Trystan, her anxious energy getting the better of her. She couldn’t help but be a bit embarrassed; she was usually so good at keeping her cool. At least when it came to mercenary work, she and Ilde had a reputation for being level-headed, strategic, and calm. Ilde lacked the same reserve in all other parts of life, but Joyanna… she had always been known to shrug off the worst odds.

      Not this time.

      She had grown increasingly bad at shrugging things off as of late.

      “I think I would have preferred to kidnap one of the council members over this,” Joyanna grumbled.

      “Maybe Orvyc mistranslated those letters,” Trystan said. “Maybe Belial isn’t our guy.”

      “That’s not possible, Trystan, and you know it. You can’t accidentally translate something and have it make perfect sense.”

      Trystan scrubbed her face and sighed.

      “This is going to end poorly. He’s too charismatic. He’s got too many followers. He’s⁠—”

      “He’s a cult leader,” Joyanna muttered. “How are we going to make this work?”

      Joyanna continued to pace as she wracked her brain for even an inkling of an idea. There was no way they could lure him out. A high priest would never leave his calling, and he likely lived in the temple, so there would be no following him home. They couldn’t attack him in the main hall because they would never make it out alive, and there would be far too many witnesses no matter what time of day they struck. They couldn’t sneak into his offices or room, either. Neither one of them knew where it was, and neither one of them was stealthy enough to pull it off.

      “What if we poisoned him?” Trystan suggested.

      Joyanna pursed her lips and rubbed the back of her neck anxiously.

      “That’s one of our better options, but I don’t know how we’d pull it off. Are you good with chemicals?”

      Trystan snorted. “I barely passed my alchemy and apothecary classes when I was a student at Prelarry’s. You’d do better to ask a stranger on the street. I was hoping that was one of your hidden talents.”

      “I’ve already shown you most of my hidden talents.” Joyanna smirked out of habit. “But I can play the pan flute fairly well. And I can whistle. Oh, and I’m also a decent artist!”

      “Those will all be incredibly helpful in killing a public figure,” Trystan mocked.

      “Glad you think so.”

      Joyanna sat on the bed next to Trystan and breathed a little easier when Trystan leaned her head against Joyanna’s arm. The ridged side of Trystan’s horn pressed against her skin, and she reached up and ran her finger over it gently.

      “Can you feel that?” she asked.

      “No. There are no nerves in them. They’re like fingernails.”

      “Have you always had them?”

      “Mhmm,” she murmured. “I was born with little nubs.”

      “I think they’re beautiful.”

      Trystan chuckled. “Thank you.”

      “Who is the damnkin in your family? Your mother or father?” Joyanna asked.

      “My father. He’s from Odura.”

      “So is Orvyc.”

      “I figured as much,” Trystan said. “If not him, then his family. His name is a traditional Oduran name, too. I’m not sure if you knew that.”

      “I didn’t. Is your name a traditional one?”

      “Not at all. My mother always told me she named me after an artist she met in Irithdru. Too bad I didn’t get her creative blood, though.”

      “How did your father become an arcane general for Eolis if he’s from Odura?”

      Trystan smiled fondly. “He was raised here. Brought here by his parents when he was very little. He’s as Eolisian as I am. My nonna and papa were very traditional, though, and we all lived under the same roof. They raised me just as much as my parents did. I⁠—”

      She stopped, pressing her lips together in an embarrassed line.

      “Don’t stop,” Joyanna murmured. “You’re really beautiful when you talk about the things you love.”

      Trystan’s look of embarrassment softened. “Thank you. Forgive me. I do love my family very much, and chances to talk about them are few and far between. That doesn’t mean I should ramble.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I would gladly listen to you ramble. Maybe someday you could teach me some magic. Just imagine me as a wizard with a greatsword! I would be unstoppable!”

      Trystan laughed heartily.

      “Believe it or not, I have been known to teach magic now and again.”

      They sat in amicable silence until Trystan yawned and leaned her head against Joyanna’s arm once more.

      “Don’t fall asleep. We have more planning to do.”

      “Excuse me? You’ve been keeping me up for the past three days. Am I supposed to stay awake forever?”

      “I’ve been keeping you up?” Joyanna said incredulously. “Funny how that’s all my fault.”

      “It most definitely is all your fault. You’re the reason we’re doing this in the first place,” Trystan argued.

      “Ah, yes. You’ve caught me. I’m a double agent, and my mission is to sabotage the Verity by distracting their strategist with incredible sex.”

      “Succubus woman,” Trystan said, nudging Joyanna’s arm with her body weight. Joyanna was just about to draw her in close and prove the woman right when Trystan shot up with a start and grabbed Joyanna’s arm excitedly. “Double agent!”

      “What?” Joyanna asked confusedly.

      “Our plan for Belial. We can play double agent. We walk in, ask to speak to him, and tell him we have a message from Constable Arais. He’ll take us somewhere to speak privately, and then we can strike.”

      “You’ll have to strike first. I can’t draw a longsword fast enough to kill him before he calls for help.”

      “I can cast that shield around us so no sound will escape. He won’t be able to pass through it unless I allow him to, either.”

      “He’s connected to Rholdir, and he’s old. It would be naive to think he’s helpless. We need to be ready for a fight, especially if we can’t surprise him,” Joyanna said.

      “I don’t have a better plan, and we’re running out of time to develop one,” Trystan said quietly.

      Joyanna sighed slowly. The two of them locked eyes for a moment before Joyanna nodded. “I’m with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Orvyc anxiously rose early, unable to sleep for more than a few hours without dreaming of their quest going horribly wrong. They had been able to pay for a single room in what he assumed was the shittiest hovel in all of Erdai, and that room had, thankfully, held two small beds—though they probably would have been more comfortable in one large one. Orvyc had shared a bed with Alester, who’d kicked him mercilessly all night long while he had his own anxiety-fueled nightmares.

      He shoved his feet back into his boots and threw all his outer layers back on over his shirt and britches before tiptoeing to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Alester asked sleepily as he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

      “Down to have a drink and clear my head. I’ll be right back.”

      “Orvyc, it’s morning…”

      “I know, but I’m nervous,” he whispered. He saw Alester shake his head out of the corner of his eye before he slipped out of their room.

      The drink did little to help settle his nerves. In fact, it made his stomach much more upset than it should have been. By the time he finished his tankard, his stomach was roiling, and he promptly threw a couple of coppers down on the bar and rushed out the tavern’s front doors.

      Thankfully, he made it to the street before he vomited the meager contents of his stomach.

      A couple of passersby eyed him disapprovingly as they gave him and his mess a wide berth.

      “It’s so early,” one of them muttered. Orvyc just groaned in reply.

      He hadn’t been nervous at all when they started this journey back in Isonwood. Nor had he been nervous in the face of a living tree in the Wilds or when he snuck into the Constable’s office to find the information they needed. So why did this task seem so large and impossible?

      It’s because Ilde isn’t here, he thought. There was something about her that made things feel possible. Something about her that made him feel safe. Even when she had been scared out of her mind while fleeing the Wilds, she had exuded a perseverance that Orvyc couldn’t replicate on his own. He knew that if she were here, she would be able to convince Willa all on her own. He wasn’t certain that they would be able to do it without her, but they had to try.

      He spit to clear his mouth and wiped his lips and nose with his sleeve before heading back inside. When he entered the dreary interior of the tavern, he saw Alester and Onas speaking with the bartender. The bartender looked up when he entered and pointed in his direction, causing his two companions to turn frantically.

      “We thought you left!” Alester shouted.

      “No, no… just… needed some air.”

      “Are you well?” Onas asked.

      Orvyc chuckled. “As well as I can be.”

      “You don’t look so great,” Alester said.

      “I don’t usually drink for breakfast. It made me a little sick, that’s all…”

      “Should we wait to⁠—”

      “No. Absolutely not. Let’s go.”

      He ushered them out of the tavern and back onto the city streets, steering them clear of the mess he had left right in front of the entrance. Alester grimaced at the sight of it.

      Their walk was a long one; they had spent the night close to where they had purchased the potions the night before, which meant they were miles away from the council’s plaza in the center of the city. Their walk was also a silent one, as none of them were particularly interested in making small talk to distract each other from their nerves.

      When they reached the Council District, the sun was just beginning to brighten the sky and whisk away the shroud of early morning. The three of them stepped away from the main thoroughfares and the wandering eyes of others.

      “So I was thinking…” Alester said. “We take these potions, and they turn us invisible… but how do we make the invisibility stop?”

      “We don’t. It just wears off,” Orvyc responded.

      “So we’re just going to wait silently in Willa’s office until the potions wear off?”

      “I suppose that’s our best option.”

      “What if she has a visitor in her office when the potions wear off?”

      “We’ll worry about that when we get there.”

      “Orvyc, I really don’t think⁠—”

      “I will go in without you and try this alone if I need to,” Orvyc said quietly. “I know this isn’t my best plan, but it’s what I’ve got. I was never a tactician.”

      “If we are arrested, I can get us out so long as we can get my hands unrestrained,” Onas said. “That has worked once, it will work again.”

      “I really don’t want to be beaten up again,” Alester mumbled, rubbing absentmindedly at his cheek.

      “You won’t be.”

      Alester looked at Orvyc begrudgingly.

      “We need to get in there soon. Most Grand Council members take a couple of hours to themselves in the morning for clerical work. That will be our best bet,” Onas said. He gingerly removed the potion bottles from his satchel and handed them out.

      “On three, we drink,” Orvyc said, uncorking his bottle. “One, two… three.”

      They downed their potions, and Orvyc watched as his companions slowly faded from view.

      He waited a few seconds before asking, “Are you both still here?”

      “Yes,” they both answered.

      “Okay, let’s head for her office.”

      “Where is her office?” Alester asked.

      “It’s uh… oh, this is not going to be easy,” Onas muttered.

      “This is already going very well,” Alester said sarcastically.

      Orvyc reached out with his hands and took a couple of steps forward until he collided with his invisible friends, causing them both to startle.

      “Onas, is this you?” he said, patting the form on his right.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Okay. Take my hand.” He patted the form on the left. “Alester, you take my other hand.”

      They both did as instructed.

      “Okay. Onas, you should be able to lead us to her office now,” Orvyc said. “No one let go, or we’ll be fucked.”

      Thankfully, the trek to the office wasn’t far, but it was definitely slow going as the three of them walked in an awkward, fumbling, invisible train—doing their best not to run into any of the other people who passed by. It would have been comical, Orvyc thought, if the three of them were drunk and not trying to save the realm.

      When they finally reached the office, they met their first obstacle: the door. It was shut, and three invisible men couldn’t very well open it without drawing suspicion.

      “Just wait for someone to open the door,” Orvyc instructed in a hushed tone. “When they do, we can pull it from their grip and open it further. It will look like the wind blew it open. Then we rush in.”

      They waited. And waited. And waited.

      They waited so long that Orvyc grew worried that they would run out of time and magically appear on the front stoop of the Lawkeeper’s office and be immediately arrested on suspicion of dubious crimes.

      It was cold, but he felt sweat drip down his invisible back.

      This isn’t going to work…

      Finally, a woman in the council staff uniform hurried up the front steps with her hands full of supplies. She awkwardly shuffled her things around and opened the door with one hand, just far enough to get her foot in without dropping everything. Then, she kicked the door wide open and quickly walked in.

      She had flung the door open so wide that the three of them stepped in behind her without pausing and entered the office’s lobby with ease.

      “I have the things that the Lawkeeper asked for,” the woman said, huffing as she hoisted the box up so it was more secure in her arms.

      “She’s been expecting you. Go ahead and take them up to her,” the clerk at the front desk murmured, never taking her eyes off the paper in front of her.

      The box-wielding woman sighed and headed to the right of the front desk, where a set of grand, finely polished wooden stairs led deeper into the office building. As she ascended, the three of them followed her as quietly as they could. The woman grumbled incoherently about being a lackey and stomped up the stairs so loudly that their own steps never had a chance of being heard.

      Orvyc couldn’t believe their luck.

      The woman led them down a grand hallway, with a set of equally grand doors at the very end. She paused at the door and awkwardly shuffled the box around to free up one of her hands, and rapped twice on the door.

      “Keeper Hastel? I have the things you requested.”

      “Bring them in, please. Thank you, Miriam.”

      Miriam opened the door and stepped inside, leaving the door open behind her so that she could carefully set the box down. The three of them slipped inside before Miriam could use her now free hands to quietly close the door behind her.

      Lawkeeper Willa Hastel was a tall, strongly built orcish woman who practically loomed over Miriam when she stood to receive the things she had requested. Her long black hair hung prettily over her shoulders, shot through with gray and curling gently at the ends. It was a stark contrast to the gold and sky-blue robes she wore as an official member of the Grand Council. She smiled at Miriam and thanked her for her help, and Orvyc caught a glimpse of the two small tusks that protruded from her lower jaw.

      The Lawkeeper’s office was large and stately, adorned in dark wood and the same blue and gold color scheme that adorned her body. There was a large bay window behind her desk that let in the filtered winter light from outside, and its sill was lined with short bookshelves containing a wide array of books—most of them philosophy and law-related, though Orvyc was surprised to find a handful of familiar novels breaking up the monotony of dull textbooks. He continued to peruse the shelves, playing a guessing game of whether the book was written by scholars or common folk based on their long and obscure titles.

      Miriam eventually left after helping the Lawkeeper put her things away, and then the room was nearly silent save for the scratching of Willa’s pen against paper as she scribbled some kind of notes down. She would occasionally mutter to herself about one thing or another, but the three of them were left to awkwardly linger behind her and wait for their invisibility potions to wear off.

      Not much later, Orvyc caught movement out of the corner of his eye and glanced over to find Onas visible and whole. He looked down and watched his own hands come into view, then looked to his left and watched Alester appear.

      Orvyc silently motioned for Onas to address the Lawkeeper.

      It was now or never.

      Onas chewed his lip nervously, stepped closer to Willa’s chair, and calmly said, “Willa? Please don’t be alarmed, but we have something very important we need to discuss with you.”

      Willa Hastel jumped in fright and spun in her chair to face the direction of the offending voice, eyes wide and mouth open, ready to scream for help. But upon seeing Elder Onas, her eyes grew wider—impossibly so—and she straightened herself up in her seat.

      “Onas?” she asked suspiciously, her hand slowly reaching back toward her desk.

      “Please,” Orvyc begged, reaching his hand out as if to stop her. “If you’re going to alert someone, just wait. Give us a chance to speak.”

      “It is me, Lawkeeper. I promise.”

      “That’s not possible. The Order reported your death months ago.”

      “I assure you, it is possible. In fact, there are many things that have been made possible recently that you will not enjoy hearing about, but we are here to explain anyway. There are things you must know.”

      Her hand was frozen midway to her desk, and she glanced nervously at the door on the other side of the office.

      “Please hear us out, Lawkeeper. I assure you we will not harm you,” Orvyc said. Willa looked at him and then at Alester as if she were realizing that Onas wasn’t the only one in the room for the first time.

      “How do I know this isn’t an illusion? If you are truly Onas, tell me something only he would know,” she insisted sharply.

      “We grew up in the same village. Your mother taught me how to tie my boots,” Onas said quietly.

      Willa’s sharp features grew soft, and a smile graced her lips.

      “I knew you couldn’t be dead,” she whispered fervently. She stood and pulled him into a hug.

      Orvyc and Alester glanced at each other and shared a look of intrigue. Onas had mentioned that he had worked closely with Willa Hastel but had failed to mention exactly how well he knew her.

      “If you knew the Lawkeeper this well, why did we go to such great lengths to get here?” Alester asked begrudgingly.

      “I knew she would not believe us if she didn’t see me in person. The members of the Grand Council are suspicious for good reason—if they fell for every false letter and claim, they would not be alive to make the decisions that they do,” Onas said as he finished returning Willa’s embrace.

      “Do you have any meetings today?” Orvyc asked, leaning back casually against the bookshelf behind him, feigning a calm he didn’t actually possess. “You may want to cancel them.”

      Willa glanced at Elder Onas, who nodded solemnly at her. She sat down and reached across her desk for a crystal that hung suspended from a brass platform. She tapped it twice and it began to glow.

      “Allora, can you please cancel my meetings for today? I have something pressing that I need to take care of.”

      “You… want me to cancel all your meetings, Lawkeeper?” Allora’s voice echoed through the crystal, causing its glow to dim and brighten with every word.

      “Yes, please. It’s an emergency.”

      “Do you need assistance?” Allora asked frantically.

      “No, no. I’m fine. Just a family emergency at home,” Willa said.

      “Of course, Lawkeeper. Do you want me to space out your rescheduled meetings, or will you work⁠—”

      “Just tell them I’ll reach out to reschedule within the next couple of days, Allora,” Willa said exasperatedly.

      “Yes, of course.”

      The crystal went dark, and Willa pushed it back to its place at the corner of her desk.

      “So, what is it that you needed to speak with me about? And why did it require so much subterfuge?” she asked.

      “Is it safe to speak here?” Orvyc asked.

      Willa glanced around the room and then back at Orvyc.

      “I would hope so…”

      “Would you be willing to go somewhere that is definitely safe?”

      “That depends… I trust Onas, but I don’t know either of you,” she said, arching a thick eyebrow at Orvyc and Alester. “What is this regarding?”

      Orvyc stepped forward and took a piece of loose paper from the top of her desk and, using her heavy gilded pen, scribbled one word:

      Nedale.

      Willa stiffened with concern. She nodded silently and rose from her chair.

      “Let’s go,” she murmured.
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        * * *

      

      Joyanna could feel the nervous energy bubble up in her chest as they walked. She felt severely underprepared for what they were about to do, and she wished more than anything that Ilde and the others were by her side. She knew Trystan was capable. She knew that her own capabilities had been great in the past, as well, but she wasn’t sure they would be enough today.

      Gods, let this be enough, she prayed.

      They had instructed Halath to wait for ten minutes and then follow behind them. He would sit on one of the stone benches that surrounded the open-air shrine and pretend to pray while he waited for them to accomplish their task. They would run, he would cast a spell, and they would teleport back to their camp in the valley before Belial’s body had grown cold.

      It was easily one of the worst plans Joyanna had ever agreed to.

      It wasn’t Trystan’s fault, though. She was the Grand Council’s tactician during times of war or unrest. She was used to working with troops and the city guard. Used to working with the arcane arts to take down large targets or fortify structures. She was incredible with her own abilities and incredible at supporting the abilities of those around her. But this plan, with their resources… they were grasping at straws.

      All of Trystan’s schooling and knowledge, combined with all of Joyanna’s experience as a mercenary, made them a fearsome duo. But even the strongest and most cunning pair could not create favorable conditions where there were none.

      As they came around the city block and the Fatesower’s temple came into view, Joyanna reached out and grabbed Trystan—halting her in her tracks—and kissed her fiercely.

      “What was that for?” Trystan asked, taken aback once Joyanna’s lips left hers.

      “When this is over—when all of this is over—you and I are going to go back to Isonwood and fall in love and be disgustingly inseparable,” Joyanna said, fear and desperate longing tinging her words.

      Trystan laid a gentle hand on Joyanna’s chest and looked up at her with sad eyes through thick, dark lashes. Her mouth pressed into a thin line.

      “We don’t have to do this, Joyanna. Whatever this is, it’s fine. Don’t let fear loosen your tongue and make you say something you’ll regret,” she said coolly.

      “I need something to look forward to,” Joyanna said. “Something to keep me alive.”

      “Then look forward to going home.”

      “I look forward to going home with you,” she insisted. “Don’t mistake my fear for clouded judgment.”

      Trystan’s hand slowly closed into a fistful of Joyanna’s tunic, and she pulled Joyanna in for another kiss—her lips soft, warm, and gentle.

      “I would… I would like that. To follow you back to Isonwood, I mean.” Trystan murmured hesitantly. “When we survive this, of course.”

      Joyanna smiled and let herself linger in the joy that reciprocated feelings brought. Consequences be damned, it felt good to know she wasn’t the only one foolishly giving her heart away while they walked the edge of this dangerous cliff with a fallen god waiting at the bottom.

      “Fuck it, let’s get this over with,” she said, gesturing for Trystan to lead the way. They had wasted enough time already.

      This early in the morning, the Fatesower’s temple was relatively calm. The two people praying at the open-air shrine paid them no mind when they entered the small covered courtyard, and the acolyte at the door bowed sleepily and motioned for them to continue into the great hall.

      The great hall was similarly empty, save for the one person gathering their things to leave and another acolyte replacing the burnt-out candles.

      They approached the acolyte, and Trystan cleared her throat to get their attention. “Excuse me?”

      The acolyte turned and smiled warmly.

      “Good morning. May your fate be sewn favorably on this day,” she admonished. “How can I serve you?”

      “We were hoping to speak with the High Priest. We have very important news to share with him,” Trystan said.

      “The High Priest is breaking his fast. He usually begins addressing visitors and providing support in the early afternoon. I’m sure if you come back then, he would be happy to hear your⁠—”

      “It’s urgent,” Joyanna said. She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned in closer to the acolyte, looming over her as menacingly as she could. “We need to speak with him now. Go tell him we’re here, and tell him that Constable Arais sent us.”

      The acolyte blanched, eyes wide with fear at Joyanna’s intimidating form, but remained unmoving.

      “I—I⁠—”

      “If I tell you it’s a matter of life or death, will you move faster?” Joyanna tilted her head and arched a brow.

      “I’ll—I’ll go see if he’s finished eating,” the acolyte stammered. She dropped a handful of candles recklessly and darted off deeper into the temple, leaving Joyanna and Trystan to stand and wait.

      “I think it’s funny when you try to be scary,” Trystan murmured.

      “Try? I am scary. Look at me.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “Scaring you wouldn’t have been very conducive to seducing you, I don’t think.”

      Trystan let out a hmph and rolled her eyes.

      It didn’t take long for the high priest to emerge from the hole he had been hiding in, followed closely by the very nervous-looking acolyte.

      “Ah, friends,” he said as he approached. “You bring word from my friend Arais? I’m curious—why didn’t you relay his message when you visited yesterday?”

      “It was sensitive information that we couldn’t relay with others around, and you were clearly busy with your pupils,” Trystan said.

      “We also needed to ensure we were telling the correct person,” Joyanna added.

      Belial pressed his lips together and raised his eyebrows in recognition.

      “Very well. Please join me in my chambers, where we can discuss things privately.” He spun and purposefully headed back in the direction of the hallway he had come from. “And Elaine, please do not let anyone disturb me until I return for our morning service.”

      Elaine, the acolyte who had retrieved him in the first place, nodded anxiously.

      “Y-yes, of course, Master!”

      Joyanna and Trystan followed behind him.

      The hallways that sprouted off the main hall were well-lit by arcane means and adorned with all manner of tapestries and paintings depicting some of the most famous followers of the Fatesower who were said to have been blessed by his hand. Joyanna felt like their eyes followed her; whether they stared in warning or malice, though, she wasn’t sure.

      They reached a set of double doors that were so dark they were nearly black, but there were ribbons and veins of contrasting bright red wood inlaid across the surface. Before Joyanna could examine them further to see if the menacing veins led in a specific direction, Belial opened the door and motioned for them to enter.

      Joyanna’s heart clenched as he locked the doors behind them.

      “So, you’ve been sent by the Constable of Isonwood? He has become a dear friend of mine in recent years.”

      They were in a rather large office space that seemed to branch off into living quarters, though all the casual parts of the space were concealed by closed doors. Belial stepped around the two of them and moved to the other side of his desk, taking a seat in a chair so old it could be an heirloom, even for the older elf in front of them.

      “Yes,” Trystan said coolly.

      “Are you… friends of his?”

      “We’re friends of the Fatesower’s,” Joyanna said, praying that her words weren’t a mistake.

      Recognition dawned in his eyes, and he nodded approvingly.

      “Good. We need all the allies we can muster. Is Arais well? I assume not, considering he sent you rather than his customary letter.”

      “We were teleported here a couple of days ago,” Trystan said. “About a week ago, Arais informed us that he suspected he was being watched. He planned to flee and go into hiding, but he asked that we be ready to deliver news of his death if he was unable to escape the city. He didn’t want to risk sending another letter if it would just be intercepted.”

      “So he’s dead, then?”

      “Him and likely many of the others. I’m sure you’re aware of the group working against us. It’s becoming increasingly clear that they’re growing in strength,” Joyanna said. “It would be a good idea for you to disappear if you weren’t already planning to.”

      “Hmm…” He stood and began to pace behind his desk. When he turned his back to them, Joyanna watched Trystan lower her hand out of sight and begin to mouth something under her breath—casting the spell that would encase the room in an arcane shield. “I find that group rather interesting. It amazes me that they believe they stand a chance against Rholdir. The might of a hundred delusional non-believers could not hold a flame against a god, even a fallen one.

      “Rholdir’s might is grand. He is the first brother. The creator of meaning. Of purpose. Without him, those people would be nothing. They will be struck down like flies. Would you like to know what else I find interesting?” He turned back to face them and froze, his eyes cold and hard. Joyanna’s heart sank because she knew they had already lost. “I find it interesting that Arais knew about the Verity despite never being told.”

      Trystan flung her arm out, casting the spell to hold Belial in place with a flash of light. With a flick of the wrist, Belial dispelled it, but the distraction gave Joyanna the opening she needed to leap onto the desk and bring her sword down in a fury. He attempted to dodge her swing, and she nearly missed taking his arm off at the shoulder—instead, her swing arced down and caught him in the leg as he pushed away.

      Belial cried out in pain and used his own power to throw Joyanna into the wall. Instead of hitting the wood, though, she bounced off the dark blue arcane wall that Trystan had created. It stung but seemed to try and give way beneath Joyanna’s weight—like a tightly stretched tarp—but it held firm, keeping everyone and their noise concealed in the space.

      When Joyanna regained her bearings after being knocked around, she readied her sword and charged at him again, taking advantage of his focus on Trystan and the spells she was slinging at him. He countered each one, getting closer and closer to her, pushing her back up against the wall. As he heard Joyanna’s approach, he twisted, shifting his attention, and threw his arm out in her direction. Joyanna felt her muscles seize up and her legs slow as if she were stuck up to the hip in molasses. Her sword was outstretched and ready—halted only a couple of inches away from Belial’s gut.

      As she struggled to move, she watched a similar condition overtake Belial as Trystan finally got him to still after failing her first attempt. If Trystan released the spell to cast something else—something deadly—he would be able to turn on her, and both of them were smart enough to fear his touch, knowing what Madris was capable of thanks to the same god.

      “This is over, Belial. Let her go,” Trystan growled.

      “This is far from over, idiot,” he spat in return. “I am but the hand of Rholdir. If you cut me off, you will feel his wrath. Strike me down and suffer the consequences sooner than you would have otherwise. Either way, you will all fall.”

      Joyanna knew Madris had overcome the sorcerer’s magic in Nedale. She knew there were ways to shrug it off; she had never bothered to learn, but she had to try.

      She mentally shoved against the magic restraining her limbs, and it felt like she was pushing against a wall. She gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, focusing all of her attention on imagining herself pushing through a physical wall of magic.

      Nothing happened, and fury sparked in her as Belial chuckled.

      “If you think you can overcome me with the power of your feeble, empty mind, you are sorely mistaken.”

      Joyanna thought about Trystan and the nights they had shared—the kiss in the street on the way to the temple, the almost promise they had made.

      Then she thought about her friends. Thought about Madris and how she had grown to be brave and strong. Thought about Alester and the honesty they were able to share with each other. Thought about Orvyc and how he could laugh in the face of so much horror. Thought about Ilde and everything the two of them had been through together… everything they could still do with the rest of their lives, if they could just make it through this battle.

      Ilde couldn’t do it alone… Ilde wouldn’t want to do it without her…

      With a growl, Joyanna shoved again and felt her blade meet skin, then muscle, then bone as it slid into Belial’s stomach and scraped his ribs. He let out a choking, gurgled groan, and Joyanna felt the resistance slip from her body as he lost concentration on the spell he was holding her under. With shaking hands, he clutched her blade and gasped.

      “Who’s mistaken now?” she spat. She yanked the sword to the right and nearly cut him in two. He collapsed in a heap, and blood began to pour like a river from the gaping wound she had left behind. The spray from her blade spattered across the papers and his desk, leaving little droplets like some kind of horrible winter rain.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Trystan said breathlessly. “That was incredible. It takes years to learn how to overcome spells like that.”

      “Who cares what I did? We need to leave.” Joyanna leaned down and wiped her blade on Belial’s cloak before sheathing it at her back.

      Trystan dropped the arcane wall, letting it shimmer and fade into nothing.

      The pair of them took a deep breath, opened the doors, and stepped out into the hallway. There was no one in sight, and no one running down the hall as if coming to save their High Priest from certain doom, so they shut the door behind them and began to trek back down the hall, doing their best to move at a strolling, casual pace.

      Joyanna’s heart raced, even though they moved slowly, because she knew that someone could discover the body at any moment and come running. They passed through the main hall, past the worshippers and the acolytes, who nodded and smiled at them as they went.

      The chilly winter breeze hit them as they passed through the main doors, and it froze Joyanna to the bone, but she still felt sweaty and scared. How soon would they realize the truth? Would anyone remember Joyanna’s face? Trystan’s horns?

      They found Halath prostrated on the ground beneath the Fatesower’s open-air shrine. Joyanna reached down and picked him up by the scruff of his tunic.

      “Hey—”

      “Let’s go,” she hissed.

      He looked around anxiously before pointing to a skinny tree across the street.

      The three of them strode briskly across the street, and Joyanna’s hands shook as Halath traced a shape in the air and pulled the trunk apart, opening a portal for them to step through.

      Relief washed over Joyanna as the golden light warmed her skin, and she practically dove through.
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      Ilde kneeled beside the river and dipped her hands into the water. She let out a huff of breath at the shock of the freezing, icy current as it flowed over her skin. She scrubbed her hands together quickly, removing all remnants of the grease that had coated her fingers from the rabbit she had shared with Madris that morning. She tossed her long, unkempt braid over her shoulder and splashed her face.

      “Augh—fuck, that’s cold!” she shouted, shivering uncontrollably.

      “Why didn’t you just wipe your mouth?” Madris asked as she gently lowered her hand into the water and wiped her mouth like a civilized person.

      “Because this wakes you up,” Ilde said. She leaned down and splashed the freezing water toward her friend.

      “Ilde, don’t! Do you want me to freeze to death?”

      “No, I want you to admit that it wakes you up.”

      “I’m already awake!” Madris cried as she danced away from the water. There was a smile on her face, though, and Ilde was glad for it.

      They had been traveling for three days. That morning marked the fourth—and the day they would reach their destination, as long as Mersari had told the truth. Ilde hadn’t tried to connect with him since he had offered her the task. She didn’t think it would be very champion-like to hound him with questions, and she didn’t think he would honor her by answering, either.

      No. He had made it clear that this was a challenge, and she was in it alone.

      “Are you ready?” Ilde asked as they moved back toward their tiny camp, which sat a few dozen feet from the river’s edge, their boots crunching against the river rock and gravel.

      “Are you?” Madris replied.

      “I think so…”

      “You should probably be more certain than that.”

      “Says the woman who earned her blessing without asking,” Ilde said teasingly.

      “You can have it if you want it,” Madris said as she held out her hand and conjured that sickly blue flame.

      “What a generous offer.”

      The two of them packed up their things and readied themselves for another day of travel. Everywhere Ilde looked, all she could see were rich, green flatlands scattered with trees and rocks and blanketed with a thick layer of morning fog. They had left civilization behind two days ago as they passed through the last few villages that scattered the southern half of the valley. There were some homesteads out this far, but they had steered clear of them as they passed through; the people who lived this far away from society did so because they didn’t want to be bothered, and they wouldn’t have taken kindly to their peace being interrupted.

      “Do you know what used to be out here?” she asked Madris as they rode. “I never paid attention in history.”

      “Oh, but you paid attention in other subjects?” Madris quipped.

      “You’ve been spending too much time around Joyanna. I don’t need you teasing me like she does,” Ilde teased.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll stop.” Ilde could hear the smile in Madris’ voice. “This used to be halfling land, I think. The valley was one of the original halfling settlements in Eolis. There’s an old folktale that said halflings crawled out of the valley’s soil when Dranheia birthed life into the Terrain.”

      “Can you imagine how horrified Alester would be if we made him dig his way out of the ground?”

      Madris laughed.

      “It’s beautiful here. Even in the winter, I think it’s sort of magical. It’s different than other parts of Eolis.”

      “It reminds me of the hills near Eldryss,” Ilde murmured.

      “It’s because of all the green.” Madris gestured around them. “But this place just feels… older.”

      “This place isn’t any older than the rest of Eolis,” she said. “I don’t think it feels old. I think it feels powerful.”

      “Powerful is a good way to describe it.”

      They rode on through the morning over the low-cresting hills that dotted the land. Some of the fog began to burn off as the day wore on, and soon, they could see a decent portion of the horizon all around them. They were surrounded by cool, dark green grass to the west as far as the eye could see. The east looked exactly the same, save for the river they had followed throughout their whole trip. The sound of its current broke up the silence that blanketed them, and its banks interrupted the monotony of green. Occasionally, the call of a bird pierced the sky, or a darting fox would rustle the grass as it ran to catch a field mouse or rabbit.

      They were completely and utterly alone.

      “Would you live this far away from civilization?” Ilde asked.

      “Me? Gods no. Not alone, anyway.”

      “If the five of us decided to abandon all of this and hide out in the wilderness somewhere, would you do it?”

      “Joyanna would never live this far away from a tavern.”

      “You’re right,” Ilde chuckled. “You wouldn’t do well without a library, either.”

      “I do think I would get bored… maybe not if you were there, though.”

      Ilde felt Madris’ arms tighten around her waist ever so slightly, and her breath caught in her throat. She thought about indulging, about stopping the horse and turning around to look her in the eye, pull her close, and kiss her.

      But she couldn’t do it without telling Madris the truth, and the truth was something she hadn’t spoken to anyone yet…

      That she cared. That she loved. That she was afraid to lose something for the first time since she had ridden away from Eldryss. It wasn’t only Madris, either. It was all of them. But her cruel mind had whispered vitriol in her ears for weeks now—telling her that if she admitted how much they meant to her, she would lose them, just like she had lost everyone else.

      The mere thought of speaking those words out loud made her nauseous.

      Besides, she wasn’t even certain that Madris felt the same way. She knew they were friends—good friends, even. Maybe even close friends. And jeopardizing that would hurt worse than not telling the truth.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.

      Maybe after, she thought. As a reward for all of her hard work, she would allow herself to feel again—as if it were as simple as that.

      “Ilde, look!” Madris reached past Ilde’s shoulder and pointed ahead through the fog.

      They had crested a small hill and were suddenly faced with the river’s fork—situated at the highest point in the valley—and amidst a cluster of trees at the very tip, the spire of a temple pierced through.

      Ilde pulled the horse to a stop and tried to peer through the fog and trees to get a better look at what she was riding into.

      “I can’t see very well, can you? Does it look like anyone is there?”

      “We’re miles away, Ilde. I’ve got good eyes, but they’re not that good.”

      Ilde chewed her lip and looked down at the scar on her hand. She could reach out—see if Mersari was truly there…

      “Do you think he would tell me if I was in the right place?” she asked nervously.

      “You’re in the right place, Ilde,” Madris insisted.

      Ilde took a deep breath and kicked the horse into a canter toward the trees. She slowed when they were a few dozen feet away and carefully walked the horse through the thicket, as the fog had seemed to gather here and blanketed this tiny portion of the woods with a thick veil.

      As they broke through the tree line, the fog dissipated, and she saw the temple clearly for the first time.

      It was crumbling under the heavy weight of time. Easily hundreds of years older than the bathhouse in Isonwood, it was cracked and worn from centuries of weather and waste and had begun to be reclaimed by the land around it. Moss climbed its walls and trees had risen high above its rooftops, only to be felled by age or disaster—living and dying in the shadow cast by a long-forgotten faith.

      It looked far from safe to traverse and even further from a place someone might call home.

      Ilde slid from the horse and landed steadily in the grass. She helped Madris down after her, and the two of them stood and stared in awe.

      “Mersari was the fifth deity, after Aiseng,” Madris said quietly. “This temple could be from his birth. If it is, that would make it thousands of years old.”

      “It’s going to be dangerous in there. I think you should stay out here,” Ilde said.

      “Don’t be stupid. You’re not going in there alone.”

      “If the temple collapses, or⁠—”

      “Or what?” Madris asked harshly. “Am I just supposed to sit out here alone and wait for you? What happens if you never come back?”

      “I just⁠—”

      “I suppose you want me to travel back by myself and tell everyone you’re dead. What if you die from something I could have saved you from?”

      “Madris, I’m⁠—”

      “If you say another word, Ilde, I swear on the gods⁠—”

      “Why are you so stubborn?” Ilde snapped, finally getting the words out. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

      “Why am I not allowed to do the same?” Madris retorted.

      The two of them stared each other down, neither willing to budge.

      “Are you going to tell me that I’m not allowed to keep you safe?” Madris pressed. “Because we’re supposed to be friends, and I don’t think that’s what friends do.”

      Ilde pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed pathetically.

      “Are you going to stand out here and argue with me, or are we going to go in there and find your god?” Madris asked calmly, knowing she had Ilde beat. She gave Ilde a victorious smirk and then began to trek through the brush toward the temple.

      Ilde begrudgingly followed.

      Madris was kind enough to wait for her at the entrance, and when Ilde stepped up beside her, Madris motioned for her to take the lead. Ilde drew her longsword from her back and let the temple swallow her whole.

      The temple’s entrance was a long stone hallway that had grown cracked and dusty with time. Her footsteps echoed off the walls around her as she walked a few feet into the mouth-like structure.

      “Watch your step, there’s—” Her words cut short as she turned around to address Madris and found herself alone. They hadn’t traveled far, so the temple’s entrance and the woods beyond should have still been visible, but where her friend had been, there was now nothing but an endless stretch of ancient masonry.

      “Madris!” Ilde shouted. She immediately covered her ears as her voice reverberated through the space and twisted until it was a high, tinny hum. It wasn’t the first time she had heard the noise, though.

      When the reverberations lessened, she straightened up and looked down either end of the hallway she had found herself in the middle of. Which way was the correct path? Which way would lead her to Mersari?

      “Uniter, I go to Hapool. Hands, I go to Isonwood.”

      The voice—her voice—echoed loudly down the hall. Not as it should be, but how she remembered it from years ago: soft and young and just a little bit broken.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them, she was standing at the crossroads of Eldryss. Then she gasped and blinked, and the scene was gone again. Only a dusty stone wall stood in front of her.

      Ilde took a few calming breaths, shoved down her worry for Madris and her anxiety at reliving her past, and gripped her sword tighter. She had gone north to Isonwood before—a right-hand turn at the crossroads—so she would go right again. She was certain this was Mersari’s doing, and she knew it was important to press forward because that was likely what he was looking for.

      As she moved down the corridor, it began to shrink, pressing in further until the walls were scraping the leather armor she wore on her shoulders and arms. The path began to slope as well. Soon, her calves burned as she trekked farther and farther into the temple. Soon, the slope became steep enough that she was climbing rather than walking, using her hands to keep ahold of the wall that had once been the floor.

      She had been climbing for so long that she had begun to lose track of where she had come from. The light had dissipated to the point where she was traveling in complete darkness, and she no longer knew whether she was climbing up or down. With every move she made, the walls of the temple squeezed her, and she was sure that if she traveled much farther, Ilde would wedge herself in so deep that she would never be able to get back out. The air was stale and thin, and as she began to panic, her breaths came quicker, and her lungs screamed at the lack of oxygen. She was going to suffocate there, alone in the dark…

      She paused to get her bearings and felt her grip slip as gravity pulled her down. Ilde let out a panicked scream as she fell, throwing her hands out to try and find purchase within the small space. She dug her nails in and felt the sharp, searing pain as they were ripped and bloodied by the stones before she tumbled through the darkness into the unknown depths of the temple beneath her. She seemed to fall forever, and when her back finally hit the ground again, the impact knocked the wind out of her and sent up a plume of dust that choked her as she gasped for air.

      She squeezed her eyes shut as she struggled to breathe, and when she opened them again, she looked up at the beautiful night sky. The stars drifted closer as if she had somehow risen up into the clouds, and she was able to reach out and swipe her hand through the cosmos. They danced through her fingers like water, illuminating the scar on her hand before they gathered and began to wind their way down her wrist. She marveled at their beauty until they solidified and pulled tight, wrapping her arm in a vice that held her in place.

      The stars that stretched across the endless horizon of sky coalesced to form a scene, and she watched as the cosmos played out her worst nightmare in beautiful, golden light.

      She watched the man in the tavern crumble to ash. She watched her neighbors, her acquaintances, her family, and her friends all wither away to nothing. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she struggled to hold back sobs. Like some horrific form of torture, she watched the scene play out over and over again until she had relived her past so many times over that she felt like she would shatter from the pain. She had spent her entire adult life avoiding these memories, and it was as if Mersari was trying to make up for lost time. The stars grew brighter and brighter until they were blinding. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to the anger, grief, and desperation that had bloomed in her chest. Death would be better than this.

      The stars grew brighter—hotter—and began to burn. It didn’t matter that they were too bright or that she had closed her eyes. She could still see the horrors she had endured, and she could still feel the ash as it stuck to her beer-soaked skin. She could still hear the screams and the cries and the praying. The praying—desperate and feral and furious.

      Ilde screamed, yanking against the divine binding that held her in place as the memory of loss became unbearable. Trial forgotten. Help forgotten. She wanted nothing more than for this to end.

      “Do you remember, Champion?” Mersari’s voice broke through her screaming.

      “Yes!” she wailed. “Yes, I remember! I’ve never forgotten! Please…”

      She felt the touch of warm hands cradling her face.

      “Open your eyes, Champion. You have a choice to make.”

      Ilde let out a choked sob, opened her eyes, and beheld her god.

      He kneeled before her in golden armor, with a gilded starburst on his chest that gleamed in the light of the stars. Behind him, a pair of massive, golden wings seemed to give off their own divine light. His eyes were a soft gray-blue, and his expression intensely focused; his chiseled jaw and brow set in a look of stern expectation as if he were willing Ilde to make the right choice.

      With her free hand, Ilde reached up and touched his face gently, marveling at the feeling of real, warm skin beneath her fingers. His dark, shoulder-length hair tickled her knuckles as his wings stirred the air. This was no illusion; this was divinity-made material—a gift from the cosmos.

      “Are you prepared?” he asked.

      Ilde shook with fear but looked him in the eye regardless.

      “Yes,” she said, though tears still streamed down her cheeks.

      His hands slipped from her face as he stepped away to reveal a new scene—an image of her parents, who split and multiplied to become an image of her entire town. Then, beside them, the forms of her friends appeared in equally vivid detail.

      Mersari stood between the two with his arms outstretched before her.

      “Before you is the choice you must make to determine the path you will walk until you return to the cosmos,” he said intensely. “Either you pull your family from the afterlife and return them to this plane—” he motioned to the town beside him. “—Or you save the lives of your friends.”

      Ilde felt her insides freeze over with guilt and fear.

      What was the right choice?

      Mersari was the god of vengeance and justice. Would he expect her to right the horrors of her past and bring her family back? Was that justice? Or was it selfish to drag them back because of her own grief when they had found peace in the afterlife?

      And what of her friends? They were all young and vibrant. What was she saving them from? Was it fair to prolong their lives when they could die in the face of Rholdir? Would she save them only to lose them anyway? Was it selfish to save them because of what they offered her? Because she couldn’t do this without them?

      Were these consequences real? Would she choose her family and truly get them back? Or would she simply live with the guilt of knowing she would have chosen one over the other?

      She glanced between the two images, her eyes lingering on her friends—so real, despite the fact that they were made of stars.

      She knew her answer, and it felt like a betrayal.

      “I choose them,” she whispered. “I choose my friends.”

      “Why?” Mersari asked.

      “Because bringing my family back will not bring Rholdir to justice. It does not undo everything else that has been done. But my friends… they have lives left to live, and they can help me right this wrong.”

      Her hands shook as she waited for Mersari to reveal whether or not she had chosen correctly. Mersari shifted his wings and sent the stars scattering, then closed the distance between them, unsheathing the sword at his back as he walked.

      “You would forget the lives of your family so easily?”

      “I will never forget. But bringing back my family will not rid the world of Rholdir.” She tried to say the words with confidence, but her voice wavered.

      “You did not make this decision lightly,” Mersari said. “Are you sure of yourself?”

      “I’m sure,” she said, though her voice was barely audible over the pounding of her heart.

      Mersari stared at her as if weighing the truth of her words, then smiled and presented her with his sword.

      “My blade is yours, Champion.”
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        * * *

      

      Ilde opened her eyes and found herself in the temple’s central chamber, lying in centuries’ worth of dirt and dust. Above her loomed an ancient statue of Mersari in the same visage she had just beheld him in.

      “Your friend is incredibly loyal,” a voice said nearby. “She has scoured every visible part of this temple looking for you.”

      Ilde pushed herself up into a sitting position and found Mersari lounging casually on a raggedy bedroll beside his own shrine.

      “How long has it been? Why wasn’t she able to enter with me?”

      “This was not her trial to undergo.”

      “Madris!” Ilde shouted. “Are you in here?”

      She immediately heard footsteps running in her direction, and then Madris appeared at the mouth of the chamber, eyes wide and full of panic.

      “Ilde! Gods, I thought—” she blubbered before giving up and launching herself across the room. Ilde barely had enough time to open her arms before Madris was in her lap and wrapping her up in a tight embrace.

      “Everything is okay,” Ilde reassured her. “I’m fine.”

      Having Madris there helped the ache, but she was still acutely aware of the choice she had made, and it hurt nonetheless. Fine was a lie, but it was a lie that Madris needed to hear.

      Madris pulled away slightly and gathered Ilde’s hands into her own, and Ilde hissed at the pain in her fingertips.

      “What happened to your nails?” Madris asked quietly, inspecting the bloody mess that the stone had left behind.

      “I fell,” Ilde said. “I tried to catch myself on the wall.”

      “We still have the wyrm oil salve in our bag,” Madris said. “You should use it. You won’t be able to fight if your fingers hurt.”

      “I’ve fought with injuries much worse than this. I’ll be okay,” Ilde chuckled. Madris smiled warmly at Ilde’s laughter, and Ilde’s heart tugged in her chest.

      “Did you do it?” Madris asked. “Did you find him?”

      “She did,” Mersari answered from his place near the shrine.

      Madris startled, and Ilde laughed outright as she scrambled out of her lap.

      She shifted so that she could see Mersari better and found him sitting up, twirling a small dagger in his nimble fingers. He admittedly looked a bit worse for wear compared to the visage he had appeared as before. Gone were the golden armor and wings, and in their place were a pair of simple britches and a tunic full of holes.

      He met her gaze and acknowledged her with a nod and a knowing smile.

      “Not what you expected, Champion?” he asked, pushing himself up from the dirt. He walked toward her and held out his hand, offering to help her up.

      “In your trial, yes. But like this? Definitely not,” she said, hesitating before she accepted his help. When their hands met, her palm tingled as if she had been shocked.

      “I would garner a lot of attention in crimson and gold. As will you,” he said as he leaned down and picked her sword up from the dirt. “See for yourself.”

      Ilde reached out to grab the blade but realized it looked different. She had always owned a simple blade—basic, uniform steel, with a leather grip and plain pommel—but this was not her sword.

      “This isn’t mine,” she said.

      “It is yours because I gave it to you,” Mersari said. “A champion’s blade for the first champion in centuries. You have earned it.”

      The blade was polished steel, and this close, Ilde could tell it was sharper than anything she had ever wielded. The forte was marked with a starburst. The guard was a smooth, buffed gold, and the grip a dark crimson leather. Where the pommel would be, there was a single golden eye crying a perfect ruby tear.

      Ilde’s hand shook as she reached out to take the blade, and when her palm met that soft, red leather, she felt the same shock that came from touching Mersari.

      It was the same weight as her original sword. She stepped back and swung it, testing its balance. It felt the same in her hand as her old blade had, like an old friend in new clothes.

      “It is an honor to receive this,” she murmured reverently. “I’ve never had anything like it.”

      “It is an honor to give it.”

      “Will you be upholding our bargain?” she asked intrepidly, emboldened by the gift she had received.

      “I have already told you that my blade is yours,” he said. “I promised you I would walk beside you so long as you succeeded. What pinnacle of justice would I be if I were a liar?”

      “A poor one,” she said.

      “You are a champion. A paladin of justice and a vessel for vengeance. I am with you. All you must do is lead the way.”

      Ilde took a deep breath, sheathed her sword at her back, then locked eyes with Mersari and nodded.

      “Then let’s go.”
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      Mersari had an air about him that Ilde found difficult to place.

      On one hand, he was hilariously normal. Without knowing who he was, Ilde would have assumed he was a simple and kind-hearted man. His appearance—at least in his bedraggled clothes—lent itself more to that of a farmer or beggar than a god. His features were handsomely plain, and his disposition was warm albeit a bit mysterious. He was content to travel with them in silence and insisted on keeping pace alongside their horse rather than taking a turn riding it.

      On the other hand, he was an enigma—impossible to fathom. When he did speak, his voice held so much weight that Ilde found herself hanging on his every word. His eyes were intense, and when they focused on Ilde, she felt seen and perceived in a way she couldn’t put into words. It was as if she were being both revered and judged at the same time; worshipped and criticized in equal measure. She had never felt stronger. She had never felt so small.

      After leaving the temple and traveling for the rest of the evening, they stopped for the night and grazed on the meager remnants of rations that Ilde had scrounged up for the trip. She offered part of her portion to Mersari, but just as he had refused to ride their horse, he declined the food as well.

      “You need your strength. I have no need for food outside of the pleasure it brings, and I would get little pleasure from eating meat that has been in your pocket for months,” he insisted with a mischievous smile.

      Ilde wasn’t fond of eating it, either, but she swallowed it down nonetheless. Mersari watched her intently while she ate, and she had to resist the urge to squirm under his gaze.

      “Champion, do you fear my presence?” he asked once she was finished eating.

      “I—” She stopped to carefully consider her words before continuing. “No, I do not fear your presence. I fear that you will deem me unworthy and leave. I don’t want to do or say the wrong thing.”

      “You? Who so boldly demanded I walk beside you only a few days ago?” he countered.

      Embarrassment and shame brought a furious blush to her cheeks.

      “That was not my brightest moment.”

      “I disagree. You are strong-willed and dauntless—these are good qualities for a paladin to possess. It matters not that I am the one you pray to,” Mersari insisted. “May I tell you something about the old faith?”

      “Of course. You can tell me anything.”

      He chuckled and smiled wistfully. “I was worshipped by many, as most gods are. But there was no hierarchy in the faith of vengeance and justice. There were only champions and the fighters who followed them. You are no longer a fighter, Ilde Torrun. You are a champion. You do not fight beneath me but beside me. A warrior should not fear the warrior beside them, especially when they are brothers.”

      “You would consider us equals?” she asked in disbelief.

      “I would. The arm does not consider the hand other, and the hand does not fear the arm that wields it. They are the same, unequivocally bound.”

      “Then it is an honor to be your equal,” she murmured, her throat thick with emotion that she could barely comprehend.

      “Come, Champion. Bring your blade.” He stood up and reached out into the space beside him, pulling a longsword from thin air. “I want to see your prowess.”

      Ilde stood up eagerly, shoving her complicated feelings back into the pit of her mind and allowing excitement to replace them. The prospect of crossing blades with the god who had led her to pick up a sword in the first place was too good to pass up. She glanced at Madris as she stood, and Madris smiled encouragingly.

      “You’ve got this,” she whispered.

      “I don’t think I do, but it will be fun regardless,” Ilde replied, a wicked smile spreading across her lips.

      She positioned herself across from Mersari and drew her longsword, marveling at the strange tingle it sent up her arm. Then, without warning, he struck.

      Sparring with Mersari was like fighting three of Joyanna. He was impossibly nimble, with a speed more akin to someone fighting with a much lighter weapon, and his strength was more than enough to push Ilde back time and time again. Every attempt Ilde made to incapacitate Mersari failed. Every cut thwarted. Every thrust avoided. When Mersari went on the offensive, it took every ounce of skill she had to narrowly avoid being cut.

      When he raised his blade high, she stepped in close and, with all of her might, kept him from bringing it down. The two of them stood face to face, breathing hard with twin feral grins on their faces. She knew if he had truly wanted to, he could have cut her down. But she had held her own against him, and exhaustion aside, she was proud.

      “Who had the honor of teaching you to fight?” Mersari asked. He stepped back and his sword vanished from view.

      “My mentor was Joyanna Brightblade,” Ilde said breathlessly. “You’ll meet her when we return to camp.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      Ilde sheathed her sword once more and then bent over—hands on knees—to catch her breath.

      “You need not wear your sword unless you prefer to keep it visible,” Mersari said as he returned to his place beside their small fire. “You can return it to the cosmos and summon it when you need it, as I do.”

      “Can you teach me?” she asked as she straightened up and reached for her blade once more.

      “Do you remember your trial?”

      “Yes.”

      “Picture the cosmos you saw. Imagine the stars taking your blade and will yourself to let go.”

      Ilde closed her eyes and did as Mersari had suggested, imagining the stars as they had danced around and through her fingers like water, but rather than becoming a vice around her wrist, she imagined them wrapping around her sword and holding it in place. She released her grip and felt the weight of the sword disappear from her grasp.

      When she opened her eyes again, the sword was gone.

      “Very good, Champion,” Mersari said. “When you need it again, simply will the stars to return your blade and they will.”

      “Ilde, that was incredible!” Madris exclaimed. Ilde felt a blush creep into her cheeks.

      “It’s nothing compared to the magic you can do,” she said.

      “To be able to do it on the first try is impressive, though!” Madris grinned. “You’re a natural!”

      “I don’t know about that…” Ilde said, unable to hide her smile.

      “You are familiar with magic, then?” Mersari asked, directing his attention to Madris, who immediately balked.

      “I—uh—yes. I’ve studied the arcane for most of my life,” she stammered.

      “A wizard, then?”

      “Not exactly… I was born with some innate ability on my own, but most of what I know I learned from studying. I also have a patron.” The last part was little more than a whisper.

      “Few people are accomplished in all three arcane fields. That is an impressive feat for someone so young,” Mersari said. “Who is your patron?”

      Madris visibly withdrew into herself, crossing her arms over her chest and making herself small.

      “Rholdir,” she mumbled. “My patron is the Fatesower.”

      “Ah. I can see why you would be hesitant to admit the truth.”

      “It wasn’t her choice,” Ilde said quickly. She moved to sit beside Madris again and put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “She was coerced into it as a child.”

      “And you trust her?” Mersari asked. It wasn’t accusatory, but Ilde prickled with defensiveness anyway.

      “I trust her with my life,” she said coldly.

      “Ilde, it’s okay. It’s a fair question,” Madris said. She reached up and pulled Ilde’s hand off her shoulder and cradled it in her lap, intertwining their fingers and giving it a gentle squeeze.

      Whatever she had been about to say disappeared with that squeeze, and Ilde froze on the spot. Mersari’s knowing eyes darted quickly between Ilde’s face and Madris’ grip, and she blushed furiously as a fraction of a smile graced the corner of his mouth.

      “I trust your judgement, Champion,” he said with a quirk of his brow.
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        * * *

      

      Ilde spoke freely after that. If Mersari was her equal, she would take advantage of their even ground and seek the answers she had desperately been searching for.

      Mersari taught her his tenets, and she realized she had unknowingly followed his path for much of her life—even longer than she had been praying to him. To be unyielding of mind and heart, to be principled, to be valiant and unflinching in the face of difficulty, to take great care in preserving all things good and pure—people, places, cultures…

      Ilde listened to it all, committed it to heart, and took comfort in the fact that she felt at home with his expectations—as if they were tools rather than rules.

      But they made her realize, more than anything, that she would have to see this through. Not only because she deserved vengeance but because it was the right thing to do, even though it should have never fallen to her in the first place. Without her friends, the allies they had found, and the power they had gathered, Eolis would fall—and there was a chance that the rest of the Terrain would fall with it.

      She had never been so sure. She had never been so scared.

      “I just want to understand why I’m here,” she said quietly after she and Mersari had discussed Rholdir’s motives and scheming for what felt like hours. “It’s the one piece of this puzzle that doesn’t make sense. If he’s wiping out entire groups of people, why are there survivors?”

      “Could he be leaving survivors maliciously?” Madris asked. “Maybe he wants people to suffer so it puts more pressure on the pantheon.”

      “That is a possibility,” Mersari said. “But I am more inclined to believe it is an oversight of his power.”

      “You mean you think he’s making mistakes?” Ilde asked.

      “Yes, but not out of carelessness. You and the other survivors may have fallen under a loophole. When Rholdir weaves the tapestries of fate for each individual in the Terrain, one of his favorite patterns to include is that of the survivor. As much as it pains me to admit, Rholdir genuinely cares about his children—and still does, even now, I’m sure. If survival was woven into your fate at birth, it means you are destined to live through that which would have otherwise destroyed you. Some people experience this event early in their lives, and that piece of their fate is realized in infancy or childhood. Then there are people who have relatively easy childhoods and do not face their first real obstacle until they are older.”

      “Like little girls who live in small, quiet towns and live small, quiet lives,” Ilde murmured.

      “You lived a good life, and your first real obstacle was Rholdir’s assault on Eldryss,” Mersari said solemnly. “You survived because you hadn’t needed to survive anything before that.”

      Ilde swallowed hard and stared at her hands as she tried to shove down the complicated feelings that threatened to overtake her. Surviving at all had been traumatic, but being punished on a technicality for living a good life—that was a fresh kind of hell. She almost wished she had remained blind to the truth; naivety had never felt this bad.

      “Your survival was an accident before, Champion. But you have many years of purpose ahead of you. Justice will sustain you until you are struck down in its pursuit. Do not linger on what was—focus on what will be.”

      Ilde’s head snapped up, and she stared at Mersari, dumbfounded by his words.

      “What—what do you mean it will sustain me until I’m struck down?”

      “As a champion of vengeance, you’ve dedicated your life to pursuing what is right. A true hero, in your own way. I struck a bargain with the Mother, Dadasha, in the very beginning of my faith to ensure that the Terrain would always have a balance between the good and the bad. It is your duty to live a long life so that you may better serve those who cannot protect themselves.”

      Ilde’s mouth went dry, and she balled her hands up into fists to keep them from shaking. Her nails dug deep into her palms as she grappled with what Mersari had just so casually said.

      “I’ll live forever?” she whispered.

      “Not forever, no,” he responded. “There will always be a time when evil triumphs. And when that day comes, your life will end. I hope for the Terrain’s sake that it is not soon.”

      “I don’t… I don’t know what to say…” She felt like she couldn’t get a full breath of air, and she worried that if she didn’t calm her nerves soon, she would pass out in front of the god she had fought so hard to earn the respect of.

      “It is a great responsibility—one that you will need time to come to terms with, I’m sure. But it is a responsibility I can revoke if you believe it is too heavy to carry,” he said reassuringly. “You did not prepare for this role as others have in the past, and I would not fault you for being daunted by what it brings.”

      Ilde nodded, her throat too thick with emotion to get any words out.

      The tension in their small camp broke then, and they began to busy themselves with preparing for the evening’s rest, but Ilde moved through the meaningless tasks in a daze. Her head was too full, her thoughts rapidly cycling between the two pieces of information she had just received. She was an oversight, a mistake. She was a figurehead, a hero. A child doomed to die, a survivor destined to live on. To be all of them at once was inconceivable. Seven years ago, she had been the daughter of a tavernkeeper—a barmaid. Just a few days ago, she had been an angry mercenary. And now, something even greater had been dropped onto her shoulders: a purpose. A reason to continue after everything was said and done. Ilde could hardly see past the next few days, let alone fathom what her life might look like in a month, a year, ten, or a hundred years from now. There was still a great chance that she would never see what life would look like on the other side of this quest, but it was still there, looming on the horizon—a divine possibility picked just for her.

      When she crawled into her bedroll for the night, she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to block everything out, but sleep refused to find her. She lay in the dark and listened to the crackle of the fire nearby for what seemed like forever before finally accepting that she was too overwhelmed to sleep.

      Quiet footsteps scuffed against the grass beside her and she rolled over to find Madris wordlessly laying her bedroll down beside Ilde’s.

      “Is it okay that I sleep here?” she whispered.

      “Of course,” Ilde replied quietly.

      Madris curled up under her blanket and rolled so that she and Ilde were face to face.

      “Are you okay?” Madris asked gently.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” she whispered, even though she wasn’t.

      “You sure?”

      Ilde thought about everything she had heard that day, about shutting herself down like she normally would, and then about what it meant to be a person again. A voice in the back of her mind—Joyanna’s, if she was being completely honest—whispered that she owed herself honesty and owed her friend vulnerability.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” she mustered. Madris’ big green eyes filled with concern, and Ilde’s heart clenched in her chest.

      “I can only imagine.”

      “I was expecting everything to go back to normal when we went home… if we even survive this at all,” she said. “Sorry. I know we’re supposed to stay positive, but I just… I feel like I’ve been put in boots that are too big for me. I don’t know how to walk in them.”

      Madris reached out and took Ilde’s hand in her own.

      “You don’t have to walk in them alone, even when this is done,” Madris murmured. “I can’t promise you forever, but I can promise you several hundred years at the very least... if you want me around for that long, anyway.”

      Ilde’s eyes stung with tears, and she did her best to blink them away.

      “I always want you around,” she whispered before she could think better of her words.

      “Then I’ll stick around as long as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      When they reached civilization again, Ilde watched Mersari carefully, curious to see how he would react to being in the presence of people again. The bulk of the valley was comprised of temples and the homesteads of the extremely devout, and if Mersari was uncomfortable about being in such a heavily populated and religious area after spending so much time away, he didn’t show it.

      “Has it changed much since you were last here?” Ilde asked.

      “Yes and no,” he replied as he strolled beside the horse. He had never once complained during the trip or suggested that his feet hurt, and Ilde chose to believe that whatever remaining divinity he had was preventing him from feeling pain. “There are many more people here, but everything looks very much the same. More sprawling, perhaps. But familiar nonetheless.”

      As they passed through, Mersari watched the passersby with a curious look of approval in his eyes, as if he were glad that faith had not died out altogether in his absence. While he watched the strangers, Ilde kept her eye on him, trying to gauge what a fallen god would even think as he passed through a city of people who would have worshipped him had he not been forgotten. She wondered if he missed it, if seeing all that he had lost made him sad.

      “How does it feel—passing through here and knowing you have no place amongst these temples?” Ilde asked boldly, doing her best to look at Mersari as if he were her equal, like he had requested she do.

      “I grieve what they’ve lost, but not for myself. I was made for them. I simply no longer hold any sway. I cannot help. It pains me that my followers believed I had left them behind. And it pains me to know that no one seeks solace with my faith—except for you, of course.” He smiled sadly. “But people still have faith in justice. The good still search for vengeance against the evil. So, in a way, people still believe.”

      “We’re going to change that,” Ilde said softly.

      “Perhaps we will…”

      The holy city at the valley’s center stretched for miles, and past it, a handful of other towns and villages came and went. Finally, at dusk, they reached Entogow and breathed a sigh of relief as the town’s gates came into view.

      “Halt, by the order of Constable Ibaud Metalthorn,” one guard hailed them as they approached. Ilde pulled the horse to a stop and gave the guard a befuddled look.

      “Why are we being stopped?” she asked.

      “You are Ilde Torrun, are you not?”

      “Yes…” she answered slowly, uncertain whether she should tell the truth.

      “Constable Ibaud requested that we stop you when you returned to town and direct you toward his office. He requires your presence at once.”

      “Did something happen?”

      The guard shrugged, clearly not one of the many townsfolk involved with the Verity.

      “I’m not privy to all the happenings in Entogow. I just do what is asked of me.”

      Ilde nodded and turned to look at Madris, who shared a similar expression of worry.

      Ilde spurred the horse into a run and took off toward the Constable’s office on the other side of town.
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        * * *

      

      “Ilde!” Joyanna shouted with relief when Ilde burst into the room. She stood and crossed the space between them, then pulled Ilde into a bone-crushing hug right away.

      “What happened? Is something wrong?” Ilde asked, taking stock of the rest of the office. She breathed a sigh of relief when all of her friends were present, alive, and accounted for.

      Joyanna pulled away and stared at Ilde for a moment before her expression saddened.

      “The camp… it…”

      “What happened?” Ilde demanded.

      “It’s gone,” Ibaud said, rising from his seat at the end of the table. He stood and folded his hands solemnly in front of him. “They waited. They waited until we were all gone. We think there was someone in the camp who knew—who was reporting back to Rholdir. Everyone we left behind is gone.”

      Ilde’s stomach lurched, and it took everything in her power not to vomit.

      Everyone? The entire camp… every single refugee and acolyte…

      “How?” Ilde asked, though she already knew the answer.

      “Ilde…” Joyanna said cautiously. “We don’t have to⁠—”

      “How?” she shouted.

      “All we found was ash,” Ibaud murmured.

      Ilde clenched her fists as her entire body shook with rage. Not again… this couldn’t have happened again…

      But she could see now, on everyone’s faces, that they were exhausted, grieving, and scared. Her friends looked at her with relief, as they had been waiting for days just to be sure that she was even still alive—not knowing who all had fallen victim to Rholdir after being scattered across the continent.

      Ilde thought about all of those people who had been so kind, who had fled the horrors they had seen, only to be murdered once they thought they were safe. She thought about how it could have been her, yet somehow, once again, it wasn’t. She had been cursed to survive where others fell, and the thought made her sick.

      This wasn’t a coincidence, though. This time, it had been intentional. This was a direct attack on everything they had been working for. This was Rholdir’s way of saying nothing you do will matter.

      Ilde pulled out a chair and sat down in it slowly, letting her head fall forward into her hands. She was tired. So, so tired.

      The room was still for a long time while they all processed what had happened. Then, a comforting voice broke the silence.

      “This will not go unpunished,” Mersari said, and his voice snapped Ilde back into the real world.

      “What do we do now?” she asked. This time, when she looked around the room, she noticed a new face that she hadn’t noticed before. An orcish woman with long, dark hair stood next to Elder Onas in the back of the room.

      “It seems we have both found help,” Elder Onas said, nodding respectfully toward Mersari. Ilde smiled sadly at the orcish woman, who returned her smile as warmly as she could. “This is Lawkeeper Willa Hastel.”

      “It is an honor to meet you, Lawkeeper. And an honor to have your help,” Ilde said before turning to gesture toward Mersari. She met his gaze and he nodded, giving her permission to tell the truth. “This is Mersari—the fallen God of Vengeance.”

      The room, who had been casting nervous glances in his direction since Ilde had arrived, turned to take him in fully. At the same time Ilde introduced him, he reached out before them all and pulled his sword free from the cosmos—and with it came his glory as a cascade of divine light passed over him, revealing his golden armor and gilded wings.

      Seeing him like this again took Ilde’s breath away as she remembered both her reverence and also the horrors she had endured when she first beheld him in her trial. Everyone in the room audibly gasped and stared with wide eyes and open expressions of shock.

      “Ilde, I—I knew what you were going to do, but I didn’t—I wasn’t—” Joyanna stammered.

      “You didn’t think I’d actually come back with a god in tow?” she asked cheekily, taking some small satisfaction in her friends’ reactions.

      “Champion, is this your mentor?” Mersari asked, stepping forward.

      “Yes, this is Joyanna Brightblade—my closest friend and the reason I can swing a sword at all.”

      Mersari reached out and offered Joyanna his hand, and the two of them clasped forearms like comrades from battle.

      “Your pupil is an incredible fighter, and she assures me it is thanks to you. I am impressed with your skill as a warrior and mentor, and I look forward to fighting by your side,” he said earnestly.

      Ilde had never seen Joyanna look so sheepish, and never in her life had she thought she would see her mentor balk. But the blush that crept across Joyanna’s nose and cheeks was undeniable, and Ilde immediately burst into a fit of quiet laughter.

      “I’m… honored that you think so highly of me,” Joyanna mumbled awkwardly, bowing her head in respect.

      “So we have a god, a Grand Council member, and a handful of idiots,” Alester said as cheerily as he could muster. “What is our plan?”

      Trystan cleared her throat, stood from where she had been silently sitting since Ilde’s arrival, and began pacing the floor.

      “Belial is dead, but that matters very little now. The corrupt officials we sent the others after are currently sitting in the Entogow barracks, waiting to be apprehended by Willa’s guards. They will arrive here in a couple of days.”

      “I returned to Erdai yesterday, produced my evidence for the Grand Council, and had Brutan apprehended. We used arcane means to encourage his honesty, and he confessed to everything. He and the other constables involved had been bribed to overlook the recent disappearances and allow the unbridled travel of suspicious individuals within the Fatesower’s faith. I have called an emergency meeting for tomorrow morning, during which I will request military support to locate and take down Rholdir. Trystan seems to believe he has made Nedale his base of operation⁠—”

      “She’s right,” Madris said confidently. “He is my patron, and my gifts were definitely stronger there. I don’t believe it was simply a matter of being within the Veil, either. It was almost impossible to control.”

      “Then we will begin this assault there. The truth of the matter, though, is that I’m not sure military might will be enough to subdue him. If he can annihilate entire metropolitan areas, what is stopping him from wiping out the entirety of Eolis’ army?”

      “We can’t guarantee that he won’t,” Ilde said quietly. “But if we don’t try, I fear our fate will be much worse.”

      Willa nodded solemnly.

      “This was little more than a blip on our radar until Nedale fell. The Grand Council has been in a panic for months. We’ve had our best arcanists and academics looking into the events that occurred, but their strides were only a fraction of the ones you have made here. How did you discover the truth?”

      Ilde started to answer but bit her tongue. Madris… it had been Madris who had discovered the truth all those months ago in the ruins of Eldryss. If Madris hadn’t discovered what she had, Ilde wouldn’t have gathered the crew, crossed the entire continent, learned the truth about the Boundless Order, or led the Verity to unearth the corruption in the council sects…

      “It was a group effort. It took all the pieces coming together to make this work,” Ilde said.

      “We are very lucky that you all found each other and shared a common goal,” she said.

      It doesn’t feel like luck, Ilde thought.

      “Lucky indeed,” she said instead.
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        * * *

      

      In the wee hours of the morning, they all shuffled their way back to the tavern they had stayed in when they’d first arrived in Entogow weeks ago. Nothing about it had changed, but Ilde felt different when she entered the tavern’s main room this time around. They had been optimistic weeks ago. A part of her still was; a voice buried deep in her skull still whispered that they could do this. That they would succeed. But after spending hours talking in circles with Willa Hastel, the only thing Ilde was certain of was that many people were about to die.

      Rather than head to bed, she asked the tavernkeeper for a cup of tea and a shot of liquor and tucked herself into one of the booths in the corner of the room. When the steaming mug was placed in front of her, she poured the liquor in, stirred her tea, and took a long, hearty sip. The warmth of the tea and the heat from the liquor pooled in her stomach and warmed her from the inside out.

      The others sat with her, but no one spoke a word. Ilde kept a steady flow of tea coming to the table and they all drank gratefully and took solace in each other’s company as much as they could.

      One by one, they drifted off to their rooms to sleep, until only Ilde and Mersari remained at the table.

      “You are worried,” he mused, wrapping his hands around his cup to keep them warm.

      “I am,” she admitted.

      “Do you fear death?”

      “Do most champions laugh in the face of death?” she countered.

      “Some have. Most worry about the mantle they will drop when they return to the cosmos. There are not enough seekers of justice in this world. The loss of one is felt by many.” He gave her a small smile. “Years ago, if I had asked you whether or not you feared death, your answer would have been no. Has it changed?”

      Ilde looked down into her nearly empty mug and swirled the leaves that had gathered at the bottom.

      He was right. Seven years ago, when she’d found Mersari, she had been acting on impulse and instinct and would have accepted death with open arms.

      “I don’t want to die,” she whispered. It was terrifying to admit.

      “Why?”

      An image of her friends crossed her mind, created by the cosmos and lit by the stars, as they had been in her trial.

      “I have something to live for now.”

      “Then fight for them. If you cannot fight for anyone else, fight for them,” Mersari said. “I am not the Fatesower, and while I walk this plane, I cannot tell you what your true fate is, Ilde. But you have done great things, and I believe you can do many more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      The Grand Council chambers were larger and more ornate than any room Ilde had ever stepped foot in.

      Elder Onas, who Ilde worried had become a glorified walking portal, had teleported them all to Erdai safely—plopping them right in the middle of the Council District. The Lawkeeper had led them ceremoniously toward the council chambers and insisted that the group be let in without issue—a feat they would never have accomplished on their own. They entered and were escorted by a handful of guards into the meeting hall, and Ilde immediately stopped in her tracks to marvel at its glory and wondered how in the Terrain she had ended up here.

      The chamber was a massive domed space. The room’s perimeter was lined with pillars so large it would have taken at least three of them to wrap their arms around one in its entirety. They were made of wood and beautifully carved to depict the scenery of Eolis. The floors were so lovingly polished that Ilde could see herself in them, her reflection mirrored back at her from the marbled tiles—a light green-gray with veins of brown. The windows were wider and taller than the home Ilde and Joyanna had shared in Isonwood, and let in so much light that they could have been standing outside and seen no difference between the two.

      In the center of the great space was a massive diamond-shaped table, set with enough seats for their entire group and the council members themselves.

      The Grand Council was already seated on their side of the table, with all but two of the chairs occupied—one at the head for Willa, and an empty seat on the right where Brutan would have sat.

      “Please sit. They will have questions, I’m sure, so be prepared to answer them. They will not expect decorum from you, but be respectful,” Willa addressed them all quickly before she took her seat.

      She reached into a space beneath the table and produced a large golden disk covered in runes. She then removed a pendant from around her neck and placed it in the center of the disk. Ilde heard it click softly before the runes began to glow.

      “I, Willa Hastel, Lawkeeper of the Grand Council of Eolis, call this emergency meeting to order on this 23rd day of Winter, in the year 547 of the Common Growth. Present are Lorekeeper Alexander Hoth, Skillkeeper Trelissa Nuhsan, Coinkeeper Brinna Tythe, Tradekeeper Gareth Westwind, and Mightkeeper Nuvaal Preck.

      “Absent is Brutan Vex, Divinekeeper of the Grand Council, due to crimes of treason and mass murder, which shall be tried herein today.”

      Ilde sat up straighter and did her best to look like she belonged in the room, but as she glanced around at her friends and companions, she realized they all definitely felt like they were in over their heads. She locked eyes with Joyanna from across the table, and, true to character, Joyanna gave her an exaggerated look of mock excitement. Trystan caught it out of the corner of her eye and elbowed Joyanna as subtly as she could, and Ilde had to fight to keep from snickering. At least the levity had helped ease Ilde’s anxiety… it was just her and her asshole friends against the world.

      “I have produced the evidence against Brutan Vex and his co-conspirators. I have physical evidence of the treason committed by the Elders of the Boundless Order, represented by the usurped leader—Elder Onas—whom they attempted to kill upon their plan being discovered. And I have with me the evidence indicting Rholdir as the one responsible for the mass murder of the people of Eldryss, the people of Nedale, several sects of Aisengian healers, several sects of Warian acolytes, the dwarvish Metalthorn Clan, and the righteous group of individuals who selflessly gathered this information, known as the Verity.

      “We need to discuss how we will handle the conviction of the individuals responsible moving forward and develop a plan for stopping Rholdir,” Willa stated regally.

      “How can we be sure that Rholdir has fallen for nefarious reasons? How can we be sure that he has fallen at all, and it is not some sect of his faith that has gone rogue?” the Mightkeeper, Nuvaal, asked. “This evidence is not perfect. I cannot deny the conspirators’ involvement, but the high priest could have been lying to guarantee his success.”

      “Our guests can attest to the truth,” Willa said, motioning to Ilde.

      Ilde cleared her throat and pushed down the nerves that threatened to consume her.

      “We have the word of the divine guiding us,” Ilde stated boldly. “For the last seven years, I have prayed to Mersari. When I reached the Nedaly Valley, I began to commune with him in earnest.”

      “Mersari, the betrayer god?” Nuvaal asked dubiously.

      “Not the betrayer god, no. Mersari fell from the pantheon because he warned the other gods about Rholdir, and they chose not to believe him.”

      “And I am just supposed to take you at your word?”

      “No. But you can take him at his,” she said.

      Mersari, who had been sitting patiently beside Ilde, stood and stepped away from the table.

      “I do not fault your lack of trust, but my Champion speaks nothing but the truth,” he said before he exploded into a dazzling array of crimson and gold and feathers.

      The council members jumped back in their seats, shocked and possibly even afraid of the display in front of them. Ilde reached out, imagining that she was taking her sword from the stars, and pulled it from thin air. When she felt it in her grasp, she looked down and saw that her faded and well-loved black leather armor had shifted into something thicker, stronger, and gold to match the god beside her.

      Ilde stood tall and proud, a testament to Mersari’s existence, and let everyone around her look on in awe. Her friends had already seen Mersari, but even she hadn’t known about the changes within herself—she couldn’t have guessed this would happen, and she hadn’t had time to fully question Mersari about what being a champion would bring. Her friends stared with grins of pride, and it made Ilde’s heart soar to know that she had people in her life who were happy for her… maybe even proud of her, knowing what she had gone through to get to where she stood now.

      “I have walked this plane for centuries, waiting for the day I might be able to right the mistakes of my brethren. I do not fault them for their errors—for a god blinded by love will refuse to see the truth of darkness buried deep within. They cast me out for my honesty, and now they have cast Rholdir out for revealing his true nature. Just as with all beings born of Dadasha’s flesh, she cannot end him. It is why we are cast out rather than killed. He must be struck down and returned to the cosmos by the hand of another, or else he will continue his fit of rage until there are none of you left and he has spited every god in the pantheon.”

      “And you would help us?” Nuvaal asked, awestruck.

      “Fallen or not, I am the god of justice and vengeance. I will not rest until Rholdir suffers for his crimes.”

      “And we will not rest until his conspirators suffer for theirs,” Willa said.

      “We have no written punishment for crimes of this magnitude. This is more than just the execution of a rapist or murderer. These are war crimes,” the Lorekeeper, Alexander, said. “To incarcerate these individuals would show a great weakness on our part. These are atrocious offenses enacted by people who we trusted and elected to protect the continent. To show mercy here would be a mistake.”

      “I will not kill them without a trial,” Willa said sternly. “I do not doubt their guilt, but if we can glean more information from them about what has happened before they leave this plane, then it will be worth the time we spend.”

      “Then we execute them. Publicly,” Nuvaal growled.

      “We can negotiate the terms of execution after they’ve been tried and interrogated. Let us plan to begin trials tomorrow morning. All other business matters will be put on hold until this is finished. This takes precedence. Are we all in agreement?”

      A chorus of yeses filled the room.

      “Very well. Next, we must discuss the task of ridding the Terrain of Rholdir once and for all. I want to be very clear that I am aware of the risk this poses, but I do not think we have many other choices. The group before you is willing to step up, but they cannot do this alone. I propose that we send Erdai’s city military to assist.”

      “The entirety of the city’s private military? Willa, are you out of your mind?” Nuvaal asked frantically. “If he wipes them out, our city will be left defenseless.”

      “If he is capable of wiping out the might of our military, we will be defenseless regardless.”

      The two of them began to argue about the logistics of sending the city’s army to fight a god. Nuvaal suggested they take a portion of each major city’s army and send them all together, ensuring that each city remained protected against other dangers. Willa insisted that there wasn’t time to gather armies from all across Eolis and that their opportunity to strike would be lost if they didn’t strike within the next couple of days. The other members at the table simply watched as their two compatriots duked it out with their words.

      “Excu—Excuse me,” Ilde shouted finally, earning the table’s attention. Willa had instructed them to be respectful, and Ilde doubted interrupting a conversation was anywhere near, but they didn’t have time to sit and come to a mutual agreement. “We need fighters. Rholdir has people who have already flocked to his side. He will not be alone when we find him, and if it’s just us—” Ilde motioned to her companions. “—We will never reach him. Our strength will be spent fighting his numbers, and then he’ll wipe us out like bugs when we’re exhausted. We need people to pave the way. However many you can spare. Please.”

      Trystan cleared her throat, drawing the attention to her.

      “If I may?” she asked.

      “Proceed, Miss Tivalde,” Nuvaal muttered, clearly unhappy about being interrupted. “I would say I am surprised to see you here on your own accord, without clearance from the council, but that would be a lie.”

      “As a strategist and arcane expert, I think it is my duty to go where I am needed, whether it is sanctioned by you or not,” she said boldly. “There are followers of Rholdir remaining in Nedale. We went to investigate the kinds of magic used to create the plague and compare them to our findings from Eldryss, and we were attacked by a group who were not hiding the fact that Rholdir himself had sent them. I highly suspect that he has been sheltering his followers there and that they are aiding him in the creation of these plagues.

      “Joyanna and I disposed of the Fatesower’s High Priest in hopes that it would prevent word from getting back to Rholdir and buy us more time, but they were already one step ahead of us. When we were there, though, I did not get the impression that the acolytes were aware of Rholdir’s current standing or the horrors he had inflicted on the rest of Eolis. I suspect that followers of his faith have mostly been kept in the dark, with the exceptions being those whom Rholdir can communicate with directly and those whom Belial knew—meaning people with the Fatesower’s gifts who reside in the Nedaly Valley and people with high standing in the church.”

      “When did you dispose of Belial?” Willa asked.

      “Four days ago,” Joyanna answered. “I cut him down myself.”

      “I was present at Brutan Vex’s apprehension two days ago, and he had a letter from the High Priest in his possession. The two of them were preparing to flee. Brutan had been instructed to meet Belial at the temple in Asalaim, but when we went in his stead to try and catch Belial, he was gone.”

      “Hard to catch a dead body,” Joyanna said.

      “No. Not dead. Gone. His office and rooms had been completely cleaned out. The evidence of your assassination attempt was still all over the room, but there was no body. No grave. Nothing. The acolytes present were in a frenzy because he and a handful of other members of the church had disappeared.”

      Joyanna and Trystan looked at each other in dismay.

      “I nearly cut him in two,” Joyanna said. “There’s no way he would have survived on his own.”

      “Did you get a list of the others who had disappeared?” Trystan asked. “Was there a cleric among them?”

      “There was,” Willa stated grimly.

      “Fuck,” Joyanna hissed.

      “This isn’t the point! We’ve gotten off topic,” Trystan said, throwing up her hands. “We can deal with Belial later. The point is that Rholdir’s army will only consist of the gifted individuals within his faith and a small handful of others. The bulk of them will be fighting with magic, not weaponry. So we will not need many martial fighters, Mightkeeper. We will need casters. Leave the weapon specialists here to protect the city, and give me all the magic wielders you’ve got. I’ll make them work.”

      Nuvaal scrubbed his face nervously, lost in thought for a moment before he spoke again.

      “And if we lose all of our magic wielders, what then? A good army is not complete without both.”

      “You supplement from other cities—take a portion from each—and offer stipends for university students who are willing to study the arcane arts with the intention of joining the military. The ranks will swell again in a few years, and all will be well,” Trystan reasoned.

      “And your pockets will swell because you’ll be teaching more students,” he remarked sourly. Trystan bristled and leaned across the table menacingly with a furious look on her face.

      “If Rholdir turns the world to ash, I will have no students to teach, and you will have no armies to control nor cities to protect. What is not clear about this scenario?” she growled.

      “Nuvaal, she is right,” the Lorekeeper murmured. “We cannot worry about protecting our future if we do not survive tomorrow.”

      The other members of the council nodded in agreement.

      “Please, Mightkeeper…” Ilde begged.

      Nuvaal looked around the table and sighed.

      “I will arrange for the army’s magic division to meet you in Nedale. Give me a time and a date, and they will be there. May the gods favor us all.”
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        * * *

      

      They decided to give themselves another day. One full day for them all to prepare. One full day for Nuvaal to gather all his casters and brief them on what was about to happen…

      One last guaranteed day to do whatever they pleased.

      Ilde considered getting drunk, but she was already numb and sick to her stomach—she didn’t think alcohol would do anything other than make her feel worse. She would have prayed to Mersari if it wasn’t for the fact that he was in the room just a couple doors down, and spending her remaining hours asking him for advice seemed like a waste. There was no need to psych herself out completely.

      Joyanna was busy with Trystan, a fact that brought a smile to Ilde’s face. She hadn’t had time to ask Joyanna what was happening between them, but there was no need to—it was clear that Joyanna was infatuated. They made a formidable pair, and Ilde knew that if Joyanna hadn’t driven Trystan insane yet, she likely never would. Joyanna deserved it… not just for everything she had done for Ilde over the last seven years, but because Ilde believed she was a good person…probably even one of the best.

      Orvyc, Alester, and Madris ate dinner with Ilde, chatting quietly amongst themselves. They discussed their satisfaction with the outcome of the meeting they had endured all day, whispered about whether or not they thought the Lawkeeper was in love with Elder Onas, and snickered at Orvyc’s raunchy jokes. But eventually, they all drifted off on their own.

      She sat at the table by herself for a long time, lost in thought, dreading the days to come. A part of her wished she had made a different choice and moved on. Become something else. Done something different with her life. But an even bigger part of her still craved what was about to happen. She was finally going to look Rholdir in the eye—finally going to let out all of the pent-up violence and hatred and rage that came from what she had endured and direct it at the person responsible. It felt like the sweetest gift. It felt like the bleakest fate.

      More than anything, she desperately wished she hadn’t dragged her friends into this fight, though. She wanted nothing more than to send them back across the continent, far away from the horrors of fallen gods and misplaced faith.

      Sitting in the tavern alone started to feel like giving up, so she slid out of the booth and went upstairs to the room she was sharing with Madris. She found her friend lying completely clothed—boots still on—on top of the covers, with her hands folded on her stomach and her eyes closed. She didn’t even budge when Ilde entered the room.

      “Meditating?” Ilde asked as she shut the door behind her.

      “Something like that,” Madris murmured. She sat up and combed her fingers through her soft curls to smooth them down, then leaned down and untied her boots, kicking them unceremoniously under the bed.

      Ilde slowly unbuckled her armor and laid it gently in the corner as if prolonging the process would put off having to eventually put it back on.

      “Ilde?” Madris asked just as Ilde finished removing the last piece.

      “Hmm?” she replied. Ilde turned to give Madris her full attention and found a worried expression on her face that instantly made her heart clench.

      “What are we going to do when this is all over?” Madris asked timidly.

      Ilde didn’t have the heart to admit they might not see the other side of this, so she entertained the idea instead.

      “Well… you, Joyanna, Trystan, and I are going to go home. And we’re going to return you to your parents so they know you’re alive and well. And then I’m going to immediately steal you again and take you to my favorite bathhouse in Isonwood, and we’re going to take the longest, most expensive bath imaginable.” Madris laughed quietly before Ilde continued. “And then the four of us are going to go to The Lady’s Knuckle to celebrate surviving, and we’re going to get so drunk that we can’t see straight. And then in the morning, when you and I are done throwing up from the night before, we’ll get some cakes from Marisha, take them to the library, and get started on your Prelarry’s paper. Just like you wanted.”

      “And what about after that?”

      “Oh… well, once we’ve had a chance to catch our breath, Joyanna and I will probably start taking jobs again. This ordeal has cost us every penny we had, so we’ll have to get it back eventually. And I suspect you’ll be in school if Trystan has anything to say about it.”

      “How are we going to afford expensive baths if you don’t have any money?” she said with a small smile.

      “Don’t poke holes in my fantasy,” Ilde replied, grinning.

      Madris laughed for a moment before her expression grew worried.

      “So we’ll still be friends?” she whispered.

      “What? Maddy… of course we’ll still be friends.” Ilde crossed the room and kneeled in front of Madris so she could look her in the eye. “You promised me several hundred years, remember?”

      Madris looked down at Ilde and chewed her lip. Ilde could see how upset she was, so she reached out, gathered Madris’ hands in her own, and squeezed them gently.

      “I’m not just important because I’m helping you, right?” she asked.

      “No. In fact, I wish you weren’t helping me. I want nothing more than for you to be at home right now. Thinking about what could happen to you is making me sick,” Ilde insisted.

      “You promise? Because I’m not very good at making friends or figuring out how others feel, and I just⁠—”

      “Madris, I care about you more than you know,” Ilde admitted as the emotions she had been suppressing leaked into her tone.

      Madris fell silent and stared down at Ilde with her intense green gaze, and Ilde’s chest grew heavy. They sat that way for a long time, with Ilde kneeling on the floor as if she were praying until Madris lifted a shaky hand and tucked a strand of long brown hair behind Ilde’s ear.

      “I need to tell you something,” Madris whispered. “This might be my last chance to tell you.”

      Madris’ hand lingered against Ilde’s cheek, and she couldn’t help but lean into her touch; her breath caught in her throat.

      “Do you remember when I told you that I was bad at connecting… and that I wasn’t comfortable getting involved with strangers…”

      “Y—yes.” Ilde’s voice was almost inaudible over the pounding of her heart.

      “It’s different with you.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested in strangers.” Ilde barely trusted herself to speak, and her voice came out weak and cracked.

      “Ilde, when have you ever been a stranger?” Madris asked. “You told me your entire life story on the second day I knew you.”

      Ilde just stared, completely overwhelmed by the words leaving Madris’ lips—the glimmer of hope that sparked in her chest. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. There was no way she could have this woman as a comrade, a friend, and a lover. The gods had never been so kind. She could feel herself coming apart at the seams, but she couldn’t find the right words; they refused to surface.

      Madris misread Ilde’s hesitation, and Ilde watched as disappointment and fear filled her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry,”  she breathed. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “No—” Ilde watched her heart begin to break and knew it didn’t matter how afraid she was. She grabbed Madris’ hand again before she could pull away. “Madris, I⁠—”

      “Ilde, you don’t have to say anything.” She could see the tears welling up in Madris’ eyes, the regret and hurt plain on her face.

      Ilde took a deep, shaky breath.

      “I’m a coward,” she whispered. Her fingers found Madris’ curls, and she combed through them gently, briefly remembering a moment in time, months ago, when she had done the same. Alone in a room much like the one they were in now, only thousands of miles away—with Madris’ head in her lap and tears on her beautiful cheeks. The first tender moment of many that would lead to the slow softening of Ilde’s heart. She loved this woman. She didn’t know exactly when it had happened—when it had snuck up on her—but it was in plain view now: raw and strong and beautiful, but also fragile and new. It terrified Ilde to her core.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. They stayed lodged in her throat, choking her.

      “You don’t have to say anything,” Madris repeated, a whisper this time. It was soft and gentle. Even though she was hurting, she didn’t press, which only made Ilde feel worse. This woman, who had never been anything but persistent and headstrong, looked at Ilde like she would give her all the time in the world to say what she needed to say.

      But they didn’t have all the time in the world.

      They had one night.

      She was scared, though. Scared that speaking it aloud would make it real. Scared that saying it meant Madris could be taken from her. Scared that if she told the truth, she would never recover when Madris was gone.

      “I love you.”

      It tumbled from her mouth, barely more than a breath, but she knew Madris had heard it. Her eyes shone in the room’s dim light, her lips parted in shock, her chest heaving gently as her emotions continued to get the better of her. Ilde knew her own expression mirrored Madris’—the two of them paralyzed by the tension as Ilde’s words hung heavy in the air between them.

      “I think I’ve loved you from the start,” Madris said. “I just needed time to sort it out.”

      Madris chuckled breathlessly to herself, and then her gaze drifted down to Ilde’s lips and lingered there.

      Oh gods help me, Ilde prayed. She loved this woman. She loved this woman. And Ilde knew she would never get over the way Madris was staring at her now.

      Madris was a beautiful woman. Ilde would be lying if she said she hadn’t always thought so—even if the observation had been objective in the beginning. But her eyes had always drawn Ilde in—so gentle and expressive and such a strange color. She had never been able to look away. But this? A need and hunger buried deep in those beautiful pools of green… if Ilde hadn’t already been kneeling, Madris’ expression would have brought her to her knees.

      Ilde leaned in, trying to control her erratic heartbeat as she closed the distance until her lips were only inches away.

      “Is this okay?” she breathed.

      “Yes.” Madris’ voice wobbled.

      Ilde pulled Madris closer, let her lips hover a hair’s breadth away for just a moment, and then finally kissed the woman she loved.

      Her lips were soft. She tasted like tea and honey and tears—earthy and sweet. Ilde kissed her slowly, teasing her by savoring the moment but also cautious not to cross any lines. Love aside, she didn’t know what Madris was comfortable with, so she let her take the lead.

      “You’re too far away,” she whispered against Ilde’s lips.

      She was still kneeling in front of Madris, and she would have gladly spent days on the floor if it meant she got to kiss her again, but she obeyed and stood on shaky legs.

      “Madris, I don’t want to overstep⁠—”

      “Don’t be an idiot. You couldn’t overstep if you tried.” She took Ilde’s hand and pulled her down to sit beside her. Their lips met again but a little rougher than before—more eager. Ilde pulled her close and trailed a line of kisses across Madris’ cheek and jaw, tangling her fingers in her curls.

      “If I do something you don’t like, you have to tell me,” she whispered against her neck and placed a kiss beneath her ear. The tiniest moan escaped Madris’ lips, and Ilde wanted nothing more than to hear the sound over and over again. “Promise me?”

      “I promise,” Madris gasped.

      Ilde trailed her fingers down Madris’ arms, letting them linger at her waist while she explored the woman’s neck—placing a kiss here, a gentle bite there. Madris responded to every single one of them, her breaths coming in little pants that drove Ilde mad.

      She gently pulled Madris’ shirt free from its tuck and let her fingers skim the bare skin of her stomach with the lightest of touches. Madris squirmed, her grip tightening on Ilde’s arm, and Ilde chuckled.

      “Did you want me to take this off?” Ilde murmured teasingly, tugging on the shirt’s hem.

      “Only if you take yours off, too,” Madris replied breathlessly.

      Ilde couldn’t keep the grin off her face as Madris’ insistent personality shined through.

      “I can make that work.” She shifted away to make enough space between them and gently lifted Madris’ shirt over her head. Ilde couldn’t help but stare. “Gods, you’re fucking beautiful.”

      A beautiful blush crept over Madris’ skin, coloring not just her cheeks but her neck and chest, too. Honoring her part of the bargain, Ilde shucked her own shirt in one fluid motion and let it fall to the floor. She watched Madris take her in, watched her blush deepen and her lips part hungrily. Ilde nearly came undone at the seams.

      Madris closed the distance, straddled Ilde’s lap, and kissed her deeply—pressing as close as she possibly could. She had her fingers tangled in Ilde’s hair, her lips wild and gnashing, and Ilde couldn’t take it anymore. She dragged her nails down Madris’ back—relishing the way the woman’s back arched as she did—and let her hands slide over Madris’ ribs and down until she found the laces of her pants.

      Ilde undid them deftly and let her hands wander beneath the waistband, skimming Madris’ soft hips. Madris shifted her weight until she was sitting higher and only straddling one of Ilde’s legs. Ilde used it as an opportunity to trail sloppy kisses down her chest before taking a perfect pink nipple into her mouth.

      Madris gasped and bucked, thighs clenching, before she slowly and timidly began to grind against Ilde’s leg. Ilde kissed her again, both their breaths ragged as she gripped Madris’ hips and guided her. She could feel, through both her pants and Madris’, how completely soaked she was.

      “If you want to ride me, there’s a better place for it,” Ilde murmured. “Take your pants off.”

      Madris obeyed eagerly. She unceremoniously shucked her pants with Ilde’s help and then crawled back into Ilde’s arms. Ilde guided her so that she was straddling her hips and then laid her own head back until it hit the pillow.

      “Come up here,” Ilde commanded.

      Madris’ legs shook as she did as Ilde asked, coming to a stop right above Ilde’s mouth.

      Ilde maintained eye contact as she took her first taste of Madris, her own thighs clenching with desire as Madris fell forward and braced herself against the wall behind them.

      She tasted incredible. Divine. And she was completely unraveled and at Ilde’s mercy. Ilde took her time, testing, teasing, then delving deeper—using her tongue and lips to find a rhythm that Madris couldn’t resist. She gripped the woman’s thighs and watched her lose control, gasping and moaning and moving with Ilde like this was a perfectly choreographed dance.

      “Ilde,” she cried out. Her hips moved of their own accord, pushing closer, grinding harder. “Ilde—fuck⁠—”

      Madris falling apart was the most beautiful thing Ilde had ever seen. She cried out again, her entire body shuddering above Ilde as she came. Ilde continued to tease until Madris was weak and limp and gasping.

      Ilde let her breathe for a moment before she gently scooted Madris back.

      “Come lay down,” she whispered. Madris obliged, practically collapsing and burying her face in Ilde’s neck. Ilde kissed the top of her head and ran her fingers through Madris’ curls.

      It wasn’t long before the breaths that tickled Ilde’s neck became kisses—slow and meticulous. Madris’ lips lingered, her teeth nipping at all the right places, as if this were their millionth time together rather than their first.

      “I want to make you feel like I did,” Madris murmured against her skin.

      Ilde nearly blacked out as Madris said those words. She felt drunk.

      “Fuck, Madris,” she hissed, her breathing erratic. “I want you so badly, it won’t take much.”

      Madris ran her hand down Ilde’s stomach, and Ilde bucked involuntarily, desperate for her touch. She watched Madris grin with satisfaction and lick her lips hungrily. Then, she timidly slipped her fingers in between Ilde’s legs.

      Ilde moaned and let her head fall back, eyes squeezed shut in a moment of complete and total ecstasy. She felt a gentle grip on her chin, demanding her attention while Madris’ other fingers continued to trace a slow circle around Ilde’s center.

      “Look at me,” Madris commanded. “I want to see you.”

      Ilde could barely focus, but she did as she was told.

      Madris’ fingers drifted lower and slipped deeper with ease. She picked up the smallest bit of speed, letting he fingers curl as they moved.

      Ilde had already been close before Madris even started, but the woman was nimble and wicked. She would feel Ilde tense up and slow her barrage to a crawl—teasing her, drawing it out.

      “You’re a monster,” she rasped as Madris tricked her over and over again. “I didn’t do this to you.”

      Madris grinned, her eyes full of emotion as she stared longingly at Ilde.

      “I love you,” she said.

      Ilde laughed breathlessly. “I love you, too.”

      Madris resumed her torture, only this time, she didn’t stop.

      “Oh gods,” Ilde grabbed Madris by the arm, her nails digging in deep as she clutched the bedsheets in her other hand. Madris leaned down and kissed her as she came, smothering her cries in a gnash of lips and teeth.

      Ilde held her close, like a lifeline, and knew she would never be whole without this woman again.
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      When she woke in the morning, Ilde was curled around Madris, her face buried in her copper curls, and their legs twisted together. If she could freeze time and stay like that forever, she would have done so in an instant—even if it meant leaving Rholdir to wreak havoc on the world. She had the rest of the day, at least. That would have to be enough.

      Ilde pressed a kiss to Madris’ shoulder just as a heavy fist knocked on their door. Ilde heaved a heavy sigh as Madris stirred.

      “Who is that?” she mumbled.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it. Go back to sleep,” Ilde said, kissing her one more time before she slid out of bed.

      The cold winter air hit her all at once, and she shivered violently. She quickly threw on a shirt and her breeches from the night before and stepped up to the door just as the person knocked a second time.

      “There’s no reason to knock twice—” she grumbled loudly as she wrenched the door open and found Joyanna standing on the other side. She was dressed in a similar state of disarray, with a long shirt untucked and no shoes.

      Ilde glanced down at Joyanna and laughed.

      “Two peas in a pod,” she said.

      “Always and forever,” Joyanna admonished with a grin. Her smile quickly faded, though. “Can we talk?”

      “Of course.” Ilde slipped out into the hallway and shut the door behind her. “What’s going on?”

      “I—uh—I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Ilde asked, genuinely confused.

      “That we don’t have long, and I keep…” she trailed off and stared at Ilde guiltily.

      “Keep… what? Spending time with Trystan?” She shook her head and smiled. “Joyanna, you’re in love with her. I get it. Trust me, I really, really do.”

      “I don’t—love is a really strong word. I hardly know her at all, so I don’t know that I’d go that far⁠—”

      “And thus, the mighty mercenary falls victim to a tiny damnkin with an attitude problem,” Ilde teased.

      “Half damnkin,” Joyanna corrected. “And that’s bold coming from the mighty mercenary who fell prey to a know-it-all elf.”

      The two of them stared each other down before breaking into a quiet fit of laughter.

      “I told her the truth, by the way,” Ilde said when their laughter died.

      “And?” Joyanna raised an eyebrow.

      Ilde pursed her lips to try and smother a smile. “It went well.”

      “It went well,” Joyanna repeated mockingly before chucking Ilde in the shoulder. “You’re blushing. You know that, right?”

      Ilde rubbed her cheeks as if it would scrub away her embarrassment.

      “Okay, okay. Enough of your incessant teasing.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty more where that came from. I’ll tease you even more when this is all over,” Joyanna replied.

      Ilde’s heart sank.

      “Joyanna, I⁠—”

      “No. Don’t you dare.” She grabbed Ilde by the shoulders and shook her hard. “We’re not going to do that, do you hear me? You and me, we’ve made it through every single battle, and we’re not gonna stop winning now. Do you hear me?”

      Joyanna stared at Ilde hard, fingers digging deep into Ilde’s arms as she squeezed them sternly. Then, she roughly yanked Ilde in for a hug. Ilde collapsed against her and was immediately crushed by Joyanna’s massive, muscled arms.

      She didn’t hesitate at all before returning the embrace. The two of them stood there in the hallway of a tavern so far from home, and Ilde thought that if there was no other choice and she had to experience the things she’d seen… at least she had always had Joyanna.

      “I love you.” Ilde squeezed her tighter. “I couldn’t have asked for a better friend.”

      “I love you, too.” Joyanna pulled away and held Ilde at arm’s length, taking a long moment to do nothing but stare.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m proud of you,” she said quietly.

      “I haven’t done anything yet,” Ilde replied.

      Joyanna smiled and shook her head.

      “That’s where you’re wrong.”
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      Madris was asleep when Ilde reentered their room, and she was grateful to crawl back into the space beside her. The rest of the day was spent in much the same fashion as the night before—wrapped up in each other.

      As dawn broke the following morning, Ilde slid out from under the covers and dressed silently, her stomach in knots. She buckled her leathers on alone and then kneeled beside the bed she had shared with Madris for the last two nights. Gently brushing Madris’ hair out of her face, Ilde leaned in and kissed Madris on the forehead, then the very tip of her nose, and finally on the lips—saving the best for last. Madris stirred slightly, and Ilde smiled as she felt her return the gesture.

      “It’s time to wake up,” she whispered. “We need to leave soon.”

      Madris inhaled deeply and then yawned before sitting up in bed. She stared at Ilde and smiled a small, sleepy smile.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she said.

      When they made it downstairs, the others were waiting, all armored and ready for what the day would bring. Ilde was the last to step from the tavern, and as the cool winter air greeted her, she looked up.

      At first, she saw the rain clouds gliding through the atmosphere, threatening to open up and drown the valley the way they had been for weeks. The further her eyes drifted, though, the darker the clouds became, until they were soot-gray and thick.

      Ilde’s hands shook as she desperately tried to swallow down the fear that rose in her gut.

      Not rain clouds, but a curse. A plague. Stretching as far as the eye could see.

      “I—Ilde is that… is that the curse?” Alester stammered.

      “Yes.”

      They stood at the tavern’s stoop and watched as the curse began to overtake the rain clouds and cover more of the sky, blocking out the early morning sun on the horizon.

      “We need to go now,” Joyanna said. “We don’t know how much time we have until it begins.”

      Elder Onas cleared his throat. “Nuvaal’s troops should begin arriving soon. It would do us well to meet them there.”

      People were beginning to step outside and marvel at the clouds in the sky. Ilde could hear them commenting on the storms they would bring—perhaps lightning or an intense winter blizzard.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      Elder Onas whispered the spell under his breath and twisted his hands before him, opening a glowing portal to their destination. It emanated a golden warmth that Ilde had come to associate with druids and healers. It chased away the sunless chill in the air, and for a moment, she wished she could step into that portal and stay there—remaining trapped in the arcane space between planes rather than stepping out on the other side.

      The others stepped through one by one, well accustomed to this form of travel now that they had been doing it for weeks. She was the last to pass through, and as the whispers of the townsfolk faded away, she found herself passing through into shadow.

      The sky above Nedale was black, and the city walls were barely visible in the short distance. Their small group stood in the dark and stared, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the unnatural lack of light.

      There was a moment of eery silence before off in the fields, a few hundred feet to their right, a kaleidoscope of color appeared, blazing through the darkness like a knife. Hundreds and hundreds of individual portals, all cutting through the arcane dimensions and opening up in the same place at the same time.

      From beyond their physical reach, the mages of the Eolisian military spilled forth and fell into formation—a formation that Trystan had helped to develop. As Ilde and her comrades began to cross the field, members of the army began manifesting light, illuminating the surrounding area and throwing the walls of Nedale and what lay beyond into deep shadow.

      As they approached, a larger portal opened up at the front of the formation, and Nuvaal stepped through, resplendent in heavy armor and surrounded by his arcane generals.

      “Have we located him yet?” Nuvaal asked as the portal closed behind him.

      “He’s here,” Madris said.

      “How can you be sure?”

      Madris pointed behind them to where a dull green-blue light was beginning to illuminate the sky above the city and seep over the walls. She conjured a flame of the same color in her hand and stared at it solemnly for a moment before looking back to the group.

      “He’s here,” she repeated. “I can feel him.”

      Ilde watched as the casters split off into groups and positioned themselves around the wall’s perimeter, a dozen or more in each group, each helmed by a captain who stood ahead of the others bravely, a spell readied in their hands. Behind each group, row after row of mages stood at the ready. Ilde could only see a small portion of the wall, but she knew that the entire arcane might of Eolis had the city surrounded.

      Ilde’s hands were slick with sweat; her heart lodged firmly in her throat.

      Nuvaal nodded to his generals and then stepped away from the group. One of the generals pulled a scroll from inside his robes, handed it to Nuvaal, and then, with a flourish of his hands, produced a small glowing disk that hung in the air before them.

      Nuvaal glanced to the others, stern-eyed, with worry creasing his brow, before he began to speak.

      “Fatesower—” Nuvaal’s voice echoed across the fields, so loud that Ilde and her friends immediately covered their ears. “—For the atrocious crimes of high treason, conspiracy, and mass murder, you are in defiance of the law as defined by King Amador the Uniter and upheld by the Grand Council of Eolis. In the eyes of the council, the peoples of this country, and the pantheon above you, your crimes are unforgivable, and you are hereby sentenced to a swift trial and execution. Reveal yourself and come willingly. Should you refuse to accept your fate, you will face the full wrath of the Eolisian military and suffer the consequences of your actions by force.”

      As Nuvaal’s final word faded away, it grew silent, save for the sound of the army behind them. Then, as the light from within the city grew brighter, a deep, tortuous laughter echoed from deep within the walls.

      Confident, mocking, cruel, it bled into Ilde’s heart and mind, hardening her until she could think of nothing but cutting the source of that laughter in two. She reached out, plucked her sword from the ether, and felt Mersari’s protective armor cover her own. In her periphery, she saw Mersari do the same—felt the wind roll through their group as his wings unfurled and stirred the air. Joyanna drew Brightblade, the scrape of metal ringing out as she pulled it free. Orvyc nocked an arrow and held his bow at the ready just as Alester drew power into his staff beside him and pointed the sun-bright crystal toward the city. Trystan and Elder Onas fell into rank with Nuvaal and his generals.

      Ilde looked at Madris and watched her hands curl into claws, conjuring that sickly blue-green flame. It blackened her fingers and licked up her arms, brighter and hungrier than normal, consuming Madris piece by piece as it had been for months. She was giving in to it, relishing the proximity to her patron, soaking up every ounce of power she could get.

      Nuvaal gave a signal, and Trystan shot an arcane flare up into the sky. The groups that had positioned themselves around the wall charged forth, and Ilde watched as the captains of each released their spells and blasted straight through the city’s walls. They entered through the gaping holes they had created and were immediately swallowed by smoke. It poured out after they were gone, rolling in heavy, curling waves. It swirled through the shadows cast by the arcane light and swallowed the brush beneath it.

      In minutes, Ilde began to hear the screams and cries of war, but it was impossible to tell whether it was Rholdir’s followers falling.

      “Hold your spells!” the generals shouted to the remaining rows, and the command echoed through the ranks. She watched as hundreds of mages lifted their hands and readied themselves. The flicker of flame here, the flash of a shield there—magic from all different walks of life, gathered into formation by specialty and stretched across the field, ready for whatever was to come.

      The smoke coalesced, swirling and writhing in front of them until it took shape and formed a man.

      He wore dark robes that seemed to fade into the smoke that surrounded him, and as he removed his hood, Ilde caught her first glimpse of the being responsible for the deaths of everyone she had known and loved.

      He had a flop of black curls and an intense youth about him. A sharp jaw, soft cheeks, and full lips curled into a cruel smile. As he pushed his hood back, the sleeves of his robes slipped down to reveal his hands and arms, both wrapped in arcane threads of fate that caught the light and reflected it—no doubt helping to control whatever was happening inside the city.

      “He’s controlling something,” Ilde said under her breath to Nuvaal.

      “The cavalries are already in the city, and we have the walls surrounded. We’ll stop it,” Nuvaal replied.

      “You cannot stop that which has already begun,” Rholdir said, his voice not booming the way Nuvaal’s had but seeping through the crowd and into their heads. Ilde heard his voice deep in her mind as if he were standing right behind her and speaking over her shoulder.

      “Surrender for trial or face your fate!” Nuvaal shouted into the arcane amplifier. “We will not ask again.”

      “Fate?” Rholdir chuckled. “You dare threaten me with my own domain?”

      He raised his hands, and the threads woven through his fingers flashed red. From his fingertips spilled more of that black smoke, and it spread quickly across the field and through the ranks of the army, who all began to shift anxiously. Smoke swirled around Ilde’s feet, and she raised her blade, readying herself for some kind of surprise.

      “I will show you how it feels to face your fate.”

      Rholdir clenched his fists, and creatures sprung up from the shadows that swirled around them. Tall, feral, faceless shadow creatures with long limbs, black claws, and beads of the Fatesower’s power in the place where their eyes should be. They skittered into existence and attacked everyone around them with a frenzied madness. Screams erupted as people began to fall and struggle.

      Three erupted at Ilde’s feet, and she stumbled, tripping on their corporeal half-forms as they clambered up from another realm and began to pull her down. She swiped through two of them, and they dissolved into nothing, but the third rose to its full height and knocked her over. She caught herself and pulled her blade up just in time to narrowly avoid having her face clawed off. The thing struggled against her might as she held it away until she was able to get her leg up and kick it back. She swung her blade up and sliced through it, sending its form scattering like ash.

      She pushed herself up from the ground and barely had enough time to take a breath before she was swallowed again. More creatures climbed from the ether, and Ilde cut them down as she moved closer to where Mersari swung his blade, with Joyanna and the others close beside her. She took a split second to glance back at Madris, who stood amongst the creatures unscathed, slinging her magic at any who crossed her path. Ilde watched for a moment and noticed that the creatures didn’t swarm Madris the way they did the others.

      “Madris, can you get us closer?” she shouted above the horrible snarling din of the monsters around them. “They’re leaving you alone!”

      Madris turned and threw a bolt of fire to Ilde’s right, taking out a creature that had been seconds away from taking her down. Ilde felt the hot wind kiss her cheek as it passed her.

      “I can try!” she shouted back.

      She began to cut through the beasts, and Ilde fell in line behind her. She could feel Mersari’s hand between her shoulder blades, pushing her forward into the mass of bodies while the others brought up the rear. They made it a few dozen feet before the creatures converged again, slipping past Madris and attacking Ilde or charging out of the fray behind them, having killed everyone else in their path. Soon, they were surrounded again, pressed back to back and fighting to simply stay alive. Ilde pressed her back against Mersari’s and felt the feathers of his wings tickle the exposed part on the back of her neck.

      Sweat dripped down her forehead and into her eyes, dripped down her back underneath her armor, pooled in her palms, and made swinging her sword hard. But still, they swelled and climbed and bit and clawed.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Alester fall. Watched the creatures pounce and obscure him from view.

      “Alester!” she screamed, her heart racing and chest tight with fear.

      A moment passed, and then a blur of fur and snarling teeth sprung forth from the pile of shadowy bodies, flinging them off and tearing into them like paper.

      A bear. Alester had turned himself into a giant bear.

      He roared and tore through dozens of creatures in a matter of seconds, sending ash scattering across the grass beneath them. His fury reignited Ilde’s resolve, and she fought harder, pushing through the fatigue that was already threatening to take over.

      “We have to get closer,” she screamed above the noise, her voice cracking. “If we can’t get him to stop summoning these things, we’ll fail!”

      “I can stop these creatures, but I cannot guarantee that he won’t summon something worse once they are gone!” Mersari shouted.

      “Do it! We’re losing too many men!” Joyanna shouted. “Do it while we have enough of an edge to cover you!”

      “Champion, this will require your blade, as well!”

      Ilde slashed through another creature and stared at the black abyss around them, sweaty and bleeding from the countless claws that had slipped past her armor and dug deep into her skin. She had to get closer, had to get closer, had to get closer. Rholdir was right there, within sight, almost within reach.

      “Madris, cover me!” she screamed, turning to look for the woman she loved and finding nothing but riling black fog. “Madris?”

      Panic immediately set in, pushing the need for vengeance out. Where is she? Ilde tried to stand taller to see over the mass of creatures and saw nothing. Nothingnothingnothing. Where is she?

      “Champion!” Mersari growled, splitting her attention in two. Her head snapped back toward her god, but she knew her face was full of fear.

      “Madris is gone!”

      “We will all be gone if you do not help,” he reasoned with her. He reached out a bloody hand and she grasped it, allowing him to drag her closer. “Hold your blade in front of you and plunge it into the ground when I do. Do you understand?”

      Ilde nodded, breathing heavily.

      Mersari lifted his sword high, and Ilde watched as his wings stretched out to their full width behind him. Every creature that brushed up against those golden wings immediately crumbled back into the ash they were born from, slipping back into nothingness.

      His eyes flashed, illuminating his face with that deep, diving starlight she remembered from her trial, and the world around her went silent as the ringing she had come to associate with Mersari filled her ears. She felt the scar on her hand grow hot, searing into her skin a reminder that when her god called, she must answer.

      “Now!”

      Their blades pierced the earth at the same time, and that divinity washed over the field in a massive wave of bright golden light. Ilde felt that power course through her, come from within her, and she felt stronger for it. She watched as that wave cut through the creatures and scattered them to ash for good.

      Ilde’s eyes swept over the field and saw how many people they had already lost; if she hadn’t had a grip on her sword to hold her up, her knees would have given out. Hundreds of bodies lay fallen, some of them crying out in agonizing pain, some of them still—lifeless.

      “Mersari,” Rholdir growled, his voice still echoing across the field of fallen soldiers. “Here to seek vengeance, are you?”

      Mersari stood up to his full height and took flight, leaving Ilde and her friends behind. Rholdir allowed him to move, to get closer, to put himself directly in harm’s way. He did so with a smile that froze Ilde with fear.

      A hand grabbed her by the arm, and she startled, spinning on whoever was about to attack and readying her blade—only to find Trystan staring at her fiercely. Coat tattered and face dripping blood, she dragged Ilde down to her level and whispered harshly.

      “I can transport a handful of people a short distance. I can get you closer. Send Alester back through the ranks to where Mersari landed, and I will take the rest of you.”

      Ilde realized then what Mersari had done: he had shifted Rholdir’s line of sight so they could flank behind.

      “Alester, did you hear that?” Ilde asked, looking to the bear who let out a grunt, slipped into the crowd, keeping as low as a bear could, and headed toward where Mersari had landed a couple hundred feet away.

      Joyanna and Orvyc huddled close and waited for Rholdir to shift and face Mersari, who was now directly to his left.

      “Vengeance is not only mine to seek,” Mersari said. “These people will see you fall, as well. And then they’ll seek their own fate.”

      “These people would have lived forever if I’d had my way!” Rholdir screamed in a rage. “I could have made them greater than Dadasha herself!”

      “And you would have upset the balance that brought peace to this world! You are selfish. You are greedy. You have no respect and you do not know your place.” Mersari lifted his blade menacingly.

      “You would defend those who cast you out? You would defend those who ruined you?” Rholdir faced Mersari and readied that sickly flame in his hands.

      “Now,” Ilde hissed.

      With a quickly muttered word and a flourish of Trystan’s hands, they disappeared.

      Ilde’s entire body felt like pins and needles, and the world flashed white for a split second as she felt her body shift—drawn through the space between realms by arcane forces she didn’t understand. Then, her boots hit the dirt again. She opened her eyes and saw Rholdir’s back, only a dozen feet away.

      And she saw Madris crouched deep in the shadows with her arms outstretched.

      At first, Ilde thought she was lost, ruined by the proximity to Rholdir, and overtaken by the power he had granted her. But then she realized that her lover’s eyes were clear. Hardened. Resolved.

      She held Rholdir’s flame in her hand, and beneath it, her skin was black as ash. It was consuming her, but not before she could consume him first.

      Ilde’s whole body went cold and numb with fear.

      No, she thought desperately. Please, Madris. No…

      She took a step in Madris’ direction, and Joyanna tugged her back.

      “Ilde, don’t you dare,” she hissed. “This could be our only chance.”

      “Joyanna—” Ilde whimpered.

      “This is her fight, too,” Joyanna reminded her. When Ilde looked her in the eye, though, she could see the pity there. The hopelessness. It made her sick.

      “These people are the ones who need defending, not the pantheon. Do not take your anger and pain out on the people we serve. Without them, we are nothing,” Mersari said.

      “People like this?” Rholdir snarled as he reached back and grabbed Madris before she could attack. “Poor, wretched followers who think they can beat their own patron?”

      Madris let out a cry of fear as she stumbled forward in Rholdir’s tight grip. He lifted her off the ground by the armor and held her in front of the army like a prize. Like an example.

      “NO!” Ilde screamed, and Rholdir turned to face her.

      He smiled in the face of her panic.

      “Behold, the group of misfits responsible for accelerating my plans,” he teased. “So smart. So wrong. Tell me, what will you do now that you’re here? You have the might of a god and an army on your side, and yet hundreds of you are already dead. You are nothing!”

      “I’ve survived you once, and I’ll do it again,” Ilde spat. “You took everything from me. I will not let you take anything else.”

      “Foolish child.” Rholdir smiled. “I already have.”

      He wrapped his hand around Madris’ throat, and Ilde watched the eyes of the woman she loved fill with fear.

      Ilde let out a guttural scream and charged across the space between them, sword outstretched. She felt her friends at her heels, ready to strike. She saw Alester break from the crowd beside Mersari and sprint through the grass, roaring as he ran. Mersari swooped in and made to bring his sword down on Rholdir’s head, but with a flick of his free wrist, Rholdir pushed them all away by some unseen force.

      Those in the army who still stood began to hurl spells, but all of them were whisked away.

      All Ilde could do was watch in horror as Madris struggled desperately against Rholdir’s grip, her fingers clawing at his hand and drawing blood.

      She struggled until her face turned blue. Her hands stilled. And just as Ilde thought she was gone, Madris reached out and with a look of resolved desperation and fury, took Rholdir’s head in her hands and cast a spell.

      Ilde knew it. She had seen it before. It was the spell that had been consuming her, that had been ruining her life and driving her mad. Madris’ black hands dug deep into Rholdir’s mouth and eyes, drawing more blood and causing him to roar in agony. It was too late, though—in a sickly flash of blue, Madris turned Rholdir’s eyes and tongue to ash. His screams turned to gargles as he coughed ash, and in a fury, he reached up to grab Madris’ head blindly with his other hand and twisted before dropping her in a heap at his feet.

      The others froze, mouths agape as Madris’ body hit the ground.

      But Ilde was already running. Already screaming with rage and hatred and grief and fear. Gods be damned. Pantheon be damned. Mortality and self-preservation and intuition be damned. Nothing mattered—not the friends at her back, not Mersari, not Madris’ broken and lifeless body. The only thing that mattered was him.

      Rholdir could hear her coming, and he sent a bolt of dark energy in her direction. It clipped off her shoulder, searing through her armor and burying itself deep with a throbbing pain that nearly made her drop her sword. But she charged on, reached him, and took a slash at his legs to try and knock him prone. He deflected with a spell, but barely, his accuracy greatly impaired by his lack of sight.

      He couldn’t cast anything that required his voice, either.

      Madris had turned the tide of this fight, and Ilde would end it if it was the last thing she did.

      She swung faster. Swung harder. Took every offensive spell he threw and let the pain fuel her anger.

      Suddenly her friends were there. The shift of Mersari’s wings kissed her cheeks, and she was not alone. She remembered that they mattered. That Madris mattered. That her dead parents and her dead neighbors and all of the dead soldiers out in the field mattered.

      She screamed in fury as they overwhelmed him. Tasted blood in her mouth and felt the ache in her bones.

      And when Rholdir fell to his knees, she plunged her sword deep into his chest. She pushed until her hilt hit his ribs, fingers brushing his now bloodied robes and sticking to the fabric. She stared at his face, committed it to memory, and then pulled her sword free without a word, letting his earthly form crumple to the ground.

      A death rattle left his lips, and Ilde watched as Rholdir’s skin ebbed away to gray before growing black at the edges, like it had been scorched. She lifted her foot and let it gently fall where his heart should be, and the body crumbled to ash beneath her boot.
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      “Call in the clerics! Tend to the grievously injured first!” Nuvaal commanded. His generals split off and began coordinating the healing effort. Ilde stared off across the field and watched as little blips of light began to appear after several minutes passed—the clerics arriving to heal those who needed it.

      She heard voices around her, but whether they spoke her name or not, she wasn’t sure. She felt empty. The victory wasn’t worth it. None of this was worth it…

      “Ilde,” Joyanna’s voice broke through. She put a bloodied hand on Ilde’s shoulder, and Ilde violently shrugged it off.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said coldly.

      “Ilde, I’m so⁠—”

      “I said don’t,” she spat. Joyanna’s hand fell. Ilde refused to look her in the eye—refused to look anyone in the eye. All she could do was watch the sky as the dark, cursed clouds faded and rolled away, revealing the crisp gray-blue sky of a winter morning.

      The emptiness in her chest faded, and rage took its place.

      “This is your fault!” she screamed to the heavens. “We fixed your mistake and we’re suffering for it! And still, you do nothing! You’re all fucking cowards! The best of you is here where he can’t make change, and you’ve left him to die! Fuck each and every last one of you! I hope you all fucking rot!”

      Mersari strode toward her and placed his own heavy hand on her shoulder, and it took all of Ilde’s restraint not to shove him away like the others.

      “Champion,” he murmured. “This will not ease your pain.”

      “The fuck it won’t.”

      “Ilde…” he said with reverence in his voice and sadness in his heart. “We have done what we came here to do; you must let that be enough.”

      “It’s not enough. Not now that I know the truth. What kind of god lets their followers suffer for their own divine mistakes? Am I supposed to honor them?” she snapped. “I will never honor a pantheon full of monsters like them.”

      “Daughter. Child. Please—you are not wrong, but you will regret not taking this time to grieve. Give your lover the attention she deserves. Put your blade away, Ilde.” Mersari stepped in front of her and gingerly took the sword from her grasp. Ilde watched it disappear through tear-filled eyes. With her hands empty, her armor shifted back to its regular black and brown appearance, and that shift rang with a finality that she wasn’t ready to face. It was over. They had won… but at what cost?

      She finally turned to face her friends.

      They were gathered around Madris quietly, each with a hand on her as if their touch could hold her in place or bring her back. Ilde shuffled slowly to where her head lay in the damp grass and kneeled beside the others.

      Madris’ skin was graying, the once pink tone shifting to blue. Someone had closed her eyes, and for that, Ilde was grateful. The thought of seeing that beautiful light green dull and lifeless made her sick. With a shaking hand, she reached out and let her fingers trail lightly over the bruising on Madris’ neck. The dark purples and greens contrasted starkly against her copper hair.

      Ilde ran her fingers through Madris’ curls, pushing them back, then cradled her face in her hands. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to Madris’ forehead.

      “I love you,” she whispered, not caring who heard. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

      “She loved you, too,” Joyanna said. “We all do.”

      With that, Ilde could hold back her tears no longer. A sob bubbled up, and she began to weep. It was the kind of crying someone did when they had nothing left to give. She had been wrung out too many times. Stretched and twisted and pulled and abused by no one but herself for her entire adult life. She had spent it running and fighting and doing her best to forget. Not to move on but to block it all out. Not to heal but to numb. She had been presented with an opportunity to thrive and had foolishly taken it—foolishly given into the hope that if she stopped numbing the pain, the pain would go away.

      But now the pain was worse. So much worse. What was left of her heart had been nearly mended and then heinously shattered.

      She had expected them all to die. Now that it was over, she could admit it. But this? Surviving when others hadn’t, for the second time in her life? This was the sickest kind of joke. This joke was divine, and it was seven years in the making.

      If she’d had the energy, she would have stood up and screamed to the heavens again. But she was tired—so tired.

      She felt hands on her—the comfort of her friends—but they could have been miles away for how little she cared for their pity. In the back of her mind, she knew they were hurting, too. But the rest of her was consumed by how utterly unfair her life had been. Every ounce of grief she had been bottling up hit her all at once. She was hopelessly broken and defeated.

      She wished it had been her. If it had to be anyone, she would have rather died than live with the grief of loss and the responsibility for Madris’ death.

      She settled it in her mind, then. She would take her friends home and then go no further. She was done walking the Terrain. Done feeling this grief. It would ruin her no more.

      Just as she found comfort in that thought, the ground began to rumble. She glanced up, eyes red and burning, and watched as the ground began to split a few hundred feet away, a great, gaping maw of dirt and stone marring the landscape outside this nightmarish ghost of a city. And from it sprung a tree.

      This tree was no small thing. Its branches pierced through the opening in the ground, sprouting beautiful, verdant, trailing leaves as it reached toward the heavens. Hundreds of feet tall, it grew—its trunk cracking the earth further as it pushed through the dirt, so wide that it would take dozens of men to wrap around it.

      A weeping willow so large that a city could be built beneath it.

      And among those trailing leaves, flowers bloomed. Black as night, with the softest, sweetest perfume.

      As the willow began to sway in the winter breeze, its trunk split wide with a deep, reverberating crack like lightning, forming a seam. Forming a door.

      And from that door emerged two women, more beautiful than anything Ilde had ever beheld. One had the legs of a goat and fronds in her long, swaying hair. The other had a mantle of those deep black flowers and a crown of stars upon her head.

      Ilde’s breath caught in her throat as she watched them walk, larger than life, across the field to tower over her group of friends. Mersari knelt reverently between them, head bowed.

      “Mothers,” he whispered, just loud enough for Ilde to hear.

      “Rise, Mersari. You have done much to ensure the success of these children, and for that, we are grateful,” the woman in black said. She held out her hand—so large it was nearly the size of Mersari’s body—and allowed him to take it and pull himself upright once more.

      “Dranheia,” Alester said breathlessly, too stunned to move or show respect.

      “My sweet child,” Dranheia murmured, reaching out to lay a gentle finger on Alester’s head. “I am so proud.”

      Tears filled his eyes and spilled over, rolling down his cheeks and leaving tracks in the dirt and blood that caked his skin.

      The woman in black looked to Ilde, where she kneeled at Madris’ head and smiled sadly.

      “You are right to blame us, child,” she said.

      Ilde looked Dadasha—the Deathgranter—in the eye and glared.

      “Then fix this.”

      She watched her friends stiffen at her lack of reverence, but Ilde didn’t care. If the gods wouldn’t fix the horrors they had caused, then they would earn no respect from her. Not now, not ever.

      “We are here to pay penance,” Dranheia said. “This was not your burden to bear.”

      “Then why did you allow us to carry it?”

      “Ilde…” Orvyc whispered in warning.

      “No. We deserve to know,” she spat. “Did your fear cloud your judgement? Or did you simply not care?”

      “Fear does more than cloud the judgement, as you well know,” Dranheia answered. Her tone remained kind and understanding, much to Ilde’s chagrin.

      “Those who were lost today have not yet found their place in the cosmos,” Dadasha said. “Together, we will grant them passage to return to the Terrain, should they wish to remain.”

      “What about all the people who died months ago? Years ago?” Ilde asked coldly.

      “To rip them from the cosmos after so much time has passed would be cruel. They have found peace. I would not deny them that,” Dadasha said. “I know you are angry, child, but I hope that someday you can find peace with the pantheon again. I do not fault your rage.”

      Their calm demeanor stirred conflict in her heart, and she struggled to maintain her hold on the anger that had been consuming her. Dranheia’s and Dadasha’s sorrow and pride were disarming. It seemed like they cared deeply about the mistake they had made. And yet, there had been seven years full of chances to rectify what they had done, and they had chosen to do nothing. Was being afraid a valid excuse for a god with nothing to fear?

      Ilde wasn’t sure.

      Dadasha reached her arms toward the sky and, with a flourish, pulled the sun toward the horizon, causing darkness and stars to bloom between the clouds. With a guiding hand, she lowered the stars to the earth, and Ilde watched as the shining motes of light danced across the field, each one of them pure and divine. They found their places amongst the fallen and nestled deep within the stillness of their beings, ready and waiting to settle there permanently once more.

      Ilde watched as the tiniest star descended, stopping to hover just above Madris’ heart. She reached out and touched it with a gentle finger and the star expanded, consuming her vision until all she could see was perfect white starlight. And in that light, she saw everything Madris had ever been: a child, a daughter, a prodigy, an arcanist, a friend, a lover. She saw herself in Madris, saw their friends and everything they had been through. She wanted nothing more than to bring Madris home.

      She blinked, and the starlight receded until it was small enough to hold in her hand. She held it there for a moment, committing it to memory, before letting it return to where it belonged.

      Dranheia plucked a perfect black flower from Dadasha’s mantle, kissed it, then folded it gently in her hands. She clutched that flower to her chest and breathed deeply, her breath causing the sun to return to the horizon as if an entire day had passed in just a few short moments.

      As dawn broke, the sun flared over the fields surrounding them, and Ilde watched with bated breath as, one by one, the fallen began to rise. When she glanced back, the gods had vanished—Mersari with them. The only proof that they had been there at all was the giant, unnatural tree in the distance.

      “Yeah, you better take him with you,” Ilde grumbled. Her ears rang slightly, and the scar on her hand flared. She knew it was Mersari laughing.

      “Ilde?” a soft voice rasped. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked down and found Madris’s gaze—wide, beautiful, and alive—staring back at her.

      “Hey, Maddy,” Ilde said, her voice breaking as she smiled. “Are you ready to go home?”
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      They spent the next few days with Nuvaal and Willa as they began the slow process of picking up the shattered pieces left behind by Rholdir’s reign of terror. Nuvaal’s men worked hard to apprehend the cultists who had fought against them in Nedale, though many had escaped through magical means. They made plans to interrogate those who had been arrested in order to suss out the rest. Beyond the zealots who had acted in his name, the Lawkeeper suspected that there were more powerful individuals, still, who had contributed to the blight—people like Arais and Brutan, who had used their influence and money to obscure the truth from the Grand Council and hadn’t been included in the evidence they’d found.

      It would take months, if not years, to sniff out the remaining rot and cleanse the realm for good.

      Word spread quickly of the events that had occurred. Within a matter of hours, city criers all over Eolis declared that the gods had removed Rholdir from the pantheon and left the mortals to clean up the mess. Whispers of disbelief and fear crept through the cities like wildfire and left the faithful torn. While Ilde and her friends assisted Willa and Nuvaal, she heard talk of emissaries and treaties behind closed doors. The Terrain was shifting into a new era, and the uncertainty of it all had every continent concerned.

      “Ilde, may I speak with you alone for a moment?” the Lawkeeper asked as they prepared to leave Erdai. There had been yet another emergency council meeting to determine what their next moves were, and much to Ilde’s surprise, the Lawkeeper had deferred to her several times over the last few hours as if she possessed even half the influence that Willa did.

      “Of course,” Ilde answered, allowing herself to be shuffled away from the group.

      “Your plans are to return to Isonwood, yes?”

      “Yes. I would very much like to go home.” Ilde chuckled amicably to cover up how bone tired she was. It was as if the events of the last few days—the last few months—had caught up to her all at once.

      “Do you intend to remain there?”

      “I’m not sure what you mean…”

      “Forgive me. Let me be more blunt. Do you have any intention of relocating? Settling in a different city or running off into the woods, never to be seen again?”

      “That last one is tempting, but not at the moment, no… why do you ask?” Ilde said, both suspicious and curious of Willa’s questions.

      “We’re in a bit of a predicament at present with Isonwood’s lack of leadership. Typically, a constable who was planning on stepping down would take on an apprentice and shape them for several years before they ever took the role. But with Arais complicit in Rholdir’s crimes and removed from office, there is no one prepared to take his position. Isonwood’s council can function in the interim without him, but it is imperative that someone fill the role so that the council remains balanced and fair. The rank of constable falls under the role of the Lawkeeper, so it is my responsibility to find his replacement. If you’re willing, I would like for that replacement to be you.”

      “Me?” Ilde asked incredulously. “I don’t know anything about council procedure or law. I’m hardly fit for the role.”

      “You’re wrong,” Willa said firmly. “I have witnessed your moral compass firsthand, witnessed your wit and strength, seen the way you approach problems that should have never been yours to begin with, and most importantly, I’ve seen you set aside everything to see this through. Quite frankly, I could care less that you know nothing about procedure or law. That simply means I can mold you to be something that others aren’t.”

      Willa’s words rang in Ilde’s ears. The last few months had nearly killed her, and she couldn’t imagine taking on a role where the stress of keeping Isonwood safe would fall on her shoulders. Her initial knee-jerk response was to decline—to fall back into the warm and safe embrace of being a mercenary with Joyanna and live her life knowing that her role in the realm was small and insignificant aside from the god she had just killed.

      But the Lawkeeper’s face was severe yet earnest, and Ilde couldn’t help but fixate on what she had said. It was immensely high praise from one of the most powerful figures in Eolis, let alone the Terrain. To be seen by the Grand Council as a force to be reckoned with—a force of change. It felt similar to how finding Mersari had felt—like she had traveled for miles and finally reached the end of a very long road.

      She could feel Mersari’s presence settled in the back of her mind, and she knew accepting the role was the right thing to do—the only thing to do. She had been driven by the wild need for vengeance and justice for years, and now, as a champion of Mersari, vengeance and justice were so deeply ingrained in her heart that she would never be able to separate herself from them.

      “If you truly think I am the right person for the job, then I trust your judgement,” Ilde said earnestly. “I’ll put in the work you need me to.”

      The Lawkeeper smiled and clasped Ilde’s hands in her own.

      “Then I am proud to call you constable, my friend. Let’s get you home.”

      Ilde rejoined the group as Nuvaal stepped forward with one of his casters.

      “Thank you all for everything,” he said earnestly.

      “Any time,” Ilde said with a smile. “You know where to find us.”

      “Just… give us a couple of months before you come knocking on the door, alright? I’d like to sleep in for a little while,” Joyanna teased. The last thing Ilde saw was Nuvaal’s smiling face.

      She felt the strange, churning, undulating magic of teleportation overtake her—everything shrinking, becoming so infinitely small that she feared she would cease to exist before the world exploded into full depth and color once more.

      Her feet touched solid earth—dirt, not marble. She could feel the icy northern breeze rake across her cheeks.

      Ilde opened her eyes, and they were home.

      Standing on the main road that led directly to the southern gates, they could see the city in the distance—draped in a fine layer of snow and bathed in twilight.

      Ilde felt her eyes prick with tears and her chest swell with emotion.

      She truly hadn’t expected to see her home again. It had felt like an impossible outcome, an unreachable dream. She turned to face her friends and saw her feelings mirrored in them—their own eyes full of relief and tears. A sob bubbled up in her chest and came out as an incredulous laugh instead.

      “We fucking did it!” she shouted, throwing her arms out wide.

      Madris charged at her and threw her arms around Ilde’s neck, planting a rough and sloppy kiss against her lips. Joyanna followed quickly behind, wrapping her burly arms around them both and nearly toppling them all over. Orvyc and Alester squeezed into the huddle, laughing joyously as Madris and Joyanna enveloped the two of them as well.

      Trystan stood to the side, a rare grin gracing her lips. Ilde caught her eye over the heads and shoulders of everyone else and beamed.

      “Get in here, tightwad! If you’re sticking with Joyanna, then you’re stuck with the rest of us,” Ilde shouted.

      Trystan’s eyes darted to Joyanna and softened, her grin growing warmer at being accepted.

      “I suppose one hug won’t kill me,” she teased before stepping into the fold.

      She set the huddle off balance and sent everyone down into the snow, their legs tangled and chests heaving with laughter.

      Ilde felt the ice seep into her back and watched as travelers passed them by, annoyed at having to go around the group of bumbling idiots lying in the road. It didn’t matter.

      Tomorrow, things would change. Someday soon, Eolis would call them heroes. The trajectories of their lives would shift, all inexplicably altered by the bravery they had mustered and the horrors they had endured. Ilde would never be able to shed the trauma from her mind, but it was smaller now. The space more easily shared with joy and love.

      But for just this moment, they were bumbling idiots—small and whole and happy and home.
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        Ilde, Madris, Joyanna, and Trystan will return in book 2 of the Heroes of the Terrain Saga.
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