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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The leaves meandered through the air as they fell, almost hovering in place. Hal watched the closest one, waiting until it was about to land on his shoulder before executing a clean spin to the left. He moved past another, letting himself focus on the pattern, rather than each one individually, and then lunged forward through a gap in their formation. 
 
    His heartgem hung in its familiar place around his neck. Hal reached into it, sensing what was left of the ruby and sapphire essence and reaching beyond them. He’d only been able to channel diamond essence for a few weeks, but it had been enough time for him to put together a basic thesis spell. Wind Dash. 
 
    Channeling the diamond essence, Hal focused on what he needed to do. He exhaled sharply, the movement of his breath serving as the catalyst for the spell. At the same time, he let the diamond essence become the spell’s fuel, creating a strong surge of wind which he set against his own back. 
 
    The first few times Hal had played around with diamond magic, he’d done little more than manage to knock himself over. He’d figured it out, however, at least on a basic level. Wind wasn’t powerful as an offensive weapon in the traditional sense. Using a diamond spell was more like applying a soft, insistent force to the world, in this case, to himself. 
 
    With the wind at his back, Hal moved faster than he ever would have been able to unaided. He covered a good twenty feet in two easy, loping strides. The leaves moved to reflect his passage, a small trail forming in the crumpled, brown layer that coated the grass in the empty clearing. 
 
    Wind Dash was all about speed and mobility. It was fitting, given the essence the spell drew from, and exactly the type of new spell Hal needed. He had offensive abilities, with Flame Shot and Flame Strike, Wave Blast, and he could defend himself from certain kinds of attacks with Flame Shield. There’d been a hole in his repertoire concerning movement and utility, which Wind Dash filled. 
 
    And I could always take it further… 
 
    Hal cast Wind Dash again, moving back through the screen of falling leaves. He wondered what would happen if he kept training his diamond magic. Would the heartgem allow him to reach a point where he could enter a Diamond Trance, alongside his Ruby Trance? And if he could eventually do it, what types of spells would he be able to manage through concentrating wind magic for extended amounts of time, instead of brief instants? Would he eventually be able to fly? 
 
    It wasn’t a moot point. Storing diamond essence was much easier than he’d expected it to be. Diamond essence was derived from curiosity, which he had in spades after the way the past half year had played out for him. It was the only type of essence that he’d been able to store for most of the last month, alone on the homestead and lacking for anything that triggered his passion or sorrow. 
 
    Hal tightened his grip on his sword, swinging it through a series of blocks and slashes that Cadrian had taught him. He was training in the same clearing she’d brought him to for their first sessions. There was something a little tragic about that, but he hadn’t let the anger and pain he harbored for her keep him from using the training grounds for his own purposes. 
 
    He leapt into the air, keeping his sword outstretched safely to the side as he twisted through a Kye Lornis flip. Instead of letting himself move on a normal path through the air, Hal cast Wind Dash midway through the motion. It launched him forward through the air, and he had to rush to spot his landing as he completed the flip and came back around. He found himself hoping that it would be as disorienting for his future opponents as it was for him. 
 
    Having a third element of magic to draw from was a huge boon, and it had made Hal wonder about what his limits were. Topaz and emerald, the magic of earth and the magic of nature, respectively, were still inaccessible to him. He wasn’t sure if it was just because he hadn’t spent enough time trying, or rather, if it was a case of stunted potential. Would Cadrian’s teachings have eventually revealed those elements to him? 
 
    Hal winced at the thought. He couldn’t let himself think about her. Not while he was training. The hole went too deep and burrowed too close to old wounds.  
 
    He practiced more with Wind Dash, using it to enhance his speed and the range of his dodges. It fit his style well, and he could sense that there was depth to the spell that would take time for him to master. 
 
    It was late afternoon when Hal left the clearing and headed back down toward the homestead. He was sweaty, and there was just enough chill in the air to make his teeth chatter as soon as he stopped exerting himself. He wasn’t looking forward to bathing later. The spring had cooled off for the season, and his only alternative to hopping in for a dip was to haul and heat water for a bath. 
 
    Hal had spent most of the past month tending to minor repairs and additions to the homestead. He’d fixed sections of the fence that had taken damage in a sand bear attack that’d taken place during his time in the Upper Realm, terrifying Laurel for an afternoon.  
 
    He’d made sure that the interior windows fit their frames well enough to hold heat for the coming months. He’d done what he could to make Karnas’s sleeping shed more comfortable for him, given that the dragon was now big enough to be pushing the limits of what the structure could hold. 
 
    Hal slipped through the fence’s back gate and walked past Laurel’s expansive gardens, which had been reduced to empty plots for the coming winter. The stables were empty, with Toothy having accompanied Laurel to Meldence, so he didn’t bother stopping to check inside them. 
 
    He headed into the homestead, letting out a slow sigh as he felt the warmth of its interior on his face. He still had most of a pot of bean and vegetable stew left over from the previous night and figured he could reheat it rather than cooking up an entire meal. Hal tossed a log on the fire, shifted the pot into position to hang over it, and then went back outside, bringing a towel with him. 
 
    It was not a fun season to be bathing in the spring over a true bath, but much as with not opting to make a fresh dinner, Hal’s laziness prevailed. He stripped his clothes off, took a few quick breaths, and then hurled himself into the freezing water. 
 
    The cold was enough to force half the air out of his lungs, and he felt a small, stabbing headache as he opened his eyes. He scrubbed himself clean in record time, or clean enough, anyway. His teeth were chattering by the time he was done, though the temperature of the air as he pulled himself back onto the grass made him feel even colder. 
 
    Hal picked up his clothes and dashed across the grass, naked and shivering. He dried off back inside the warm homestead, found a bottle of apple wine in the cupboard, and took a seat at the sitting room table. 
 
    This was his routine. He’d lived alone on the homestead for the past month, and each day had gone more or less the same. Training during the day. Making sure Karnas got plenty of attention whenever he was around. Eating supper alone each night, and sipping on apple wine until he fell asleep. 
 
    It’s not so bad. It’s better than some of the other things I’ve been through, recently. 
 
    His experience in the Upper Realm had left scars on him, and in a way, this was a part of his recovery. The predictability of his life made it easier for him to deal with his nightmares and the trembling that would still occasionally overtake his hands. 
 
    Laurel had only been around for the first few days of his return. Essentially just long enough for Hal to realize how much he’d missed her. A courier had arrived with a message from Maxim Cedric, summoning her back to the capital. She’d forbidden Hal to come with her, telling him that he needed more time to rest and that she’d be fine on her own. Hal had sent Karnas along on the trip north, just in case. 
 
    She’d sent messages to him occasionally through couriers. Maxim Cedric had asked for her help, and though she’d been vague about the details, Hal sensed that it wasn’t anything dangerous that she’d been asked to do. She was technically a gem holder, though her skills with her ruby were limited by her lack of training. Hal missed her far more than he’d expected to, and he’d expected to miss her a lot. 
 
    He set his pistol out on the table, slowly going through the process of cleaning the barrel. It was unnecessary, now that the weapon only served as a focus for his magic, but it was an old habit. He ran his finger over the wooden handle. He’d been given the pistol by his father on his sixteenth birthday. 
 
    As much as Hal tried to keep from thinking of her, Cadrian had been on his mind constantly over the past month. He hated her for so many different reasons.  She’d lied to him. She’d brought chaos into his life, killing his family and stranding him in a foreign land. She’d taught him everything he knew of gem magic, and she’d saved him from death in the Upper Realm. It wasn’t simple, and that made him hate her even more. 
 
    When he’d first arrived back at the homestead, Hal had planned on heading out to search for Cadrian as soon as he could. He’d taken a few days to rest, and then each time he’d had an opportunity to leave, there’d always been a reason that would pop up for him to stay.  
 
    Sometimes it was waiting until Karnas returned from his latest hunting adventure. Other times it was to wait and see if he could finally get in touch with Marnella Ardstone, through the two-way crystal she’d given him for that purpose. The crystal hadn’t worked for him, and Karnas always operated on his own, seemingly random schedule. 
 
    Finding Cadrian would give him closure. That was what Hal told himself. Finding her would get rid of the complacent feeling he had, as though he was one of the leaves blown loose in the clearing by his new spell. He felt as though everyone else was moving and traveling in life, while he was just sitting there, drinking apple wine, stuck where he was. 
 
    He took another sip of the wine and sighed. Was it really about Cadrian, about revenge, anymore? Or was it about the fact that life wouldn’t wait for him to find his footing? It would continue on, with or without him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Hal left the homestead, hoping that watching the sunset might help chase off his sour mood. It was still just as cold outside as it had been, and he rubbed his hands together for warmth as he walked around the perimeter of the fence. 
 
    It had been a few days since he’d last seen Karnas, and when something moved out of the corner of his eye, he felt a surge of hope. It wasn’t the dragon, however. The new arrival was a person on horseback, clad in a dark and heavy cloak. They were heading down the mountain path, and probably would continue on south toward Lorne. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence, now that word of Aangavar’s death had gotten out, but for some reason, it set Hal on edge. 
 
    He headed back inside and strapped on his sword belt and pistol. The path from the mountain pass to the desert curved around the edge of the homestead, but Hal still felt as though it was an intrusion on his and Laurel’s territory each time someone passed through without checking in with them. It was irrational, and he knew it, but it was a hard feeling to shake. 
 
    He approached the rider slowly, trying to make out as much detail he could in the fading light. His heart pounded in his chest, and the hand he rested on his sword hilt trembled slightly. He felt like he was back in the Dragongrounds, back fighting for his life again, unable to trust in the decency of a traveling stranger. 
 
    I’m home. People aren’t like that here, and there’s no need for me to think like that. 
 
    Even though he knew he was being ridiculous, he still kept his hand on his sword. What if this was one of the Empress’s assassins? She knew who he was, now, and would eventually find him on the surface. She might have sent someone to kill him, to eliminate the Heart Holder and a potential threat to her rule. 
 
    Or what if it was a random bandit? Maybe one who’d heard about Fool’s Valley and the homestead back when it had only been Laurel living on the property. Maybe he figured it would be an easy place for him to rob, with a pretty young woman to sweeten the deal. 
 
    Hal was gritting his teeth by the time he came within hailing distance of the rider. It took all the willpower he had to loosen his grip on his sword and let his arm relax at his side. He waited for whoever it was to speak first. 
 
    “Hello.” The voice was feminine, with a distinctly musical quality to it. “Are you the caretaker of this homestead?” 
 
    Hal blinked. When was the last time that he’d spoken to someone? He talked with Karnas whenever he came home for an afternoon or evening, but the dragon’s vocabulary was extremely limited. 
 
    “This is… my homestead,” said Hal. It was close to the truth. Technically, he and Laurel had agreed to be co-owners after purchasing it from Maxim Cedric. For some reason, he felt a little defensive, as though he needed to justify why he was there, and why he’d come out to confront the rider. 
 
    “Is it, now?” asked the woman. “Well, I guess you’re the one I’ll be asking for hospitality, weary as I am.” 
 
    She reached up and pulled down the hood of her cloak, revealing a pretty face with cheeks flushed from the cold. Her hair was light brown, with a single small braid hanging from one side adorned with a red ribbon. She smiled at Hal, and he realized that she was waiting for him to say something. 
 
    “Right,” he said, still feeling a little rusty at conversation. “Have you been on the road long? What’s your name?” 
 
    “A few weeks,” said the woman. “And I’m Rei Flowersong. The Rei Flowersong, renowned minstrel and harpist.” 
 
    The name meant nothing to Hal, but he nodded anyway. “Halrin Kentar. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Halrin,” repeated Rei. “It’s very cold out tonight, and as I said, I’ve been traveling for quite some time. Might you be interested in trading supper for a song?” 
 
    Hal hesitated, feeling a strange wariness toward the woman. He wasn’t sure if it was his instincts, or remnants of his paranoia from the Dragongrounds. She looked the part of a minstrel, from her pretty, youthful face, to the harp hanging from the side of her horse. Even her voice seemed to match what she’d told him. 
 
    Why am I so tense right now? I don’t need to be afraid of her… do I? 
 
    “Sure,” said Hal, after slightly too long of a pause. “You can leave your horse in my stable. There’s some hay in there, though the water trough probably needs to be refilled.” 
 
    “Thank you, Halrin,” said Rei. She frowned at him, the expression incongruous with her words. “Are you really the owner of this homestead? I’d heard that a noblewoman had come into possession of it recently.” 
 
    Hal suppressed a laugh. It was hard for him to picture Laurel as a noblewoman, even though technically, that’s what she was. He didn’t feel like justifying himself to his guest, however, so he only shrugged in response. 
 
    “I have some soup warming on the hearth,” he said. “It’s not much, but I can break out some bread to go with it.” 
 
    “It will have to do,” said Rei. There was a hint of haughtiness to her voice that Hal didn’t like. 
 
    He showed her to the stables, and then led her inside. She carried her harp, along with a small traveling bag. Hal felt another stab of suspicion as they approached the door. It was dangerous for a young woman, even one used to traveling, to enter the home of a strange man so far out from the nearest town. Unless she had an ulterior motive, a reason for wanting to be around him while he had his guard down. 
 
    Hal cleared his throat, trying to banish the thought. He was being paranoid, and it was doing him no favors. He needed to relax, and perhaps the song Rei had offered in exchange for dinner could help him with that. 
 
    “You’re quiet,” said Rei. “That’s the type of thing that might make a defenseless young woman a little nervous.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve had a guest,” said Hal. “Though, with that said, you don’t seem all that nervous.” 
 
    He closed the door behind Rei, taking a closer look at her in the light of the fire as she shrugged off her thick traveling cloak. She wore a white tunic that clung tight to her body along with grey leggings, with a purple brooch set into a choker around her neck. 
 
    Rei’s body had the right kinds of curves, the ones that drew the attention of men and the envy of women. She had her arms folded across her body in a way that squeezed her breasts together slightly, making them look almost like they were on display for him as she looked around the homestead. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “It’s rustic, but comfortable enough. You live with a woman, don’t you?” 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure what to say to that. 
 
    “A close friend of mine,” he said. “She’s on business in Meldence.” 
 
    Rei nodded. She was smiling and looked confident. Hal walked over to the stew and began spooning out portions into bowls. 
 
    “I’m surprised,” said Rei. “I’d heard that the dragon had left Fool’s Valley and that it was safe for travel, but I didn’t realize that the land here was so fertile.” 
 
    Hal smiled. “The dragon made it a well-guarded secret. We’re hoping to expand into a full-fledged farm come spring.” 
 
    He passed a bowl to Rei and remembered the apple wine. He found cups for them on the shelves and poured some for each of them. 
 
    “Would you prefer that I fulfill my end of the bargain before dinner?” asked Rei. “The song?” 
 
    Hal chuckled. “Sure,” he said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, his attention more focused on his food than on Rei as she set up her harp. She cleared her throat once she was ready, sounding a little annoyed. Hal stopped eating and forced himself to be a better audience. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Rei started with her harp, slowly working up a melody with deft finger work. It sounded beautiful, but Hal didn’t fully appreciate what he was in for until she opened her mouth and began to sing. 
 
    Her singing voice was incredible. Hal had been starved for both entertainment and female company for the past month, and Rei’s song fulfilled both needs. He stared at her, watching her mouth and lips move as she sang, and occasionally letting his eyes drift to other parts of her body. 
 
    She was watching him, and he saw her smile during one of the singing interludes between verses. The song itself told the story of an ancient eklid tyrant who stole an island for his people. Hal wondered if the details matched up with the events that had actually led to the existence of the Upper Realm, but Rei’s presence was too distracting for him to think on it much. 
 
    She almost seemed to draw closer to him as the song progressed. Hal felt like he was being seduced by her voice. He understood where her confidence came from and wondered if it really had been unusual for him not to know her name. She was extremely talented, and probably more valuable to anyone who might consider taking advantage of her if she was alive and untouched. 
 
    The song came to a close, and Rei made a show of putting her harp down, slowly leaning over and letting her tunic billow slightly to expose a hint of cleavage. She stood up straight after, arching her back like a cat stretching. 
 
    “Did that hit the spot?” she asked. 
 
    “Indeed it did,” said Hal, smiling at her. The tone of their conversation had shifted. “Do you know the story behind that song?” 
 
    “I know the story behind all my songs,” said Rei. “I’m serious about what I do.” 
 
    “Tell me it,” said Hal. 
 
    Rei took a seat at the table, sliding her chair and food so she was closer to Hal, her body language open. 
 
    “A story for a story,” said Rei. “Tell me something of your own life, first.” 
 
    Hal chuckled. “You want to hear one of my stories?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rei. “Something interesting. Something unbelievable, that might make a good song.” 
 
    He almost shook his head, knowing that she wasn’t aware of what she was truly asking him. In his own opinion, his most unbelievable stories were, quite literally, unbelievable. Coming from him, a young man living alone in a secluded homestead, they would sound like dreams or fantasies. He went with something incredible that he actually did have a small amount of proof to support. 
 
    “I wasn’t born in Krestia’s Cradle,” said Hal. “I hail from the Collected Provinces, across the desert.” 
 
    Rei let out a single, sharp laugh. “I’m a minstrel, Halrin. I like an incredible tale as much as anyone, but I’m no fool. Please, keep it within the realm of reason.” 
 
    Hal held eye contact with her for a couple of seconds, long enough to let a bit of tension build into the moment. He pulled his pistol and set it on the table, nodding to it. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” he asked her. 
 
    Rei looked at it. She picked up, holding it by the barrel instead of the handle. After a couple of seconds, she frowned. 
 
    “Some type of… tool?” she asked. “It’s very well crafted, but I don’t see what your point is.” 
 
    “It’s called a pistol,” said Hal. “It’s a weapon. You load it with black powder, along with a leaden ball, a ‘bullet’, as we call them, and then the hammer back here…” He reached over, letting his fingers trace both the hammer and Rei’s fingers. “…It snaps forward when you pull the trigger down here, igniting the powder and launching the bullet at high speed.” 
 
    Rei frowned. “Such a tiny ball wouldn’t do much damage.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” Hal grinned at her. 
 
    “I still don’t believe you,” said Rei. 
 
    Hal shrugged. He was getting a sense of what kind of woman she was and knew that the most powerful thing he could do was to hold the silence. She looked at the gun some more, the curiosity building in her expression. He felt his own emotions reciprocating it a little, stirring the essence in his heartgem. 
 
    Was that why he’d accepted her invitation, and let her into the homestead? It had been so long since he’d been able to stoke his passions, not since he’d left the Upper Realm. Sure, it would help him refill ruby essence in his heartgem, assuming the night went in that direction. But it would also be fun. And it would help him relax, unwind a little, perhaps even work through some of his lingering issues. 
 
    “The Collected Provinces,” said Rei, her voice questioning. “I’ve only know what I’ve read in books. It’s the lost land, across the desert.” 
 
    “My former home,” said Hal. “It’s a nice place.” 
 
    “How do I know this… what did you call it again? A pistol? What proof is there that it’s from the Collected Provinces?” 
 
    “I would think a minstrel like you, so well versed in stories, would know if anything like it existed here in Krestia’s Cradle,” said Hal. “And the proof is as much in me, as in it. Ask me anything.” 
 
    Rei eyed him, her gaze interested, but still a touch skeptical. 
 
    “Where did you grow up?” she asked. 
 
    “On an estate in the province of Cardvale,” said Hal. 
 
    “Who was the Maxim in Cardvale, then?” asked Rei. 
 
    “There was no Maxim,” said Hal. “There was a Governor, two Voicemen, and around eleven or twelve Whisperers.” 
 
    Rei had a slightly confused expression on her face. 
 
    “Life was good,” said Hal. “It was a peaceful place. More equitable than Krestia’s Cradle, too. Ogres lived alongside humans, and were equally respected, some of them even rising to become elected officials.” 
 
    “Your fable is very involved,” said Rei. “I am quite impressed.” 
 
    Hal smirked at her, and he saw her smiling a little in return. 
 
    “It’s all true,” he said. “My tutor was an ogre. He taught me the basics of the Kye Lornis, the traditional maug martial dance.” 
 
    Rei’s attention perked up. She made eye contact with him and smiled. 
 
    “You learned the Kye Lornis?” she asked. “Would you… show it to me?” 
 
    Have I ever turned down an invitation to dance before?  
 
    “Of course,” said Hal. “Can you give me a basic drum beat?” 
 
    Rei nodded. She started rapping her hands on the wood of her harp. Hal shook his head. He reached over and took her hands into his, gently correcting her rhythm. 
 
    “That’s better,” he said. “Keep the speed up.” 
 
    She nodded. Hal rolled one of his shoulders out, slid the sitting room table off to the side, and then began to move. 
 
    It had been a while since he’d last had a chance to move through the flows. Hal’s training with the heartgem had taken priority in the recent weeks, along with keeping his sword arm in shape. His body didn’t seem to notice, and the dance flowed smoothly from movement, to movement. 
 
    The homestead’s relatively low ceiling limited what he could do acrobatically, but there was still a range of steps, rolls, and kicks that he could move through. He directed the more aggressive movements, the ones intended for a Kye Lornis circle with other dancers, off on a diagonal from his guest. 
 
    Rei gave him her complete attention. She kept the rhythm up, hands drumming against her harp, which hugged tight against her chest and breasts. Her eyes locked onto Hal as though she was seeing him for the first time, and there was a very open smile on her lips. He let himself draw a little closer to her with the movements, and Rei stopped drumming and set her harp aside. 
 
    “Your movements are very strong,” said Rei. 
 
    Hal nodded, holding her gaze. “It’s a very high-energy style.” 
 
    “Would you show me a move?” asked Rei. 
 
    Hal nodded a second time. He reached his hands forward, resting them on her hips. Rei’s eyes never left his. He drew his face in a little closer to hers, let the tension of the moment build for an instant, and then kissed her. 
 
    Rei kissed him back, her lips moving against his with enough enthusiasm to seem impatient. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and Hal pulled her in close. He ran a hand over her butt, resisting the urge to squeeze too aggressively. 
 
    Her body was supple against his, her breasts ample and soft where they made contact with his chest. Hal kissed her neck and pawed at the bottom hem of her tunic. He kept expecting her to stop him, or to at least say he was moving too fast. It had been a good while since he’d last been with a woman, since his last intimate encounter with Zoria in the Upper Realm, and he felt eager to break the dry spell. 
 
    Rei’s breathing intensified as Hal began grinding into her. She’d woven the fingers of one hand through his hair, and gave him a passionate, full-tongued kiss. Hal took her by the hand and half ran as he led her into his room. His bed was unmade, but Rei didn’t seem to care as he pulled her onto it. 
 
    Hal pulled off Rei’s tunic, and the rest of their clothes followed. She had an incredible naked body, her waist remarkably trim for how well-endowed the rest of her was. She presented herself on the bed, with her legs tight against each other, her butt pushing out to the side, and her breasts naked and pressed together by the posture of her arms. She was smiling, and that was all the invitation Hal needed. 
 
    He gave her a deep kiss, feeling her body responding to him. She parted her thighs just enough for Hal to probe for glory with his cock. He was as hard as he could ever remember being, and excited shivers of pleasure flowed over him as his shaft grazed across her folds. 
 
    He didn’t waste time. He kissed Rei’s neck, and it was as though he’d found the right key for a locked door. She leaned further back, angling her hips for his usage. Hal pressed forward, exhaling slowly as he entered her.  
 
    He knew she was a minstrel, and he knew that sex for her was probably about as routine and casual as giving someone a hug. He didn’t care. Hal had made an effort to keep his heartgem on while they’d been undressing, but it was pushed to the edge of his attention as he began to move. 
 
    He ran his hands over Rei’s breasts, savoring her pert nipples against his palms. He took hold of her hips and anchored her in place as he started thrusting, forcing himself to go slow, to savor the encounter. Rei was vocal, and as more of his cock delved into her, she let him know how good it felt. 
 
    He’d just found the perfect rhythm, the pace that would lead both of them to a pleasurable conclusion, when the ground shook beneath them. It took Hal a second to think about what that meant, lust fogging his thoughts and focus. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Rei. 
 
    Hal cleared his throat. “Probably nothing,” he said. He cupped one of her breasts and tried to keep going. 
 
    “Hally!” came a deep, thundering voice. “Hooooome!” 
 
    Rei shrieked. She leapt up from the bed and desperately fumbled for her clothing. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Hal. “It’s no big deal! I… probably should have told you earlier.” 
 
    Outside the window, a hulking black dragon stepped into view. Karnas was closing in on his adult size, larger than a carriage, but still smaller than his full-grown cousins. The dragon leaned his face in close to the window, his nose pressing against it somewhat comically. 
 
    “Monster!” screamed Rei. “Ahhhhhh!” 
 
    “It’s okay!” said Hal. “Really, it’s okay! Just let me explain!” 
 
    Rei was already heading for the door. Hal fumbled to pull his pants on and hurried after her, cursing his bad luck under his breath. 
 
    “He won’t hurt you!” he shouted, as he followed Rei outside. “I’ve raised him from the time he was an egg. He’s completely tame.” 
 
    “You’re insane!” Rei wore only her tunic. Hal had her leggings in his hands and held them out to her. She snatched them from him and sprinted toward the stables. 
 
    “It could make a good story, though!” suggested Hal. “I could tell you about how I found him.” 
 
    “Lunatic!” screamed Rei over her shoulder. “And here I was, wondering why you were living in such a secluded place! You’re a crazy hermit with a death wish!” 
 
    Ouch… 
 
    Hal could only watch as Rei rode out of the stables on her horse. She was still naked from the waist down, her pants held in the same hand as her reins, but she had grabbed her harp on the way and had strapped it onto her shoulders.  
 
    Hal folded his arms, wondering how badly her frightened ride would end up chafing her inner thighs as she disappeared down the hill, toward the desert. The only way he could have followed after her would have been riding on Karnas, which seemed like it would have only made things worse. 
 
    “Hally…” Karnas slowly walked over to stand behind him. “You… mad?” 
 
    Hal sighed. He folded his arms and smiled at the dragon, shaking his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Hunting…” said Karnas. 
 
    Hal stood in the early evening darkness, just outside of the homestead. It was cold, and he’d doubled back inside to get his shirt after Rei’s departure. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” said Hal. “Did you manage to bring any leftovers back with you?” 
 
    Karnas shook his head from side to side. “Too hungry…” 
 
    The dragon looked at Hal expectantly, and then moved in closer, nuzzling his head under Hal’s hand like a cat trying to get pet. Karnas’s head was larger than all of Hal’s upper body, and it made the gesture seem silly and unnecessary. Hal ran his hand over Karnas’s smooth scaled head, smiling a little. 
 
    “Did you try to see Laurel again?” asked Hal. “In Meldence?” 
 
    It had been more than two weeks since he had gotten a message from her. Hal wasn’t worried about her, as she seemed to be doing well enough from what her missives had communicated to him. He missed her, both as a friend, and as whatever else she was to him. 
 
    Not having her around for this past month has at least given us both breathing room to decide where we stand with each other… 
 
    The few days that they’d shared after he’d returned from the Upper Realm had been nice. They’d spent all the time with each other, Laurel doting after him, making sure he was recovering okay, and Hal trying to do as much as he could with chores to prove that he could take care of himself. 
 
    They’d been very open with each other, with tight hugs and kisses on each other’s cheeks becoming a part of the way they interacted. Laurel had always reminded Hal of his little sister, Lilith, and it didn’t seem too unusual for him to do that sort of thing for her.  
 
    He’d sensed that she’d wanted something more from him, though he hadn’t been sure if it had been emotional openness, or physical intimacy, or perhaps just a commitment to staying a part of each other’s lives. Hal had felt like they’d been on the cusp of something, and then she’d been summoned back to the capital, much to their mutual disappointment. 
 
    “No Lolo,” said Karnas, using his pronunciation of Laurel’s name. “Meldence… bad.” 
 
    Hal frowned. 
 
    “Meldence bad?” he asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Bad!” repeated Karnas. He leaned his head up into the air and breathed a quick puff of flame. 
 
    Hal chewed his lower lip. Communicating with Karnas could be challenging, at times. He’d expected the dragon’s vocabulary to expand as he matured, based off his experience dealing with some of the older dragons he’d met. But as far as he could tell, Karnas hadn’t picked up more than a handful of new words over the past month, and the way in which he spoke remained simple, as though he struggled with verbal concepts. 
 
    Inevitably, Hal had begun to wonder if it was his fault. He and Laurel had essentially raised Karnas in seclusion, separate from other dragons. His only company had been the two of them, and as much as they’d made an effort to converse with Karnas, they’d never really challenged him to speak longer, more complicated sentences. 
 
    Did I stunt his growth? Or did something happen to him while he was still within his egg? 
 
    He brushed the questions out of mind, suspecting that all parents eventually asked themselves similar things. It was odd to think of himself as one of Karnas’s parents. Almost tragic, given how Aangavar had slain Hal’s own father, and the role Hal had played in Aangavar’s death. 
 
    “Still… hungry,” said Karnas. 
 
    “You’re still hungry?” asked Hal. “I don’t have anything that would be enough for you here. Just vegetable stew. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “I… hunt,” said Karnas. He stretched his wings out, but stayed where he was. 
 
    “Be careful,” said Hal. He reached up and gave the dragon a hug. His arms could still fit completely around Karnas’s neck, and he wondered for how long that would remain true. “And if you decide to take off for a few days, come back and let me know, first?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Karnas. “Bye Hally!” 
 
    The dragon leaned back on his hind limbs and leapt into the air, his wings flapping and pulling him into flight. It was too dark for Hal to see him disappear over the horizon, but he still watched the sky for a few minutes before retiring back into the homestead. 
 
    Rei had left a bit of a mess in her wake during her terrified retreat. Hal pulled the sitting room table back into the center of the room and then fetched a rag to wipe up a glass of apple wine that had been knocked over at some point. 
 
    He took a second to examine his heartgem, reaching out with his awareness to sense the amount of each essence inside of it. Even though his intimate encounter had come to a disappointing end, it still had generated a modest amount of ruby essence. Enough for a few spells, at least. 
 
    His gem had plenty of diamond essence, though that was no surprise. Hal found it to be the easiest magical essence to store, and Wind Dash was more efficient than his other spells. He still wondered how things would have progressed had Cadrian been able to tutor him in wind magic, instead of fire. Would he have reached the point of being able to enter a Diamond Trance? And would he have been stronger for it? 
 
    Thinking of Cadrian, even just in passing, brought a bitter edge to Hal’s mood. He hated the fact that he still wondered about her, about where she was, and what she was doing. There were still so many lingering feelings for her in his heart. Was she dead? The idea that she might be twisted at his emotions in a confusing way, which only annoyed him even more. 
 
    He was still standing over the table, holding the wine soiled rag, when a knock came at the door. Hal felt a small rush of excitement. It had to be Rei. And that meant that he might be able to salvage his night, after all. 
 
    He walked over to the door, opened it, and stared at what he saw on the other side. Six female elves stood in position, two on his porch, four more forming a semi-circle behind them. They were shorter than he was, which wasn’t surprising, given the slight stature of elves compared to humans. Each of them wore form-fitting black clothing, showing off their curves, or lack thereof, in some cases. 
 
    Hal reached for his pistol, only remembering that it was on his sword belt as his hand closed on nothing. He’d taken his sword belt off when he’d brought Rei inside, leaving it on the ground next to his bed. He was unarmed and facing off against six elves who were most likely the Empress’s handpicked valkyries. The intricate tattoos he could see peeking out from the collar of one of the women’s shirts all but confirmed it. 
 
    They wore no armor and carried no weapons, but that was no consolation. Valkyries were runic warriors, capable of summoning magical weapons that drew strength from their life force. Even just one would make for a formidable opponent with Hal fully equipped. Going up against six would be borderline suicidal. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” Hal asked, keeping his voice as level as he could. They hadn’t attacked him, and they’d knocked. They weren’t there to assassinate him, and he hoped he could take advantage of that and stall for time. 
 
    “Tessianna, daughter of Empress Kay and mistress of the White Hive, wishes to speak with you,” said the elf woman closest to the door. Hal suppressed a frown, feeling his emotions flashing back to his time in the Upper Realm. It was a twisted place, built on slavery, violence, and hedonism. 
 
    “And what, exactly, does she want?” asked Hal. He kept his eyes on the elves while thinking through his options. He still had his heartgem on, though his offensive ruby magic was not something he could cast unless he moved closer to the hearth. 
 
    Instead of answering him, the elf woman nearest to him reached into the pouch at her waist and drew out a palm-sized white crystal. Hal recognized it instantly as a two-way view crystal, capable of transmitting sound and images across vast distances. He had one of his own sitting in the chest in front of his bed, though he hadn’t managed to make it work. 
 
    The view crystal flashed with light, and an instant later, the blurry, bluish visage of an elf woman appeared in the air between them. Hal studied the woman carefully, though it was hard to glean much detail. 
 
    She was young, even by the standards of the slow aging elves. She looked to be no older than Hal was, both in appearance and expression. He couldn’t make out her hair color, but she wore it up in an intricate bun, which emphasized her long and slender neck. He could only see her body from the chest up, but her gown was expensive and low-cut. Primed by the earlier events in the night, Hal could only just resist glancing down at her ethereal cleavage. 
 
    “Heart Holder,” said Tessianna. “Interesting. I was expecting a man, not a boy.” 
 
    Hal forced himself to smile, even as her voice made his blood run cold. She was confident, and that was bad. It meant that she already had an idea of how the next few minutes were to play out. His earlier assumption about them not being there to kill him now seemed a little premature. 
 
    “I see my reputation precedes me,” said Hal. “So you’re the Empress’s daughter? I’m not sure I see the resemblance.” 
 
    “I am the Empress’s youngest daughter,” said Tessianna. “And I’ve been entrusted with finding you. A task which I’ve clearly succeeded at.” 
 
    He didn’t let any emotion show on his face, even as a sinking feeling took root in his chest. How much did Tessianna know? If she found him here, at the homestead, could she have also found Laurel, in Meldence? What about Zoria, who’d already had a tenuous, easily investigable connection to him during his time in the Upper Realm? 
 
    “Congratulations,” said Hal. 
 
    “I’ve studied you, Heart Holder,” said Tessianna. “I know what you’re feeling right now. The fears you keep hidden under the surface.” 
 
    Hal stayed silent, keeping his gaze on the ethereal figure. 
 
    “You saw your family dead,” said Tessianna. “Murdered in front of you, by Elyse Ardstone and Aangavar. You were brought to Krestia’s Cradle and trained in secret. Elyse wished to make you into a tool to use to create strife within the Upper Realm, and stab at my mother’s heart.” 
 
    Hal slowly reached into his shirt and withdrew the heartgem. He held it between his thumb and forefinger, rolling it back and forth in a manner that implied a vague threat. 
 
    “You took refuge with Lady Laurel Ancina,” said Tessianna. “She’s alright, by the way. Though Meldence has certainly seen better days.” 
 
    Hal’s jaw tightened. What had Karnas said, when he’d first arrived back? Something bad about Meldence? 
 
    “You fought in the Harvest Tournament and nearly won it,” said Tessianna. “You slew an eklid necromancer in service to my mother. You were captured, enslaved, and eventually enrolled in the Dragongrounds, which you did go on to win…” 
 
    Tessianna continued with a summary of Hal’s time in the Upper Realm, but he’d stopped listening. She’d hadn’t said a word about Karnas, and it was such a huge omission that it could only mean that the Empress didn’t know that Hal had a dragon on his side. 
 
    “Get to the point,” he said, interrupting her. “What is it you want from me?” 
 
    Tessianna glared at him, and again, Hal sensed that she was still young, and impetuous. Could he use that to his advantage, too? 
 
    “Your services are required by the Empress,” said Tessianna. 
 
    “She’s tried to recruit me before,” said Hal. “Didn’t go over so well.” 
 
    “She’s not asking for you to swear fealty,” said Tessianna. “She requires but a single favor from you. One that would place you in her good graces for what comes next.” 
 
    He didn’t like her phrasing, or the vagueness of it.  
 
    “Either tell me exactly what you want, or get off my porch,” said Hal. 
 
    Tessianna smiled, and then gestured to the elf holding the view crystal. 
 
    “Seize him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Several things happened at once. Hal attempted to draw back into the homestead, pulling hard on the door to close it in the elves’ faces. The other elf on the porch dove for his legs, tackling him in a way that made him fall forward, away from his escape. And all four of the elves standing on the grass summoned their runic armor and weapons, glowing with the colors of the rainbow as glowing swords, breast plates, gauntlets, and spears appeared in a burst of magic. 
 
    Hal twisted, pulling loose from the elf’s grip and rolling painfully down the homestead’s wooden steps. He stumbled upright, immediately channeling his diamond essence and casting Wind Dash off the exhalation of his breath. He dodged a blue, magical whip strike that would have ensnared him and quickly positioned himself so he had all his opponents on one side. 
 
    The angle allowed him to see where each attack was coming from, but it didn’t do much more. Hal couldn’t do much more. He needed his weapons, and that meant going back inside. 
 
    One of the elves was wielding a golden runic claymore, and she charged forward at Hal, flanked by two of her compatriots, who were both equipped with dual daggers. Hal went on the offensive temporarily, using Wind Dash to put himself inside the claymore elf’s guard, before trying to slam his fist into the open section of her golden runic helm. 
 
    A jolting vibration shot up his arm as his knuckles made contact. He used Wind Dash to move himself backward before any further retaliation could be taken, appreciating his spell more than ever. His arm felt a little numb, but he could still move it. And though his attack had failed to cause damage, it had achieved another result. 
 
    The two elves who’d been between him and the homestead were circling around, trying to press in on him on three sides, with the homestead’s wall at his back. Hal eyed the window, wondering if he’d have time to knock the glass loose first. The elf with the blue, runic whip snapped it through the air, and it came down on the grass a few inches from Hal’s foot. 
 
    He kept his jaw set as he rushed toward the window, pulling up his arms to cover his face at the last second. He used Wind Dash again, giving himself a strong push as soon as he entered his dive. He winced as he broke through the glass, feeling it slice shallow cuts into his forearms, shoulder, and scalp.  
 
    A piece of glass embedded itself into his back as he landed in a roll and stood upright. Hal took a second to carefully pull it loose, not wanting to risk what could happen if a shard broke off. The elves weren’t charging in after him, which he’d expected. It was too dangerous, too stupid to fight a surrounded opponent in their own home if they didn’t have to. 
 
    He grabbed his sword belt from his room and pulled it on in record time. He was smiling as he approached the front door, wondering if it might be better to try escaping through another window. The smile faded when he noticed the posture of one of the elves outside. 
 
    The valkyrie’s arm was extended, and she held a small rod with a chunk of crystal embedded in the tip. Hal recognized it immediately. He’d used one before, back in the Dragongrounds. It was a crystal wand, and if it was the same as the one that’d saved him, that meant… 
 
    I just have all the luck, don’t I? 
 
    He fell flat on his stomach and covered his ears as the blast wand let loose its magical energy. Using his heartgem and Flame Shield, he might have been able to block a fraction of the fire the wand spat forth, but probably not enough to be significant. It was just too strong. 
 
    The impact of the fireball against the wall of the homestead was enough to cause Hal’s awareness to blink out, as though he’d just taken a blow to the head. He still had a sense of what was going on when he could see again, though he almost wished he didn’t. 
 
    The homestead was missing a massive chunk of one wall and part of its roof. It was on fire, the dry wood catching and igniting easily. Laurel’s room was the first to be engulfed, given its position. There was no saving it, not with the damage that had already been done, and not with the strength of the flames. 
 
    Hal was lucky to have been behind the sitting room table, but the smoke was thick enough to make him vulnerable even without being in contact with the fire. He wondered if the enemies he’d fought in the Dragongrounds, the ones who’d been in the house when he’d used a blast wand in a similar situation, had survived in the same way. Were they faced with a choice of rushing out through fire, or breathing smoke?  
 
    Hal took a breath through his shirt and gritted his teeth. The anger was hitting him now. This was his home. This was all he had left, and the elves were taking it from him. He slowly got to his feet, dimly aware of the sound of flapping wings overhead. 
 
    “Hally!” shouted Karnas. The dragon landed on top of the homestead, unfazed by the flames. He extended one claw down into the ruined, burning structure. Hal took hold of it with his hands, and then Karnas was airborne again, lifting him to safety. 
 
    “Land nearby,” said Hal. “I’m not done with them.” 
 
    The memories of the Dragongrounds that the blast wand had stirred up had also put him in a certain kind of mood. Karnas descended near the edge of the forest. The valkyries were already on their way toward them, and that was exactly what Hal wanted. 
 
    He drew both his sword and pistol and glanced at Karnas. The dragon seemed to sense what he wanted without needing to be told. Hal felt silly for ever questioning his friend’s intelligence, or ability to communicate. He understood things on a level that often went deeper than words. 
 
    Hal cocked his pistol and fired a Flame Shot at the elf at the front of the group. The fist-sized fireball moved as fast as any bullet, with far more accuracy and maneuverability. It found its target’s chest, flaring as it connected with the elf’s runic armor. 
 
    The other elves’ attention was drawn by the spell. Hal was already moving to take advantage, using Wind Dash to position himself in the group’s blind spot. Karnas roared, keeping their focus off Hal. Hal moved forward, hitting two elves with a single slash. The cut sliced into the back of their necks, in a spot where their runic armor didn’t cover. 
 
    He fired another Flame Shot into the face of a third as the elf turned to look in the direction of the noise. Then, he used Wind Dash again, putting himself out of their range. Hal’s newest spell was useful enough to keep him from considering pushing into a Ruby Trance, which would have locked him into a single element. Offensively, he’d be more powerful, but it wasn’t what the situation called for. 
 
    The two elves he’d hit in the neck were on the ground, dead or soon to be. Karnas was fighting two more, the pair struggling to get past the flames of the dragon’s breath so they could strike with their weapons. The last two elves stood together, back to back. One of them had singed hair and burns on her face, courtesy of Hal’s Flame Shot. 
 
    He didn’t have much diamond essence left, but used what remained to loop around his opponents, making enough noise on the grass and through the trees to thoroughly confuse them. Hal knew that if he wanted to, he could wear them down, and then offer them their escape. They were in the process of realizing that they were not equipped to deal with him and Karnas. 
 
    No. They all die. 
 
    He was a little surprised by how casually he was able to come to the conclusion. It was what needed to happen, not just in retribution for the home they’d taken from him, but for a practical reason. The Empress didn’t know about Karnas. He couldn’t have witnesses going back to her and spoiling the advantage his friend gave him. 
 
    Hal surged forward, slamming into the two back to back elves from the side. He cut at their necks with his sword, but missed the chink in their runic armor he’d been aiming for. One of the elves attacked immediately, spinning with her daggers. Hal hopped a step back, and then twisted into his own spin, letting the hilt of his sword touch against his spark ring and casting Flame Strike. 
 
    The spell engulfed his sword in magical flames, and it enabled the strike to cut through the elf’s runic armor like a hot knife through butter. He wasn’t sure if the spell itself was that effective, or if this particular elf had runic armor with an elemental weakness. He couldn’t dwell on it just then.  
 
    The elf’s partner was the one with the whip, and she’d attacked as Hal’s spin turned his back to her. The whip wrapped around Hal’s sword arm and immediately began reeling in. She was reaching for something in the pouch at her waist, and Hal had no intention of finding out what. 
 
    He leveled his pistol at her and fired Flame Shot twice in quick succession. The runic armor hummed against the first blast, but the second went through, judging from the way the elf’s body gave out. She fell to the ground, limp and motionless. 
 
    Karnas had already dealt with his two opponents, one of them immolated, one of them crushed under his claw. Hal glanced across the bodies. He took no pleasure in killing, but if he had to do it, he intended to do it right. He walked by each of the elves, stabbing with his short sword and making completely sure that the job was done. 
 
    “Karnas,” said Hal. “Thank you.” 
 
    The dragon let out a pleased grunt. 
 
    “Can you take the bodies and dump them somewhere?” he asked. “Deep in the woods? Or on the mountain?” 
 
    “Okay…” said Karnas. 
 
    The dragon immediately set out, carrying an elf in each of his front claws as he flew. Hal walked back over to the burning homestead, and only then did the loss really hit him. 
 
    The roof had collapsed in, and smoke and ash billowed up in a single large plume. The flames had left nothing untouched, spreading out to cover the entire homestead. All of the clothing Laurel had left behind. The food in the pantry. All of the apple wine they’d so carefully bottled earlier in the season. 
 
    It was more than just possessions. Hal had lost another home. It was impossible to keep his mind from drifting back to the night his family’s estate had been destroyed. It made him feel stupid, as though he should have expected to lose the homestead and everything it represented. It was an inevitable cycle, building up a life only to have it torn down. 
 
    He was gutted by the realization. It hurt him on a physical level, his heart twisting into knots over how he’d ever manage to explain what had happened to Laurel. 
 
    Laurel. I haven’t lost everything. I haven’t lost her. 
 
    He thought back to what both Karnas and Tessianna had said about Meldence. The city might have been attacked. He couldn’t be sure that Laurel was safe, but at the same time, he couldn’t let himself believe that she wasn’t. She had to be okay. He wouldn’t have anything left without her. 
 
    Hal was sitting on the grass when Karnas finished moving the bodies. He spotted something as he stood up. The view crystal the elves had brought with them had fallen behind a bush. He picked it up and tucked it into his pocket. He had no more of an idea how to use it than the one that Marnella had given him, the one destroyed by the fire, but he sensed that it might come in handy, eventually. 
 
    “Come on, Karnas,” said Hal. “We need to head north.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Flying on Karnas’s back at night was a very different experience from flying during the day. Hal was virtually blind, the land beneath him a pitch-black canvas, dotted only by the occasional torch or campfire. 
 
    The wind was cold against his face. He hadn’t had time to grab his coat on the way out of the homestead before it had gone up in flames, and his clothes were too thin for both the season and their elevation. Hal’s teeth began chattering a few minutes into the flight, and his hands went numb where they gripped around Karnas’s neck. 
 
    The sensation of the dragon’s muscles beneath him was incredible. Hal could feel each flap of Karnas’s wings, the slight movements in his head as he tracked their path, and the way his shoulders leaned and shifted to angle them into gentle turns. It made him appreciate Karnas’s friendship all the more. How many times had he saved Hal’s life, now? He wasn’t even sure. 
 
    I need to return the favor. I can’t let the Empress find out about him unless it’s absolutely necessary, and I need to keep him out of sight of the city. 
 
    Hal shouted to Karnas midway through the journey, struggling to make him understand over the roar of rushing wind. Slowly, Karnas descended, setting down several miles outside Meldence’s city limits. They’d flown through most of the night, and he could follow the road until the break of dawn. 
 
    “You should go,” said Hal. “Do some hunting if you have to, but keep a low profile, okay?” 
 
    Karnas shook his head, and Hal wondered if he’d picked the gesture up from him, Laurel, or somewhere else. 
 
    “Watch… you,” said Karnas. “Watch… Lolo…” 
 
    “You won’t be able to watch us easily if we’re in the city,” said Hal. “Not without exposing yourself. It’s not like when you were little.” 
 
    He smiled at the memory of hiding Karnas in the lodgings back when he’d first visited Meldence with Laurel. 
 
    “Watch you… both,” said Karnas. He slapped one of his claws down, punctuating his point with the finality of the movement. 
 
    “Fine,” said Hal. “But be careful. Don’t fly directly over the city. You can watch us if you see us leave. Fair enough?” 
 
    “Okay…” said Karnas. He turned in a circle, leaned his head in to nuzzle against Hal affectionately, and then took to the air. 
 
    Hal spent a minute working blood and sensation back into his extremities. It wasn’t a pleasant process, and it brought his attention back to the wounds he’d suffered during the fight. The spot where the glass had stabbed into his back was swelling painfully, and he had a bit of blood caked on his forehead from the wound on his scalp.  
 
    Can’t do much about either, right now. I need to focus on getting to the city. 
 
    Meldence had looked more or less as he remembered it from the sky, save for several large bonfires burning on the city outskirts. Hal didn’t realize what the fires were until he’d been on the road for twenty minutes, and the wind had shifted direction. 
 
    He could smell burning flesh, a rich, putrid scent. The sun was slowly rising in the distance, and it revealed a city in the midst of recovering from a recent attack. Bloodstains littered the sides of the road, even from a distance. There was little foot traffic to speak of, and the few carriages Hal saw were all headed out of the city. 
 
    Meldence’s wall had been fortified, both with soldiers and large arbalests mounted to steel pivots. The buildings outside the main wall had, for the most part, been abandoned. Some of them were boarded up with wooden planks, while others were the exact opposite, stripped of their doors and windows, and anything else of value that could be moved and sold. 
 
    The early morning light revealed the state of Lake Krestia, behind the city. Hal saw more boats out on the water than he ever had before, almost completely covering the portion of the lake nearest to the city. It made sense, given how large the lake was, and how many different places people could flee to across it. The Matron’s Tower, on the island deep in the lake’s center, would probably be a popular destination for refugees. 
 
    Hal forced himself to take a closer look at the bodies as he passed by one of the large bonfires. Within it, he saw humans, commoners and nobles alike. He saw husks, the grotesque undead creatures that had attacked the city before, pouring out of the catacombs in seemingly endless numbers. He’d been expecting those. 
 
    There were also a few smaller bodies mixed in, with pointed ears that gave away their lineage. It was a bad sign for elves to be attacking Meldence directly. It suggested that they weren’t only coming down to the surface to harass with raiding parties anymore.  
 
    No… An attack this size could have only been a declaration of war. 
 
    The idea made Hal’s blood run cold. The elves would win in a war against the surface. Or, at the very least, they wouldn’t lose. With the Upper Realm out of reach, and with dragons and cloud catches to fly or float their armies into position, they could attack from anywhere, at any time, on their terms. The situation was bad, even discounting the advantage the elves had with their crystal weapons. 
 
    He headed for Meldence’s front gate, which was heavily guarded. Several carriages were leaving as Hal approached. The guards, two crossbowmen on the wall, and two spearmen on either side of the gate, all leveled their weapons at him as he came in close. 
 
    “The city is not accepting any more refugees!” snapped one of the spearmen. “If you’re looking for protection, head west toward Ostreach or Driftwood Castle.” 
 
    “I’m not a refugee,” said Hal. He winced, realizing that his disheveled appearance and lack of possessions must have told a different story. “When did the attack happen?” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon,” said the spearman. “Elves, if you can believe it. Leading an army of husks, with dragons supporting them in the air. Word reached us that West Haven had been hit, but we didn’t realize…” 
 
    The spearman looked tired, but he kept his spear raised. 
 
    “I’m here to help,” said Hal. “My name is Halrin Kentar. I’m…” 
 
    He trailed off, realizing that he had no idea how to present himself. He had no fixed role in the social structure of Krestia’s Cradle. He’d been Laurel’s bodyguard on his last visit to Meldence, but that was nothing that commanded enough respect to garner trust from the guards. 
 
    “I recognize him,” said one of the crossbowmen, above. “He was in the tournament. And he joined in with the raid a few months ago. Let him through.” 
 
    The spearman looked Hal over once more, and then nodded toward the open gate. Hal made his way through and into the city, slowing as he took in the destruction that had been wrought upon the streets. 
 
    Every other building had suffered some kind of damage, broken windows, burned roofs, or doors knocked loose from hinges. Few people were outside, and those who seemed willing to risk it were all carrying weapons, their expressions tense and uneasy. 
 
    The streets were dirty, covered in broken glass, congealed blood, and scraps of paper. Bodies were still being carried out to the funeral pyres, with dozens stacked in side alleys in the meantime. It was a cold morning, but not cold enough to hold in their smell, and Hal grimaced as he passed by. 
 
    The city was in worse straits than it had been in after the husk attacks a few months earlier. Nobody was pretending to go about their lives normally. The few shops Hal saw that were open were the essentials; smiths, apothecaries, taverns, and surprisingly, the brothels as well. 
 
    He kept a hand on the handle of his pistol as he walked, more out of habit than a sense of danger. The people were desperate, but most were past the point of pretending that there was any point to looting or trying to take advantage of the chaos. 
 
    There were few guards patrolling within the city, but there were gem mages about, easily recognizable from their white robes. Hal’s last encounter with the Keeper had left him in a somewhat adversarial relationship with the Temple of Lyris’s enforcers. None of them seemed to pay him any extra attention, which he appreciated. 
 
    The last thing I need is to get into a fight with people defending the city. 
 
    Hal headed deeper into the city, brushing his own exhaustion in favor of finding Laurel and confirming that she was safe. The damage to the buildings in the Maxim’s district was less than in the outer regions, which suggested that the defenders had managed to hold their line. 
 
    He didn’t head straight for the massive stone castle, instead weaving through the buildings around it, finding his way toward the guest lodge where he and Laurel had stayed on their first visit to the city. He knocked on the door, expecting either Laurel or Yua, the head servant who’d helped raised Laurel, to answer. The door didn’t open. 
 
    He knocked again, waited around for a few minutes, and then slowly headed for the castle’s main entrance. He wasn’t looking forward to going through another interrogation, and suspected he’d have a much harder time proving who he was if he did, so instead, he hatched a plan. 
 
    “I have a message to deliver,” he said, approaching the guard at the wooden double doors that led to the castle’s main lobby. 
 
    “For who?” asked the guard. 
 
    “Lady Laurel Ancina,” said Hal. “It’s urgent.” 
 
    He expected the guard to refute him, to tell him that Laurel wasn’t in the castle. He feared that the guard might deliver even worse news and point him in the direction of the funeral pyres outside. Instead, the guard gave him a curt nod. 
 
    “Ambassador Ancina is in the counselor’s wing, down the east hallway,” said the guard. “Don’t wander around anywhere else.” 
 
    Ambassador Ancina…? 
 
    Hal kept his reaction in check and headed through the doors as the other guards pulled them open. The castle had a cold, martial quality to it that was only amplified by the city’s current straits. Guards hurried down stone hallways, most of them fully dressed in their weapons and armor. 
 
    He only had a vague sense that he was heading in the right direction. Most of the doors in the castle were identical, and it was hard to keep his bearings, having only visited it a few times before. 
 
    He almost passed by the right door when he found it. It was open, and a woman stood behind a table inside. It took Hal far longer than it should have to recognize her as Laurel. 
 
    She wore her hair in a tight, blonde bun, which tamed her curls and made her appear older and more serious. She had on a fine blue tunic with gold embroidery, brown leather leggings, and a black cloak secured with a brooch that held her brother Willum’s ruby within it. The scar was still there, running down her cheek and across her chin, but if anything, it only added to the air of maturity that her outfit and posture radiated.  
 
    “Laurel…” said Hal, feeling a little unsure of how to announce himself. 
 
    There was a man in the room, as well. He was tall, muscular, and at least a decade older than Laurel. He wore a tight black shirt with a few buttons undone at the top and grey slacks. He looked up first, frowning at Hal and moving as though to place himself between him and Laurel. 
 
    “…Halrin.” Laurel’s crystal blue eyes glimmered with recognition. She smiled broadly, her dimples coming to life on her face, and then hesitated. It was as though her first instinct was to run to him and pull him into a hug, as she’d done so many times in the past. Hal could see her holding back, keeping herself composed.  
 
    Laurel had changed. 
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    “Do you know this man, Ambassador?” asked the burly fellow. 
 
    “Yes,” said Laurel. “It’s okay, Busher. He’s a friend.” 
 
    “Ambassador…” repeated Hal. He shook his head slightly, stopping when he realized how she might interpret that. “I… don’t know what to say. Hi, I guess? Is it okay for me to be here?” 
 
    Laurel didn’t answer immediately. She glanced down at the papers in front of her, and then gave a quick nod. 
 
    “Busher,” she said. “Wait outside. Close the door behind you.” 
 
    “Ambassador, I can’t leave you alone with him until I’ve done my vetting,” said Busher. 
 
    Laurel folded her arms. She said nothing, but the look she gave Busher was enough. The man cleared his throat and glanced away. 
 
    “Very well then,” said Busher. “If you need anything, or if he does anything, shout for me.” 
 
    Busher gave Hal a disdainful look over as he left the room, closing the door behind him as ordered. Hal let out a small chuckle and looked back toward Laurel. He’d been expecting some of her demeanor to fade as soon as they were alone, but it didn’t. She still stood with her back straight, her expression pensive and analyzing. Even the small, genuine smile on her face looked slightly clipped. 
 
    “You have a new bodyguard,” said Hal. It seemed like the easiest thing to start with. He was in no rush to tell her about the homestead. 
 
    “A bodyguard,” said Laurel. “And a friend. Busher has helped me immensely in my new role.” 
 
    “Ah.” There was something about the way she said the man’s name that tugged at Hal’s emotions. “You could have asked me, you know. I would have come to Meldence, if you’d mentioned any of this…” 
 
    There was an unspoken emphasis in his words. 
 
    Why didn’t she tell me about any of this? 
 
    All of Laurel’s messages to him had been simple and vague. It had always been a version of her saying that she was fine, and she needed to stay a while longer. Hal had sent his own letters detailing the finer points of his day to day life. Training with Wind Dash, greeting travelers on their way by, his occasional trips into Lorne. 
 
    It made him feel like the balance between them had shifted, without him realizing it. She knew him, who he was, and how he thought. And Hal wasn’t sure that he knew her in that same way, anymore. It made a part of his heart ache, a part he hadn’t realized was vulnerable. 
 
    “Hal…” said Laurel. “I don’t think you realize what bad shape you were in when you came back. You’ve been through so much, between your family, your time in the Upper Realm, and… Cadrian.” 
 
    Hal had to look away as she listed off each thing he’d endured. There was too much there for him to think about in his exhausted state. He knew he was proving her point with his reaction, but he couldn’t help it. 
 
    “I wanted you to have some time to really rest,” said Laurel. “To have a real recovery, without me pulling you along to the capital again. I wanted you to have a quiet life, at least for a while…” 
 
    “Was that really for you to decide?” he asked. 
 
    Laurel didn’t hesitate. “Yes. At least in terms of me asking you for a favor. That wasn’t the only reason, Hal. I needed to be here alone, too.” 
 
    “Nobody needs to be alone, Laurel,” said Hal. 
 
    She smiled at him, and there was maturity in the expression. 
 
    “That’s not true,” she said. “For the past few months, every time I’ve stumbled or faltered, you’ve been there to catch me. I appreciate that. I love you for that, Hal. But what I needed was to stand on my own two feet. Being here… being the Maxim’s Ambassador… It’s been a formative experience.” 
 
    Hal looked at her again. He really looked at her. She was still Laurel, but at the same time, she was so different from how he remembered her. He smiled, and felt himself accepting the new her, appreciating the change. She’d always reminded him of Lilith, his little sister, and while the similarities were still there, she’d grown into something more. She was a woman, now. 
 
    “I’m happy for you, Laurel,” he said. “Really. I am.” 
 
    She came around to the other side of her desk, crossing her arms and looking at the floor. 
 
    “Thank you, Halrin,” she said. “And I am happy that you’re here, now. More than you can know.” 
 
    Hal scratched the back of his head, not wanting to tell her about the homestead, but not sure how much longer he could put it off for. 
 
    “The city,” he said. “What’s happened here, Laurel? I was expecting to find you holed up in the guest lodge with Yua, but you’re here. In the castle, advising the Maxim…” 
 
    Laurel’s smile faded, and she was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Yua passed,” she said. “Old age, nothing unusual. It happened just after I arrived in Meldence.” 
 
    “Oh, Laurel…” said Hal. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He started to give her a hug, but Laurel glanced up before he could, her expression steeled. She didn’t look like she needed or wanted one, at least not then, in the context of being comforted. Hal contented himself by giving her hand a quick squeeze. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Laurel. “I had a chance to speak with her one last time. Maxim Cedric appointed me Ambassador just before it happened, and I got to tell her about it, and get her advice.” 
 
    “I bet she had a lot to say about that,” said Hal. 
 
    Laurel chuckled and gave a nod. 
 
    “Meldence,” she said, returning to the main question. “We received word that an army had attacked West Haven a few days ago, with conflicting reports about who and what it was composed of. The eyewitness accounts received spoke of husks, dragons, and elves… It was a lot for most people to take in.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” said Hal. “But you’ve seen it all before.” 
 
    Laurel nodded. “I advised the Maxim the best that I could, based on what I knew. But it wasn’t enough. The army approached yesterday afternoon. The vanguard was mounted on dragons, and swept over the city, creating a fire emergency before we’d even truly entered battle.” 
 
    “They didn’t negotiate, first?” asked Hal. 
 
    “They didn’t say anything,” said Laurel.  
 
    That doesn’t seem right. They knocked on my front door and politely asked me for a favor. Why would they attack a city so flippantly? 
 
    “They were here for something,” said Laurel. “The bulk of the elven army never entered the city, but a small group of valkyries, like Zoria, did get by our defenses. They raided a home in Meldence that belonged to a scholarly old man named Deruvian. We’re not sure why, or what they took, but they burned it to the ground with him still inside, afterward.” 
 
    Hal winced. The detail struck a little too close to home, and what he’d just experienced. He knew that he couldn’t put off telling her any longer. 
 
    “They came for me, too,” he said. “Elven valkyries. It’s why I traveled here, Laurel. They… burned the homestead to the ground.” 
 
    What had he been expecting from her? For an instant, her reaction mirrored what Hal had felt, staring into the burning remains of his most recent home. But almost immediately, she took a breath, cleared her throat, and composed herself. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” she said. “We’ll have to find a way to make them pay for that. Are you okay, Hal?” 
 
    “I…” He was caught off guard, both by her reaction and the question. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” She looked at him, and her eyes held his for longer than what was appropriate. “There’s still so much for us to talk about. I have to bring this information to the Maxim, immediately, but I don’t want you to feel like you’re being ignored or dismissed. Really, it’s anything but.” 
 
    She stepped in closer to him. Hal felt her presence more than he ever had before. Laurel reached her hand out and cupped his cheek. Without saying a word, she leaned in close to him and kissed him softly on the lips. 
 
    It wasn’t a quick kiss. Her mouth pressed into his, and she moved her lips slowly and sensually, as though she wanted it to go on for as long as it could. Hal was too surprised to kiss her back, even after he’d realized what was happening. 
 
    She held his gaze when she finally pulled back. There was no shame or embarrassment in her expression, but there was a question there, and perhaps an exposed layer of vulnerability. 
 
    “Laurel…” Hal said. He hadn’t told everything, yet. He hadn’t mentioned what the elves had asked for, or how the threat Tessianna had made had been against him and her both. It wasn’t fair for her to spring whatever she’d just done on him, out of nowhere. 
 
    “I’ll have Busher show you to my quarters,” said Laurel. “I’m sure you could use a rest. I still have a full day’s work ahead of me but… I’d really like it if we could have supper tonight. And really talk to each other.” 
 
    Hal gave a slow nod. Laurel was already walking to the door by the time he’d found the question he wanted to ask. 
 
    What happened to you? 
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    Hal walked a step behind Busher as the large man led him through the castle’s hallways. Busher had taken Laurel’s order with a nod, and he’d said nothing to Hal, not even looking in his direction as they walked. It wasn’t until they stopped in front of a doorway on the castle’s second floor that the man finally spoke. 
 
    “I can summon servants for you to draw you a bath, if you’d like.” Busher sniffed a few times and frowned disdainfully. “You’ll be added to the end of the queue, so they might not get around to filling the tub for you until early afternoon.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” said Hal. 
 
    “These are Ambassador Ancina’s private quarters,” said Busher. “She has a lot of responsibility on her plate, currently, advising the Maxim and working with nobles to organize our defense efforts. I will be the one who deals with you if you do anything to distract or upset her.” 
 
    Hal didn’t like Busher’s tone, but he forced himself to ignore it. 
 
    “Have you been helping Laurel for long?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been at Ambassador Ancina’s side since she was first appointed to her position,” said Busher. “I’ve helped her with a variety of different things.”  
 
    Hal felt an irrational flush of jealousy at the man’s words. It annoyed him more than it should have that Busher had been with Laurel, helping her fit into her new role. It meant that he’d seen her undergoing that change and been there for her along the way. Hal only got to see the end result, and he felt a little cheated, though he knew it was ridiculous. 
 
    Busher wasn’t looking at him, but he seemed to be waiting for something. It was only then that Hal stopped to consider that the same might be true in reverse. Was Busher annoyed, or envious, of Hal’s familiarity with Laurel? Had Busher seen the kiss that she’d given him? 
 
    The kiss. Laurel, why can’t things be simple between us, like they were at the start? 
 
    “If there’s nothing else…” said Busher. 
 
    “No, thank you,” said Hal. “Tell the servants that they can enter and fill the bath, even if I’m not present.” 
 
    He gave Busher a curt nod and then entered Laurel’s chambers. They were expansive, fitting for someone in her new position. The homestead’s sitting room along with Laurel’s old bedchamber could have both fit within, with space to spare. 
 
    Laurel had a four-poster bed on one side of the room, a massive hearth, a balcony that overlooked the castle’s courtyard, a table and several chairs, and an open wardrobe stuffed with elegant clothing and dresses. Hal felt shabby and out of place, his clothes dirty and ripped from the fight the previous night.  
 
    He sat down in one of the chairs and tried to organize his thoughts. Despite the state of the city, the ultimatum the Empress had given him, and his own uncertain future, the kiss was what dominated the attention of his thoughts. 
 
    It wasn’t just what the kiss meant. Hal had sensed that there was more between him and Laurel than just simple friendship for a while. They were close, closer than he’d been with women he’d made love to before.  
 
    What caught him off guard was how confidently she’d gone for it. There’d been no hesitation. She’d looked into his eyes first. There was something about that confidence that made him feel like they’d gone down a path that they could never come back from. 
 
    Had Laurel taken a lover in their month apart? Was that why Busher had seemed so annoyed by him? Hal really, really didn’t like considering the possibility, though he knew that it was none of his business. 
 
    From Laurel’s perspective, it made sense. Hal had kept her at a distance, physically, if not emotionally. Perhaps part of her reason in not calling him to Meldence to be her bodyguard again had to do with her needing space from him, and whatever their relationship was. 
 
    Could she have found comfort in someone else’s arms? In Busher’s arms? It was possible, and it would explain her newfound confidence, both in her approach to being Ambassador, and in the way she’d kissed him.  
 
    This is pointless to think about. I’m just making assumptions… 
 
    Hal sighed as he stood up. He couldn’t just sit there, alone with Laurel’s bed and Laurel’s clothes and his own tumultuous thoughts. He needed to move, to do something. To distract himself. 
 
    He left Laurel’s chamber and headed back out into the city. More people were out on the street. Merchants sold food and other essential goods to long lines of customers. Groups of boys carried swords that looked heavy and cumbersome, all of them too young to join the castle guard or city militia. 
 
    Hal walked until he found a group of men in the process of carrying bodies out of the city to dump on the funeral pyres. There didn’t seem to be much real organization in the process, and nobody said anything as he fell into place next to them. 
 
    The first body he carried was one of a young boy, barely older than the ones he’d just walked by. His eyes were still open in death. Hal didn’t close them for the boy, feeling as though there was something pointless about the gesture, under the circumstances.  
 
    The boy had been stabbed through the stomach, and it made it hard to carry him without getting a little bloody. Hal didn’t care. His clothes were already soiled, and it needed to be done. He carried the boy without complaint, trying not to wonder if there was a family who’d mourn for him. 
 
    He set the boy down near one of the fires, where another group of volunteers was tossing bodies and controlling the flames. The smell wasn’t as bad as it had been when Hal had first entered the city, though he suspected it was more because he’d gotten used to the scent. 
 
    He doubled back for another body, this time finding an elven valkyrie, a woman of indeterminable age. Hal hesitated as he picked her up, noticing something that made his stomach roil. Her clothes were ripped loose. From the bruising around her neck, it looked as though she’d been suffocated. 
 
    Suffocated, and most likely raped. 
 
    He expression was still locked in a furious, prideful glare, if such a thing could be said about a corpse. Hal tried to pull the tatters of her clothing back into place before tossing her over his shoulder. 
 
    He wondered why it mattered to him so much. She was an elf, an eklid, in service to the Empress who’d ordered the deaths of Hal’s entire family. Shouldn’t the hate have come easy? There was a very good chance that whoever had killed the elf woman was taking vengeance in the same way Hal had dreamed of, so many times before. 
 
    He thought of Zoria, and of Zoria’s family. They weren’t evil people. Zoria had saved his life several times over. Hal considered her to be a true friend, even if they might end up on opposing sides in the coming war. He couldn’t make himself believe that all elves were evil. They were just people, caught up in a situation with momentum that went back further than even their extended lives would allow them to understand. 
 
    He left the elf woman by the funeral pyre, ignoring the snide comments about her nudity from two of the men tending the fire. Hal returned to the city, once more finding a body to carry. This time, it was a husk, one of the dark, undead monsters that he’d fought on multiple occasions. 
 
    There was no sympathy in his heart for the monster. Its mottled, black skin felt oily as Hal positioned the thing for lifting. Its teeth were long, pointed, and numerous to the point of being redundant. The ones in front were still covered in blood, either from one of the defenders, or an unarmed innocent. 
 
    Was there hypocrisy in being able to sympathize with humans and elves, but not this creature? If there was, Hal couldn’t think of an argument for it. They didn’t communicate. Their behavior didn’t vary. They killed without hesitation, and it forced Hal to mirror them in his own reaction, killing them without mercy. 
 
    He walked faster as he carried the husk, finding the anger and hate within himself that he’d suppressed for so long. The husk represented something, just as the boy and the valkyrie. The husk was fate, the inevitable, unthinking march of events. The husk didn’t have a choice in what it did, and it made Hal wonder if he did, either. 
 
    He dumped the body by the fire and returned to the city, not stopping to carry another. He headed back to Laurel’s room and sat in one of the chairs, awaiting his bath. 
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    It wasn’t long before the servants began filing in, each carrying a bucket of warmed water. A few of them gave Hal questioning looks, as though they couldn’t understand why one of the Maxim’s ambassadors would bother with a shabbily dressed, bloodstained man. 
 
    He lowered himself into the water as soon as they’d all left, sighing at the warmth of it. Bathing on the homestead had always been something done out of necessity, rather than for enjoyment. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d last had a warm bath, and it made him aware of the gap between living under rural conditions and living in the city. 
 
    He scrubbed himself clean, paying particular attention to the gouge in his back that he’d been ignoring all day. When he finally stood up from the water, he felt his head pound as blood rushed back into his limbs. It was in part due to how tired he was, having not slept in a day and a half. 
 
    Clothes had been left out for him, and they were similar in style to the garments he’d seen Busher wearing earlier. Hal wasn’t fond of the fashions in Meldence, but he pulled the clothing on, knowing that his current wear was ruined by all the tears and bloodstains. 
 
    He wondered how long it would be before Laurel finished her work. He took a seat on her bed and let his thoughts drift. What was he supposed to do, now that he’d found Laurel and delivered the news? She had a life in Meldence that demanded her attention now, more than ever. 
 
    I could follow up on the deal Tessianna offered me.  
 
    Hal considered what Laurel told him, about there being a focus of the elves’ attack. Did that relate to the “services” that Tessianna had been interested in him lending to the Empress? The timing fit well enough, but it could just be coincidence. 
 
    He wondered if it was really any of his business. He wasn’t sure if it made sense for him to take on the responsibility and risk, especially if it led to the Empress having a chance to take him into her control. But what else could he do? His other options seemed limited to offering his help to Maxim Cedric and his army, or perhaps returning to the homestead to rebuild if he wanted to stay out of the conflict. 
 
    He was still considering his future as his eyes grew heavy.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Hal awoke in darkness, to the sound of the door opening. He felt a brief stab of panic as he searched his memory, trying to remember where he was. A tiny spark, followed by a small burst of ruby magic, lit one of the lanterns on the table. Laurel stood in the center of the room, watching him. 
 
    “You’re in my bed,” she said. 
 
    Hal had been lying on top of the blankets, but he still felt a touch defensive about it.  
 
    “Didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep,” he said. 
 
    Laurel smiled at him. She walked over to the hearth and used the poker to stir life back into the coals. She added another log, which quickly caught fire, adding ambient light to the room. 
 
    She was still wearing the same blue tunic and brown leggings from earlier, but she’d taken her cloak off and let her hair down. She looked more like the Laurel that Hal remembered, which made it all the more confusing when she walked over to the bed and sat down close by him. 
 
    “I had some questions,” said Hal. “We didn’t really get a chance to cover everything before.” 
 
    “I’m an open book, Hal,” she said, in a soft voice. 
 
    “Why did Maxim Cedric appoint you as an Ambassador?” asked Hal. 
 
    He was upfront with the question, though he knew that it was impossible for him to ask it without implying that he thought she wasn’t qualified for the role. Though, that was exactly Hal’s thought when he had first heard. Laurel was young, decades younger than most who’d take on such a duty. It didn’t make sense to him. 
 
    “He needs people he can trust,” said Laurel. “I think… Cedric had a sense that things were about to start happening, and knew he needed to keep me close.” 
 
    Her explanation didn’t satisfy Hal, but Laurel had already moved on from it. She’d put her hand on top of his. Hal felt his heart pounding, and cleared his throat, searching for something else to fill the silence before the tension built any further. 
 
    “And Busher?” asked Hal. “Did the Maxim give you him as a bodyguard, or to help teach you about the role?” 
 
    Laurel nodded. “A bit of both, I think.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to like me much,” said Hal. “Is he…?” 
 
    Hal trailed, searching for a tactful way to ask. 
 
    “Is he what?” 
 
    “Are you and him… together?” he asked. “Or have you been before?” 
 
    “Busher has a wife,” said Laurel. “And three daughters. One of whom was injured in yesterday’s attack.” 
 
    Her hand drifted upward, rubbing across his chest. Hal felt himself getting excited, even as his emotions went to battle over what was the right thing for him to do. 
 
    “Laurel,” he said, softly. 
 
    “Halrin.” She leaned forward, her eyes holding his, as they had before. She kissed him without any hesitation and shifted her body, as though presenting herself to him. 
 
    Hal was the one who broke the kiss. He set his hands on her shoulders and let out a sigh. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve always seen you as…” 
 
    As what? As a sister? As Lilith, the little sister who I failed to protect? 
 
    “I’ve tried… so hard,” whispered Laurel. “So many different times, in so many different ways, just to get your attention. You’re so close, Hal, but still so far. I just ask that you see me as who I am. As the woman that I am, here with you, right now.” 
 
    Hal looked her. She wasn’t Lilith. Whatever trick his grief had played on him in the aftermath of his sister’s death had been for no one’s benefit. It had hurt her, he could see now. It had kept him from getting close to the woman who cared about him the most. The choice was his, and it was one he would only get this last chance to make. 
 
    He reached out and brushed a few stray hairs out of Laurel’s face. She blinked a few times in quick succession. Hal let his finger run along the side of her chin, briefly touching her scar. Her reaction surprised him, a small, teasing smile playing across her lips, as though she was amused by how long he was taking. Or more accurately, how long it had taken, for him to really notice her as a woman. 
 
    Hal grinned. He leaned in and kissed her and felt months of pent-up emotions burst forth as Laurel kissed him back. He pulled her in closer to him, and felt her tongue press into his mouth. He ran his hands over her clothing, touching the safe, normal places on her body, first. 
 
    He hesitated before running his fingers across the fabric of her leggings. Part of him expected one or both of them to snap out of it at any second. Or for someone to knock on the door, interrupt the moment, and leave them wondering how they’d even arrived here, afterward. 
 
    Laurel brought her face in close to his again, her lips searching for another kiss. Hal gave it to her. Her hand ran over his crotch, and it was only when her fingers made contact did he realize that he was hard. He wanted her, and not just to hold and kiss. 
 
    They fell back on the bed together. Hal found the bottom hem of her tunic and pulled it up and over her head. She was naked underneath, and he noticed the way she resisted the urge to cover herself. She watched him as he looked her over, his eyes hungry. 
 
    Laurel’s breasts were small, but well-formed, and perfectly proportional for her slender build. Her nipples were pale and pink, and they pointed upward at a slight angle instead of directly out. She was smiling, and Hal realized he’d spent a few tense seconds just staring at her naked chest, like some hormonal teenager looking at his first pair. 
 
    “You still have your ruby on,” whispered Hal, noticing the brooch around her neck. 
 
    “I haven’t had many chances to fill it,” said Laurel. “You can keep your gem on, too.” 
 
    He smiled and gave a small nod. The encounter was slowing down, and he could see the impatience on Laurel’s face. He pulled his own shirt off in record time, along with his pants. He enjoyed his own moment of exhibition as Laurel’s eyes took in his cock. He slowly turned in her direction, letting it point her way, basking in a sort of lewd confidence of his own creation. 
 
    She leaned back on her elbows on the bed and Hal climbed on top of her. She still had her leather leggings on, but he pretended as though she didn’t, kissing her deeply and letting his tool poke and prod at the place where he was planning on putting it. 
 
    The trick had the desired effect. Laurel’s breathing intensified. Hal groped at her breasts, feeling aggressive, feeling like he needed to hold himself back. He kissed her neck, and let his thumb and forefinger gently roll one of her nipples back and forth. 
 
    Her breath was shaky as she reached down and attempted to wiggle out of her tight leggings. A hint of embarrassment touched her cheeks as it became apparent that it would be tricky, with Hal straddling her, as he was. He lifted her up, his cock passing directly in front of her lips and mouth, and then seized her pants by the waistband and roughly pulled them down. 
 
    Laurel kicked them across the room with a frantic movement of her leg. Hal pressed himself down on her again, kissing her lips, his hand brushing across her forehead and cheek. He pulled back slightly, making eye contact with her. His shaft probed in between her thighs, running up the length of her folds, feeling her warmth and wet readiness. He held her gaze, giving her one last chance to come to her senses. 
 
    Laurel nodded. Hal pushed his hips forward, letting out a low sigh as he felt his cock entering her. How long had they both been waiting for this? Had he even realized how badly he’d wanted it? How badly he’d wanted her? 
 
    He wanted to be slow and gentle with her. His body wanted something else. Hal thrust forward, pushing half way in, and then all the way. Laurel was tight, but not too tight. He held her body and repositioned her on the bed, making sure her head was clear of the wall as he began to move faster, and push harder. 
 
    The bed shook with a surprising amount of noise. Laurel’s body seemed to shiver in response to each movement. Hal kissed her deeply and constantly, both of them only pulling their lips apart when they needed to come up for air. 
 
    Her small breasts bounced with cute, circular motions. Hal cupped his hand over one of them and smiled, meeting her eyes. She was blushing and biting her lower lip, but her eyes were happier than he’d ever seen them before. 
 
    For all the tenderness they reserved for each other in regular life, the sex was primal, and rough. Hal thrust into her harder, his hands groping her butt. Laurel began to let out passionate moans and cries, and buried her face against his shoulder, biting into the skin there to stifle them. 
 
    They built to a pace that tested the craftsmanship of the bed. Hal slammed himself into her, as though it might be the first and the last time. The pleasure of her petite, slender body was so much more than he’d been expecting, a hidden secret underneath her chaste, girlish exterior. He could barely control himself, and he could only hold out for so long. 
 
    “Halrin!” cried Laurel. “Oh, by Mystra! Hal!” 
 
    Her hands tightened through his hair, and her back arched, legs opening as wide as they could go. Hal wrapped a shoulder around her and thrust fast and hard, building with an accelerating rhythm, until he was about to explode. 
 
    “Laurel!” He unloaded in her, gasping for air at the pleasure of it. Laurel didn’t stop him or complain. She just breathed, her body soft and sweaty underneath his. 
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    Neither of them said much in the aftermath. Laurel found a sheet to pull over them, and Hal let her cuddle against his shoulder. The fire in the hearth was dimming, and they both stared up at the shadows dancing across the ceiling. 
 
    What just happened between us? 
 
    The way the previous few hours had played out had thrown Hal’s reality out of kilter. He’d just bedded Laurel. He still remembered the way Zoria had joked about them. The way the innkeeper in Lorne, Meridon, had been suspicious of them. So many months of platonic friendship, and the whole time, it was leading up to this? 
 
    He wondered if it was an accidental result of his own dry spell, amplified by the aborted encounter with Rei just before he’d left the homestead. It was possible, but still, Laurel had kissed him first. Maybe he’d just showed up at the right, or wrong, time, and her womanly emotions had gotten the better of her. 
 
    She was a lady of Maxim’s court. They’d been over this before. She was destined to eventually marry a lord, and bear children who would inherit land and titles. She was a lady of Maxim’s court, and neither Hal nor her had had the sense to bring their heated encounter to a safe ending. 
 
    And who was he? Hal, in the context of Krestia’s Cradle, was nobody. He’d owned half the homestead, which was now a pile of ashes and cinders. Other than the heartgem, his pistol, and his sword, he had nothing of value to his name. 
 
    This will never work. And we’re probably fools to think otherwise. 
 
    “Laurel…” Hal said, his voice a sad whisper. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I just… am glad that we could have at least one night.” 
 
    He could hear the disappointment in her voice, and it broke his heart as much as anything could. He let his arm give her a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “The homestead,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think it should be twice as big when we rebuild it,” he said. 
 
    Laurel turned her face so she was looking right at him and blinked a few times. 
 
    “You… want to rebuild it?” she asked. 
 
    “We have to, if we want to keep our claim to the valley,” said Hal. “Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” said Laurel. 
 
    “So once all this settles down, and you aren’t needed as desperately here in court, we head back and rebuild it,” said Hal. “And I think I want my room to be bigger than it was before.” 
 
    “Just your room?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “Of course,” said Hal. “You have your chambers here, so yours will be the same size.” 
 
    “Hey!” Laurel smiled and pinched his shoulder. 
 
    “Karnas, though,” said Hal. “Now he is definitely going to need something bigger. We’ll have to build him some type of huge… barn, or something.” 
 
    “A barn?” 
 
    “A dragon barn,” said Hal. “Yeah. I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “You are ridiculous,” said Laurel. 
 
    “I’m being completely serious,” said Hal. 
 
    “Well, I think I will have to go to rebuild with you,” said Laurel. “If only to keep your ridiculous ideas in check.” 
 
    Hal gave her another squeeze and felt her settle her head against his shoulder again. Her breathing slowed, and both of them fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Hal woke up to the sound of Laurel getting dressed the next morning. He felt a little out of place as he remembered where he was. Sitting up, he felt a stab of pain as the newly formed scab over his back wound shifted at an odd angle. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Laurel. 
 
    “Morning,” said Hal. 
 
    He started to climb out of bed, and then realized that he was still naked. Laurel had folded his clothes and set them on the ground nearby. He pulled them on, feeling an awkward silence settling in between them. 
 
    “I had a servant bring some food to the room, if you’re hungry,” said Laurel. 
 
    “I’m starving,” said Hal. He walked over to the table shirtless, picking up some type of breakfast cake and taking a satisfying bite out of it. 
 
    “Hal?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you…” Laurel hesitated, clearing her throat. “I was planning on giving Busher the day off today. Would you want to fill in for him? If it’s not too much trouble…” 
 
    Back to being her bodyguard? I can live with that. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “What’s on the agenda for the morning?” 
 
    “Maxim Cedric will want me to stop by and check in with him,” said Laurel. “He’s been… sick, as of late. But he’s still as sharp as ever. Just not in a position to be up and about as much.” 
 
    Hal frowned. “He doesn’t seem like the type of leader to let a sickness get him down. Even given his age.” 
 
    “It’s part of the reason why I’m here,” said Laurel.  
 
    Her expression took on a pensive, almost worried quality. Hal started to go to her, to pull her into a hug, and then stopped himself. He wasn’t sure what was appropriate between them, anymore. They’d taken a step forward last night, but he wasn’t sure if the change was permanent. 
 
    He pushed through his hesitation and hugged her anyway, and from the way Laurel leaned her body into him, he could tell she appreciated it. 
 
    “Can I eat first?” asked Hal. 
 
    “As long as you make it fast.” Laurel stepped back and cleared her throat. “You are my bodyguard, after all. I’ll expect you to play that role, while we’re in public.” 
 
    Hal nodded, holding her gaze. He stepped forward until only an inch or two was separating their bodies. 
 
    “While we’re in public,” he said, smiling a little. Laurel blushed. 
 
    Busher was waiting directly outside Laurel’s chamber when they left. He’d already opened his mouth to say something to her when he saw Hal, following in her wake. His expression immediately turned sour. 
 
    “Ambassador Ancina, is there something I should be aware of?” asked Busher. 
 
    “No,” said Laurel. “Go visit your family, Busher. Halrin can handle your duties for today.” 
 
    Hal saw anger flash across the burly man’s expression, but it was quickly suppressed. Busher nodded, glared at Hal briefly, and then turned and walked off. Hal wanted to ask about his reaction, but Laurel was already headed off on her way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Maxim Cedric’s audience chamber was on the lower level, but Hal and Laurel were headed to his private chambers. Laurel led him up flight after flight of stairs, until they finally reached a door near the top of the castle, guarded by two large men wearing chainmail and longswords. 
 
    “Ambassador Ancina,” said one of the men, nodding to her. “The Maxim is expecting you. He’s feeling quite well this morning.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Laurel.  
 
    The guards opened the door, and Hal followed her inside. The chamber wasn’t that different from Laurel’s, slightly bigger, but with no balcony. 
 
    It’s probably too dangerous for the Maxim’s room to have a direct opening to the outside. 
 
    Maxim Cedric was in bed, but he was sitting upright, on top of the sheets, fully dressed. He was gaunter than Hal remembered. His skin was pale, and combined with his white-grey hair and beard, it made him seem far older than he truly was. 
 
    His body was thin, and the regal black and gold outfit he wore seemed baggy on him. He smiled when he saw Laurel, and Hal noticed that the sharp awareness in his eyes was still there. His sickness appeared to be one of the body, rather than the mind. 
 
    “Ambassador Ancina,” said Maxim Cedric. “Thank you for gracing me with your presence. And you as well, Lord Halrin. How are things in Emerald Valley?” 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure what surprised him more: the fact that the Maxim remembered his name, that he’d been addressed as a lord, or the mention of “Emerald Valley.” 
 
    “I should have told you earlier,” whispered Laurel. “The Maxim renamed the valley in order to help dispel some of the old perceptions of the area.” 
 
    I kind of liked Fool’s Valley? Oh well… 
 
    “Uh… thank you, milord,” said Hal.  
 
    He gave an awkward bow, unsure of what was appropriate. He fought the urge to correct the Maxim, to tell him that he wasn’t really a lord. But then again, he was, in a sense. He owned half the homestead and tended to the valley. Perhaps that, along with the right assumptions and demeanor, was all it really took. 
 
    Maxim Cedric shifted on the bed, grimacing slightly as he moved himself to sit on the side of it, feet on the ground. Laurel hurried to his side, helping him as much as she could. Hal’s sympathy must have shown on his face, because Cedric chuckled and raised a reassuring hand. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said the Maxim. “I haven’t been poisoned or infected with anything. It’s a disease in my bones. Unfortunate, but not unexpected. My father also died of it.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric glanced over at Laurel. A look passed between the two of them, full of emotion, sadness, and resolve. 
 
    “I am pressed for time this morning, as you can imagine,” said Maxim Cedric. “Ambassador Ancina, I have an assignment for you, if you are willing.” 
 
    “Of course, milord,” whispered Laurel. 
 
    Maxim Cedric took a deep breath. “There have been reports of a party traveling through the Woodsman Forest, west of Meldence. One of them claims to be a representative of the Collected Provinces.” 
 
    Both Maxim Cedric and Laurel shot a pointed glance in Hal’s direction. 
 
    She must have told him about where I came from. 
 
    “It is certainly a sign of good fortune that you arrived when you did, Lord Halrin,” said Maxim Cedric. “I must ask a favor of you. Would you be willing to accompany and assist my ambassador on this assignment?” 
 
    Hal hesitated, but not out of reluctance. The idea that someone from the Collected Provinces had traveled to Krestia’s Cradle made him stop and question what he truly wanted out of his future. He could still go back, if he decided to. 
 
    He’d considered it, after riding Karnas for the first time and experiencing the speed that a dragon could travel at. It would have been easy for him to ask for a ride home, or even just to head back for a quick visit for a few days. 
 
    He’d been afraid to do it. Afraid of what he would find, or rather, what he wouldn’t. There was nothing left for him in the Collected Provinces. And yet still, the idea of meeting with someone from his homeland, of speaking with them and learning what had transpired in his absence, was extremely seductive. 
 
    “Lord Halrin?” queried the Maxim. 
 
    “Yes,” Hal said. “Of course. I can help Laurel… uh, your ambassador, with this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Maxim Cedric. “The party was last seen three days ago, on the edge of the forest, not far past the main bridge leading across.” 
 
    “That was before the attack,” said Laurel. “Are you sure that they’ll still be there?” 
 
    Cedric chuckled. “Not at all. But we need all of the allies we can get. If there’s any way for you to convince them to lend their aid, or perhaps to even send word back to the land they hail from for help, please do so. Do not be afraid to offer them any amount of gold in return.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Laurel. “I’ll take care of it, Lord Maxim.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric opened his mouth to say something else, but broke into a fit of coughs instead. He waved Laurel away as she moved to his side to help him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “You may go, Ambassador Ancina. I wish to speak with Lord Halrin alone, for a moment.” 
 
    Laurel looked back and forth between Hal and the Maxim. Her expression was odd, a touch fearful, with an edge of worry. She nodded after a couple of seconds and left the chamber without another word. 
 
    “Hal…” said the Maxim, in a tired voice. “Do you mind if I call you Hal?” 
 
    “Everybody else does,” said Hal, smiling at the man’s sudden familiarity with him. 
 
    “You’ve done more for me already than I’ll ever be able to reward you for,” said Maxim Cedric. “But I must ask for one more favor.” 
 
    “You’re speaking as though you expect something dire to happen in the near future,” Hal pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps I do,” said Maxim Cedric. “Though, nothing in this world is certain.” 
 
    Hal walked over to the bed. He dropped to one knee, feeling as though it was the appropriate thing to do, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. 
 
    “What is it you’d have me do?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Protect Laurel,” said Cedric. “Please. See that she comes to no harm. Much of the realm’s future rests in her decisions.” 
 
    In Laurel’s decisions? What does he mean by that? 
 
    “Of course,” said Hal. “I would have done that, regardless.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m asking you to do it,” said Maxim Cedric. “You’re a good man, but you’re too hard on yourself. You’re allowed to let go of the past and focus on the present. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    “…Right,” said Hal. “You’re right.” 
 
    The Maxim chuckled. He waved a hand toward the door, and Hal took it as a dismissal. He considered helping Cedric back into a resting position on the bed, but decided against it. There was still pride in the Maxim’s posture, he wouldn’t be the one to take it away from him by offering help where it wasn’t needed. 
 
    Laurel was waiting right outside the door. She waited until they’d made it down the stairs and into an empty hallway before looking over at him and raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Did he tell you?” she asked. 
 
    “He told me that you were important,” said Hal. “And that I needed to protect you.” 
 
    She exhaled, and it almost seemed like a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Hal. “I feel like there’s more to this than I’m being let in on.” 
 
    “Please.” She reached over and squeezed his hand. “Let’s just focus on the assignment for now, okay? I imagine it’s going to be interesting for you, seeing one of your fellow countrymen.” 
 
    Hal didn’t object to her deflection and pushed his curiosity aside.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I thought the Sand Way was supposed to be impassable, cut off by the desert and sandstorms.” 
 
    “It is,” said Laurel. “Whoever crossed it must have a serious motivation. Or incredible luck.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    It was a bright and sunny day outside, perfect for traveling and heavily contrasting against the ruined state of the city. Hal walked across the castle’s courtyard with Laurel. She’d dressed in her cloak again, this time with a green tunic underneath it and black riding pants. 
 
    “I’ll ride Toothy,” said Laurel. “We’ll have to see if the castle’s stables have any spare horses that you can borrow. Most of them are being used in the defensive effort for scouting and transporting supplies.” 
 
    “No need,” said Hal. “We can walk.” 
 
    Laurel frowned and shook her head. “It’s miles from here to the Woodsman Forest.” 
 
    “We only need to make it out of sightline of the city,” said Hal. “Then Karnas can carry us the rest of the way.” 
 
    Laurel stopped in her tracks. Hal looked over his shoulder at her, smiling a little at the expression on her face. 
 
    She looks like I just told her to swallow a toad. 
 
    “I… I’m not so sure,” she said, clearing her throat nervously. “I don’t think Karnas could carry the both of us…” 
 
    “He’s gotten bigger in the time since you’ve been away,” said Hal. “Trust me. He’ll have no problem with it.” 
 
    “But we might be seen…” 
 
    “It’s not that much of an issue if we’re heading west,” said Hal. “There’s nothing out that way other than the forest. No villages, and even if we are seen, they’ll just think we’re elves on a scouting mission.” 
 
    “But…” Laurel winced. She was clearly working to keep her composure. The old Laurel would have thrown her maturity aside and complained, and Hal could see the conflict playing out inside of her. 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    He grinned and put an arm around her waist. Laurel only let him keep it there for a few seconds as they stepped onto the city streets before pulling herself a respectable distance away. 
 
    Meldence’s recovery was still ongoing. Most of the bodies had been taken care of, and now a mixture of rebuilding and fortification was taking place. Hal saw cautious optimism on the faces of the people he passed by. Some of them probably held out hope that the war with the elves could be resolved through diplomacy, given that the city hadn’t been seized or razed to the ground. 
 
    “How is he even going to know how to find us?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “He has his ways,” said Hal. “He’s got good eyesight. Or a good sense of smell. And he said he’d be watching.” 
 
    “That’s not reassuring,” said Laurel. “It could take a while, and Maxim Cedric is expecting me to make contact today.” 
 
    “We can always find a nice, secluded hill to wait on,” said Hal. “Maybe come up with something we can do to pass the time?” 
 
    He smiled mischievously at her, and Laurel rolled her eyes. They passed through the city gates and out onto the road. There was only a footpath leading west, meandering through the hills toward the Woodsman Forest.  
 
    The walked slowly, enjoying each other’s company. Laurel had pinned her hair up into a neat bun using two wooden sticks, and Hal was tempted to reach over and pull one of them loose. She seemed to sense his intention as soon as he reached out with his hand, smiling and pulling slightly to the side. 
 
    “You’re such a child,” said Laurel. “You should learn to take and follow orders better. Like Busher does.” 
 
    “I’m coming along for the sake of diplomacy,” said Hal. “Didn’t you hear the Maxim? I’m Lord Halrin of Emerald Valley, now.” 
 
    Laurel rolled her eyes. “Something tells me that Fool’s Valley is going to stick, once the court gets wind of you.” 
 
    “I’m fine with either, as long as I get to keep calling myself a lord,” said Hal. 
 
    They were far enough from the city to be out of direct view. Hal stepped in closer to Laurel, setting his hands on her hips. She looked at him, smiling a little. He kissed her, and felt her lips moving hungrily against his. 
 
    “We probably have time,” said Hal. “What do you say to sitting down on top of a hill, for a bit?” 
 
    Laurel’s hands ran through her hair. He let himself exhale against her neck, planting another soft kiss there. 
 
    Karnas shook the ground as he landed, reminding Hal of another similar, recent interruption. He pulled back from Laurel a little, looking at the dragon and smiling. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Hal. “Looks like our steed has arrived.” 
 
    Karnas brought his head down and in close to the two humans, nuzzling into Laurel until she started petting him. 
 
    “Lolo!” said Karnas. “Hally…” 
 
    “I really don’t know about this, Hal,” said Laurel. “There are just… too many ways it could go wrong.” 
 
    “Nothing is going to go wrong,” said Hal. “Right Karnas? It’s safe riding you, even if we’re both on your back.” 
 
    “Safe…” said Karnas. “Lolo… not worry…” 
 
    “We’re headed west,” said Hal. “Toward the forest way over there.” He pointed west. “Can you take us?” 
 
    “Okay…” said Karnas. 
 
    “What more assurance could you need?” Hal took Laurel by the hand and half led, half dragged her around to the side of the dragon. He climbed up onto Karnas first, and then offered her a helping hand. 
 
    He expected Laurel to keep up her resistance, but she steeled her expression and nodded. Hal could see her forcing herself to be brave, and it reminded him of how much she’d matured since coming to the capital. She could push through fear, through doubt, and commit herself to action. 
 
    I’m proud of her. She’s grown so strong. 
 
    He helped her up onto the dragon behind him. Hal hung onto the scales on Karnas’s neck, while Laurel had her arms looped around his waist, holding on to him so tightly that it almost made it hard for him to breathe. 
 
    Karnas stretched his wings, gave them an exploratory flap, and then leapt into flight. Hal heard a quiet, high-pitched gasp from Laurel as they lifted into the air. Karnas continued flapping, gaining height until they could see the Meldence below them, Lake Krestia to the north, and the sprawling grasslands to the east. 
 
    “Nice view, isn’t it?” asked Hal. He had to shout to be heard over the rush of wind and rhythmic beating of Karnas’s wings. 
 
    “…Incredible,” whispered Laurel. Karnas banked into a turn to set them on a westward trajectory, and she let out a small squeal, hugging tighter to Hal. Her tunic was thinner than it looked, and Hal could feel the points of her nipples pressing into his back. It made him wish they’d had just a few more minutes before Karnas’s interruption… 
 
    “How long will it take?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “Not long,” said Hal. “An hour, maybe. Faster if Karnas finds a suitable air current.” 
 
    Karnas flapped his wings, raising them a little higher into the air. Laurel rested her head against Hal’s shoulder. He could feel her breathing against his cheek, fast, almost panicked. He took one of his hands off Karnas’s neck to set on top of hers, giving a small squeeze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The Woodsman Forest slowly came into view over the course of the next hour. It was well deserving of its name, a thick collection of dense foliage and some of the tallest trees Hal had ever seen. 
 
    It was the type of woods that would have been hard to clear without a concerted effort on the part of a large, determined group of people. A place that only woodsmen could take advantage of.  
 
    An old stone arch bridge spanned the river that cut the Woodsman Forest off from the grasslands. Hal squeezed his arms against Karnas’s neck, signaling the dragon to descend. Karnas was careful when he had passengers, and the landing was gentler than the ground shaking descents that he performed on his own. 
 
    Hal hopped down first, and then helped Laurel. She took a few steps on shaky legs before getting her bearings.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “I doubt whoever it is we’re here to find will be too far into the forest, given how expansive it is. We should be ready for an encounter as soon as we cross the bridge.” 
 
    Hal nodded slowly. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    He set a hand on the hilt of his sword. The last thing he wanted was to enter into conflict with people from his homeland, but he wouldn’t hesitate if it came down to protecting Laurel. 
 
    “I don’t think it will come to violence,” said Laurel. “Just let me do the talking and serve me as a bodyguard.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Hal. “Karnas, you can hang out here if you want, or circle overhead. We’ll be back in an hour or two.” 
 
    “Watch you,” said Karnas. He flapped his wings and took to the air, circling as he rose into the sky. 
 
    “Come on,” said Laurel. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Her confidence had returned to her in full, and Hal almost felt like she’d slapped a bridle on him. He walked alongside her over the bridge. The water below them sang as it flowed over rocks and around bends in the river. The air was cold, but not quite cold enough to freeze their breath. 
 
    Entering the forest was like stepping into another world. The canopy was thick overhead, allowing sunlight through in shafts that seemed purposeful in how they illuminated patches of the pine needles carpeting the ground. The air smelled like sap, and it was eerily quiet, as though the birds had all left for the season. 
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” said Laurel.  
 
    “You think so?” asked Hal. 
 
    She nodded. “It makes me wonder what it would be like to have a homestead in the woods, instead of in a valley.” 
 
    “Probably a lot less convenient,” said Hal. “But I get your meaning. There’s something different about this place. Peaceful.” 
 
    There’d been a path through the trees once, but it was only obvious for the first few hundred feet. Hal and Laurel kept heading in the same general direction, the trees growing larger and closer together with every step. 
 
    Hal felt a sudden stab of caution as they passed by a tree that had fallen onto a large boulder, easily three or four carriages in size. He grabbed Laurel’s arm with one hand and reached for his pistol with the other. 
 
    “Don’t,” came a commanding voice. “Keep your hands where we can see them.” 
 
    Several figures emerged from hiding, some of them from behind the boulder, others from behind trees or bushes. They were all holding pistols or rifles, weapons that were all but unknown in Krestia’s Cradle. Hal felt familiarity and nostalgia surging through him as he recognized the style of their clothing. 
 
    These are my people. 
 
    The man who appeared to be the leader of the group stood out from the rest, as much for his appearance as the way the others deferred to him with their gazes. He was completely bald, and had suffered serious burns to his face and neck. It left him looking deformed, with half of his face looking scarred, almost melted. 
 
    “I am Ambassador Laurel Ancina,” said Laurel. “I came on command of my Lord Maxim to make contact with a group of travelers rumored to be from the Collected Provinces. Might you be who I’m seeking?” 
 
    The scarred man was staring, not at Laurel, but Hal. It made Hal feel like going for his gun, but he fought back the reflex. 
 
    “Weapons down,” said the scarred man. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “What?” Another man with glasses and a baby face spoke up. “What proof do we have that she is who she claims to be?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said the scarred man. “I have all the proof I need.” 
 
    He sheathed his pistol and grinned at Hal. His lip only rose up all the way on one side, and it made the expression seem more like a sneer. 
 
    “Halrin…” said the scarred man. 
 
    Hal stared uncomprehendingly at him. “Who are you?” 
 
    The scarred man chuckled and gestured to his face. “Is it that bad, or are you still half-blind from all the time you spent in the library, poring over those books?” 
 
    The words hit Hal like a punch to the stomach, except with numb shock in the place of pain. He took a staggering step forward, his eyes wide, mouth agape. 
 
    “…Mauve?” His voice was shaky with emotion and disbelief. “It… can’t be. Mauve!” 
 
    Mauve laughed. It was a deeper, scratchier laugh than he remembered, but the joy on his face was familiar, even through the scars. They crossed the distance to each other, hugging and patting each other on the back. Mauve had survived the massacre. Hal still had people left, back home. He pulled back so he was looking at Mauve again. 
 
    “…Lilith?” he asked, his voice hopeful, almost begging.  
 
    If Mauve managed to survive the flames, there was no reason she couldn’t have. Hal didn’t care about scars or what she looked like, only if she was alive. He’d spent so much time in Krestia’s Cradle, lost and hopeless. Lilith being alive, back across the desert, would change everything. 
 
    He could go home. He could rebuild with her. He could apologize to her, for making a promise that he hadn’t managed to keep, despite how easy it would have been. Or, he could bring Lilith here. Introduce her to Laurel, and a new world full of possibilities and adventure. 
 
    It’s like a dream. For her to still be alive… 
 
    “Hal…” Mauve shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I was the only survivor.” 
 
    The stupid agony of those simple words was almost too much for Hal to bear. His voice caught in his throat as he tried to lie, to tell Mauve that it was okay, and that he was just glad that someone had survived. A noise somewhere in between a sob and a groan escaped on his exhale, and he closed his eyes. It was as though someone had torn the wound of Lilith’s death open, stabbed a knife into it, and poured salt into the resulting gouge. 
 
    “Halrin,” whispered Laurel. She’d come up beside him at some point, and set a hand on his shoulder. It helped more than he’d expected it to. Hal cleared his throat and forced composure back into his expression and voice. 
 
    “Right,” said Hal. “Mauve. My brother. I can’t tell you how much it means to me to have you here.” 
 
    “You have so much explaining to do,” said Mauve. “How in the world did you end up in this land? And how did you survive, in the first place?” 
 
    “The dragon,” said Hal. “It carried me here. It’s a long story, but it wanted me alive.” 
 
    “We have time,” said Mauve. “I want to hear all of it.” 
 
    “How about we head back to Meldence, first?” asked Hal. “It’s more comfortable there. And I have just as many of the same questions. What are you doing here, Mauve? And how did you get here?” 
 
    “There were reports of the dragon heading to the east, across the desert,” said Mauve. “It took some doing, but I managed to organize an expedition to go after it. Got myself elected in the process.” 
 
    He grinned at Hal, who shook his head and smiled back. 
 
    “Officially, we came here to take a survey on the land across the desert, if it truly existed,” said Mauve. “I guess we also came to rescue you, as a result. And of course, to take vengeance against the monsters who wronged us both.” 
 
    Mauve’s expression hardened, becoming something that was unnerving, even to Hal. He suddenly felt as though he was looking into a mirror, even though Mauve’s face was more physically different from his own than it ever had been before. 
 
    Revenge. Is this what it looks like to someone on the outside? 
 
    “We already got one of the world blasted monsters,” said Mauve. “Or we captured it, at least. A juvenile, not fully grown. It managed to escape, but we did some damage to it, maybe enough to kill it anyway.” 
 
    Hal had an unwanted realization as the pieces of an old puzzle fell into place. When Karnas had come to his rescue during his escape from the Upper Realm, the dragon had been malnourished and badly wounded. Hal had assumed he’d never know the full story behind the dragon’s injuries, but everything fit. How many other juvenile dragons were there in Krestia’s Cradle? 
 
    Before he could finish processing his conclusion, the tops of the trees above them exploded with orange light. Sparks and flaming embers fell in a shower around Hal and Mauve. The rest of the party from the Collected Provinces took cover behind the boulder, and Laurel drew in close to him. 
 
    The ground shook as Karnas landed in the middle of the falling, flaming shards of wood. He opened his mouth and let out a savage roar unlike anything Hal had ever heard out of him before. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Mauve leapt backward, falling into a Kye Lornis roll that Hal knew all too well. He had his pistol out, and was pointing it at Karnas, steadying his aim. Hal shouted a wordless warning, but Karnas was still roaring, drowning out all other sound. 
 
    “Hurt… me!” cried the dragon. He exhaled flames toward the boulder and the rest of Mauve’s group. The fire splashed across rock, missing its intended targets. 
 
    Mauve fired his pistol. Hal was caught off guard by how loud the gunshot was, and again by how little of a result there was to show for it. He’d grown used to his magic and Flame Shot over the past few months, and using a pistol with an actual bullet and black powder seemed like a crude imitation of what he could manage. 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted, this time putting himself in between Karnas and Mauve. “You don’t understand! Mauve, Karnas!” 
 
    “He… hurt me!” cried Karnas. “Hally!” 
 
    “No!” shouted Hal. “No fighting! Everybody… just calm down.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” shouted Mauve. “Hal, it’s one of them! These… monsters. They took everything from us! Lilith, Maddy…” 
 
    “Just give me a chance to explain,” said Hal. “Please.” 
 
    Mauve kept his pistol aimed at Karnas, but it was an empty gesture. It would take him at least half a minute to reload it. The rest of Mauve’s party stayed hidden behind the boulder, with only the man with glasses poking his head up to watch what was happening. 
 
    “Aangavar, the dragon who attacked our estate is dead,” said Hal. “I went after him. Spent time training, found others to help, and we brought him down. Karnas… is his son.” 
 
    Reactions came on both sides of the conflict. Karnas made a strange noise, and it was only then that Hal realized that he’d never told the dragon the full story about he’d come into their care. 
 
    This isn’t a good way of breaking it to him. Not in the slightest. 
 
    “You named that monster after Karnas?” shouted Mauve. “After your father? How little is your respect for his memory? To spit in the face of his corpse, like this. By giving his name to that… thing.” 
 
    “He isn’t evil,” said Hal. “He’s a dragon, yes, but you have to see past that.” 
 
    “See past what?” shouted Mauve. “See past the face and the eyes of the monster? If that satisfies you, so be it, but I haven’t found my revenge yet, Halrin. It’s right here, in front of me. Do you expect me to ignore it?” 
 
    “Mauve!” said Hal. Karnas roared and reared up on his back legs. 
 
    “My… father,” said Karnas. “Aangavar?” 
 
    “Karnas, I can explain everything to you,” he said. “Just hold on. Please. If you have any trust for me, or for Laurel, just–” 
 
    The dragon didn’t give him a chance to finish. He jumped straight into the air, his hind limbs launching him upward with surprising force. His wings broke tree branches as he flapped them, taking off at a breakneck pace. Hal felt an ache in his heart as he watched Karnas disappear from his view. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Hal,” said Mauve. “Though I don’t suppose I can blame you for all of it, after what you’ve been through. I’ll give you a chance. You can come home with us. You’d be welcomed back with open arms in the Collected Provinces.” 
 
    Hal was already shaking his head. He rested his palms against his forehead, feeling overwhelmed by the sudden, tumultuous turn of events. 
 
    “This is my home, now,” he said. For some reason, he felt the urge to look at Laurel as he spoke the words. She wasn’t the only one who noticed. Mauve’s attention flickered across her for a moment, and then he shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe it’s for the best, then,” said Mauve. “We aren’t done with our expedition yet, but we will be soon. Hal… my brother… come to your senses. Find us if you change your mind.” 
 
    There was so much more that Hal wanted to say to him, and yet at the same time, there was nothing at all left to be said. Hal watched Mauve heading over to join the rest of his group, reassuring them in a quiet voice. He felt Laurel’s hand close against his. 
 
    “We should go,” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t you need to carry out your diplomacy?” asked Hal. 
 
    Laurel frowned slightly. “There isn’t much help I can see them providing to us, in the near term. They at least know now that we’ll welcome them as diplomats if they decide to travel on to Meldence.” 
 
    Hal hesitated as she pulled him back in the direction they’d come from, but only for a moment. The sinking feeling hadn’t left his stomach. He was worried for Karnas, and unsure of what the dragon would do after hearing the circumstances of his origin. 
 
    He walked hand in hand with Laurel through the forest, and then back out across the bridge. The trip out had taken barely an hour, but walking back would easily cost them the rest of the day. He appreciated the fact that she held back from pointing out how much better off they’d be if they’d taken horses, as she’d suggested. 
 
    “It could have gone worse, Hal,” said Laurel. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “You think he’ll forgive me?” asked Hal. 
 
    “There isn’t anything to forgive,” said Laurel. “We raised him. We are closer to being his family, his parents, even, then any dragon, living or dead. He’s upset right now, but he has no more right to blame us for his circumstances than we have to blame him for ours.” 
 
    Hal glanced over at her. She was absentmindedly running a finger along the length of the scar on her cheek. Aangavar had nearly torn the bottom right section of her face off when he’d given it to her. She was right. He just hoped that Karnas would eventually see it in the same way. 
 
    “You called that man your brother,” said Laurel, shifting their conversation in another direction. 
 
    “He is my brother, in all but blood,” said Hal. “We grew up together. He’s the same as me, in so many ways.” 
 
    And different, in so many others. I’ve changed since coming here. 
 
    “We could go back,” said Laurel. “Try to talk to him some more?” 
 
    Hal shook his head. As much as he missed Mauve, being around him was the last thing he needed, at that moment. He sighed and tried to keep his frustration from overwhelming him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Hal. “I just need… some time to think.” 
 
    The walk back to Meldence was long and silent. Hal and Laurel were both tired and hungry when the city gates came into view. The guards were on high alert on the walls, a stark reminder of how precarious the situation with the elves was.  
 
    They were at war, and they were desperate. It made Hal wonder if he should have tried harder to convince Mauve to come to Meldence, though doing so without revealing the full situation would have made him feel deceptive and manipulative. 
 
    “Busher will probably panic if he heads back to the castle only to find that I haven’t returned,” said Laurel. “I should check in with him, and with the Maxim.” 
 
    “I need some time to think,” said Hal. 
 
    She gave him a strange look. He’d had all the time he could need to think on the long walk back. What Hal really meant was that he needed some time to think alone, without having to consider how each of his actions would affect those around him. 
 
    Laurel nodded, her eyes filling with compassion and understanding. She leaned in close and planted a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid,” she whispered. “At least not without telling me, first.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Hal. 
 
    She split off from him, heading up toward the castle, while Hal meandered through the ruined city streets. The city was even more abandoned than it had been that morning. People were fleeing in droves, taking their families with them. It left only the guards, militia, and merchants crazy enough to capitalize on the chaos. 
 
    It took him a while to find an open tavern, and even then, he was one of only three patrons. He took a seat at the bar, and a chubby woman wearing an apron over her dress took his order. The beer was twice the normal price, but tending to the homestead had left Hal with a decent amount of spending money, and he paid without complaint. 
 
    How many times had he dreamed of being reunited with Mauve, Lilith, and his father? It was always perfect in his dreams, the events unfolding in a way that undid everything that had happened since the attack on the Kentar estate and dropped him back into the life he’d lost. 
 
    What if he did decide to head back to the Collected Provinces with Mauve? Was that even a possibility? It almost felt like a betrayal now, as though he’d be turning his back on Laurel, and trampling all over Karnas’s loyalty. He thought about Mauve and the others in his party attacking Karnas, holding him prisoner out of a misguided sense of vengeance. It made him feel angry, and so very confused. 
 
    Strangely, what Hal wanted more than anything was for Mauve to be there in the tavern with him. If they’d just had a chance to drink ale, share stories, reminisce, and maybe move through some Kye Lornis flows, everything could be simple again. It could all make sense. 
 
    He thought back to some of their more intense Kye Lornis battles.  At the end of each, when the drumming stopped and both of them were sweaty and out of breath, they’d always been friends, regardless of how heated or competitive they were with each other in the moment. Was this just part of life? Growing up, and growing apart? 
 
    Hal was still thinking about Mauve as he waved the barkeep over to refill his mug a fifth time. She frowned, but took his money and did as asked. The ale had tasted a touch bitter at the start of the evening, but he was thoroughly drunk and drinking it as easily as water. 
 
    Someone sat down next to him. It was a woman, dressed in a green robe, with a long, intricate black braid. 
 
    “Hello, Halrin,” said Cadrian. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Hal’s first reaction didn’t involve attacking or defending. He slowly turned his head, staring at her, the alcohol blurring his vision just enough to make him question whether it was really her. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing her eyepatch, and the fact that both of her eyes were in working condition only served to remind Hal of her lies, and her betrayal. But the green robe she wore was one that he’d seen her in so many times before, during their training. Hal had taken it off her before, spread it across the grass to serve as a pallet for their love making. She still looked like his master with it on, the woman he’d learned from and trusted. 
 
    She’s not my master. She’s a monster with a pretty face. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked Hal. “Why would you come here?” 
 
    “To speak with you,” said Cadrian. She gestured to the barkeep, who hurried to get her a mug of ale. Hal’s emotions were a contained storm, shifting and swirling and affected by all he’d had to drink. 
 
    “Speak with me?” he asked, through clenched teeth. “You’re lucky I don’t attack you.” 
 
    The words made him feel small and pathetic, rather than serving as a threat. She knew him almost as well as a person could, the way he thought, the way he reacted. Was there even any truth to it? 
 
    For as much as Hal hated her, he still remembered his last encounter with her in the Upper Realm. She’d protected him, saved his life, and even risked her own in her attempt to share her cloud catch with him on their fall back down to the surface. Paradoxically, Hal hated her even more for that, for making things complicated and hollowing out the nature of his revenge. 
 
    “If you’re going to attack me, do it now,” said Cadrian. “I won’t waste your time, Halrin. All I ask is the same from you in return.” 
 
    She took a slow sip of her ale. Her face was expressionless, but she still managed to look arrogant and calm in the face of the circumstances. Hal took a shaky breath, feeling the way the ale influenced his emotions, knowing what was about to happen. He didn’t say anything for a long moment. 
 
    When he next spoke, it was with his sword. Hal drew it from its sheath and pushed back from his bar stool in a single, fluid motion. Cadrian reacted without missing a beat, raising her longsword up to catch the edge of his weapon as it arced toward her head. 
 
    The swords were a match for each other, both with similar blade widths, polished blackwood hilts, and ridged sections etched into the metal for dragging spark rings across. Cadrian had given him his sword, and he’d kept it with him all this time. He’d almost lost it when he’d been captured and taken to the Upper Realm, but Laurel had found it and his pistol, and kept both safe for him. 
 
    Hal spun, trying to slash at her with a reverse strike. Cadrian blocked it easily and retaliated with a thrust. He assumed it was a feint, and it might have started as one, but she shifted her footing, stepping forward. 
 
    He tried to block and step to the side, but his stool had fallen that way, and he couldn’t take a step and kick it out of the way at the same time. Cadrian’s sword pierced through the cloth of his shirt, coming within a hair’s length of drawing blood. She held his gaze for just long enough to make it clear that it was exactly what she’d intended. 
 
    The few patrons who’d been in the tavern when Hal first arrived were all heading for the door, keeping low as though worried about being mistaken for targets. The barkeep was nowhere to be seen. Between the tables, the furniture, and the low ceiling, there was a limit to how freely either of them could swing their swords. 
 
    Hal rushed forward, attacking Cadrian with slashes more influenced by his inebriation, than his training. Cadrian blocked the first two before spinning, neatly kicking a chair into the air. Hal’s sword sunk into it, but he stomped his foot onto the seat and pulled it loose without much trouble. 
 
    The two of them circled each other, both eyeing the tavern for anything that could be used to their advantage. Hal considered throwing one of the half-full mugs of ale at her before deciding that it would be beneath him. He had other ways to surprise her. 
 
    He whipped his short sword into a powerful, horizontal slash. Cadrian dodged it with less than an inch to spare, and immediately moved to take advantage of the opening the movement left. Hal ducked low, channeling his diamond essence and curiosity as he used Wind Dash to rush by her. 
 
    Her robe blew halfway open from the focused gust that pushed Hal forward and trailed in his wake. He moved to capitalize on his new position, twisting his sword into an overhead slash aimed at her shoulder. Cadrian blocked it without looking, and then held his blade where it was as she slowly turned to face him. 
 
    “A new thesis spell,” she said. “You’ve unlocked the diamond essence of your heartgem. What of the others? How much more of your potential have you realized?”  
 
    “None of your business,” said Hal. “You aren’t my master anymore, Cadrian.” 
 
    An amused smile played across her lips. She almost seemed to be mocking him, as though she’d seen what he’d managed to achieve through training on his own and wasn’t impressed. It made Hal furious, and he had to force himself to stay calm and focus on fighting with good form. 
 
    He used Wind Dash to assist his next attack, flying across the floor and into range faster than Cadrian had been expecting. His sword screeched as it bounced off hers, but the slash had been intended to distract her. Hal brought his knee up, slamming it into her stomach. She’d taught him that move, and had described it as being a cheap, but effective trick. 
 
    Cadrian crumpled slightly but stayed on her feet. Hal caught her wrist with his hand as she tried to retaliate with her weapon. She twisted, slamming her elbow into his wrist and knocking Hal’s short sword loose. Her back pressed against Hal’s chest, both of them moving together, trying to pull the other off balance and gain the advantage. 
 
    They bumped into a table and fell to the floor, with Cadrian losing her grip on her sword. With both of them unarmed, the fight shifted off swordplay and into the primal, physical wrestling they’d spent so much time practicing on the grass of the clearing. 
 
    Hal was bigger than her, with a man’s physique and muscles. Which made it all the more frustrating to feel Cadrian getting the upper hand, twisting out of his grip, leveraging his body and limbs against him. He flailed, trying to grab her wrist and cupping one of her breasts instead. He tried to force his hand up toward her neck, but she turned, blocking the movement with her shoulder. 
 
    “Get out of my tavern!” The barkeep had reappeared by the door, and held a broom in the air over her head. It was more of a gesture, than anything, but Hal knew that she’d escalate to calling the guards if they ignored her, if she hadn’t already. 
 
    He pulled himself loose of Cadrian and stood up, finding his sword on the floor and sheathing it. Cadrian did the same, taking a second to adjust her robe, her face pensive. 
 
    “This was a mistake,” she said. She walked past Hal and out of the tavern. 
 
    “You too!” shouted the barkeep. “Get out of here!” 
 
    Hal resisted the urge to scowl at the woman and hurried after Cadrian. It was dark outside, with few lanterns and torches in the street, given the lack of people. Hal could make out Cadrian’s silhouette down the street, and he followed her without really knowing why. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted. “I’m not done with you yet!” 
 
    Cadrian didn’t stop walking as she spoke. “It’s as you said. I’m not your master anymore. We have no business with each other, unless you intend to attack me again.” 
 
    She turned a corner, and entered a section of the city that had been destroyed to the point of being abandoned. Hal followed her in between two burned-out buildings, and up to the edge of the city’s wall. She stopped and turned to face him. 
 
    “Why are you here, Cadrian?” asked Hal. “Or should I call you Elyse? Elyse Ardstone… You and your sister, playing your games! Manipulating people’s lives like it’s all just a theater show!” 
 
    He was still drunk, too drunk to be confronting her properly. Cadrian looked him over, her eyes taking him in and recognizing his current state. 
 
    “Marnella is dead,” she said. 
 
    The words gave Hal pause. He’d wondered why he hadn’t been able to get in touch with Marnella using the view crystal. He had tried several times, despite the anger he felt for Cadrian and her family. Why had he ever agreed to help them, in the first place? 
 
    Because of what the Upper Realm is like. Because of how bad the slaves have it, and how desperately they need help. 
 
    “You’re manipulating me again,” said Hal. “The fight in the bar. Leading me out here. This is all… just another trick.” 
 
    Cadrian’s eyes bore into him. She was more intense as an enemy than she’d ever been as his master. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking, whether they were about to fight again, or whether she had something up her sleeve. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to manipulate you, then don’t listen to what I have to say,” said Cadrian. “Turn around, walk away, and call it a night. Because I will use you, Halrin, if you let me. I’ll use you for all that you’re worth. And it will save lives.” 
 
    Hal gritted his teeth as he considered what she was saying. She’d chosen her words carefully, and she was probably telling the truth. There was no reason why she’d have come to Meldence to find him if she wasn’t planning something. 
 
    Cadrian rushed forward, catching him completely off guard. He barely managed to throw himself out of the way of her first sword strike, and overhead slash. He pulled his sword loose from his scabbard, only managing to block her next strike an instant before it would have sliced into his abdomen. 
 
     “I’m not even trying,” said Cadrian. “And neither are you.” 
 
    She pushed him back with a series of strikes that were too fast for Hal to follow. He only blocked them because she’d intended for him to, angling each cut and slash to his sword instead of vital points on his body. She stopped and took several steps backward, creating a gap between them. 
 
    “If you wanted to kill me, Halrin, you would have drawn your pistol instead of your sword.” Cadrian sheathed her weapon and waited, giving him a chance to do it, if he wanted to. 
 
    Hal thought of Lilith, and of his father. She’d been the one riding Aangavar. She was the person who’d stolen his old life from him, murdered his family, and stranded him in a strange land full of people looking to take advantage of him. 
 
    And she was also his master. She’d also kissed him, taught him, and pushed him to be a stronger person. He appreciated her for that almost as much as he hated her for the chaos she’d sown into his fate. 
 
    “…Why?” he asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    Cadrian took that as her cue to close the distance between them. She walked over to him, stood just within range of his sword, and looked him in the eyes. Hal saw something in her expression, genuine sadness, along with guilt. Along with shame. It was something real, and he understood more about her from glimpsing it than he had in the rest of the time he’d known her. 
 
    “The Empress requires a favor from you,” said Cadrian. “She sent me to convince you. To manipulate you into doing it, if I had to.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” asked Hal. “I already gave the Empress her answer, and she burned my homestead down in return. You’re out of your mind if you think I’d hear her out a second time.” 
 
    “She has hostages,” said Cadrian. “Laurel’s brother, Willum. He was originally taken to apply pressure to Lady Katara and keep her loyal, but once Empress Kay discovered his connection to Laurel and her connection to you, she shifted her focus.” 
 
    “Willum…” Hal sighed, feeling annoyed at how easily the situation could have been averted. He’d given Willum the chance to escape with him, and Willum had refused. 
 
    “She’ll try to capture Laurel, too, if she can,” said Cadrian. “This is how Empress Kay operates.” 
 
    There was an edge of bitterness to Cadrian’s voice that hinted at something. 
 
    “She’s doing it to you, too,” said Hal. “You wouldn’t be here, otherwise.” 
 
    “She has my sister,” said Cadrian. 
 
    “I thought you said Marnella was dead?” asked Hal. 
 
    “My younger sister.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything to that. He sheathed his sword and folded his arms, annoyed by his lack of good options. 
 
    “What does she want from me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    “The Empress has recovered an ancient artifact known as the Jessa Archive,” said Cadrian. “It’s a memory crystal with the personality and life experiences of a historical Heart Holder etched into it.” 
 
    Hal raised eyebrow, remembering something from earlier. “Was it here? In Meldence?” 
 
    Cadrian nodded. “It was the Empress’s motivation for the attack, both on West Haven, where it was first rumored to be, and on Meldence.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” said Hal. “There are other ways she could have recovered it. Attacking Meldence makes no sense.” 
 
    He hesitated, remembering the savagery with which the Empress had come after the heartgem, burning through his family for her chance at possessing it. And Cadrian had been the instrument of destruction. Hal looked away from her, feeling as though he was failing his family’s memory in some way. 
 
    “The Empress thinks differently than you or I,” said Cadrian. “She’s old, even by eklid standards. It’s why you should give serious consideration to this offer.” 
 
    “Why does she need me?” asked Hal. “It sounds like she already has what she wants.” 
 
    “Jessa was a Heart Holder,” said Cadrian. “She locked her memories away in a form that only another Heart Holder can access. The Empress wants you to unlock the archive.” 
 
    “What could possibly be within it that’s worth all of this?” asked Hal. 
 
    Cadrian shook her head. “I don’t know for certain. My honest opinion of this offer is that it leaves you with leverage. The Empress can sometimes become desperate in the most petty of ways.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” asked Hal. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he needed her answer. After watching the homestead burn at the hand of the Empress’s valkyries, he had a sense of what she might do. 
 
    “She’ll take it out on the people close to you, if she can,” said Cadrian. “On Laurel, and her brother. On Zoria, if she discovers the connection there.” 
 
    Hal nodded, her thoughts confirming his own. 
 
    “Could this be a trap?” he asked. 
 
    “Very possible,” said Cadrian. “I see no reason why the Empress wouldn’t consider capturing or double-crossing you as soon as she has what she wants.” 
 
    Hal tapped his finger against his leg. He was still feeling the effects of all the ale he’d imbibed over the course of the night. 
 
    “I need your answer now,” said Cadrian. “She’s expecting me back by morning. If you are willing to take this risk, come with me now.” 
 
    Everything about the offer set off his suspicions, down to the fact that Cadrian was the one presenting it to him. What did that mean? The Empress could have sent another of her valkyries, or perhaps even another human, a slave, or a member of the Ardstones’ extended family. 
 
    She’d sent Cadrian, of all people. Was she hoping that Hal would refuse? Or did she suspect that his old master would have the tact to manipulate him into coming along, despite all the bad blood between them? 
 
    It doesn’t matter. If refusing puts Laurel in danger, I don’t have a choice. 
 
    He felt bad about breaking the promise he’d made to her earlier, but there wasn’t time for him to head back to the castle to let her know of his plans. And she might have talked him out of them, as level-headed as she’d become in the last month. 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Hal. 
 
    He took a step in the direction of the nearest gate. Cadrian grabbed his hand, her fingers cold against the palm, and instead pulled him in another direction. They walked along the wall for a dozen or so feet, before stopping. 
 
    She pulled back a curtain of vines growing from the battlements above. Behind it was a triangular shaped crack in the wall, with a section of dirt dug out underneath it to allow for passage, if the people involved were willing to squeeze through. 
 
    “How did you know about this?” asked Hal. 
 
    “It’s my job,” said Cadrian. She didn’t look at him as she replied, instead moving to pass through the gap. 
 
    Hal followed after her, and within a minute, they were both outside the city, jogging north through the darkness. The air was sobering and cold on his face, and it helped him focus. 
 
    He remembered Karnas as he ran alongside Cadrian and wondered if the dragon might still be in range of the city. He’d been so upset after learning the truth about his heritage. Hal knew he needed to apologize, preferably sooner, rather than later, but it would have to happen on Karnas’s terms, given how hard it would be for him to head off and find the dragon. 
 
    Cadrian moved through the darkness ahead of him, each of her long, loping steps only barely seeming to touch the ground. Hal could almost trick himself into thinking that they were training together, running as an exercise. He could almost do that, before his emotions reminded him of the betrayal, and the rift between them. 
 
    What was he supposed to do about that? He’d wanted revenge so badly, and now here he was, outside the city in the middle of the night, with her right there. He could kill her. He knew how to get to West Haven and doubted that the Empress would begrudge him for doing away with one of her less favored servants. 
 
    He’d killed before, more times now than he could count. Would it make much of a difference to have a little more blood on his hands in the name of revenge? The first part of the question echoed in his head, as though it was the answer he’d been seeking. 
 
    Would it make a difference? To kill Cadrian? Would it really change anything or bring me the right kind of satisfaction? 
 
    Acknowledging that it wouldn’t made Hal hate her even more. He wouldn’t kill her, not just yet, and maybe not ever. But he wouldn’t stop hating her, either. 
 
    “Ahead,” said Cadrian. “There’s a group of husks behind the next hill.” 
 
    She didn’t stop to discuss strategy or ask if he was ready. She simply unsheathed her sword and moved to engage. Hal reached for his pistol, and then hesitated. He was heading into an encounter with the Empress, and he had no idea when the next time he’d be able to refill his heartgem would be. 
 
    He opted against using his magic, instead drawing his short sword and falling into position next to Cadrian. There were six of the monsters gathered around a corpse, slowly digging into it with their crowded teeth and overlong fingers. 
 
    They stood up straight in eerie unison as Hal and Cadrian approached. Four of them charged Cadrian, while the other two came for Hal. The limited range of his short sword meant that he could only attack from within their reach, forcing him to wait until the monsters were almost upon him before making his move. 
 
    Hal severed a hand from the lead husk and watched as the stump left in its place gushed black ichor. He stabbed his sword through its chest, but the wound had little, if any effect. 
 
    The other husk attacked him from the side. Hal kicked his boot out, knocking it back. He pulled his sword loose and spun, slashing both of them. The cuts were superficial, but the husks still had some minor self-preservation instincts that pulled them back and out of the way. 
 
    Cadrian was making short work of her share of the monsters. Two of them were already down, decapitated and missing limbs. She was advancing on the others, her sword singing through the air as she held them at bay and aimed for their necks. 
 
    One of the husks grabbed Hal’s free wrist. He cut the monster’s hand loose, and then jammed the tip of his sword through its face. It proved to be enough, and the husk crumpled to the ground. 
 
    The other leapt at him, colliding with the side of his shoulder and knocking him off balance. Hal gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to draw his pistol. He dodged another strike and hacked the monster’s head off with two blows that alternated on either side of its neck. 
 
    The battle was over. Husks were far from the most challenging opponents Hal had faced, and he took little comfort in the fact that they’d managed to win without injury. The threat of the husks was more in their value against civilians, against cities full of people who would spook at the sight of a monster. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” said Cadrian. She didn’t ask if he was okay. She didn’t even wait for a response. She took off at the same speed of a jog she’d been moving at before, and Hal followed after her, feeling an unwanted stab of nostalgia over his old master’s mannerisms. 
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    West Haven came into view a few hours later, when it was approaching morning, but still before the first light of dawn. The only reason Hal was able to see it at a distance was due to the fires scattered about the ruined town’s perimeter. And of course, the smell. 
 
    It was a mixture of salt, blood, and the strangely sweet scent of burning flesh. West Haven had been a farming village, positioned between Lake Krestia and the ocean. It was small, compared to Meldence, and considered to be somewhat backwoods, full of uncultured, rural peasants. 
 
     It felt irreverent to think of the town like that, with its buildings now destroyed, and its former inhabitants dead and dying. Hal wished that he didn’t have to see it, and at the same time, couldn’t look away. 
 
    Large, metal stakes had been set up in long rows, leading toward the center of the village. A person was speared through onto each one, some lengthwise, and some with the stakes pushing through their stomachs. Crystals littered the ground directly underneath, pulsing as blood dripped down onto them. It was like something out of a dark painting. A horrific aisle of death and suffering that led directly back to those responsible for it. 
 
    “…Why?” muttered Hal. 
 
    Cadrian glanced over at him, her face unreadable. 
 
    “The blood feeds the power of the crystals,” she said, as though his question needed an actual answer. “Crystals are a bit like gemstones, but instead of filling with emotional essence, they use life essence. This is the only way to refill them.” 
 
    She walked in front of him, not looking to either side at the countless bodies speared through. She didn’t look at the ground, either, the grass and dirt blackened with fresh blood. Her words echoed in Hal’s head. Was that why so many slaves were needed in the Upper Realm? What percentage of them were sacrificed for the sake of filling crystals? 
 
    Human and maug lives are worth nothing to them. 
 
    He tried to focus on breathing through his mouth as they moved deeper into the village. A dozen large tents had been set up in what had probably once been the village square. Hal expected the two of them to be stopped and questioned by guards, but there was only one on duty, and he seemed to recognize Cadrian on sight, waving her forward. 
 
    Despite the extent of the death and destruction, it didn’t appear as though there was an actual elven army holding West Haven. Judging from the number of tents, Hal doubted that there were more than a hundred elves present, probably closer to half that. A single dragon lay across the grass near the back of the camp. None of it fit with what he’d been expecting. 
 
    The largest of the tents had its entrance flap pulled open. Cadrian glanced over at him before heading inside. His heart was pounding, and he took a deep breath to calm himself. 
 
    Crystal lamps lit the interior, allowing Hal to recognize Tessianna, who sat upon a large, throne-like wooden chair. She looked even younger than she had in the view crystal projection, which caught him off guard. He knew that she was probably around his age, if not a little older, but her slight, elven build, pointed ears, and soft facial features were disarming in how juvenile they appeared. 
 
    Her hair was pale blonde, and she wore a golden robe with a red sash across the middle. Glitterdust was sprinkled over it in places, making her glimmer with each of her movements. She smiled at Cadrian, and then widened the expression into a grin when she saw Hal. 
 
    “We meet in person at last,” said Tessianna. “Oh, how joyous I find this moment to be.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything, instead glancing around the tent. He did a double take when he noticed someone who shouldn’t have been there. Standing along the left side of the tent, clad in black, form-fitting valkyrie tights, was Zoria. 
 
    She saw him at the same time his eyes settled on her. Hal saw the change in her expression, the hesitation and confusion on her face. He looked away from her, feeling suddenly overwhelmed by her presence. 
 
    “Well?” asked Tessianna. “Have you nothing to say to me? Did you come all the way here to stand in silence within my presence?” 
 
    “You’re the one interested in making me an offer,” said Hal. “I don’t have anything to say until I hear it.” 
 
    It made sense for Zoria to be there, serving Tessianna as one of her valkyries. She had experience operating on the surface, and recent experience, at that. Hal could understand the position she was in, but at the same time, he felt repulsed by the fact that she was a part of what had happened to West Haven. 
 
    All those dead innocents. She was a part of that. She did that. 
 
    He wanted, more than anything, to be somewhere else. He could barely focus on what mattered. His emotions surged in conflict as he thought of all the aid Zoria had given him, and who she was as a person, versus the pointless destruction and death on display outside. 
 
    “You are here, in my control,” said Tessianna. “I want to make sure you understand what that means. I’ll have your weapons, to begin with.” 
 
    Hal found himself wishing that she would either get to the point, or at least shut her stupid mouth. He shook his head. 
 
    “That’s not happening,” said Hal. 
 
    Tessianna bristled at his response. She glared at him slightly, folding one leg over the other and revealing a little thigh. 
 
    “Have you no conception of who you’re speaking to?” asked Tessianna. “I am the Empress’s daughter. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “No, but I suspect you’re about to tell me,” said Hal. 
 
    He expected the jab to set her off, but Tessianna smiled instead. 
 
    “All of my older sisters are dead,” said Tessianna. “Killed by my mother. Either because of failures on their part, or suspicion of betrayal. I am here because I have served her well. And I will continue to serve her well. And you will not make demands of me, cattle!” 
 
    She gestured to one of the valkyries standing near Zoria. Hal drew his sword and pistol. His heartgem was warm inside his shirt, tempting him to push into a Ruby Trance and initiate the fight. 
 
    “Anyone who tries to take my weapons from me forfeits their life,” said Hal. “And I don’t care who you are, or how pathetically young you look. I’ll kill you too.” 
 
    Tessianna’s expression shifted from anger to unbridled shock. Her valkyries were all staring at her, waiting for the order that would determine how the next few minutes played out. Cadrian stepped forward, placing her hand on Hal’s and shifting his weapons back toward his belt. 
 
    “He’ll keep his weapons sheathed,” said Cadrian. “But he will not relinquish them. He is the Heart Holder, after all. I’m sure the Empress explained to you how important it is to treat him with the respect he is due.” 
 
    If Hal’s outburst had triggered Tessianna’s anger outwardly, Cadrian’s rebuke brought about something cold and seething. Tessianna leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms, her eyes boring into the two humans standing in front of her. She exhaled through her nose and licked her lips. 
 
    “You have been offered a chance to serve the Empress.” Tessianna continued as though the interruption hadn’t happened, though her tone of voice was tense with anger. “We have an artifact that only someone bound to a heartgem can unlock into a usable state. We’re willing to offer certain concessions to you and your people in exchange for your cooperation.” 
 
    She’s smarter than she looks. Or maybe she’s just afraid of what the Empress will do to her if she fails, here. 
 
    “What are you offering?” asked Hal. 
 
    “What am I offering…?” mused Tessianna. “That is a very good question. You’ll be allowed to leave her with your life, for starters.” 
 
    “You assume that you have enough valkyries here to kill me,” said Hal. 
 
    She did. He just hoped that she didn’t know that. The legend and mystery surrounding the heartgem gave him room to bluff. He watched Tessianna’s face careful, but she didn’t give anything away. 
 
    “On top of that,” she said, continuing. “We would have achieved our goals on the surface. I would withdraw my army to the Upper Realm and leave your land without further conflict.” 
 
    “I counted a few dozen soldiers, at most,” said Hal. “This is barely a raiding party.” 
 
    “Rest assured, we have more,” said Tessianna. “They wait in strategic positions, ready to attack your capital city. I believe that’s where your woman resides. The Maxim’s new ambassador. My forces will seize the city, capture her, and rape her.”   
 
    Hal kept his eyes on Tessianna’s, doing everything he could to get a read on her before she managed to do the same. She was serious, and worse, Hal suspected that she’d make capturing Laurel the stated goal of an attack against Meldence. He’d seen the city’s defenders, and they wouldn’t stand a chance against a few hundred valkyries. 
 
    “Keep going,” said Hal. “I believe there’s also a matter of hostages that the Empress currently has in her possession.” 
 
    Tessianna smiled, and Hal knew he’d overplayed his hand. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” she said. “Such a caring soul you are. The hostages would be released. The brother of the ambassador, along with the Ardstone girl, assuming it aligns with your will. We deal in good faith, Heart Holder. We are generous.” 
 
    Suspiciously generous. But what choice do I have? 
 
    Hal spent a few seconds making a show of considering her offer, and then nodded. 
 
    “I’ll need privacy,” he said. “Some time alone with the artifact.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Tessianna. “Eltran, retrieve the Jessa Archive from the storage chest and bring it to the Heart Holder. Zoria, lead him to one of the empty tents in the back of the camp.” 
 
    Zoria jumped slightly as Tessianna said her name, hesitating for a moment before saluting. Cadrian came with Hal without asking for anyone’s permission, but nobody stopped her. Hal waited until they were outside the tent and out of earshot before speaking in a low voice to both of them. 
 
    “If this comes to a fight, where do the two of you stand?” he asked. 
 
    Neither of them answered. 
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    “Master…” said Zoria. “Halrin. My friend. Please, let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    Her words felt like cuts across his heart. He’d placed so much trust in Zoria in times past. Seeing her at Tessianna’s side had him feel simultaneously hopeful and discouraged, and now the discouragement was pulling ahead. 
 
    “Look around, Zoria,” said Hal. “All of these people, all this death. This is what you’re a part of! You and your fellow elves, this is what you did!” 
 
    Cadrian set a hand on his shoulder, and Hal reeled himself in. Zoria slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I wasn’t here for it,” she whispered. “I arrived with the reinforcements. Please, master. Tessianna may well be acting in good faith. Don’t do anything rash, not yet.” 
 
    “I would tend toward agreeing with her,” said Cadrian. “Spend some time with the memory crystal, first. Perhaps there is something to it that can give you more bargaining power, or a different kind of advantage.” 
 
    They reached the tent, which was barely large enough for a single person. Hal slipped inside alone, bending to will the crystal lamp on the floor into providing illumination. The two women didn’t follow him into the tent, and he was glad for it. 
 
    He knew that they had their own motivations and concerns. They both had family to think about. They both had grown up in the Upper Realm and understood its ways and culture on a level that Hal never would.  
 
    Did I make a mistake by trusting them to begin with? 
 
    It was a separate question for each of them, though in each case, he didn’t really want to consider it too deeply. It felt too much like indulging in regret. The memory crystal had been set out atop a silk square in the center of the tent, and Hal turned his attention to it as much to distract himself as to fulfill his end of the bargain. 
 
    The Jessa Archive was a perfect sphere. It was cloudy blue in color, with the faintest hint of the crystalline lattice visible on the inside. Hal lifted it up in his hand and slowly passed it back and forth, from one palm, to the other.  
 
    There was nothing about it that suggested a way of activating it, though that was the case with most crystals. He took a deep breath, and carefully reached out with his will, trying to trigger whatever mechanism that would cause it to do whatever it was supposed to do. 
 
    Nothing happened, at least not at first. Hal felt his eyes locking onto the memory crystal, attaching to it as though it had a physical pull. He reached out again, and this time, he felt something within it. 
 
    It was almost like the essence in his heartgem, but more complicated and complete. It was changing, too, shifting even as he reached out to get a sense of it. Hal felt a sudden surge of fear of the unknown, of whatever magic lay within the crystal. He tried to set it back down on the silk square. 
 
    His arm didn’t move. His breathing, likewise, was becoming rhythmic and even. Panic surged through him for a moment. It reminded him of a few times when he’d been dreaming and thought he’d woken, only to realize that his body was still frozen. That sensation usually wore off after a few seconds. He wasn’t sure if what he was currently experiencing had a similar limitation. 
 
    The crystal began to glow, and the tent surrounding Hal seemed to slowly pull and contort inward. It didn’t feel like the tent was collapsing. It felt like reality was turning inside out, with the memory crystal as its focal point.  
 
    It felt like he was falling forward, tumbling head over heels, the speed of it building to dizzying levels. Everything Hal could see blurred together, replaced with a kaleidoscope of pink and blue fractals that filled the entirety of his vision. He tried to scream, but the instant he opened his mouth, it felt like his breath was being torn from his body. 
 
    More than just his breath. Something vital, something that made him who he was. Hal felt himself land, sensation returning to his body and limbs. He opened his eyes and hurriedly pulled himself to his feet. 
 
    He was somewhere else, somewhere that defied conventional description. The ground beneath him was a platform of opaque blue material that didn’t feel like glass, crystal, metal, or anything else that Hal could put a name to.  
 
    It extended as far as he could see in any direction, which was no more than about fifty feet, due to the pink, billowing clouds which shrouded most of his view. Crystals were littered across the platform and in some cases, arranged, one turned on its side, while smaller ones placed to its left and right, making a table in chairs. Or two which had been placed parallel to each other, with the space in between filled with the pink cloud substance. 
 
    Hal turned in a circle, looking at the rest of the mysterious realm he’d been pulled into. He focused his attention on a large crystal which protruded from the platform at an upright angle. It was clear, and there was someone inside of it. 
 
    He moved in closer and felt his jaw drop open in surprise. A naked woman was contained within a crystal about the size of a large coffin. She looked human, given her relatively average size, but she had ears that were more like an elf’s, though not like any he’d encountered. Instead of jutting straight up, they were more like scythes, curling outward and down. 
 
    She looked to be around thirty, older than elves usually appeared, though he knew it would be a mistake to think that to be her true age. Hal found it surprisingly hard to ignore the fact the was naked. She was well-endowed, with pale skin and black hair that ran almost down to her waist. He glanced down at himself and realized that he, too, was unclothed, nude except for his heartgem and the cord that it hung from around his neck. 
 
    This is bizarre. What am I supposed to do, exactly? 
 
    He approached the imprisoned woman slowly, stopping as he came within reach of the crystal coffin. The clear crystal encasing her looked thin, and Hal reached out to tap on it after a moment of consideration. 
 
    “Hello?” he said. “Are you… Jessa?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes snapped open. Her irises were purple, and she looked at Hal with an intensity that made him feel defenseless, and more naked than he already was. 
 
    “You dare enter my realm?” asked the woman. Her voice seemed to come from everywhere at once, and it set Hal on edge, like the sound of glass shattering. “Why do you believe you have the right to disturb me?” 
 
    She pushed forward, her body briefly flashing with light as she passed through the crystal coffin as though it wasn’t even there. Hal took a step back, feeling an irrational fear take hold of him. 
 
    I’m in her realm, and at her mercy. 
 
    “I’m… the Heart Holder,” Hal said. He would have said more, but it was hard to focus, the woman’s presence overwhelming his emotions in an unnatural way. 
 
    The woman, who Hal was now sure was Jessa, smiled at him. 
 
    “Show me,” she said. 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure what she meant by that. He waited a few seconds, hoping she’d give him a better idea of what she expected. When Jessa remained silent, Hal reached into his heartgem, feeling for the essence within it. 
 
    The sensation was altered. The heartgem wasn’t limited to the essence stores he’d filled it with. It felt like reaching into a bag with a hole in it, reaching past the usual limit and touching a reservoir of essence that was not his own. 
 
    The rules of the realm were different. Hal knew without needing to be told that he could cast any of his spells without needing an elemental catalyst. The catalysts were a part of the fabric of the realm, fire, water, wind, earth, and nature, all woven into the very space he was moving through. 
 
    He lifted his hand into the air, pulled from the ambient essence of the realm, and released a Flame Blast straight up. The spell seemed small, almost meager. Jessa watched, her arms folded out of judgment, rather than to cover her nudity. 
 
    “Cast it on me,” said Jessa. “I must know you.” 
 
    Hal hesitated, wondering if she was serious. Her expression was almost arrogant in the way it was set, but there was a glimmer of curiosity in her eyes. He shifted his aim, focusing his passion, reaching out to his ruby essence along with the ambient essence of the realm, and cast Flame Blast in her direction. 
 
    The fireball struck Jessa in the chest. She shuddered and fell to one knee. Hal winced, unsure of what to do. Jessa’s breathing was shallow and uneven, and her chest and breasts heaved up and down. He stared at her and had a sudden realization. 
 
    I don’t think she’s in pain… 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Jessa. “Interesting. Now it is your turn. Would you like to know more of who I am? Of who I was?” 
 
    Hal didn’t get a chance to answer. He could feel the ambient essence of the realm shifting as Jessa channeled it, preparing to respond with her own spell. 
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    She moved faster than Hal had been expecting, casting a fire spell not dissimilar to his own Flame Blast, only with a larger projectile. He couldn’t get out of the way in time and settled on lifting his arms up to block the flames as they exploded against him. 
 
    He didn’t feel pain. Rather, for an instant, his thoughts were somewhere else, doing and experiencing something else. He couldn’t see the full extent of it, but he was aroused, and completely captivated by his own sexual urges. He could see Jessa standing across from him on the platform. He could also see her in her mind’s eye, her legs spread, her breasts heaving. 
 
    This is the essence behind each spell. 
 
    Hal reacted more out of reflex than intention. He cast Flame Blast again at Jessa. He watched as she all but walked into it, shuddering as the flames made harmless contact. Her hand went to her crotch and she buckled to her knees. Hal was already moving toward her, somewhat unsure of what was about to happen. 
 
    “Yes…” whispered Jessa. “Your heart is made for passion. Raw, and lustful.” 
 
    She stood to her feet slowly, jutting her chin out at him. Hal watched as she extended her hand and knew that she was about to cast a fire spell on him. He almost shivered with anticipation. 
 
    He felt her this time, her thoughts and her passion. She was riding a man, chasing her climax, and she was also betraying someone she loved. She was doing it solely for pleasure, and it made the intensity of the moment all the sharper. She would be loyal, and faithful, after this one time. After just one more time. 
 
    Hal was already casting Flame Blast again. Jessa was moving toward him, a tiny smile on her face. The spell hit her, and this time, she let out a soft coo of pleasure, biting her lower lip and touching herself openly. 
 
    “Mmm…” hummed Jessa. “And so strong. You know a little. But do you know enough? Would you try?” 
 
    They were close to each other now, only a few feet apart. Hal only managed to stay where he was by a force of will. He was naked, fully aroused, and she was right there, taunting him with her intense eyes. He wanted her, even though he knew it was either a test or a trap. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Hal. He was surprised by the strength he managed to put into his voice. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jessa took a step closer to him. 
 
    “Is this some kind of game?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Would you like to play with me?” asked Jessa.  
 
    She let her hands settle on his shoulders. The instant her fingers made contact, the same passion Hal had felt from her spell surged into him. He gritted his teeth and took her by the waist, unsure if he was fighting back or playing into her hands.  
 
    He kissed her, and her lips moved eagerly against his, sending another burst of pleasure through him. Hal’s hands moved over her naked body aggressively, pawing across her, though the majority of his attention was on her buttocks and breasts. 
 
    There was a presence to her that went so far beyond her beauty, or her nudity, or even the intimidation factor of being in her realm. The glimpses of the essence behind her fire magic had given him an insight into who she was, almost as though she was an old lover who’d walked back into his life. 
 
    Jessa had been bad in all the best and worst kinds of ways. Jessa knew passion and desire on a level that made Hal’s forays into romance and ruby magic look like child’s pretend. And Jessa was naked and standing against him, letting him poke his hard cock against her navel. 
 
    “What are you…?” whispered Hal. 
 
    Jessa had a secretive smirk on her face, as though she’d lived a thousand lives, and yet still knew of no pleasure better than a quick, intense romp with a practiced partner. She took hold of Hal’s shaft in her hand and pressed her breasts against his shoulder, breathing against his neck as she slowly stroked him off. 
 
    “I am a crystal ghost,” whispered Jessa. “I’ve lived in seclusion for a very long time. Am I more than you can handle?” 
 
    Hal twisted, pulling her against him and kissing her. Jessa wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned back slightly. He took her by her thighs and lifted her into the air, feeling her weight as less than it had probably been in life. 
 
    The angle didn’t quite work, and he was too impatient to try more than once. He started lowering Jessa down toward the platform. One of the pink clouds formed behind her, before he could, coalescing until it was thick enough to seem almost solid. Jessa leaned back on her, and it supported her, proving that it was. 
 
    The amazement Hal felt at the trick was only a side-note compared to his pressing, pounding lust. He climbed on after her and pulled Jessa’s legs open. She took a handful of his hair and angled his face down to kiss her. 
 
    As Hal’s lips met hers, he felt a flash of heat. She’d used another fire spell on him, and with it came another burst of pure, unfiltered lust. He saw her sitting on a man’s lap, her skirt hiding the dirtiness of what was happening underneath. They were in public, and she was again, being unfaithful. Younger this time, rocking back and forth, the man fondling her breasts and grinning as she tried to keep her expression serene. 
 
    Hal groaned as he pushed forward, feeling as though he was already at his bursting point. He slid his shaft into Jessa, hearing her take a sharp inhalation of breath at the moment of penetration. He was aroused, but he was also angry at her manipulations. And here she was, presenting her body to him to take out his frustration as he pleased. 
 
    He started off at a harsh, punishing pace. Each thrust shifted her body on the cloud, which released tiny pink puffs of whatever substance it was made of into the air. Jessa rocked her hips up to move with him, her breasts moving in time with their rhythm. 
 
    There was something about the encounter that made him feel wary, beyond the already mystical circumstances. There was a layer underneath Jessa’s willingness and enthusiasm. She was testing him, but why or for what, Hal wasn’t sure he knew. 
 
    How far can I push her? 
 
    He used his right hand to channel another Flame Blast, launching the spell against one of her buttocks, though he knew that it didn’t matter where it made contact. Jessa’s body tensed, and she let out a squeal. Hal pressed himself down on her, kissing her neck and letting his shaft slide upward a little. 
 
    “You have… an animal underneath,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    Hal pushed his cock in deep. She reacted to it more now, her body bucking a little as though he’d touched something within her. Her face was scrunched up, and it brought him a surprising amount of pleasure to see.  
 
    He let himself move faster. He didn’t see Jessa’s hand as she retaliated, casting her own spell on him. She was with several men in this flash of erotic memory, and keeping up with them all, rather than being their plaything. The dirty kind of passion, full of deep-seated urges and pointless pleasure. 
 
    They were both breathing fast. Hal was intent to make her finish before he did, though he wasn’t sure why it mattered so much. He didn’t cast another spell on her, but he did strengthen his pace, half pinning her down as he continued his sexual onslaught. 
 
    Jessa came first. The sound of her cries of ecstasy seemed to come from every direction, from the walls of the realm itself. Hal held one of her breasts in one hand, and one of her buttocks in the other. He was pulling her body into him as much as he was thrusting forward, and pushed as deep as he could with the final, explosive movement. 
 
    “…Yes,” whispered Jessa. “You are young, but trainable.” 
 
    Her words sounded distant. Hal’s body was pulsing with pleasure, the aftermath of his orgasm taking longer to fade than it usually would. Jessa was running a hand through his hair, slowly caressing him, as though she’d taken a new pet. 
 
    What just happened? 
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     “My apologies,” whispered Jessa. “I lose myself a little in the decades between visitors. Might I ask your name?” 
 
    She was standing next to the pink cloud now, though Hal couldn’t remember when she’d gotten up. She wore a white silk robe that seemed to give off a small amount of ambient light, and her expression was pensive. 
 
    “Halrin,” he said. He frowned, unsure of what to do or say next. “What… is this place?” 
 
    “This is my sanctum,” she said. “I am the crystal ghost of Jessa Teruvian. My memories, along with the essence and patterns of who I and who she was are preserved here.” 
 
    “How long have I been in here for?” asked Hal. His sense of time was out of order, with each of the jumps into Jessa’s memories and emotions from the spells throwing his internal clock askew. It could have been an hour since he’d entered the crystal, or it could have been days. 
 
    “Time works differently here, my friend,” said Jessa. “I assure you, it has only been a couple of seconds, perhaps a minute at most, since I first allowed you to enter. Your body in the outside realm is unmolested, I assure you.” 
 
    She smiled, either at her word choice or for some other, hidden reason. 
 
    “I can sense who you are, Halrin,” she continued. “I can sense what you need. I welcome you into my sanctum and offer you the knowledge I keep here.” 
 
    “You welcome me?” asked Hal. “Do you choose who can enter and who can’t?” 
 
    He was there for a reason, and hadn’t forgotten it. Tessianna wanted access to the memory crystal. He needed to know about how the process of entering Jessa’s sanctum worked if he was going to follow through on his bargain. 
 
    “Only those with strength of heart have the potential,” said Jessa. 
 
    “Heart Holders?” asked Hal. 
 
    Jessa nodded. “Yes. Not all Heart Holders have the right… disposition, to receive my training. You do, however. You are primed for it, Halrin, vital and full of spirit.” 
 
    The way she spoke the last few words was a little seductive. Hal met her gaze and felt arousal prickling through him. He took a breath and tried to stay focused. 
 
    “If I asked you to, would you let me bring others into your sanctum?” 
 
    “No,” said Jessa. “It is not possible.” 
 
    Hal ran a hand across his cheek. 
 
    I can still figure out what relevance her memories hold. Make a proper record of what’s inside this crystal, and which parts of it are important. 
 
    It felt a little like the translating jobs Hal had once performed for Roth, back in Cardvale. Thinking of it that way made it easier for him to understand what he needed to do next, and how to approach the work. 
 
    “You mentioned knowledge,” he said. “And training. What would it consist of?” 
 
    Jessa walked over to him. Hal was sitting on the pink cloud, his legs dangling over the side. Jessa positioned herself directly in front of him, setting her hands on his legs and looking down at an angle to hold eye contact. 
 
    “For you, it would be as much healing as it would be training,” she whispered. “You are broken, Halrin. Stunted in ways which I suspect I cannot repair fully. Wounds of the heart and of the soul, which keep you from reaching your potential.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Trauma has hidden some of your emotions from you,” said Jessa. “Prevented you from bonding to your heartgem as you should have. It’s why you’re limited, on the verge of going further without being able to take the final step.” 
 
    Hal frowned. “You’re saying… it’s the reason why I can’t use the full range of my gem magic?” 
 
    He’d considered it before, wondered if some aspect of his training had been lacking or counterproductive. He could use three out of the five elements, and though he’d reached the point of being able to enter a Ruby Trance, he’d never been able to push beyond. 
 
    Cadrian had called it “Ascension”, the third and final power level available only to the most dedicated gem mages. Hal had felt a little annoyed at his own inability to reach it, given the legends surrounding the heartgem and its potential. To know that there was something else limiting him, beyond his own will, was both liberating and depressing. 
 
    “You will never extend beyond the elements you’ve already touched.” Jessa brought her hand to his cheek as she spoke, as though to comfort him. “But you can follow your main path, follow the passion burning in your heart. It’s waiting for you, Halrin, but you must take it.” 
 
    He shook his head slightly. Was she asking him to take her? What did she mean by that? 
 
    Jessa took his hand into hers and kissed the back of it. “My memories will serve as your trial. Halrin, you must learn who you are, where you walk, and why you suffer.” 
 
    She pulled him to his feet. Her hand began to glow with blindingly bright light, and she pressed them against his chest. Hal felt something vibrating deep inside of him, deeper than muscle and bone. It felt like she was touching his emotions, the essence that he captured in his heartgem. It felt perverse, like a violation of his very being. 
 
    He grimaced, the light cast off her hands forcing him to close his eyes. When he opened them, he wasn’t in Jessa’s sanctum anymore. 
 
    Hal stood on a wooden rope bridge. He was wearing clothes again, a leather tunic and grey slacks. He could feel the wind blowing through his hair, making planks under his feet sway precariously to one side. 
 
    A thick, blanketing fog made it hard for him to see more than a few dozen feet in any direction. Hal was in the middle of the bridge, which stretched across a large chasm, deep enough that he couldn’t see the bottom looking down. The sun was hidden by the overcast weather, but there was just enough ambient light for him to make out the approaching figures in front of him. 
 
    “I was young and overconfident,” came Jessa’s voice. “I was a scout for my people. I traveled the border of my diminishing homeland, watching for the humans and maugs who raided our villages, raping and pillaging as they pleased. I was already the Heart Holder, but I knew not who I was.” 
 
     Her voice faded as she spoke the last few words. Hal felt the bridge shift as one of the figures in front of him stepped onto the bridge, followed by several shouts of alarm. He got the sense that he was in for a fight, and reached down to his belt to draw his pistol. 
 
    His weapons were gone, which made sense. He was in one of Jessa’s memories, though living it in his own body. He ran his hands across his waist, tunic, and through his boots, looking for some hidden weapon he might have missed. Nothing. 
 
    She said something about this being a trial. Maybe this is what she meant… 
 
    Hal wore a heartgem identical to his own on a ring around his left index finger, and a plain, steel spark ring opposite it on his other hand. He reached into the heartgem, taking stock of the extent of the essence within. He could feel ruby and sapphire essence, but no diamond. He could also feel the calming pull of topaz essence within, along with the odd, connected sensation of emerald essence, the magic of nature and forests. 
 
    It humbled him slightly to know that Jessa had managed a wider breadth of command over the elements than he had, at a younger age. Hal shook the feeling off and focused on his circumstances. The bridge shifted again, this time from behind him. Another figure was approaching, leaving him sandwiched in between opponents, completely trapped. 
 
    He took a breath, and then started forward. He couldn’t run, given how the wooden slats shifted in the rope loops they were held within. There were also gaps, places where wooden slats had broken, leaving enough room for disaster if Hal missed his step. 
 
    The approaching figure appeared to be human, a man taller than Hal wielding a two-handed sword. Hal channeled the ruby essence within his heartgem, striking the ring which held it across the spark ring on his other hand and casting Flame Blast. 
 
    The spell erupted forth from the sparks in front of Hal’s palm. It struck the approaching swordsman square in the chest, igniting the shirt he wore under his armor. The man screamed and fell back, patting at his chest and rolling against the bridge. 
 
    Hal rushed forward, readying himself to hurry over and past the man. He’d only made it a couple of steps before realizing his mistake. The flames on the man’s shirt had spread to the bridge, slowly beginning to burn the wood and the rope. 
 
    This is not good… 
 
    He tried to break into a run, but the rope snapped before he’d made it more than a few steps. It caused the bridge to tip to the side at a precarious angle. Hal fell, grabbing onto the rope and a wooden slat, gripping it for dear life. The bridge bounced, as though trying to buck him loose intentionally. 
 
    The fire spread to the bridge’s other main rope, weakening it slowly, until it snapped loose. Hal screamed as the half of the bridge he clung to swung toward the rock wall of the chasm. He closed his eyes and felt himself hit with enough force to knock him unconscious. 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    Hal opened his eyes. He was back on the bridge, exactly where he’d been at the start of the trial. He looked around, dumbfounded, and then slowly exhaled. 
 
    “You’re giving me another chance?” asked Hal. 
 
    Jessa didn’t answer. There was a shout from one side of the bridge, and an instant later, an arrow bit deep through Hal’s back, piercing one of his lungs. It hurt more than anything he’d ever felt before, and after a couple of seconds of gasping, he fell forward onto his stomach. 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    Hal almost groaned. He was back on the bridge, in his starting position. This time, he had the sense to stay silent and not give his position away to the archers that were apparently poised and ready to murder him.  
 
    He took a few seconds to consider the situation. Jessa had said she’d been young, and a scout for her people, the eklids who’d once lived on the surface, apparently. She’d managed to escape the situation, and she was using this as a trial for him for a specific reason. It had to relate to the fact that he was on the bridge. Why was it that her enemies didn’t just cut the ropes and let him fall? 
 
    Hal took a deep breath, and then crouched to duck under the rope guard running along the side. He couldn’t see anything below the fog, but he trusted his instincts. This was what she wanted. He steeled his resolve, and then jumped. 
 
    He landed on the rocks below, hard, only experiencing the pain for an instant before he was back on the bridge, at the beginning of the trial. 
 
    “It was their intention to take me alive,” said Jessa. “Try again.” 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Hal twisted, stripping the two-handed sword out of his attacker’s hand and flipping him off the bridge. He knew that the man next in line on the bridge had a mace, and would try to bludgeon him in the skull with it. He knew, because he’d already died to that particular maneuver twice previously. 
 
    He stepped back at just the right time to dodge the mace strike, slashing out with his sword. Immediately after, he turned to stab at the man with the dagger who always attempted a sneak attack at that moment. Hal pulled his sword free, rushing to duck down before the arrow from the hidden bowman hit him in the neck. 
 
     He wasn’t quick enough, only managing to get his face partially out of the way. The arrow stuck into his eye, and a scream escaped his lips for an instant before he was back in the center of the bridge, at the start of the trial. 
 
    Was that attempt number twenty-two? Or twenty-three?” 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    “A hint would be appreciated,” Hal grumbled. He sidestepped the arrow that always hit his shoulder whenever he made too much noise in the first few moments of the trial. 
 
    “Who are you, Halrin?” asked Jessa. 
 
    “Who am I?” he asked. “Or who are you? This is your memory.” 
 
    “Who are we both?” asked Jessa. 
 
    Hal scowled up into the air. He leaned against the side of the rope, content to forfeit his next run through in exchange for a moment or two to think about what she meant. 
 
    They were both the Heart Holder, Jessa in her time period, centuries before Hal. He’d already tried using all his spells. Anything fire-related quickly got out of hand, burning the bridge and plummeting him to his doom. 
 
    His sole water spell had only annoyed his attackers on either side. Wind Dash was limited to a single axis of movement, only letting him move forward or back, neither of which had done much to change his situation.  
 
    He’d even tried using the other forms of elemental magic, earth and nature, to no avail. Neither would have done much of anything, given that he was suspended above the ground and saw no living trees or plants in sight, but he didn’t have access to Jessa’s spells, regardless. 
 
    What else was there? 
 
    I can enter a Ruby Trance, but what’s the point? More fire isn’t going to do anything other than burn the bridge faster. 
 
    A salvo of arrows struck the bridge, four of them striking between Hal’s shoulder blades and introducing him to the experience of being a pin cushion. He blinked, and he was back at the start. 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    How would she have handled the situation, as an unarmed scout, trapped on a bridge? Jessa had said the trial was about understanding who he was, and who they both were. They were both the Heart Holder. What use was that to him? 
 
    Hal furrowed his brow, an idea taking root. He took a step forward and focused his will, drawing his ruby essence from the heartgem and pushing into a Ruby Trance. Power reverberated from deep within him, making him waver slightly, and turning his eyes and vision into a shade of sharp crimson. 
 
    The foremost attackers, who usually pressed forward on the attack immediately, stayed where they were. Hal knew that the fog was partially ruining the effect, but his eyes were still glowing red. The effect looked almost demonic from an outside angle, and he could tell that it was giving his enemies pause. 
 
    “Go no further,” said Hal, throwing his voice to be as deep and resonant as he could make it. “I will destroy you if you make me your enemy. I am the Heart Holder.” 
 
    The Ruby Trance had an emotional pull to it, almost like adrenaline, but with a hungry undercurrent of sexuality. Hal slapped one hand across the other, launching a Flame Blast straight up into the air. It cut a red and orange path through the fog, drawing the attention of everyone present on and around the bridge. 
 
    “I can destroy you with my magic,” said Hal. “And I’ll die doing it, if I have to.” 
 
    It was a lot easier to make such a threat sound sincere, given the circumstances of the trial. And much to Hal’s relief, it seemed to work. Nobody had moved from where they stood. It was as though the reality of the situation, the danger of fighting on a flimsy bridge over a gaping chasm, had only become real to them as they got a sense of their opponent. Hal was anything but defenseless, and none of his opponents wished to throw their lives away any more than he did. 
 
    Slowly, almost shamefully, the attackers withdrew from the bridge, leaving him with a choice of escape routes. Hal had only taken a single step forward when Jessa appeared on the bridge in front of him, clad in her silk robe, hands clasped behind her back. 
 
    “You have done well,” she said. 
 
    Hal gave her an appraising look. “This is what you meant, isn’t it? That I needed to take advantage of the idea of being the Heart Holder, rather than my actual capabilities.” 
 
    Jessa looked over the chasm, her expression far off. 
 
    “I was already known, even before grown into adulthood,” said Jessa. “There is a certain naivety to youth that lets us forget that we have a role which others expect us to play. A blind spot in regard to how we’re seen, and especially, what others fear about us.” 
 
    Hal nodded. He did feel as though he’d learned something, but it was an idea that he’d have to give more thought. 
 
    “Are you ready for your next trial?” asked Jessa. 
 
    What choice do I really have? 
 
    “Of course,” said Hal. 
 
    Jessa raised a hand, and bright light erupted through the scene. Hal closed his eyes, though he could still feel the intensity of her magic against his skin and in the air itself. The sensation faded after a couple of seconds, and he opened his eyes. 
 
    He was on an open balcony, at night. The sky was cloudy and starless overhead, and the torches set into sconces on either side of the doorway behind him only gave off enough light to show a fraction of the wall of the expansive elven hive behind him. 
 
    An elf woman stood a few feet from him, her arms crossed, and her face set into a frustrated expression. She was beautiful, with straight blonde hair, a crimson dress in the form-fitting elven style, and a black cape. She was beautiful, and she was apparently very angry with him. 
 
    “They’ll be here by the end of the week,” said the woman. “With a force that outnumbers my valkyries ten to one. And you say you won’t stand with us?” 
 
    Hal hesitated. He glanced around, expecting Jessa to appear and fill him in. 
 
    “Have you nothing to say for yourself?” snapped for the woman. “I saved you. I lost good warriors, saving you. And I brought you back here, to help you recover. And now, you’d rather chase after a myth of the Elders than stand by my side?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Hal. He wasn’t sure what else to say. It was Jessa’s memory, but he wasn’t at all equipped to handle it. 
 
    “So am I,” whispered the woman. “You betray me, and you betray Eklidia.” 
 
    He hadn’t been on guard, and when the elf thrust her dagger into his stomach, he felt more confusion than pain. She let go of it, leaving it there as though to serve as a reminder of whatever it was he was supposed to be apologizing for. Hal grimaced, feeling ashamed for leaving himself so open, even if it wasn’t real. 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    “You have to tell me what’s going on, first!” snapped Hal. 
 
    “Her name is Lady Alira,” said Jessa. 
 
    Oh, wow. So helpful. 
 
    The dagger was gone, and Hal was looking out into the dark of night from the balcony. He looked over at Lady Alira, trying to remember her words from his last attempt. 
 
    “They’ll be here by the end of the week,” she said. “With a force that outnumbers my valkyries ten to one. And you say you won’t stand with us?” 
 
    “I’ll stand with you,” said Hal. “Sure. Let’s fight together.” 
 
    Bright light flashed, and the scene froze. Jessa stood next to the unmoving Lady Alira, shaking her head back and forth. 
 
    “That’s not the solution you’re looking for,” she said.  
 
    “Would you care to give me a hint about what is?” asked Hal. 
 
    Jessa just smiled. “Try again.” 
 
    Hal did try again. And again, after that. He was unarmed, but quickly figured out that he could catch Lady Alira’s attack if he was quick enough. He’d turned the dagger on her, keeping the wounds he inflicted nonfatal, and then attempted to flee into the hive. 
 
    Lady Alira’s valkyries tracked him down and killed him without fail. The hive was as confusing as what Hal remembered of the structures from his time in the Upper Realm, and he wasn’t looking forward to attempting the trial enough times to mentally map it out. 
 
    Jumping from the balcony, as Hal quickly discovered, would always result in at least one broken bone. There were also guards on the exterior of the hive’s perimeter that intercepted him before he could ever make it far. 
 
    “Try again,” whispered Jessa. 
 
    Hal was scowling as he stood on the balcony. He listened to Lady Alira’s slow breathing, heard the inhalation of breath just before she spoke. 
 
    “I’m the Heart Holder,” said Hal, in a serious tone. “I know that some decisions I make might seem reckless, or stupid, or even callous to others. But I do have a plan, and I am trying to act for the greater good.” 
 
    “And I’m not a part of that?” asked Lady Alira. 
 
    What was it that Jessa had said about the second trial? Hal needed to learn about the path he walked. Jessa hadn’t given him any details about who Lady Alira was other than her name, but for him to be there, on the balcony of her bedroom, suggested that they were friends, or at least had been. 
 
    Maybe more than friends… 
 
    Suddenly, it all clicked into place. Lady Alira’s hot, irrational anger. The frustration she felt about being abandoned. Hal stepped toward her on the balcony, his heart pounding at both the presence of the beautiful woman, and the presence of the dagger hidden in her dress. 
 
    “Of course you’re part of it,” whispered Hal. “A part of it which I care for deeply.” 
 
    He let one of his fingers touch the bottom of her chin, tilting her face up to meet his as he moved his lips in close. His words and actions didn’t feel false, not in the context of the memory, and especially given Lady Alira’s reaction. She shuddered as he kissed her and fell into his embrace. 
 
    “This isn’t a fight we can win,” whispered Hal. “Leave your hive. Not forever, but for now. We’ll be in a better position soon. I promise.” 
 
    Again, he wasn’t sure where what he was saying was coming from, but it felt right. As though a part of Jessa’s memory was acting through him. He kissed Lady Alira again, and then they were both moving, almost stumbling with clumsy steps into her bedroom, their attention still locked on one another. 
 
    She knew where her bed was and pulled Hal onto it and onto her. He pawed at her dress, pulling her breasts loose and moving to bunch the fabric up around her waist. She was naked underneath, and Hal had just started to pull his pants down when bright light flashed, and the scene froze. 
 
    “She was my lover,” whispered Jessa. “One of many.” 
 
    Hal chuckled and stood up from the bed. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Hal. “One thing led to another. You know how it goes.” 
 
    “I harbor no more jealousy in death than I did in life,” said Jessa. “You found the answer. Love and hate are not discrete in our hearts. You must learn to show people how to choose one over the other. You must learn to bind them to you through love, and forgive them and yourself for hate. It is a choice between creation and destruction.” 
 
    “What happened with her?” asked Hal. “And what was she talking about?” 
 
    Jessa’s eyes shifted from him to Lady Alira, who was still frozen, half-naked and splayed out on the bed. 
 
    “She saved me,” said Jessa. “I was searching for something on behalf of Emperor Ostellious. An ancient mechanism created by a dead race known as the Elders. I thought it the key to saving our people, but I faced dangers every step of the way toward finding it. Lady Alira sacrificed many of her valkyries to rescue me from captivity amongst the maug.” 
 
    “And the two of you…?” 
 
    “We loved each other,” said Jessa. “Of course, I loved many, often and openly, as all Heart Holders do. But our love was fierce burning in the time in which we were together. This was the moment in which I discovered that love is a weapon, a sword with dual edges, which we must hold onto with the utmost care.” 
 
    Hal nodded, sensing the truth in her words. The trials hadn’t been what he’d expected, but he felt like he was learning from them, regardless. Learning lessons that perhaps were long overdue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Hal was standing in a field, on a still, sunny day. There was a small village in the distance, showing a few signs of a recent battle, but relatively unscathed. A phalanx of elven warriors marched ahead of him, with a captain who was looking in his direction, waiting for something. It took Hal a couple of seconds to realize that the elf’s attention wasn’t aimed at him.  
 
    “Recheck the houses for any stragglers.” The voice came from behind Hal and to one side, from an elf dressed in a regal black and gold robe. “Bring them along if you find them.” 
 
    The elf grinned at Hal and gestured a hand toward the village.  
 
    “Will this suffice, Heart Holder?” asked the elf. 
 
    Hal was getting a little sick of Jessa thrusting him into her memories without any context. 
 
    “I assume it will,” said Hal, unsure of what he was supposed to be talking about. 
 
    “Emperor Ostellious!” shouted the phalanx captain. “This one tried to make a run for it!” 
 
    The captain was dressed in bronze armor, which covered only his abdomen while leaving his arms and legs bare. He dragged a young human boy into view, no older than five or six. His face was dirty, his clothes disheveled, and his cheeks were gaunt from malnourishment. 
 
    “Put him with the others,” said the Emperor. “Come, Heart Holder. Let us not belabor this any further.” 
 
    Several bodyguards flanked Emperor Ostellious and Hal as they moved forward, walking up a slope to the top of a nearby hill. Hal was on guard for the next threat, or whatever form the trial would take. He wasn’t ready for he saw, looking down into the valley below. 
 
    A massive pit had been dug into the earth, revealing a white crystal pillar the height of a hundred-year-old oak and wider around the middle. Less than a third of it was above ground level, and deep in the pit, Hal could see the sparkle of a huge glitterdust chain connected to the base, leading back into the ground and likely off somewhere far distant. 
 
    It was a mesmerizing sight, but what stole Hal’s attention were the people. Mostly humans, with a few maug men who looked to be captured warriors thrown into the mix. They were arranged in a circle around the pit. Elven valkyries and warriors stood behind them with their weapons drawn. The implication was clear, and it brought a lump to his throat. 
 
    “We have sacrifices in place at five of the other lift crystals,” said Emperor Ostellious. “We’re still in the process of unearthing the crystal anchor, but if the translation of the tablet you brought my scholars is accurate, it shouldn’t even be necessary.” 
 
    “Sacrifices…” repeated Hal.  
 
    “Taken from only from the violent races, rest assured,” said Emperor Ostellious. “My soldiers at the other crystals know to wait until the sun is directly overhead before acting, though I suspect that it will still work even if the blood does not touch the pillars simultaneously.” 
 
    Hal shook his head. “These are the people from the village?” 
 
    He knew the answer to the question without needing to hear it, but saying it out loud helped the pieces fall more clearly into place. 
 
    “It’s their own fault,” said Emperor Ostellious. “This is Eklidia, our homeland, our empire, and yet the humans and maug attempt to settle across our border. They raid our defenseless towns. They enslave us and take our women. They view us as a weak race, Heart Holder. You know the depth of their hate as well as any of us.” 
 
    “What’s the point of this?” asked Hal. “This won’t stop anything. This will just perpetuate the cycle. And these people are innocent.” 
 
    “They are not innocent,” said Emperor Ostellious. “We can judge them for the sins of their fellows if they can judge us for the length of our ears.” 
 
    Hal rubbed his temples. The warriors had drawn their weapons and were moving them into position to slice through the necks of their captives. 
 
    “Was this not your intention, Heart Holder, in bringing me the knowledge of these artifacts?” asked the Emperor. “This will save our people. We’ll be safe, and separate. We’ll be able to go our own way.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything. The Emperor raised a hand, and he saw the executioners below him tense and draw back their weapons. 
 
    “No!” shouted Hal. He tried to pull the Emperor’s hand down, but it was already happening. Bodies tumbled into the pit, blood spilling forth from wounds given with the intention of releasing as much of it as possible.  
 
    Some of the children were cut more than once, and then thrown against the crystal pillar, their bodies leaving streaks of blood as they slid down the length of it. It didn’t matter if it was reality or a memory. It made Hal sick to his stomach and brought a tepid sweat to his forehand and palms. He fell to one knee, shaking his head as he watched the crystal begin to pulse with a deep, purple light. 
 
    “This was enough!” shouted Emperor Ostellious. “You’ve done it, Heart Holder! You’ve saved us!” 
 
    The ground began to shake. It wasn’t the heavy, rumbling shaking of an earthquake, but something more controlled, almost rhythmic. The soldiers by the crystal pillar let out shouts of surprise as a line split through the earth, running almost directly to the pit they’d dug. The pit filled with the bloodied bodies of innocent men, women, and children. 
 
    The shaking abated as the ground underneath their feet rose higher, creating a cliff that spanned the entire length of the horizon. A few soldiers were on the wrong side of it, and called up in panic, as though there was anything anyone could do to stop what was happening. The ground rose higher until it was completely free of the surface, the crystal pillar continuing to pulse as though pumping the blood of the innocents to a new purpose. 
 
    “You bastard!” Hal gripped the Emperor by the scruff of his robe. “It doesn’t end here! This was only the beginning!” 
 
    It made so much sense, in retrospect. The Upper Realm was filled with slaves, too many of them given the level of sophistication the elves had achieved with their crystal technology. Hal had never stopped to question why there’d been so many, and what use they’d serve on a floating province that would justify the resources they required. 
 
    He’d known that it had been some form of crystal magic that kept the Upper Realm aloft. He’d known that crystals drew on life essence, in the same way gemstones drew on emotional essence. He’d never put the pieces together, until now. 
 
    The Upper Realm sacrifices slaves to keep itself afloat. 
 
    “Guards!” shouted Emperor Ostellious. “Seize him! Heart Holder, you’ve gone too far!” 
 
    Hal punched the Emperor in the face as hard as he could. He drew his hand back and punched again, knowing that it was pointless. It was just a memory, a fleeting dream of events that had already taken place. He slammed his elbow into the Emperor’s chin and then seized the elf by the neck, throttling him as the guards closed in with drawn weapons, shouting for him to stop. 
 
    The scene froze. Jessa placed her hands over Hal’s and slowly pulled them back. 
 
    “Let me try again,” said Hal. 
 
    Jessa shook her head. 
 
    “You reacted in much the same way I did,” she said. “You’ll find no peace in exploring the alternatives here than you would in the dreams you have of your family’s deaths, and how you could have done things differently.” 
 
    The mention of his family, of his father and Lilith, only added to the weight of his despair. Hal sat down, feeling tired, and so very small.  
 
    “You understand now why we suffer,” whispered Jessa. “I have suffered for so long. I know you suffer too, Halrin. I can see into you, and I chose this trial for that reason.” 
 
    “What… am I supposed to do?” asked Hal. “How many people does it even take to keep the Upper Realm in the air? How many humans and maug have died, all because of this ancient war and how it ended?” 
 
    “I am responsible for it,” said Jessa. “I carry the weight of their deaths with me.” 
 
    She looked at him, her face full of shame, sorrow, and doubt. Was this really his trial, in the end? Or was it hers? Hal squeezed her hands and pulled her to him. He hugged her tightly, and then kissed her on the lips.  
 
    “I’ll help you,” said Hal. “We might not be able to save the people who have already died, but maybe…” 
 
    Maybe we can put things right in the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Jessa returned them both to her sanctum. She didn’t say anything, and Hal took a few minutes to compose his thoughts. He’d been sent into the memory crystal to unlock it, on the assumption that it held knowledge critical to the Empress and the Upper Realm. The Empress had been correct, but probably not in the way she’d anticipated. 
 
    “The Emperor mentioned an anchor,” said Hal. “He said that there was some type of anchor underground that he was trying to dig up, in addition to the crystal pillars that lifted the Upper Realm into place.” 
 
    “The anchor is the location on the surface that the crystal lifts resonate against,” said Jessa. 
 
    “It’s vulnerable, isn’t it?” asked Hal. “If I found the crystal anchor… There would be a way to use it to bring down the Upper Realm?” 
 
    Jessa hesitated before slowly nodding. 
 
    “There is a way,” she said. “But I suspect I am the only entity, alive or dead, who understands how it might be achieved.” 
 
    “Was this what you’ve been waiting for?” asked Hal. “Was this why you committed your memory and spirit into the crystal? To continue to exist in some form, for long enough to find a Heart Holder who’d carry out your will?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “My will is not to doom Eklidia,” she whispered. “It is not to see my people dead. They’ve made mistakes, as any race has. I just wish to see things returned to the way they were. There can be no true peace or balance between the races when one looks down on the rest from up high.” 
 
    Hal nodded slowly, considering her words. He was left with a choice. Was it worth it to take advantage of the vulnerability when it could potentially run the risk of exacerbating the war with the Empress? If he tried and failed, then what? The Empress would take revenge against her hostages, and possibly even go after Laurel directly. 
 
    I don’t have a choice. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t get as much help as I can. 
 
    “Is there anything else you can teach me?” asked Hal. “You were a master of the heartgem, but none of the trials you put me through seemed to have anything to do with it.” 
 
     “I’ve taught you all that you need to know,” she whispered.  
 
    “No, you haven’t,” he said, trying to keep the annoyance from his voice. “You said that you’d be able to help me push further with my power, past a Ruby Trance. To reach Ascension.” 
 
    Jessa moved in closer to him, until her breasts were pressing against his chest. 
 
    “Apply your emotions, Halrin,” she whispered. “Take what is yours.” 
 
    He scowled at her and shook his head a little. “Does that even mean anything?” 
 
    She answered by kissing him, and he could feel her emotions, along with the lingering essence woven into the fabric of her realm. It was a seductive, powerful thing, and he had to fight the urge to rip her silk gown open. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll… think about what I learned in the trials and remember what you said. But I need to go back, now.” 
 
    He hesitated, wondering if he should ask her again if there was any way for her to allow others into her sanctum. He decided against it, figuring that if he carefully explained to Tessianna what he’d experienced of her memories, it would probably be enough. 
 
    “You can leave my sanctum at any time,” whispered Jessa. “All that’s required is for you to focus on your will and what awaits you outside. I thank you for your visit.” 
 
    “Thanks for having me,” said Hal. 
 
    He stepped back from her, feeling a little awkward in the wake of their goodbye. She was all alone, frozen in time, apart from the world. Did she get lonely? She seemed to experience other emotions freely enough. Or did she just hibernate in the time between the rare visits she received from the Heart Holders? 
 
    “I hope we see each other again,” said Hal. 
 
    She smiled at him. He wasn’t sure if it meant she felt similarly on her part, or if it was out of amusement.  
 
    Hal took a deep breath and began to organize his thoughts. He pictured Laurel in his head. He saw two of her, both the girlish Laurel he’d known when he first came to Krestia’s Cradle, and Laurel as she was now, mature and responsible. He felt his heart resonating with her image. 
 
    He added Karnas to the scene, standing behind Laurel, holding his wings out, as though shielding her. And where would it make sense for all of them to be, if not the homestead, rebuilt larger than it once was, but just as warm and open. Hal’s home, along with the people he loved most. 
 
    He opened his eyes. He was back in the tent, sitting at an uncomfortable angle with his chest collapsed forward over his legs. His body didn’t ache, however, and he stood up easily enough, holding the memory crystal in one hand. 
 
    Zoria and Cadrian were both waiting outside, and looked to be in the middle of a conversation. Zoria bit off whatever she’d been about to say, flashing an annoyed frown at Cadrian before raising an eyebrow at Hal.  
 
    “What do you need?” asked Zoria. 
 
    Hal shook his head. “Nothing. It’s done.” 
 
    Zoria looked surprised. Cadrian’s expression was impassive and unreadable, as usual. 
 
    “It’s only been a minute,” said Zoria. “You managed to figure it out, that fast?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” said Hal. “Time flows differently inside the crystal.” 
 
    Zoria looked as though she wanted to ask more, but she held back. Cadrian nodded in their direction, and then all three of them began walking across the elven war camp, toward Tessianna’s tent. 
 
    Should I tell them more? Come up with a contingency plan? 
 
    It seemed like it was too late for such things. Hal wasn’t entirely sure what was going to happen next, and it didn’t seem fair for him to force Zoria and Cadrian to be complicit if he tried something stupid. They had their own stakes to play for, and it wasn’t his place to force them to back his gamble. 
 
    As though proving his point, both Zoria and Cadrian found places amongst the elves as soon as they entered Tessianna’s rather crowded tent. Hal stood alone in front of the daughter of the elven Empress. He held out the memory crystal wordlessly, and Tessianna took it from him, flashing a petty, unnecessary sneer. 
 
    “Are you finished already?” asked Tessianna. “Is it unlocked?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that,” said Hal. “That memory crystal contains all of Jessa’s memories, but it’s only accessible by other Heart Holders. There is no way to unlock it.” 
 
    Tessianna’s expression softened slightly, and she folded her arms. 
 
    “I would think you a liar if our own research hadn’t come to a similar conclusion,” she said. “Very well. Tell me why her memories were so valuable. What is it she knew that she wished passed on to future generations?” 
 
    And now I roll the dice… 
 
    “It was a message to her family and her descendants,” said Hal. “Advice on how to live well. Mistakes she made that she regrets. There wasn’t much beyond that.” 
 
    He didn’t have a choice about handing the memory crystal back over to the elves. Telling them the truth about the vulnerability it had exposed in the Upper Realm would only push them to destroy it, along with the chance of undoing Jessa’s mistake. Hal knew that he couldn’t act on her information without keeping the memory crystal for himself, and while that was too much of a risk for him to take, perhaps a future Heart Holder might get a better chance at it. 
 
    “I must admit,” said Tessianna. “I was expecting some kind of trick out of you. It’s a shame that you will still have to die, in the end.” 
 
    All the elves in the tent save for Tessianna drew their weapons. Hal was more disappointed than surprised. He glanced over the threatening faces, looking toward Zoria and Cadrian. Neither of them would meet his eye. 
 
    “You assume that you can kill me,” said Hal. He drew his pistol, making the movement slow and casual enough to do it without provoking a reaction from Tessianna’s valkyries. 
 
    “My mother told me you were overconfident,” said Tessianna. “I thought she was out of her mind when she suggested this plan, and all the more so after you refused my first offer.” 
 
    Hal said nothing, letting the tension build. The tent was large, but not large enough to host a fight between him and the elves present. He was outnumbered seven to one, nine to one if including Zoria and Cadrian for the other side. 
 
    “I am the Heart Holder,” said Hal. He didn’t project his voice, like he had in Jessa’s first trial, and he didn’t elaborate on what he meant. He said the words quietly, without breaking eye contact with Tessianna. She blinked a couple of times and looked toward her valkyries, confirming something. 
 
    “And I’ve spoken to others who have fought you before,” said Tessianna. “I’m not stupid. I heard the details of how Gardius captured you, and I outfitted all of my personal valkyries with reflect crystals, at an exorbitant cost. Your magic is useless against us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Hal squeezed the handle of his pistol a little tighter. With reflect crystals, Tessianna would be able to render all of his ruby magic ineffective. His only other effective offensive option would be to go at them with his sword, which would be suicide against this many valkyries, most of whom would have runic armor and weapons. 
 
    I can still use Wind Dash. I might even be able to use it to escape. 
 
    The valkyries were already moving to encircle him, as though they could read his thoughts. Hal forced himself to stay calm and kept his eyes on Tessianna. If she wanted him dead, he’d force her to make both the first move and the first mistake. 
 
    “If you kill me, you’ll never know what was really in Jessa’s Archive,” said Hal. 
 
    “The memory crystal was just a ploy to lure you out into the open,” said Tessianna. 
 
    Hal smiled. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I am,” said Tessianna. “This only ends one way. We gave you many chances to ally yourself with our cause, Heart Holder.” 
 
    “I get the feeling I’d have died even sooner if I’d agreed,” he said. 
 
    Tessianna let out a slow laugh. She looked so young that it was hard for Hal to take her seriously, at least until he saw her eyes. They were cold, with a hungry edge to them. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” said Tessianna. “It’s not just you who dies today. You may have noticed that the war camp is emptier than it should be. Did you stop to wonder where our soldiers are? Or why I only have a handful of valkyries, and no dragoons?” 
 
    Hal glared at her. He wanted to look over at Cadrian, but couldn’t risk it. Had she known? Was this the real task she’d been given, to lure Hal out of Meldence, where he could lend his aid to defending the city? He felt like an idiot. 
 
    “That was your first, and most obvious mistake,” said Tessianna. “You are overconfident, Heart Holder. And you trust far too quickly. You came here alone.” 
 
    Did I come here alone? 
 
    The question coalesced into a plan of action. Hal tapped his finger against his pistol. He reached his awareness into his heartgem, and surprisingly, found that it was nearly full of ruby, sapphire, and diamond essence. A gift from Jessa, perhaps? 
 
    “I didn’t come here alone,” said Hal.  
 
    “Oh?” asked Tessianna. “Do you have soldiers lying in wait? I have scouts watching, Heart Holder. I would know if-” 
 
    Hal didn’t wait for her to finish. He channeled ruby essence from his heartgem, lifting his pistol into the air and firing three Flame Shots straight overhead. In the moment created by the distraction, he snatched the memory crystal from Tessianna’s hand and slipped it into the pocket of his trousers. 
 
    The tent burst into flames, burning faster than he’d expected it to. It was a convenient side effect, given how it made the valkyries scramble to shield their leader. The second and third Flame Shots blasted into the sky, bright orange balls of burning fire and magic that could be seen from miles around. 
 
    Hal drew his sword, blocking a runic weapon strike from the valkyrie who’d been guarding the door. He used Wind Dash to dodge her next thrust and countered with a slash to her extended arms which, unfortunately, only bounced off her runic armor. 
 
    He threw himself against the burning tent, using his heartgem to cast Flame Shield and absorb the heat. The smoke was as much of an aid to him as the collapsing canopy, and it gave him a second to reposition himself. 
 
    There were still a few dozen soldiers left in the camp, outside of Tessianna and her valkyries. They were moving to cut off Hal’s escape, creating a wide, quickly closing circle instead of attacking him directly. They left the actual fighting to Tessianna and her valkyries, who were emerging from the tent, the ones who’d reacted more slowly summoning their runic armor and weapons. 
 
    One of the valkyries charged him, swinging a long, shimmering runic scythe. There wasn’t anything Hal could do to counter it with his short sword. He dodged, moving to position himself so he could keep as many of his enemies in sight as possible. 
 
    Another valkyrie, attacking with wild sword strikes. Hal blocked the first and used Wind Dash to put himself out of the way of the second. He immediately ducked under another attack, and then reacted too slowly to dodge a kick from his other side. 
 
    He wasn’t calm. Oftentimes, Hal would feel a sort of peace in the midst of battle, allowing him to focus and commit himself fully to what he was doing. This reminded him more of the frantic survival he’d been through in the Dragongrounds, with desperation guiding his movements, rather than technique. 
 
    He swung his short sword in a reckless circle, forcing the valkyries to pull back a step or two. Tessianna was there, too, wielding a sword of similar size to Hal’s own, but with an odd curve to the blade. She was smiling, probably as much out of genuine amusement as to irritate him into doing something stupid. 
 
    “What would your mother think of you hiding behind your bodyguards?” shouted Hal. 
 
    “She’d think it a wise strategy, when dealing with an opponent like you,” said Tessianna. “I will not have it said that I underestimated the Heart Holder.” 
 
    Need to stall. Need to keep her talking. 
 
    “You could have it be said that you tamed the Heart Holder,” said Hal. “That you brought him over to your side. That you convinced me with your words, or perhaps found… other means of persuasion.” 
 
    He caught her eye and flashed a suggestive smile. Tessianna flinched, glancing away from him as a blush came to her cheeks. Hal suddenly found himself wondering just how young she really was. Had she gone through her dawning ceremony, as all elves did on their twentieth birthday? Was this a weakness he could exploit? 
 
    Something cracked against his skull from behind. A rock, thrown by one of the soldiers. Two of the valkyries chose that moment to act. Hal barely managed to deflect a runic axe blade away from severing his head from his body. A sword slashed at his stomach, and he used Wind Dash to move himself into a backward leap. 
 
    He tripped as he landed, an inevitable consequence of accelerating so fast in a blind direction while off balance. One of the valkyries rushed to deliver the final blow with a spiked runic mace. Hal couldn’t use Wind Dash while on his back, on the ground, and he couldn’t block that kind of weapon with his short sword. 
 
    He watched as the blow came, wondering if his assumption had been wrong, or if he just hadn’t managed to hold out for long enough. He accepted his fate, giving himself credit where it was do for at least trying his best. 
 
    Cadrian collided with the attacking valkyrie from the side, her shoulder knocking the elf off balance. She stood over Hal, drawing her sword slowly and eyeing the rest of Tessianna’s valkyries. 
 
    Hal felt as annoyed as he did surprised. He was grateful, happy to still be alive and relatively unscathed, but his emotions roiled at the idea of owing his life to her, of all people, yet again. 
 
    “Elyse,” said Tessianna. “I knew you were foolish, but this is tantamount to suicide. Have you forgotten what your family’s situation is, currently?” 
 
    Hal leaned his mouth in close to Cadrian’s ear. “We just need to hold them off for a little longer. I have a plan.” 
 
    She gave a quick nod, and the two of them turned to put themselves back to back. The valkyries were wary, now that they had two opponents in place of one. They approached, but more slowly, with their attention focused on the range of their opponent’s weapons. 
 
    “Enough,” said Tessianna. “Move in and kill them. Make sure the memory crystal isn’t damaged in the process. He wouldn’t have tried to steal it from me if it wasn’t more valuable than he wanted us to think.” 
 
    Tessianna gestured with her hand, and then froze. Zoria had finally made her move, stepping behind the Empress’s daughter and pressing the point of a dagger to her throat. She wore her runic armor, and the violet, magical glow it gave off seemed to make the rest of her fellows unsure of what was happening. The valkyries glanced around at each other, as though betrayal could come at any time, from anyone. 
 
    “And you?” screamed Tessianna. “This is lunacy! Bring in the soldiers and see them all dead! Even if it…” 
 
    Zoria whispered something into Tessianna’s ear, and she went silent. She gave the slightest nod, affirming that she’d heard whatever threat had been whispered. The soldiers were, to their credit, still obeying the order, the circle around the war camp closing in on Hal and Cadrian. 
 
    “You said you had a plan?” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal grinned. He waved a hand at Zoria, and she pushed Tessianna aside as she rushed forward to join them. The valkyries, aided by the soldiers, began attacking in full force. Hal took a slash to the shoulder, only barely managing to defend the strike and subsequent follow-up to keep himself from taking a mortal wound. 
 
    A roar came from overhead, and Karnas finally arrived. He landed in the middle of the war camp, crushing a soldier underneath him and sending a dozen more scattering. He unleashed a blast of flame at the remainder of the army, sweeping it across the undefended elven warriors. They screamed, and it set off complete panic. 
 
    The valkyries were caught off guard, and Hal and Cadrian took advantage of the surprise. Hal stabbed his short sword through the neck of the one with the mace, while Cadrian delivered a slash across the legs of the other nearest two. 
 
    Zoria reached them, hesitating as one of the valkyries moved to stand in her way. She knocked him back with a blunt, side strike from her spear. Hal grabbed her hand and Cadrian’s shoulder and pulled the group into a desperate sprint toward Karnas. 
 
    The dragon was already kneeling to allow them onto his back when they reached him. Hal was a little uncertain about how he’d fare carrying three passengers, given that he’d only recently discovered that Karnas had enough strength to lift two. 
 
    Too late to change plans now… 
 
    “Kill them!” screamed Tessianna. 
 
    Hal pulled Cadrian and Zoria onto Karnas behind him. The dragon flapped his wings once to knock back a few tenacious valkyries attempting to mount one final attack, and then again to lift himself into the air. He struggled a bit, but within a minute, they were out of range. 
 
    “You knew he’d come?” asked Cadrian. 
 
    Karnas let out a roar that sounded hurt, and irritated. “Angry… Hally.” 
 
    “I hoped he’d come,” said Hal. He rubbed the dragon’s neck. “I’m sorry, Karnas. Truly, I am. I should have found a way to tell you earlier.” 
 
    Karnas was silent. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything to you, once this is all settled,” said Hal. “What I know of your father. The events that led up to his death. And how the feud between him and I, and I guess, between Mauve and you, first began.” 
 
    Karnas turned his head slightly in acknowledgement. “…Okay, Hally.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    The sun began to rise over the horizon, the first rays of day lighting the sky and landscape beneath them. Hal was comfortable on Karnas’s back, and took the time to gather his thoughts as he guided their flight back toward Meldence.  
 
    His first priority was making sure Laurel was safe. Tessianna had implied that there was another attack planned for the city, one that might already be underway. Hal needed to find his way back inside and get Laurel out of there. 
 
    And then what? Run away, while the rest of Krestia’s Cradle is destroyed and enslaved? 
 
    He wasn’t about to do that. He’d taken the memory crystal back from Tessianna for a reason. With Jessa’s aid, he could attempt to reach the crystal anchor and figure out a way to bring the Upper Realm down to the surface. 
 
    He made a deliberate effort to keep from thinking about the practical concerns related to such a move, like where the Upper Realm would end up descending to, what would be underneath it, and the effect it would have on the balance of power. He could get the answers to those questions from Jessa. In the meantime, what he needed to do was gather supplies, reach Laurel and the Maxim, and try to get a handle on the situation. 
 
    Hal’s thoughts led him to his companions. He could feel Cadrian’s arms around his waist, and Zoria’s hands from where they made contact with his back, in position around Cadrian. They’d both taken an immense risk in siding with him, one that might end up getting them killed, or putting their families at risk. 
 
    He felt annoyed that his concern extended to include Cadrian. He had no real interest in including her in whatever came next. It was too hard for him to trust her, and too distracting for him, given their past. 
 
    Can I afford to turn down help, even if it’s from her? 
 
    He tried not to dwell on the question as they flew. Minutes passed by in slow succession, and Hal found a partially destroyed, abandoned farm to set Karnas down next to. He slid off the dragon and stretched, scanning the grassy hills on the horizon for any approaching threats. 
 
    He moved to stand next to Zoria, unsure of what to say, or how to thank her for what she’d done. Her expression was troubled, and her brown hair was messy from the intense wind of the dragon flight. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Hal. 
 
    She shrugged, and then shook her head slightly. “Tessianna will act against my family. It was a stupid thing I just did, even if it was for your sake, master.” 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure what to say to that. He considered what he could do for her for a couple of seconds before remembering something. 
 
    “I still have a view crystal,” said Hal. “I picked it up from the valkyries Tessianna sent to the homestead. Would it help, if you could use it to contact them?” 
 
    “That… would help,” said Zoria. “Thank you.” 
 
    Hal handed her the crystal, and she disappeared inside the partially burnt down ranch house for privacy. He headed back toward Karnas, unsure of whether he could afford to take the time to wait. Meldence might already be under attack. He needed to get to Laurel as soon as possible. 
 
    “Halrin,” said Cadrian. “What is your plan from here?” 
 
    “I don’t see how it concerns you,” said Hal. 
 
    “I want to help,” said Cadrian. “I need to help. I don’t have a choice, now that I’ve shown Tessianna my true colors.” 
 
    “The only reason I heard you out is because you said Tessianna had hostages,” said Hal. “I’m not interested in having you in my life again. You’re lucky that I’m not trying to kill you right now.” 
 
    It felt petty and immature to say out loud, but it was the truth. She’d caused him so much pain, and he’d dreamed of revenge for so many nights. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Cadrian. “For everything I’ve done.” 
 
    Hal was surprised by how much her apology affected him. She’d never apologized to him before, not for what she’d done to his family. Not for anything, really. Her voice had a tremor of emotion to it, and she was meeting his eyes. It made him furious. 
 
    “You’re sorry?” asked Hal. “Really? That’s worth less than nothing to me. Cadrian, Elyse, whatever your name is. I don’t care if you’re sorry.” 
 
    “I did what I did for my family,” said Cadrian. “For my sisters. I won’t push the point. All that I ask is that you consider what you would have been willing to do… for your family. To protect them. I don’t expect you to forgive me.” 
 
    Hal had turned away from her. He could feel pointless tears welling in the corners of his eyes. He felt like a child, his emotions getting the better of him at the worst possible moment. He walked away from her, his anger and frustration refusing to abate even as he climbed onto Karnas’s back. 
 
    What right does she have to apologize to me? To try to explain herself… Why? 
 
    “Halrin,” called Zoria. She ran over to catch him before he took flight, passing the view crystal up to where he sat. 
 
    Hal took a breath, calming himself a little before looking at her. “Is your family okay?” 
 
    “They’re fine,” said Zoria. “And they’re going into hiding. Somewhere they’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Good,” said Hal. 
 
    “What’s your next move?” 
 
    Hal hesitated. He wasn’t entirely sure Zoria would be onboard for what he was about to suggest. She still had loyalties, both to her family and her homeland. This wasn’t just about defeating the Empress, but completely changing the very nature of the Upper Realm and its dynamic with the surface. 
 
    “I know of a way to end this,” he said. “To bring the Upper Realm down. In a… literal sense.” 
 
    “You mean, to crash it into the surface?” Zoria set her hands on her hips, her head already beginning to shake from side to side. 
 
    “Not crash it,” said Hal. “Look, I don’t have time to explain right now. If you trust me, and if you would help me, wait here. I need Karnas to be as light as possible to make it the rest of the way back to Meldence as fast as I can. But I’ll come back once I’ve made sure Laurel is safe and explain everything.” 
 
    “Hal…” said Zoria. “I… I can’t betray my family.” 
 
    “I won’t ask you to,” said Hal. For some reason, he had the sudden urge to glance in Cadrian’s direction. She was watching him carefully, the same way she had during so many of his training sessions. It felt like another lifetime ago. “I’ll be back,” he finished. 
 
    Karnas let out a small roar, and Hal tapped him on the neck, signaling him to return to flight. Early morning fog had coalesced in a distinct layer and he took advantage of it, flying Karnas lower and further inward toward Meldence than he would have usually been able to. There wasn’t much distance to cover, and it didn’t take long. Karnas set Hal down on the edge of the city. 
 
    “Can you be ready and watching?” asked Hal. “I’m not sure what the situation will be, when we leave.” 
 
     “Wait… for you,” said Karnas. “Find… Lolo.” 
 
    “I will.” Hal rubbed Karnas’s head, feeling incredibly grateful that the dragon was back on his side. 
 
    Karnas took to the air again, and Hal headed for the city wall. He circled around, finding the same crack in the wall that he and Cadrian had initially snuck out through. He doubted that she’d told Tessianna about it, but made a mental note to let the guards or Maxim Cedric know about the chink in the city’s armor, just in case. 
 
    Nobody was out on the streets, and it gave the city an eerie, abandoned feel. Hal’s footsteps on the stone pavement seemed like a loud intrusion on the quiet of the morning. Even the soldiers up on the wall and on patrol were silent, though part of it seemed due to the way the fog dampened sound. 
 
    He wasn’t stopped or asked any questions on the way into the castle, which was both a concern and a relief. He wasn’t sure the guards would have accepted him for who he was, given how little time he’d spent around Meldence recently, but the fact that they didn’t notice a relative stranger in their midst said something about the quality of their defenses. 
 
    It was still early enough that Hal expected to find Laurel in her chambers on the second floor. He wasn’t practiced at navigating the confusing hallways of the castle, but he managed to find it after a few minutes. The door wasn’t locked, and he slipped in without knocking. 
 
    Laurel was already up. She was naked, and in the process of toweling herself off. She smiled when she saw Hal, not immediately moving to cover herself. He felt his face flush and turned to look at the wall, trying not to see the afterimage of her small, perky breasts and petite body. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Hal. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Laurel. “You’ve seen me naked before, after all.” 
 
    He had, and perhaps he needed the reminder. He’d almost let himself fall back into the trap of treating her like Lilith. She wasn’t Lilith, and their relationship had evolved in the time they’d known each other. Laurel gave him another reminder as she walked over, still naked, wrapping her arms around him in a hug from behind. He could feel the points of her nipples pressing into the back of his shirt. 
 
    “You broke your promise,” whispered Laurel. 
 
    Hal turned around. “Sorry,” he said. “That’s twice I’ve apologized to you in the span of a minute.” 
 
    He kissed her, and felt her nude body moving against his. He wanted her, but there was no time, no matter how his arousal tried to justify it. 
 
    “Laurel,” he said. “Things are happening fast. The elven army is on the move, headed for Meldence.” 
 
    Laurel stiffened against him. She pulled back, managing to look surprisingly confident, and still very naked. Her wet hair fell in loose, blonde locks across her shoulders. She started pulling clothes on, a golden tunic and black leggings she’d set out across her bed. 
 
    “How soon will they reach the city?” she asked. She spoke in the voice he’d heard her using with her bodyguard. The voice of Ambassador Ancina, rather than the Laurel he knew and loved. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Hal. “And that’s not all. I discovered something. Last night, I went with Cadrian to meet with Tessianna, the Empress’s daughter and the commander of their army on the surface.” 
 
    Laurel frowned, though Hal wasn’t sure at which part. “By Mystra, Hal, would you put yourself into the enemy’s hands like that?” 
 
    “It was necessary,” he said. “And it led me to this.” He pulled out the memory crystal and showed it to her. 
 
    “What is that?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “I’ll explain to you and Maxim Cedric both,” said Hal. “Is he up? Or can you wake him, if not?” 
 
    Laurel nodded. “There’s something you should know. Your brother arrived at the castle with his party late last night.” 
 
    My brother? Mauve… 
 
    “Where is he?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Probably meeting with the Maxim right now,” said Laurel. “Come on.” 
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    Hal waited for Laurel to finish dressing, and then walked beside her as they headed through the castle. He wasn’t as tired as he felt like he should have been, as though the time he’d spent in Jessa’s sanctum had had a rejuvenating effect on him. 
 
    True to Laurel’s prediction, they encountered Mauve and the others in his group just before reaching the Maxim’s chamber. Hal froze as he met Mauve’s eyes. He could recognize his old friend, now. Before, the scars and burns had stolen his attention. Now, he could see Mauve’s confident posture, the tiny smile he so often wore on his face, and the way he kept one hand resting on his sword in a classic duelist’s stance. 
 
    “Mauve,” said Hal.  
 
    “Hal,” said Mauve.  
 
    They stared at each other for a few silent seconds, and then both simultaneously pulled the other into a hug. Too much had happened and was happening for them to stay mad at each other. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Mauve. “The way things went before… I let myself get too angry. It’s been a problem of mine, these past few months.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Hal. “So much has happened.” 
 
    Mauve gripped his shoulder and held his gaze, his expression serious. “I trust you, Halrin. And after speaking with your, uh, what is he called again? Maximus?” 
 
    “Maxim,” corrected Laurel. 
 
    “Right. I understand more of the situation now.” Mauve gave a quick, grimacing nod. “The dragons are not the real enemy. It’s the elves.” 
 
    “It’s not the dragons, or the elves,” said Hal. “Well, it is, but it isn’t. The real enemy is the power imbalance that makes it possible for them to attack our cities without us being able to do the same in return. Mauve… I have a plan that might solve all of this. Will you help me?” 
 
    Mauve smiled, but there was more regret in the expression than joy. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Halrin,” he said. “I came here on an expedition, not knowing what I’d find. If it were only me, I would agree without hesitation. But I have to think of the others.” 
 
    Hal nodded. Mauve’s refusal disappointed him a little, but he’d made the suggestion without really considering it. How would Karnas have reacted to traveling with Mauve, after what had happened between them? He wasn’t sure that he could explain the misunderstanding to the dragon in a way that would have satisfied him. 
 
    “I understand,” said Hal. 
 
    “I’m leaving with them, Halrin,” said Mauve. “I would give almost anything to stay longer, to catch up with you properly, but I can’t risk their lives.” 
 
    Hal nodded. “This won’t be the last time we see each other, old friend.” 
 
    “Make that a promise,” said Mauve. “We’ve already run the idea of setting up waypoints across the desert to allow for easier travel between Krestia’s Cradle and the Collected Provinces. When all of this is over, promise me you’ll come back to the Collected Provinces.” 
 
    From the corner of Hal’s eye, he noticed Laurel stiffen slightly, the smallest of frowns flashing across her face. It only lasted for an instant, as though she felt guilty about wanting him to stay. Oddly, it almost made Hal want to smile, and sweep her into his arms. 
 
    “I will,” said Hal. “But only to visit. I think this land has become more of a home to me, now.” 
 
    “I respect that.” Mauve ran a hand over one of the scars running across his hairless scalp. “I wish we had more time. It’s been ages since I’ve practiced the Kye Lornis.” 
 
    A grin crept onto Hal’s face. “I think you’d find that I’ve picked up a few moves in the time I’ve been away,” he said. “The maug in Krestia’s Cradle have proved worthy opponents.” 
 
    “That sounds like a challenge, Halrin,” said Mauve. “I haven’t fallen off, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “The Kye Lornis circle will be the judge of that,” said Hal. 
 
    “Halrin,” said Laurel, setting a hand on his shoulder. “Time is of the essence.” 
 
    “…Right.” He looked at Mauve, knowing he had to say goodbye, and not knowing how to say it. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” said Mauve. 
 
    “We will,” Hal echoed. 
 
    They clasped hands in parting, and then Hal and Laurel passed by Mauve’s group in the hall. He would see Mauve, his brother, again. And the fact that they’d left it like that, on as good of terms as ever, gave him new strength to draw from. 
 
    “He reminds me of you,” said Laurel. 
 
    “We aren’t related by blood,” said Hal. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. It’s in the way he stands. You can tell he’s carrying something with him, this hidden weight. But he’s learned to carry it, for himself and for the people around him.” 
 
    Her hand closed around Hal’s and she gave an affectionate squeeze. She only let go as they walked up the stairs that led to the door to the Maxim’s bedchamber. The guards recognized her, as they had before, and opened the door without saying a word. 
 
    Maxim Cedric looked worse than he had the previous day. He was propped up on pillows, and though his eyes were still alert and intelligent, his breathing was slow and ragged. He still had the strength to smile when he saw Laurel. She rushed across the room to kneel by his bedside, her concern so open on her face that it made Hal’s heart ache in sympathy. 
 
    “Ambassador…” said Maxim Cedric. “I was going to call for you.” 
 
    “Milord…” whispered Laurel. “Did you get enough sleep?” 
 
    “Precious little, I’m afraid,” said Maxim Cedric. “But that’s quite alright.” 
 
    He looked past Laurel, nodding as his eyes met Hal’s. “Lord Halrin. Please, come closer. I can tell from the expression on your face that you have brought interesting news with you.” 
 
    Hal smiled, feeling uplifted by the Maxim’s kind, almost grandfatherly tone. He walked over to stand a few feet behind Laurel, not wanting to intrude too much on their moment. 
 
    “I do,” said Hal. “I met with the leader of the elven invasion. Tessianna, the daughter of Empress Kay.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric nodded and gestured for him to continue, more with his shoulder than hand or arm. Hal wasn’t sure how to explain it all to him. Maxim Cedric wasn’t aware of his heartgem, and the exact details of how he’d gone into Jessa’s sanctum to discover the dark secret of the Upper Realm seemed too incredible, even to him. 
 
    “I discovered a secret while in her war camp,” said Hal. “Hidden within an ancient crystal artifact. It’s related to the Upper Realm, the home of the elves, and how it manages to elude our reach. It’s possible that if I follow up on it, we can expose our enemies’ homeland and put them into circumstances where they won’t have the ability to attack us without reprisal.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric gave a small nod. His expression was one of deep thought, and he took his time considering what he was being told. 
 
    “Will your journey be dangerous, then?” asked Maxim Cedric. 
 
    Hal hesitated. “Most likely.” 
 
    “More dangerous than remaining here in the city?” 
 
    “That’s… the other reason why I needed to speak with you,” said Hal. “Tessianna claimed that another attack on Meldence was imminent. It could happen tomorrow, or within the hour. Her soldiers were already on the move when I left, and I don’t know how far along their advance forces may be.” 
 
    “I suspected as much,” said the Maxim. “My guards are ready for an attack, and most of the city has been evacuated, outside of those with essential services to offer.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. He was a pensive man, and Hal could almost sense what he was thinking. The situation was unfair, and so many people would die pointless deaths. 
 
    “Ambassador Ancina,” said Maxim Cedric. “I order you to accompany Lord Halrin on his quest.” 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but Laurel reacted before he had time to say anything. She shook her head, taking the Maxim’s hand into hers and squeezing it. 
 
    “Milord, please,” she said. “I know what you’re trying to do, but it may as well be admitting defeat! The city can hold out. Perhaps I can negotiate with someone on their side or help in another way. My place should be here at your side…” 
 
    Hal felt a little slighted by her choice, though he knew it made no sense to be. Part of him had been hoping that she’d jump at the chance to travel with him, the two of them on the road together for however long it took. A chance for them to finally be with each other now that they’d both admitted their true feelings. 
 
    That’s a childish way of thinking. We both have our own roles to play… 
 
    “I’m ordering you, Ambassador,” said Maxim Cedric. “If you know what I’m trying to do, then you must also understand why it’s necessary.” 
 
    “I’m not refusing you as your Ambassador,” Laurel said, in a quiet voice. 
 
    Maxim Cedric stared at her, his face creasing with sadness and emotion. He closed his eyes, cleared his throat, and then turned his gaze onto Hal. 
 
    “Lord Halrin,” he said. “There is something that you need to know.” 
 
    Laurel stiffened. “He doesn’t need to know!” 
 
    “He does,” said the Maxim. “You’ve accepted what it means, Laurel, but not the responsibility that comes with it. Therefore, Lord Halrin will also need to bear his share.” 
 
    Laurel didn’t say anything. Hal resisted the urge to ask questions, letting the Maxim take his time organizing his explanation. 
 
    “Laurel is my daughter,” said Maxim Cedric. He didn’t elaborate any further, and the simplicity of the statement almost contradicted the depth of what it meant. Hal’s puzzlement must have shown on his face. 
 
    “My birth mother… my real mother… worked in a brothel,” whispered Laurel. “I’d always heard the rumors of my heritage, that my father had gone behind my mother’s back and gotten a prostitute with child. That he’d been forced to adopt her, once the woman threatened to reveal the truth. It was almost the truth. Maxim Cedric… was my real father. And he asked my parents to adopt me to keep my heritage secret.” 
 
    Maxim Cedric placed a hand on her shoulder. It was clear that the two of them had already spoken on the topic many times before. Hal wasn’t sure what to say, or if anything needed to be said. 
 
    “I should have done more,” whispered Maxim Cedric. 
 
    “You did more than enough,” said Laurel. “The man I thought to be my father…” 
 
    “He was a good man,” said Maxim Cedric. 
 
    “He didn’t want me,” said Laurel. “He was ashamed of the rumors. Of the damage my existence did to his image. He tried to turn Willum and I against each other, and… it was only because of you that I was looked after.” 
 
    “I did what I could,” whispered Maxim Cedric. “And I wish I’d done more.” 
 
    “You did enough,” said Laurel. “Which is why it’s my turn, now, to do what I can for you. I’ll fight to defend you, if I have to. It isn’t fair for it to end like this!” 
 
    “I agree,” said Maxim Cedric. “It isn’t fair, at all.” 
 
    Shouts came from outside the castle, loud enough to be heard even through the Maxim’s closed window. Hal walked over to take a look outside. The vanguard for the elven army was attacking the city, aided in their advance by the fog in the same way it had hidden him and Karnas on their approach. 
 
    “Lord Halrin?” said Maxim Cedric. 
 
    “Milord?” Hal lowered himself down on one knee, feeling as though it was only appropriate. 
 
    “Can you carry Laurel’s weight easily enough?” 
 
    Hal hesitated, and then nodded. 
 
    “Then please,” said Maxim Cedric. “I beg of you, Lord Halrin. Get my daughter out of here and keep her safe, even if it’s against her will!” 
 
    Hal looked at Laurel, who was already shaking her head. He set a hand on her shoulder and tried to guide her from the room. Three roars came from outside the window, one after another, as the elven army’s dragons emerged from the fog and descended on the city. 
 
    “No,” said Laurel. “I won’t leave!” 
 
    “Laurel,” said Hal. “There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    He gripped her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “It’s too late. There is nothing you can do to save Meldence if you stay here. You’re more useful to the city and Krestia’s Cradle if you’re safe, and out of danger.” 
 
    He hesitated, unsure of what exactly it meant for her to be the Maxim’s daughter. Would she inherit the position on the Maxim’s death? He wasn’t sure if it worked like that, but suspected that at the very least, she’d inherit his expansive holdings in Krestia’s Cradle. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. She went to Maxim Cedric’s side once more, and the two shared whispered words that Hal couldn’t make out. Maxim Cedric kissed her on the forehead, and she slowly rose to follow Hal out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    One of the guards outside Maxim Cedric’s bedchamber was gone, moving to take care of duties elsewhere in the castle. The other was gripping his spear so tightly in his hands as to make his knuckles go white. 
 
    “Keep him safe,” Laurel said, to the guard. The guard saluted, standing at attention. 
 
    The castle shook as something either crashed into it, or landed on top of it. Hal gripped Laurel by the hand and began pulling her down the stairs as quickly as he could without tripping herself up. 
 
    “Busher is waiting for me in the council chambers,” said Laurel. “He can help us escape!” 
 
    She gestured down a hallway to their left. Hal took a few steps forward, pausing as the ceiling overhead let out a creak from outside stress. He stepped back not a second too soon, the hallway collapsing in a burst of rock and dust an instant later. 
 
    “We don’t have time to find another route,” said Hal. “He’ll have to find a way to help here.” 
 
    Laurel didn’t object. Hal pulled her in the direction of the nearest exit, stopping briefly for a group of soldiers sprinting through an intersection in single file. Shouts of combat were already coming from the direction the men were headed in. 
 
    Could the elven vanguard have moved through the town that quickly? 
 
    He found an answer to his question as he and Laurel stepped out into the castle courtyard. The dragons were dropping soldiers off, dragoons with heavy armor and fearsome halberds. Hal swore under his breath, drawing his pistol with one hand and keeping a tight hold on Laurel with the other. 
 
    “They’re attacking the castle!” said Laurel. “We have to fight them!”  
 
    She ran a finger over the ruby ring she wore. It had once belonged to her brother Willum, and as far as Hal knew, she’d never had the time to learn to use it properly. He had serious doubts over whether she’d be able to even cast a single spell with it under pressure. 
 
    “We can’t win this fight,” said Hal. “Maxim Cedric has good men loyal to him. They’ll be able to hold the castle.” 
 
    The city as a whole, on the other hand… 
 
    “Hal!” shouted Laurel. “We can’t just leave!” 
 
    He shrugged, appreciating the fact that the Maxim had suggested he drag Laurel out of the city, if need be. He started moving, pulling her by the wrist. She didn’t dig her heels in, following him willingly, with only minor reluctance. 
 
    Hal’s plan was simple. If he could get himself and Laurel outside of the city walls and out of range of the elven invaders, he could rely on Karnas to swoop in and save them. He wasn’t sure where the crystal anchor that Jessa had spoken of was, but he could re-enter her sanctum and work through those details once he and Laurel had made it to safety. 
 
    He felt a stab of worry as he thought of Mauve and the rest of Mauve’s traveling party. Had they managed to make it clear of Meldence before the attack had started? It was possible, but only if they’d left immediately after Hal had spoken to Mauve. It seemed more likely that they were trapped, like so many of the people stuck in Meldence by circumstance or stubbornness. 
 
    I can’t go looking for him, now. I can only hope that he’s okay. 
 
    Hal saw elven soldiers engaging with the city’s guards as he and Laurel entered the streets. Whereas the city had seemed abandoned before, they now felt crowded and chaotic. The dragons circled overhead, occasionally dipping low to breathe flames onto a building or group of soldiers, causing the few people who were left to panic and stumble in their haste to flee. 
 
    One of the dragons curved its flight path, its eyes locking onto Hal and Laurel as it swept low on another pass. Hal aimed his pistol, pulling the trigger, channeling ruby essence, and casting Flame Shield just as the monster exhaled a burst of fire in their direction. 
 
    “Stay close to me!” shouted Hal. He tried to stay calm. He was worried, not for himself, but for Laurel. Protecting her would make it difficult for him to engage with any enemies they encountered. 
 
    They hurried down a side street, ignoring the corpse of an overweight man who’d been struck down near against the wall of one of the adjacent buildings. They emerged on the other side into a section of street where the fog hadn’t yet dissipated. They could see figures ahead of them, but it was impossible to make out whether they were friend or foe. 
 
    Hal was tempted to switch his pistol for his short sword, but decided against it. His pistol would be of less use in close quarters combat, but he couldn’t afford to let go of Laurel to give himself room to fight properly. 
 
    Instead, he hurried forward with her, pointing his gun at anyone who came close. The elves were smaller than the humans, even though most of them were heavily armed dragoons. One of them stepped to block their path, pulling back his spear to thrust at Hal. He focused his will and unloaded a Flame Shot into the dragoon’s face. It didn’t do enough damage to destroy the elf’s helm, but it was enough to make him clutch at his eyes and face, giving them a chance to push past. 
 
    Screams were coming from every direction. Hal had to resist the temptation to use Wind Dash as he saw more dragoons cutting across the street ahead. Again, there was no way he could risk it with Laurel. Any amount of distance between them was room for them to be separated. 
 
    The extent of the carnage was unreal. The elven soldiers seemed to have been given orders to spare no one. People were being dragged out of houses and executed in the street. The fog made it hard to tell what was going on, but the people left in the city were quickly realizing that there were no safe places to run to. 
 
    They turned around a street corner, and almost ran straight into another scene of slaughter. A group of dragoons had rounded up a few civilians, and was slowly spearing through each one, leaving their bodies to bleed out on the stone brick. 
 
    Laurel tensed, and for a crucial second, she resisted Hal, frozen in place. The dragoons noticed them, two splitting off to intercept them. Hal glanced over his shoulder. The Maxim’s guards were in a heated fight against elven soldiers behind them, cutting off the most direct line of escape. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” said Hal. He felt anxious as he let go of her to draw his sword, but there was no other option. He cocked his pistol and cast Flame Shot at the foremost of the dragoons, pushing into a Ruby Trance as he did. 
 
    The rush of emotion brought him into an alert state, but was also dangerously intoxicating. Hal felt like a wolf, a predator facing off against prey in the midst of a hunt. He would finish them quickly, pull Laurel free of the ruined city, and celebrate victory. It was an addictive feeling, so alive and vivid in the moment. 
 
    The dragoons hesitated, seeing the crimson glow of his eyes and the thrum of power around his body. Hal rushed forward, swinging his sword and using Flame Strike to split open the armor of the nearest one. His sword only scraped across the thick metal of the elf’s breastplate, but the superheated flames melted through slightly, deforming the armor and weakening it. 
 
    The other dragoons involved in the massacre had finished and were beginning to join their fellows in battle. Hal stabbed forward with a Flame Strike into the helm of one of the new arrivals, finding the eye slit and feeling a rush of dark, satisfaction as the fire burned out everything within.  
 
    He dodged a spear strike, splitting the weapon in half with a downward sword strike. The dragoons were trying to surround him. Where was Laurel? Hal glanced back where he’d left her. She was hiding behind the edge of an alleyway. 
 
    A kick slammed into Hal’s shoulders, strengthened by the heavy metal boot of the elf responsible. Hal tumbled forward into a roll, pulling from the Kye Lornis to keep his momentum flowing. He slashed at the legs of his enemies as he came to a stop on one knee, but didn’t do any obvious damage. 
 
    He fired three Flame Shots in quick succession, feeling his ruby reserves begin to dwindle from his heavy spell usage. More dragoons were arriving by the second. Hal gritted his teeth, his anger pushing him to take stupid risks. He grabbed the spear of the next dragoon to attack him and diverted the strike into an elf attempting to sneak up on him from behind. 
 
    Laurel screamed. Hal almost howled in reaction. He slashed his sword in front of him and then turned to face her. A small group of elven soldiers had made their way up the street from behind. One of them held her by the arms. She was struggling. One of the others laughed, reaching over to tear a rip into her tunic. 
 
    No. This isn’t happening. 
 
    A single thought echoed in Hal’s head. Jessa had forced him through her trials. She hadn’t told him her secrets outright, instead forcing him into situations where they revealed themselves, under stress and impossible odds. Hal felt something deep inside him, a pounding, furious strength. Just as he’d found the answers to Jessa’s trials, he’d found this. 
 
    It came out as a roar, the noise ripped from the essence of his being. His emotions imploded, passion and anger pulling together and becoming a focused, singular core, before exploding back out and emerging as something real. Fire bled from Hal’s eyes, mouth, and palms, swirling around his form like slithering pythons. 
 
    Hal could barely hear the sounds of battle around him, and time seemed to stretch, the moment lasting for an eternity, in its own way. The enemies nearest to him had taken a step back. He didn’t care about them. His thoughts were muted and primal, his emotions displacing logic and reason for control of him. 
 
    He saw Laurel and the elves holding her. Two of the elves were trying to force her toward the alleyway, still ripping at her clothes. Hal’s anger was cold, now, and he barely even considered what he was doing as he reached out with his hand and focused his passion. 
 
    The spell was something he’d never done before. Fire pushed forward from his hand, holding the shape of his fingers and palm, but enlarging until it was twice the size of a person. It closed the distance to Laurel and her captors, and then carefully began pulling them off her and tossing them away. 
 
    Each touch of the flaming fingers caused an elf to scream in pain, fire greedily burning through whatever little fuel their body could provide. The burning hand was careful, pulling the elves loose from Laurel in the same way Hal might skin an orange, focusing on causing no damage to what lay beneath. 
 
    Escape. Leave this place. 
 
    Laurel was free, and aware enough to hurry over to Hal. The other dragoons, the ones who been fighting him originally, were slowly backing away. Hal’s thoughts were a muddied, emotional mess. He just wanted to get Laurel out of there. 
 
    He drew his pistol, cocked the hammer, and cast Flame Shot in the direction of the city wall, which was a hundred or so feet distant. The blast that erupted from his gun was wider across than he was tall. A dozen elves dropped dead, incinerated by the blast without even slowing it down. 
 
    Hal dropped, first to his knees, and then flat on his stomach. The pounding on his head was too much for him, and he felt his eyes rolling up into the back of his head as he lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Ascension. How was it that Cadrian described it? 
 
    “Halrin… please.” 
 
    It’s more efficient than a Ruby Trance, but I was completely out of control. Every spell was as big, and as powerful, as I could possibly cast. 
 
    “Halrin! They’re coming!” 
 
    My heartgem is almost empty of ruby essence. I’ll have to weigh the benefits of going that far in the future. 
 
    “Wake up, Halrin! Please!” 
 
    Hal felt hands hitting down on his chest, and then shaking him. He groaned, and then winced. His temples were pounding with the most severe headache he’d ever had in his life. It was hard to think, hard to remember what was going on. 
 
    He opened his eyes. Laurel was leaning over him, her face contorted with worry and fear. He stretched one of his arms out, feeling his fingers scraping across stone and dirt. 
 
    “What… happened?” he muttered. 
 
    She didn’t answer him. She lifted his arm up and snuck under, pulling him to his feet. Hal’s body felt weak, and his legs threatened to buckle beneath him as he stood. His clothes were singed, and it took him a second to remember the fire, the magic, and entering Ruby Ascension. 
 
    The battle was still fully underway all around them. No more than a minute or two could have passed since the last thing he remembered, the massive, destructive Flame Shot he’d unleashed on the city’s wall. A charred black trail on the ground showed the path the spell had taken. Two houses had been destroyed, along with half a dozen elven dragoons, and a section of the city wall large enough for people to pass through. 
 
     The elves who he’d been fighting against were dead, both the ones who’d taken Laurel and the ones who’d been blocking their escape. Who else was dead, beyond them? Hal hadn’t been in a state of mind to consider the effect of his spell on innocents. 
 
    “Who else?” he mumbled. “Laurel… Who did I kill?” 
 
    “Just the elves,” she said, quickly. Perhaps a little too quickly. 
 
    She helped him forward, and after a few steps, Hal could walk on his own. It felt like their roles had reversed as she pulled him forward across the ruined city street. They were careful as they passed through the hole that Hal’s spell had made, not touching the edges out of fear of triggering a collapse in the wall above. 
 
    Sounds of chaos and terror blended into a chorus from the city behind him. Hal did everything he could to keep his thoughts on what was happening, to keep himself from going back to the memories of the attack on his family’s estate, or the chaos of the Dragongrounds. His hands were shaking again, making his weapons feel like they were going to fall loose at any instant. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to keep it together, for Laurel’s sake, if not his own. 
 
    They were a few hundred feet out of the city when the heavy flapping of wings came from overhead. Hal glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see Karnas, coming to their rescue. 
 
    It was another dragon, and that was all Hal needed to know to react to the situation. He dove into Laurel, throwing her to the ground and off to one side. The dragon’s fire breath swept across the spot they’d been standing less than a second earlier. 
 
    It landed in front of them, apparently not content to just attack from the air. Hal hurried to position Laurel behind him, but it was a pointless gesture. His heartgem had no ruby essence left in it. There was nothing he could do, for her or for himself. 
 
    The dragon let out a roar and then sucked in air, preparing to scorch the life from them. A black shape landed between Hal and it just as the dragon unleashed another blast of flames.  
 
    Karnas. And not a moment too soon. 
 
    Karnas wrapped his wings around Hal and Laurel, shielding them from the attack. Hal could still feel the heat, enough to make him instantly break into a sweat. Laurel was hugging tight to him, and there wasn’t much else either of them could do other than squeeze each other for support. 
 
    The fire subsided, and Karnas moved. He leapt onto the other dragon, snapping his teeth at its neck. The attack missed, but Karnas still tackled the other dragon, and the two rolled together, clawing and biting at each other in the universal, feral manner in which so many animals fight. 
 
    It was almost hard to tell them apart, which made what Karnas was doing that much more impactful. He was fighting one of his own. He was likely still mulling over what he’d learned of his heritage, and Hal’s blood feud with his father, and yet he still risked his life to protect them without hesitation. 
 
    A deep snarl of pain came from the other dragon, and then from Karnas. Hal pulled Laurel to his feet as he saw Karnas kick out hard, knocking the other dragon back. Hal was ready as Karnas broke into a retreat, dipping low to let him and Laurel swing onto his back as he went by. 
 
    And then, they were in the air. Karnas was flapping his wings with heavy, desperate movements. The dragon’s balance was a little off kilter, angled to one side. Hal saw a gash at the point where Karnas’s left wing attached to the rest of his body, and it was bleeding freely, a crimson trail of it falling into the sky. 
 
    “You can’t keep flying like this,” said Hal, half shouting to be heard over the wind. “Karnas! Don’t force it.” 
 
    Karnas made a noise. Hal looked behind him, confirming that the other dragon wasn’t in pursuit as they passed further from the city. He patted Karnas on the back, hopefully signaling that they’d reached safety. The dragon stopped actively flying, instead keeping his wings outstretched and letting them slowly glide toward a landing. 
 
    They were heading in the direction of where he’d told Zoria they’d meet him, though the trek would take a few hours on foot. Karnas landed on top of one of the many large hills that were scattered across the area surrounding Meldence.  
 
    Hal climbed down, and then helped Laurel. Karnas curled up on the ground, almost like a cat, and proceeded to lick at the wound on his wing.  
 
    They could see Meldence, to the southwest. The city was wreathed in red flames, with smoke forming a massive plume overhead. It looked bad, and Hal could tell from the tension in Laurel’s posture that it was past the point of holding out hope. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Laurel,” he whispered. He reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I don’t know what I could have done,” she said. “He was right to send me away. I just wish… there was something, anything, I could have done differently.” 
 
    Hal knew the feeling well. He’d struggled not to blame himself after his family’s deaths. The pointlessness of it only served to make him feel even more like there should have logically been a way to avoid it. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to her, so instead, he pulled her into a hug. She was soft against him, and without consciously thinking about it, his hand went to her cheek. He kissed her, but her lips didn’t move against his. 
 
    “Hal…” said Laurel. 
 
    Her tone told him what she was about to say before her words did, and he felt his heart catch in his throat. 
 
    “What Maxim Cedric… my father… said,” she whispered. “He’s probably right. I’m going to be living a very different kind of life, once it gets out that I’m his daughter, by blood.” 
 
    Hal nodded, trying to keep his tone casual, unaffected. “Sure. You’re like a princess almost. The daughter of the ruler of the realm.” 
 
    “It isn’t quite like that,” muttered Laurel. “I won’t become Maxim when he dies. They’ll hold a Lords Meeting to determine the next one. But I will inherit his lands, and I’ll… have responsibilities.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Hal. “I get it.” 
 
    It wasn’t okay. It was so bitterly unfair that Hal almost wanted to spit on the ground. He’d known Laurel for less than a year, but they’d gone through so much together, supporting each other throughout. They’d grown as people together, learned to see each other differently. And once they’d finally reached a place where they could be together, the situation changed to keep them apart. 
 
    Meldence is burning and I’m mad that I can’t kiss her. No, I need to focus on what matters. 
 
    “Come on,” said Hal. “We should get moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Karnas insisted on attempting the rest of the flight. Hal let the dragon carry them, though he regretted it as soon as they were in the air. Karnas struggled to maintain enough height to keep them in the swift moving air currents high above, and it was obvious that his wing was hurting him. 
 
    Hal gave him the signal to set down a little over an hour later, as they passed above the destroyed farmhouse where he’d dropped off Zoria. Karnas let out a sigh of relief as Hal and Laurel climbed off again. He immediately moved to take to the air again, but Laurel called out to him. 
 
    “Hold on,” she said. “You should rest.” 
 
    “Too… big…” said Karnas. 
 
    Laurel frowned and shook her head. 
 
    “He means he’s too big and too conspicuous to stay nearby,” said Hal. “And he’s probably right. It would attract attention if any scouts are in the area, especially if he goes hunting and later comes back.” 
 
    “I guess…” said Laurel. 
 
    “Is your wing going to be okay?” asked Hal. 
 
    Karnas made a noise that didn’t sound like a yes or a no. “Need… rest.” 
 
    He made another noise, and then jumped upward, flying off in the direction of the dense, northern forests. Hal watched him disappear over the distance, and then looked around at their surroundings. 
 
    It was late afternoon, though the murky sky overhead made it feel later. Zoria had been waiting inside the destroyed farmhouse and came out to greet them at the sound of their arrival. She looked tired, with her tight black valkyrie clothing smudged with dirt, and her hair loose and tangled across her shoulders. 
 
    “I saw the smoke,” said Zoria. “What happened?” 
 
    “The elven army attacked,” said Hal. “Made it past the wall. The city has fallen.” 
 
    Zoria nodded. There was no surprise in her reaction, and Hal suspected that she’d had a better sense of the balance of power than he had, given how close she’d been to Tessianna’s inner circle. 
 
    She looked out of place, an elf amidst humans, dressed in the colors of the enemy. She was his friend, and they’d both risked their lives for each other many times before. She’d sided with him against the daughter of her Empress and put her own family at risk in doing so. And maybe because of that, Hal felt hesitant to ask for more from her. 
 
    “I waited for you, master,” said Zoria. “Do I get a reward?” 
 
    Her tone was playful, and it brought a smile to his face, despite the somber circumstances. 
 
    “That depends,” said Hal. “I need your help, Zoria. I’m not sure what I could offer you as a reward in return, but if you can name something, I’ll try.” 
 
    She walked closer to him, lifting her chin up at a defiant angle. Her tight clothing emphasized the curves of her breasts and hips, the dark color making her look sexy in a very dangerous kind of way. 
 
    “You’ve heard me speak of what I think of the Upper Realm before,” she said. “It’s my homeland, but there are… so very many things that I hate about it. Everyone is willing to lie and betray, if the stakes are right. It’s all about power, bloodlines, and domination. I have no love for eklid culture, master…” 
 
    She hesitated, and Hal felt as though he could understand why. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to betray your people,” said Hal. “Well… okay, maybe I am. But I don’t think the Upper Realm will be destroyed, from what I saw in the crystal archive. It will just be brought down to the surface. Down to reality, where it isn’t so easy to raid and enslave the other races without consequence.” 
 
    “Then yes,” said Zoria. “I am with you. Though I expect you to heed my advice and opinions. I have my own reasons for lending my aid, master.” 
 
    “We all have our own reasons.” A new voice came from behind the destroyed farmhouse. Hal glared in that direction, watching as Cadrian slowly stepped into the conversation. 
 
    She looked annoyingly fresh, as though the chaos of the past night and morning had barely affected her. Her black hair was in one of its usual intricate braids, without a single strand out of place. Her face was passive, pale, and beautiful, and she watched him with both eyes. There was something open, almost vulnerable, about her posture and demeanor. 
 
    “No,” said Hal. “You’ll have no part in this, Cadrian. I can’t trust you.” 
 
    “Can’t?” she asked. “Or won’t?” 
 
    “It makes no difference.” Hal shook his head, feeling his anger bubbling up. “You aren’t coming with us.” 
 
    Her presence, alone, was enough to make Hal feel like he was being taunted. Looking at her triggered so many different emotions, enough to make him feel confused and exhausted. She represented the unfairness of the world, the lack of consequence when it mattered most. She’d been his teacher, his lover, and his nemesis. He didn’t know what she was now.  
 
    “You can’t do this on your own,” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal gritted his teeth. “You don’t know what I’m capable of, anymore.” 
 
    “No,” said Laurel. “She’s right.” 
 
    Hal turned to look at her, feeling almost like he’d been stabbed in the back by the remark. Laurel had her arms folded, and her expression was serious. 
 
    “She isn’t coming with us,” said Hal. 
 
    “The Maxim commanded me to investigate the Upper Realm’s weakness,” said Laurel. “It’s my decision, not yours.” 
 
    Hal felt his mouth fall open slightly. He’d forgotten how much more assertive the new Laurel was from the old one. He felt his anger reacting to the way she’d snubbed him, and had to force it down, knowing that the bulk of it wasn’t directed at her. 
 
    “Laurel,” said Hal. “I understand where you’re coming from, but–” 
 
    “Halrin,” she said, speaking over him. “You are the Heart Holder, and you’re central to the task we face, and you know that you’re my dearest friend. But your emotions are a mess right now. You aren’t in a state where you’re thinking clearly and making good decisions. So I’m taking charge.” 
 
    Hal didn’t have a response to that, and Laurel apparently took his silence to be a concession.  
 
    “I would welcome your help, Cadrian,” said Laurel, in a respectful voice. “All I ask is that you make an effort to keep things from growing too… volatile.” 
 
    Cadrian nodded, her lips turning up into a modest smile. “Of course.” 
 
    The decision had been made, and Hal was disgusted with it. His anger was left without a target and holding it in only intensified it. Laurel was probably making the right decision in accepting Cadrian’s help. Cadrian had apologized him, and there was little else she could do, short of turning back time, to make up for all she’d taken from him. 
 
    “We’ll camp here for the night,” said Laurel. “I think all of us could use a chance to rest. In the morning, we can discuss what comes next. Hal? Where are you going?” 
 
    “Gathering firewood,” he said, without looking back. 
 
    I need to be away from people. Away from all of this, for a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    None of the three women stopped him or said anything as he left. Hal let himself wander into the forest, barely paying attention to the trees and pine needles underfoot. He felt overwhelmed by everything that had happened. He felt like he needed sleep, but his emotions were surging too much for him to slow down. 
 
    He’d need to enter Jessa’s sanctum again, before the next morning. She could give him an idea of where the crystal anchor was, and then he’d travel with Laurel, Cadrian, and Zoria to reach it. On paper, it seemed easy and straightforward, at least compared to some of the other challenges he’d been up against in the past few months. 
 
    His hands were still trembling. They had been ever since he’d entered Ruby Ascension, to one degree or another. He didn’t want to think about what it had felt like, the way his emotions had expanded and forced the rest of his awareness out. It was too much, too raw of an experience. It had left him feeling naked, vulnerable in a way that he couldn’t handle. 
 
    He stopped and sat down against the trunk of a tree, trying to return his focus to gathering firewood, as he’d said he would. The forest rattled as the wind blew, fallen leaves rustling, and branches brushing against one another. 
 
    He heard footsteps coming from the direction of the camp. Zoria had followed him, and walked slowly over to where he was, kneeling down next to him, her expression soft and non-judgmental. 
 
    “Are you okay, master?” she asked. “I’ve never seen you like this before.” 
 
    Hal sighed, and forced himself to nod. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Zoria. 
 
    “I… entered Ruby Ascension,” said Hal. “While we were escaping the city. During my time in Jessa’s crystal, she taught me about what it means to be the Heart Holder, and the lesson suddenly just… clicked together, right when I needed it.” 
 
    Zoria listened. She didn’t say anything, and that felt like just what he needed. 
 
    “The power of it was almost too much,” said Hal. “I couldn’t think. Couldn’t gauge the consequences of my actions. I lost control, Zoria. I might have killed innocents, I don’t know.” 
 
    She reached out with her hand and ran it through his hair. It felt incredible, his emotions still raw and primed to make the tiny gesture into an ocean of comfort. 
 
    “Master,” she whispered. “Halrin. I’m worried for you, and I’m not sure what advice to give. Maybe…” 
 
    She hesitated. Hal turned to look at her. 
 
    “Maybe you should ask Cadrian,” she finished, her voice hesitant. 
 
    “She shouldn’t even be a part of this,” said Hal. “It’s ridiculous that Laurel can justify overlooking everything she’s done to me. She… she shouldn’t even be alive.” 
 
    The words felt right as they left his mouth, even though they horrified him. 
 
    “Does that make me evil, Zoria?” asked Hal. “That it’s all I can think of, when I look at her? How much I wish that she was dead, and my family, my sister, was alive in her place?” 
 
    “You’re emotional,” said Zoria. “I won’t say that you aren’t yourself right now, but maybe… you should sleep on these feelings. Try to see things from another perspective in the morning.” 
 
    “Cadrian never had any qualms about killing, when she had to,” muttered Hal. “And now I don’t, either. Is that the real lesson I learned from her? How to kill, and not care?” 
 
    He felt foolish for dumping it all on Zoria, but she listened, and chose her words carefully when she spoke. 
 
    “You do care,” said Zoria. 
 
    “Not enough,” said Hal. “And if I went to her now and asked her for guidance. Asked her to teach me again. What else would I learn? Who would I become? Someone like her? Someone I hate?” 
 
    Zoria shook her head. “You’re Halrin, and she’s Cadrian. You’re different people, and there’s no doubt in my mind that you could ask for advice from her without losing who you are, master. You are your own man, and you’re stronger than you realize.” 
 
    She stared at him, and Hal let the moment linger, staring back. The forest was so quiet, but his emotions were still a storm, though now of a different kind. He saw the look in her eyes, noticed the tightness of her clothing, and the closeness of her presence. 
 
    Zoria leaned in and kissed him, and Hal kissed her back. He pulled her body against his, feeling a surge of arousal as his emotions recognized what they needed. He hesitated, forcing himself to think instead of feel. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Hal. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Zoria. “It’s okay. You’ll have to pick one of us to bed with for the journey, if only for the sake of your heartgem.” 
 
    Hal blinked. He hadn’t stopped to think about it, but she was right. He thought of Laurel, of what the Maxim, her father, had said. Of what she, herself, had said on their trip out from Meldence. He thought of Cadrian, and then stopped himself, hating that she’d even come to mind in such a context. 
 
    Zoria’s hand was running over his shirt. His clothing was singed from where the fire had danced across his clothing during his time in Ruby Ascension, but she didn’t seem to notice anything other than the muscles underneath. 
 
    Hal kissed her again, feeling his lust surge. Zoria moved against him, her body willing and open. A second level of communication opened between them, physical, rather than verbal. It was what he needed, a compelling outlet that gave clarity to his volatile emotions. 
 
    He pulled at her clothes, moving with more aggression than was probably necessary. Her tunic only reluctantly came loose over her head, her breasts bouncing loose as they pulled down from the fabric. Hal spread it across the pine needle covered ground and pushed Zoria down onto it. 
 
    He practically tore her leggings off, his arousal becoming just as unbearable as his other emotions had been. He was as hard as a rock by the time he got his own clothing off, and pushed his cock against her tight opening. 
 
    Zoria pulled his mouth to hers as he slid in, and Hal could feel her trembling with pleasure through the kiss. He took her by the waist, sliding himself halfway in, feeling the way her hot, tightness rewarded him for pressing into her. 
 
    It was exactly what he needed. He moved against her, his hands running over her breasts, feeling and caressing her body. All of his frustrating emotions fed into the passion of the moment. He pumped into her fast, burning off the weight on his shoulders. 
 
    Zoria ran a hand through his hair, angling his face down toward her naked breasts. She was intentionally passive, letting Hal use her as he wanted. She had a coy, pleasured smile on her face, as though him taking her body, even as forcefully as he was, entailed a victory for her. 
 
    Hal held one of her soft thighs in one hand. He cradled her head, his fingers running over one of her pointed ears. Zoria gasped, and he took it as a sign to continue, slowly running his thumb and forefinger up the soft edge. 
 
    He thrust faster, trying to shift Zoria to keep her soft, naked body on the tunic and off the dirty ground. She was kissing his neck, her teeth gently gliding across the erogenous zone there. Hal cupped one of her breasts, moving faster and faster, until he reached his limit and surged past it. 
 
    The intensity of his orgasm mirrored the intensity of the past few days. Hal shivered as he found his release, holding Zoria tight against him. Her fingers continued working through his hair, gentle and consoling. 
 
    “Feel better?” she whispered. 
 
    Hal grinned at her. “Much,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Hal and Zoria dressed and spent a while longer collecting firewood before heading back. Laurel was busy sorting through a pile of dirty vegetables. She looked at them for a second or two as they arrived at the camp. 
 
    “You two took a while,” said Laurel. 
 
    “Did we?” Hal shrugged, smiling a little at her. It was petty, but he was still frustrated with her decision to allow Cadrian to join the party, even if it had been the right call to make. 
 
    “Did you scavenge those?” asked Zoria, kneeling down to help. 
 
    “They’re from the farm here,” said Laurel. “Some of the soil was scorched, probably by one of the attacking dragons, but the vegetables underneath were still okay. I just need some way of cooking them.” 
 
    She shot another look at Hal.  
 
    “Just give me a minute,” he said. “I need to check in with Jessa and confirm our traveling direction.” 
 
    He moved the firewood over to a better spot, and then sat down, pulling out the memory crystal. It was still perfectly smooth and clean, and it felt strange in his hand, almost prickly. He took a deep breath, letting his awareness spread out into the crystal, as he had before. 
 
    The transition was no less jarring than it had been back in Tessianna’s war camp. Hal felt like his awareness was suddenly inverted, pulled inward toward a point, instead of being pointed outward. Appropriately, his body was twisted into a sprawl when he landed in Jessa’s realm, and he spent the first few seconds trying to stand up with as much dignity as he could manage. 
 
    “Halrin,” said Jessa. She was smiling and watching him closely, as though his appearance was unexpected, but pleasant to her. She still wore the shiny white silk robe that she’d had on during their last encounter, and Hal couldn’t help but wonder if she was still naked underneath it. 
 
    Focus. You’re here for a reason. 
 
    “Jessa,” said Hal. “Sorry to arrive unannounced, though I’m not really sure how to announce myself, here. We’ve decided to journey to the crystal anchor. To try to undo your mistake. Will you help us?” 
 
    She was pensive, absorbing his words and considering them carefully. It made Hal stop to remember the weight of the situation. How many slaves had died to feed the lift crystals of the Upper Realm? It could have been that more had died in the time since Hal had had the secret revealed to him, a thought that made any delay on his part seem very dire. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jessa. “I’ve been waiting so long for someone to commit to this task.” 
 
    She walked over to him, her purple eyes locking onto his. Her face was framed by her shiny, dark hair, and her ears curved to the side and back almost like pretty little wings sprouted from her head. 
 
    She kissed him, and Hal did not hesitate to kiss her back. He felt his arousal surging, primed by the essence thick on the air of her sanctum, but it didn’t seem appropriate for him to touch her further. This was a kiss of appreciation and fellowship, not a sexual thing. Though, knowing that wasn’t enough to keep him from getting excited. 
 
    “I will show you where the crystal anchor is,” said Jessa. “I must warn you; this is from my memory. It’s been a very long time, and geographical details may have changed in the interim.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Hal. “I think I’ll be able to manage.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and then took his hand into hers. In an instant, the sanctum was gone, and Hal let out a reflexive shout of surprise. They were in the air, hundreds, if not a thousand feet above the ground below, and there was no dragon underneath them. They were falling. 
 
    Or rather, they were flying. It took Hal a few seconds to get a sense of what was going on, and he only managed to because of how attuned he was to magic and the usage of essence. He was experiencing one of Jessa’s memories, one in which she used a diamond spell to create a current of wind to push her through the air. 
 
    “You figured this out?” asked Hal, in disbelief. “How to fly?” 
 
    She only smiled at him. Hal looked down at the ground again and felt his stomach somersault. He forced himself to focus. It was a bright, sunny day in her memory, and he could make out the landmarks below. 
 
    They were headed across a large lake, too large to be any other than Lake Krestia. Hal used the position of the sun to gauge that they were headed north. They were traveling at an incredible speed, so fast that he suspected it was due to Jessa speeding up her memory, rather than showing it to him as it had happened. He’d seen a couple of maps of Krestia’s Cradle, but didn’t recognize any of the settlements he saw as they passed back onto land. 
 
    They continued further north, across fields, valleys, and fertile farmland. They curved to pass by a massive mountain. Hal was pretty sure it was White Mountain, which along with the nearby town of Whitewatch, was the northern boundary for the province. 
 
    Except here, in Jessa’s memory, there was no snow. The land was still fertile. They traveled further north, and he felt a distinct sense of passing into another region, another province. The architecture, what little he could make out from so high above, was different. The towns were denser, seeds of future cities. He recognized the hexagonal mounds that he’d seen in the Upper Realm, the hives that so many of their people lived in. 
 
    Jessa pushed further north, still. Hal knew that where they currently were, in modern day Krestia’s Cradle, was deep into the northlands, a frozen, uninhabitable region that most didn’t even consider to be part of the realm. 
 
    They slowed after another minute, coming to a stop at the sight of an excavation in progress. Earth and rock was slowly being removed by groups of elves, some of them using crystals with an effect similar to the earth magic of topaz gemstones. 
 
    “How far are we from Krestia’s Cradle?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Days of travel, from the northmost border,” said Jessa. “Perhaps more than a week. It will be a challenging journey for you, Halrin. But you must make it.” 
 
    Hal nodded. The scene faded, and he stood back in the sanctum alongside Jessa. 
 
    “Well, at least I won’t be alone for it,” he said. He was relatively sure that it would have been an impossible trek for him to take on alone, more due to the numbing boredom he expected of traveling through the snowfields, rather than for practical reasons. 
 
    “You have others with you?” asked Jessa. 
 
    “I do,” said Hal. 
 
    Her smile grew broader. “Would you… tell them of me? Of the things you’ve seen here, and the memories I’ve shared with you?” 
 
    Hal quirked an eyebrow, but nodded slowly. 
 
    She’s all alone in here. It must be torture, sometimes. 
 
    “I’ll tell them,” said Hal. “If they have questions, I’ll come back so you can answer them, if you want.” 
 
    “I would like that very much,” said Jessa. 
 
    She kissed him again, and this time, Hal wasn’t sure what the intention behind it was. He let his hand glide across her hair, which was too soft and silky for the physical realm. She pulled back after a few seconds and gave a small nod. Hal closed his eyes, pushed his awareness back into the outside world, and left her sanctum. 
 
    He shuddered slightly as he came back to his body. Laurel and Zoria were still cleaning off the vegetables. No more than a minute or two had passed in the outside world while he’d been absent. Was there any way he could use that to his advantage? 
 
    “We’re headed north,” said Hal. The two women perked up at that. 
 
    “North?” asked Zoria. 
 
    “Far to the north,” said Hal. “Past Whitewatch.” 
 
    “There are still records in the eklid libraries in the Upper Realm that speak of us having lived there, long ago,” said Zoria. “Most of it has been reinterpreted, as my people aren’t fond of the idea of having once been surfacers.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the truth of it,” said Hal. “We’re going to have to figure out how to make this trek without freezing to death.” 
 
    “We’ll need warm clothing, then.” Cadrian strode back into the camp, carrying an odd, dirty bundle over one shoulder. “This tent should do, though we may need to add a layer of animal furs to the outside of it.” 
 
    Hal didn’t look at her, but the others did, reacting to her words and arrival. 
 
    “Where did you get a tent?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “There are a number of supply caches scattered across the surface for the Empress’s discreet servants,” said Cadrian. “This one was near enough for me to find it and dig it up. It’s not a big tent, designed for two, maybe three people. Four will be a bit of a squeeze, but that’s actually an advantage in the cold.” 
 
    She didn’t smile, but there was something vaguely suggestive in her tone of voice. 
 
    “Anything else of use in your supplies?” asked Zoria. 
 
    “Healing salves, cooking equipment, a few coins,” said Cadrian. “Not much. This will be a difficult journey, and we’ll need to discuss how we make use of every resource we have.” 
 
    Hal focused his attention away from the conversation, stacking the wood into place for their fire. Cadrian’s cache had contained a multipurpose cooking pot, and she used a couple of sticks to make a spit to hang it over. Hal tried to politely abide her presence as he used a small flash of ruby magic to start their campfire. 
 
    “There’s a small stream a little to the east of here,” said Cadrian. “It might be a good idea for you to go wash up, Halrin. I’ll take Zoria and Laurel after dinner.” 
 
    Hal gave her a curt nod, not trusting himself to respond politely if he opened his mouth. 
 
    It’s going to be a long journey. I’m going to have to find a way to interact with her civilly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    He left the fire to Cadrian and headed to find the stream. There was more blood on his clothing than he’d realized, and the damage caused by the flames from entering Ruby Ascension was enough that he doubted his shirt or trousers would last much longer. They would have to stop in a town eventually, and he made a note to buy new clothes when they did. 
 
    Hal scrubbed himself clean and then headed back. Laurel had set up the pot over the fire and was slowly stirring the vegetables into boiling water with a large metal ladle. The smell was nice, if a bit lacking for the usual salt and seasonings. 
 
    Cadrian was in the process of assembling the tent, which was triangular in shape and made of thick leather. True to what she’d said, it looked as though it would be comfortable for two people, a bit of a squeeze for three, and extremely close contact if they pushed for four. 
 
    He took a seat at the fire, taking advantage of its heat against his still wet body. Zoria sat down next to him, and Cadrian made her way over after a few minutes. 
 
    “We don’t have any bowls,” said Laurel. “I wasn’t really thinking when I decided to make soup.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” said Hal. “We can just share the pot. It will take longer to eat, but it’s not like we’re pressed for time.” 
 
    The others nodded from where they sat around the fire. The sun was starting to set, and the burned-out farmhouse cast long shadows across their camp. 
 
    “Who feels like they’re hungriest, out of our group?” asked Laurel. 
 
    Zoria and Cadrian looked in Hal’s direction, but he shook his head. Zoria shrugged. 
 
    “I guess I’ll eat first,” she said. Laurel gestured for her to switch places from her, and she proceeded to take a ladleful of soup out of the pot while it was still over the fire. 
 
    It’s not eating at the Maxim’s table, but it will do. 
 
    “Jessa wanted me to tell the rest of you about her,” said Hal, remembering the ancient eklid woman’s request. 
 
    Laurel frowned at him slightly. “Jessa… is a person? I thought the crystal only held her memories.” 
 
    “It holds her, as far as I can tell,” said Hal. “Her memories, but also her personality. Each time I enter the crystal, or her sanctum, as she calls it, it’s as though I’m really within it, talking with her.” 
 
    “What’s she like?” asked Zoria. 
 
    Hal smiled a little at the question. “She’s smart. Passionate. Strong, though that’s no surprise, given that she was once a Heart Holder.” 
 
    He paused, thinking for a second what other words would describe her well. All three of the women around the fire were giving him weird looks. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re just… unbelievable,” said Laurel. 
 
    “I cannot say I am overly surprised,” said Cadrian. “He is the Heart Holder, after all.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he said. “What did I say?” 
 
    Zoria chuckled at his expense. “We can read between the lines, master. Did you bed her this time, or was it back in the war camp, when you first used the memory crystal?” 
 
    “I…” Hal felt his face heating up, though he wasn’t sure what he had to be embarrassed about. “You’re missing the point.” 
 
    “And you’re not even denying it,” said Laurel. “You are quite something, Halrin.” 
 
    She was smiling a little, and it was clear enough that there were no hurt feelings around the fire. Hal scowled a little, suddenly feeling ready to take his turn with the soup. 
 
    “What I was getting at is she wanted me to tell you about her,” he said. “About her life. About who she was, and how she lived.” 
 
    He went on to recount the memories Jessa had shared with him while he was in her crystal. The others listened, asking questions when appropriate. Hal only stopped to take his turn with the soup. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” said Zoria, as he finished. “To think that she’s been preserved from her original time for so long.” 
 
    “Amazing, or horrifying,” said Laurel. “I hope she has a way to sleep through the down time, when she needs to.” 
 
    “She does,” said Hal. 
 
    The women shot him another look, as though they suspected he might be making a joke. Hal ladled out another portion of stew. It was bland, but it had potatoes and carrots in it, and there was enough for each of them to fill their stomachs. 
 
    “This is going to be a long journey,” said Laurel, with a sigh. “I’m going to have to get used to not having wine on hand for after dinner.” 
 
    “That was always a luxury,” said Hal. 
 
    “True enough,” she said. “We’ll need to save our gold for more important things. Speaking of which… I didn’t have time to grab my coin purse on our way out of the castle.” 
 
    She looked from Hal, to Cadrian. Hal frowned a little. He only had a few coins left. He’d spent most of the money he’d had in his wallet on booze the night Cadrian had brought him to Tessianna’s war camp. 
 
    And Zoria won’t have any money, either. At least not of a kind that’s worth anything on the surface. 
 
    “I have a small amount of coin,” said Cadrian. “If it comes to it, we can spend a day or two in Tarne or Whitewatch, working for what we need. It won’t be glamorous, but neither will the journey.” 
 
    Hal nodded. He finished his turn at the soup and returned to his spot around the fire. The rest of the group finished eating fairly quickly, and Laurel covered the pot and what was left, leaving it next to the dimming fire. 
 
    “We’ll need to have someone on watch,” said Hal. “It’s too dangerous for us to sleep unguarded. We can each take a turn at it.” 
 
    It was a reasonable suggestion that served two purposes. It kept them safe, and it also kept them from having to sleep four to a tent, which would mean almost sleeping on top of one another. That seemed like a bad idea, especially for Halrin, as the sole man in the group. 
 
    “Indeed,” said Cadrian. “I’ll take first watch.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for anyone else to offer feedback, heading across the grass to the far side of the farm. Hal watched her for a moment. She unsheathed her sword and set about moving through a slow, duelist’s warmup, one that he remembered well from their time training together. 
 
    It gave him an odd feeling, annoying him while also triggering a longing that he hadn’t realized was there. He forced himself to look away. The other two were already in the tent, and he headed over to join them. 
 
    He took his boots off outside the flap, and then ducked into the dark interior. It was warmer inside than he’d expected it to be, but also pitch black. He made a mental note to add a lantern to their list of supplies to buy.  
 
    Crouching down, he tried to feel for an empty spot on the wide pallet they would all be sharing. He touched bare skin, and then something that felt a lot like a naked breast. 
 
    “Halrin!” rebuked Laurel. 
 
    “I can’t see,” he said. “And I didn’t realize that you’d be… uh… sleeping naked.” 
 
    “I’m using my tunic as a blanket,” said Laurel. 
 
    He didn’t say anything about how pointless that seemed to him, instead moving a foot or two to the other side, and feeling around there. His hands found someone else, also very naked. Zoria let out a soft sound similar to a purr. 
 
    “You can sleep next to me, master,” she whispered. “I can warm you up if you get cold.” 
 
    Laurel cleared her throat loudly from where she was sleeping. Hal made the torturous, though perhaps wise decision to leave his own clothes on. He spread out across the thin stretch of open space in the center of the pallet and tried to find his way to sleep. It didn’t take nearly as long as he’d been expecting it to. 
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    Hal was holding a body against his. A soft, naked body. And he was slowly moving, grinding into whoever it was, fully erect and overflowing with sleepy, fogged arousal. 
 
    “Halrin,” whispered Laurel. “We talked about this.” 
 
    He was already pulling his trousers down, letting his cock pull free. He pressed it against Laurel’s naked butt, searching for the right angle. She let out a gasp and set her hand on his leg. 
 
    “You can’t…” she said, her voice a touch less confident than it had been. “Don’t put it in.” 
 
    Hal kissed her neck, one of his hands reaching around to grope Laurel’s naked breasts. She shivered against him, her back arching slightly. He slid his shaft forward, abiding by her will, only pressing the tip of it against her opening.  
 
    She was warm. Hal could feel each breath she took, slow and shaky with early morning arousal. He kissed her neck again, pushing a little, but forcing himself to wait there, right on the precipice.  
 
    Why would she sleep naked if she didn’t want this to happen? 
 
    “You can’t have sex with me, Hal,” whispered Laurel. “But maybe…” 
 
    The tent flap opened. Zoria let out a surprised gasp, and then burst out into laughter. 
 
    “Well,” she said, through her chuckling. “And I wondered why the two of you were sleeping in so late.” 
 
    Laurel leapt to her feet, or at least as close as she could get, with the tent’s canopy as low as it was. 
 
    “We weren’t!” she said. “It’s not what you’re thinking. Halrin and I are not like that with one another.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure Laurel would have been able to stick to that line of thinking if even a minute more had passed before Zoria’s intrusion. He groaned and set about pulling his clothes back on, not looking at Laurel as she did the same. 
 
    “Wait…” said Hal. “It’s morning? I never took my shift at the watch.” 
 
    “Cadrian took yours for you,” said Zoria. “She said you needed sleep the most, out of all of us.” 
 
    Hal frowned at that. He didn’t like being given special treatment, and the fact that Cadrian had been the one who’d done him the favor only made it worse. He sighed and forced himself not to grumble too much as he made his way out of the tent. 
 
    The sky was overcast, and the amount of wind sweeping through the camp suggested that rain was on the way. The fire had been rekindled, and what was left of the previous night’s dinner was warming in the pot over it. 
 
    “There isn’t much left,” said Cadrian. “We’ll have to forage on the way if we’re still hungry.” 
 
    “It’s going to take a lot of foraging to feed all of us,” said Hal. 
 
    “It’s the only choice we have,” said Cadrian. “Tarne is still a day or two out, and that’s if we make good time.” 
 
    The soup had taken a mushy quality, but if anything, it made it taste better. There was only enough for Hal to have a bite or two, and he set the ladle down almost feeling hungrier than he had to begin with. 
 
    Laurel was red-faced as she emerged from the tent. Hal could feel the tension almost like a physical thing as she passed by him. She bent over to take the ladle from the pot, and he stared at her butt, wanting nothing more than to push himself against her and finish what they’d started. 
 
    This is going to be a very long journey. 
 
    The sound of wings flapping overhead set all of them on edge. Hal had his pistol and short sword drawn, and only relaxed when he saw the size of the descending dragon and recognized it as Karnas as he landed next to their campsite. 
 
    “Watching…” said Karnas. 
 
    “Good,” said Hal. “Thank you. We’re a little hungry, but we’re okay.” 
 
    “Still… hurts,” said Karnas. 
 
    Hal set a hand on the dragon, petting his neck as he took a closer look at the wound on his wing. It wasn’t festering, but it was still raw, and deep enough that Hal doubted it would be safe to put a rider on his back. They’d have to continue the journey on foot until it was fully healed, and even then, Hal doubted Karnas would be able to carry all four of them. 
 
    It would take just as long if he was ferrying us north, one by one. 
 
    “Get as much rest as you can,” said Hal. “And eat as much food as you can find. All we need you to do is fly overhead, every now and then, and keep your eyes peeled for anyone coming after us. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay…” said Karnas. Laurel came over and gave him a hug, whispering some words of encouragement that Hal couldn’t make out. Then, the dragon took to the air again, disappearing into the cloudy sky. 
 
    “We should strike down the camp and get moving,” said Laurel. “Does anyone have any suggestions about what sort of route we should take?” 
 
    “North,” said Hal. “Whichever route is the shortest.” 
 
    “That’s asking for trouble,” said Cadrian. “Look at how cloudy it is. It might be too difficult for us to judge where the sun is, and what direction we’re headed in once we get deep into the Jade Forest.” 
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” he countered. 
 
    “We follow the coast of Lake Krestia,” said Cadrian. “This gives us the added advantage of being able to forage on the beach, and possibly even catch fish for dinner.” 
 
    Zoria and Laurel both nodded, and Hal didn’t object. He helped collapse the tent with Zoria and Cadrian, while Laurel took the cooking pot to the stream to wash it clean for the next night’s use. The tent fit into a small, but heavy bundle, and Hal strapped it over his shoulder. 
 
    They set off north through the forest, traveling in single file, with Cadrian up front and Hal in back. It was only an hour before they encountered their first obstacle, the Driftwood River. Hal had crossed over it twice the previous day, once with Cadrian, across the main bridge, and then riding Karnas on his return to Meldence. Now, neither option was available to them, the bridge too obvious of a place for an elven ambush, and Karnas out of commission. 
 
    It was a river befitting the size of the lake it flowed out of. Easily a hundred or more feet wide, the water was deep, swift, and dangerous. Hal frowned as he stared across at the other bank, glancing over to see if the others were having any insights. 
 
    “We could try swimming,” said Zoria. 
 
    “We might have to,” said Hal.  
 
    “No,” said Cadrian. “The river flows far faster than you’d assume. And there are hidden rocks. We’d end up separated, or perhaps drowned, if we tried it.” 
 
    “Cadrian is right,” said Laurel. “We need to find another way.” 
 
    They spread out, looking up and down a length of a half mile or so for anything that might help. Hal didn’t find anything other than a few fallen logs, a couple of fish rotting on a river bank, and a few easily scared deer. He was the last one to make it back to their meeting point and found that the others were already working on a solution. 
 
    A balding man had anchored his fishing boat in the middle of the river, and Cadrian was having a shouted conversation with him. 
 
    “I don’t ferry passengers,” said the man. “Fishing is my trade.” 
 
    “We’ll pay you,” called Cadrian. 
 
    “Take too much time,” said the man. “Would have to charge… well, about five gold each.” 
 
    Hal frowned. It was a ridiculous sum to ask for, and he could tell the fisherman had only suggested it due to how desperate they must have looked. 
 
    “Perhaps we could work something else out?” asked Cadrian. She shifted her arms underneath her breasts, letting her robe open slightly to reveal more than a hint of her generous cleavage. 
 
    The fisherman’s face turned beet red. “…Go on,” he said. 
 
    “We were planning on resting here for a bit,” said Cadrian, her voice sensual and suggestive. “I, for one, need to wash up. I was planning on heading downriver a bit for some privacy. Perhaps you could walk with me? Watch my clothes while I take a rinse?” 
 
    The fisherman looked to be at a loss for words. Hal wasn’t sure he would have known what to say, either. Or rather, how to refuse a woman like Cadrian, when she was pouring on the charm. It made him feel odd to hear her propositioning another man, and it annoyed him that he even cared, after everything he’d learned about who she really was. 
 
    “It would… take more than just a look under your robe for me to be convinced,” said the fisherman. 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” said Cadrian. “I would offer you whatever you need.” 
 
    The fisherman began pushing his skiff over to their side of the river, using a long pole to push off rocks and the river bottom. He hopped ashore after quickly securing his vessel to a tree, only then seeming to notice Hal. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Cadrian. “We’ll head down this way, away from the others.” 
 
    The fisherman’s frown deepened. “And leave my boat here, unguarded? This is a trick, isn’t it?” 
 
    Cadrian walked over to him. She let her robe slide further open. Hal couldn’t see exactly what was happening, from the angle he stood at, but he was relatively sure she’d just pulled the man’s hands onto her naked breasts. 
 
    “They wouldn’t leave without me,” she said, in a soothing voice. “Now. I’m going to wash up. Would you care to join me?” 
 
    The fisherman nodded dumbly. Cadrian led him down along the river bank, pulling gently at his hand. Hal waited until they’d disappeared into the trees, and then shot a look at Zoria and Laurel. 
 
    “You don’t think she’s really going to…” He trailed off. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” asked Zoria. “It’s smart, on her part, if she’s willing to use her body like that.” 
 
    “I don’t really want to think about it,” said Laurel. 
 
    Ten minutes passed by before Cadrian returned, the fisherman nowhere in sight. 
 
    “I stole his clothes,” said Cadrian. “Scattered them through the woods, and then tied him to a tree. Not so tight that he won’t be able to escape, but it will take him a while.” 
 
    “And we’re just going to steal his boat?” asked Laurel. She was already shaking her head. 
 
    “We’re only borrowing it,” said Cadrian. “I let him know that I’d leave it secured on the other side of the river. Nobody is looking for him, and he’ll be able to safely cross the bridge and make his way around to it before anyone else finds it.” 
 
    “You could have just honored your end of the deal,” said Zoria. “I doubt it would have taken more than a few minutes to please a man like him.” 
 
    Cadrian had a small, amused smile on her face. She straightened her black braid and gestured toward the boat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    The boat could only hold two people comfortably, so Hal served as the ferryman and made trips back and forth to get them to the river’s far bank. He used the fisherman’s pole to carefully push himself and Laurel across, first. It was a learning experience, with the current of the river making it hard for them to move in the direction they needed to go. The boat was also easy to unbalance, and they almost tipped far enough over to take on water midway through. 
 
    Zoria and Cadrian were brought across next, and he had an easier time with them. Cadrian secured the boat to a fallen tree, and then the party was moving again, traveling north and slightly west, toward the coast of Lake Krestia. 
 
    The wind began to pick up as the coast of the lake came into view. Hal could sense the impending storm as the air took on a hot, humid quality. They traveled for another half hour before coming to a stop in a small, open patch amidst the tall trees. 
 
    “We need to stop for today,” said Laurel. “We won’t be able to keep traveling once it starts raining. And this might be our last chance to set up camp and forage before the storm.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Hal. 
 
    “I borrowed a fishing net from the boat,” said Cadrian. “Why don’t I see if I can make use of it in the lake?” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Laurel. 
 
    “I’ll go get some firewood,” said Hal. “We’ll need to get what we can before the rain dampens it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” Zoria stepped in a little closer to him, flashing a suggestive smile that only he could see. 
 
    “I’ll go too,” said Laurel. 
 
    There was an awkward pause after her suggestion, with Hal glancing away, avoiding Laurel’s eyes. Cadrian had already left to head down to the lake, and it made the brief silence in the conversation all the more noticeable. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “We need you here at the camp,” said Hal. “Setting things up.” 
 
    “The tent is all we have to set up, and that’s going to take more than one person to do in a reasonable amount of time,” said Laurel. “It’s like you said. We need to get firewood fast, before the storm.” 
 
    Hal cringed. He looked over at Zoria, who seemed unperturbed by Laurel’s suggestion that she tag along. He sighed. 
 
    “Look, Laurel,” he said. “There’s something you should know…” 
 
    He hesitated, trying to think of how to best phrase it.  
 
    It shouldn’t matter how I phrase it. She’s been making it very clear that there is nothing between us, and that there can’t be anymore. 
 
    “We were intimate yesterday, in the woods,” said Zoria, speaking before he could. 
 
    “You were… intimate?” said Laurel. 
 
    “I took care of his needs,” said Zoria. “Both of a carnal nature, and his need to replenish his magic. It’s something that will be continuing throughout the journey, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    There was a self-satisfied tone to Zoria’s voice that made the bluntness of her explanation even worse. Hal ran a hand through his hair, unsure of what to say. 
 
    “Laurel, please,” he said. “Just… let me explain.” 
 
    “Ridiculous.” Laurel folded her arms and glared at him. “You’re not going to go prancing off into the woods to have sex behind my back. I’m going with you, and we’re going to collect firewood.” 
 
    “Zoria has a point,” said Hal. “I need to keep my heartgem filled with ruby essence. For the sake of our safety, if nothing else.” 
 
    Laurel shook her hand. “You misunderstand me. We’re gathering firewood, right now. Later on tonight, before or after dinner, I don’t really care when, you and Zoria can have your time inside the tent.” 
 
    She spoke in a matter of fact voice, but the intensity her stare held as she met Hal’s eyes made it clear that the compromise was costing her something. Again, Hal wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to hug her, but knew she wouldn’t let him. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Come on. Let’s get moving, then.” 
 
    The three of them spread out, staying within earshot of each other, but picking different sections to gather in. Hal kept turning Laurel’s words over in his head, wondering why it made him feel so weird to hear her speaking so casually of him bedding Zoria. 
 
    “You look conflicted, master.” Zoria made her way over to him. She let her breasts push against his shoulder as she pulled him into a hug. 
 
    “I feel conflicted,” he said.  
 
    “You shouldn’t,” she said. “Sometimes it’s better take things as they come to you.” 
 
    She shifted against him, and then took his hand and pulled it to her breast. It was soft, and felt wonderful under his palm. Hal kissed her, and she melded herself against him, their bodies connecting in a way that made him feel like their time in the tent couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
    Laurel cleared her throat from where she was gathering firewood, almost out of sight. It was exaggerated, as it had to be, for them to hear it, and they took her meaning well enough. Zoria made eyes with Hal as she slowly returned to the pile of wood she’d been building. 
 
    With all three of them working at it, they finished in short order. Hal set up some of the wood in the center of the camp to start the fire with, while leaving the rest off to the side to feed it later on. 
 
    Laurel and Zoria set about pitching the tent, while Hal used his ruby to get the campfire going. Between the clouds overhead and the shadows of the trees, the afternoon was far darker than it should have been, and the heat and light was a welcome addition. 
 
    Cadrian arrived back carrying three silver fish, each easily as long as her forearm and fat around the middle. She had a serious look on her face as she found a rock to start cleaning them on. 
 
    “We’ll eat well tonight,” said Cadrian. “No question about that.” 
 
    Hal nodded, but still found it a little hard to compliment her for the catch. 
 
    It’s the same conflict I’ve had with Cadrian for days, even when it comes to something this small. 
 
    Laurel headed over, sitting down next to Hal around the fire. She hesitated, and seemed to take a second to compose herself before speaking. 
 
    “She’s waiting for you,” said Laurel. “In the tent.” 
 
    “Zoria?” asked Hal. 
 
    Laurel gave a single, small nod. She was blushing, and her embarrassment was a little infectious. 
 
    “Now would be a good time for you two to… take care of things,” whispered Laurel. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Hal. “Right.” 
 
    Despite the strangeness of having a sanctioned sex encounter in the middle of the day, Hal was already excited by the time he reached the tent. Zoria was waiting for him, as Laurel had said. 
 
    She was sitting on the pallet, completely naked. Her legs were crossed, and she was leaned back on her arms, pushing her chest up as though she wanted him to stare at her breasts first, and then the rest of her. The tent was slightly too dim for him to make out her facial expression, but he could tell that she was smiling. 
 
    “Master,” purred Zoria. 
 
    “Zoria,” said Hal. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.” 
 
    “No longer than you have.” 
 
    Hal slid in beside her, still clothed. He kind of wanted to take his time with the encounter. There was something intoxicating about knowing that Laurel and Cadrian were waiting just outside, Laurel fully aware of what was going on, and Cadrian smart enough to figure things out. 
 
    He kissed Zoria, forcing himself to go slow, even as he felt her lips moving greedily against his. She took his hand and pulled it down between her legs. She was ready for him, hot, wet, and sensitive to the movements of his fingers. 
 
    Slowly, Hal pulled his shirt off. He moved to lower Zoria underneath him, but she set a hand on his chest and pushed him so he was flat on his back. 
 
    “I was here first,” she whispered. “That means it’s my turn to be the one who takes you.” 
 
    Hal couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. “Is that so?” 
 
    She was already pulling his trousers off. His cock pointed straight up into the air, and only a second passed by before Zoria had her hands on it. 
 
    “If you want to take control, you’re welcome to try,” said Zoria. “But of course, that would mean missing out on certain fun things.” 
 
    He saw her move her face closer in the darkness, and felt the wet tickle of her tongue against the underside of his shaft. Hal let out a pleasured groan. Zoria’s mouth closed over his cock, and the pleasure of it was enough to make him feel like he was melting into the pallet. 
 
    She stopped almost as soon as she could tell that she was making him feel good. Hal lifted up onto his elbows, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just tease you, today,” said Zoria. 
 
    “Two can play at that game,” said Hal. 
 
    Zoria laughed, then planted a wet, exaggeratedly sloppy kiss on the tip of his tool. Hal reached down and seized one of her ankles. She let out a little cry of surprise as he roughly pulled her body into a new position, leaving her face by his cock, while bringing her legs and lower half toward his mouth. 
 
    It was a challenging position for the two of them, given that Zoria was an elf and very short, by human standards. Hal had to sit up slightly, and since he was partially supporting Zoria’s weight, him leaning up forced her mouth and lips down. She made a slightly annoyed noise as his member tapped against the back of her throat.  
 
    Hal made it up to her by bringing his tongue along the length of her slit, and then gently probing and teasing with his fingers. A few seconds went by with each of them trying to do their best to focus on pleasing the other while enduring the marvelous pleasure of it for themselves. 
 
    Zoria rolled away from him, breaking the spell. She moved to straddle him, making good on what she’d said before about taking control. She was tight, and as she lowered herself down on Hal’s tool, he felt a sudden urge to grab her and take her roughly. 
 
    I should make her scream with pleasure, loud enough for everyone in camp to hear. 
 
    It was an unnecessary, boastful type of thinking, but he found it hard to break himself out of it. Zoria was warmed up to take his length, but she still let out a sigh that was half pleasure and half pain as she let his cock slide into her. 
 
    She leaned in close and kissed him. Hal groped her butt and thrust upward, pushing as deep as he could go. Zoria moved his hand to her breast, instead, and slowly began to ride him. 
 
    He contented himself with being passive for a minute or two. She was beautiful in motion, her petite hips rolling forward, up, and then back as she got into the rhythm. She kept both hands on Hal’s chest, as though she was holding him down, keeping the beast inside of him tame. 
 
    “I like this,” whispered Zoria, in a self-satisfied voice. “It’s just like when you were my slave.” 
 
    She took one of her hands and mockingly patted him on the cheek. Hal caught her wrist, picking that moment to buck to the side and flip her underneath him. Zoria let out a surprised cry that he was sure the others would overhear. 
 
    “You forget,” said Hal. “You were my slave once, too.” 
 
    Zoria shuddered as he found her hole and reentered her. Hal pinned both of her wrists behind her head, feeling like it was his turn to be the teaser and the punisher. He drove his shaft into her hard, the sensation of her tightness its own, thrilling reward. 
 
    She pushed her mouth against his shoulder to muffle her noises. Hal could still hear her squeals, even quiet as they were, and he could feel her teeth biting into his skin as he really began his sexual onslaught. He slammed into her, letting his body act on its own accord, intoxicated by lust and primal urges. He was close, and he knew she was, too. 
 
    The crack of thunder came from outside the tent, followed by the familiar sound of pouring rain. Hal ignored it for a second or two, and then slowed his thrusts as he realized what it meant. 
 
    “Get yourselves decent!” came Laurel’s voice, from outside the flap. “Or the rain is going to ruin our dinner!” 
 
    Not fair. Not even close to fair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Hal had only just pulled his trousers on when Laurel pushed into the tent. She held the cooking pot with several pieces of roasted fish meat inside of it. It smelled good, but not good enough to make Hal’s mind shift focus from Zoria, who’d been naked and willing just a few seconds ago. 
 
    “Cadrian is taking first watch again,” said Laurel. “She said that if Tessianna had valkyries following us, they’d choose a time like this to attack.” 
 
    “That’s good thinking on her part,” said Hal. Zoria was sitting next to him on the pallet. He reached over to put a hand on her knee, and she responded by setting hers on his inner thigh. 
 
    Laurel noticed, but she didn’t say anything, instead turning her attention to the food. It was fully cooked and only slightly wet, which was a small saving grace for the night. 
 
    Another crack of thunder came, this one much, much closer to their camp. Hal frowned. 
 
    “That didn’t sound good,” he said. “One of us should check on Cadrian.” 
 
    Laurel and Zoria both looked at him expectantly. He sighed, and moved toward the tent flap, leaving his shirt off so at least he’d have one dry garment left. 
 
    Cadrian stood at the edge of their camp, leaning against a tree. Her green robe was soaked, the water making it stick to her in a manner that showed off every curve her body had to offer. It was about as lewd as clothing could get without actually revealing anything, and Hal had to make an effort not to stare at her.  
 
    He was about to turn and head back into the tent when lightning struck again, this time hitting the tree Cadrian was in contact with. It struck with explosive force, knocking her off her feet and leaving her in a stunned sprawl on the wet grass. 
 
    The tree was falling, on a collision course with her. It was a huge tree, easily large enough to crush a house, let alone an injured woman. Hal shouted, but she was in no condition to hear him or act on his warning. 
 
    He felt his emotions flash the spectrum over the course of an instant. Panic, fear for Cadrian. Anger toward her for not being more cautious, given the conditions. Anger at her for everything she’d done to him. Anger at himself for not knowing whether he wanted her to live or die. 
 
    His anger was what fueled him. Hal reached out, feeling his heartgem pulsing inside his shirt. He couldn’t draw his pistol fast enough for what he needed to do. He couldn’t even think fast enough to decide if what he was doing was a wise course of action. 
 
    The coals of the dying fire pulsed in rhythm with Hal’s heartgem as he entered Ruby Ascension. Power coursed through him, and steam hissed off his skin as the flames dancing across his body met the pounding raindrops. His hand was still outstretched, and he cast his newest spell without thinking. He knew what it was called, now. 
 
    Burning Hand. 
 
    It all happened in the span of a second, one reaction flowing into another, leaving no room for him to change course. A hand of flame the size of a person erupted forth from Hal’s palm, slamming into the section of tree that would have landed on Cadrian and squeezing. The wood of the trunk turned to black ash, and burning wooden shards of cinder exploded out to either side. 
 
    Hal had just enough time to see that she was safe before the toll of Ruby Ascension overwhelmed him. He was staring at Cadrian and feeling an angry, passionate lust for her as he collapsed. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure how long had passed when he awakened. He was in the tent, and he could hear birds chirping outside. The storm was gone, and judging from how warm he was, he’d been unconscious through the night. 
 
    And he was naked. He winced slightly at that detail. His traveling companions had draped his dry shirt over him as a blanket, but his lower half was completely exposed, and in its usual eager morning state. 
 
    “Don’t try to move yet.” Cadrian’s voice came from next to him on the pallet. “Take a moment to be aware of your body. Feel for anything painful or unusual.” 
 
    Hal took her advice, though he would have done it even without the suggestion. 
 
    “I’m fine…” he said. “Just… a little groggy. And hungry.” 
 
    “The fish is gone, but Laurel gathered some edible berries this morning,” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal slowly sat up. His pants were on the ground next to him, and he hurried to pull them on. He tried not to think about how the last thing he remembered had been the rush of emotion from channeling ruby essence, and how it had manifested as passion toward Cadrian. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you’d figured out how to reach Ruby Ascension,” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal looked at her. Her robe was dry, but shabbier looking than he remembered it. All of their clothes were becoming shabby, and none of them had anything else to change into. 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Hal. 
 
    Cadrian exhaled through her nose, her jaw tightening slightly. 
 
    “It’s dangerous to use it so freely,” she said. “There is a massive difference between entering a Trance and entering Ascension.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” said Hal. 
 
    “What happened to you last night will happen again,” said Cadrian, raising her voice. “Each of the enhanced casting states is more efficient at using essence than the last. Entering a Trance lets you stretch your essence further than being at Baseline, and entering Ascension is similarly more efficient than being in a Trance.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything. He hadn’t asked for her wisdom, and a rebellious, somewhat petulant part of him didn’t want it, even if it was valuable information. 
 
    “The issue you ran into comes from what Ascension does to your emotions and inhibitions,” said Cadrian. “It makes you stop considering how much essence is appropriate for each spell. You go all out, blow off everything you have in a spell or two. And Ascension is unique in the fact that when your heartgem runs empty, it lets you pull the essence directly from your own emotions.” 
 
    “And that’s what caused me to pass out,” said Hal. “Got it.” 
 
    “It didn’t just cause you to pass out,” said Cadrian. “It stole something from you.” 
 
    Hal folded his arms. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Cadrian shrugged. “This is where I run into the limits of my knowledge. Part of the spell came from something that you gave to it. It could be time off your lifespan, days, months, in the same way that the runic magic of eklids draws from their life essence. Or…” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “It could have taken some of your memories,” said Cadrian. “Something related to the emotions that feed into ruby essence. A passionate memory, one of anger, or lust.” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders, making it clear that it was only her best guess. Hal didn’t say anything. He took a couple of seconds to pull his shirt on. Cadrian looked expectant, like she was waiting for him to ask more questions. He chose not to. 
 
    She isn’t my teacher anymore. I can handle whatever is happening to me on my own. 
 
    “Halrin,” she said, as he reached for the tent flap. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at her. “What?” 
 
    “Thank you. For saving my life.” 
 
    Hal didn’t say anything. He left the tent, feeling the same irrational anger that plagued so many of his recent interactions with Cadrian.  
 
    Laurel and Zoria were waiting directly outside the tent, and Hal almost ran into them. Laurel pulled Hal into a tight hug, one that made him aware that his body was a little more bruised than he’d realized. 
 
    “You idiot,” she whispered. “You need to stop doing that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t really my choice,” he said. He wondered if that was the truth or not. 
 
    “She’s right, master,” said Zoria. She moved to stand with her shoulder against his, as close as she could get without being a part of the hug. “It’s dangerous for all of us. We’ve been waiting for you most of the morning. Cadrian says that she found signs of a scouting party tracking us left from earlier yesterday.” 
 
    “Then we need to get moving,” he said. “Sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    They set about striking their camp. Hal ate a late breakfast, mostly just the berries Cadrian had mentioned before along with a small head of wild lettuce. They set off before midday, traveling at a faster pace than they had before to make up for lost time. 
 
    Cadrian had them stop once or twice every hour, so she could get a sense of their surroundings and confirm that they were covering tracks properly. It gave them time to rest, which Hal sorely needed. He felt like he hadn’t gotten any sleep the previous night, though he’d been unconscious for half a day. 
 
    They traveled through into the early evening, stopping to set up camp only when they were completely exhausted. Hal was tired, and past the point of having energy left. Even Zoria’s offer for them to pick up from where they’d left off in the tent just before the rainstorm wasn’t enough to spur energy back into his exhausted muscles. 
 
    He fell asleep shortly after eating a dinner consisting of more fish and some wild carrots. Laurel woke him up a few hours before dawn to take the last watch of the night. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she whispered. 
 
    Hal mumbled something that must have sounded vaguely like a yes, and she let it drop. She squeezed his hand as he left the tent, and the spot where she touched felt warm for a while afterward. 
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    All of them were up for sunrise the next morning. They ate the rest of the carrots they had for breakfast, and then proceeded to pack up their camp, preparing for another day of hard traveling. Hal wasn’t sure how long they’d be able to keep up their pace for. 
 
    It was midafternoon when they finally left the forest. The sleepy town of Tarne was immediately in view on the horizon. It was little more than a small fishing village on the coast of Lake Krestia that served as a waypoint for anyone planning on venturing into the untamed wilderness in the northern half of the realm. 
 
    Cadrian held them back for an hour, and they waited impatiently as she scouted the edge of the forest and watched the town from a distance. The presence of Tessianna’s valkyries would have been obvious, had they made it to Tarne before them. It was only an hour or two before sunset when she finally gave the go ahead for them to approach. 
 
    “We need to keep a low profile while we’re here,” said Cadrian. “I’ll take care of purchasing the supplies we need. If anyone has any extra coin they can lend me, it would be appreciated, because I don’t have much.” 
 
    She glanced in Hal’s direction, and he passed her his coin wallet after taking half to keep for himself. 
 
    “I’ll handle renting us rooms at the inn,” said Hal. “I doubt we’ll be able to afford more than one or two.” 
 
    “It’s not as though we’ve had all that much privacy up to this point on the journey,” said Laurel. “We’ll manage just fine.” 
 
    There was a quality to Tarne that made it seem to Hal like he’d been there before, even though he was sure that he hadn’t. The houses were simple wood structures with brick chimneys and patched roofs. There was a garden in almost every backyard, though it was late enough in the season for most of them to be empty. 
 
    Children played in the road, most of them wearing dirty clothes, but otherwise looking well-fed and looked after. An old man in a rocking chair sitting on the porch of one of the houses on the edge of the town gave them a wary look as they approached. 
 
    “I suspect they don’t get many visitors,” said Zoria. 
 
    “Mind my advice,” said Cadrian. “Tessianna could have an agent in this town. It would make sense, given that she knows the direction we’re heading in. Head up to your rooms as soon as you can and don’t draw attention to yourselves.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” said Laurel. 
 
    Cadrian split off in the direction of a large building with an attached supply shed that looked to be a general store of some kind. Hal led the others toward the inn, which as in many small towns, seemed to be the center of local activity. 
 
    The laughter and noise coming from within was enough to make him think that most of the town had retired from working for the day. Hal pulled open the heavy oak door and led Laurel and Zoria inside.  
 
    The barroom was spacious, with clean wooden floors, plenty of tables to sit at, and a few serving girls carrying food to paying customers on trays. Hal made his way over to the man behind the bar, who was tall, but young for his occupation, perhaps a few years short of thirty. 
 
    “Hi,” said Hal. “Any open rooms for a couple of tired travelers?” 
 
    “We got two rooms available,” said the bar man. “One gold for each.” 
 
    “We’ll take both.” Hal fished out the coins and handed them over, thankful that it wasn’t more expensive. 
 
    “They’re the last two upstairs, across from each other at the end of the hall,” said the bar man. “It’s extra if you want water for bathing.” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” said Hal. It was an option if it turned out they could afford it, but it also wouldn’t be too much trouble for them to dip down to the lake, if they really felt the need to wash up.  
 
    “Food is extra, too,” said the bar man. “Talk to one of the serving girls when you get hungry.” 
 
    He nodded to the man and then moved to rejoin Laurel and Zoria. He only then noticed that Zoria had used a piece of cloth to tie her ears back. It had the effect of hiding the fact that she was an elf, while also making her look at least a decade younger. 
 
    “We’re all set,” said Hal. “And I still have money left over. Are you guys hungry?” 
 
    “Starving,” said Zoria.  
 
    “I’d forgotten how wonderful the prospect of sleeping in an actual bed sounds,” said Laurel. 
 
    Hal nodded. “There were only two open rooms, so we’ll have to figure out what the sleeping situation is.” 
 
    All three of them looked at each other. Laurel’s gaze bounced back and forth between Hal and Zoria, her implication being clear enough. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out when Cadrian gets back,” Hal said. “Come on, let’s grab a table.” 
 
    Laurel frowned at him. “Cadrian just finished telling us that–” 
 
    “I’ll buy us a bottle of wine,” said Hal. “We’ll be fine as long as we eat quick. Trust me.” 
 
    Right now, I just want to relax. 
 
    Hal saw Laurel’s frown twitch into a small, guilty smile, and it reminded him of when they’d first met, before she’d taken on so much responsibility. She didn’t object as he led them over to an empty table. One of the serving girls hurried over to them as soon as they’d sat down, curtseying slightly as she began to explain what they had for food. 
 
    “There’s roasted mutton, fresh crab cakes, bread from the widow Sheltra’s oven, tomato soup, and slices of the harvest cheese with nuts worked into it.” The serving girl took a breath and smiled them. 
 
    “How much for a little of everything?” asked Hal. “Along with a bottle of wine and a pitcher of ale?” 
 
    The serving girl left, and ten minutes later, she returned with a second girl, the two of them carrying an epic platter of food and drink between them. A hush fell over the table as Hal, Laurel, and Zoria stared at their dinner. 
 
    “Well,” said Hal. “This certainly puts our traveling fare to shame.” 
 
    “That’s not really saying much, master,” said Zoria. 
 
    The three of them dug in, setting aside a small portion of everything for Cadrian. There was more than enough, and Hal was surprised by how far he’d stretched his limited coin. The mutton was delicious, hot without being overcooked, as though they’d just pulled it off the fire as the party had arrived. 
 
    The crab cakes were fluffy and had chunks of crab the size of thumbs cooked into them. The bread was, well, bread, but they’d been given a healthy supply of butter to go with it. And the cheese and tomato soup tasted as though they were made to be eaten in combination with one another. 
 
    Hal was hungry enough to focus entirely on eating his fill before pouring himself a mug of ale. He leaned back in his chair, sipping at his drink and wishing they could stay more than one night enjoying the inn’s comfort. 
 
    “I feel a little bad about this,” said Laurel. Her cheeks were flushed, and Hal wasn’t sure if she was on her second glass of wine, or third. 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t,” said Hal. “We’ve traveled a long way and deserve a break.” 
 
    “Perhaps we deserve hot baths, as well?” asked Zoria. “If your coin purse is still full enough for it?” 
 
    Hal smiled and gave a small nod. He didn’t see the point to holding on to his money, given where their quest would take them next. He passed his coin purse to Zoria and gestured to the stairs. Laurel stood up along with the elf girl, taking the bottle of wine with her. 
 
    “You too?” asked Hal. “In that case, you should probably pay for them to fill a bath for Cadrian, as well.” 
 
    “We’ll take her food up to the room, too,” said Laurel. “And once we’re done, you can have your turn.” 
 
    He nodded at that and watched them head upstairs. He still had half a pitcher full of ale and felt more content than he had in days. A traveling minstrel was setting up at the front of the room, on the inn’s rickety, makeshift stage. Hal quirked an eyebrow as he looked more closely and recognized her as Rei Flowersong. 
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    She was already playing by the time Hal had decided to head over and say hi to her. It seemed as though half the town’s eligible men were crowded into the tables nearest to the stage, calling out compliments and slightly more lewd propositions as she worked her hands across the strings of her harp. 
 
    The song Rei played had a surprisingly active rhythm to it for harp music, and a few men and women had taken to dancing in the corner of the room, some with partners and some without. Hal tapped a finger on the edge of the table, watching Rei. She was looking around, and he felt a tension enter the air as her eyes settled on his. She smiled, recognizing him. 
 
    No hard feelings for the way we parted, I guess? Brave woman. 
 
    Hal stood up, feeling a little tipsy. He started making his way around the tables, toward the makeshift dance area in the corner of the room. Rei was still watching him, and her attention didn’t go unnoticed. Some of the people watching from their tables eyed Hal as he moved, apparently assuming he was part of the act. 
 
    He started moving slowly as soon as he was on the floor, keeping his motions more in line with the foot tapping, loose jigs that the men in the town seemed fond of. People made room for him, noticing something in his posture or expression that gave away some of what he had planned. 
 
    Hal began to let his upper body swing loose, his stance widening. Rei’s song shifted, speeding up a little, a song she was adjusting on the fly, just for him. He swung his hand up and across at a diagonal, letting it graze the floor as his back leg came up into a sweeping kick. The crowd let out a low mumble of surprise. 
 
    He kept his momentum going, turning the kick into a spin, and then tossing himself into an acrobatic roll. Some of the people at the tables let out cheers, or banged their mugs. Rei grinned at him. Hal was caught up in the moment, but not so caught up that he missed the man by the door. 
 
    Whoever it was had arrived after Hal and the others. There was no way he would have missed him, otherwise. The man wore a heavy cloak with the hood pulled up, hiding his head and facial features. He was short, but he had a bulky frame, and he was watching Hal carefully. 
 
    Rei’s song came to an end and the crowd applauded, a few people tossing coins onto the stage. The man by the door stood up and left, blending into a small group of others who were leaving at the same time. Hal felt his heart skip a beat, and he started after him. 
 
    “Halrin Kentar,” said Rei. She approached him, positioning herself a little closer than she needed to. She was still as beautiful as he remembered, with a curvaceous figure and light brown hair. “Quite the surprise, running into you this far north.” 
 
    “Rei,” said Hal. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Rei grabbed his arm as he started to leave. 
 
    “You didn’t offer me any coins to pay for my song,” she said, drawing in a little closer to whisper in his ear. “Perhaps you had another form of payment in mind?” 
 
    Hal ignored her, slipping his arm out of her hold. He almost ran to the door, bumping past an older couple who both grumbled in annoyance. The mystery man was almost out of sight as he made his way out into the night. He was running, too, and he had a fairly massive head start. 
 
    Using Wind Dash to give himself as much of a tailwind as he could, Hal took off after the man. He felt like an idiot and knew that he’d fallen into a trap of his own making. Cadrian had warned him and he’d ignored her completely, too caught up in his feelings toward her to listen to good advice.  
 
    His spell let him close the distance to the man, but not quickly enough. The man knew he was being followed, and changed his direction, heading toward the forest instead. He broke through into the trees a full minute before Hal reached them, enough time to disappear completely.  
 
    Sweaty, half drunk, and annoyed with himself, Hal slowly walked back to the inn. Rei had already found another man to give her attention to, which didn’t bother him that much compared to the mistake he’d just made. 
 
    He made his way inside and up to the rooms they’d rented. He opened the one on the left without knocking. All three of his traveling companions were within, and all three were naked. They all let out shouts of anger, or surprise, and hurried to grab towels and pieces of discarded clothing. Hal winced. 
 
    Right. They were just getting ready to bathe. 
 
    He stepped back outside the door and closed it behind him, deciding to just talk through it. 
 
    “There was someone in the barroom,” said Hal. “Someone who... might have recognized me.” 
 
    Cadrian was the first out the door, wearing only a towel that was barely large enough to cover her breasts, midriff, and hips. She gave him a level stare. 
 
    “And where is this person?” she asked. 
 
    Hal sighed. “He escaped. I followed him out of town, to the woods, but I lost him when–” 
 
    He didn’t see the slap coming, and it hurt more because of it. Cadrian put enough force into the strike to very nearly knock him off his feet. He glared at her, but before he could say anything, her hand was in motion again. 
 
    This time, Hal blocked it, and shoved her backward. The towel fell from Cadrian’s midriff, but if she cared about being naked, she didn’t let it show. She grabbed one of Hal’s wrists, twisted, and pressed his face and chest hard into the wall. It was impossible for him to struggle out of her hold without hurting himself, and he gritted his teeth, feeling his anger roil pointlessly at her violent response. 
 
    “You are an idiot, Halrin!” hissed Cadrian. “You very well may have just doomed everyone in this town.” 
 
    “I made a mistake,” he said. “I’m well aware that it was stupid.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Was it true? If the man was a spy for Tessianna, would she act against the entire town once she’d received the information about their location? He’d seen what she’d done to West Haven. He had to accept that it was at least possible. 
 
    “You didn’t make a mistake,” said Cadrian. “You were willfully ignorant. I told you not to draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    “And you don’t always know what’s best, Cadrian,” said Hal. “Don’t act like you do. I messed up here, but you… you’ve done so much worse. And we both know it.” 
 
    Hal winced in pain as she twisted his arm in a manner it wasn’t supposed to bend. He felt her naked body pressing against him tighter as she brought her face in close to the back of his ear. 
 
    “I’m not denying my sins,” whispered Cadrian. “But I’m here, and we share a common goal. Either accept me as an ally or face me as an enemy.” 
 
    She gave him one more firm push into the wall before pulling back. Pain flared in Hal’s arm the second she let go, and he felt pathetic as he rolled out his shoulder. Cadrian paused as she moved to return to the rented room the three women had been readying their baths in. 
 
    “We leave immediately,” she said. “I have the supplies we’ll need. We can’t stay in this town, now.” 
 
    Hal heard groans of annoyance from Laurel and Zoria, just beyond her. He didn’t say anything in response. 
 
    He waited outside the inn. Laurel, Zoria, and Cadrian all emerged into the night with wet hair and scowling faces. Cadrian passed him a heavy rucksack, and he threw it over his shoulder. 
 
    “I bought some heavy fur clothing,” said Cadrian. “Along with travel rations, a lantern, and extra blankets. And I traded our tent for a larger one with a thicker skin.” 
 
    Hal nodded. 
 
    “Cadrian says we won’t be able to make camp tonight,” Laurel said, her voice bitter. “I, for one, don’t think it’s wise to question her advice. So we’ll be traveling through the night, thanks to you.” 
 
    Hal knew that anything he said would only foster more animosity toward him. He’d done enough to earn their ire for one evening. They were silent as they set out, traveling north through the night by the thin light of the stars overhead. 
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    The party traveled at a heroic pace, maintaining a marching jog across the flat grass plains north of Tarne. They slowed as they reentered the stretch of forest that marked the beginning of the realm’s boundary region. Only the mining town of Whitewatch, named for White Mountain, the largest peak in the region, lay ahead of them. 
 
    As far as the maps show. In Jessa’s time, there were towns and cities further to the north, and the land was fertile, free from frost. 
 
    It was only a few hours until sunset when they finally stopped to rest. They didn’t set up the tent, but they found a nook in between a sloping hill and a cliff face where they were effectively out of sight of any scouts that didn’t draw too close. 
 
    Hal spread out his bedroll and fell asleep almost immediately. He woke up midway through the night, taking over the watch for a weary Zoria. The sunrise was anticlimactic from where they were in the trees, but he took first light as a signal to start prepping for the oncoming day. 
 
    Cadrian had done well on her supply run, both with how she’d managed to stretch her coin and how efficiently she’d packed it all away. She’d purchased warm outerwear for each of them, but she’d also tucked a pair of trousers and a fresh tunic into each of their packs. They were plain garments, but anything was better than the rags Hal currently had on. 
 
    I should hold off on changing into them until it’s absolutely necessary. 
 
    The nook in which they’d spent the night appeared to be an old riverbed. Hal followed it for a few hundred feet and found a small, relatively clean-looking pond. He gave himself the bath he’d missed out on the previous night, scrubbing himself as clean as he could. 
 
    Laurel was up and organizing a small breakfast for them when he arrived back at their campsite. She smiled a little as she saw him returning, and Hal was glad to see that at least some of her annoyance hadn’t carried over from the previous night. 
 
    “Did you sleep okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Well enough,” said Laurel. “I would have been more comfortable in a bed, of course.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Hal. “I know. I made a mess of things.” 
 
    Laurel shrugged. “Though, a comfortable bed might also have spoiled me for the rest of the journey.” 
 
    “Hopefully we’re getting close,” said Hal. “It feels like we’ve been traveling for ages.” 
 
    Laurel nodded. She had a worried look on her face, and Hal understood why as he saw her glancing up, scanning the sky. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we last saw Karnas,” she said. “I hope he’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” said Hal. “He’s probably keeping his distance on purpose. He’d risk giving away our location if he flew down to one of our campsites. And given that he’s still recovering, there isn’t much he could offer us in the way of help, at least outside of a fight.” 
 
    Hal looked over to where they’d set up their bedrolls. Zoria was still asleep, but Cadrian was absent. 
 
    “She said she wanted to walk around and up to the top of the cliff,” said Laurel. “To get a look of the surrounding area, and to do her morning meditation.” 
 
    “Right.” Hal ran a hand over his chin, feeling the stubble that had grown in over the past few days. “Do you mind handling breakfast? I think I’m going to go check on her.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” said Laurel. 
 
    He left the camp, heading around the edge of the cliff, and then up the slope to its peak. It was a steep hike, and it forced Hal to weave back and forth to make progress. 
 
    He found Cadrian standing on an overlook free of trees, where a clear view of the land to the south of them was visible. She was going through the motions of one of the martial combat routines she’d once taught him. She’d changed out of her robe and into a set of the plain grey tunic and trousers she’d bought all of them. 
 
    He watched her for a while, saying nothing. His emotions, at least in relation to Cadrian, were a mess. He felt so much anger toward her, coalesced around a bitter, crystalized core of pain. There was loss there, too, the loss of a friend, a teacher, and a lover, but letting himself recognize and feel it felt like a betrayal of Lilith and the rest of his family. 
 
    All of the people she took from me. I can’t ever forget… 
 
    And then, as Cadrian pointed out the previous night in the hallway, there were the practical considerations. She was one of his traveling companions, and they shared the same goal. Was it really that he was worried about betraying the memory of his loved ones? Or was it a fear of trusting her again? 
 
    Probably both, he figured. He took a slow breath as she turned to face him. 
 
    “I’ll never forgive you,” said Hal. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to,” she replied. She looked away from him, continuing with her routine. One of her legs hissed as it cut through the air in a fast, circular kick. 
 
    “I need to know what more you can tell me about Ascension,” said Hal. “And how to control it.” 
 
    “I’ve told you all that I can,” said Cadrian. “What you’re asking for is training.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in being your student again,” said Hal. “I’m past that now.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was sympathetic, rather than mocking or condescending. 
 
    “I never finished with you,” said Cadrian. “It’s why you have the control issues you do. I taught you to feel your emotions, but not how to let go of them.” 
 
    “And is that what I need to learn how to do?” 
 
    Instead of answering him, Cadrian turned her full attention in his direction. She lifted her hands, holding her combat stance. Hal hesitated for a moment, and then fell into a similar posture. 
 
    She attacked, feinting with one hand, almost as though to slap him as she had the previous night. Hal blocked it and dodged the second strike, her pattern familiar. He threw a quick kick, making contact with one of her thighs.  
 
    Cadrian fell back a pace and then pumped forward off her back leg, spearing him in the shoulder with her elbow. Hal kept his arms out of her reach, expecting another submission hold. Instead, she got a leg behind him and tripped him. He landed flat on his back, and she was on top of him in an instant. 
 
    “You must learn how to separate from your emotions,” said Cadrian. She was a little winded from the exchange, and Hal could feel her body moving on top of his as she inhaled and exhaled. 
 
    “I thought you said Ruby Ascension needed me to feel my emotions fully,” said Hal. “That it was the only way to cast spells while in it without overdrawing from my heartgem.” 
 
    “Take a step back,” said Cadrian. “If you don’t tame your emotions, you won’t have a choice about whether to enter Ascension to begin with.” 
 
    She leaned her face in closer to his. Hal felt a stab of anger as his eyes met his, and he remembered how she’d once worn the eyepatch, another of her lies. Her face was only a few inches away, and he felt annoyed as his emotions shifted in another direction. He could smell her, the musky layer of sweat from her exertions, along with that familiar, though intangible, feminine sweetness. 
 
    “Will you tame your emotions, Halrin?” whispered Cadrian. “Or will you let them control you?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed for the heavy-handed way she was forcing the lesson onto him, or appreciative of her ability as a teacher. He took a slow breath, letting go of his long-held anger, slipping past the reluctant arousal he felt from her teasing and physical proximity. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw Cadrian’s face. She was just a woman. A bundle of choices, responsibilities, memories, and emotions. She was flawed, and so was he. 
 
    Cadrian gave a small nod, recognizing something in his expression. She climbed off him and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Again,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    They spent another hour training, taking it slow enough to save energy for the traveling they had ahead of them. Laurel and Zoria had already eaten when they returned to camp. Hal accepted his share of breakfast, a slab of thick, dense bread along with a few slices of dried apples. 
 
    Cadrian had bought a water skin for each of them, as well, and Hal was careful about how much he drank from his. Fresh water would be in short supply as they continued further north, where melting snow would be their only available option for refilling the skin. 
 
    Without the tent set up, it didn’t take them long to strike down their camp. Hal hadn’t noticed the cold while they’d been traveling the previous night, but it became impossible to ignore as they climbed up and beyond the cliff. The wind was biting cold, and every step forward they took through the sloping forest also raised their elevation, exposing them to the harsh wind. 
 
    The forest thinned out as they continued onward. By early afternoon, Hal could only see a single variety of tree left growing, the hearty northern pines that could endure the colder temperatures of the region.  
 
    White Mountain became visible on the horizon as they pushed forward, a massive, frozen peak that loomed over the surrounding area. Hal felt the ground underneath his feet firming up as they passed across the invisible line that marked where the permafrost began. He didn’t feel cold, but his teeth were chattering, and Cadrian signaled for them to come to a stop. 
 
    “We should put on our heavy clothing,” she said. “We’ll have to move slower, past this point. Above all else, we must avoid sweating. If your clothes get wet, the cold will seep into them and strip away your body heat.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” said Hal. “At the pace we’ve been traveling at, I feel like we deserve to slow down a bit.” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Cadrian. “Just because we’ll be moving more slowly doesn’t mean that we’ll have an easier time of it.” 
 
    The fur clothing was bulky, and it made Hal feel a little cumbersome wearing it over his shirt and trousers. There was a hood on the back of the fur cloak, and even though the thick fur lining made his ears itch, it was warm enough to justify the annoyance. A set of gloves and fur boot liners for each of them rounded out the package. Hal put the liners into his boots, but decided to forgo the gloves, for mobility’s sake. 
 
    Laurel and Zoria reminded Hal of the stuffed animals that Lilith had loved once they’d pulled on their own furs. There was a puffy quality to their overall appearance that he found so hilarious that he had to hold a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Laurel. “You don’t look much better.” 
 
    “She’s right, master,” said Zoria. “I don’t think you can pull off having that much hair over your body.” 
 
    Cadrian looked more comfortable in her own furs, her black braid hanging loose of her hood and over one shoulder. She pulled her pack back on and nodded to the rest of them. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Hal said, in unison with the others. 
 
    They continued onward. For the next hour or so, it was hard for him to not feel as though the warm clothing was overkill. It wasn’t until his breath became visible in smoky, white puffs and his fingers started to feel numb that he was forced to acknowledge that Cadrian had, yet again, been right. He pulled his gloves on and stared across the barren landscape. 
 
    White Mountain had been growing slowly larger over the course of the day. It wasn’t just that the mountain seemed to loom higher with each step they took, but rather, it seemed to envelop them further into its winter aura. The wind began to pick up, becoming a constant thing, rather than the occasional strong gusts they’d been dealing with. And with it came scatterings of fine, white powder, not enough to coat the ground just yet, but more of a representation of the cold. 
 
    Hal would have been more surprised by the sudden climate shift if not for his own experience in Fool’s Valley, where the mountains had a similar, albeit opposite, effect on the land around his homestead. He knew that it meant they were only getting a taste of what the weather had to offer and would have to be prepared for anything as they passed further into the unknown. 
 
    Snow began to fall in large, lazy flakes. The ground was already coated in a thin layer, and the falling snow, combined with the pale grey sky overhead, gave the late afternoon a claustrophobic feel. They could see a few hundred feet ahead, perhaps, before the distance beyond faded into a uniform white curtain. 
 
    The upside was that all of the snow reflected light, and it made it easier for them to feel confident pressing on to the day’s limit. Hal walked at the front of the party, being careful to keep an eye on the outline of White Mountain to keep them on course. Cadrian brought up the rear, and Hal noticed that she was actively disguising their tracks as they went, not that they’d last long in the falling snow, regardless. 
 
    The sound of howling wolves came from a not too far distant direction. Hal hesitated, glancing back at his companions. Laurel looked unsure, and Zoria’s face was hard at the prospect of a fight. Cadrian, surprisingly, seemed the most concerned. 
 
    “There shouldn’t be any wolves in this area,” said Cadrian. “The mountains are too rough of an environment for them, and the villagers of Whitewatch hunt the ones that come too close to their town.” 
 
    Hal wasn’t sure what he could add to that, not knowing much about the patterns of the animals. 
 
    “Let’s just keep our eyes open,” he said. “They shouldn’t pose much of a threat to us, as long as we don’t get surprised.” 
 
    They trekked for another half hour. The falling snow began to thin enough for them to see what lay further ahead, revealing what was left of the town of Whitewatch. The buildings had been burned. The snow was stained with crimson splotches. Aside from the few still smoldering flames, it was eerily quiet. 
 
    “That explains why the wolves are active,” muttered Zoria. 
 
    “Tessianna’s force must have gotten here ahead of us,” said Hal. “This… is sickening.” 
 
    “They’d murder an entire village just to… what?” Laurel shook her head slowly. “Send us a message?” 
 
    “This isn’t a message,” said Cadrian. “It’s a strategic move, on their part. To keep us from stopping to resupply. It would have been more effective if we hadn’t stopped in Tarne, but the logic behind it is solid.” 
 
    “Logic?” asked Hal. “Behind murdering a town full of innocent people?” 
 
    Right. I’m talking to Cadrian. I almost forgot. 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Do we have the supplies to manage?” asked Laurel. “This does mean that we’ll have to plan for our trip out, along with the extra time it will take us on our way back to get to Tarne.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Cadrian looked in Hal’s direction. 
 
    “I’ll see if Jessa can tell me anything the next time we set up camp,” he said. “Honestly, I don’t know how much further it is.” 
 
    He wished he had something more to add, under the circumstances. Cadrian was glancing all around them, watching for any signs of movement on the horizon. 
 
    “We’ll need to take the long way around,” she said. “There might be soldiers or valkyries left around Whitewatch. Better if we press up closer to White Mountain and avoid what’s left of the town altogether.” 
 
    Hal and the others nodded in agreement, and the party continued on. The snow was getting deeper, slowing them down and making their steps seem comical. Hal was appreciative for the fur boot liners, as the snow would otherwise have overwhelmed his boots. 
 
    Approaching White Mountain gave him an ominous feeling, as much for the sounds of the mountain as its size. The wind was constant against the rocks and jagged edges of broken ice, creating a whistling sound on the air.  
 
    “We should stop soon,” said Laurel. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Cadrian. “Our position is bad.” 
 
    She looked worried, and Hal could guess why. Tessianna wasn’t the type of opponent who would be satisfied with attacking them indirectly. Whitewatch had been a move against them, but in a way that made it seem like part of a broader strategy. 
 
    They traveled with as much speed as they could manage, under the circumstances. A sharp slope led up to the base of White Mountain, and their path carried them along the edge of it. Hal was tensed, waiting for something to happen, and he drew his pistol on reflex when it finally did. 
 
    Half a dozen figures emerged from the white haze to the east of them, traveling with unusual speed for the conditions. They had some type of flattened shoe that let them move across the snow without sinking in with each step. Hal knew without having to give it much thought that there would be no outrunning them. 
 
    “Hal, Zoria,” said Cadrian. “Attack from either side.” 
 
    Hal nodded, though part of him had reservations about letting Cadrian give the orders. His pistol felt strange in his gloved hand, the guard too tight around his finger and the trigger lacking its usual feel. 
 
    “Keep yourself under control,” Cadrian added. “Don’t let yourself get worked up. With all this snow around, there is no telling what could happen if you push into Ruby Ascension and get aggressive.” 
 
    “I know,” said Hal. 
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    The approaching figures burst into a rainbow of glowing, runic armor and weapons as they sprinted across the last stretch. Zoria summoned her own runic equipment, her violet armor and spear accentuated by a small set of glowing wings which Hal hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    The party shifted into a wedge formation, keeping a defenseless Laurel protected in the center. The first valkyrie surged toward Cadrian, wielding a heavy runic hammer. Cadrian deftly dodged a downward strike, countered with a slash across the elf’s abdomen, and then kicked her opponent back.  
 
    Hal brought his pistol up to aim at the leftmost attacker. He cocked the hammer, channeled his ruby essence, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. He scowled, realizing that the air was cold enough to affect the timing of his magic, snuffing out the tiny spark the hammer created before he could work his spell. 
 
    He tried again, this time managing to get off a Flame Shot. It soared through the air and struck a valkyrie in blue runic armor who was a dozen or so paces away. The elf fell backward from the force of the shot, hitting the snow and rolling to extinguish the ensuing flames. 
 
    My ruby magic will be of limited effectiveness here. I’ll have to try something else. 
 
    Zoria was facing off against another valkyrie, the two of them exchanging shouted words along with blows. Hal briefly considered that she was likely fighting against elves that she knew, perhaps even people she considered to be acquaintances or friends. A sickening feeling took root in his stomach, lingering doubt from his past betrayals. 
 
    Cadrian seemed almost comfortable in the snow, managing to hold off two valkyries at once. She resorted to her magic whenever they came too close, channeling topaz essence to cast Earth Tremor, shaking the ground and snow underneath their feet. 
 
    Hal drew his sword and closed in on the valkyrie he’d shot earlier. They rose to their feet faster than he was ready for, and the thin shoes they wore gave them unexpected mobility. The snow was up over Hal’s boots, and it made him slow in his defensive movements. 
 
    The valkyrie had a runic longsword, and Hal’s blade clashed against it on his first strike. He had to take a step back as his opponent pressed forward on the attack, almost stumbling as one of his feet caught against the crusty edge of the top layer of frozen snow. 
 
    Hal deflected another strike, but the positioning of his sword went wild as he did. His opponent slashed for his neck, and he couldn’t get his own weapon up in time. Instead, Hal used Wind Dash in a backwards direction, slamming wind into his chest and pushing himself away from the strike. 
 
    He landed on his back and slid a few feet, feeling annoyed at the difficulties he was having in the winter climate. Lacking any better options, he drew his pistol again, and began firing off Flame Shots in quick succession.  
 
    The flaming projectiles held the valkyrie back, but there was only so much damage they could do against magical armor in the freezing temperatures. Hal felt the urge to push into Ruby Ascension at the edge of his awareness. He could finish off all of their opponents in seconds. It didn’t matter how cold he was if he was using a spell like Burning Hand, which drew on heat intense enough to turn bones to ash in an instant. 
 
    Laurel let out a scream. One of the valkyries had made it past their meager defensive line and had seized her by the hand. She fumbled, pulling off her gloves in a desperate bid to attempt something with her spark rings and ruby brooch, but Hal knew it wouldn’t amount to much more than a splash of flames. 
 
    He ignored his current opponent and went straight for her, wielding both pistol and sword. He fired a Flame Shot at the face of the valkyrie holding her, immediately following it up with a Flame Strike. His sword bit into the elf’s runic armor just enough to strike flesh, and the fire surrounding his blade made the blood hiss as it oozed out. 
 
    The valkyrie screamed and fell backward. Cadrian had finished her opponents off and was hurrying over to help Hal and Laurel. Zoria was still engaged with an enemy, but they weren’t fighting. Hal frowned, trying to make out the words the two of them were exchanging. 
 
    “Trap!” Zoria shouted, suddenly turning in the direction of the party. “It’s a trap.” 
 
    Hal followed the direction of her gaze. Above them, high up the slope near the base of White Mountain, he saw another dozen valkyries spread out in a line. They’d been invisible before, and he could only make out the glowing color of their runic armor, but there was no doubt in his mind that the figure in their center was Tessianna. 
 
    A command was shouted. The elves on the ridge burst into motion, one of them using a crystal wand that seemed to have the effect of earth magic. The ridge began trembling, and as it did, a massive ledge of snow broke free and began flowing down the slope, directly toward Hal and the others. 
 
    He was already reaching for his ruby essence as he saw it approaching. What he needed to do would have a high cost, more than what was left in his heartgem. Hal closed his eyes, accepting the fact that he’d need to enter Ruby Ascension and tap into the dangerous, uncontrolled power in order to save his friends. 
 
    “Halrin!” Cadrian grabbed him by the shoulder, digging her fingers in deep enough to break his concentration. “Not yet!” 
 
    He didn’t have time to ask what she meant. He didn’t have time to process what happened next, or even see the snow as it arrived. The wall of frozen powder hit him and sent him tumbling, getting in his ears, eyes, and nose, and almost forcing down his throat. He rolled over several times before coming to a somewhat anticlimactic stop, trapped within the snow, unable to move. 
 
    His first reaction was to panic, but he managed to suppress it. He didn’t have time to panic. Hal worked his jaw, chewing through the snow in his mouth and trying to create space. He took a shallow breath, knowing that he would only have so many before the air trapped with him became deadly. 
 
    “Not yet.” What did Cadrian mean by that? 
 
    He focused on the words like a puzzle, turning them over and considering the possibilities. Tessianna had set a trap for them and had sacrificed a half dozen of her valkyries in the attempt. How long would she wait and watch from the top of the slope before concluding that there was no way that they could escape? Probably for longer than he could last, trapped in the snow. 
 
    He tried to move his arms, and the fact that he couldn’t sent a wave of claustrophobia flooding over him. Instead of attempting to reach through the snow, he gently tried to pull his hand back and make space for it. He was still holding his pistol, though he’d lost his sword at some point. 
 
    It took a minute of shifting his hand around until he’d created enough space to get his thumb on top of the hammer and cock it back. Hal took another shallow breath, letting himself focus on channeling his ruby essence. He didn’t have all that much of it left, given how the events of the last few days had played out. 
 
    Hal cast Flame Shot, and almost immediately regretted it. The spell superheated a small section of the snow, pushing off in a line extending out from his arm. Hot water fell back onto his pistol and hand, soaking his sleeve and immediately starting to cool. He tried not to panic as he realized how much worse it made his situation. His hand would freeze in place, before long, leaving him unable to even attempt casting his fire magic. 
 
    He felt annoyed with himself, realizing that if he’d timed it better, he could have followed up with his sapphire spell and pushed the water away from him. The thought led him to another, one that he’d never stopped to consider before. 
 
    Would my sapphire spell work on snow? It’s just frozen water. 
 
    Hal took another slow breath, trying not to wonder about how many he had left before the air went stale. It wasn’t hard for him to channel his sapphire essence. He used his sapphire magic rarely enough that the heartgem was practically full of it. 
 
    He concentrated and cast Wave Blast, pushing it up and out in an attempt to clear snow off his head and upper body. The snow moved, but instead of exploding outward, it compressed, much as the water did into a singular pillar when he used the spell under normal temperatures. Hal felt despair creeping into his heart. 
 
    He was going to die. 
 
    The thought echoed in his head, resonating with his fear. He was going to die, and his friends were going to die, and there was nothing he could do about it. He’d failed both himself and them when it mattered most. He would have given anything, sacrificed himself, even, if it meant getting a second chance to do right by them. 
 
    Something pinched his ankle. Hal almost tried kicking out reflexively before stopping himself. The fact that there was room under one of his feet for him to kick out was a new development. He stilled himself and tried to wiggle his head, freeing his ears of enough snow to listen. 
 
    Someone was digging from underneath him. He could feel a hand moving against his calf now, trying to shift snow around so he could fall downward. He frowned. He was positive that escape lay above him, in the direction of his head, given the path the water had taken when he’d cast his ruby spell. 
 
    There wasn’t anything he could do to communicate that information to whoever it was. All he could do is wait, which he did, with more patience than he realized he had. The sensation tickled slightly, hands working around various parts of his body and digging to free them.  
 
    When his butt and midriff were free, Hal began to twist, pulling his arms and shoulders inward. It only took a second or two before he slid loose and slipped down, falling into a hollow that had been carefully dug into the snow. 
 
    This wasn’t dug. This was… melted? 
 
    “Halrin,” said Cadrian. “It’s me.” 
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    It was dark, almost pitch black, but Hal could make out Cadrian’s outline. He felt around with his gloved hands, reconfirming the ice slick edges of the space she’d melted that told him she’d used her ruby magic to create the space. 
 
    But how? The snow should have collapsed down on her as soon as she melted enough of it, not to mention what would happen to the water. Hal took a step forward and reached, feeling what was overhead. It wasn’t snow or ice, but something harder, something solid. 
 
    “Rock Spire,” said Cadrian. “It’s a new spell I’ve been working on. I used it to make a small alcove as soon as the avalanche began.” 
 
    “The others…” said Hal. “Where are they?” 
 
    “We need to find them as soon as possible,” said Cadrian. “Whose position do you remember better? Think about where you were standing right before the snow hit us.” 
 
    Hal forced himself to think. He’d saved Laurel from one of the valkyries. She’d been standing next to him, to his right, further from the avalanche than he’d been, when it hit. 
 
    “I… remember where she was,” said Hal. “But I lost my orientation when I started tumbling.” 
 
    He felt Cadrian take him by the shoulders. She turned him to the side slightly. 
 
    “There,” she said. “You’re facing north, which was the direction we were heading when we were ambushed.” 
 
    “Is that all we have to go on?” asked Hal. “What we can remember about where the others were? What if I dig up one of the valkyries, instead?” 
 
    “Then the situation goes from bad to worse,” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal shook his head. “Let me try to use my magic. I might be able to melt all of this snow with Burning Hand.” 
 
    “It’s too much for you,” said Cadrian. “And if you did it without being careful, you’d drench all of us and we’d die anyway. There are other issues we’ll be dealing with, even if we make it out of this avalanche.” 
 
    Hal gritted his teeth in frustration. 
 
    “Halrin, we do not have time to discuss this,” she continued. “If you want Laurel to live, go find her.” 
 
    He nodded, spurred into action by her blunt words. Cadrian had dug up to rescue him at an angle, and he was able to climb up through the tunnel left behind and get back to near where he’d been.  
 
    He paced himself, at first. With each passing second, he started to feel a little more sure that he’d never find Laurel. That his last memory of her would be of her scream, and of her attempt at ruby magic. What was the last thing he’d actually said to her? 
 
    Enough. This is too morbid of a line of thinking for right now. 
 
    He started digging faster, clawing at the snow. The urge to use his ruby to melt through it faster was almost overwhelming. He would do it, if it came down to it, regardless of whether it drenched them all and left them doomed. If it meant saving Laurel, even for only a few more minutes, he would do it. 
 
    By some miracle of chance, it didn’t come to that. Hal dug loose the edge of a fancy-looking boot and recognized it immediately. He gave her ankle a squeeze, much as Cadrian had done with him, and then started digging faster. 
 
    Laurel didn’t shift to aid him, as he had when he’d been freed. She didn’t move at all. Dread gnawed at Hal as cleared snow from her legs, and then her torso. He used all his strength to pull her free and down into their hollow refuge, hoping that she’d perk up. 
 
    She didn’t, and as soon as Hal had laid her down and taken his gloves off to check her over, he understood why. Snow had gotten into her mouth and one of her nostrils. He freed it as quickly as he could, trying not to panic. She let out a shallow cough, but her breathing was ragged, and she didn’t regain consciousness. 
 
    “Laurel…” he whispered. “It’s okay. We’re going to get out of here.” 
 
    He could hear Cadrian moving on the other side of the snow cave. 
 
    “I have Zoria,” said Cadrian. “She’s unconscious, but alive.” 
 
    “Laurel is the same,” said Hal. “We need to get them out of here and warm them up.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple,” said Cadrian. 
 
    Hal glared at her, though it was a pointless gesture in the dark. “What do you mean, it’s not that simple? We can melt our way out of here now. If you use your magic to make a channel in the earth, we don’t even have to worry about getting wet.” 
 
    “And if Tessianna and her valkyries are watching the snow outside?” asked Cadrian. “What’s to stop them from attacking us as soon as we leave? Or worse, what if they trigger a second avalanche, and trap us deep enough to eliminate all possible hope of escape?” 
 
    He scowled. He was still holding Laurel in his lap, and he pressed his bare hands to her cheeks. She was scarily cold, and he did what he could to make a bit of heat from the rubbing and friction to warm her face. 
 
    “So… what?” asked Hal. “You want us to wait down here?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Cadrian. “For an hour. Any longer would be too dangerous. They’ll have no doubt about our deaths once nightfall begins to draw near.” 
 
    Hal took a slow breath. He nodded, before realizing that she probably couldn’t see it. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “We’ll wait.” 
 
    Time passed more slowly than he realized it could. He felt like he was watching Laurel and Zoria die, both unconscious and half frozen from the cold. He contemplated taking off his own winter clothing to attempt to give Laurel more protection, but it wouldn’t do enough without her body putting out enough heat of its own, and it would probably only get him killed. 
 
    “I can’t just do nothing,” said Hal. “I’m going to enter a Ruby Trance, and try to hold a fireball in place to warm them.” 
 
    “No,” said Cadrian. “You need to save your ruby essence. I’ll do it.” 
 
    He suspected that Cadrian might also be afraid of him losing control, pushing past a Ruby Trance and into Ruby Ascension, but he didn’t say anything about it. It was probably justified, given recent events. 
 
    Cadrian used her spark ring and sword to cast a fire spell, entering a Ruby Trance and illuminating the tiny snow cave. Her eyes shone with crimson light, and the thrum of power emanating from her made her look almost inhuman. 
 
    The fireball didn’t give off a lot of heat, but Hal positioned Zoria and Laurel so they were on either side of her. He knew it was taking an immense amount of concentration from Cadrian to hold the spell, and he wondered if there was anything he could do to make it easier for her. 
 
    They waited in silence, both recognizing the danger of the situation they were in. There was no guarantee that they’d be able to melt their way out, if there was more snow on top of them than they’d realized. Hal’s mind played out what would happen in the scenario where they couldn’t escape, how they would die slow deaths, freezing in the cold, watching the life snuff out of each other. 
 
    “It’s time,” said Cadrian. She grunted and released her spell, falling to one knee as she left her Ruby Trance. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I just… used a lot of my stored ruby essence.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself and shuddered slightly. Hal knew that feeling all too well. It was intoxicating, using ruby magic like that, and left a person feeling drunk on passion. 
 
    “We’ll head out this way,” said Cadrian, tapping a spot on one of the compacted walls of snow. “If we melt through at an upward angle, we’ll come out on the side furthest from White Mountain, just in case Tessianna is still watching.” 
 
    Hal nodded. “Is it doable with our regular ruby magic, or…?” 
 
    Or will I need to enter Ruby Ascension? 
 
    It was dark again, and he couldn’t see Cadrian’s face, but he sensed what her expression must have looked like from her body language. 
 
    “I don’t think it will be enough,” she said. “Halrin… You have to use your full strength here. Carefully, without losing control. Stop as soon as you feel your heartgem running low on ruby essence.” 
 
    Hal nodded. He felt confident, though perhaps more of a resigned certainty. There was only one way forward, one route of escape. One chance at saving Laurel and Zoria. 
 
    He took a slow breath and felt for his remaining ruby essence. He let himself feel his anger and passion, dipping into it with his toes first, as though he was testing the water’s temperature in a swimming pond.  
 
    Slowly, he let the emotions take hold of him. The trickle of feelings became a rushing flood, pushing him forward and releasing limits on his power. Hal saw red, and he felt the tickle of heat as serpents of flame began to twist and coil around his body and limbs.  
 
    The light emitted off the flames dancing over him illuminated Cadrian’s face. She looked more beautiful than Hal had ever seen her before, and he felt a powerful, unwanted surge of lust. He breathed, forcing himself to focus, and turned his attention toward their escape. 
 
    Hal extended his hand outward, carefully drawing ruby essence from his heartgem to form a spell. He cast Burning Hand, keeping the size of the magic limited. The hand he created was four or five times as wide across as his own, but smaller than the ones he’d used in the past, and more efficient. 
 
    “Good,” said Cadrian. “Start melting the tunnel. Make sure you add in rivets, like stairs, so it isn’t too slick and icy for us to traverse. I’ll shift the ground to handle the water.” 
 
    Hal felt a small tremor from underneath them. He focused on his breathing and pushed the Burning Hand forward, melting through snow as much as digging through it. It felt powerful and desperate at the same time. A spell of uncontrolled power, and he was using it as a last resort to melt through a tomb made of fallen snow. 
 
    The process felt like it went on for hours, but it couldn’t have been longer than a minute or two, in actuality. Hal’s Burning Hand broke through to the surface just as his heartgem ran empty. He left Ruby Ascension and staggered back, feeling like the breath had just been stolen from his lungs. 
 
    No, not the breath from my lungs. The life, from my chest. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Cadrian. “Take Laurel and slide her along behind you. I’ll follow after you with Zoria.” 
 
    The tunnel was only wide enough around for them to pull themselves along on their stomachs. Hal had done a good job fashioning steps into it, and he was able to slide up along his back while hugging Laurel tight to his front. 
 
    He felt a huge weight fall off his shoulders as he emerged onto the surface, only then realizing how much his claustrophobia and fear of being trapped had been affecting him. Tessianna and her valkyries, at least the ones left alive, were nowhere in sight. It was late afternoon, and the sun was setting fast. 
 
    Cadrian pushed her way from the tunnel, with Zoria in tow. She looked worried, more worried than Hal had ever seen her before, and he understood why. It didn’t matter if they were above ground or below, once night arrived. The cold would kill them, regardless. 
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    “There,” said Cadrian. “Poking out of the snow. It’s one of our packs.” 
 
    Hal nodded. They’d set Laurel and Zoria down, stacking their cold, shivering forms on top of each other in a desperate attempt to capture their dwindling body heat. Hal shuffled through the waist-deep snow, grabbing the pack that had pulled loose from one of them during the avalanche. 
 
    It was his own pack, and he frowned as he considered what was inside of it. A lantern, a small amount of food, one sleeping bag, and most unfortunately, no tent. Cadrian had been the one carrying the tent in her pack on that day, and it was what would decide if they survived the oncoming night or froze to death in the snow. 
 
    “We might not be able to find it in time,” said Hal. “What happens then?” 
 
    Cadrian didn’t hear him. She’d already run off to investigate something else poking out of the snow. She walked over once she’d freed it, scowling as she looked through its contents. 
 
    “It’s a bag that one of the valkyries was carrying,” she said. “It will have a sleeping bag in it. Perhaps a few other things we can use. It’ll have to do, for now.” 
 
    She pulled it on over her shoulder and set about lifting Zoria. Hal did the same with his pack and picked up Laurel. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked. 
 
    Cadrian didn’t say anything. She didn’t know, or at least, she wasn’t saying if she did. 
 
    They moved as fast as they could with all they had to carry, which was pitifully slow compared to the speed of the setting sun. Cadrian led him back toward the base of the White Mountain, and then along its northeast edge. She was staring at the rocky slope and cliff faces, searching for something. 
 
    “There,” she said. “The shadowy spot in the distance.” 
 
    “A cave?” asked Hal. 
 
    She nodded. “We might be able to make it through the night. Assuming we can double up on the sleeping bags and manage enough ruby magic to stay warm.” 
 
    Hal could sense the lack of optimism in her tone, but it was more of a chance than they’d had an hour earlier. He took the lead, hurrying toward the cave and hoping that Laurel wasn’t too cold to be beyond saving. 
 
    The cave was small, but well-shaped for their purposes. The entrance required him to hunch over, but it opened up beyond that, expanding outward to the size of one of the bedrooms back in the homestead. There were a few scattered animal bones that suggested that something else had used it for shelter long before their arrival. 
 
    “Get the sleeping bags out,” said Cadrian. “I still have a little ruby essence left. I’ll take the first turn.” 
 
    “You’re serious about this plan?” asked Hal. “You think we could use our magic to keep it warm enough in here?” 
 
    Cadrian stared at him in the dark. 
 
    “It will give us a chance,” she said. “But it depends on how far we’re willing to go. How much saving them and surviving means to you.” 
 
    Her words were ominous, perhaps more ominous than they needed to be. He knew what she was talking about. He knew that they would need to replenish their ruby essence, likely sooner, rather than later. He knew what that meant, given that they were the only two members of the party alert and active. 
 
    It made him feel sick to his stomach. It was a betrayal of his family’s memory, one he would never be able to forget. And he knew he would do it without hesitation, to save his friends. It wasn’t even a question of what he wanted. 
 
    “Right,” said Hal. He paused, realizing something. “There’s one other option available to us. I still have the memory crystal with me. I can enter Jessa’s sanctum and ask her for advice, and get a sense of where we are, how much further we need to go.” 
 
    If we’re close to what we’re looking for, we might not be in such bad shape, after all. 
 
    “Do it,” said Cadrian. She turned away from him, and Hal saw a fireball appear in the center of the cave as she entered a Ruby Trance and focused her essence. It gave off a pitiful amount of heat, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    Hal took a minute to pull out the sleeping bags and put Laurel and Zoria into them, first. The elven sleeping bag was strange, made of thinner material than he would have expected and stretchy to the touch. He decided to use his own and have them double up, which he hoped would let them warm faster. 
 
    “Hey,” he whispered. “Can you hear me? Laurel? Zoria?” 
 
    Zoria stirred slightly, but she didn’t say anything. Laurel’s eyes flicked open for an instant. 
 
    “Hal…” she muttered. “I’m… so cold.” 
 
    “We’re going to get you warmed up,” said Hal. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Take their clothes off.” Cadrian spoke in a strained, curt voice. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Before you put them into the sleeping bag,” she said. “They’ll warm up faster if they’re in skin to skin contact. You can stuff the clothes into the space left in the bag, if there is any, to help insulate and trap their heat.” 
 
    Hal nodded slowly. It felt a little wrong to undress the women, as out of it as they were, but he knew Cadrian wouldn’t have suggested it if it wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    He stripped Laurel naked first, pulling off her heavy winter clothing followed by the thinner tunic and leggings underneath. He tried to keep his eyes politely averted, but it was impossible when he reached the point where he needed to slide her into the sleeping bag. He tried not to notice her pink nipples, perky and hard from the cold, and the soft heave of her breasts with each movement of her chest. 
 
    Zoria was a little more difficult to undress. Her winter clothes came off easily enough, but she wore tight valkyrie battle clothing underneath it. The garments were stretchy, and it took him a few seconds to figure out how to pull the upper half loose from the lower half. She was shivering and moved an arm to cover her breasts as they became exposed to the cold air. 
 
    He slid her into the sleeping bag alongside Laurel and stuffed their clothing into the cracks left in the space between their bodies. The bag had a hood of cloth, almost like the hood of a cloak, and he pulled it up to cover all of their heads except their mouths and noses. 
 
    “I need you to take a turn,” said Cadrian. “I… can’t keep this up.” 
 
    “I haven’t entered Jessa’s sanctum yet,” said Hal. 
 
    “You can do that later. We need to create as much warmth as we can while we still have the strength to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t have any ruby essence left,” said Hal. 
 
    “I know,” said Cadrian. 
 
    He understood her implication, along with what would need to happen. A dozen excuses as to why they should try something else flitted through his head. None of them had enough substance to justify putting Laurel and Zoria’s lives at risk. 
 
    “I’ll take care of you quickly,” said Cadrian. “Just with my touch. You can just lean back. Enjoy it, if you can.” 
 
    “You need to restore your essence, too,” said Hal. “Shouldn’t we…?” 
 
    Shouldn’t we have real sex? Would I even be able to manage it, with her? 
 
    “There’s too much of a risk of us getting sweaty,” said Cadrian. “Besides, I need to double back to the site of the avalanche to look for my gear. We’re still doomed if we don’t have the tent, so we should make it as much of a priority as anything else.” 
 
    Hal nodded slowly. Cadrian released the spell and left her Ruby Trance. Almost immediately, he felt the temperature drop by a significant amount, the chill pushing in to fill the cave in the fireball’s wake. 
 
    Cadrian walked over to him. It was dark in the cave, but there was just enough light trickling in through the cave’s entrance from the clear, starlit winter night for him to make out her face and features. 
 
    She looked younger than the master Hal remembered. She looked more like Elyse, rather than Cadrian. Hal found it weird that he could think of them as separate women in his mind. They were the same. Cadrian was responsible for both the good and the bad each had done. 
 
    She made eye contact with him as she lowered herself to her knees. Hal felt a rush of arousal, and it stirred an unnecessary conflict within him. As callous and counterproductive to their situation it was, a small part of him had been hoping that he wouldn’t be able to find her attractive, not now that he knew the truth. 
 
    He started pulling down his fur outerwear before Cadrian could, not wanting to give her too much control over the situation. He would do whatever it took to keep the cave warm. Laurel and Zoria were worth his effort, if that’s even how he’d classify what was needed for what he was about to do. 
 
    Cadrian’s eyes locked onto his manhood as he pulled it loose from his trousers. It was so cold in the cave, and when she reached out and set her fingertips on his shaft, they seemed to pulse with heat. Hal took a slow, somewhat ragged breath as he felt his old master begin to pleasure his cock. 
 
    It felt good, probably better than it should have. Since discovering the truth about Cadrian, Hal had spent so much time and energy hating her. It all felt empty when placed up against the sensation of her fingers and hand. She was on her knees in front of him. The woman who had killed his family. And he was letting her perform. 
 
    Cadrian wasn’t wasting time. She started using both hands, caressing and fondling every inch of him. There was something firm and insistent about her movements, along with the way she looked at him. Her eyes stayed on his cock most of the time, but occasionally she’d glance up to make eye contact, her expression the same one she’d use to judge his efforts during their old training sessions. 
 
    She waited until his cock was as hard as it was going to get, and then drew closer still. She brought her mouth in close, watching him with her eyes, as though giving him a chance to deny her from going further, if he wasn’t comfortable with it. It annoyed Hal. He reached a hand out, set it on the back of her head, and pressed his erection into her lips. 
 
    She opened her mouth to accept him, and he nearly gasped with pleasure. The contrast from the cold cave to Cadrian’s hot, wet mouth was absolutely wild. She instantly began bobbing her head in a practiced rhythm, lips and mouth working in tandem to speed the dirty deed along.  
 
    This is what I have to do, for the people I love? Enjoy something that I know I should hate? 
 
    He was moving too, pumping his hips forward to push deeper into her mouth. It felt good, and he couldn’t stop himself. Where was the line for that kind of temptation? Would he remember how good Cadrian’s lips felt against his cock? Or the way she could wrap her tongue up and around his shaft? Would it have a pull on him, to resort to this again later on, even if it wasn’t strictly necessary? 
 
    He let the pleasure clear his mind. He watched Cadrian while she sucked. Her eyes flicked up to his for a moment, and again, he felt her gaze pulling him back into his old role as her willing pupil. That wasn’t who he was anymore, but knowing that didn’t make the intensity of her gaze any easier to meet.  
 
    She was dangerous. But she was more than just that, so much more. Hal hated her, but bizarrely, the lewd act was rekindling the respect for her he’d once felt. Cadrian pulled his cock loose of her mouth for a moment, carefully licking him with tongue, teasing his shaft until he was ready to burst. 
 
    Hal groaned and pulled at her head, shifting her mouth back into position. She took the hint, closing her lips around his hard cock just as he erupted. Pleasure pulsed through him like a church bell tolling out the hour, and he felt her sucking down every drop of his seed. 
 
    The pleasure was followed by guilt, along with a heavy regret for the way things had gone. They were pointless emotions, and Hal focused on the cold of the cave to distract himself from them. He dressed his lower half and pulled his heartgem loose from his shirt. He could feel the ruby essence he’d just put into it, and it was a significant amount. 
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    “I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold a fire spell for as long as you,” said Hal. “Especially if I have to enter Ruby Ascension in order to make my magic more efficient.” 
 
    “You don’t necessarily have to,” said Cadrian. “Here.” 
 
    There was a boulder along the inner wall of the cave, a smooth rock that probably had once been at the bottom of a river. She rolled it into the center of the room and gestured to it. 
 
    “A rock?” asked Hal. 
 
    “A heatsink,” said Cadrian. “Cast a few smaller fire spells on it. Carefully.” 
 
    She said the last word with a knowing edge, and Hal almost smiled. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s give this a try.” 
 
    He was a little worried. Ruby Ascension felt like, well, playing with fire. If he messed up within the confines of the tiny cave, the consequences could be dire. He remembered what Cadrian had said about control, and about learning to let go of his emotions. He was in a good state of mind to make the attempt, all things considered. 
 
    He stood with his back to Zoria and Laurel, not wanting to risk even a glancing blow in their direction with one of his spells. It was easier for him to enter Ruby Ascension than it had been, and he could feel his abilities expanding as red hues took over his vision. The fire was already dancing around his hands and fingers, anticipating what he was about to do. 
 
    Hal pressed his hands against the rock. It was freezing cold, and his teeth began to chatter on reflex. 
 
    “Do it slowly,” said Cadrian. “If you warm it up too fast, any moisture trapped inside will expand and potentially cause it to shatter.” 
 
    Hal nodded, though her words sounded far off, as though coming from across a chasm, or from outside a dream. He slowly began to cast a fire spell, not one of the ones he’d named and practiced, but more of a vague transfer of heat and flame.  
 
    The rock heated up. It reached a temperature on par with what would have been normal back in southern Krestia’s Cradle, and then passed beyond it. It began to glow, first orange, and then deep red, hot enough to burn him if not for the shielding that came with being in Ruby Ascension. 
 
    Hal stopped when he felt the stone begin to hum slightly from the intensity of the heat. He pulled his hands back and forced himself to release from Ruby Ascension. Instantly, he felt the results of his efforts. The cave was significantly warmer, almost hot enough to make his heavy clothes uncomfortable.  
 
    Cadrian was standing near the cave’s exit, and she gave a slow nod of approval. She had the lantern in her hand. Hal raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” he asked. 
 
    “Back to the site of the avalanche,” she said. “We can’t afford to let it snow again before we recover the tent.” 
 
    Hal frowned. “It’s the middle of the night. Visibility is going to be low, and the temperature will be even lower.” 
 
    “We both have our parts to play,” said Cadrian. “It’s a risk, but we won’t get another chance to take it. Clouds are already forming in the sky.” 
 
    She left without saying anything further, and Hal didn’t try to stop her. He turned his attention back to the heat rock, briefly holding his hands over it. It gave off as much heat as a campfire, though he knew that it would start to cool long before a normal fire started to die. 
 
    He made sure that Laurel and Zoria were close enough to it to receive the benefits of the warmth, and then took a seat on one side of it. He fished around in his pockets until he found the memory crystal and held it in front of him. 
 
    I need to know if we’re getting close. Because if we aren’t… 
 
    Hal frowned. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if their journey had been for nothing. He reached his awareness out, finding Jessa’s sanctum and letting his consciousness slide into it. 
 
    It was quiet and peaceful inside, and the blue ambience of the crystalline realm had a calming effect on him. Jessa was inside the crystal coffin structure he’d seen her in on first entering her sanctum, and her eyes were closed. 
 
    “Hey…” Hal said, quietly. “Sorry to wake you. I need advice.” 
 
    Jessa took a moment to stir. There was something very cute about watching her wake up, her eyes flitting open only reluctantly, after a few tries. 
 
    “Halrin,” she muttered. “What is it?” 
 
    “My friends and I have run into trouble,” said Hal. “In the current world, the northern reaches of this land are frozen and uninhabitable. We aren’t sure how much further we can press forward without our supplies running low.” 
 
    Jessa let out a sigh. She didn’t say anything for several long seconds. 
 
    “She’s protecting it,” she whispered. “I made a deal with her, long ago.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Hal. “And what is she protecting?” 
 
    “The Pale Lady,” muttered Jessa. “She guards the border of what was once Eklidia. Keeps the evidence of the Great Upheaval hidden. Keeps the lift crystals frozen and safe from tampering.” 
 
    “Are you saying that we need to speak with this… Pale Lady, if we wish to find a way to bring the Upper Realm back to the surface? Didn’t you say that you knew how it could be done?” 
 
    “She’ll… call you,” muttered Jessa. “If you’ve entered the border of the everlasting winter, you are already close. She’ll sense you and bring you to the Eternal Palace. You must either convince her to relinquish control of the region or kill her.” 
 
    Hal frowned. She sounded half awake, and it made her words seem implausible, almost like she was speaking in metaphor. 
 
    “Too… tired,” whispered Jessa. “Leave me to my sleep.” 
 
    It wasn’t a request as much as a command. Hal felt as though someone had yanked on a cord protruding from the back of his skull. His head snapped back as he reentered his body in the real world, almost tipping him over.  
 
    The heat rock had cooled, but not enough for him to need to replenish it with his magic. Overall, the cave seemed significantly warmer than it had a few minutes ago. Hal made his way over to Zoria and knelt down beside her to inspect her condition. 
 
    Her breathing was strong, and her face felt warm. She let out an annoyed sigh as he shook her shoulder, reminding him a little of Jessa. He moved on to see how Laurel was doing. She also seemed mostly recovered, and her eyes flitted open as his hand touched her cheek. 
 
    “Halrin,” Laurel said, her voice small. 
 
    “Hey,” said Hal. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Cold,” she said. “What… happened?” 
 
    “An avalanche,” said Hal. “Surprise attack from Tessianna. We’re all safe, though, and we’re sheltering in a cave until we can collect all of our scattered supplies.” 
 
    “You took off my clothes,” said Laurel. 
 
    Hal chuckled and scratched his head. “I guess I did. Cadrian said it would help you warm up faster.” 
 
    “I’m still cold.” Her eyes settled on his, and there was a tiny, mischievous smile on her face, one that made her dimples show, but only just barely. “Will you help warm me up?” 
 
    “I am,” said Hal. “See the rock in the center of the room?” 
 
    “No, I mean… get in the sleeping bag,” she said. “Warm me up with your body heat.” 
 
    She spoke the words in a tired, almost lazy voice, but there was something in her gaze that told Hal that she knew exactly what she was asking for. If he took off his clothes and climbed into the sleeping bag with her, things could happen. One thing in particular. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Hal. “It might not be the best idea, given your situation. And what the future might hold.” 
 
    “You’d just be warming me up,” she said. “I think it’s fine, given the circumstances.” 
 
    There was a fondness in the way she looked at him that made Hal reluctant to question her excuse any further. And it was an excuse, one that would let her have what she wanted without thinking too much about the consequences. It was cold, and she needed to be warmed up. And if something happened while he was in the sleeping bag with her, their naked bodies pressed together, it could be forgiven in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Hal stripped his clothes off faster than he’d been intending to. He was already aroused by the time he crouched down on the cold stone to make room in the sleeping bag next to her, despite his earlier tryst with Cadrian. It was so warm inside, and he saw Laurel’s naked breasts as she lifted the edge of it to help him in. 
 
    “We can’t let you get too cold,” said Hal. His cock slid across Laurel’s breasts and stomach as he wriggled into the bag. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” said Laurel. “Bad things would happen if we did.” 
 
    “Very bad things,” said Hal. 
 
    He let his arms wrap around her. If there’d been any doubts in his mind regarding her intentions, they vanished as he felt her hands slide through his hair. He kissed her and felt passion that he hadn’t realized he’d been suppressing burst forth. 
 
    He still had his heartgem on, of course, and he could feel it storing and saving the essence of the emotion for later. He kissed Laurel’s neck, grinding his shaft against her soft, naked flesh. The sleeping bag was small and limiting, and he knew he’d have to get a little creative with his movements. 
 
    Hal slid further down Laurel’s thighs, lifting her hips to a better angle as he rose back up. The tip of his cock was pressing against her tight hole. He saw her bite her lip as he pushed forward a little, barely penetrating her. 
 
    “Are you feeling warmer?” he whispered, letting his lips graze across hers in a light kiss. 
 
    Laurel gave a small, almost shy nod. Hal pushed further into her, enjoying the sound of her exhaling, as though he was forcing the breath out of her with his shaft. 
 
    She kissed him, and there was a hunger and passion in it that he knew all too well. Hal embraced her tightly, letting his cock slide halfway in. He knew that he should take it slow. Moving too fast would get the both of them sweaty, which could pose problems. But it was extremely hard to keep himself in check. 
 
    Hal started thrusting, his hands running over Laurel’s small breasts as he moved. The sleeping bag was limiting, and it made his movements more like grinding with penetration than real sex. He didn’t care and could tell she didn’t either. They would take whatever they could get. 
 
    Laurel looked at him, and they made eye contact for several lustful, passionate seconds. He felt himself wondering what their next excuse would be. Could they go on like this, even after events had played out, and she took on the responsibilities of being a Maxim’s daughter? Would Hal become her dirty little secret, the boy she snuck off with behind the backs of her guards and suitors? 
 
    “This won’t be the last time,” Hal whispered, giving voice to his thoughts. 
 
    “Hal…” said Laurel. Her fingers dug into his shoulder. Hal thrust into her a little harder, as though punctuating his point. 
 
    “And next time won’t be the last time,” he said.  
 
    He kissed her, and he felt her kissing him back with real emotion and need. 
 
    “You love it,” he whispered. “The thrill of it.” 
 
    “Oh, by Mystra!” said Laurel, her voice strained with passion. “Halrin!” 
 
    “Say it,” he whispered. “I want to hear you tell me that you love it.” 
 
    He began thrusting faster, the idea of trying to go slow and avoid getting sweaty nearly forgotten. The sleeping bag made rustling noises as they moved inside of it, and Laurel was letting out tiny, passionate squeals. He started to doubt she’d reply, when he heard her whisper words into his ear. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    Hal heard her words, but it took a moment for them to register. His body kept moving, pushing into her. He felt Laurel tense, her legs wrapping around him, as though the admission had been a trigger for her orgasm. Hal held her tight, at a loss for how to respond. 
 
    He loved her, too. But to say it back to her would be dooming them both to a greater heartache than either of them were prepared for. It would give their love time to build, time for the delusion of a happy ending to take them by the reins. He couldn’t hurt her like that, could he? 
 
    “I love you too,” he whispered. 
 
    Laurel held him tight. Hal was pumping into her as fast as he could, feeling the intensity of the moment building, pushing him toward a climax. 
 
    “Halrin?” Cadrian walked back through the mouth of the cave. Hal froze in mid thrust, feeling an even mixture of ridiculous and embarrassed. 
 
    “Uh…” Hal was at a loss for words. “Laurel… was cold.” 
 
    “Right,” said Cadrian. “Good thinking.” 
 
    If she knew what had been going on, her tone gave away nothing. Laurel was feigning sleep, but her cheeks were bright red, and Hal could tell she was holding back laughter. 
 
    “I found most of our stuff,” said Cadrian. “Laurel’s pack, mine, and both of our swords. I have to go back for the rest, but I managed to bring yours with me.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” said Hal. He shifted, feeling his cock throbbing inside Laurel, practically screaming for him to start moving again, even if just slowly. 
 
    “Some snow got into the scabbard and froze,” said Cadrian. “It’s stuck halfway in.” 
 
    A single, tiny laugh escaped Laurel’s lips. 
 
    “I’ll just… jiggle it around, or something,” said Hal, feeling his face flush. 
 
    “I’ll be back with the rest,” said Cadrian. She smiled and folded her arms. “Make sure you do a good job warming her up.” 
 
    Hal waited until he heard the crunching of her steps on the snow fade, and then picked up right from where he left off. He was thrusting as fast and as hard as he could, desperate for release. He didn’t have to wait for long, primed as he was. He pumped into her as deep as he could go and let out a small sigh as he released, Laurel’s hands running through his hair. 
 
    The pleasure was as sweet as any forbidden pleasure could be, and it seemed to confirm the truth of what he’d said before. They would find another excuse. Now that they’d crossed over the line, they’d lost what little measure of the control they’d once had. They wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off each other. 
 
    “Laurel…” whispered Hal. 
 
    She looked at him and pressed her hand against his cheek. 
 
    “Let’s not think too much about it,” she said. 
 
    Hal nodded. He wanted to say more, but before he could, he heard Zoria let out an exaggerated yawn. 
 
    “I’m cold too, master,” she said. “Come warm me up next.” 
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    “How much of that were you awake for?” asked Hal. 
 
    Zoria leaned up on her elbows, letting the sleeping bag fall loose and revealing her naked breasts. “All of it. I heard the two of you confess your love for each other. Does this mean you can’t play with me anymore, master?” 
 
    Hal winced. He looked at Laurel, knowing that the answer was more about her feelings than his. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything,” Laurel said, her voice stubborn. “Hal was just… helping warm me up. The situation is still complicated by reality, for him, for me. For all of us, out here in the freezing cold.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” said Zoria. “I’ve grown quite fond of his surfacer ways in the sheets.” 
 
    Laurel pouted slightly, but she didn’t say anything more on the matter. Hal pulled her into an embrace with one arm, letting her rest with her head on her shoulder, running one of his hands through her hair. 
 
    Cadrian arrived back at the cave a few minutes later, carrying the last of their scattered equipment. Hal reheated the boulder using his ruby essence, and soon enough, they were all resting for the night, him and Laurel still sharing a sleeping bag. 
 
    The morning was cold, but more in temperature than in spirit. Hal pulled on both layers of clothing and joined the others in a meal consisting of cold cheese and traveling bread. Their water skins had been frozen when Cadrian had recovered them the night before, but she’d used the heat of the boulder to thaw them, and then melted snow from their cooking pot to refill them. 
 
    “Have you gotten information from the memory crystal?” asked Laurel. “On where we’re going?” 
 
    Hal nodded. “I do, though it’s kind of vague. She says that we need to keep heading north, past the border of ancient Eklidia, which is what the Upper Realm was called back when it was still on the surface.” 
 
    “How far is it?” asked Cadrian. 
 
    “I have no idea,” said Hal. 
 
    “That’s not very reassuring, master,” said Zoria. 
 
    “It’s all we have to go on,” said Hal. “We can’t turn back now. Not after coming so far.” 
 
    Cadrian and Laurel nodded, and Zoria at least held her objections. They finished their food and replaced everything within their packs.  
 
    It had snowed some over the course of the previous night, just enough to make it a little harder for them to traverse the powder. The sun was obscured by thick, grey clouds blanketing the sky, and the air was dry and biting cold. Hal’s lips and eyes began to hurt within a few minutes of exposure. 
 
    The snow left an obvious trail behind them. He knew that if Tessianna held any suspicions of them still being alive, their paths through the powder would be fairly easy to follow back to them. There was nothing they could do about it in the time they had, however. 
 
    They used White Mountain to keep their course straight north, making sure the peak stayed directly at their backs. The landscape ahead of them was a featureless void of white, with the only change coming from the snow, where the top layer was either freshly fallen or frozen into a crust. 
 
    They stopped for lunch, and Hal was far hungrier than he expected to be. He wolfed down a minimalist sandwich of bread and dried beef, feeling a little guilty as he considered how long their supplies would last them at that rate. 
 
    “We will have to set a point where we turn back,” said Cadrian. “I know it isn’t ideal, but this type of climate does not offer much mercy for unprepared travelers.” 
 
    “We’re close,” said Hal. “I can feel it.” 
 
    They traveled another few hours. The cold was their greatest enemy, and without being within an insulated space, there was nothing he could do about it with his magic. 
 
    I could try lighting myself on fire. That might warm me up… for a few seconds. 
 
    He marched at the front of the group, looking over his shoulder occasionally to confirm they hadn’t lost anyone. It was after one of these times, as he turned to look back in the direction they were traveling, that he saw it. Though of course, he wasn’t quite sure what “it” was. 
 
    Ahead of them, a spire extended up from the snow. It was hard to tell both how large it was or how distant it might be, but it was distinct from the flat snow. The object was covered in thick ice, but it was still almost perfectly symmetrical, a pillar rising from the ground and coming to a pyramid point. 
 
    They drew closer, and Hal figured the object was about a dozen feet tall, and maybe six feet across in diameter. He hesitated as the party drew close enough to touch it, his instincts telling him that it might be a bad idea. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “I think…” 
 
    He tried to remember. He’d seen something like it before, in one of Jessa’s memory trials. 
 
    “…Yes. This is one of the lift crystals. I saw this, or something like it, while I was exploring Jessa’s memories.” 
 
    “This is what we came here for, then,” said Cadrian. “If we can destroy, or damage this.” 
 
    She reached a hand out to touch the crystal. Hal grabbed her wrist a second before her fingers made contact. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “Something’s wrong, here.” 
 
    He dug through his pack, finding an unlit torch. He stood a few feet back from the crystal and tossed the torch at it. The instant it made contact ice flashed over its length, coating it in a layer that must have been an inch or two thick. 
 
    “Interesting…” said Zoria. “We could try using magic on it. You could use your fire spells, and I could attack with my runic weapons.” 
 
    “I don’t think there is anything we can do to it,” said Hal. “Jessa said the Pale Lady guards over this region, and that we need to deal with her if we want to undo the magic protecting the crystals.” 
 
    “How do we find the Pale Lady?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but I think we just have to keep going,” he said. 
 
    All three of his traveling companions looked skeptical. Hal smiled and shrugged. 
 
    “We can always come back this way if we don’t find anything beyond,” said Hal. “Sound good?” 
 
    Laurel and Cadrian nodded. Zoria just smiled. 
 
    They traveled further, holding the same line they’d been on, but with less intention than they’d had before. It started snowing after a few minutes, large, lazy flakes. 
 
    After about an hour, the wind began to pick up with the snow, scattering powder and obscuring their vision. The snow fell faster, coming down relentlessly. Cadrian had the group draw closer together as visibility plunged. 
 
    The wind buffeted them from all directions, blowing as though eager to find the chinks in their warm clothing. Hal’s teeth were chattering incessantly. His nose started running, which left him with two frozen lines of snot stuck to his upper lip. 
 
    The snow practically danced into shapes and patterns, tendrils of it reaching out to engage or strike them. They’d linked arms, by this point, the wind too strong for them to endure as a group in any other way. Hal started to worry, and couldn’t help but wonder if maybe he’d made a mistake by having them push on. 
 
    And then, far more abruptly than the snowstorm had begun, it ended. It was as though they’d stepped past its outer boundary and out of its reach. Or rather, as though it had brought them somewhere, and dissipated as soon as it had served its purpose. 
 
    They were in the courtyard of a grand, winter estate. Behind them stretched an empty expanse of frozen tundra, filled with lumpy hills, different from the ground they’d just been traveling. The courtyard itself was free of snow, but still cold, and that seemed to be the overarching theme of the decorations. 
 
    There was a central fountain, the water within it flash frozen in mid-spurt. To either side were statues made of ice, two naked swordsmen in the middle of a duel, and two naked women in the middle of a more intimate engagement.  
 
    Behind the decorations stood the palace itself, a massive, dark blue structure with gold trim and circular windows. Two sets of curved stairs led up to the front entrance, forming the shape of a heart with the empty space in between. The door at the top was polished oak, and it stood slightly open, as though they were expected. 
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    “What is this place?” whispered Laurel. 
 
    “Jessa told me about it, but not much,” said Hal. “The Eternal Palace. The realm of the Pale Lady.” 
 
    He frowned, remembering his experience with the Desert Lady shortly after arriving in Krestia’s Cradle. She’d been kind and gentle, which had been a blessing, given how powerful Hal now suspected she must have been. 
 
    “I’m not sure about this,” said Cadrian. “We’re placing herself in her power.” 
 
    “We’ve already done that,” said Zoria. “The dice have been rolled. We must see which faces have come up.” 
 
    Hal nodded, and started toward the stairs. He felt wary of the statues, as though one or all of them might come to life at any second. 
 
    They all chose the same staircase to make their way up, and they all drew their weapons before opening the door. Hal swept his pistol from side to side as he stepped into the regal audience chamber on the other side. 
 
    A red and gold carpet ran from the door up to a dais in the back of the room. Torches with blue flames were set into pillars spaced evenly across both sides of the room. A window in the shape of a snowflake was set into the chamber’s back wall, but it appeared to look out onto another room of the palace, rather than the outside world. 
 
    “Well, she certainly has expensive taste when it comes to décor,” said Hal. His companions didn’t reply. He glanced over his shoulder and flinched back in surprise at what he saw. 
 
    Laurel, Cadrian, and Zoria were frozen in place, in a literal sense. A thin, bluish layer of ice completely coated their clothing and skin. Their eyes were unresponsive, still open, but unseeing and unmoving. Hal shook his head, a slow horror taking root in his heart. 
 
    “No…” he muttered. “No!” 
 
    “Yes,” said a voice. 
 
    Hal turned around and caught sight of a woman, standing atop the dais. Her skin was milky white, and she was naked, but for a few strategically placed flecks of snow on her nipples and across her crotch. Her eyes and hair were both shiny silver, and her body was one made for seduction, with generous breasts and hips and a slim waist. 
 
    Hal aimed his pistol at her, feeling for the ruby essence in his heartgem. He pulled the trigger and gasped in pain as ice encased the weapon, the cold of it harsh enough to burn his palm and fingers. He reached for his sword only to find it in similar straits, frozen inside its scabbard. 
 
    “Those won’t be necessary,” said the woman. “Though I do appreciate an aggressive man.” 
 
    “What did you do to my friends?” asked Hal. 
 
    “I froze them,” she said, furrowing her brow as though it should be obvious to him. 
 
    I can’t fight her, not without my weapons. If there’s any chance in saving them, it will be through diplomacy. 
 
    “…You’re the Pale Lady,” he said, after a pause. 
 
    The woman nodded. “And you’re the Heart Holder. You can’t imagine how eager I am to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Hal met her gaze, feeling an icy chill run through his body that he suspected was more than just his imagination. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ll get to that in a second, along with your reason for seeking me out,” said the Pale Lady. She sniffed the air a few times. “But first…” 
 
    Slowly, she strode from the dais, hips swaying back and forth with each step she took. She had a small smile on her pale, slender face, one that seemed both amused and dangerous. Hal tried to keep his eyes from roving, but her body called to him, emanating a raw, undeniable sexuality. She was almost completely naked, and that fact seemed far more relevant and compelling than it should have. The Pale Lady began sniffing again as she came within a few feet of him. 
 
    “You smell like my sister,” she said. “That’s very interesting. I’ll have to ask her about you the next time we speak. Did she like you?” 
 
    Hal opened his mouth, but she cut him off before he could reply. 
 
    “She must have,” said the Pale Lady. “You wouldn’t still be alive, if she didn’t.” She sniffed a third time. “You also smell like… could it be… Jessa?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with her,” said Hal. 
 
    The Pale Lady grinned. “You’ve done more than just that. Oh, you are so interesting! This will be fun!” 
 
    She laughed, and Hal felt uncomfortable at how arousing the sound of it was to him. 
 
    “My friends,” he said. “Are they still…?” 
 
    “Alive?” asked the Pale Lady. “Yes and no. There will be no damage done to any of them, if I choose to unfreeze them. And as long as you please me, I have no reason not to.” 
 
    Hal nodded slowly. “Fair enough. Is there anything in particular that would please you?” 
 
    He feigned confidence along with a vaguely suggestive tone. She was a succubus, just like her sister, and he suspected that sex would be the quickest way to get into her good graces. 
 
    “There is,” said the Pale Lady. “Tell me what Jessa told you that convinced you to seek me out.” 
 
    “She said that you could help us,” said Hal. “That you were the one protecting the lift crystals that keep the Upper Realm in the air, and that it might be possible to convince you to release your hold on them.” 
 
    It was close to the truth. Hal omitted what Jessa had said about them possibly needing to kill her. It didn’t seem like it would be even remotely possible, given the strength of the Pale Lady’s ice magic. She laughed again as he finished speaking, and Hal had to take slow breaths to keep from losing himself in lustful thoughts. 
 
    “Is that all she said?” asked the Pale Lady. “No mention of how her body lies within my palace, frozen in time and awaiting her return?” 
 
    “Her… body?”  
 
    “That’s why you’ve actually come here,” she said. “Whatever story Jessa spun to convince you was just that: a story. She wants her body back, as anyone trapped within crystal purgatory would. I suspect she glossed over the risk you were taking by placing yourself in my power.” 
 
    Hal slowly shook his head, but the Pale Lady spoke with so much confidence that he couldn’t outright deny what she was saying. 
 
    “The lift crystals,” he said. “Could you still release them, and help us?” 
 
    The Pale Lady drew closer, arching her back slightly. She was tall, of a height with him, and the gesture made it impossible for Hal to ignore her breasts. Her nipples were blue instead of pink, and hard from the cold. 
 
    “You are very intriguing,” she said. “But I must demand a favor for a favor.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” Hal moved a little closer to her. He wasn’t sure if his heart was pounding from fear, or from excitement. And he really wasn’t sure if it would be a good idea to try to kiss her. 
 
    “You’re eager,” whispered the Pale Lady. “That’s good.” She took a step back from him. “I require a message to be carried to an old ally of mine, who has been serving me in the shadows for the past few hundred years.” 
 
    Hal nodded, trying to keep the disappointment off his face. Was he disappointed that she wanted something other than passion from him? He wasn’t entirely sure that he would even survive a sexual encounter with her. 
 
    “What message?” asked Hal. “And how do I find this ally of yours?” 
 
    “His name is Mrido,” said the Pale Lady. “All I require is for you to ask him if he is now ready. I’ll use my magic to transport you to an area close to his tower, and back again once you’ve finished.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Hal quirked an eyebrow. “Why do you need me to do this for you?” 
 
    The Pale Lady didn’t answer him. She wasn’t even there, anymore. The space where she’d been standing was empty. Hal spun around and found that his companions were unfrozen behind him and looking at him strangely. 
 
    “Hal?” asked Laurel. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You’re okay?” He hurried over to her and took her hands into his. “All of you are…” 
 
    “We’re fine, master,” said Zoria. “Why wouldn’t we be?” 
 
    “You were frozen,” said Hal. “All of you were… frozen in ice. I spoke with the Pale Lady, and she told me what we have to do for her in exchange for her help.” 
 
    None of his companions said anything. The silence stretched, becoming tense and a little awkward. 
 
    “Are you positive?” asked Cadrian. “And this happened just now, when we entered the palace?” 
 
    “I didn’t feel anything,” said Laurel. 
 
    Hal scowled. “It happened. You just have to trust me. I know how it sounds.” 
 
    Zoria walked over to him and placed two fingers on his forehead. 
 
    “Hmm… He’s not feverish. And he certainly sounds like he believes what he’s saying.” 
 
    Hal ignored her. 
 
    “She wants us to bring a message to someone named Mrido,” he said. “She’ll use her magic to transport us there, just as she brought us here.” 
 
    “And you trust her?” asked Cadrian. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he did. The things she’d told him about Jessa had made it clear that at least one of the two women was omitting details, or possibly outright lying to him. 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” said Hal. “But I don’t think we can afford to pass this chance by.” 
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    The snowstorm picked up the moment they stepped back outside, as though it had been waiting for them to finish their business. Hal and the others locked arms as they made their way down the stairs. They’d barely taken three steps into the courtyard when the storm abated, the snowflakes losing their enthusiasm and falling to the ground. A very different landscape surrounded them, punctuated by a massive difference in temperature. 
 
    They were on some type of island, made of black volcanic rock and far warmer in climate than the Eternal Palace had been. Hal and the others hurried to pull off their heavy outerwear. He was still hot, even in just his shirt and trousers, but there was nothing he could do about that. 
 
    A swollen volcanic mound emitting smoke into the sky was one of two notable objects on the horizon, discounting the ocean at their backs. The other was a large tower of jet black stone, with two spherical chambers at the base on either side. It was one of the most phallic-looking structures Hal had ever seen, and he had to clear his throat to disguise his laughter. 
 
    “Is that where we’re heading?” asked Laurel. 
 
    “I think so,” said Hal. 
 
    “Interesting style of architecture, don’t you think?” said Zoria.  
 
    “It is,” said Laurel. “I wonder how they managed to get the stone so smooth.” 
 
    Hal’s smile widened at her apparent obliviousness to the tower’s shape. 
 
    “Be on guard,” said Cadrian. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hal. “Let’s hold on for a minute, though. There was something that the Pale Lady told me that I need to talk to Jessa about.” 
 
    “Right now?” asked Laurel. 
 
    Hal nodded. “It can’t wait.” 
 
    He fished the memory crystal out of his pocket and sat down on the black rock. It was easy for him to enter her sanctum now, requiring no more than a moment of thought and opening his awareness. 
 
    Jessa was awake and looked almost as though she’d been expecting him. Her white silk robe was tied around her waist with a thin belt, and her feet were bare, suggesting that she wore nothing underneath. 
 
    “I spoke with the Pale Lady,” said Hal. 
 
    Jessa nodded, but didn’t say anything. Her eyes were pensive, though she was reluctant to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” said Hal. “Did you really guide me to the Eternal Palace for the sake of getting your body back?” 
 
    He spoke with an accusatory tone, but as the words left his mouth, he felt himself sympathizing with her. She was all alone in what amounted to a tiny, sad prison. He was probably the only visitor she’d had in a century’s time. 
 
    Her only hope at ever having another chance at existence, or even a chance at death, release from her purgatory. 
 
    “It wasn’t just for the sake of getting my body back,” said Jessa. “I didn’t lie to you about how you could strike at the Upper Realm.” 
 
    Hal nodded, unsure how he felt about her deception. 
 
    “How can I trust you now?” he asked. “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth to begin with?” 
 
    “You would not have risked your life, or the lives of your friends, for the ghost of a woman who lived in another age,” said Jessa. “I am every bit as desperate as I seem, Halrin. I apologize, but I would do things the same way if given another chance. You… can’t imagine how much time I’ve spent alone, trapped in here.” 
 
    She blinked, and Hal saw tears welling in her eyes. He shook his head, not knowing whether to comfort her or condemn her. 
 
    “Mrido,” he said. “The Pale Lady sent us to deliver a message to him. Do you know of him? Can you tell us anything about him?” 
 
    Jessa blinked the tears away, her face paling at the name.  
 
    “He is dangerous,” she whispered. “A powerful, ancient lich, old enough that he was a known power in my time. You must kill him as soon as you see him. Before he can even speak.” 
 
    “I’m just going to deliver a message,” said Hal. “I don’t care what he is, or what he’s done.” 
 
    “You should,” said Jessa. 
 
    “In that case, why would I want to make him my enemy if it can be avoided?” he asked. 
 
    Jessa didn’t say anything. Hal wanted her to, wanted her to explain more, but at the same time, she’d damaged the trust between them. Did she have her own reasons for wanting Mrido dead? Could he take her word about him being dangerous? 
 
    I have to figure this situation out for myself. Nobody is going to lead me through it. 
 
    He turned to leave the sanctum, focusing on his body in the outside world. 
 
    “Please,” said Jessa, her voice growing faint as Hal transitioned out. “If there is a way for you to help me… I’ll be forever in your debt.” 
 
    He jerked slightly as he reentered his physical body. Laurel and the others flinched at his movement, looking a bit like they had after he’d spoken with the Pale Lady. 
 
    “That was quick,” said Zoria. 
 
    “Jessa says Mrido is dangerous,” said Hal. “We should definitely be on guard. I don’t want this to come to a fight, though, if it can be avoided.” 
 
    He and Cadrian took point, leading the others across the volcanic island toward their destination. The island wasn’t large and seemed to be barren of both animal life and vegetation. How someone could manage to survive in such a place was a mystery to Hal. 
 
    The door was made of blackened wood, as though it had been cut from a tree charred by fire before. Hal set his palm against it and found that it swung open easily. Piano music greeted them on the other side, echoing off the walls of the empty stone chamber that awaited them. 
 
    The man playing the piano in the center of the room was tall and thin, with jet black hair that fell halfway down to his waist. He wore a black cloak over black clothes, contrasting against the paleness of his skin. He didn’t seem to notice that Hal and the others had entered his space, continuing with the song, slamming his fingers down on the keys harder as the melody built to a crescendo. 
 
    Hal kept his hands on his weapons as he approached and waited until the song came to an end before clearing his throat and drawing the man’s attention. 
 
    “Mrido?” he asked. 
 
    The man pushed the piano bench back, the wooden legs screeching on the stone. He turned slowly, a smile set onto his face. He was handsome, with sharp cheek bones and jet-black eyes. He looked at all of them, taking a second to let his eyes linger on the women. 
 
    “Welcome,” said Mrido. “What is your name, young man?” 
 
    “Halrin,” he said. “The Pale Lady sent me to–” 
 
    “Do you play?” interrupted Mrido. He gestured to the piano. 
 
    Hal shook his head. “I’m more of a dancer, than a musician.” 
 
    “You should learn how to play,” said Mrido. His smile was an evil thing, and the look in his eyes made Hal’s skin crawl. 
 
    “The Pale Lady wanted me to ask you if you are now ready,” said Hal. 
 
    Mrido nodded. “Of course she did. Tell her it is not yet time.” He waved a dismissive hand at Hal. “Now please. Leave me in peace.” 
 
    Hal turned and stopped as he saw his companions. Laurel was nearly doubled over, her hands clasped over her crotch, and her face contorted in something that wasn’t quite pain. Zoria was down on one knee, holding her hand over her mouth. Cadrian was still standing, but seemed to lack the energy to draw her sword. 
 
    “What did you do to them?” shouted Hal. 
 
    “Nothing they aren’t enjoying,” said Mrido. “I must thank you for bringing me such attractive specimens.” 
 
    Hal reached to draw his sword, but Mrido made eye contact with him, and suddenly, he couldn’t move. 
 
    “They’ll be returned, eventually,” said Mrido. “Though, it’s unlikely it will be before the end of your limited life. And they may be… transformed, when I do finally release them.” 
 
    Mrido slowly began to undress, first tossing aside his cloak, and then pulling his shirt up and off his body. Large, purple welts covered his chest and shoulders, almost like spots of magical rot against his pale skin. He was grinning as he reached for the waist of his trousers. Hal felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    “There are many kinds of magic that go beyond the conventional limits of what society deems acceptable,” said Mrido. “Necromancy is the one that everyone loves to point fingers at. Using the right kind of crystal to raise the dead, create husks, it’s all very… practical in its results.” 
 
    Mrido pulled down his pants. Hal would have felt a touch uncomfortable at giving the man his full attention while he was naked, but Mrido’s body was such a disgusting thing that he seemed to disqualify himself from being anything but a monster. 
 
    “Hemomancy, the magic of blood…” he continued. “It’s interesting, but so very messy. Not that I mind messy, but the cleanup isn’t worth it if there’s no fun. No, my focus has always been on eromancy. The magic of forced pleasure. Enthrallment through such intense lust that a person loses all sense of who they are.” 
 
    Mrido’s stomach and crotch were swollen outward, a fact hidden before by the looseness of his clothing. Black welts were piled atop one another, some of them oozing with a glowing purple liquid. His cock looked much the same, except worse. It was almost too large to be practical, jet black with disgusting red veins, and most importantly, it seemed to move with a mind of its own, like some type of snake that had been sewn on in place of the original. 
 
    From beside Hal, Cadrian made a noise. She somehow managed to summon the will to draw her sword, and took a step toward the horrific, naked, monster man. Mrido chuckled and looked her way. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Why don’t you come over here? I’ll start with you.” 
 
    Cadrian gasped. Her sword clattered to the ground, and she clutched a hand between her thighs, her knees shaking visibly. Hal wanted to believe that it was from fear, but suspected that it wasn’t the case. 
 
    She walked over to Mrido, coming to a stop within a foot or two of him. Mrido pulled loose her robe with a rough movement, and she was naked underneath. Cadrian made no move to resist, though Hal could tell by the intensity of her expression that she was fighting to withstand what he was doing to her. 
 
    “It may be hard for you to believe, but you will start to enjoy this,” said Mrido. “It will hurt, in the beginning, but oh… we’ll turn things around. You will beg me to continue, past a certain point.” 
 
    Hal already had a plan of action formed, but strangely, he hesitated before moving forward with it. Mrido’s attention was entirely focused on Cadrian, for the moment. Part of him wanted to help her, but another part of him, a darker part, suggested he might take his time. Consider the plan for another minute or two. Wait for a better opening. Let the monster have his way with the woman who’d murdered his family and never faced any consequences for it. 
 
    What am I thinking? No… that’s not who I am. 
 
    Mrido was slowly bending Cadrian over against his piano, his sentient cock swirling in spirals in anticipation of penetrating her. Hal couldn’t move, but he could still feel his heartgem and the essence inside of it. He took a breath and exhaled sharply, casting Wind Dash from directly behind himself, so the rushing air knocked him forward. 
 
    He fell, sliding on his stomach a few inches. More importantly, he could move again. He was smiling as he pulled himself to his feet, and eager to let the sex-crazed lich know exactly who he was dealing with. 
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    Mrido pulled back, his cock only briefly brushing near Cadrian’s parted thighs. He glared at Hal, trying the same trick he had before with his eyes. Hal looked away, keeping the monster in his peripheral vision. 
 
    “It makes me sick to think of all the women you’ve probably done this to,” said Hal. “I’m not about to let you add any of my companions to your count.” 
 
    “You talk big,” said Mrido. “But do you have what it takes to back it up?” 
 
    Mrido lunged forward. One of his arms morphed, reforming into what looked more like a hammer of flesh and bone than a limb. Hal drew his pistol and fired a Flame Shot, trying to aim without looking at the lich directly. He pushed into Ruby Ascension as he did it, not wanting to underestimate his opponent. 
 
    His Flame Shot struck Mrido in the shoulder. Purple blood and black ichor oozed from the wound, and the flesh immediately began to weave back together and self-heal. Mrido charged Hal, swinging his club arm at torso level. 
 
    Hal leapt back, fighting the hot, passionate emotions of Ruby Ascension as much as his opponent. He wanted to go on the offensive. He wanted to attack and destroy the monster who’d been about to rape the women he cared about. He forced himself to stay calm, knowing that he needed to fight more defensively until he better understood what he was up against. 
 
    He dodged again as Mrido attempted an overhead strike, his hammer fist hitting the floor and shattering one of the stones. He used Flame Slash to open up a searing cut in Mrido’s back. It began to heal, just as the other wound had. Hal needed to find where he could hit the lich where the wounds would stick. 
 
    “You’re a fool,” said Mrido. “I would have let you live, if you’d been cooperative.” 
 
    “It’s hard for me to take a lich at their word,” said Hal. “But even so, I already said I wouldn’t let you touch my friends. I don’t think it bears repeating.” 
 
    “I would have shared them with you,” said Mrido. “Along with my secrets. Along with my magic. Would that not come in handy, Heart Holder? Eromancy to pair with your passionate ruby magic? The possibilities would be endless…” 
 
    He wants me to converse with him and let my guard down. 
 
    Hal attacked again, slashing twice with his sword and attempting to fire a Flame Shot into the gashes he’d opened up. He was limited by his reluctance to look directly at the monster, and his shot ended up going wide. Mrido pushed outward with his club fist to retaliate, bruising Hal’s chest and knocking him back. 
 
    Hal fell back, forced into defending, rather than attacking. Not being able to match Mrido’s strength made it a chore to keep his guard. Mrido was fast, and far more dangerous than his slender build had originally let on. Hal took another strike from the club to the side of the thigh and felt his hip joint explode with pain as he fell into a sprawl. 
 
    “Which of them is your favorite, I wonder?” asked Mrido. “I’m almost tempted to keep you alive just to have the pleasure of finding out.” 
 
    Hal growled and fired a Flame Shot in the direction of Mrido’s voice. The lich sidestepped it, and the fiery projectile nearly struck Zoria as it continued on the same path. He forced himself to breathe and let go of his emotions, like he’d been working on with Cadrian. 
 
    Ruby Ascension wasn’t helping. His fire magic was useless against an opponent who could regenerate at Mrido’s speed, and the emotional influence of the enhanced casting state was only pushing him to fight a foolish, aggressive battle. A losing battle. 
 
    He exhaled and let himself return to Baseline. It opened up the possibility of using the other elements, and while his sapphire spells were admittedly rather useless in the fight, Wind Dash gave him mobility. 
 
    “Oh?” Mrido laughed. “No more flames? And you were just getting warmed up! Ha!” 
 
    The lich attacked with the club again. Hal dodged with Wind Dash, cutting one of Mrido’s legs at what he hoped was the tendon as he moved by him. Mrido stumbled, but remained standing, the wound beginning to heal almost instantly. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to start trying, if you really intend to be this much of an annoyance.” Mrido stomped one of his feet and let out a grunt. Underneath his skin, his bones and muscles began contorting. His eyes gave off a dark, purple glow as his body expanded to double its normal size, skin stretching as he morphed into something inhuman and evil. 
 
    He stood almost twice Hal’s height. Both of his arms were now massive cudgels of flesh, each one the size of Hal’s torso. His head was the only part of him that had remained its original size, and Mrido wore a cracked smile on his face. The floor shook a little as he took a long step, closing the distance between them.  
 
    Hal gritted his teeth. His short sword’s reach was pathetic compared to what Mrido was now capable of. He could use Flame Shot, but he’d run low on essence after only a few castings unless he reentered Ruby Ascension, which would limit his mobility by preventing him from using the other elements and Wind Dash. Mrido had him trapped. 
 
    “I’ll give you another chance to surrender,” said Mrido. “My time is valuable, and a–” 
 
    He screamed instead of finishing the thought. Cadrian had repositioned herself, dragging her naked body by sheer force of will against whatever Mrido had done to her and the others. She’d managed to get underneath him, still holding her sword. Mrido’s cock had grown along with the rest of him, and with one well-positioned strike, she’d severed it from his body. 
 
    “You!” screeched Mrido. “You will die!” 
 
    It was already starting to regenerate, but the attack had drawn Mrido’s attention off Hal. He turned to face Cadrian, and it was all the opening Hal needed. He surged forward with Wind Dash, leaping into the air and casting it again to put himself in close. 
 
    He swung his short sword with both hands, aiming for Mrido’s neck. The blade cut through an inch of flesh, catching against what must have been a magically strengthened spine. Hal made a spark on the hilt of the sword and cast Flame Strike, empowering the blade to push the rest of the way through. 
 
    Mrido’s head fell to the ground, landing with a squishy, sickening thump. His body thrashed, knocking Hal back, but the strength was fleeting, and his limbs went limp after a second or two of seizing. Hal let himself breathe, only then feeling the pain from the bruises on his chest and leg. 
 
    Cadrian was the first up. She stared at Mrido’s headless body, still naked to the world. There was something in her expression that was a little frightening, a pensive sort of rage. It made Hal wonder what would have happened if he’d made the wrong decision and waited any longer before acting.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Cadrian nodded. She found her robe and pulled it back on. Hal helped Laurel and Zoria to their feet, both of whom seemed to be taking a little longer to recover from the effect of Mrido’s spell. 
 
    “That was disgusting,” muttered Laurel. “It felt like… well, I don’t even want to say.” 
 
    She blushed slightly. Zoria shrugged a little from where she stood. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded it so much under different circumstances,” she said. “But coming from this creature... He deserved what he got.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope there is a way to salvage this with the Pale Lady,” said Hal. “I don’t think she’ll be thrilled that we killed one of her allies.” 
 
    Nobody said anything for a couple of seconds. Hal gave his companions some time to regain their composure, and then they left. The snowstorm began around them almost as soon as they stepped outside. 
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    Hal led his party through the courtyard and back into the Eternal Palace. He was nervous and could sense that his companions were harboring a similar tension. They slowed as they approached the center of the audience chamber, and Hal felt the temperature drop significantly as the Pale Lady made her appearance. 
 
    As before, Laurel, Cadrian, and Zoria were all encased in a thin layer of stasis ice. Hal frowned as he looked at them, having trouble believing that the process was as instantaneous and painless for them as their previous reactions implied. 
 
    A second figure stood next to the Pale Lady, frozen just as his companions were. Hal recognized Jessa’s features within the ice. Her eyes were closed, and she wore strange, brightly-colored clothing of a style that wasn’t common in Krestia’s Cradle. Hal could feel the weight of the memory crystal in his pocket. 
 
    She might have left out her true reasons for wanting us to come here, but she told us the truth about Mrido. 
 
    “You returned quicker than I expected you to,” said the Pale Lady. “How is Mrido doing? Did he give you his answer?” 
 
    “He said that it is not yet time,” said Hal. “And then he attacked me and my companions. I had no other choice but to kill him.” 
 
    “He isn’t dead, my sweet child,” said the Pale Lady. “Though it may have seemed that way. And even if he were, I value strength. I would prefer you as an ally over him. Truly, I would.” 
 
    She spoke the last few words with a slight purr. Her eyes looked hungry, and Hal found that he couldn’t pull his gaze away from hers, though he desperately wanted to. He wanted to stare at her body, and he wanted her to watch him do it. He felt arousal steaming within him, trying to find any outlet it could. He forced himself to breathe. 
 
    “I did as you asked,” said Hal. “Will you help us now?” 
 
    The Pale Lady smiled at him. The silence left in the wake of his question made his heart pound in his chest. 
 
    “Of course I will,” she said. “I keep my word, Heart Holder. But before I do, allow me to offer you a choice.” 
 
    She slowly made her way over to him, taking long, lurid steps. It was hard to tell if she was exaggerating the sway of her hips, but the way her breasts pulled Hal’s eyes, jiggling slightly, knocking loose bits of snow, was completely unintentional. 
 
    “I can feel so much pain in you, Heart Holder,” whispered the Pale Lady. “And much of it comes from a single source.” 
 
    She reached out with her finger and pressed it against his chest. At first, Hal thought she was trying to point at his heart, but he realized after a second that she was tracing a circle around the heartgem. 
 
    “I’m sure Jessa asked you to request that I return her memories to her body,” said the Pale Lady. “She is dead, but her body and memories are both preserved enough that she could essentially be restored to life, and freed from the crystal.” 
 
    “She did,” said Hal. ‘And I would ask that of you, if you’re willing.” 
 
    “I’m willing to do more,” whispered the Pale Lady. “I can sense your loss. It comes from the death of someone who once wore your heartgem, as you do now.” 
 
    Hal started to shake his head, and then realized what she meant. Lilith, his little sister, had found the heartgem originally. Had she worn it as jewelry before she’d given it to him? It was possible, even likely, though he sincerely doubted she had known about its magic or had any aptitude with channeling essence. 
 
    “The gem still contains bits of her essence, you know,” said the Pale Lady. “It is a her, isn’t it? I suspect it is, given the nature of your pain.” 
 
    “What… are you saying?” asked Hal. 
 
    “I have a vessel, Heart Holder,” she said. “And I wish to grant you a favor. Allow me to restore your lost loved one to life.” 
 
    Hal stared at her, too stunned to find words. Could it be that easy? Could he have Lilith back, just like that? She’d be in a different body, sure, but if it was her, if it was his sister, it wouldn’t matter. There were so many things he’d never gotten to say to her. So much of life that she’d never been able to experience. She’d just been a little girl, taken from the world far too early. 
 
    I’d be choosing to steal Jessa’s body from her if I did this. Could I live with that? 
 
    “Would it really be her?” asked Hal.  
 
    “It would be,” said the Pale Lady. “And it wouldn’t be. Usually all of a person’s life essence is snuffed out in the moment of death, but things work slightly differently for those who’ve been in contact with the heartgem. It would be a seed of personality and emotion, but it would grow over time, reforming into the loved one you remember.” 
 
    Hal felt guilty for the hope and desperation the offer had stirred within him. 
 
    “And her memories?” he asked. 
 
    The Pale Lady frowned. “Of course, there are limits to what could be restored. But using my powers, I could rebuild some of her memories using yours. She would remember everything that you remember about her.” 
 
    “No,” said Hal, as much to himself as to her. “No. It wouldn’t be her, and it wouldn’t be what she wanted.” 
 
    He didn’t know if he was making the right decision, if it was something he’d regret later on or not. It tore at him to think that he might end up wishing that he’d taken the Pale Lady up on her offer. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.  
 
    It wouldn’t be her, no matter how much I want it to be. And I couldn’t just pretend like it was. 
 
    He pulled the memory crystal out of his pocket and offered it to the Pale Lady before he could give himself a chance to change his mind. The Pale Lady sighed as she accepted it from him. 
 
    “Very well, then,” she said. “You are stubborn in your beliefs. That’s not a bad thing, though it does make you seem naïve.” 
 
    She walked back over to Jessa’s frozen body and pressed the memory crystal against her forehead. It flashed light for an instant and then shattered. Though she was still frozen, Hal could see color and life returning to her cheeks. 
 
    “She’s in her body again,” said the Pale Lady. 
 
    Hal nodded, feeling more relieved than he’d expected to. The decision was behind him now. The choice had been made. 
 
    “Alright,” said Hal. “And you’ll still release the lift crystals and let us bring the Upper Realm back the surface?” 
 
    “You jump from one question to the next,” said the Pale Lady. “It’s okay to slow down, Heart Holder. Relax for a bit.” 
 
    She seemed to glide across the floor as she walked back over to him. She didn’t stop as she approached, pulling him into an embrace, and letting her naked breasts press into his shoulder. Hal made a noise somewhere in between a gasp and a groan as he felt a hard, pulsing arousal seize him between the legs. 
 
    “Time isn’t passing for your friends,” whispered the Pale Lady. “We don’t have to rush.” 
 
    Her hand ran across his chest and stomach. Her lips pressed into his neck. Hal felt his body moving of its own accord, taking her breast in one hand and fondling it. It was so soft, and big enough for his fingers to sink into. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” she whispered. “I can sense all of the things you dream of doing to me. Would you like to find out how far I’ll let you go?” 
 
    A voice in the back of Hal’s head screamed for him to pull back, to get away from her. Something felt wrong and evil about the seduction. 
 
    “I know you had fun with my sister, in the desert,” she whispered. “She’s sweet. I’m anything but. All of the fantasies you have locked away in your heart, I’ll fulfill them. Touch me. Take me.” 
 
    Her hand slid into his trousers. Hal felt like he was on the verge of cumming as soon as her fingers wrapped around his cock. He stifled a moan and immediately felt her lips pressing against his. They were cold, but sweet, and he felt eerily disappointed as the kiss ended. 
 
    “You could stay for a year,” she whispered. “Or a century. Taking my body, every night. My breasts. My cunt. Whichever hole pleases you the most.” 
 
    Hal felt his head moving, nodding in agreement. A noise came from behind him, the faint sound of shattering ice. He heard footsteps, along with a far-off voice. 
 
    “Halrin!” cried Laurel. 
 
    The Pale Lady glared past Hal. “How did you…?” 
 
    “Hal!” Laurel’s arms wrapped around him from behind. It felt like she was pulling him out of a fog. He couldn’t think straight, couldn’t make himself want to process what was going on. He just wanted the Pale Lady’s naked body and everything it could give him. 
 
    “Please, Hal!” cried Laurel. “I’m not strong enough to pull you away from her. You have to step back on your own.” 
 
    Why… would I step back from her? 
 
    “Remember the homestead,” Laurel whispered into his ear. “We were going to rebuild it? Remember? And live there. Me, you, and Karnas.” 
 
    A memory came to Hal. He was lying in bed, and Laurel was tending to him. Caring for him, after he’d first come to Krestia’s Cradle. She’d been tender and loving, before she’d even known him. It was just who she was. 
 
    Hal stepped back, shaking his head. As soon as his body was out of contact with the Pale Lady’s, he could think again, logic and reason and fear returning as he realized the situation for what it was. The Pale Lady pouted and crossed her arms. 
 
    “So be it,” she said. She disappeared, and snow began to fill the audience chamber, as though she was too impatient to even wait for them to step outside. 
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    Hal and the others emerged from the snowstorm very near where they’d entered it earlier in the day. They were back on the other side of the lift crystal, slightly south of it but still within view. Hal could see their footsteps, the ones leading north partially obscured by snow. 
 
    Laurel was still hugging him. Hal turned around in her grip and grinned at her, feeling a mixture of pride and bewilderment. 
 
    “How in the world did you break free of the ice?” he asked. 
 
    Laurel’s eyes met his, and smiled wide enough for her dimples to show completely. 
 
    “I could feel it,” she said. “It wasn’t like the other time, where the ice cut me off completely. I could feel your conflict. I think… the Pale Lady wanted me to be able to feel it. Just how hard it was for you.” 
 
    “It was… extremely hard,” said Hal. He tried to shift to put the evidence of that hard, difficult decision slightly further out of range of Laurel’s stomach. 
 
    The snow was already beginning to melt, crumpling and dissolving like the first powder out of season in fall. He was a little surprised that the Pale Lady had kept her word and released her hold on the area. 
 
     The others were examining the scene as it played out, winter turning to spring or even summer over the course of a few minutes. Everyone except Jessa, who stood looking as confused as Hal had ever seen anyone. Her long black hair fell across a colorful, intricately sewn robe with a complicated, triangular pattern of blue, purple and gold. She was staring at her hands, and when she finally looked up, Hal saw the beginnings of tears in her eyes. 
 
    “You did this for me,” said Jessa. “You returned me to my body.” 
 
    She spoke an odd dialect of elvish that Hal had to struggle for a moment to make any sense of. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” he said, enunciating the elvish words slowly. 
 
    He didn’t elaborate, but something about his concise answer seemed to clue Jessa into the circumstances, regardless. 
 
    “She offered you a choice, didn’t she?” asked Jessa. “I know what she’s like.” 
 
    Hal nodded again, but didn’t say anything. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about Lilith, or how close he’d possibly come to… 
 
    To what? It would have been a shell of who she was. 
 
    “It must feel good to be back in the real world,” said Hal. 
 
    Jessa looked up at the sky, her eyes briefly turning in the sun’s direction. She was blinking and smiling like a curious child when she turned her attention back in his direction. 
 
    “More than I can even explain,” she said. “The feeling of the wind against my clothes. The sun on my face. I’m even… I think I’m hungry? I’d forgotten it was this torturous!” 
 
    “We can help you with the last one,” said Hal, with a chuckle. 
 
    He brought out his pack, and Laurel followed his lead as he started to pull food out. It was late in the afternoon, but the newly formed climate made it feel early as they doled out pieces of bread and portions of dried fruit. Hal wasn’t that hungry, but he still enjoyed the meal, for Jessa’s cute reactions to the food, if nothing else. 
 
    “This area,” she said. “It was once the border of ancient Eklidia. At least, the section of it that fell within the lift crystal’s power.” 
 
    She gestured in the direction of the crystal, and past it. The snow to the north wasn’t just melting, but sinking.  
 
    “The Pale Lady was doing more than just keeping the lift crystals frozen,” said Cadrian, joining the conversation in elvish. “She was hiding all of the evidence left in the wake of the Upper Realm, including the hole left in the ground behind it.” 
 
    “Interesting…” said Hal. “Well, let’s hope it still fits when it comes back down to the surface.” 
 
    And let’s hope it actually lands here instead of, say, on top of Meldence. 
 
    The hole seemed to be getting deeper by the second as the snow melted and drained out through wherever it had found to escape. And calling it a hole seemed like a gross misclassification. It extended over the horizon and as far as Hal could see to the east and west. 
 
    “It’s been hidden for hundreds of years,” said Jessa. “Thousands, maybe even. I’ve lost track of how long it’s been.” 
 
    Jessa looked around in all directions, as though seeing the area around her again for the first time.  
 
    “Things will probably seem very different to you,” said Hal. “You’re welcome to stay with us, if you’d like. We’ll be headed back to civilization soon, anyway.” 
 
    Jessa took a deep breath, extending her arms out to either side. She shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. “But I thank you for the offer. You’ve done so much for me, Halrin. I will forever be in your debt.” 
 
    She walked over to him and pulled him into an embrace. Hal was still primed from his encounter with the Pale Lady earlier, and as Jessa pressed her lips against his, he felt his entire body moving to press into hers. She was soft and had a not unpleasant musty smell to her. 
 
    “Mmm…” she hummed. “I’d forgotten what this felt like, too.” 
 
    Hal kissed her again, and Jessa slid one of her legs so it was intertwined with his. He heard Laurel made a frustrated noise and came back to his senses. 
 
    “Uh, well, you’re welcome,” he said. “For everything I’ve done for you.” 
 
    Jessa pulled back from him a little reluctantly, flashing a happy, flirtatious smile. 
 
    “We will see each other again, I think,” she said. “Be safe, Halrin.” 
 
    “Are you leaving right now?” asked Hal. “How do you even plan to a–” 
 
    She reached into her robe and pulled loose a diamond on a necklace. 
 
    “I was forced to give up the heartgem long before I committed myself to the memory crystal completely,” she said. “I spent the last few years of my life with this, instead. Became quite proficient with wind magic.” 
 
    She gave him a small wave, bent her knees, and then leapt into the air. Hal watched in dumb silence as her diamond spell pulled the wind underneath her and lifted her off in the distance. 
 
    I seriously need to learn how to do that… 
 
    He turned and raised an eyebrow when he saw the reactions of his companions. Laurel looked annoyed and a tad jealous. Cadrian was her usual pensive self. Zoria was smiling and shaking her head slightly. 
 
    “You actually did it?” asked Laurel. “So every time you entered the crystal… were you and her…?” 
 
    “No!” Hal said, quickly. “I mean, only the first time. And that was in part due to her emotions being out of control, I think.” 
 
    He sighed and gave a small shrug, knowing that his words would only dig him in deeper. 
 
    “We shouldn’t waste too much time,” said Cadrian. “The melting snow might tip any enemies still nearby off to the fact that something important has changed.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hal. 
 
    “I’ll head south, up the hill we came down on the way here,” said Cadrian. “Make sure that Tessianna and her valkyries truly have left the area. Can you and Zoria make an attempt at dealing with the lift crystal?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    Cadrian hesitated before leaving. She stepped in closer to Hal and met his eye. 
 
    “Before I go, I just want to thank you,” she said. 
 
    “You too?” He raised an eyebrow. “For what?” 
 
    “For doing well.” A slight smile crossed Cadrian’s lips. “You made a choice when you fought Mrido. A choice that took character and principle.” 
 
    Hal started to shake his head and then stopped. Had it taken character? Saving Laurel and Zoria was something he’d felt like he had to do. An obligation born of friendship and love. But there had been a moment at the start of the fight. A slight hesitation on his part, in regard to whether to act immediately and help Cadrian, who’d done so much to hurt him through her actions. 
 
    Maybe it did. Part of me wanted to see her suffer, but I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I had. 
 
    “It wasn’t about character,” said Hal. “It was just about who I am right now, and who I want to be in the future.” 
 
    “That’s the definition of character, in this context,” said Cadrian. “For what it’s worth, I’m proud of you. As your old master.” 
 
    Hal felt his face flush. The words had more of an effect on him than he would have expected. There was an edge to her praise, a reminder of how they could never go back to the way things were, but it still uplifted him. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he said. 
 
    Cadrian nodded to him, and then turned and left without another word. Hal watched her disappear across the melting snow for a moment before walking back over to Zoria. 
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” he asked, gesturing to the crystal. 
 
    Zoria looked contemplative. She tapped a finger against her lips and frowned. 
 
    “This is what we traveled all this way to accomplish,” she said. “And now that we’re here, at the end of our quest… all I can think of is how it will affect my family.” 
 
    “Jessa already told me that it won’t be a hard landing,” said Hal. “The Upper Realm will descend slowly and safely, and I’m assuming, back into the space it once filled here.” 
 
    “And then what?” asked Zoria. “I detest the culture of my people, but my frustration there only goes so far. Can you promise me that my family will still be safe, master?” 
 
    Hal winced. How could he promise something like that? 
 
    “I can’t,” said Hal. “All I can promise is that you’ll have my support. As a friend, and as an ally. I’ll help you protect them if this puts them in danger.” 
 
    Zoria stared at him, examining his face closely for several long seconds. Finally, she gave a small nod, turning her hazel eyes toward the lift crystal instead. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “I can accept that.” 
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    Hal walked over to the lift crystal, furrowing his brow as he took a closer look at it. Even with the thick ice coating it melted away, it didn’t look like something that would be easy to damage, let alone destroy. 
 
    “Any ideas about how to go about this?” he asked. 
 
    “I have an idea about how we can start,” said Zoria. 
 
    She extended her hand, and violet light flashed as she summoned her runic spear. Hal watched as she charged forward, stabbing the point of the magical weapon against the tall white crystal. It deflected off, flashing slightly on contact, and leaving no visible mark of damage. 
 
    “This might be harder than we expected,” said Hal. 
 
    The snow beyond the lift crystal was still melting, forming a slowly deepening basin in the snow and ice and revealing more of the lift crystal beneath ground level. Hal drew his pistol, not expecting to be able to do much with Flame Shot, but deciding to try anyway. 
 
    His spell deflected off, coming back at him at an angle and forcing Hal, Zoria, and Laurel to dive to the ground. Hal scowled and chewed his lip. 
 
    “I guess I could try my sword,” he said. “Maybe if I use Wind Dash to give myself a running start?” 
 
    He reached his awareness into his heartgem and frowned as he realized that there wasn’t enough diamond essence left in it to make the possibility workable. 
 
    “It could be resistant to magic,” said Zoria. “It would explain why my spear and your spell didn’t work against it. Maybe your sword will fare better?” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” said Hal. 
 
    He approached the crystal cautiously, aware of how much looser the snow was at the edge of the empty chasm the Upper Realm had once occupied. He drew his short sword, shifted his grip on it, and then took a swing at the crystal. 
 
    The recoil was sharp, and vibrated deep through the flesh and bones of his hand. The strike didn’t seem to do anything, but the crystal didn’t flash, as it had before with Zoria’s runic weapon and his spell. 
 
    “Try it again,” said Zoria. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about this…” muttered Laurel. 
 
    “We didn’t come all this way to give up once we’d found the Upper Realm’s weakness,” said Hal. “This is happening.” 
 
    He pulled his sword back and struck the same spot on the crystal again, and then two more times after that. It seemed to be biting into the crystal slightly, no more than a scratch really, but enough to be noticeable.  
 
    He switched to a two-handed grip that was made a little awkward by the size of his weapon, pulled his arms back, and put all of his strength into the next swing.  
 
    This time Hal saw a spiderweb of cracks forming throughout the lift crystal’s structure. The entire length of it flashed with light, including the sections still hidden by ice and snow below them, and then shattered. Energy pulsed outward in a shockwave and Hal was thrown off his feet. He shouted as he felt something sharp pierce deep into his shoulder, and landed in a tumbling sprawl on the wet ground. 
 
    “Uhh…” he moaned. “Well… I think that worked.” 
 
    He reached his hand to his shoulder. He could feel fresh blood flowing from the wound, and trying to move his right arm felt painful, but it wasn’t a debilitating injury. He slowly sat up and glanced over at his companions. 
 
    Zoria and Laurel had their eyes locked onto the sky, and it wasn’t hard to see why. Above them, where there had previously been a puffy, unassuming cloud, they could now see the Upper Realm. It was an island of earth and rock, floating so high above the surface that it almost seemed small against the horizon. The sun was setting to the west, which kept its shadow from being as imposing as it might have been.  
 
    “It’s sinking,” said Zoria. “Can you see that? How it seems to be getting bigger?” 
 
    “It worked.” Laurel shook her head. “I’d hoped that it would, but I still… almost can’t believe it.” 
 
    Hal let out a groan as he rolled his shoulder, testing his range of movement. Laurel glanced over at him and immediately started moving to pull bandages out from one of the packs. 
 
    “This changes everything,” said Zoria. “The world will never be the same.” 
 
    Hal extended his arm, giving Laurel the access she needed to start cleaning and bandaging his wound. Almost as soon as she’d tied a bandage in place, a shout came from the hill to the south. 
 
    Cadrian was sprinting their way, waving one of her arms. Hal stood up, grabbing his sword from where he’d dropped it and drawing his pistol. 
 
    “Tessianna and her valkyries,” shouted Cadrian. “They’re…” 
 
    Whatever else she had to say was drowned out by the sound of a massive roar. A dragon appeared on the horizon, flying toward the broken lift crystal at high speed. Hal could make out a blonde-haired figure on its back. 
 
    Tessianna. She’ll take revenge on us for what we’ve done. 
 
    “Get behind me,” said Hal. “Hurry!” 
 
    Tessianna guided her dragon on a downward pass. Hal barely had time to pull his pistol free from its holster before the dragon let loose a billowing stream of flames from its mouth in their direction. He entered Ruby Ascension as he cast Flame Shield, feeling his emotions surge as he channeled the essence of his heartgem. 
 
    The spell was enough to shield him, Laurel, and Zoria, but only just barely. Steam hissed up from the ground around them, where the flames had struck and left the grass charred. Tessianna and the dragon rose back up into the air, slowly circling and preparing for another attack. 
 
    Hal looked back in Cadrian’s direction, immediately seeing why she was running as fast as she was. A contingent of a dozen valkyries in glowing runic armor were chasing after her. They weren’t closing the distance fast enough to reach her before she reached Hal and the others, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    “We have to fight,” said Hal. “There’s no other way. The area is too open for us to have any chance at escaping.” 
 
    Zoria summoned her runic armor, the purple segments covering her chest, arms and legs. She gave her runic spear a spinning flourish and took up a position next to him. 
 
    “Watch the dragon,” she said. “I’ll fight with Cadrian to hold off the valkyries.” 
 
    Laurel was close behind Hal, lacking the combat expertise to help in any meaningful way. She was their biggest weakness, the one thing that kept the fight from being a straightforward conflict. 
 
    The dragon swooped low a second time. Hal felt the fires dancing over his body and clothing surge as he cast Flame Shield again. Some of the fire breath made it past his defense this time, and Zoria had to throw herself into a roll to stay out of the way. 
 
    Cadrian reached the group, drawing her sword and taking up a position next to Zoria as the valkyries closed the last stretch of distance to them. An elf with a runic war hammer leapt into the air, smashing the weapon down and missing Zoria by less than a foot. Zoria countered with a spear strike through the elf’s shoulder, but it deflected off the glowing green armor there. 
 
    Hal’s attention was torn between assisting Cadrian and Zoria, keeping an eye on the dragon, and protecting Laurel. The valkyries were already moving to surround them. Hal caught the sword of one particularly brazen one as he tried to attack from the side, and the movement caused his shoulder to erupt with pain. He ignored it and counterattacked. The elf parried, and then the dragon was upon them again. 
 
    “Stay close!” he shouted. He cast Flame Shield again, feeling his ruby essence dwindling faster than he would like, even with the improved efficiency of Ruby Ascension stretching his reserves. 
 
    He felt his anger boiling over, pushing him to pull out the stops and decimate the valkyries with Burning Hand. It would leave them defenseless if he did, given how little ruby essence it would leave him with. And yet the pull was strong, his emotions affecting his logic and reasoning, making hard for him to resist. 
 
    Cadrian was fighting three valkyries at once, pushed back completely on the defensive. She was clearly winded from her sprint back to their campsite and could do little more than block the strikes as she came, occasionally using Earth Tremor to knock one of her attackers off balance. 
 
    Zoria was posing more of a danger to the valkyries, but they knew her. Her style of fighting was similar to theirs, and some of the valkyries were even shouting at her in elven, trying to goad her into taking a stupid risk, or possibly even convert her over to their side. 
 
    And then the dragon came, again. This time, Hal fired a Flame Shot at its mouth as it prepared to unleash its fire breath. He missed, and suspected that even if he hadn’t, the attack would have done little more than annoy the massive creature. 
 
    Fire splashed across the battlefield. Hal’s Flame Shield barely managed to protect him and his companions and had the unintended effect of also shielding the elves closest to him. They were losing, and beyond that, their strategy was more cautious than that of the elves. Tessianna didn’t care about hurting her own people. Her willingness to sacrifice them, if necessary, was unchanged from their encounter near White Mountain, with the avalanche. 
 
    A second dragon crested over the horizon, and Hal’s heart sank. He wouldn’t be able to do it. They’d come so far, achieved what they set out to do even, only to lose in the final battle. His ruby essence would run out before they could even find a way to make their final stand. He moved to shield Laurel and felt her grab his arm and squeeze in desperation. 
 
    Wait… Why is she waving? 
 
    “Karnas!” shouted Laurel. “Hurry!” 
 
    Hal felt bewildered as he watched the dragon, his dragon, fold his wings inward and dive into the conflict. Tessianna didn’t react quickly enough on the back of her dragon to stop him, giving Karnas a chance to send the valkyries sprawling with claw, fang, and fire attacks within their midst. 
 
    “Hally!” bellowed Karnas. “Lolo!” 
 
    “Are you healed?” shouted Hal. “Can you carry people again?” 
 
    Karnas let out a roar that Hal took for a yes, swinging his scaly, coal-colored tail like a club to bludgeon back another valkyrie who’d strayed too close. Hal took Laurel by the hand and pulled her over to the dragon, helping her up onto his back. 
 
    “Get her to safety!” said Hal. He glanced up at Tessianna and her dragon and pulled out his pistol, preparing to distract him. It was easy enough to cast Flame Shot in Ruby Ascension, especially as his emotions surged and began to restore the essence of the heartgem.  
 
    Tessianna’s dragon flew lower, moving to pass across the combatants on the ground again. Hal signaled Karnas, who took off in a southward direction with Laurel on his back. Cadrian and Zoria, both uplifted by the appearance of their forgotten ally, were fighting with confidence again, holding the valkyries back. 
 
    We can do it. We have a chance. 
 
    Hal’s optimism lasted for only a few seconds before Tessianna’s dragon descended again, this time landing in the middle of his group. One of its claws lashed out in his direction, tearing his shirt open, and severing the heartgem from its cord around his neck, instantly knocking him out of Ruby Ascension. 
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    Hal picked himself up as quickly as he could, holding his pistol in his hand, useless without his heartgem. He tried to reach out to it, much as he did when drawing essence from its depths. He couldn’t feel it, and there was too much going on for him to take the time to search for it in the melting snow. 
 
    He heard a sound behind him and spun around to find a valkyrie advancing in his direction, wielding a dual set of curved short swords. Hal leapt back from the first slash aimed at his stomach, and then swung his own sword to counter. His blade glanced off the elf’s armor, but he reversed the strike, following up with a blow that drew on his size advantage to knock the elf off balance. 
 
    Tessianna and her dragon were entirely focused on Zoria, batting after her with claw and tail strikes as though she was a buzzing insect. Hal was starting toward them when another valkyrie slammed into him from the side. He fell, and only barely managed to roll before the point of a runic spear stabbed into the ground next to him. 
 
    Stumbling to his feet, Hal managed a clumsy block as the spear came at him again. He spun past it and delivered its wielder a slash across the face, which was undermined by the elf’s runic helm.  
 
    The dragon managed to knock Zoria down, and immediately followed up with a blast of fire breath. She was protected by her armor, but only to a certain extent. Hal saw her trying to shield with her glowing gauntlets as her body contorted away from the heat and flames on reflex. 
 
    Cadrian was fighting the bulk of Tessianna’s valkyries. Hal saw six surrounding her at a glance, enough to force her completely onto the defensive. Each and every movement was designed to put her into a position where she could keep an eye on all of her opponents, spinning blocks and manipulative feints. Her sword level was beyond what Hal had ever seen from her in training, and yet still, it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    Has it really come to this? We make it to the end, and then we lose? 
 
    The valkyrie Hal had been fighting got their spear behind one of his legs and tripped him, as though to answer his question. He slashed up at his opponent with wild, desperate strikes as he fell. It was only a distraction to the elf, and didn’t stop them from readying the final blow. 
 
    Karnas arrived in a blur of motion, slamming the valkyrie off Hal and roaring to draw the attention of battle. Tessianna and her dragon moved to engage. Hal was up on his feet, and before he could think of anything better to do, he scrambled up onto Karnas’s back. 
 
    “Laurel’s safe?” he shouted. 
 
    “Safe…” said Karnas. 
 
    Hal gave a small tug on the dragon’s neck, and just like that, they were airborne. The rush of flying was amplified by adrenaline and the chaos of battle. Tessianna was pursuing them, urging her own dragon to chase them down. Karnas turned, flying away from where Zoria and Cadrian had begun to fight back to back against the remaining valkyries. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Hal. “We can’t just leave them!” 
 
    “Distract…” said Karnas. “Stronger apart.” 
 
    Hal thought about it and realized that he was absolutely right. The battle had been impossible for them to win when they were fighting on a single front. They stood a far better chance with Hal engaging Tessianna in the air, out of easy attack range of Zoria and Cadrian, who would attempt to deal with the remaining valkyries. 
 
    Karnas has a strategic mind. Why was I ever worried about his development? 
 
    Hal felt a rush of fear as he saw Tessianna’s dragon approaching out of the corner of his eye. Karnas twisted to fly straight upward, blocking a blast of fire breath with his stomach and forcing Hal to hang on even tighter as the wind threatened to strip him loose. 
 
    Karnas rolled and twisted, putting distance between himself and their opponent. Night had fallen on the battlefield, and Tessianna stood out against the early stars in her golden runic armor. She held her weapon out to one side as her dragon rushed forward. Hal took up a similar posture, rushing into a head-on collision with his opponent. 
 
    It reminded him of a game he and Mauve had played back in Cardvale as children. They would charge at each other on foot, and the first one to flinch away from the inevitable collision was the loser. It was the same here, where the act of changing course would leave one of them open and vulnerable for a strike. 
 
    Karnas diverted slightly, as did Tessianna’s dragon, on the first pass. Hal swung his sword and only cut air. He heard Tessianna shout something, but he didn’t really care what, and then Karnas and the other dragon were charging again. 
 
    This time, Hal’s sword caught both Tessianna’s armor and slashed into the dragon’s scales. Neither strike was fatal, or even damaging, but it was a proof of concept. Hal’s free arm was wrapped tight around Karnas’s neck, holding on with a grip that made his knuckles turn white. He made the mistake of glancing down at the ground. Zoria and Cadrian were holding up against the valkyries, but they looked tiny, like dots against the freshly thawed ground. 
 
    Hal was ready on the third pass, sword pulled back, eyes locked onto Tessianna as a target. He was ready to attack, but not to defend. Instead of pulling her dragon to one side and attempting an attack with her weapon, Tessianna let it collide with Karnas. 
 
    Hal only had one arm around Karnas’s neck, and it simply wasn’t enough. He was knocked loose, swinging his sword in a pointless slash as he felt his body being welcomed by the open air. Tessianna had devoted her full attention to hanging on, and now her dragon was doing the same with Karnas, attacking and grappling with him, preventing him from going to Hal’s aid. 
 
    Panic took hold of Hal like the shift of a dream into a nightmare. He was falling so fast. There was no time. He could see the ground coming up on him. His muscles and bones were already anticipating the violent impact. 
 
    How many times have I almost died from falling, before? This is starting to become a habit. 
 
    He forced himself to think, even if he only had time for a single thought before the end of his rapid descent. He was desperate for something, anything, that he could do to change the outcome. He tried to reach into his heartgem, the heartgem he’d lost, though it would have been pointless in a situation like this, anyway. 
 
    The speed of the air was making his clothes flap painfully against his shoulder wound. Hal tried to shift it, and then it hit him. 
 
    The lift crystal! 
 
    With no time to give the idea the full consideration it deserved, Hal pushed his awareness and will into the shard of lift crystal in his shoulder, triggering its magic. He screamed, the pain hitting him before he was aware of what was happening. 
 
    His descent had begun to slow, though at the expense of excruciating pain in his shoulder. All of his lift came from the shard, which tore through muscle and stretched the skin of his shoulder at a weird angle. It was the worst pain he’d ever felt, and he almost felt like laughing at how much he appreciated it. 
 
    He was alive, and that was what mattered. The battle was still playing out underneath him and between the dragons in the distance. Hal was unsure of what would happen if he toyed with the lift crystal’s magic to try anything to redirect his course. 
 
    He watched Karnas wrestling with Tessianna’s dragon, his body a mass of scales and muscle. He was smaller and younger than his opponent, but with that came energy of a kind that the other dragon simply couldn’t match. Hal watched with pride as he saw Karnas raking his claws and teeth across Tessianna’s dragon’s flank. 
 
    Karnas twisted, managing to get underneath his opponent, and closed his jaw on the other dragon’s neck. Even in the dark, Hal could see the spurt of blood as Karnas pulled back. He was grinning like an idiot and had to resist the urge to shout encouragement and give his position away as he saw Tessianna’s dragon descend to the ground in a chaotic death spiral. 
 
    Karnas immediately flew to Hal, swooping underneath him. Hal released the magic of the lift crystal and took his place on the dragon’s back, gasping as his shoulder throbbed a reprimand to him over what he’d just put it through.  
 
    Hal gestured in the direction of Tessianna and her dragon, and Karnas took off. They found Tessianna partially pinned under the body of her dead mount. She scowled at Hal and shouted something in elven, probably the most profane insult she knew. 
 
    Hal urged Karnas on, and the dragon slapped down on the Empress’s daughter with a heavy claw strike. Tessianna’s runic armor shattered, and she let out a scream of pain. 
 
    “Take her alive,” said Hal. “Carry her in your claw, if you can.” 
 
    “Yes, Hally…” muttered Karnas. 
 
    The dragon grabbed her, and then they were flying again, heading back to where the fight was still playing out between Zoria and Cadrian, and the remaining valkyries. 
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    It was a strange reversal of the way the battle had initially broken out. Karnas dipped low, bathing the valkyries in flames. Cadrian and Zoria found their second wind, hurling themselves at the elves until there were only four left, and then three.  
 
    Karnas landed on one of those remaining three, and Hal watched his companions each finish off one of the other two. He slid down from Karnas, tapping the dragon on the neck. 
 
    “Can you go get Laurel?” he asked. “I don’t want her to be away from us, in case there are more enemies around.” 
 
    Karnas nodded and headed off to retrieve her from wherever he’d stashed her, leaving Tessianna behind on the ground. She was scowling and injured, but otherwise aware of her circumstances. 
 
    “You ignorant surface savage,” she said. “You will die for this!” 
 
    She looked so disheveled compared to the first time Hal had seen her, but still sounded young and immature, even with her tight valkyrie clothing torn and cuts across her face. 
 
    “No,” said Hal. “We won’t be the ones dying today. You’ve tried over and over again to kill me, to kill my friends. It’s time for you to pay.” 
 
    He unsheathed his sword and moved to stand over her. Tessianna glared at him, but he could see the fear in her expression. Hal was a little surprised and more than a little horrified at how resigned he felt to the idea of killing her. 
 
    “I have a better idea,” said Cadrian. “One that will put her to good use.” 
 
    “She’s responsible for who knows how many deaths,” said Hal. 
 
    Cadrian set a hand on his shoulder, pulling him in close enough to hear a whisper. “The Empress still has hostages. Laurel’s brother, my sister. She’s our leverage.” 
 
    Hal frowned, but considered it. He looked toward the sky. It was too dark to make out the Upper Realm in detail, but he could see a black oval where the floating province blocked the light from the stars. It was slowly getting bigger as the Upper Realm continued its descent. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous for us to deal with the Empress directly,” said Hal. 
 
    “How about indirectly?” Cadrian walked over to where Hal had dropped his pack. She ruffled through it, pulling something out that he’d almost forgotten he had. 
 
    The view crystal… 
 
    “Give it a try,” said Hal. 
 
    “She won’t deal with surface scum!” shouted Tessianna. “You think too much of yourself, bull.” 
 
    Hal smiled at Tessianna, amused by how annoyed she seemed with them. Behind him, he heard Karnas land with Laurel on his back. She climbed down and ran over to him. Hal hugged her tight and kissed her, letting his forehead briefly rest against hers. 
 
    “Your shoulder…” she said. “It’s bleeding through the bandage now.” 
 
    Hal winced. “Yeah, I made it worse. It’s a long story. Probably going to need a healer to look at it once we’re done here.” 
 
    Tessianna sat upright as Zoria came around and entered her field of vision, jabbing a finger in her direction. 
 
    “Traitor!” shouted Tessianna. “You traitorous bitch. Your family will die for this!” 
 
    “She doesn’t really understand the situation she’s in, does she, master?” said Zoria. 
 
    Hal grinned and shook his head. Cadrian waved a hand at him, and he came over to stand next to her just as the view crystal brought up a blue, grainy image of Empress Kay of the Upper Realm. 
 
    She wore a regal gown which clung tight to her chest while billowing out around the waist and legs. She looked tired, though that may have been an effect of the view crystal smudging her true appearance.  
 
    “Empress Kay,” said Cadrian. “The Heart Holder and I have taken your daughter, Tessianna, as a–” 
 
    “Give him the crystal!” snapped the Empress. “I will speak to him and him alone.” 
 
    Cadrian furrowed her brow, but she passed the view crystal over to Hal. He stared at the Empress’s visage, smiling and waiting for her to react. 
 
    “You sniveling wretch…” she said, in a quiet voice. “You have no idea the pain you’ve earned for yourself.” 
 
    “The threats are a waste of time,” said Hal. “Let’s talk about the current situation.” 
 
    “I know it was you,” said Empress Kay. “The memory crystal. You found something in it and used the knowledge to undermine my realm. I will offer you one chance to undo whatever you’ve done.” 
 
    Her voice had a tone of command in it, but it was undercut with a hint of weakness. A hint of fear. Hal slowly shook his head, knowing that he would never get a better chance to put forth his demands with leverage. 
 
    “First of all, it isn’t something that can be undone,” said Hal. “The Upper Realm will return to its old, surface borders. I’m not sure if it will be within the day or within the week, but it’s happening. And you’ll have new neighbors to deal with. Between the humans of Krestia’s Cradle, the maug, and my old homeland, you will have your hands full if you try to push an aggressive agenda.” 
 
    “You don’t speak to me like–” 
 
    “I’m not finished,” interrupted Hal. “We also have your daughter. Your only daughter, Tessianna.” 
 
    Empress Kay stared at Hal, her expression unreadable. 
 
    “She knew the risks of leading the attack on the surface,” she said. “You cannot use her as a bargaining chip.” 
 
    “I can, and I will,” said Hal. “You will release all of the hostages. Willum, Cadrian’s sister, along with the slaves in the Upper Realm. We’ll give you your daughter back in return.” 
 
    “We’re at war,” snapped the Empress. “Do you think I would allow myself to look so weak?” 
 
    “The war is over,” said Hal. “Truly, it is. This is your new reality, Empress. You don’t get to dictate what happens moving forward. You’ll have your own civil issues to handle once the Upper Realm touches down, and your people start panicking.” 
 
    The Empress of the eklids said nothing. The silence stretched on for so long that Hal thought it might be a problem with the view crystal. Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “The slaves will not be released,” said the Empress. “I will give you your hostages back in exchange for my daughter. Nothing more.” 
 
    Hal opened his mouth to let the Empress know exactly what he thought of her offer, but before he could speak, Cadrian tugged at his sleeve. Her expression had a touch of desperation to it, along with worry for her little sister.  
 
    If I say no, it might put her at risk. Is that worth letting the slavery of thousands of people go ignored? 
 
    He owed it to her, regardless of whether it meant sacrificing his ideals. 
 
    “Fine,” said Hal. “We accept.” 
 
    Empress Kay gave a small nod, and the view crystal feed cut out abruptly. Hal frowned and looked at Cadrian. 
 
    “I don’t feel good about this,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t have to feel good about it,” said Cadrian. “But I would not suggest you let yourself feel bad about it, either. The changes brought about today will reverberate through history, and perhaps future generations will look back and see this as the first step toward a better world.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Hal. “Hopefully.” 
 
    He looked back up at the sky, watching the Upper Realm slowly sink lower, dark against the stars behind it. Laurel was next to him, and she reached down and squeezed his hand. 
 
    “Are we done?” asked Laurel. “What happens now?” 
 
    “I’ll hold onto the view crystal,” said Cadrian. “Find a place to wait nearby with our hostage, so I can organize an exchange once the Upper Realm touches down.” 
 
    “Can you handle that on your own?” asked Hal. 
 
    “I’ll stay, too,” said Zoria. “I need to reach my family, anyway.” 
 
    She smiled and walked over to Hal. He smiled back at her and was surprised when Zoria rose up on her toes and kissed him on the lips, completely ignoring Laurel’s presence next to him. 
 
    “It’s been interesting, master,” she said. 
 
    “You’re never going to stop with that, are you?” He smiled at her as she shook her head. 
 
    “We’ll see each other again,” said Zoria. “I don’t plain on keeping my family in Zelnata, now that it doesn’t have such an expansive view. Maybe we’ll look into building a homestead of our own?” 
 
    Hearing her say that made Hal think of Fool’s Valley, but also of what awaited both him and Laurel on their return. He’d been avoiding thinking about that, as much as he could. Maxim Cedric might already be dead, and crushing responsibilities and limitations could be awaiting Laurel as soon as she returned to Meldence. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Hal. “None of this would have been possible without you, Zoria. You risked your life to help me, and I will always appreciate it.” 
 
    “So sentimental,” purred Zoria. “I’m sure you could think of ways to make it up to me, if you were so inclined.” 
 
    Laurel cleared her throat. Zoria gave Hal one more quick kiss on the cheek, and then headed over to watch Tessianna. 
 
    Cadrian pulled something out of her pocket as she walked over to Hal. Her lips pulled up into a rare smile as she passed it to him. 
 
    “You dropped this,” she said. 
 
    The heartgem felt warm as Cadrian pressed it into Hal’s palm. He’d have to get a new cord for it, but he could worry about that another time. It was good to have it back, even if a part of him hoped he’d never have need for its magic again. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Hal. It felt odd, both to be thanking her and to have her give him the object that had originally set both of their fates into motion.  
 
    “You’ve done more for me than I think you know,” she said. “More than I deserve from you, all things considered.” 
 
    Hal nodded at that, but was surprised to find that his emotions concerning all that had happened between them were only an echo of what they used to be. He reached his hand out and clasped his old master’s hand, squeezing it tightly. 
 
    “Goodbye, Cadrian,” he said. 
 
    “Goodbye, Halrin,” said Cadrian. “Take the pack with the tent with you. Zoria and I will be able to scavenge another from the supplies of the elves.” 
 
    Hal did just that, gathering what they’d need for the trip back while Laurel said her own goodbyes. Karnas was waiting for him at the edge of the camp, and Hal pet him as he nuzzled his head down against his shoulder. 
 
    “Are you feeling strong enough to carry two riders, Karnas?” 
 
    The dragon gave an enthusiastic nod. “Going… home?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Hal. “Home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 53 
 
      
 
    Hal and Laurel rode on Karnas’s back for most of the night, heading south across Krestia’s Cradle. They were both tired, and when they finally found a campsite in a small clearing south of what had once been the province’s frost line, Hal was almost too tired to set up the tent. 
 
    “Let’s rest here for a while,” said Laurel, as soon as they were settled into their sleeping bags. “We don’t have to rush back to Meldence, now that things have slowed down.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Hal. He hugged her, feeling the warmth of her body even though they were sleeping on separate bedrolls. Other than re-bandaging his wound, they’d only taken the time to eat a quick meal before turning in for what was left of the night. 
 
    They both slept through until midday. Hal felt all of his aches and pains as he opened his eyes, but still had a smile on his face. He could hear Laurel humming a familiar tune outside the tent, one he’d heard her play on her flute many times before in front of the homestead’s hearth. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, pushing his way out into the sun. The weather was warm, almost unseasonably so, and it made Hal wonder if the Pale Lady’s cold influence had also extended some distance south into Krestia’s Cradle. 
 
    “Good morning.” Laurel had changed back into the outfit she’d left Meldence in, her tunic and black leggings. Her cheeks were rosy, and her dimples popped into view as she smiled at him. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I am,” said Hal. “But I think I’d rather eat a warm meal, rather than more traveling bread. Why don’t I build a fire, and then we can eat?” 
 
    Laurel nodded. Hal was glad she’d suggested taking a day to just rest. They’d spent so much time on the road, pushing through the forest and snow, where every choice they made had to do with survival. It felt nice to decide to do nothing, once in a while. 
 
    “There are plenty of loose branches to the west of here,” said Laurel. “Along with a river. I washed up already.” 
 
    “Right,” said Hal. 
 
    “Be careful with your wound,” said Laurel. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He made the walk in short time, stripping off his clothes and entering the river’s cold water. He was dirtier than he’d realized, the grime and sweat of days upon days of travel caked onto him. He used a rock to scrub and took his time, letting his thoughts wander as he did. 
 
    He was unsure of what would come next for him, but not as unsure as he’d once been. Half of Fool’s Valley and the homestead belonged to him, by right. It made sense for him to head back and rebuild. 
 
    If Laurel hadn’t discovered her important heritage, it would have made sense for her, too. Hal didn’t dwell on the possibility for too long. He wasn’t spiteful, and he didn’t have any regrets. They both had to make sacrifices, and it almost seemed fitting that his was to let her go. He’d spent so long trying to use her company, the tenderness she’d showed him, as a replacement for his lost loved ones.  
 
    Maybe this is what it really means to move on… 
 
    He carefully dressed after scrubbing his clothes as clean as they could get and then made his way back to the camp, collecting branches and bits of dry wood as he went. Laurel was busying herself sorting through the food in their supplies. Hal arranged the wood into place and used his ruby magic to get the fire going. 
 
    “We forgot to grab the pot from Cadrian’s pack,” said Laurel. “For Mystra’s sake, how could I forget the cooking pot, of all things?” 
 
    “We’ll manage,” said Hal. “You can warm bread on a hot rock. The dried meat will be fine even if you don’t do anything special with it.” 
 
    “A good stew would have drawn the limited food we have out for longer,” said Laurel. “Maybe for another day. And then we could gather more, and…” 
 
    “And what?” Hal walked up behind where she stood by the packs. “Live out here in the woods? Pretend like there isn’t anything waiting for us once we get back?” 
 
    He couldn’t resist any longer. He pulled Laurel into a hug from behind, feeling her warm body press into his still damp clothing. She turned around in his arms, looking up at him with her emerald green eyes. Hal let his thumb run across her cheek, over the scar Aangavar had given her months earlier. It had healed, but the skin underneath was still dark and shiny. 
 
    “Can’t we just play pretend?” asked Laurel. “For a little while?  
 
    Hal answered her question with a kiss. Laurel’s lips were eager, as though even in intimacy, she couldn’t stop herself from viewing the situation like the sand in an hourglass, slipping away from them. 
 
    He kissed her again, pulling her tighter against him, feeling the embrace heat up. The campfire crackled as the flames spread deeper into the wood, and the sound almost felt like a warning to them. They could still turn back. They didn’t have to take the most painful route through the next few days, teasing themselves with how things could be if not for Laurel’s status and responsibilities. 
 
    Laurel let out a soft moan, reaching one of her hands up to run through Hal’s hair. The sensual gesture resonated with him, spurring him on to be passionate and aggressive. To take her, as he had with so many women before. His hand cupped one of her buttocks, and he lifted her off her feet, carrying her into the tent. 
 
    He half expected her to come to her senses and protest, but she didn’t, not even as Hal began pulling her tunic up and over her shoulders. Her breasts, small as they were, bounced free as the bottom hem of the fabric caught on them. 
 
    Laurel eagerly did the same for him, pulling his shirt off and tossing it aside. She wiggled out of her tight leggings, and then stopped Hal from taking off his own pants. 
 
    “Let me do it for you,” she said, her voice shaky with emotion and arousal. 
 
    Hal smiled at her and leaned back on her elbows. There was a cuteness to her that was disarming. He’d been affected by it during their first encounter, and it was even more apparent this time around. 
 
    She had such a pretty face, even despite her scar. Her breasts were perky, just a handful each. Her butt and thighs were slim, lacking the eye-catching curves other women were occasionally blessed with. But as she pulled Hal’s pants down and took his cock in his hand, he saw the edge to her cuteness, how it became a form of seduction as soon as the clothes came off. 
 
    Laurel made eye contact with Hal as she planted a tentative kiss on the head of his erection. Hal let out a low moan, watching as she blinked several times in quick succession. She hesitated, probing with her hot, wet tongue, giving his cock a slow, sensual suck. 
 
    He needed to take her, right then and right there. It wasn’t just that he was aroused, but something more. He needed to hold her as close as he could, if only for the short time they had left. 
 
    Hal guided her up to him, kissing her on the lips as she came even with him. He rolled her underneath him on the bedroll, and then caressed her cheek with one hand as he eased himself in. Laurel let out a small breath, her eyes never leaving his. 
 
    It was warm, sensual, and intimate. They looked at each other, and Hal took his time with each motion, savoring the sensation of being inside her. Laurel made soft noises of pleasure, some of them verging on sounding guilty. 
 
    Would this be the last time? Hal desperately hoped it wasn’t so, but suspected that it probably was the case. He kissed Laurel’s neck and ran his hands over her breasts. He tried to take in every little detail and commit it all to memory. 
 
    She was holding him tight, her arms around his shoulders, her legs wrapped around his waist. It reminded Hal a little of their intimate encounter in the sleeping bag, where each little motion had been made intense by the limit. This time, the limit was as much in their minds as it was in reality, with both of them desperate to be as close as they could to each other, if only for a few more minutes. 
 
    “Halrin,” whispered Laurel. “Oh, Halrin.” 
 
    She sighed, and he started thrusting faster, kissing her in time with his movements. There was something very sad in the way she looked at him, and it pushed him to do everything with more passionate intensity. Her expression shifted as the lust of the moment began to build, and she made soft noises in his ear. 
 
    “Laurel,” said Hal. “I’m not letting you go.” 
 
    “Oh, Hal!” 
 
    “I’m not going to let you go,” he repeated. “I’m keeping you.” 
 
    “Oh!” Laurel gasped, and her entire body shook. It was as though her orgasm had been set off by his words, by the fierce emotion in them. Hal hugged her tight against him, pushing himself as deep as he could go, and finally found his release. It was pleasurable and peaceful, and laced with the pain of knowing that the two of them would have to say goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 54 
 
      
 
    The spent the rest of the day naked in each other’s company. They’d eat, spend some time around the fire, and then fall back into the tent like horny teenagers, new to the pleasures of carnal sin. Hal took Laurel in every way he could think of, roughly and gently, as though he could cram years of sexual partnership into a single day. 
 
    They slept in the same bedroll, holding each other tight. The morning was rainy and depressing, and neither of them said much as they waited for Karnas to return to their campsite. 
 
    “We’ll still see each other,” said Hal. “Even if I’m back at the homestead, and you’re in the capital, I’m sure Karnas would be willing to fly us back and forth.” 
 
    Laurel nodded, but Hal could see the doubt in her expression. 
 
    “I was hoping that maybe… you could stay,” she said. “You could be my bodyguard. I’ll probably need more than just Busher, assuming he survived the last attack on Meldence.” 
 
    “Your bodyguard…” Hal frowned. “If you inherit Maxim Cedric’s holdings, you’ll probably have a dozen men sending you marriage proposals by the end of the week.” 
 
    “I might,” said Laurel. 
 
    “And I’ll have to watch,” said Hal. “And know that the only way for you to serve in your role is to marry one of them.” 
 
    “Not for love.” She looked at him, letting her eyes meet his and make her point without the words. 
 
    “Even still,” said Hal. “I don’t think I could.” 
 
    Neither of them said anything. The only sound was of the pattering of falling rain. Hal wondered if they’d have to stay in their camp for another night if it started thundering. 
 
    “Mauve invited me back to the Collected Provinces,” said Hal, having a sudden thought. “You could stay on as ambassador. Travel with me back to my homeland and see the differences for yourself. I think you’d like it.” 
 
    “I would,” said Laurel. “So much I would. But it would mean leaving Krestia’s Cradle at a time when it probably needs me the most. I… I’m not sure I could do that. Not while I know what my true responsibilities are.” 
 
    Hal nodded. He’d already known what her answer would be, but still felt like he needed to speak the words, and at least put it out there. A dark shadow covered them for a moment as Karnas descended to the campsite, landing next to them. 
 
    “Rain…” said Karnas. “Too… wet…” 
 
    “Me and you both,” said Hal. He forced a smile onto his face and helped Laurel onto the dragon’s back. 
 
    The rain dissipated as they continued further south, leaving a rainbow in its wake that didn’t match up with Hal’s current mood. It was midafternoon when they set down a mile outside Meldence. They were both dry from the blowing wind of their flight, and at the end of their journey. 
 
    Hal let Karnas know where to look for him later in the day, and then began walking Laurel across the grass and into the city. The closer they got, the more apparent it was that Meldence had fared far better in the last battle against the elves than it had seemed at the time. 
 
    Plenty of damage had been done to the city in the form of burned buildings, destroyed streets, and of course, Hal’s wall shattering Flame Shot. But people had already started rebuilding. It wasn’t just the soldiers and men, either. Families had returned to Meldence, reclaiming their abandoned homes and making a stand for the way of life they remembered. 
 
    Laurel had to stop every few hundred feet as they made their way down the city streets. People recognized her, and many of them had assumed her dead. She took on the stately poise that Hal had seen in her when he’d first come to Meldence after she’d been appointed ambassador. She seemed comfortable in the role. 
 
    She is comfortable in it. And it’s a role that doesn’t necessarily have a place for me by her side. 
 
    He tried not to let his thinking veer too far into negative territory as they made their way into the castle. One of the guards had already informed them that Maxim Cedric had survived the attacks, and the relief the news had brought Laurel had been something Hal could share in. It meant that she might at least have a little while longer before having the world dropped on her shoulders. 
 
    There was only a single guard outside the Maxim’s audience chamber, and he frowned when he saw Hal and Laurel approaching. 
 
    “You’re looking for the Maxim?” asked the guard. 
 
    “Yes,” said Laurel. “Is he…?” 
 
    “He’s in his audience chamber,” said the guard. “Been feeling better, as of late.” 
 
    Laurel nodded, and surprise showed in her expression. She almost ran down the stairs, and Hal was in such a hurry to keep up with her that he almost missed a familiar face as they passed by the castle’s feast hall. 
 
    Mauve was sitting at one of the tables, surrounded by the other members of his party. Hal grabbed Laurel’s hand and gestured through the doorway. 
 
    “I’d thought he’d left already,” said Hal. “I’m going to stop and say hi. I’ll catch up with you after?” 
 
    Laurel hesitated. “Okay. You aren’t, uh…” 
 
    “I’m not what?” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip and squeezed his hand. “Promise me you won’t decide to leave without saying bye to me. Especially not to go back to your homeland.” 
 
    “You’re afraid that I’d just disappear?” asked Hal. 
 
    “Well, you did kind of just fall out of the sky to begin with,” said Laurel. 
 
    He chuckled and brought her hand to his lips, planting a soft kiss on the back of it. 
 
    “I promise I’ll say goodbye when I leave,” he said. 
 
    Laurel nodded, though his words didn’t seem to bring her much relief. She hurried off down the hall, and Hal headed in Mauve’s direction. Mauve was sitting away from him at the table, and raised an eyebrow when Hal clapped a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “By the world!” said Mauve. “You have no idea how good it is to see your ugly face!” 
 
    “Likewise,” said Hal, with a knowing grin. Mauve stood up and punched him in the shoulder, taking the counter jab in stride. 
 
    “I tried to look for you when the attack began,” Mauve said. “I figured you’d still be around somewhere in the city. I kept expecting to stumble onto your body, until your Maxim informed me of the errand you’d been sent on.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Hal. “I’m surprised you stuck around.” 
 
    “We didn’t have much choice, at least not at first,” said Mauve. “Introduced some of the elves to the marvels of gunpowder and rifles. Helped defend innocents and the castle, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “And after?” asked Hal. 
 
    Mauve shrugged. “I couldn’t just take off, knowing you were in the middle of some epic quest. Figured I’d wait for you to come back or go looking for you when you didn’t.” 
 
    “You old softie,” said Hal. He grinned at his friend and pulled him into a tight hug. “Any chance you’ll stay for one more night? We can hit a tavern, maybe even do some dancing, for old times’ sake.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Mauve. “But for now, you should probably catch up with your girlfriend.” 
 
    Hal almost corrected Mauve before seeing the mischievous gleam in his eye. There would be no correcting him, especially given that he wasn’t entirely wrong. He laughed and hurried out of the feast hall, traversing the castle’s hallways to the Maxim’s audience chamber. 
 
    The door was open, which was convenient, as Hal wasn’t sure if the guards would have otherwise let him in if not for Laurel’s nod of approval. Her expression was bright, and a wide, dimpled smile spread across her face as he approached. 
 
    “Ah,” said Maxim Cedric. “Lord Halrin. Timely arrival, as always.” 
 
    “Uh, thank you, milord.” Hal gave a formal bow and heard Maxim Cedric chuckle in response. He looked good, healthier than he had been when Hal last saw him. He was standing, and his white hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail. 
 
    “You went above and beyond what I ever could have expected in what you did for me and for my realm,” said Maxim Cedric. “Laurel is safe, and she’s told me of what you and your companions managed to achieve.” 
 
    There was genuine pride in Maxim Cedric’s face. It reminded Hal of his own father, which stirred conflicting emotions in his chest. 
 
    “We’re rebuilding here in Meldence, as you can see,” said Maxim Cedric. “But the situation calls for everyone to do their part in ensuring that Krestia’s Cradle poses a unified front against the continuing threat of the elves, especially now.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Hal. He sensed what was coming next and steeled his heart for it. 
 
    “Which is why I’ve decided to marry,” said Maxim Cedric. “And produce a new heir. A legitimate heir.” 
 
    Hal’s surprise must have shown on his face. He glanced over at Laurel, who gave a small, excited nod, confirming that it meant what he thought it did. 
 
    “What… why?” asked Hal. 
 
    “My health has improved greatly over the past week, as you can see,” said Maxim Cedric. “That, I owe to the healer in the company of your fellow compatriots from the Collected Provinces. I’ve decided that I must take this as a sign, a chance to do what needs to be done and unite my people. I’ve chosen to marry the younger sister of High Lord Proctor. A bit of an age discrepancy, but it will strengthen the friendship between Meldence and Ostreach and put our realm in a strong position.” 
 
    Hal nodded, barely hearing the words. He wanted to pull Laurel into a hug, but wasn’t sure if it would be appropriate, given that he was in front of the Maxim and her father. 
 
    “I’ve given Laurel the choice to abdicate her responsibility, if she so wishes,” said Maxim Cedric. “It was unfair of me to foist it onto her to begin with. I did it out of desperation and circumstance, and it’s no longer necessary.” 
 
    Hal looked over at Laurel. 
 
    “I’ll still serve the Maxim as ambassador,” she said. “But if I have a choice… I’d rather be allowed to live as my own woman, instead of as heir.” 
 
    “So be it,” said Maxim Cedric. “Lord Halrin? Is there anything you wish of me? Any favors you’d like granted, in light of your exemplary service?” 
 
    “Wood,” said Hal. “Building supplies. Our homestead in Fool’s Valley will need to be reconstructed from the ground up.” 
 
    “I’ll give you everything you need to do it,” said Maxim. “Thank you, again. What you did will always be remembered.” 
 
    The Maxim nodded in a way that indicated that the conversation was over. Hal walked back outside the audience chamber with Laurel, his heart pounding, his chest light. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” he said. 
 
    Laurel grinned at him. “It’s real.” 
 
    She reached her hand out and set it inside his. Hal was suddenly unsure of what to say, as though the reality of being able to have a life with her had turned him back into a nervous boy, confessing to a girl for the first time. 
 
    “Do you… want to come back to Fool’s Valley with me?” asked Hal. “To build a life there?” 
 
    “I do,” said Laurel. “More than words.” 
 
    He hugged her fiercely, hard enough that it probably hurt. From down the hallway, Hal heard someone let out an obnoxious, teasing whistle. 
 
    “That was Mauve,” said Hal.  
 
    Laurel cleared her throat and pulled back, blushing a little through her smile. 
 
    “Want to watch me wipe the floor with him with the Kye Lornis tonight?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. Hal extended his arm for her to loop her own through, and the two of them walked on, side by side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t want to speculate too much on what the future holds for Hal, but this isn’t necessarily the end forever, just for now. The first book of my next series, Blood Mage, will be out on July 5th. For updates on future releases, special promotions, and beta reading opportunities, sign up for my newsletter. To leave a comment, complaint, or ask a question, shoot me an email at edmundhughes@outlook.com.  
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Malcolm still remembered it like it was yesterday. He’d been in Mr. Brannigan’s ninth grade history class. It had happened during the morning, between nine and ten, and like any fifteen-year-old who’d been up most of the night on their phone, he’d been having trouble staying awake. 
 
    The announcement had come over the intercom. At the time, it had seemed like a joke. The principal had struggled to find the right words to describe the situation, settling on a “series of currently unexplainable anomalies”. 
 
    Mr. Brannigan had rolled out the tiny TV he kept in his back room and turned it on. Malcolm had squinted and watched the first few hours of Day One of the Phenomenon alongside the rest of his class. Mr. Brannigan had told them all that it would be a generation defining event, and he’d been right. 
 
    They’d watched the view from the news chopper, which would occasionally zoom in on a man running far faster than humanly possible, or a woman lifting trash cans and park benches through telekinesis. The footage came from the nearest big population center, Halter City, which left Malcolm and his class feeling insulated and safe in sleepy Vanderbrook. 
 
    Some of the kids in the room made jokes. The news channel kept raising the death toll, tallying each one with an awkward kind of enthusiasm. The reporters made the differentiation between “the gifted”, as the people with superpowers were being called, and “the monsters”.  
 
    Malcolm never saw them get a monster into frame, but even if they had managed to, he wasn’t sure he would have believed it. Watching it on the TV made it feel like watching anything on TV. Incredibly fake, or at least overblown, and part of a separate, carefully curated reality. 
 
    School let out early and Malcolm took the bus home just after lunch. He got off at his stop, turned the corner onto his street, and saw a smoldering crater where his house had once been. 
 
    Smelling the smoke and feeling the heat of the burning wood was finally enough to make it real for him. He was staring at what had very recently been his house. Danny still would have been asleep on the couch, probably hungover from a late night out drinking. His mother would be cleaning, or reading a book, or working on one of her gardening projects in the backyard. 
 
    He’d wondered if maybe she’d been able to make it away safely. He’d hoped, even when it had gone against all logic, that she had. It had taken a couple of days, a couple of calls to the local hospitals, for him to know and accept the truth. 
 
    The surprising thing about the aftermath of the destruction of Malcolm’s family and home was how little attention it received. It was just a footnote when placed into context against the government’s reaction to the “champions”, and the “sprytes” and “demons”, as the gifted and the monsters eventually became known. 
 
    Malcolm stayed with a friend until the insurance company paid out the settlement for the house. He used the money to replace a couple of his possessions and rented a small apartment.  
 
    He went on with his life. That was all he could do. But he never forgot. 
 
    ***  
 
    “Mr. Caldwell? Are you listening?” 
 
    Malcolm blinked, and sat up a little straighter in his chair. He’d been thinking about Day One again, poking his most painful memories with a dirty stick. Ms. Dion was more active in her instruction than most college professors, and would often press them for answers as she lectured. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Malcolm. “What was the question?” 
 
    A few amused chuckles came from the other students around the room. He’d developed a bit of a reputation for zoning out during class. 
 
    “Which governing body has control over the Champion Authority?” asked Ms. Dion. 
 
    A question I know the answer to, for once. Time to spit the facts. 
 
    “Worldwide?” said Malcolm. “The United Nations. But the CA has smaller chapters within many countries, including the USCA here in the United States. And they also coordinate with most major heads of state.” 
 
    Ms. Dion looked annoyed that he’d gotten the question right. Malcolm leaned back in his chair, feeling more than a little smug. Somebody whispered a joke off to Malcolm’s left, and several people snickered.  
 
    He was not the most popular student with either his classmates or his teachers, though not for lack of personality. Losing his mother and brother on Day One had pushed people away from him, rather than drawing support and kindness. It was unfair, but after five years of living on his own, he’d learned to make do. 
 
    “That’s correct, Malcolm,” said Ms. Dion. “Moving on…” 
 
    Malcolm listened to her for another minute or two, only lowering his head down to his desk once the professor’s attention had moved elsewhere. He carefully worked his earbuds out of the collar of his shirt where he’d hidden them, slipping them into his ears and smiling as he pressed the play button on his phone. 
 
    The playlist he had queued up was filled nineties alt rock. It had been just about all his older brother Danny had listened to, back when he’d been alive. It made Malcolm feel nostalgic, even if he did find some of the melodramatic lyrics to be super cheesy. 
 
    He kept his eyes on Ms. Dion, making a halfhearted attempt at looking like he was still paying attention. She said something, and then gestured to the blackboard. Malcolm’s fellow students were all pulling out sheets of paper, probably the brainstorming exercise they’d been assigned the week before.  
 
    He started to reach into his own folder, the sound of a guitar solo filling his ears, and then stopped. A chill ran up the back of his neck. It was suddenly hard to breathe. His hands were shaking, and fingers cramping. Sweat began to bead on his forehead, and his heart pounded in his chest. It felt like somebody had just flipped the panic switch, and his body was all too happy to oblige. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Malcolm?” 
 
    One of the earbuds had fallen out, and he could hear Ms. Dion walking over to his desk. Malcolm shivered, his body cold and feverish at the same time. He was in pain, but he couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from. He clasped his hands over his temples and buried his head against his desk. 
 
    Several silent seconds went by. When Malcolm finally opened his eyes, everyone in the room was staring at him. Papers were strewn across the floor, scattered as though a rough breeze had pushed in through one of the windows and run amuck in the orderly classroom. 
 
    But none of the windows are open… 
 
    On the edge of Malcolm’s awareness, he could feel something new. It was as though his body had a new appendage, a new set of muscles, invisible and outside of what he considered to be his actual body. He stretched his hand out and slowly closed it, focusing on the new sensation at the same time. 
 
    A gust of wind swept over the desk in front of him, completely ruining the carefully straightened hair of the girl sitting there and almost ripping her blouse open.  
 
    “Whoa…” Malcolm blinked, and then let out a small, surprised laugh. 
 
    Ms. Dion was pointing at him, her eyes wide, her jaw dropped as far open as it would go. One student was filming him on their phone, and then suddenly, half a dozen others were doing the same, a few of them standing up to get a better angle. 
 
    Malcolm stood up, too. He tried it again, this time reaching toward one of the motivational posters hanging from the classroom wall. He summoned the wind and casually pulled it loose, spinning it in complicated loops and twirls, and directing back over to his hand, just to see if he could.  
 
    He was still sweating, and focusing on doing whatever it was he was doing felt like exercise. Endorphins pumped through his body, and he couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he swirled gusts of wind around himself. 
 
    “You’re one of them…” said Ms. Dion. “You’re… gifted. You’re one of the champions!” 
 
    “Yeah, apparently.” Malcolm shrugged, unsure of what to say. “Huh.” 
 
    He took a step forward, and then realized that there was absolutely no reason for him to stay in the classroom. Everyone had their phone out. News of a newborn champion always spread like wildfire. Regardless of what he did, from that point forward, his life would never be the same. 
 
    Malcolm took a slow breath and walked out of the room. Several of his fellow classmates followed him, still recording, or possibly live streaming. He glanced at them over his shoulder and briefly considered using the wind to smash the devices against the wall. 
 
    You know what? Let’s see if I can give them something worth filming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Malcolm ran through Vanderbrook Community College’s hallways, taking long, loping steps. He could feel the full extent and flow of the wind, even slight motions in it. It almost reminded him of being underwater.  
 
    On top of that, Malcolm could also feel the extent of his power. The wind was a physical thing, waiting for him to call out to and control. It took more than just a thought to do it, more like concentrated will, but it was easy.  
 
    It felt like controlling a part of his body, and Malcolm took advantage of it. He pushed the wind hard against his back as he ran, propelling himself forward with inhuman speed.  
 
    The students he passed by stared at him in shock. The wind swept across each of them in turn, scattering locks of hair, pushing up dresses and skirts, knocking loose binders from hands. Malcolm felt like some kind of god. 
 
    A champion. Technically not a god, but it’s really a pretty minor distinction. 
 
    He burst through the front door of the college and laughed. More people were following him now, professors and students alike, filming on their phones. Vanderbrook, as small of a town as it was, only had a couple of native champions that Malcolm knew about.  
 
    Most of them had appeared on Day One of the Phenomenon, and the few that had gained their powers in the time since then had been underwhelming in their capabilities. Malcolm remembered one, a mailman who eventually earned the nickname “Sharp Eye”.  
 
    Sharp Eye was gifted with perfect hand to eye coordination, which gave him amazing dexterity and skill when it came to things like throwing balls and catching… balls. The media had still greeted him with enormous fanfare, catapulting Sharp Eye to instant local fame. He’d moved out of Vanderbrook after a while, but was still listed in the town’s Wikipedia article under the “Famous Residents” section. 
 
    A news van was already approaching from down the street. Malcolm wasn’t ready to sit down and give interviews. He flexed his hand, feeling for his new ability, and tried to do the obvious thing. 
 
    Gathering the wind around him in powerful gusts, Malcolm took a step forward, and leapt into the air. He pushed against his legs and feet with all the wind he could summon, hovered for a second or two, and then slowly descended back to the ground. 
 
    “Fly!” shouted one of the students filming him. “Come on! Take off, man! That would be so cool!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, easier said than done,” said Malcolm. He frowned, feeling outward and taking stock of the strength of his wind power. He could sense that he didn’t have quite enough to fly, or at least if he did, he still didn’t know how to focus it in a way that would give him proper lift. 
 
    Let’s try something else, then. 
 
    Malcolm took off at a run, slowly using the wind to lengthen each stride, and push himself forward faster and faster. One of the college’s buildings was right on the edge of campus, and it had a metal fire escape staircase extending up the side.  
 
    He hurtled up, reaching the top of the building and using the wind to stop on a dime. He waved to the news crew, who were still in the process of getting their camera set up. There was another noise, and Malcolm glanced up to see a news chopper there, as well, filming him from above. 
 
    “That’s bold,” he muttered. “Especially given the nature of my power.” 
 
    He imagined what would happen if he sent a strong gust into the helicopter from the side, or hit it with wind from directly above, slamming down into its blades. Part of Malcolm delighted at the idea, even though he knew that it would probably get the people inside killed. Using his power felt amazing, and he wasn’t sure how much it mattered what he used it for. 
 
    Malcolm shook the thoughts away, instead focusing on a less deadly alternative. There was a building nearby, just across the street, and the roof was a story or two lower than the one he was currently on. His body tingled with excitement. He wanted to do it. He had to do it. 
 
    He broke off at a dead sprint, pulling the wind along with him. There was a small concrete lip around the building’s edge, and he set one foot on it before pushing off into open air. The wind hurtled him forward, his clothes flapping against his skin. He moved forward, still descending slightly, but easily crossing the gap and landing on the new building’s roof with several feet to spare. 
 
    “YES!” he shouted. “Hell yeah!” 
 
    There was more to it than just exhilaration. Using his wind powers had an extra euphoric edge to it. Malcolm kept running across the new building’s roof, immediately leaping to another nearby. He soared through the air and landed on target, crossing a distance of fifty feet, at least. 
 
    The news copter kept pace with him. He considered whether he could outrun it. Malcolm jumped to another building, and then another, each time feeling more comfortable with the extent of his abilities.  
 
    He was moving out of Vanderbrook’s modest downtown area and into the residential neighborhoods. Cars were stopped in the street. People stood in clumps on sidewalks, pointing at him, and trying to snap photos. Malcolm waved at them, looking away as he jumped from one house to another. 
 
    He cleared the gap easily, and landed in the center of an open skylight. Malcolm’s surprise manifested in his chest, his heart skipping a beat as he tried to push himself upward with the wind as he fell. It wasn’t enough. 
 
    He landed in a bedroom, on top of a bed. The fall was gentle, bruising his pride, more than his body. Malcolm let go of the wind for a moment and felt his thoughts immediately start to clear up. 
 
    I need to chill. Making the press chase me and jumping on people’s roofs is probably not the best way to introduce myself to the world as a champion. 
 
    “You…” said a woman’s voice. “You’re… him.” 
 
    There was someone else in the bed. An attractive woman in her late twenties or early thirties was underneath the sheets directly beside him, holding a comforter up to her neckline. Her hair was red, and her face was pretty and slightly freckled. She was staring at a large flat screen TV on the other side of the room, which was currently tuned into the local news. 
 
    “We’re not sure where the new champion is at the moment,” said a reporter. “He was jumping from building to building, probably testing out the strength of his abilities, but it seems as though he managed to slip away after one of the jumps.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said another reporter. “And do we know anything about the identity of this champion? Or the nature of his powers?” 
 
    “We’ve spoken with several students at Vanderbrook Community College who claim that he was a student there,” said the first reporter. “They also say that his abilities are related to either gravity, or the wind.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said the other reporter. 
 
    Malcolm shook his head, unsure of how to feel about hearing them talk about him in the third person. He sat up on the bed, noticing the woman again and feeling like a massive dick for intruding on her space. 
 
    “I… am so sorry,” said Malcolm. “I’m just going to let myself out.” 
 
    “Hold on!” said the woman. “Please. Let me get a picture with you, at least!” 
 
    She stood up, still holding the sheet around her, and started walking toward the table where she’d set her phone. Malcolm chuckled and shook his head, feeling a bit awkward. 
 
    “I’m a trespasser,” he said. “I think it’s probably best if I just go.” 
 
    “Really?” The woman smiled at him. She had a gorgeous smile, and there was something vaguely flirtatious about the gleam in her eye. 
 
    “Yes, really,” said Malcolm. “The press is going to figure out that I’m here in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    The woman let the sheet drop. She was naked underneath. 
 
    “There must be… something I can do to convince you to stay,” said the woman. “Just for a minute or two?” 
 
    She slowly walked toward him. Her body was incredible, and Malcolm gaped openly at her big breasts. She seemed confident in her sexuality, and her smile only grew broader as she noticed the blush in Malcolm’s cheeks. 
 
    “Whoa, okay,” he said, scratching his head. “I don’t think this is such a good idea.” 
 
    She stepped in close to him and set a finger on his lips. Malcolm had fooled around a bit with girls before, but he’d never had one come onto him like this. And certainly, not one this attractive before, or this serious about getting what she wanted. 
 
    “Please?” asked the woman. “I’ll do the convincing upfront?” 
 
    She pushed him back, and Malcolm fell onto the bed. Her hands were immediately on his jeans, unbuttoning, unzipping, and then pulling them down. He reached down, ready to stop her. She took his hand by the wrist and brought his index finger into her mouth, sucking on the length of it and letting out a seductive moan. 
 
    “Wow…” he said. There wasn’t much else for him to say. The woman pulled his boxers down. He was already hard, and watched her with all the focus of a horny teenage male as she pursed her lips and wrapped her hand around his shaft. 
 
    “You’re just a boy,” said the woman, in a teasing voice. “But you’re still a champion.” 
 
    She planted a kiss on the tip of his erection, and Malcolm felt pleasure surge into him from the point of contact. Her lips slowly parted, and she brought her head down, pulling him into a warm, wet paradise of mouth and tongue. 
 
    Maybe this is just one of the perks of the job? 
 
    He watched her slowly begin to suck, half dazed from the pleasure of it. The woman knew exactly what she was doing, and Malcolm wasn’t all that surprised. She didn’t even know his name, yet, and they were already fooling around. Though, she knew that he was one of the gifted, a champion, and perhaps that detail was all that really mattered to her. 
 
    The woman’s hand stroked the base of his shaft, while her tongue and lips pleasured the tip and upper half. She was confident, deliberate, and beautiful. Malcolm reached his hand out and ran it across her cheek. The woman took it as encouragement, and slid her lips down even further. 
 
    Her tongue was doing a little trick, tapping and teasing the sensitive underside of his erection. She was looking at him, her green eyes locked onto his, full of excitement and pride. It was as though she felt like she was getting more out of it than he was, and maybe that was true, in way. 
 
    “Oh…” Malcolm ran his hand through her hair. “Hey… I’m about to…” 
 
    The woman moved started moving her mouth faster. Her lips made a tight seal around his shaft, unyielding, even as Malcolm passed over the edge. He bucked his hips upward and groaned as the pleasure hit him in an incredible burst. The woman kept sucking, running one hand along his thigh, encouraging him to unload in her hot mouth. 
 
    And he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Malcolm was drained from the experience. He leaned his head back in the bed, closing his eyes for a moment. His day had been incredible, and there was still so much waiting for him outside. It was a little intimidating, now that he had a chance to think about it. 
 
    “Smile!” The woman slid up next to him in bed, taking a selfie of the two of them before Malcolm had a chance to say anything. “That one’s for my Instagram.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “That’s kind of rude.” 
 
    He stood up and started pulling his pants on. The woman kept taking photos. 
 
    “Hey!” he said, a little louder. 
 
    “Relax,” she said. “They’re just photos. And they’re going to be worth a fortune. The first intimate photos of a new champion, not even an hour into his powers.” 
 
    “Are you… being serious right now?” 
 
    The woman took another photo. Malcolm scowled, reaching out with the wind and trying to knock the phone out of her hand. She clutched it to her naked breasts and glared at him. 
 
    “If you try to hurt me, I swear to god I’ll start filming!” she said. “Do you want that to be the world’s first impression of you?” 
 
    Malcolm massaged his temples. 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna go,” he said.  
 
    If it seems too good to be true, it probably is. 
 
    She followed him, taking photos even as he walked out her front door and into the street. The news copter had apparently gone off in another direction, and there was no media presence waiting for him. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what, exactly, to do next. He’d left his backpack on campus, but there wasn’t much in it that he needed, beyond some textbooks and an extra hooded sweatshirt. Heading home would mean submerging himself into the media frenzy again. There was no doubt that the press would have his apartment staked out. 
 
    Malcolm started walking down the sidewalk, headed in a direction that would take him toward the outskirts of town. He felt for his powers again, but didn’t use them, remembering how he’d been swept up in the sensation last time. The powers had an allure to them, a mysterious intensity that pulled him in. 
 
    He’d been walking for close to ten minutes when a black BMW slowed to a stop next to him. Malcolm sighed and forced a smile onto his face, figuring that he might have to sign an autograph, or maybe pose for a photo. 
 
    The tinted driver’s side window rolled down and a young woman smiled at him from behind it. She was attractive, and probably close to the same age as him. She had blonde hair, green eyes, and a curious confidence about her, as though she knew something important that he didn’t. 
 
    “You aren’t going to run off again, are you?” she asked. “It took us far longer than we expected to pinpoint your location, young man.” 
 
    Malcolm snorted. 
 
    “Young man?” he asked. “You’re like, the same age as me. And… wait a second, what did you just say?” 
 
    The girl opened the door of the car and stepped out of it. The first thing Malcolm noticed was that she had an amazing figure. She wore a long sleeve grey blouse and black leggings, and the clothes were tight enough to show off her small, well-formed breasts and a solid, athletic butt.  
 
    She was shorter than he was by quite a bit, but the way she moved made him think that her height suited her perfectly. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she nodded to him, extending her hand to shake his. 
 
    “Malcolm, right?” she asked. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m with the United States Champion Authority.” 
 
    Malcolm felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up straight. He’d heard nothing but good things about USCA and champions in general. They were a force for peace in the world, protecting the civilian population against the sprytes and demons that had come into existence at the start of the Phenomenon, along with more mundane threats. 
 
    It was either a spryte or a demon that killed my family. This is exactly what I’ve wanted, all this time. 
 
    He realized that he’d been staring at the girl for several silent seconds and quickly cleared his throat. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I’m Malcolm,” he said. “And you are…?” 
 
    “You can call me Tapestry,” said the girl. “Will you come with us without a fight?” 
 
    Her question prompted several of the other doors of the car to open in unison. Malcolm watched as a short, balding man with tufts of red hair clinging to the crown of his head stepped out of the passenger side. And both back seats. Three identical copies of the man stood watching him, only differentiated by their clothing. 
 
    “That’s Multi,” said Tapestry. 
 
    The nearest of the copies stepped toward Malcolm, while the other two circled around behind him. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Wind Runner,” said the Multi in front of him. 
 
    “Uh… Wind Runner?” Malcolm shook his head in confusion. Tapestry cleared her throat, pulled out her phone, and spent a couple of seconds looking for something. She passed it to him, and Malcolm found himself staring at a selfie that the naked woman, who was apparently named Emily, had taken and posted to Instagram. 
 
    Just hooked up with a champion! #Wind Runner 
 
    “It’s catchy,” said Multi. “I think it’s going to stick, whether you want it to or not.” 
 
    “Uh…” Malcolm just shook his head, totally at a loss for words. 
 
    “Right…” said Multi. “I’m Ted Shelton, also known as Multi. I’m the Executive Director of the Greater Vanderbrook USCA chapter.” 
 
    He shook Malcolm’s hand. 
 
    “Okay,” said Malcolm. “So… what now?” 
 
    Tapestry smiled at him. Each of the Multis set a hand on his shoulder or back, and pushed him toward the open backseat door of the BMW. 
 
    “Now, you come with us,” said Tapestry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Malcolm sat between two identical Multis in the back of the BMW, feeling awkward and tense. He’d asked several questions immediately after the ride had begun, mostly about what was happening to him, and where they were taking him. The Multis had each just shaken their head at him. Tapestry told him that he’d have his answers soon enough. 
 
    They drove into the outskirts of town, across the badly maintained roads that cut through the wilderness preserve that touched Vanderbrook on the south and west edges. The sky grew cloudier as they got further out, and it almost felt like a reflection of Malcolm’s own mood. 
 
    This whole “being a champion” thing has gone from fun to serious in a very short amount of time. 
 
    He frowned, also feeling a little annoyed that he was sitting in the middle seat, and didn’t really have a window to look out of, other than the one straight ahead. Tapestry glanced back at him over her shoulder and smiled reassuringly. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “You look a little overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Well, I feel it,” he said, furrowing his brow. “I’m more than a little outside my comfort zone, right now. It would help if you’d explain a little more.” 
 
    “We do it this way for a reason,” said Tapestry. “Trust me, we don’t mean you any harm. It’s all part of the process.” 
 
    Malcolm nodded, but her words only made him want answers more. Tapestry turned the car onto a dirt road, driving them down a stretch where the trees were tall and thick with branches, choking out most of the sun’s light. 
 
    At the end of the road, Tapestry brought the car to a stop outside of a large, dome shaped building. It was built on the edge of a hill, just past where the trees thinned out into a clearing. He parked the car next to a truck and a motorcycle, and everyone climbed out. 
 
    “We’re heading inside,” said Multi. “You’ve been very cooperative so far, Malcolm. Just don’t freak out or doing anything impulsive, okay?” 
 
    Malcolm was about to ask what he meant by that when Tapestry came up beside him, setting one hand on his shoulder and smiling cordially. Her other hand was positioned on top of a small bulge on the side of her waist.  
 
    A gun. Somehow, I doubt I can do much about that with the wind. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Malcolm. “Look, I came with you guys willingly. I just want to know what’s going on, and uh, I guess what I’m supposed to do now?” 
 
    “We know,” said Tapestry. “And I’m sorry that we have to take this approach with you. It’s just how the Champion Authority brings in new recruits. Standard procedure.” 
 
    Malcolm nodded, walking alongside her as she gently guided him forward by the shoulder. Two of the Multis went ahead, inputting passcodes into a keypad next to a large, metal door at the front of the dome. 
 
    “This is the Vanderbrook HQ,” said Tapestry. “We just call it ‘The Dome’ for short. It’s where all of the local champions report in for briefings and missions.” 
 
    “Local champions?” Malcolm raised an eyebrow at her. “In Vanderbrook?” 
 
    His hometown had just under fifty thousand residents, and the only champions he’d ever heard of appeared right at the start of the Phenomenon, five years earlier. A few sprytes and demons, such as the one that murdered his family, passed through the town occasionally, but as far as he knew, there were no champions currently in residence. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m the only true local champion,” said Tapestry. “Multi and Morph are transplants from other parts of the country. And I guess technically you now, too.” 
 
    “What?” Malcolm shook his head, frowning. “Why haven’t I heard of you, then? Most people who are gifted get serious media attention.” 
 
    “That’s a common misconception,” said Tapestry. “I gained my gift three years ago, in the comfort of my own home. My power isn’t flashy, and it wasn’t exactly hard for me avoid the media and contact the USCA discretely.” 
 
    Malcolm looked from her, back to the Multis, as the group of them started down a metal hallway with strips of LEDs lighting it from the ceiling. 
 
    “Multi… Morph…” he repeated. “Those names do sound… a little familiar, now.” 
 
    “Multi was one of the champions who did the toy line last year,” said Tapestry, smiling. “And Morph has done a few commercials, though she really isn’t much of a fan of acting.” 
 
    The three Multis all cleared their throats in unison. 
 
    “Enough,” said the one in the lead. “We have to give him the tests before we let him in on anything further.” 
 
    Multi took a turn through a door on the right-hand side of the hallway, his two clones standing guard just outside. Tapestry walked in with him, and a third champion, one that Malcolm recognized on sight, stood in the center of the room, getting a chair ready. 
 
    “You’re… Morph,” said Malcolm, pointing at her.  
 
    She was a tiny woman in her mid-twenties, with brown hair, glasses, and a mousey face. Her power allowed her to transform into the last animal she’d touched, and she’d showed it off in a commercial for PETA that had run during the Super Bowl the previous year, bringing her an enormous amount of international attention. 
 
    “I don’t like to go by my champion name, normally,” said the mousey woman. “Just call me Anna, please.” 
 
    “Malcolm,” said Malcolm. “Hey… wait a second. Anna… Morph? Seriously? That’s a perfect fit, given your powers.” 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “Yes, like the books, I know,” she said, dryly. “If you only knew how many times I’ve heard the joke before…” 
 
    “Anna,” said Multi, cutting the conversation short. “Get the straps on him.” 
 
    “The straps?” asked Malcolm. “That’s not really necessary, is it?” 
 
    “Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “If we’re going to be able to trust you, we need to know more about you and how your powers work. Namely, your weakness.” 
 
    “My… weakness?” he asked. 
 
    “It might not be something obvious,” she said. “And it might not be something we can test for. But this is standard procedure. Every champion goes through it, when they’re first brought in.” 
 
    Malcolm hesitantly sat down in the chair in the center of the room, waiting while Anna pulled the leather straps on each of the armrests over his wrists. He noticed something that he’d missed before. She had a metal armband around her wrist, as did Tapestry, though she had hers mostly hidden under the sleeve of her blouse. 
 
    “Good,” said Multi. “I’ll be monitoring from the observation room. Tapestry, Anna, take it from here.” 
 
    Multi shut the door to the room firmly behind him. A tense silence hung over the air. Malcolm looked back and forth between the two women, feeling a bit more concerned about what the test would entail than he had before. 
 
    The first thing Tapestry did was take his blood pressure, along with a surprisingly large blood sample. Malcolm fidgeted a little in his chair, knowing that the experience was going to diverge from a normal doctor’s examination. 
 
    “Now Malcolm,” said Tapestry. “I’m going to set up a small ball on the ground in front of you. All you need to do is attempt to use your wind manipulation to move it while we try out a few different stimuli on you.” 
 
    “Is this safe?” he asked. “What happens if I accidentally summon a tornado? This place is insured for that, right?” 
 
    Tapestry smiled. 
 
    “Relax Malcolm,” she said. “It will be fine. Normally, I would be the only one in here during the ability testing. My power is regeneration, and I can take a beating if things get wild and crazy. But given the extent what we’ve seen of your powers, I think it’s no issue for Anna to be here, too.” 
 
    I feel like I was just subtly insulted… 
 
    “Now,” said Tapestry. “Are you ready to begin?” 
 
      
 
    Wind Runner 
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