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Chapter One

	A Strange New World

	Awakening

	Darkness faded to a blue-green glow behind his eyelids. Warmth crept in uneven patches, fingers first, then a dull ache in his jaw. His thoughts came slow and scattered.

	Something pulsed nearby.

	He tried to open his eyes. They fluttered, refused to settle. Light and shadow churned through liquid. Fluid pressed against his chest like a hand holding him down. His lungs burned.

	Breathe.

	Nothing happened.

	His pulse hammered deep in his ribs. Breathing was automatic. Unless—

	His throat spasmed around fluid that had no business being there. He clawed at the surface in front of him. Smooth. Unyielding. Faintly warm. Too close to be a wall.

	The pulsing sharpened into an alarm, distorted and struggling. A voice cut through it, mechanical and muffled, passing through him rather than around him.

	The fluid should have drained by now.

	Three concussive impacts hit in rapid succession. Bang. Bang. Bang. Each one snapped through the water and into his bones. His eyes flew open onto a spiderweb of hairline fractures.

	The glass yielded. Tipped outward. He fell with it, dragged by the weight of the fluid, until the door crashed down and shattered flat against the floor.

	He threw his hands out. Pain bloomed across his palms and chest as water surged past him in a frothing rush, dragging him across the concrete before disappearing into a floor drain with a hollow, sucking gulp.

	The alarm cut out.

	He rolled onto his side and retched. More fluid came up than he remembered swallowing. He lay there choking, lungs relearning how to draw air, each breath a small fire. Light and shadow warred behind his eyes until they finally resolved into broken machinery.

	The speaker crackled.

	“...failure code Delta-Six. Cryogenic fault detected in chamber two.” A wet hiss followed the computerized drone. “Warning. Automated drain sequence unresponsive. Cryo-fluid crystallization detected in lower manifold.”

	The emergency lights flickered. A relay clicked somewhere behind the walls.

	“Emergency release activated. Error code Delta-Three.” Static, then the voice again, jumbled. “Power fluctuation exceeding tolerance levels... Aborting.”

	The message looped while cold seeped up through the concrete, pulling a shiver out of him. His eyes fixed on the tube-like structure a few meters away… fractured, still slick with melting cryo-fluid.

	He forced his gaze off it to a second pod nearby. Condensation dripped steadily from its rim, ticking onto the floor. The status light on its frame was dark. 

	Ariel’s pod. Open. Empty.

	Steele got his feet under him. His muscles trembled under their own weight as he crossed to the upright tank, grabbed a towel stiff with age, and scrubbed at his black hair until it stopped dripping.

	His skin was pale, fragile in the weak light. His fingertips had shriveled from the long immersion. In the dusty mirror by the towel rack, a stranger looked back.

	He pressed a hand to his cheek. His bones sat too close to the surface. He’d lost most of the muscle he’d built before stasis. A cough seized him, a thousand years of dust off the towel finding his nostrils all at once.

	Preparing

	Once the coughing eased, Steele took in the rest of the chamber. Roots had punched through the ceiling and run down the walls, still gripping the metal panels they’d grown through. 

	Across the room sat folded underclothes and a set of black woven body armor. He shook the fabric out, sending up another cloud of gray dust, and held his breath against the cough this time.

	Beside the clothes sat the essentials: a handheld computer on a wireless charging pad, a canteen, a sheathed blade, a small survival kit, rope, a black backpack. 

	He tried to pull the armor on standing and gave up, lowering himself into the swivel chair by the console instead. The effort left him exhausted, but the heat it generated finally chased off the shivering that had clung to him since the pod.

	Dressed, he let his eyes drift to the console. A single sheet of paper sat on top, conspicuously clean against the dust-caked monitors. He hooked his feet under the desk, rolled closer, and reached for it.

	 

	Dear Steele. Mankind is holding it together…

	...in the biggest city, Umbria, technology is outlawed. If you go there, don’t show anyone any tech or they might arrest you as a heretic!

	Great… Add “wanted for heresy” to the list.

	Hardly anyone uses a gun, but manipulating eluna with just the body is common here in Adesa...

	The only city with anything resembling modern technology is Zare... It feels like we were sent to the past, not the future…

	I have no intention of telling anyone I’m from the past, not that they would believe me anyway...

	Without humans getting in the way, nature has retaken most of the planet...

	One thing I cannot stress enough. Be careful out there. One wrong step and you’re a goner...

	My pod glitched and woke me early. No mission left to complete, so I’ve decided to stay. I’ve grown fond of a place called Imra City, just east of here. That’s where you’ll find me if you need me!

	He allowed himself a small smile at that. At least someone would be waiting.

	I’m leaving my Lens for you. It’s helped me survive out here, hopefully it does the same for you.

	Good luck, my friend...

	PS. Sorry I lost your blaster.

	—Ariel Tannus

	 

	Sure enough, no blaster.

	“Guess all I have is this,” he muttered, crossing to the blade on the table. 

	It stretched just over a meter, the handle taking up nearly a third of the length, wrapped in clean white leather. A large circular cutout sat near the hilt, with five smaller holes running down the blade. The top edge widened toward the tip and curved back, a heavy chopping edge, not built for thrusting.

	He set it down and tugged loose the small roll of fabric beside the letter. A single contact lens caught the light as it unfurled.

	He rinsed it with a splash from his canteen and pressed it over his eye. Three blinks later, a translucent splash screen flickered to life. The MPI logo glowed yellow, then dissolved into scrolling status bars. A few eye movements synced the Lens to the handheld computer. He raised the blade into his line of sight.

	Blade with a pure shard of riftglass at its core. Absorbs energy from the environment and releases it in a less-lethal burst. Designed for use in low-eluna environments where energy for firearms is limited.

	Trigger mechanism controlled by the user’s thoughts.

	He slid the blade into its sheath, adjusted the straps so the handle sat over his right shoulder, and turned back to the console. His hand froze halfway.

	The dust on the keys had been disturbed. Fingerprints. Smudges. Fresh, against a room otherwise abandoned to time.

	Someone had been here recently. Ariel, maybe. The smudges nagged at him, too sharp and too new, but he made himself move on.

	The Mission Directive

	Steele hit the power button. The console hummed, ancient electronics dragging themselves awake. The screen flickered, bathing the room in cold blue.

	A wireframe globe spun slowly, MPI emblazoned across the top. His father’s creation. His father’s logo.

	His eyes went to the date. 1124 AC. Frozen ten years after the cataclysm, awake now eleven hundred and fourteen years later.

	Below it, a single line of gray text: Target date: 1200 AC.

	Seventy-six years early. A malfunction, maybe.

	The console finished booting and opened on a mission directive.

	Operation Empowerment. Locate the ‘Reverse Engineering Facility’ to the east of your wake location and retrieve a small cube-shaped device from the facility’s dynamo.

	Biometrics will be required to enter; loss of fingerprints will result in failure of the mission.

	Once obtained, rendezvous with other MPI members at the city of Zare.

	More info: The device has been dubbed a ‘remnant,’ the only remaining specimen recovered from a downed craft encased in ice in the Borean North. Because it constantly emits eluna, this device may hold the key to generating an infinite power supply, allowing for rapid reconstruction of civilization.

	If partners do not appear within seven days, see the contingencies page...

	Making plans to meet someone a thousand years in advance. That couldn’t possibly go well.

	“Well. Let’s see if Dad left anything for me,” he said, half under his breath.

	Nothing. No note. No word from the man who’d built an entire organization on the idea that humanity was worth saving. Not even a line for his own son.

	That was wrong. His father left notes for everything. Redundancies. Contingencies. Margin annotations nobody would ever read. Silence wasn’t like him.

	Steele stared at the blank queue a moment too long, then closed it.

	He packed the rest of his supplies, swung the pack over one shoulder, and crossed to the only door in the room. His palm found the handprint reader. A beep, a grind of ancient gears, and the door creaked open on bright sunlight.

	Beyond a clearing thick with wildflowers, the forest had grown into a cage of green, beautiful and absolute.

	Well. At least it’s not a wasteland.

	Out of the Freezer and into the Frying Pan

	The trees stretched into the sky, gnarled branches choking off the light. Moss draped from every limb; vines wove a dense tapestry just above the forest floor.

	He activated the Lens and framed a cluster of orange fungi bursting from a trunk. Lifeform not in database.

	Ariel had mentioned Imra City, east of here. A direction, at least.

	He scanned the tree line, and his stomach dropped.

	A cloaked figure stood beside a tree in the distance, fabric hanging past its knees, swallowed into little more than a ragged silhouette. No face. Just a deeper shadow where one should be. It wasn’t moving. It was watching him.

	His hand drifted toward his blade. “Hey!” His voice cracked in the silence.

	No shift in posture. Just that same unbroken stillness.

	Then it stepped sideways behind a trunk and was gone.

	His pulse kicked up. He turned and walked fast, deeper into the trees, checking over his shoulder more than the ground in front of him.

	Something wrapped around his leg.

	A vine, coiled around his ankle, yanked his foot out from under him before he could cut it free. His blade skidded out of reach as he hit the dirt.

	More vines slithered toward him. One carried a human skull at its tip, angled so the empty sockets seemed to track him as it came.

	“Oh, hell no.”

	He lunged, hooked a finger through the ring on the handle, and swung blind. The blade discharged. A concussive burst caught the skull vine mid-strike and threw it crashing back through the undergrowth. The skull bounced free and rolled to a stop.

	He sliced at the vines closing from the right, then stabbed the one still coiled around his leg until it let go, and ran.

	The vines gave chase. He hit a wall of undergrowth and turned to fight, cutting them down as they came at knee height, until the tangle at his feet stopped twitching and the survivors reached the limit of their length, snapping at nothing.

	“They didn’t have those before,” he muttered.

	A stinging pull in his right leg revealed a broken thorn buried in the skin. He worked it free, bandaged the wound with antibiotics and gauze from his kit, and kept moving east.

	At the edge of a ridge, he stopped.

	A sound. Not wind. Not birds. Something lower, more irregular… voices.

	He started toward it.

	Darkness

	The light switched off.

	He was threading between two fallen trees when the world simply went out. A pale electric nothing stretched indefinitely. He froze, his hand finding the trunk beside him.

	The forest kept going around him. Birds. Wind. Faintly, those voices. He could hear everything and see nothing. It had happened before, and it would pass when it decided to pass.

	He lowered himself to the ground, back against the bark.

	He’d never told anyone in the MPI about the blindness. Not Ariel. Not the others. No point alarming people over something that hadn’t killed him yet.

	He listened to the distant voices. I’m not qualified for this. Between the blind spells and his useless abilities, sending him into the future felt like a waste.

	He sat in the dark and waited.

	When his vision came back, it came in pieces: shapes first, then contrast, then color bleeding in like watercolor left out in rain. The forest reappeared, unchanged.

	He stood, found his footing, and moved toward the sound.

	
Chapter Two

	The Forest Opens Up

	Civilization?

	A few paces later, the claustrophobic forest path opened into a large expanse. A deep gorge cut through the landscape, its sheer sides laced with waterfalls that fed carved log channels, dropping onto giant water wheels churning slowly below.

	Massive tree trunks ringed the gorge, holding up a canopy so thick only slivers of light reached the forest floor. Spanning the chasm, a massive gnarled root supported an entire town of timber buildings.

	Where light struck them, the buildings shimmered, red wood glistening like it had just been cut. Most were arrowhead-shaped, narrowing to sharp peaked roofs. At the highest point, the largest building of all speared into the sky. Nearly every window and doorway glowed with warm orange light.

	In front of him, a wooden platform jutted over the gorge, topped with peaked fabric roofs on crooked sticks. A narrow path zigzagged from it across the chasm toward the heart of the city. Archer posts lurked in the shadows.

	He stepped onto the gateway. Villagers stood beside wooden barrels, tended pack animals, or called softly to one another, most in finely made green tunics, their long pale hair catching the dim light. None of them looked like the figure in the forest.

	A lamp post caught his eye, a small cage of tied sticks holding a large insect that pulsed with an orange glow.

	He tucked his phone deep into his pack and kept the blade out of sight.

	“Hello!” he called out, hands raised and empty.

	An older man looked up from a crate. “Blessings of the forest on you,” he said, his words stretched by a local dialect Steele could just barely make out.

	“I’m looking for a woman,” Steele said. “Ariel Tannus. Do you know her?”

	“You should ask around the city.” The man’s gaze dropped to Steele’s leg. “What happened to your leg?”

	“A vine stabbed me. One of them had a human skull on the end of it.”

	The man’s expression darkened. “You came through Skull Vine Forest? Those are poisonous. You should get treatment immediately.”

	A shout tore through the quiet of the trading post. A teenager came sprinting down a side trail, slick with sweat.

	“Help! Someone help!” the young man gasped. “A group of men, they’ve broken into the temple!”

	The village erupted. Villagers scrambled for bows and medicine bags. Steele turned and bolted down the trail the boy had just come from.

	“He doesn’t know the way!” the old man roared behind him. “Aywin! Go!”

	Boots pounded behind him. After a few hundred meters, the trail split into a sharp fork.

	Steele skidded to a stop.

	Aywin stumbled up behind him, heaving for air. “Right! Go right!”

	Steele took the turn at a sprint, Aywin struggling to keep up.

	“Who are you?” Aywin panted.

	“Steele.”

	“You’re obviously an outsider.” Aywin wore the same silk robes as the others, cinched with a leather belt holding the broken handle of an eluna tool. “Why the interest in our temple?”

	“Long story.”

	“It’s just ahead!”

	The front door of the facility had been pried open, a pipe propped in the gap to keep it from closing. The angular silver metal walls and concrete stairs were unmistakable.

	The “Forest Temple”

	As they drew close enough for Steele to read the lettering above the door, the facility’s original title came into focus. The Adesa Interdimensional Research Center.

	This isn’t the right facility. The remnant’s supposed to be in a Reverse Engineering facility.

	Aywin scrambled past Steele, falling to his knees beside the motionless figure on the steps. “Grandfather!”

	The boy reached out, his hands hovering over the old man’s back. A soft green aura emanated from Aywin’s palms, the light pulsing with a desperate rhythm. The light flickered and died before it could do anything.

	Aywin’s shoulders slumped. With a trembling hand, he reached out and pulled a bracelet of carved wooden beads from his grandfather’s wrist.

	The old man’s skin grayed, turning translucent and jagged. The transformation spread like frost across a windowpane, turning flesh and bone into rigid, shimmering crystal.

	“Whoa.” Steele stepped back.

	“I’ve sent him to the next world,” Aywin said quietly. His voice was steady, but his hand wasn’t. It trembled as he reached for the staff lying in the dust. Once his fingers closed around it, the trembling stopped.

	The staff was familiar, clearly crafted by the same people who had made Steele’s blade. It was a long pole of reinforced alloy with weighted ends, geometric patterns carved deep into the blue-colored metal at the head. The original white leather wrap had long since rotted away, replaced by the same rough tan leather as Aywin’s belt. The metal was scuffed and dented from decades of use.

	“Come on,” Steele said quietly.

	They ducked under the half-open metal door, slipping into the facility. The sound of their boots echoed, alerting the men inside.

	Steele and Aywin encountered two of the men in a spartan chamber with concrete walls, the occasional concrete pillar, a few swivel chairs and filing cabinets, and a computer console by the door.

	They were dressed in rugged, practical gear, and each held a steel sword with the casual grip of a professional.

	“Are you MPI?” Steele demanded, his voice echoing off the concrete walls.

	The man in the lead tilted his head. “I don’t know what an M-P-I is.”

	“Good. I’m glad it’s not my own people responsible for this. Why are you attacking these villagers?”

	“We were hired to retrieve an asset from this facility,” the man replied. He sounded bored, as if he were discussing a trade in the village square. “It’s strictly business. Nothing personal. Now, I suggest you leave while you’re still able to walk.”

	“We’re not going anywhere,” Aywin snapped, stepping forward. He leveled the staff, his stance widening.

	“You’ve already killed a man, so we can’t just let you go.” Steele drew his blade. “I suggest you surrender peacefully.”

	Clash in the Temple

	Both men rushed at once, trying to catch them off guard. Steele batted the first sword away with his much heavier blade, but Aywin was knocked down when he tried to block the other man’s swing with his grandfather’s staff. Steele moved quickly to shield Aywin while he was still on the floor.

	“You alright?”

	“Sorry, Steele.” Aywin scrambled back to his feet, his face flushed with frustration. “This is the worst possible place for me to fight. If we were outside or I had some seeds on me I’d have them hanging by their ankles by now.”

	“It’s okay. I know you want revenge, but I’m going to try to knock them out without killing them. Alright?”

	“Fine.”

	One of the men backed off a step, lowering his sword to pull a metallic sphere from a pouch. He began to twist the two halves of the orb with a frantic motion.

	“No, no, no.” Steele dropped into the patronizing tone one might use with a disobedient dog. “What have you got there?”

	Before the man could finish the twist, Steele lunged. He swept his leg out in a low, vicious kick, taking the man’s feet from under him. The mercenary hit the floor hard, and the sphere slipped from his grip, clattering across the concrete until it thudded against the far wall.

	“What the hell was that? Some kind of grenade? I didn’t think you people had those.”

	Just then, the other man went for a swipe at Aywin, but instead got clobbered upside the head with the wide end of Aywin’s staff. The blow sent him crashing to the ground.

	“Nice counter!”

	“Thanks!” Aywin’s breath came in short, ragged bursts.

	Steele leveled his blade at the two men groaning on the floor. “Alright. I’ve had enough of your shenanigans.”

	A sharp shatter echoed from the front of the facility. Steele whirled around. Two more silhouettes stood by the entrance console, framed against the blinding daylight of the half-open door. One of them held something small and glinting in his hand.

	“We got the rift blueprints! Let’s go!”

	They’d been played.

	Steele bolted toward the door, the heavy blade a dark blur in his hand. The men at the door scrambled under the gap, and as the last one cleared the threshold, he delivered a sharp kick to the iron pipe.

	The wedge flew out.

	The heavy metal door slammed shut before Steele could reach it. He skidded to a stop just as a muffled explosion rumbled from deep in the basement. The floor vibrated beneath his boots, and then, with a dying whine of electronics, the lights cut out.

	Steele was left in total, suffocating darkness.

	“Shit!” He slammed a closed fist against the cold metal of the door. The sound rang hollowly in the sudden silence.

	Plunged into Darkness

	“Things really aren’t going well for you now, are they?” the mercenary’s voice drifted from the darkness, sounding far too smug for a man on the floor.

	“Not going great for you either, obviously.” Steele blinked three times, and the pitch-black room dissolved into a grainy, luminous green. The Lens compensated for the lack of light, highlighting the heat signatures of the two men fumbling blindly near the pillars.

	He pulled the coil of rope from his pack and moved fast, working by feel and by the green outline of a man he could see and the man couldn’t see back. He looped the rope around the first mercenary’s chest and snapped it tight, pinning his arms to his ribs.

	“Ahh! How can you see?” the man yelled, thrashing against the restraint.

	“Doesn’t matter. Hold still.” Steele bound the man’s wrists, then moved to the second. Neither of them stood a chance against something they couldn’t track.

	Once they were secured, he pulled out his phone and thumbed it on. The screen flared, harsh white light cutting a path through the dark.

	“Whoa.” Aywin’s whisper came from somewhere to his left. “What is that?”

	“I’ll explain later.” Steele swiped the flashlight on and pressed the phone into Aywin’s hands. “Don’t shine it in my eyes, don’t drop it.”

	“Where did you even—”

	“Later.” Steele was already moving toward the stairwell. “I think those mercenaries stole something my people are going to need.”

	Restoring Power

	Steele scooped up the dropped sphere without slowing down and shoved it into his pack. “Figure out what this is later. Move.”

	They made their way down the stairs, Aywin close behind with the phone’s light bouncing wildly off the walls. At the bottom, a wide chamber opened up around a large, hourglass-shaped machine, its housing scarred with black scorch marks. Shattered riftglass littered the floor beneath it.

	“They blew the crystal on their way out.” Steele was already kneeling to gather the shards. “A small charge.” He dumped the fragments onto a metal plate set into the machine’s core. The Dynamo stayed dark. “Not enough.”

	“What is it?”

	“Draws power out of riftglass, turns it into light and power to run the facility. Right now it’s empty.” Steele held out a hand without looking up. “Anything on you with eluna in it?”

	Aywin unhooked the broken tool handle from his belt and pressed it into Steele’s palm, then held very still while Steele cracked the casing and shook a small battery loose. Steele slotted it into the Dynamo alongside a matching one from his own pack.

	Nothing. Not even a flicker.

	“Still short.” Steele’s eyes went to the staff in Aywin’s hand.

	Aywin’s grip tightened on it instinctively. “It was my grandfather’s.”

	“I know. I’ll get it back to you in one piece.” He held out his hand and waited.

	It took Aywin a second, but he handed it over. Steele swept the leftover riftglass shards off the metal plate and into his pack, then shoved the staff into the core alongside the batteries and drew his own blade, cramming it in beside it.

	The floor answered with a low hum. Light bled out of the seams in the housing, pulsing brighter with every second. Above them, the facility lights flickered once, twice, then held.

	“I’m surprised that worked,” Aywin said.

	“Me too.”

	They took the stairs at a run. The lights held around them, but when they reached the entrance, the door was still a solid slab of dead metal, the console beside it a wreck of shattered glass and wire.

	“Of course,” Aywin said. “One problem down.”

	Steele opened his mouth to answer and the room tilted under him instead. He caught himself against a filing cabinet, the wave of vertigo dragging at his balance like a rope pulled taut.

	“Steele?” Aywin was at his side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

	Steele reached down and peeled back the gauze on his leg. The wound underneath had gone a dark, unnatural red.

	Poison in My Veins

	“Skull vine.” His vision was starting to swim. “Guess it caught up with me.”

	“You should have said something! That toxin is lethal if you leave it untreated.” Aywin was already pulling him down by the shoulder. “Sit. Now.”

	“Wasn’t exactly a good time to bring it up.”

	Steele’s knees buckled before he could sit on his own, and he hit the concrete hard, his breath leaving him in a sharp wheeze.

	“It’s in your blood already.” Aywin knelt over him, hands hovering just above the wound. “Hold still. I’ll pull what I can.”

	A pale blue-green light shimmered between his palms. Steele felt it before he understood it, a thousand small pulls at his skin, dark glowing particles lifting out of the wound like embers rising off a fire. The stream thickened, then thinned to nothing.

	“Got most of it.” The light shifted to a deep forest green, and the swelling in Steele’s leg fell away, the skin knitting shut behind it until only a thin scar remained.

	“Thanks. You’re quite a miracle worker.” Steele was already pushing himself back up, testing his weight on the leg. Whatever strength the poison had taken, most of it was coming back. “We don’t have time to sit here. If that Dynamo runs dry before we’re out, we’re stuck in here for good. Hand me my pack.”

	Technology Crash Course

	Aywin passed it over without argument. Steele dug out a data cable and thrust one end at him. “Console, down near the base. Find the port.”

	Aywin dropped to his knees in front of the wrecked console and felt along the edge. “Here, maybe? But it doesn’t seem to fit.”

	“Try flipping it.”

	A soft click. “Okay. It’s in.”

	Steele linked the other end to his handheld and pulled up the interface, thumbs moving fast. “Trying to trigger the door straight from the network instead of the switch. It wants a login.” His eyes flicked to the walls. “Anything written anywhere? A note, a scratch, anything?”

	Aywin swept the light across the room. “Nothing.”

	“Figures.” Steele tapped in two words and hit enter.

	The screen flashed green.

	“In.” He was already scrolling for the override. Aywin opened his mouth to ask how, but Steele was faster. “It would just be ‘Admin’ and ‘password’…” He tapped the screen.

	Somewhere deep in the concrete, ancient gears groaned to life. A sliver of blinding light split the doorway and widened into a full wedge, a thousand years of dust catching fire in the beam.

	“Let’s go.” Steele was already limping for the gap before it could seal them in again.

	He hobbled toward the exit, leaning on the wall for support. Outside, a crowd of villagers had gathered, their bows drawn. Aywin escorted the two bound mercenaries out, handing them over to the grim-faced forest-dwellers.

	“I’ll stay here.” Steele braced himself against the frame and slid the iron pipe back into the track as a backup. “Go get the stuff out of the dynamo.”

	“Okay.” Aywin started back toward the stairs.

	A moment later, the lights inside the facility went dark. Steele held his breath. Then Aywin came sprinting back up into the daylight, clutching the staff, blade, and batteries, and the door held.

	“Whew.” Aywin looked back at the dark entrance. “At least it stayed open.”

	Free at Last

	Steele stepped out of the pitch black into blinding daylight, squinting as his eyes struggled to adjust. Shapes slowly resolved into a clearing, then into people standing in a loose formation. Pale hair flashed in the sunlight as they formed a quiet barrier between him and the forest. Their bows were lowered, but their gaze cut into Steele like a knife.

	“What happened?” the older man Steele had spoken to earlier asked.

	“There were four of them,” Aywin said, his voice stumbling. “They snuck up on Grandfather. Attacked him from behind. They broke into the temple and took something. Two of them made it into the forest with whatever they stole.”

	Near the steps, another man stood over Folen’s body. Light struck his crystallized form and scattered into thin rainbows across the ground. “Folen has moved on to the next world...”

	“I know.” Aywin’s grip tightened on his grandfather’s staff.

	“And these two?” The man gestured toward the bound mercenaries.

	“Bring them back to the city for trial,” a woman’s voice cut through the murmuring crowd.

	Steele’s attention snapped to her immediately. She stood at the front, tall and perfectly composed, carrying herself with the kind of quiet authority that made him straighten without thinking. Strawberry blonde hair going silver at the temples was braided over one shoulder. A knife with an antler handle hung at her hip on a worn leather belt, alongside a dried gourd canteen and a few small tools he didn’t recognize. From the lines on her face, Steele guessed she was old enough to be his mother.

	“Who is this?” Her eyes settled on the dark blade strapped across his back.

	“His name is Steele.” Aywin shifted slightly in front of him. “He’s the one who caught those two. He opened the way when it was sealed.”

	The woman’s expression softened slightly, though her eyes stayed sharp.

	“Is that so? Then we owe him a debt.” She turned to the villagers and raised her voice. “Treat this outsider as our honored guest.”

	She wasted no time. “With Folen dead, as his daughter and Warden of Imra City I will serve as Eye until an election can be held.”

	“As it must be!” the crowd said as one.

	“Aubron, assemble a detail to carry Folen.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” The old man bowed.

	“Ialerin.” She nodded toward a tall man with a longbow across his back. “Take the best scouts. Track the other two. I want them brought back alive if the forest allows it.”

	Ialerin snapped a quick salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

	Steele stepped forward before he could stop himself. “Whatever they took, I need to know where it’s headed. It might be tied to something I’m looking for myself.”

	The woman studied him for a moment, then gave a short nod. “If Ialerin finds anything, you’ll hear of it.” It wasn’t much of a promise, but it was something. “Thank you. We are done here.”

	The villagers shifted together, forming a somber column of green and pale hair that flowed toward the trees.

	“Come on, Steele.” Aywin gestured toward the trail. “You sound like you could use some food and a place to rest.”

	Steele nodded and adjusted the pack on his shoulders. He glanced back once at the dead metal shell of the facility, then turned and followed Aywin into the green wall of forest.

	The trail swallowed them in green and shadow. Aywin walked a few paces ahead, the staff clenched in one hand so tightly Steele could see the tendons standing out along his wrist.

	Steele opened his mouth twice before anything came out. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. The words felt small beside what had happened. “About your grandfather.”

	Aywin didn’t answer right away. “Yeah.” His eyes stayed on the path ahead. “Thanks.”

	Steele said nothing else. He just fell into step beside him, matching his pace, because it was the one thing he could do.

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Imra City

	Returning to Town

	As the two walked along the trail back to Imra City, Aywin handed Steele’s battery back to him and began lashing the twine from the old handle around his own battery, forming a necklace.

	“Hopefully it doesn’t make you sad for me to ask... where did your grandfather come across that staff?” Steele asked, watching Aywin’s nimble fingers.

	“I’m not exactly sure,” Aywin replied, pulling a knot tight. “He picked it up on one of his travels as the Eye of Adesa.”

	“It’s rare,” Steele said, eyeing the staff. “Undoubtedly made by the same people who put me in stasis. The same people who created my blade.”

	Aywin looked up, surprised. “But he found it far outside the forests of Adesa?”

	“The MPI had reach. Facilities like the one I woke up in are spread across the entire globe.”

	“Perhaps it was theirs, then,” Aywin said. “Since the day he brought it home, it has represented the Eye of Adesa.”

	“Does that mean you’ll take the title now?”

	“No. My grandfather led as the Eye for just over thirty years. We’ll hold an election to determine the next. I’ll have to hand the staff over to whoever gets the most votes.”

	“Do you think you’ll run?”

	“I hadn’t thought about it.” Aywin’s eyes stayed on the trail. “I’m young. Traditionally it’s an elder’s title.”

	“You should run anyway. What’s the job, exactly?”

	“Leaving.” Aywin said it flatly, like it had only just occurred to him that way. “Most of us spend our whole lives under the canopy. The Eye doesn’t get that. You’re gone half the year, sometimes longer, walking to places most Adesans will never see. Making treaties. Talking Umbria out of whatever they’re doing this decade.”

	“That sounds like something someone young and able-bodied should be doing anyway.”

	“Adesans stay fit into our later years.” A faint, humorless smile. “But you’re not wrong. My grandfather used to say the forest picks the Eye it needs, not the one it wants.”

	“Hey, I’m...” Steele paused, doing the mental math. “I’m eleven hundred and thirty-five years old, and look how healthy I am!” He gave a mock flex, which immediately triggered a ragged cough from the lingering poison.

	Aywin hid a smile. “Impressive. What’s your actual biological age?”

	“Born eleven years before the cataclysm, then frozen ten years after. Biologically I’m twenty-one, how about you?”

	“Seventeen. But we Adesans mature earlier than most.”

	“I’ll say. You’re more mature than I am at eleven hundred,” Steele laughed.

	Aywin didn’t laugh back. He slowed his pace, his eyes shifting from the trail to Steele’s face. “I have a question for you.”

	“Go for it,” Steele replied.

	“Back in the temple, you asked those mercenaries if they were MPI. Your people.” Aywin’s voice was calm, but his gaze searched Steele’s expression. “Why would there have been any reason for them to be your people?”

	“Well... when I woke up, I was given a mission to gather a device from a facility, with the ultimate goal of restoring power to the world. But your temple isn’t the one my mission sent me to,” Steele said. “I thought maybe the mercenaries might have been other recently defrosted MPI members given a similar task. But that doesn’t appear to be the case.”

	“That seems like a surprisingly honest answer. So the main reason you went to the temple was to see if it was the one you were supposed to be collecting something from?” Aywin asked.

	“That was one reason, yes. I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

	“I think if it were anyone else, it would,” Aywin replied. “But if you truly came out of one of them, you were there a thousand years before any of us were even born. Perhaps you have a better claim to them than we do.”

	“I guess that’s one way of looking at it.”

	“You say your mission is to get the power back on? What would that even look like?” Aywin asked.

	“You know how the forest temple has a Dynamo in it? Those used to power cities across the planet. Electric streetlights. Hot running water. Instant heat to cook on. Cars. Flying vehicles. Computers like the one in my backpack.”

	“I can’t even imagine a world like that. It would be so amazing to be able to fly!”

	“There’s a city called Zare that has advanced technology excavated from the old ruins and repurposed,” Aywin said. “My grandfather told me about it. Metal buildings reaching into the sky, and trams you can ride for free.”

	“I’ve heard of Zare. The most modern city there is, I take it?”

	“The only one with advanced technology my grandfather saw in all his travels. It’s not even very big, circular metal walls holding maybe five thousand people. Can’t grow outward, so it’s grown upward instead. Umbria, the largest city on Aethra, has closer to forty thousand. Both have probably grown some since he visited.”

	“I don’t know if I’m more surprised this world has a city with forty thousand people, or that the largest city on the planet only has forty thousand. That’s nothing compared to cities in my time.”

	“It’s a lot compared to everywhere else, though. The world is dangerous; most settlements don’t get very big. The ones that do usually have natural defenses like Umbria, or big walls like Zare. Traveling isn’t safe either, as you’ve already found out.”

	“Doesn’t exactly sound like humanity is thriving.”

	“It does seem bleak, for many. I feel lucky to have been born in Adesa. We live simple lives in our trees, and sure, there’s the occasional deadly creature to deal with, but it’s beautiful, and there’s a simplicity to it. I’m not sure I’d trade it for a life of advanced technology, but I can see how those outside Adesa would benefit.”

	“Your home is stunning,” Steele replied as they entered Imra City.

	Back in Imra City

	They reached the edge of the trade post in Imra City once again, where solid ground gave way to a narrow suspension bridge. It was a skeletal thing of sun-bleached wood and woven rope, stretching out over a gorge so deep the bottom was lost in a haze of blue-green mist.

	His boot found the first plank, and his knees remembered they didn’t trust heights. The boards groaned beneath him, the entire span swaying with a rhythmic, sickening lurch. He grabbed the guide ropes on either side with a death grip.

	“Don’t worry. It won’t break,” Aywin said, glancing back.

	“Famous last words.”

	Stepping off onto the solid bark of the city proper, his hands still shook. He wiggled his fingers, trying to force the tension out.

	The city was a hive of activity. The two mercenaries were being hauled into a sturdy wooden building, presumably the local jail. Moments later, two men sprinted across the bridge carrying a stretcher. On it lay Folen’s crystallized body, bright as broken glass in the sun. They carried it up stairs carved into the massive tree roots and disappeared through the double doors of the largest tree in the city’s center.

	“Are you staying for grandfather’s enshrinement?” Aywin asked.

	“Is it appropriate for an outsider to attend?”

	“We don’t really have rules against it. Come on.”

	Following the path toward the largest tree in the center of the city, Steele took in the commercial district: linen and clothing hanging from plant-fiber ropes, stalls selling carved trinkets and bone-tipped arrows. Aywin stopped at a fruit stall and picked up two round, fist-sized fruits, tossing two copper coins to the vendor.

	“You’re probably hungry. Try a Kembri fruit.”

	Aywin bit into his whole, skin and all. Steele followed suit. The fruit was unexpectedly sweet, gushing a creamy, pale-red liquid.

	“This is incredible,” Steele said around a mouthful.

	“The best in Adesa.”

	The shouting of vendors faded behind them, replaced by the quieter sounds of daily life. The houses were clustered tight here, separated only by low wooden fences woven from living branches. Villagers hung laundry in their back yards, children splashing in a birdbath carved from stone.

	“Aywin! I saw my husband today!” An older woman stepped into their path. Her silver hair was a tangled mess of twigs and forest debris, a stark contrast to the carefully kept hair of the other Adesans.

	Aywin slowed, placing a steadying hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure you did, Bianca.”

	“He looked right at me,” she whispered, her eyes darting around. “Didn’t say a word.”

	Steele went still. A cloak? Could it have been the figure that had watched him outside his cryo chamber?

	“If you see him again, tell him to come visit me,” Aywin said gently.

	“O-okay. I will.” She bowed and hurried off.

	“What was that about?” Steele asked once they were out of earshot.

	“Bianca has been through a lot. Her mind is... damaged.”

	“That’s unfortunate.” Steele glanced back once, but she was already gone between the houses.

	As they continued walking, people stopped to stare at the blade on his back, their reverence for the facilities and Aywin’s grandfather’s staff apparently extending to other ancient technology as well.

	The homes thinned, then fell away entirely. Steele looked up.

	Towering above the rest of the city was an ornate treehouse with a sharp, reaching spire, making everything below it feel small. The path leading up to it was nothing more than a single, winding root, barely wider than a man’s foot. Not a place visitors wandered onto by accident.

	“We’re not going up there, are we?” Steele asked.

	“Yeah, that’s my house,” Aywin said. “Since my grandfather is the Eye of Adesa, my family lives in the Treehouse of the Eye.”

	“Oh. So, if someone else wins the election... you and your mother have to move?”

	“Unfortunately.”

	“That’s rough,” Steele said.

	They reached a massive vine snaking its way up toward the spire. Aywin walked up it without using his hands, balancing as if he were on a paved sidewalk.

	“Whew... okay. I’ve got this,” Steele whispered. He knelt down, shimmying up the vine with his hands and feet, his stomach dropping every time he made the mistake of looking down. “I can see how no matter how many men you threw at this city, you’d never be able to conquer it unless they could climb.”

	“Yeah, because of that the city hasn’t been successfully invaded in centuries,” Aywin replied from the top.

	A hand appeared over the edge of the platform. Steele grabbed it, and Aywin pulled him up with surprising strength.

	“See? That wasn’t so bad.”

	Aywin’s House

	They moved to the right, toward a door taller than any man and at least a meter wide. The rounded top was covered in intricate carvings of nature scenes ringed by plant motifs. Six translucent spherical stones were set into the center of the wood, glowing softly as warm orange light bled through from inside.

	“I’m home!” Aywin shouted, pushing the heavy door open. “I brought Steele with me. He’s going to stay for grandfather’s enshrinement.”

	“Good of you to join us.” A woman walked down a set of stairs on the left and reached out to shake Steele’s hand with a firm, practiced grip. “I’m Reigea Loratoris.”

	“Steele Ardent,” he said, returning the handshake.

	“Nice to meet you officially, Steele.” Reigea offered a tired but genuine smile. “Make yourself at home. Dinner will be finished soon.”

	Steele thanked her and stepped farther into the room.

	Thick pelts covered the floors, none from animals Steele recognized. Shelves crowded the walls with hundreds of trinkets and trophies, looking collected across centuries. In the center of the room, a large table held wooden utensils and a crystal vase of flowers, its craftsmanship far more refined than the rustic wood around it. Above the table, an ornate cage of fireflies cast a steady, flickering orange glow. Behind it, a stone fireplace crackled, a metal cauldron hanging on a spit above the coals.

	To his left, tucked into a niche in the wall, stood a full-sized crystal statue of a man, bound in place with woven vines.

	“Careful not to touch him,” Aywin said, noticing where Steele was looking. “If you touch the crystal, it might spread to you too. Whatever part of you makes contact.”

	Steele backed away immediately. “Who was he?”

	“Kharis. The Eye before my grandfather. This was his house.” Aywin’s gaze went distant. “Infected man got him in the leg,” Aywin said. “It spread slow, over a few months. Halfway through he couldn’t even feed himself anymore. Whoever spoon-fed him had to be careful not to touch him, or they’d suffer the same fate.” He paused. “It was a mercy when he finally went.”

	Steele grimaced. “That’s the most messed up thing I’ve ever heard.”

	“The elders of Deajor say people who turn to crystal live on somewhere. Kharis would’ve been one of the first.”

	“Sure…” Steele said, unconvinced. “Is there any way to stop it, once it starts?”

	“Bracelets. Carved from Eluna Tree roots. Keep one in contact with the crystal and it turns back to flesh, slows the spread down to nothing.” Aywin’s eyes flicked to Kharis’s still-bound wrist. “Take it off, though, and it just picks up where it left off.”

	“The bracelet your grandfather wore.”

	“Exactly. Deajor initiates infect themselves on purpose now, and wear the bracelet for life. Makes you immune to catching it again. And when you finally do die, you go to the afterlife instead of just... fading.”

	“That’s a hell of a trade to make on purpose.” Steele glanced at the statue again. “No way to undo it completely? Bring someone back?”

	“People have tried. The beads work too slowly for it. You’d need the organs to come back in order, heart first, then lungs, and by the time the chest recovered enough to keep someone alive, the brain would still be stone.”

	“If I find a cure out there, I’ll bring it back for him.”

	“That would mean a lot,” Aywin said.

	“Dinner’s ready!” Reigea called. She ladled steaming food from the cauldron into smoothly carved alabaster bowls.

	Steele sat beside Aywin and took a cautious bite of the soup. The meat tasted alright but was chewier than anything he was used to. Greens floated through the broth, tasting familiar enough.

	“It’s good. Thanks,” Steele said. He leaned slightly toward Aywin. “What is it, specifically?”

	“Caterpillar meat and assorted greens,” Aywin said. Steele paused for a fraction of a second, then took another spoonful. “Whatever’s good, I guess…”

	“So, tell me about yourself, Steele,” Reigea said, leaning her elbows on the table.

	Steele gave her the abbreviated version. The stasis. The mission. Waking up to a world he didn’t recognize.

	“There was another MPI initiate frozen with me,” he added. “Ariel Tannus. If she’s still in the city, I’d like to find her.”

	Reigea’s expression softened. “There used to be an Ariel.”

	Steele set down his spoon. “What happened to her?”

	“She passed away a few years ago.”

	Steele stared into his soup.

	A few years.

	He’d spent over a thousand years asleep, expecting her to be there when he woke up. Instead, she’d been dead for years before he’d even opened his eyes.

	“Oh.”

	He didn’t know what else to say.

	“I can take you to meet her family if you want,” Aywin offered, pushing his finished bowl to the center of the table. “Her husband, Eldar, lives not far from here. He might at least know where her gear ended up.”

	Steele nodded slowly. “Alright. Let’s go.”

	“Thanks for the soup, Mrs. Loratoris,” he added, already reaching for his pack.

	“You’re very welcome,” she said.

	Ariel’s Family

	Steele followed Aywin out of the treehouse and down into the quieter residential levels beneath it.

	The two of them moved along the narrow paths between clustered homes until Aywin stopped in front of a weathered wooden door set into a hollow mass of tree roots.

	“This is where she lived,” Aywin said.

	He knocked.

	After a few seconds of silence, an elderly man opened the door slowly. He looked down at Aywin and smiled. “What can I do for you, boys?” Eldar asked, his voice thin and unsteady.

	“I... it’s complicated,” Steele said. “Was your wife named Ariel Tannus?”

	“Tannus was her maiden name,” Eldar said.

	Steele lowered his gaze to the rough-hewn floorboards. “So it is the same person. I’m sorry for your loss.”

	“Thank you. It’s been a few years now. I’m getting on without her... somehow.”

	Steele leaned forward. “This might sound like a strange question. Did she ever say anything about being from the past?”

	Eldar blinked. “What? No.”

	“I know it sounds crazy. But she and I were put into stasis at the same time. I knew her over a thousand years ago. She was like family to me.”

	Eldar’s expression hardened. “Are you toying with an old man, boy?”

	“No. It’s the truth. Here. She actually left me a letter.”

	Steele slipped his backpack off his shoulder and pulled out the letter. He held it out to the man.

	Eldar adjusted his grip on the doorframe and began to read, his lips moving silently over the words.

	“...It feels like we were sent to the past and not the future... I have no intention of telling anyone I’m from the past, not that they would believe me anyway...”

	Eldar lowered the paper. Tears welled in his eyes, and he pressed a trembling hand to his mouth. “She didn’t think I would believe her.”

	“I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot to take in. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”

	“No, I’m glad you did,” Eldar said, wiping his eyes. “Her grave is just around the corner, if you’d like to pay your respects.”

	“Sure,” Steele said.

	The old man stepped back into the house to grab a walking stick and cloak, then returned. “Right this way.”

	Steele followed as Eldar led them through the winding paths of the root-city.

	“I heard you have a son,” Steele said. “Is he not here?”

	“Oh, no. He’s long grown up and left the nest. Near double your age, I’d wager.” Eldar glanced back at Steele. “I normally wouldn’t give out his secrets, but you’ve proven that you’re probably trustworthy. And you’ve got Aywin with you. My son, Rydel, is off fighting against the Umbrians as the general of the Seekers of Peace.”

	“Wow. He’s a general?”

	“Well, he’s the leader of a small rebel group fighting against the biggest empire on Aethra. We don’t go around advertising it.”

	Eldar stopped near a tombstone set in a secluded hollow, tucked away from the houses and shaded by towering ancient trunks.

	Steele stepped forward and knelt, squinting to read the inscription.

	Ariel Ravaro — Mother, Wife, Warrior of Peace

	“Sorry I’m late,” Steele said quietly.

	He thought back to when they used to train together in the courtyard of his father’s MPI headquarters with the others.

	A whole life had happened between that young woman and the stone in front of him, and Steele had slept through all of it. She had found a new home. Married. Had a son old enough to command. Grown old. Died. Grief tangled with something else: relief that she’d gotten to live a full life, and a strange, childish anger that the world had kept moving without asking him.

	He’d come here hoping for a partner who knew this world, but now he’d have to manage without her.

	Then the memory surfaced: fresh fingerprints in the dust of his cryo chamber. If Ariel had been dead for years, who did they belong to?

	Wind moved through the branches overhead.

	“What does it mean, ‘Warrior of Peace’?”

	“She’s the one who founded the Seekers of Peace,” Eldar said. “She fought to keep the Umbrian yoke off Adesa and other smaller provinces. It’s a battle Rydel has taken up in her place.”

	Steele let out a slow breath. “I’m sorry. Those with power bullying those without power. An age-old story.”

	“Indeed,” Eldar said, his tone worn thin. “Do you think you’ll be heading east through Soho Marsh any time soon?”

	“Probably.”

	“Can I give you something to give to Rydel, if you run into him?”

	“Sure. I can do that.”

	Steele followed as Eldar led them back to his home. The old man reached above his fireplace and retrieved a small package, then pressed it into Steele’s hands.

	“If you can’t get it to him, it’s not the end of the world. Have it for yourself.”

	“Alright. Thanks for talking to me about Ariel and Rydel.”

	“You’re welcome. Don’t you ever take your youth for granted, boys!” Eldar said, holding his back as he slowly closed the door.

	Steele and Aywin started back toward the Treehouse of the Eye.

	Ialerin

	At the main intersection, Steele slowed. A crowd had gathered around a man standing on a large tree stump. It was Ialerin, the scout leader, shouting about Umbria’s creeping influence in Sobex and calling for the Adesans to arm themselves for the first time in centuries.

	As Steele and Aywin tried to pass the edge of the crowd, Ialerin’s eyes locked onto Aywin.

	“Aywin! Are you going to run to become the next Eye of Adesa?”

	Aywin stopped. “I guess.”

	“What will you do about Umbria expanding its empire in our direction?”

	“Umbria is not a threat to us,” Aywin replied firmly. “The forest is our advantage. If they came for us, they’d lose.”

	Steele followed as Aywin pushed past the edge of the crowd.

	“Who was that?”

	“Ialerin. He’s trying to claim my grandfather’s title. A new Eye will be chosen tomorrow.”

	“He seems like an asshole.”

	“I guess you could say that.” Aywin glanced at the darkening sky. “Grandfather’s funeral will start soon. Shall we head over?”

	 

	
Chapter Four

	The Funeral

	Adesian Rituals for All

	Steele followed Aywin to the Tree of the Ancestors. Thick, prehensile vines held the double doors open, curling around the handles like living fingers. As he stepped inside, the true scale of the hollow trunk hit him.

	Wooden stairs spiraled up the walls, leading to narrow balconies that climbed six floors. The tree tapered as it rose toward the canopy, beams of sunlight cutting through small, round portholes. Dust floated in the shafts of light, catching his eyes like tiny sparks.

	Niches carved into the walls held crystallized figures anchored with vines, a vertical cemetery of shimmering stone. Something crawled along the back of Steele’s neck as he took it in. Small white candles flickered at the base of the figures, their light refracting through the crystal bodies and painting dancing, jagged patterns across the wood.

	Folen’s body rested in a polished wooden box at the center of the ground floor. Steele, Aywin, and Reigea seated themselves on logs arranged around the casket.

	“You said Adesans believe in an afterlife?” Steele asked, his voice barely a whisper.

	“Only for those touched by the crystal,” Aywin replied. “Without it, our bodies return to the planet and our consciousness fades into the void, unaware for eternity.”

	“And the crystal afterlife?”

	“We don’t have to wonder,” Aywin replied. “Priests of Deajor claim to visit it. They say it’s like Aethra: a peaceful village where people go about their lives.”

	Steele’s gaze roamed the tiers of crystal figures. “And you believe them?”

	“I’m skeptical by nature,” Aywin admitted. “But those with no reason to lie insist it is true.”

	Steele tilted his head, eyes narrowing. “I wonder what purpose such a place serves. And what created it... and these crystals. A God?”

	Aywin shrugged. “The initiated hear a voice. It possesses great knowledge. Perhaps that is a God.”

	Steele shook his head. “A disease that turns people to stone in agonizing death doesn’t seem like the work of a benevolent God. A real one would have skipped the pain and started with immortality.”

	“Perhaps,” Aywin said. “But creating an afterlife that is just a peaceful village doesn’t seem entirely malevolent either. Perhaps The Great One is no God at all. We just use it as a tool to improve our circumstances.”

	“That’s a surprisingly pragmatic take… Any other side effects to being initiated?” Steele asked.

	“I’m not aware of negatives beyond the crystallization,” Aywin said. “But being initiated unlocks the potential inside you: the ability to control the eluna within your own body.”

	Control the eluna inside your body? The question dragged him back to his father’s failed attempts to teach him the same thing, years ago.

	A man approached and placed a hand on Aywin’s shoulder. “It appears the guests are in attendance. Shall we begin the enshrinification?”

	Aywin stood slowly. He and the man raised their arms, and the thick vines protruding from the floor came to life. They slithered into the box, wrapping around Folen’s body and hoisting him into the air. With practiced movements, they guided the body to an empty niche, cinching it tight with smaller vines.

	“To the best Eye of Adesa we have ever had,” Aywin said, his voice echoing. “And the best grandfather one could ask for.”

	He gestured again, and a vine gently moved a lit candle from a neighboring niche to Folen’s feet. The room fell into a deep, respectful silence.

	A man wearing a silver-painted wooden mask decorated with feathers approached them. He held a wooden plate containing spiky red fruits with white, fluffy seed pods. Aywin took one, and Steele followed suit.

	“Take a bite,” the masked man said, his voice muffled. “Commune with the fallen.”

	“Careful,” Aywin whispered. “Don’t eat too much your first time.”

	Steele took a single, cautious bite. The fluff tickled his nose, making him squint. He set the rest of the fruit down. A staticky, distorted voice crackled from Folen’s niche.

	“Aywin... it is I, your grandfather.”

	Aywin gasped. “Grandfather? Forgive me... I couldn’t save you.”

	“You are not to blame. Do not carry that burden.”

	“Tell me... what should I do now?”

	“Become a priest of Deajor. Take up the mantle of the Eye,” the voice crackled. “Become even greater than I.”

	Steele scanned the niche for the source of the sound. Hidden behind a fold of vine next to the body was a familiar, rectangular shape. Unmistakably an ordinary phone like his.

	“Wait,” Steele said. “Aywin, it’s a phone. It’s on speaker. I can hear it too. This isn’t a vision.”

	The man in the silver mask ignored him. He stepped forward, opening a small wooden box to reveal a jagged purple crystal handle and a series of wooden bead bracelets.

	“Do you wish to fulfill your grandfather’s wish?” the masked man asked Aywin.

	“It’s a trick, Aywin,” Steele warned. “The voice isn’t real.”

	Aywin looked at the phone, then back at the priest. “The voice gave me the same advice you did. To become the Eye.”

	“Yeah, but it’s not really your grandfather. Something is off.”

	“I don’t see another way forward,” Aywin said, his voice tight. “Without initiation, I won’t be able to become the Eye of Adesa like you told me to. I won’t be allowed to keep my grandfather’s staff. My mom and I will have to move out of our house…”

	Steele saw the resolve in the younger man’s eyes. “Damn… If you’re sure... I won’t stop you.”

	The priest lifted a riftglass dagger from the box. He slipped a wooden bracelet over Aywin’s wrist, then pressed the purple crystal into his palm. Steele winced, expecting blood, but the crystal seemed to merge with the skin rather than pierce it.

	Aywin’s face contorted. He gripped his hand into a fist, his eyes rolling back as his body tensed.

	“Are you alright?” Steele asked, reaching out.

	“I’m fine,” Aywin gasped, rubbing his forehead. “It’s... it’s too much. Like I’m receiving more information than my brain can process.”

	“What kind of information?”

	“Would you like to find out?” the masked man asked, turning the box toward Steele.

	Steele pulled back. “You’d initiate me? I’m not Adesian.”

	“The Great One views you higher than any of us,” Aywin said, his eyes still twitching. “You came out of one of the temples.”

	“Would I really be able to control the eluna?” Steele asked.

	Aywin put his arms out in front of him, tilting his head. Purple light began to pulse through his veins toward his hands, and after a few moments, they were glowing with a deep, vivid hue.

	“Purple instead of green?” Steele asked. “Not your natural ability, but also not blue like pure eluna?”

	“The dagger enables you to control eluna you didn’t even know existed before…” Aywin shook his hands out as if they were on fire. “I can’t hold it... it’s too hot.” The glow faded, and Aywin sank to the floor, breathing hard.

	Steele looked at his own hands. “Let me ask you this. I suffer from a blindness. If it’s caused by the eluna in my body, will this cure me?”

	Aywin didn’t answer; he appeared to be in a deep trance.

	“If your diagnosis is correct,” the masked man rasped, “it should.”

	The answer came so quickly it should have reassured him. Instead it lodged somewhere under his ribs. But the thought of never going blind again had already taken hold.

	Steele took a breath. “Fine. Do it.”

	The priest slid a wooden bracelet onto Steele’s left wrist. “Do not take this off.”

	The riftglass touched Steele’s left palm.

	A jolt of intense heat surged through his arm, racing toward his spine. It wasn’t pain. It was a rush of data. Thousands of flickering images and voices flooded his mind. It was like a direct feed from a supercomputer, but tinted deep, electric purple.

	The Vision

	Steele blinked, and the dark, vaulted interior of the Tree of the Ancestors dissolved like smoke in sunlight.

	He stood on a dirt path beneath a sky of blue so perfectly even it looked painted.

	Small buildings crowded around him, medieval-looking houses with wattle and daub walls, thatched roofs swelling in uneven clusters like a massive bird’s nest unfurled across the rooftops.

	The air carried wood smoke and a faint sweetness, like overripe apples dissolving somewhere out of sight.

	The hell is this?

	Steele turned slowly. Beyond the last line of homes, wheat fields rolled outward in a golden ocean that shimmered in the wind, hundreds of workers moving through it in patient lines.

	Ahead, rising from a broad plateau, stood a castle large enough to dominate the horizon, its stone walls catching sunlight in wide, pale planes while the central keep rose like a carved pillar of daylight, impossibly clean against the too-perfect sky.

	Movement drew his attention to the right.

	A man stood beneath an apple tree, cutting fruit free with a curved blade mounted to a long harvesting pole, working with the relaxed efficiency of someone who had long ago stopped thinking about the motions of his own hands.

	“Excuse me...” Steele said.

	The man turned quickly, dropping both pole and basket as apples thudded softly into the grass.

	“Oh. Sorry. Didn’t see you come in.”

	Up close, the man looked around Steele’s age, with short brown hair kept neatly trimmed. Dark trousers, well-tailored but practical. A charcoal vest fitted over a pink shirt whose sleeves were rolled cleanly to the forearms.

	He stood with easy confidence, shoulders loose, weight balanced like this world had always belonged to him.

	He smiled. “Welcome to our humble village.”

	“Is this a dream?” Steele asked.

	The man tipped his head slightly. “If it was a dream, could I do this?”

	He reached up, snapped off a branch, and placed it into Steele’s hand. The wood twisted, hardened, and grew suddenly heavy, collapsing into the shape of a hammer that dragged Steele’s arm downward with brutal, immediate gravity.

	“Yeah,” Steele said, adjusting his grip. “Seems like a dream to me.”

	“Perhaps it is,” the man said calmly. “Blacksmith, eh? Don’t look like you’ve got the arm for it, but the stick test never lies.”

	“I don’t know anything about blacksmithing,” Steele said, tossing the hammer onto the ground.

	“Keep that. You’ll be needing it.”

	The man snapped his fingers.

	The hammer vanished and reappeared in Steele’s hand, causing him to flinch.

	“Come with me,” the man said. “I know the perfect place for you.”

	“Place for me?”

	“Best property here besides the castle, I’d say. You got lucky pulling blacksmith.”

	“What good does a property do me if it’s not real?” Steele asked.

	The man started down the path without looking back. “Feels real while you’re here.”

	“Okay?” Steele said, following him.

	They walked to the edge of town and climbed a gentle slope. At the top, a two-story cottage sat on a raised plateau. A large stone forge with a tall chimney and a small stone well with a wooden roof stood in front of the house.

	The cottage itself had a tile roof, a necessity with the forge so close. A small river curved along the base of the plateau, separating the property from the town below.

	“Here we are,” the man said. “Your new residence.”

	“Uh... thanks?”

	The man turned. “What did you say your name was? We’ll be neighbors, after all.”

	“I’m Steele.”

	“I go by Owen.”

	“Nice to meet you. I guess.”

	“Before I go, take this.” Owen held out a small gourd tied closed with a loop of string.

	“What’s that?”

	“It’s what lets me do my little magic tricks.”

	Steele took it and shook it. It felt empty.

	“Inside is what we call spectra,” Owen said. “Need iron to smith but don’t want to mine or haul it? Imagine the iron in your hands. The spectra becomes iron.”

	“If I can create whatever I want just by thinking about it, why would I need to smith things?”

	“Base materials cost very little spectra. Finished tools cost a lot.”

	“Wouldn’t an iron bar and a metal tool be compositionally the same? Why would one cost more?”

	Owen smiled, patient and faintly amused, like this was a question he had answered a thousand times.

	“The Great One set the prices. If everything cost the same, you wouldn’t earn much spectra as a blacksmith, would you? So there’s no point complaining.”

	“Right...” Steele replied. “Guess I’ll try it then.”

	Steele closed his eyes and pictured a bar of iron in his hands. In a flash, he felt the cold weight of it land in his grip. Surprised it actually worked, he immediately dropped it.

	“Crap...” Steele said, reaching down to pick it up.

	“Wait, instead of picking it up, why not use spectra to move it back to your hand?” Owen asked. “Picture the bar moving from the ground to your palm.”

	Steele did as instructed, and the iron warped from the ground into his hand.

	“Isn’t that a waste?”

	“It costs very little spectra to bend reality a little, compared to spawning objects,” Owen replied. “Maybe don’t do it a hundred times a day.”

	“Alright... guess I’ll make a knife out of this, then.”

	“Whatever you feel like creating,” Owen said as he walked with Steele to the forge. “Anything will help against the Mythrans.”

	“Who are the Mythrans?”

	“Don’t worry about them for now. You’ll see them soon enough,” Owen said.

	“Oh...”

	“Why don’t you heat that bar and give it a whack on the anvil?” Owen asked.

	Steele tossed the metal bar into the forge, and the coals instantly glowed red hot. He pointed his hand at it, pictured it hovering free, and the bar flew out and landed on the anvil. He struck it several times, lifting his hand to turn it over now and then.

	“If only it was this easy in the real world,” Steele said. After several blows, the metal began to flatten into the shape of a blade.

	“I have one more trick to teach you,” Owen said. “Imagine where you really are to leave here. Imagine being back here to return.”

	“What if I don’t want to come back?” Steele asked. He closed his eyes and tried to remember how he had even gotten to this place.

	“Ahh!” Steele was jolted awake and back in the Tree of the Ancestors again, gasping.

	The masked man walked over. “What did you see?”

	Steele was silent for a moment, still dazed. “A medieval village. Some guy gave me a house and a gourd.”

	“You were welcomed by The Great One. Was it a positive experience?”

	“It was alright,” Steele said with a shrug.

	Just a hallucination, he told himself.

	Aywin shook his shoulder sometime later. “What job did you get?”

	“Blacksmith. You?”

	“Cobbler,” Aywin said. “Shoemaker,” he added, reading Steele’s face.

	“Everyone else already went home,” Aywin said. “We should head back to my house for the night.”

	The Visitor

	A soft rustling outside the window woke Steele in the night. Assuming it was just an animal, he closed his eyes again. A few seconds later, a heavy thud echoed from another room.

	Suspicious, he rolled out of bed to investigate. He didn’t bother with his armor, but he grabbed his blade. He opened the guest bedroom door slowly and peered into the hallway. To his right, toward the stairs, the shadows were still. He poked his head out farther and looked to the left. Aywin’s door was partially open.

	Steele crept down the hallway, his breath shallow. He looked into the room and saw the silhouette of a tall figure standing near the far wall.

	“Aywin...?” he asked. “Is that you?”

	To his left, the bed shifted. “What...?” Aywin muttered from the direction of the blankets.

	“Who are you!?” Steele shouted at the standing figure.

	The silhouette moved fast, lunging toward the corner of the room where the Eye’s staff rested.

	Aywin scrambled up, pushing two riftglass crystals from his bedside table together so that they lit up.

	As the room flooded with a soft glow, the intruder was revealed. It was Ialerin. Without a word, he reached into his cloak and pulled out an eluna blaster. He leveled it at Steele and held down the trigger. The weapon began to glow a vibrant blue, sucking tiny particles out of the very air.

	“Put it down!” Steele said, raising his blade.

	“You know I can’t let either of you live after seeing me...” Ialerin said. He let go of the trigger.

	A ball of blinding blue light screamed out of the barrel. Steele braced himself, using the wide side of his blade to catch the impact. The metal absorbed a portion of the energy and deflected the rest, sending the bolt careening into the wall to his right.

	Ialerin stared at the smoking blast hole in the wood, a look of pure shock crossing his face. He reached down and turned the knob on the blaster to its maximum setting, leveling it at Steele again.

	“Try to block this one!” Ialerin growled.

	He released the trigger. Steele swung his blade in Ialerin’s direction.

	Come on, please do your thing, he thought, closing his eyes and focusing his entire being on the weapon.

	A massive sphere of energy erupted from the blaster, expending the weapon’s entire charge in a single shot. At nearly the exact same moment, Steele’s blade activated, releasing a violent blast of air. The two forces met in the center of the room and detonated.

	A shockwave punched through everything around it. It sent Steele flying backward through the door and into the hallway. The blast ripped a hole in the wall of the treehouse, sending jagged wooden shrapnel flying in every direction.

	The floorboards bit into him on landing, nothing but underclothes between skin and wood. He groaned and pushed himself up, stumbling back into the room.

	The room was a wreck. Aywin’s bed had been shoved against the far wall by the blast. The entire corner of the room where Ialerin had been standing was simply gone, replaced by a jagged view of the night sky. There was no sign of Ialerin or the staff.

	“Are you alright!?” Steele shouted, running toward the bed.

	“Ugh... I’m... okay...” Aywin sat up slowly, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs.

	Reigea appeared in the doorway, her eyes wide. “What’s going on in here!?” she shouted, her gaze fixing on the massive hole leading out into the forest.

	“Ialerin attacked us...” Aywin said. He moved to the side of the bed, checking his body for shrapnel.

	Steele moved to the ragged opening and peered down into the darkness. “I think he stole your grandfather’s staff. I’m not sure if he got away or fell.”

	Reigea ran to Aywin’s side, her hands hovering over him. “Are you hurt?”

	“There’s something in my right leg...” Aywin said, wincing as he felt his thigh. “Something got me in almost the same spot the skull vine got Steele.”

	Steele knelt to look. A piece of splintered wood the size of a pencil was buried deep in the muscle.

	“Ouch... that looks like it hurts,” Steele said. “Do you want me to get my first aid kit?”

	“I think I can get it,” Aywin replied.

	He hovered one hand over the wound, his palm emitting the familiar green glow. He pointed his other hand toward the hole in the wall. After a few seconds, a small vine came crawling in from the outside, snaking along the floor toward his leg. It wrapped around the end of the splinter multiple times, cinching tight.

	“You guys might want to stand back. I’m going to yank it out, then heal the wound as fast as I can,” Aywin said.

	“I’m glad you’re your own doctor...” Steele said, backing toward the door.

	Aywin pushed his hand forward in a sharp motion. Simultaneously, the vine jerked backward, pulling the splinter out in one smooth movement. Before the blood could even pool, the green aura from Aywin’s hand began to seal the flesh. Steele watched as the gaping hole turned to a scar, then faded until it was barely visible.

	“Looks like you’ll be okay,” Reigea said, though her voice was still trembling. She moved to the ragged opening and gazed out at the town below. “Let’s get you into a room that doesn’t have a huge hole in the wall. I’ll deal with Ialerin... and you two can get some sleep.”

	Aywin moved to a guest bedroom, and Steele returned to his own room.

	Treehouse of the Eye

	Steele woke after what felt like a mere blink of sleep. Sunlight streamed through his window, and the muffled sounds of the city stirring drifted from below.

	He headed to the ground floor, where Aywin and Reigea were already waiting. “Was there any sign of Ialerin?”

	“We didn’t find him,” Reigea said. “But we found the staff and the blaster he used.” She gestured toward the table. “He must have stolen the weapon from the reliquary.”

	Steele picked it up, his thumb tracing a jagged set of marks on the grip. A chill ran down his spine. “This was mine. Before stasis, this was my sidearm. Same scratches.”

	“It has been in the reliquary for years,” Reigea said. “If it is truly yours, you are free to take it.”

	“I’ll think on it.” Taking their sacred relic didn’t sit right with him, even if it was his. “Any word on where he went?”

	“Several of his supporters are missing this morning too. I suspect he survived the fall and left town with whoever would follow him.” Reigea’s tone was disheartened. “The election is being held as we speak. We left his name on the ballot so his people couldn’t claim he’d been framed the night before the vote, but I expect he’ll still end up with more votes than he deserves.”

	“That’s crazy.”

	“They’re doing what they think is best, even if it risks a war with the largest empire on Aethra.”

	Aywin stood, his expression determined. “Let’s go see if we can change any minds.”

	“I’m bringing armor this time,” Steele said, already heading for the guest room.

	The two descended from the Treehouse of the Eye and walked to the main intersection. A crowd had already gathered. Aywin climbed onto the same tree stump Ialerin had occupied the day before and waved until the chatter died down.

	“I stand before you not because I want this title,” Aywin began, “but because I fear the war we’ll walk into if a more extreme candidate wins. If chosen, I’ll travel to Umbria and Zare myself and keep us out of their conflicts. Umbria could never take us in our own forest, and Zare has nothing to gain from attacking us. Let’s choose peace and trade, not war.”

	The speech was met with a burst of applause. Aywin bowed quietly and climbed down.

	“Nice speech,” Steele said as they walked. “Not too self-righteous sounding.”

	“Thanks.”

	They returned to the house, where Reigea had a midday meal waiting. Steele ate fast, his eyes drifting to the window more than once.

	“If I win, would you like to travel with me?” Aywin asked.

	“Yeah, if you don’t mind stopping along the way for my mission.”

	“I’d feel much safer with you than with Adesian bodyguards, especially after last night. Many of our best fighters went with Ialerin, unfortunately. He was the general of the military.”

	“That’s not good.” Steele pushed his bowl aside. “It’s been a full day since those mercenaries got away with whatever they stole. If we’re not moving by tomorrow morning, I don’t know how far behind we’ll be.”

	“We will be,” Aywin said quietly. “Once the vote’s in, there’s nothing left holding us here.”

	A messenger arrived not long after with the results. They returned to the square, where a man stood atop the stump with a folded piece of paper.

	“The people have chosen a new Eye. With sixty-four percent of the vote, Aywin Loratoris is to be the next Eye of Adesa.”

	Steele and Aywin exchanged a grin. The official handed Aywin his grandfather’s staff. “It looks as though you get to keep this,” he said quietly.

	Aywin took it and climbed onto the stump. “Thank you. I have mixed feelings about winning. I’d rather my grandfather still be here to serve, but I’ll do my best to live up to his legacy.”

	A man stepped forward holding a necklace with a pendant that, to Steele, resembled a shield generator. He slipped it over Aywin’s head.

	“I bestow upon you the Veilstone Pendant. May it offer you protection in your role as Eye of Adesa.”

	Aywin dipped his head, settling the pendant against his chest.

	Preparing to Venture East

	When the two returned to the treehouse, Reigea was already waiting with their gear laid out on the table: preserved meat, waterskins, coin, sleeping bags, a pouch of seeds. “Anything else you’ll need?”

	“I’ve got a striker for fire,” Steele said. “We’re in decent shape.”

	Reigea pulled an antler-handled knife from a shelf, checked the blade, and set it on the table in front of Aywin. “Try not to lose it. It was your father’s.”

	“I won’t,” Aywin said, tucking it into his pack.

	“What about a bow? It’d serve you better than that staff.”

	“Can’t carry the pack, the staff, and a bow. I’ll manage.”

	Reigea turned to Steele. “And the blaster?”

	“It seems sacred to you, plus it’s probably dead after Ialerin fired it on max power,” Steele replied. “With eluna being so scarce, I don’t think I’d be able to use it much anyway. You can keep it.”

	“I will see that it is taken good care of, should you ever need it,” Reigea said.

	“Thank you.” Steele glanced at the pendant hanging around Aywin’s neck. “I have a question. If your grandfather had that, how did a few mercenaries manage to do him in?”

	“It used to offer its wearer protection,” Reigea said sadly. “It hasn’t for several years. Perhaps we have angered the ancestors in some way.”

	“Maybe the battery has just gone bad?” Steele suggested.

	“You’re welcome to take a look at it.” Aywin pulled the necklace off and handed it over.

	Steele pressed the button on the front with both thumbs and held it down for several seconds. Nothing happened. He unwound the device from the necklace, turned it upside down, and slipped his fingernail into a gap at the base. The casing split open on a small hinge.

	“I didn’t know it did that,” Aywin said, leaning in.

	“This is the battery cell.” Steele tapped the small metal cylinder inside.

	He reached into his backpack, dug around for a moment, and pulled out a battery, swapping it for the dead one in the shield generator. When he closed the casing and pressed the button, a blue light blinked slowly to life.

	“Hey, you fixed it!” Reigea said, leaning down for a closer look.

	After a few seconds, the light turned solid blue. Steele handed it back to Aywin. “It should provide actual protection now. Might save you from one solid hit.”

	“Thank you.” Aywin nodded and began weaving the device back into the necklace.

	“That’s everything, then,” Reigea said, surveying the table. “Eat something before you go. It’s a long road.”

	They ate quickly. The sun was still high when they shouldered their packs and made their way to the entrance of Imra City. People waved and wished them luck as they passed; a few turned away without a word. They crossed the suspension bridge and followed the trail heading east into the dense forest.

	
Chapter Five

	The Journey Begins

	Locating the Mission Target

	The forest thinned as they walked, tall evergreens giving way to shorter white-barked trees with bright yellow leaves. They’d made good time since leaving Imra City. Steele kept his eyes on the treeline more than the trail, waiting for two familiar mercenaries to step out of it.

	Through gaps in the canopy, he spotted metal. A structure partially buried into the hillside, shaped like a bunker entrance. A massive concrete staircase led down to a heavy metal door.

	They slipped off the path and into the trees, keeping the structure in their sights as they moved.

	Voices carried faintly through the forest.

	“People are already here,” Aywin whispered. “Maybe the mercenaries beat us to it?”

	“Let’s go find out.”

	Steele eased forward until the trees thinned into a gravel clearing surrounding the structure. The metal entrance had a jagged hole blown into its side. Two men stood near the opening. Steele recognized them at once, the same mercenaries from the temple.

	Two more figures lay motionless near the base of the stairs, dressed in white cloth garb. Steele couldn’t tell if they were dead from this distance, but they weren’t moving.

	A third figure in a brown hood snapped an arm forward and threw a small object toward one of the mercenaries. The man ducked. The object curved sharply in mid-air and slammed into the back of his head, dropping him to the gravel. The second mercenary swore and bolted into the trees.

	The hooded figure turned toward the crunch of boots on gravel.

	Under the cloak, Steele caught a glimpse of long brown hair and armor nearly identical to his own, lined with silver trim. Black, polished boots, expensive-looking, definitely not standard MPI issue.

	She held out her hand. The crystal she’d used as a projectile levitated back into her palm, caught without so much as a glance.

	“More people here to rob this facility?” The woman shouted at Steele and Aywin.

	“Kind of, yeah,” Steele called back, hands visible as he stepped closer.

	“That armor. MPI? Or didja steal it off a dead guy?”

	“I’m with MPI.”

	“Prove it. That a riftglass weapon?” She nodded at his blade.

	He held it up. Her dagger flared with the telltale blue aura of eluna proximity. Both of them lowered their weapons.

	“Well sure enough,” she said, though she kept the dagger out. “He has one too?” she added, nodding at Aywin’s staff.

	It emitted light the same way when he raised it.

	“Now I know yer lying! He’s too young to be MPI!”

	“It was my grandfather’s,” Aywin said, his voice dropping.

	“Oh…”

	“He’s not MPI, but I am.” Steele blinked rapidly, activating his interface. A yellow circle of light appeared over his pupil, and he pulled his eyelid down slightly so she could see it.

	“Okay, yer definitely MPI.” She sheathed her dagger. “What’s yer name?”

	“Steele. This is Aywin.”

	“Kora.”

	“What happened to the other two?” Steele pointed at the people in white.

	“Those other guys did it before I got here. I don’t go around killing people like that. I just give ‘em the bonk.” Kora tapped the crystal against her hood.

	“Judging by the white clothes, I’d guess they were followers of Deajor. Umbrians, likely,” Aywin noted.

	“So, they were on our team?” Steele asked.

	“Possibly,” Aywin replied.

	“I wonder why they would be guarding this facility?” Steele mused.

	Kora shrugged. “Anyway... didja get the same mission? To collect the artifact and rendezvous in Zare?”

	“I did. Looks like they didn’t think sending just one of us would be enough,” Steele said. “I’m not sure why they sent me; you seem overqualified. I saw you disarm those guys. You can control that crystal?”

	“Yep!”

	“That’s so much better than what I can do. He can control plants,” Steele said, pointing at Aywin.

	“He can control eluna and he’s not even MPI?” Kora asked, heading back up the stairs.

	“He’s the Eye of Adesa,” Steele explained. “I know you don’t know what that means, but he’s like a high priest.”

	“Oh, so the ability to control eluna is still rare?”

	“Quite rare aside from Adesans and priests of Deajor,” Aywin said.

	“And what is the Eye of Adesa’s business with the MPI?”

	“I came with Steele to follow those mercenaries,” Aywin said. “They killed my grandfather while stealing something from one of our temples.”

	“Oh no! That’s so sad...” Kora stopped and turned, grabbing Aywin’s hands. She closed her eyes tight. “I hope ya get the justice you seek.”

	The brightness in her voice dropped away for the first time since they’d met, as if she didn’t know what to do with other people’s grief except meet it head-on and refuse to flinch.

	“Thank you...” Aywin wiped a stray tear from his eye.

	“Why would these guys suddenly come after these facilities?” Kora asked, releasing his hands and continuing up. “We were asleep for a thousand years and no one broke in, and now all of a sudden everyone is hitting ‘em at once? What gives?”

	“I think eluna levels have gotten so low the shields are starting to fail across the planet at the same time,” Steele said.

	“It could be that.”

	They reached the hole in the side of the building. It was a jagged, narrow slit in the sheet metal.

	“Stand back.” Kora held out the riftglass in an open palm.

	The stone levitated, hovering just above the hole. In a movement that looked almost like a dance, she punched the air and twisted her hand upward. The crystal slammed into the metal and began to spin, rolling the sheet metal up like a carpet. The metal tore away cleanly and flew over their heads, landing behind them with a sharp twang.

	Aywin jumped, looking over his shoulder at the discarded roll of metal.

	“That should be big enough.” Kora flicked her wrist, and the crystal worked its way out of the roll and zipped back into her hand.

	“Alright. Let’s see what’s inside, shall we?” Steele said.

	“Who’s going in first?” Kora asked. “And don’t say ladies first!”

	Steele and Aywin shared a look. Steele pulled his phone from his backpack and handed it to Aywin. “You know the drill... please don’t point it in my eyes. Please don’t drop it.”

	“Right.” Aywin gripped the phone and shone the light into the breach.

	“I’ll go first, I guess,” Steele said. He enabled his night vision and stepped into the darkness.

	“We’ll be right behind you,” Kora said.

	Inside the Facility

	Steele climbed carefully through the jagged opening and dropped down. His boots hit the floor with a heavy thud that rolled through the spartan metal-and-concrete chamber and echoed back from the dark corners.

	“It looks a lot bigger on the inside,” Steele said. “Watch your step. It’s a bit of a drop.”

	Kora took Aywin’s light and pointed it through the opening while he climbed down. Aywin dropped down beside Steele. A moment later, Kora levitated the phone down. Steele reached up and snatched it out of the air.

	“I guess that’s one way to avoid dropping it,” Steele said. “You can levitate other stuff too?”

	“Anything with enough eluna,” Kora replied.

	“Interesting. You want help getting down?”

	“Nope, I’m good.” Kora slipped through the opening and landed lightly on the concrete.

	Aywin swept the light across the room. The beam caught on a massive metal structure in the center of the floor. He stopped, holding the light steady. “What do you think that is?”

	They moved closer. Steele reached out and wiped a layer of dust off the casing. Dust clung to his hand.

	“Been in here a while, whatever it is. But someone’s definitely been in here since the cataclysm. The dust isn’t anywhere near as thick as it was in my cryo chamber.”

	They followed the length of the machine. A long, heavy gun barrel slowly emerged from the darkness.

	“It’s definitely a weapon,” Steele said.

	“Really big artillery,” Kora agreed.

	“Why would there be artillery in a facility like this?” Steele frowned. “It shouldn’t have been a military site.”

	“Maybe whoever was guarding it brought it here for safekeeping.”

	Steele crouched and twisted a knob on the back of the machine. A heavy metal access door dropped open, revealing two massive cylindrical riftglass batteries. He raised his blade near them; brilliant white light flooded the facility until he pulled it away.

	“Too bad these are too big to carry. Partially charged, too.”

	“Huge amount of energy going to waste,” Kora said. “But that’s not what we’re here for.”

	“Right. It’ll look like nothing next to the remnant, if we can actually use it.”

	Kora pulled a dagger and moved cautiously deeper into the facility. “Stairs here,” she said, pointing down with the blade.

	At the bottom, a heavy steel door blocked a palm reader, its surface dark and dormant. Steele pressed his hand against it. A thin red line swept across his palm, and the door gave a heavy clunk before sliding open. Inside stood a large dynamo, and at its center, a cylindrical glass case holding a cube of metal veined with crystal in a zig-zag pattern.

	“That might be it,” Kora said.

	Steele lifted the kembri-fruit-sized object out. Kora raised her dagger toward it. White light exploded from the cube, bright enough that he had to squeeze his eyes shut.

	“It has to be. The eluna coming off it is insane for something this size.”

	“Can I have a look?”

	He held it out, and it lifted from his palm and drifted toward her.

	“Careful. Wouldn’t want to find out what happens if you drop it.”

	“Looks sturdy enough.” She let go.

	Steele and Aywin both lunged. The cube stopped just above the floor, hovering.

	“Just messin’ with you.” Kora laughed and lifted it back into her hand. “Didja wanna see it?” She held it out to Aywin.

	His hand dropped significantly when she placed it in his palm. “Wow, it’s heavy.”

	“The mission called it a ‘remnant,’” Steele said. “Last known specimen from a craft of unknown origin. Found encased in ice.”

	“So it might not even be man-made?” Aywin held the phone light beneath it, the beam splitting into geometric patterns across the ceiling. “When Kora put her dagger near it, it put out a ton of energy. Can we use it like riftglass?”

	“Except it’ll keep pouring out indefinitely,” Kora said. “Riftglass eventually runs dry.”

	“I wouldn’t try tapping into it directly,” Steele said. “We don’t know if a human body can control that much eluna. It might kill you.”

	“Party pooper’s probably right.”

	“If it’s too powerful to use, what’s it for?” Aywin asked.

	“It could power a small city. Not the whole planet on its own, but if we can build something that lets more eluna through, it might be enough to start.”

	“That sounds hard.”

	“Probably. But there are likely other MPI initiates gathering the rest of what we need. We’re supposed to meet them in Zare.”

	“Well, we got what we came for,” Aywin said. “We should get moving.”

	“Even with this, those mercenaries might still have blueprints we need to actually build anything with it…” Steele said. “We’re going to have to catch up with them again. You want to come with us, Kora?”

	“Might as well since we were assigned the same mission.”

	They worked their way back out of the facility and into the forest, following the direction the mercenaries had fled. After a while, the trees thinned and cobblestone appeared underfoot, the same road they’d spotted from the ridge.

	Back on the Trail

	“So... where’s the other MPI initiate?” Steele asked Kora as they walked along the cobblestone path.

	“He... didn’t make it. Dead in his tube. From the looks of him, probably a long time ago,” Kora said softly, her words broken up by her rapid footsteps.

	“That’s too bad. I almost died in mine, too,” Steele replied.

	“Scary stuff.”

	“Do you know where your partner’s riftglass weapon ended up?” Steele asked.

	“I’m not sure. I didn’t see it anywhere.”

	“That’s too bad,” Steele said. He left it there for a moment, then nodded at the daggers. “They pack a punch, those weapons. Have you figured out how to use yours yet?”

	“Really? No, I haven’t figured out how to use mine yet. All I know is they can transform from a handle with a dagger on both sides into two daggers!” Kora said cheerfully. She combined the daggers into one, then separated them again with a practiced click.

	“I’m sure it does more than that... though it seems like it always gets you in trouble when it does happen,” Steele replied. “Try focusing on activating one of them.”

	“It definitely has eluna in it because I can levitate it,” Kora said. She pulled a dagger from the sheath on her leg, held it up, and focused on activating the core.

	“Nothing...” Kora muttered.

	“Try harder. Get angry!” Steele said with a smile.

	Kora closed her eyes. She clenched her hand around the dagger with all her strength. After a moment, the blade of the dagger burst into brilliant orange flames. The metal began to glow red-hot the longer it burned.

	“Ahh!” Kora screamed. She dropped the flaming dagger, but caught it in mid-air with her mind before it hit the ground. She kept it levitating in front of her, the heat shimmering in the air.

	“You got it. Looks like you have to think to turn it off, too,” Steele said.

	Kora reached out and gingerly touched the handle. “It gets so hot I can barely touch it!”

	“Good thing you don’t need to touch it,” Steele said.

	Kora closed her eyes again, thinking about deactivating the weapon. As quickly as they had started, the flames ceased. After a few moments, she levitated the cooling metal back into its sheath.

	“Who would design a weapon that’s just as dangerous to its user as it is to the enemy?” she asked.

	“It must have been made specifically for you,” Steele said.

	“Aww... you might be right. Maybe my parents had it made for me,” Kora replied.

	“It’ll probably take some practice to get good with them. I’m still not great with mine,” Steele said.

	Nevarth Cavern

	They continued down the path until they reached an expansive cave mouth where the trail led directly into the darkness.

	“Nevarth Cavern,” Aywin said, studying the opening. “One of the only ways to continue east by land.”

	“Think it’s safe?” Steele asked.

	“Other than cave-ins, maybe bandits or bears, it should be relatively safe. Though I’m not entirely certain, this is the farthest east I’ve ever been,” Aywin replied.

	Kora looked at the dark tunnel and pulled out her daggers. “So... not that safe.”

	They made their way up a small outcrop in front of the cave entrance, then stepped into the mouth of the cavern. The sounds of the forest echoed off the dark stone walls and ceiling, hollow and distorted. They stopped, listening for any sign of movement. Nothing, only the steady drip-drip of water trickling down the walls.

	Steele pulled out his phone, clicked on the flashlight, and handed it to Aywin, then enabled the night vision on his lens. “You know the drill,” he said.

	They proceeded cautiously. Steele swept his blade slowly along the wall, and the stone emitted a faint blue glow as sand-sized grains of riftglass reacted to the riftglass in the blade, staying lit for a few moments after it passed.

	“That’s so pretty!” Kora raised her daggers as she started doing the same.

	“It is. Very otherworldly,” Steele said. “The Eluna Tree’s roots must not reach this cave for eluna levels to get high enough to crystallize naturally like this.”

	“That seems like the best explanation for why riftglass would form here but not in most other places,” Aywin added.

	Gouges pitted the walls and floor in clusters. Steele leveled his blade over one of the pits. “Do you suppose people were mining riftglass in here?”

	“I’m sure they have been for centuries,” Aywin replied. “This is probably the best source of it anywhere around here.”

	They continued deeper until Steele caught a faint whitish-blue glow and heard running water ahead. As they approached, the passageway suddenly opened into a massive cavern. Countless stalactites hung from the ceiling like a sea of knives, some meeting stalagmites from below in midair.

	The glow came from strange, worm-like creatures clinging to the ceiling, excreting a gel-like substance that dangled in long strands like drops of luminous water caught in a spider’s web. The worms seemed to draw energy from riftglass embedded in the stone above, converting it into light. Beneath the glowing strands, greyish-white mushrooms as large as a person’s head grew from the floor and walls, feeding on the gel as it fell.

	“There’s an entire ecosystem in here that runs on eluna instead of sunlight,” Steele said, crouching to get a closer look at a pale, six-legged bug with no obvious eyes, munching steadily on the edge of a mushroom.

	“It’s strange to think creatures like these, which have survived here for centuries, may cease to exist if eluna levels keep declining,” Aywin said.

	“It does seem backwards from how it usually works,” Steele replied. “Normally, even if everything on the surface went extinct, life down here wouldn’t even notice.”

	They kept moving, following the cavern toward a small stream cutting through its center. One end had carved a deep trench into the floor before vanishing into a large void beneath them.

	“Watch yer step, it looks like there’s another cave directly underneath us,” Kora said, already backing away from the edge.

	“If it collapses while we’re standing on it, we’re probably dead,” Aywin noted.

	Steele waved his blade over the water. Dust-sized particles of riftglass carried by the current began to glow, refracting through the water and casting shifting patterns on the pebbles below.

	“Even the water has riftglass in it. Wonder if it’s even safe to drink?” Steele asked.

	“In a place like this, with enough ambient eluna for crystals to grow inside your body? Probably not,” Aywin replied. “Speaking of which: the riftglass in my left arm can grow large enough to cause bleeding here. We shouldn’t linger too long.”

	“Ouch. That’s one advantage of the eluna batteries in my armor,” Steele said. “They can only grow so large, and they can never be drained to nothing.”

	“Interesting. That would take away a lot of the danger of working with eluna,” Aywin said. “It’s inherently dangerous to any creature that uses it, the crystals can grow out of control like a cancer. At least I can draw some off by putting it to use, like this.”

	Aywin faced one of the mushrooms and pressed his palms together, eyes closing. When they began to glow, he drew them apart, and a green orb shot out and sank into the mushroom. The fungus swelled rapidly until it stood taller than Steele.

	“That’s one way of managing it,” Steele said. “Do the bracelets slow normal riftglass growth too?”

	“If the bracelet’s close to the crystal, I’m sure it does. But with the crystal in my left arm and the bracelet on my right, I doubt it does much unless I hold my arms together.”

	After roughly a hundred paces, a flicker of daylight appeared up ahead. They all broke into a run, eager to see what lay on the other side.

	
Chapter Six

	Outfoxed

	The Fox in the Woods

	As they stepped out of the cave, the world opened into a high ridge overlooking unfamiliar land.

	“Hey! Look who it is,” Aywin said, pointing to the mercenaries down in the plains below them.

	When the mercenaries saw them coming, they bolted into the brush. Steele, Aywin, and Kora gave chase immediately. After a few hundred paces, the trail led them to a small hut sitting in the trees just off the path, and then simply stopped. No footprints leading away. No sign of which direction they’d gone. Steele circled the clearing twice, but the ground told him nothing. They stopped near the entrance, where an elderly-looking white fox sat watching them.

	“What a cute white fox!” Kora said, her voice loud enough to scare off an ordinary fox.

	Steele walked up to the creature, expecting it to bolt, but it remained still. It just looked up at him with a calm, unnerving intelligence in its eyes.

	“Can I help you?” the fox said in a raspy, old voice.

	“Aah! It talks!” Kora shouted, stumbling back a few steps.

	“Animals can talk now?” Steele asked, gripping the hilt of his blade.

	“I’m probably the only talking animal around,” the fox replied calmly.

	“Oh. Why is it that you can talk, then?” Steele asked, puzzled.

	“I’m not really a fox,” the creature explained. “I’m actually a human in a fox’s body.”

	“I see...” Steele rubbed his chin, trying to figure out how to process that.

	“I know what you want to ask,” the fox said. “Why a fox? Such a limiting form!” He bared his sharp canines in a devious smile. “I could have swapped to a human body, you know. I could bite your ankles and tie you up and take yours right now if I wanted! But I could never do it... it would be too much on my conscience to exchange someone else’s life to extend my own in such a way.”

	“I’m glad to know my ankles and body are safe,” Steele replied.

	“Indeed,” the fox said in a distinguished tone.

	“So... do you have a name?” Aywin asked.

	“My name is Xenon.”

	“Zee-non? That’s a funny name... I’m Aywin, this is Kora and Steele,” Aywin replied.

	The fox nodded and closed his eyes for a moment.

	“How long have you been in that fox’s body?” Steele asked.

	“This particular body, about twelve years. I can’t count how many bodies I’ve had before this. Hundreds,” the fox said.

	“Wow!” Kora exclaimed. “Just how old are ya?”

	“Old,” the fox said somberly. “I was around before the cataclysm!”

	“Wait... so you’ve been swapping from one animal body to another for over a thousand years? How is that even possible?” Kora asked.

	“I usually keep lots of spares,” the fox replied nonchalantly.

	“How have you possibly avoided getting eaten by predators for so long? This planet is insanely dangerous,” Steele asked.

	 

	“I’m a scientist, so I have a few tricks up my sleeve.” Xenon used his paw to point toward a portable forcefield generator jerry-rigged to a collar around his neck.

	Xenon turned his head and licked his fur. A trail of static and a faint puff of steam appeared where the moisture from his tongue hit the forcefield and evaporated. “I’ve had some close calls where the forcefield almost wasn’t enough, though!” He let out a dry old man’s laugh.

	“That’s not my only trick.” Xenon nosed at a leather pouch hanging from a second, thinner cord around his neck. With a practiced motion, he worked the drawstring loose with his teeth and tipped it open.

	Three spheres rolled into view against the leather, each one catching the light the same way. They looked exactly like the one the mercenaries had dropped back at the forest temple.

	“A talking fox with a bag full of grenades? What could possibly go wrong?” Kora said.

	Xenon closed the pouch and sat back down.

	Could someone really survive a thousand years without stasis?

	“If you really did manage to survive that long as various animals, you must be either extremely skilled or extremely lucky,” Steele replied.

	“I am both the luckiest and most unlucky at the same time,” Xenon quipped back.

	Steele decided to test him. “If you really were alive over a thousand years ago... what was the name of the entirely eluna powered car that came out right before the cataclysm?”

	“The Aegis,” the fox replied instantly. “How would you possibly know about that?”

	“I was alive before the cataclysm, too,” Steele replied. “I just got out of cryo not long ago. Kora, too.”

	“Interesting... in stasis for a thousand years and just now awakened... oh, what grand schemes must be at play,” Xenon mused.

	“We’re trying to get the power back on so things can go back to how they were,” Kora said.

	“Is that why you’ve come to my hut, then?” Xenon asked.

	“Yeah, we followed some mercenaries into this forest. They’re the ones who stole the rift conduit blueprints back at the temple,” Steele explained.

	Xenon let out a sharp scoff. “That is a fool’s errand. A rift conduit won’t turn the power back on. It’ll just kill us all. All of us who aren’t hiding at the bottom of the ocean or the top of the sky, anyway!” His raspy voice cracked on the last word. “Who gave you such a mission?”

	“I don’t know exactly. Someone at the MPI. It was programmed into my computer as my primary mission,” Steele replied.

	“Mine, too,” Kora added.

	For a moment Steele said nothing. Kora having the same directive should have made the mission feel more solid. Instead, after what Xenon had said, it left him with one more thing he did not know how to read.

	“MPI... now that’s a name I haven’t heard in ages,” Xenon said. “Even for the MPI, that mission seems uncharacteristically stupid. They should know better than most the consequences of enabling another rift conduit. I highly suggest you find something else to do with your newly regained consciousness.”

	“What are we supposed to do? Let the last of the world’s eluna get used up? Humanity will never get back to where it was, and we’ll lose all our abilities,” Steele argued.

	“You do realize it was a rift conduit that caused the cataclysm in the first place, don’t you?” Xenon replied.

	“I mean, kind of. I don’t know the details. Maybe something can be done differently this time, so it doesn’t flood the entire planet?” Steele answered.

	“The risk is just too high. Would you like me to tell you the whole story?” Xenon asked.

	“I don’t know if we have that kind of time—” Steele started.

	“I’d like to know,” Aywin interrupted.

	“Very well. Let me tell you the story, then.” Xenon laid down with his legs crossed.

	 

	Xenon’s Story

	“As you may or may not know, when humans first came to Aethra thousands of years ago, there was a rift that constantly exuded eluna beneath the planet’s surface,” Xenon said.

	“I did know that,” Steele said.

	“Of course you do. Aywin might not.” The fox’s eyes flicked to him. “The rift made the lifeforms on this planet unlike anything else humanity had ever encountered, but it wasn’t hurting anything. We learned to harness it for energy, and things were going well. Then levels in the environment started to drop.”

	“Started to drop from what?” Aywin asked.

	“We had ridiculously large cities back in the day,” Steele said. “All powered by eluna.”

	“Cities. Cars. Ships. Spacecraft.” Xenon nodded. “We drew more out of the environment every year and never once asked what would happen if we kept it up.”

	He went quiet for a moment, his raspy voice dropping lower. “Instead of adapting, we got greedy. We tried to widen the rift so more would pour in. Big mistake. We forgot to account for the fact that eluna attracts other eluna, like a gravitational pull. We created a positive feedback loop. The more we drew into this dimension, the faster it was pulled through the rift.”

	“That sounds like a really basic thing to get wrong,” Kora said.

	“It was both basic and catastrophic, yes,” Xenon snapped, then caught himself. “By the time we put the conduit into reverse, the siphon was too strong to close. We evacuated the facility, but it kept pulling more and more energy through. Dynamos across the world started failing from the sudden influx. We got lucky the deluge stopped on its own, inexplicably.”

	“I implore you,” he said, “cease your attempts to build another one. The last time we turned one on, it set off a chain reaction that sent humanity into the dark ages.”

	No one spoke.

	“How do we know any of this is true?” Steele finally asked. “That the mission we were given is wrong, and it’s not you that’s wrong?”

	Xenon was quiet long enough that Steele thought he might not answer.

	“Whether or not you believe me is of little consequence to me,” Xenon said somberly. “I will let you in on a little secret, though... I designed the rift conduit all those years ago. It’s my fault the world is in its current state. I will do everything in my power to undo my mistakes and prevent them from happening again.”

	Steele stared at the fox.

	A thousand years of ruined cities, forgotten technology, and people living among the wreckage of a civilization.

	And this little fox had been responsible for all of it.

	“Wow...” Steele said. “That would be quite the burden to bear.”

	“You couldn’t have known things would go as badly as they did,” Kora added.

	Steele, Kora, and Aywin huddled together so the fox couldn’t hear.

	“What do you think? Should we trust him?” Steele asked.

	“Aren’t foxes supposed to be conniving?” Kora asked.

	“He did just admit to accidentally wiping out civilization,” Steele said. “That’s not something you’d claim if it wasn’t true.”

	“Fair point,” Kora said.

	“What about the mercenaries?” Aywin asked. “And the blueprints they took?”

	“I don’t love it,” Steele admitted. “But if what Xenon says is true, we don’t actually need the blueprints.”

	“It does seem like they can’t build the conduit without the remnant, and we have it...” Aywin added.

	“Yeah, for now we hold all the cards,” Steele said.

	“They killed Aywin’s grandfather, though,” Kora said. “You don’t want to bring them to justice?”

	“If we cross paths with them again, we can,” Steele said.

	“Fair enough. I’m not saying I don’t believe the fox, but you’re just going to abandon the mission the MPI gave us? That easily?”

	“Something feels off about the mission…” Steele replied. “I don’t think we should rush to reopen the rift until we’re sure it’s safe.”

	Kora nodded slowly. “I don’t disagree.”

	“Alright, let’s say we believe you,” Steele said, breaking up the huddle. “How is humanity supposed to get back to how things were if there isn’t enough eluna left to power cities? If we tried to build from the ground up with solar and wind, it’d take centuries. This planet doesn’t even have fossil fuels.”

	“I’m sure I could come up with something. But I currently have more pressing issues. This body won’t last much longer,” Xenon replied.

	“What about the animals in your hut?” Kora asked. “I can hear them rustling around in there.”

	“Those are my pets. I can’t bodysnatch my pets.”

	“How did you get so many? Your hut sounds like a jungle.”

	“I was going to switch bodies with them, but then I grew attached,” Xenon confessed. “If you help me get a new body, I’ll gladly assist you.”

	“What kind of creature did you have in mind?” Steele asked.

	“I know of a perfect one. Long-lived. Functional tail. Sharp teeth. Built-in gas burner. Hard to find, though.”

	“What is it?”

	“A dragon,” Xenon replied.

	“Seriously? Those exist?” Steele asked.

	“Oh, yes. Eluna has created all sorts of fantastical creatures.”

	“Where can we find one?” Kora asked.

	“They nest on Salamander Isle, in the Serenity Sea.”

	“How are we supposed to catch, let alone transport, a dragon?” Steele asked.

	“Good point,” Xenon replied. “Get me to Salamander Isle, and I’ll do the rest.”

	Steele looked at Aywin and Kora.

	“Sounds like Xenon might be the greatest source of information alive,” Kora said. “Shame to let him die of old age as a fox.”

	Xenon nodded once, slowly.

	“I’m in,” Aywin said.

	“Does it have to be a dragon?” Kora asked.

	“More or less,” Xenon replied. “If I’m going to help repair the damage I did to this world, I need more than a body that merely stays alive. A dragon can cross continents, carry weight, survive heat, defend itself, and work in places that would kill most creatures. It comes with wings, claws, and a built-in gas burner. In a world like this, that makes it a valuable tool.”

	He paused, his ears twitching. “Also, I’ve wanted to be a dragon for a very long time.”

	“Hard to argue with that, I guess,” Kora said.

	As Steele turned the plan over in his head, a voice slipped into his thoughts, the same presence he had felt during initiation.

	“Go with the fox. If he tries to take the remnant, kill him.”

	The voice unsettled him, though it seemed to come from somewhere inside his own mind rather than outside it. Maybe just intrusive thoughts?

	“Well, it’s insane,” Steele said. “But you’re obviously not lying about being alive before the cataclysm. I don’t see much reason you’d lie about the rest.”

	“Excellent,” Xenon said. “Give me a moment to gather a few things.”

	He disappeared into the hut. A moment later the place erupted with motion. A lizard shot through the doorway. Then a pair of birds. Then something with too many legs that Steele chose not to identify. They scattered into the brush in all directions.

	“Be free, my pets!” Xenon shouted from inside.

	He emerged with a strange device in his mouth and set it down. It was a slender shard of yellow riftglass with an intricate metal machine wrapped around the middle.

	“We’ll need this to transfer my consciousness into a dragon. I’m afraid it’s a bit big for me to carry long distances,” Xenon said.

	“It’s just a piece of riftglass?” Aywin asked.

	“Not just any riftglass. A shard of perfect riftglass. This piece was created synthetically in a lab before the cataclysm.”

	“What’s so special about that?”

	“Perfection is nearly impossible in nature,” Xenon explained. “The inside of white riftglass is a tempest of all the different elements swirling around. The ‘soul’ would have to navigate that environment to enter and exit. This shard is pure. The machine around it simply ensures none of the consciousness is left behind.”

	“Alright. Well, I’ll carry it.” Steele packed the device gently into his backpack. “I’m ready then.”

	“So... where’re we going?” Kora asked.

	“We should be able to hire a ship to Salamander Isle in the port of Umbria,” Xenon said. “It’s a few days of sailing.”

	“A few days? On a boat? What did I sign up for...” Steele muttered.

	“If you can handle the dragons, surely you can handle a little boat ride,” Xenon reminded him.

	The four started walking north toward Umbria, Aethra’s largest city. After a few dozen steps, Xenon stopped and sat down.

	“I hate to ask... but can one of you carry me? This old fox body doesn’t get around like it used to,” Xenon asked, giving them his best puppy-dog eyes.

	“I can carry you, I guess,” Steele said. “Just don’t claw me.”

	“I’ll try not to.”

	Steele reached down, picked up the fox, and they continued their journey toward Umbria.

	The Vision Realm

	Owen struggled up the large marble stairs leading to the palace on the plateau, a basket of apples in each hand. When he reached the massive wooden front door, it swung open on its own. He made his way to the Hall of The Great One and set the baskets down on a long table surrounded by high-backed chairs.

	“Here are the apples, your lordship,” he said, bowing to the two figures at the far end of the table.

	“Great, anywhere is fine. Thank you, Owen,” the regally dressed man said.

	“This little side quest is a waste of all our time,” the female figure standing next to the man said, her voice sharp. “You should kill the fox and be done with it.”

	“No, I think I’ll let them go on this little adventure and see what comes of it,” the man replied, smiling slightly. “I’ve always wanted a pet dragon.”

	
Chapter Seven

	An Encounter in the Marsh

	Into the Marsh

	The cobblestone path under Steele’s boots began to disappear beneath deeper and deeper muddy water.

	“We must be entering Soho Marsh,” Aywin said. “The other natural feature that helps keep Adesa safe from invasion.”

	Ahead, a thick blanket of fog rested over a wetland of knee-high reeds and gnarled, skeletal trees. Fallen logs and moss-covered stumps broke the surface of the dark water. Wooden half-logs had been thrown over deeper sections, forming a barely traversable path.

	“I can’t say I’ve seen a place that looks more inhospitable than this,” Steele said, squinting into the gloom.

	“My father died hunting a creature in this marsh...” Aywin said quietly.

	“Oh... I’m sorry. Hopefully we don’t run into that,” Steele said, shifting the weight of the fox on his shoulder.

	“Good thing there are boatmen that ferry people across,” Aywin said. “The ferry dock should be up here a little ways.”

	They stepped onto the first set of slick wooden logs, each step deliberate to avoid slipping into the muck or whatever might be lurking beneath the reeds. After twenty slow, careful paces through the mire, a faint orange glow appeared in the fog. Torches. Then the silhouette of a dock began to take shape. Standing next to a torch was a man in a flowing black cloak, staring out into the water. As they got closer, Steele could see long pale hair falling past his shoulders, and features sharp and angular like carved stone.

	The man wore dark armor beneath his cloak, intricate and sleek. Two large blade handles protruded from his back, the rest of the blades covered by the cloak.

	When the squelch of their boots gave them away, the man turned slowly. His expression remained eerily calm.

	“Maybe let us do the talking?” Steele whispered, turning his head toward Xenon.

	“By all means,” Xenon said.

	Soho Ferry Dock

	“Ferry’s out of service,” the man said as Steele and the others approached. “I’ve been waiting for hours.”

	“Uh oh,” Steele said, his boots sinking slightly into the mud. “Any idea why?”

	“Probably because of the conflict between Umbria and the Seekers of Peace,” the man replied, his voice thick with irritation.

	“Are there any other ferries we can take?” Kora asked, staring out at the fog and reeds stretching into the distance.

	“Not that I know of. It seems the only choices are to walk through the marsh on foot or turn back,” the man said.

	“We kind of have to get through. We can’t really just turn around,” Aywin said, looking toward the dark horizon.

	“There’s a settlement halfway through the marsh. Sobex. If you can get to that, you’re basically home free,” the man said.

	Aywin glanced back at the others. “Well? Shall we go for it?”

	“Might as well. I think we can handle anything that lives in this marsh,” Kora said confidently. “Our biggest risk is probably stepping in the wrong place and never getting your leg back.”

	“That is a distinct possibility...” the man added grimly.

	“What about you? What are you gonna do?” Aywin asked.

	“I’m not sure yet,” the man said. He paused, studying them. “Perhaps you would like another traveling companion?”

	“That’s fine with us, right everyone?” Aywin asked.

	Steele traded a quick look with the others. They all nodded.

	“Well, let’s be on our way then,” the man said. He stepped away from the torchlight and started down the treacherous path into the muck, leaving the others to follow.

	Back to the Marsh Again

	“So, what is your name? And what are you doing out here?” Aywin asked as they made their way back to the main path.

	“My name is Valence. I’m a knight of Deajor,” the man replied. “My work has me traveling.”

	“It’s always good to stumble across a fellow follower. We are members of Deajor too. Initiates. The two of us, anyway,” Aywin said, pointing to himself and Steele.

	“Small world,” Valence replied.

	“A knight of Deajor? Is that a rank above us?” Steele asked.

	“Correct. Initiates can be knighted once they learn to harness the abilities gifted by the riftglass,” Valence explained.

	“Abilities?”

	“I’m sure you are aware by now that initiates into Deajor’s priesthood are infected with what would normally be an ailment that turns their entire bodies to crystal?” Valence asked.

	“I gathered that, yeah,” Steele replied.

	“And you were no doubt told not to remove the bracelet, or the crystallization would spread?”

	“I was. Why? Is it not true?”

	“It isn’t inaccurate, per se,” Valence said. “The bracelet extends the time before the crystallization kills you, likely longer than your normal lifespan, and it keeps your body made of flesh. The inaccuracy is to say the bracelet should never be removed. There are times where having your arm made of riftglass may be worth the cost of shortening your life slightly.”

	“How much faster does it spread without the bracelet?” Steele asked.

	“Kharis lived for months before dying from it,” Aywin said.

	“Indeed. The rate of spread is slow enough that removing the bracelet for a few minutes isn’t the end of the world,” Valence said.

	“So what? If I remove the bracelet, my arm turns to crystal and I can hit stuff with it?”

	“Learn to master it, and you can change the form the crystal takes. Perhaps showing is better than telling?” Valence suggested. He stopped and pulled the bracelet off his right arm and clenched his hand into a fist. His entire right arm shimmered, turning to a translucent crystal that seemed to ripple like the surface of a pond.

	“Wow, what the heck? It’s more like water than stone,” Steele said.

	“Exactly. Once you learn to control it, you can make it take any form.” Valence thrust his arm forward. The crystal flattened, extending outward and hardening into a solid, gleaming shield.

	“It can be used defensively or offensively.” With a thought, the shield collapsed and sharpened into a wicked blade. “Once you learn this, you may become a Knight of Deajor.”

	“I see,” Steele replied. “Should I try?”

	“Just try not to lose the bracelet,” Aywin warned. “We only have so many spares.”

	Steele nodded and pulled the bracelet off his left arm, slipping it onto his right for safekeeping. Within moments, a cold gleam spread from his fingertips down to his mid-forearm. His fingers froze in place.

	“Ung... I can’t move my fingers,” Steele said, focusing on his shaking hand.

	“You can no longer move them through normal signals from the brain. There are no muscles,” Valence explained. “You have to use your control of eluna to command them.”

	Steele hovered his right hand above the crystalized one, focusing on making the eluna move. Slowly, the fingers retracted.

	“Hey, they’re moving!” Kora said.

	As the fingers liquified, they began to merge, clumping together into a lumpy sphere rather than a fist. Steele’s eyes widened. “Shit, my hand’s just a blob now. It isn’t stuck like that, is it?”

	“It will return to normal when you put the bracelet back on. If you make it too big to fit, just hold the bracelet against the crystal,” Valence reassured him.

	Steele focused, flattening the sphere. It grew outward into a sharp point. He pulled his right hand away, and the shape solidified into a jagged spike.

	“A good start. You have technically controlled the ability, making you closer to a knight than an initiate,” Valence said, reverting his own arm and sliding his bracelet back on.

	“Thank you for showing me,” Steele said. He tried to focus on turning his hand back to normal, but instead of a hand, the sharp blade sagged down like a wet noodle.

	“Don’t worry, we all have a hard time keeping it up on the first attempt,” Valence said with a smirk.

	Kora let out a muffled laugh, covering her mouth with her hand.

	“Hey, no laughing! I could keep it sharp if I wanted to. I’m trying to turn it back into a hand,” Steele grumbled.

	“Uh-huh, sure...” Kora teased.

	“You might want to put the bracelet back on before your arm starts dripping everywhere,” Xenon added from Steele’s shoulder.

	“You too?” Steele sighed. He maneuvered the sagging crystal through his bracelet and pulled it tight. His hand snapped back into its original flesh-and-blood form instantly. “Whew... the bracelet really does fix it fast.”

	“You need to be careful trifling with such an affliction,” Xenon warned. “Anyone the crystal breaks the skin of will be stricken with the same crystallization and also be cursed to wear a bracelet for the rest of their lives.”

	“Your fox is correct,” Valence said.

	“I know, I’ll be careful,” Steele said, heading back down the trail. “Do you think there’s a way to ever completely cure it?”

	“Not that I know of,” Valence replied.

	“Perhaps a cure could be discovered using the bracelets as a starting point,” Xenon mused.

	“Right... like some kind of super-bracelet that squeezes it all the way out of ya like a tube of toothpaste,” Kora suggested.

	“It’s possible,” Valence said. “Though I consider it a gift. I can’t imagine giving it up.”

	Xenon stared at the man, bewildered, but said nothing.

	They reached a point where the trail vanished under murky water. Their only path was to jump across small islands of dead, matted reeds.

	“It’s funny to think my grandfather would have traveled this same swamp many times,” Aywin said, jumping onto the first island.

	“He must have been quite the survivor,” Steele replied, following carefully so as not to drop Xenon.

	“Hey look! Wooden towers up ahead!” Kora pointed through the fog. “We must’ve made it to Sobex.”

	Just as they were jumping from the reeds back toward dry land, something massive lunged out of the depths, its jaws snapping shut just short of their legs as they leapt for the bank.

	“Shit! Get away from the water!” Steele scrambled onto the solid ground.

	“Should we run for Sobex?” Aywin asked, his eyes locked on the swirling ripples in the dark water.

	Soho Wildlife

	The creature surfaced, showing only its ridged back and alligator-like head, and began moving toward them slowly. As it exited the water, the full shape of it became visible. Two webbed frills ran down either side of its back, held up by sharp spines that flexed with every heavy step.

	Several arrow shafts protruded from its scaly hide; some fletchings were intact, while others were buried under years of accumulated marsh debris. An Adesian sword was driven deep into its back between the armored scales. Its mouth was a cavern of sharp white teeth, with black, vine-like appendages dangling from its lower jaw. Its blunt tail ended in a cluster of jagged spikes. Standing as tall as Steele’s torso and wide enough to swallow a man whole, the beast was a living fortress.

	The group backed away toward the wooden palisade of Sobex. The gatehouse was firmly shut, and archers watched them from the towers.

	“Help! Open the gate! We’re being attacked!” Aywin shouted.

	“We can’t open the gate! It might get into the settlement!” a man shouted back.

	The archers nocked their bows and unleashed a volley of fire arrows. The shafts lit up the fog, but they bounced harmlessly off the creature’s scales. The beast let out a deafening roar, its frills undulating with the vibration.

	“Feel free to set me down now!” Xenon shouted, his claws accidentally digging into Steele’s shoulder.

	Steele set the fox down in the muck. The water soaked Xenon’s fur, making him look half his size.

	“Nowhere left to run. Perhaps this is a good chance for you to practice?” Valence said, folding his arms and stepping back to watch.

	“I guess we have no choice but to fight,” Aywin said, gripping his grandfather’s staff.

	Kora pulled her daggers, shaking them frantically. “Shit. Shit. Shit,” she said loudly with each failed attempt to get them to emit flames.

	“Can you distract it so I can get close?” Steele asked Aywin.

	“Right. Here goes.” Aywin thrust his hand toward the beast.

	Roots exploded from the mud, wrapping around the creature’s jaws. They tried to stab through the hide, but met only thick armor plating. Steele ran forward, jumped up the creature’s leg, and scrambled onto its back. He swung his blade down with everything he had, all while dodging the occasional arrow from the panicked guards above.

	The blade deflected off the scales with a metallic ring, like striking an anvil. Every strike was met with armor too dense to pierce.

	“Its scales are too hard! My blade isn’t doing anything!” Steele shouted. He threw his sword back toward the others.

	Kora finally got her daggers to ignite. She hurled them through the air; they bounced off the plating, though they did manage to set the marsh debris on the creature’s back on fire. The flaming daggers circled the beast like angry wasps, stabbing downward in a search for a weak point.

	Steele quickly switched his bracelet to his right arm. He morphed his left hand into a jagged blade and punched into the creature’s upper leg, commanding the crystal to grow with everything he had.

	The liquid crystal surged forward, piercing the gap in the armor and severing the leg entirely. Wherever Steele’s arm contacted the creature’s flesh, the biology began to fail, turning into the same rippling liquid crystal.

	As the creature thrashed and freed its jaws from the roots, Steele jumped off and retrieved his blade.

	“It’s weakened, but it doesn’t look like it’s retreating!” Xenon shouted.

	The creature lunged at Steele. With no other option, Steele swung his blade and unleashed a blast. Muddy water exploded into the air, the force of the hit flipping the massive beast onto its back. Steele scrambled onto its belly, frantically stabbing, but the underside was just as shielded. The creature flipped itself back over, knocking Steele into the mud.

	“Even the underside is armored!” Steele shouted. “Maybe aim for the part of the leg that turned to crystal!”

	Kora steered her flaming daggers in a sharp arc, jetting them directly into the liquid crystal on the creature’s shoulder. The daggers pierced right through the liquid and deep into the side of the creature, but the small daggers seemed like only a slight inconvenience to it. The beast roared, charging at them on three legs.

	“Kora! Hit him with this too!” Steele hurled his own blade toward her.

	Kora caught the sword in her telekinetic grip and drove it into the same spot like a hammer on a nail, knocking the creature flat. Aywin raised his hand, and the roots reached up to yank the old Adesian sword out of the creature’s back. The roots positioned the blade over the same hole and slammed it down, driving the steel and the vines deep into the creature.

	“Bravo. That was quite the show.” Valence pulled a two-handed sword made of translucent blue crystal from his back and walked toward the thrashing beast with the sword resting on his shoulder. “There’s no reason for this creature to suffer further.”

	The creature lunged with its last bit of strength. Valence didn’t flinch. He thrust the riftglass sword into the creature’s open maw, piercing the roof of its mouth. The beast dropped instantly, its massive weight hitting the ground like a felled tree, nearly crushing him.

	Kora flicked her fingers, and her daggers tore free of the creature’s hide with a wet crack, followed a beat later by Steele’s blade, all three spinning back through the air to land neatly at her feet.

	Everyone sat in silence for a moment, processing what they had just witnessed.

	“Whew. Looks like it’s finally over,” Xenon said.

	“Never seen a fight like that before!” one of the guards shouted from the tower. “Looks like it’s safe! Open the gate!”

	A moment later, the heavy wooden gate began to creak open.

	Sobex

	As soon as there was enough room to slip through the opening gate, several locals rushed out with large butcher knives. They swarmed the downed creature, ignoring the travelers as they began carving into the hide and muscle.

	Two guards stood inside the gatehouse, their long spears tipped with jagged black obsidian. They were scruffy men with pale, sunken skin, clad in dark leather armor made from alligator hide.

	“Surprised to see travelers with the ferries shut down, but you look like you can handle yourselves!” one of the guards shouted down. “What brings you to Sobex?”

	“I’m just passing through. I’ll be out of your hair and back in the marsh in no time,” Valence replied smoothly.

	“Very well. We normally charge a tax to enter, but if you don’t wish to claim the meat and hide of the creature you have slain, we can accept that as payment,” the guard said, speaking quickly and stepping aside as Valence approached.

	“It’s all yours,” Valence replied as he stepped through the gate.

	The guard turned his attention to the others. “What about you three?”

	“I’m the new Eye of Adesa and these are my bodyguards. We’re on our way to Umbria on a diplomatic mission,” Aywin replied with practiced dignity.

	“We wish you luck with that. I hope you go with Sobex’s interests at heart as well when you sit at the negotiating table,” the guard said.

	“The people of Sobex are like brothers to Adesans. I go on behalf of both our people,” Aywin said.

	“I would take you to an audience with our leaders, but truthfully, the leaders in Sobex are not our own. There is no use bargaining with Umbrian puppets when you can talk to those who pull their strings,” the guard muttered.

	“I’ve heard of that. That’s one thing I wish to discuss with the emperor. Maybe there’s a way to get him to see reason and leave Sobex to govern itself,” Aywin said.

	The guard looked skeptical. “I’m not terribly optimistic, but I will pray for it. We will be in your debt if you succeed.” He stepped out of their way.

	“I’ll try my best,” Aywin replied.

	Inside the settlement, the struggle with the environment was obvious. Every house was perched on wooden stilts driven deep into the muck. The homes were round, with walls of woven reeds and sharply peaked thatch roofs. The paths were elevated “bridges” made of woven sticks and twigs that creaked underfoot.

	The resourcefulness of the locals showed everywhere. Crawdad traps were tied off along the raised pathways; some people were even fishing with traps dropped directly through holes in their floors. Barrels of thick black swamp tar sat at intervals along the path, used by the archers for their fire arrows and torches.

	The market district was a mix of the familiar and the foreign. Alligator hides, obsidian, and precious firewood were sold alongside imported bread, shells, and metal tools.

	“Valence, we’re continuing on toward Umbria tomorrow. Will you be joining us?” Steele asked as he caught up to him in the center of town.

	Valence turned. “Certainly. If my presence isn’t a burden to you.”

	“No, you are welcome to travel with us any time,” Aywin said warmly.

	“I’m exhausted...” Steele sighed, the adrenaline of the fight finally fading. “We should get a room at the inn. I wouldn’t want to sleep outside here.”

	“I agree,” Kora added. “Looks like that might be one over there.” She pointed to one of the only multi-story buildings in town with a sign out front.

	Inside, Aywin paid the innkeeper a few coins. They climbed the creaking stairs to their rooms, and after the grueling journey through the marsh, the entire group fell into a deep sleep.

	Second Vision

	Steele opened his eyes and found himself back in the blacksmith shop from his vision. On the anvil beside him lay the knife he had started making last time he was in this place, now finished and tucked into a leather sheath.

	“Did I make this?” Steele whispered. He picked up the blade and attached it to his belt.

	He stepped out of the shop and saw Aywin standing in the road, talking to Owen.

	“Hey, Aywin, is that really you?” Steele asked as he walked through the front garden.

	“Yeah, it’s me,” Aywin replied, his voice echoing slightly. “Follow me. I want to show you something. We only have until we wake up.”

	“How do I know it’s really you and not a dream version of you?”

	“Ask real me tomorrow morning?”

	“Fair enough,” Steele said, falling in step behind him. “What did you want to show me?”

	Aywin pointed toward a man in the distance, rhythmically tilling a field with a hoe. “That’s Kharis. The man who is crystallized in my house.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“I’ve had a crystal statue of him in my home for years. It’s definitely him.”

	“How is he in here, then?” Steele asked, his brow furrowed. “He wasn’t initiated into Deajor.”

	“It looks like anyone who gets infected by the crystal ends up here, not just those who were initiated,” Aywin replied.

	They approached the man cautiously. Steele asked if his name was Kharis. The man reluctantly nodded but didn’t stop tilling the soil. His movements were mechanical, weary.

	“I’m Aywin. Folen’s grandson.”

	Kharis froze mid-motion. “Fo... Folen’s... grandson? You have been... infected by the crystal, too?”

	“We invented a way to slow the crystallization. It’s harmless to be infected now,” Aywin said softly. “I wish it had been invented while you were still alive... I’m sorry we couldn’t save you.”

	“Harmless...? So you are still alive... in the outside world?”

	Aywin and Steele both nodded slowly.

	“There is still... no cure once it’s taken hold?” Kharis asked, his voice cracking.

	“I’m afraid not,” Aywin said.

	“If we discover a cure, we’ll use it on you, don’t worry,” Steele added.

	“Please do... I would love nothing more than to be out of this place...”

	“What’s so bad about it?” Aywin asked.

	“The Great One makes me work every day to produce spectra...” Kharis replied somberly. “It seems I will be toiling forever at this rate.”

	“I’m sorry. That’s a sad excuse for a life,” Aywin said.

	Steele pulled Aywin aside. “Why do you think he has to work as a farmer all day when we are allowed to wander free and are treated well?”

	“Maybe because we were infected through the Deajor ritual and he wasn’t?” Aywin suggested.

	“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t talk anymore. The Great One will be angered...” Kharis whispered, looking fearfully at the horizon.

	“Oh... okay,” Aywin said.

	“I have one request,” Kharis said, looking directly at Aywin. “If you don’t find a cure... please find a way to make it end. Shatter my body... do whatever you have to do.”

	Aywin hesitated, then nodded. “I... I can do that.”

	“Thank you,” Kharis said, turning back to the soil as the dream began to fade around them.

	Traveler’s Pitstop

	Steele woke to the sizzling sound of wet crawdads being poured into hot oil in the main room of the Traveler’s Pitstop.

	“What a weird-ass dream,” he muttered to himself, rubbing his forehead.

	Just then, Aywin pushed open the thin thatch door. “Good morning. I wasn’t sure if you were awake.”

	“Morning,” Steele replied, sitting up. “Hey... did you have the same dream as me? We saw Kharis working in a field... growing spectra?”

	“I did,” Aywin replied, his face darkening. “Kharis isn’t fully dead after all... but he’s miserable in there.”

	Before they could discuss it further, Kora’s voice shouted from the main room. “Come on, get up! Food’s ready!”

	Steele slipped on his armor and wandered sleepily into the common area. Aywin, Kora, Valence, and Xenon were already huddled around a large bowl of steamed crawdads with a smaller dish of melted butter.

	Seeing Valence in the daylight, he looked like an Adesian like Aywin, but he sure didn’t dress like one.

	“Half figured you’d get bored of waiting and leave without us, since you obviously don’t need our help in the swamp,” Steele said to Valence as he took a seat at the ramshackle table.

	“Ye of little faith, I’m not really in that big of a rush,” Valence said. He casually morphed his crystal hand into a tiny, three-pronged fork to pick the meat from a shell.

	“Great,” Steele said as he started eating.

	Once everyone had eaten their fill, they gathered their gear and exited Sobex through the eastern gate.

	The fog was still heavy, clinging to the stilts of the town as they left the palisade behind. They had traveled about a hundred paces into the deeper sections of the marsh when they spotted two men in a flat-bottomed boat ahead of them.

	Encountering a Boat

	“You needing passage through the deep section?” one of the men asked as the flat-bottomed boat drifted closer.

	“We could use a lift, yeah,” Steele replied.

	The man squinted at them. “One question, though. None of you are Umbrians, right?”

	“No, I’m from Adesa,” Aywin said.

	“I grew up on a farm,” Kora added.

	“I’m from Zare,” Valence said smoothly.

	“I’m from Lumen,” Steele answered.

	The two men in the boat shared a long, bewildered look.

	“Well... that sounds like BS, but we don’t care if you’re from the moon, as long as you’re not Umbrian,” the man replied.

	“You hate Umbrians? You wouldn’t happen to be Seekers of Peace, would you?” Steele asked.

	The men looked at each other for a moment, clearly contemplating what to say.

	“If you are, I have a package for Rydel,” Steele said. “It’s from his father in Imra City. I would like to speak to Rydel if I could.” He pulled out the leaf-wrapped bundle to show them.

	The men whispered to each other, then shrugged. “Not going to lie, you guys are the definition of suspicious, but we’ll take you to Rydel. We have just enough room if you want a ride.”

	“I have a delivery for this guy. You don’t mind a little detour, do you?” Steele asked Valence.

	“By all means,” Valence replied, stepping onto the boat with a helpful hand extended to Kora.

	“You probably shouldn’t tell people you’re from Lumen...” Aywin whispered to Steele as they sat down. “It’s been destroyed and uninhabited for longer than I’ve been alive.”

	“Oh. My bad,” Steele muttered.

	Seekers of Peace Encampment

	The boat slipped through the reeds and into a narrow channel hidden from the main route through the marsh. The water grew calmer there, screened by tall grass and low, twisted branches.

	After several minutes, the men guided the craft toward a patch of raised ground and eased it gently against the muddy bank.

	Steele and the others climbed out onto packed earth. Reeds still surrounded the area, tall enough to hide the camp from anyone passing at a distance.

	The encampment itself was small. Leather tents formed a loose ring around a central fire pit. Sawn logs had been dragged in to serve as seats. Torches burned along the edge of the rise, their light reflecting faintly off standing water beyond the grass.

	A man sat on one of the logs near the fire, someone Steele assumed had to be Rydel.

	He wore dark brown leather armor reinforced with iron plates at the shoulders. The metal caught the firelight when he shifted. A knee-length cloak hung from beneath his pauldrons, its hem permanently darkened by marsh water.

	He was sturdy, built like someone used to wading through mud and fighting in close quarters. His short reddish-brown hair spiked slightly forward at the front, kept out of his eyes. He looked to be in his mid-thirties.

	“This is from Eldar,” Steele said, handing over the package.

	Rydel unwrapped the leaves to find a fist-sized dessert cake made from pureed Kembri fruit. Steele explained that it was a long story, but that he had known Rydel’s mother, Ariel.

	“Have a seat,” Rydel said, beckoning them toward a log around a central campfire.

	Rydel sat and immediately dug into the cake. He stuck two fingers in and fished out a small, glowing riftglass crystal. He set it aside and bit into the cake, red fruit pulp staining his face. “How did you know my mother?”

	“It’s going to sound crazy, but she and I are both from the past. We were frozen in stasis for around a thousand years,” Steele said bluntly.

	“What? She never said anything about that. Do you have proof?”

	Steele handed over Ariel’s letter. Rydel read it in silence, his expression shifting from skepticism to a quiet, heavy sadness.

	“This does look real,” Rydel admitted. “You told my father this, too?”

	Steele nodded. “He didn’t believe me at first. But after the letter, he took us to her grave.”

	“I’m surprised. He doesn’t usually believe anyone about anything,” Rydel replied.

	Steele looked over at a spear leaning against a nearby tent. “Was that your mother’s weapon?”

	“It was,” Rydel said.

	“Hold it out.”

	Rydel grabbed the spear. Steele drew his own blade. As the two riftglass weapons came near each other, they began to pulse with a synchronized blue glow. A swirl of bright particles danced between the blades as the resonance took hold. The other Seekers in camp stood up, hands on their own weapons, watching Steele warily.

	“You have one, too,” Rydel noted, pulling his spear back.

	“Have you gotten it to activate yet? Energy blasts?” Steele asked.

	“No blasts. Lightning. I accidentally burned down half a village with it. I discovered that holding a riftglass crystal next to it charges it back up.” Rydel held the crystal from the cake against the spear.

	Rydel was quiet for a moment, turning the spear slowly in his hands. There was something unreadable in his expression. Not quite grief, not quite amusement, somewhere uncomfortably between the two.

	“She never mentioned any of this,” he said finally.

	“She said in her letter she didn’t think anyone would believe her,” Steele said.

	“She was probably right.” Rydel wiped fruit pulp from his face. “So my mother’s weapon found its way to me, and the man she was frozen with shows up at my camp looking about fifteen years younger than me.” He let out a short breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Hell of a thing.”

	“Yeah,” Steele agreed.

	“Well,” Rydel said, setting the spear against his knee. “Maybe there’s something to your crazy story. What is it you want from me?”

	“Right now? Just a ride out of this marsh,” Steele said. “We’re heading to Umbria to broker a deal. We want to restore Sobex’s independence and stop Umbrian imperialism. Since we share the same goal, I’d like us to be allies.”

	Rydel let out a dry laugh. “You expect to just walk in and talk the emperor into stopping? He is not a man to be reasoned with.”

	“It’s always worth trying,” Aywin insisted.

	“I fear you have not seen what type of man he is... or you would know how foolish it sounds. He is truly a broken man,” Rydel said quietly. He scratched his chin. “It may be a waste of time, but we are at least working toward the same goal, so I will consider us allies. However, I can’t expend my limited resources on a task doomed to failure. I can get you a boat, at least.”

	“Fair enough,” Steele replied.

	“Allow me to personally escort you out of this wretched marsh?”

	“Please do.”

	Rydel navigated them through the last of the deep muck. When the boat finally hit solid ground at the edge of the wetlands, he bid them farewell.

	“Good luck on your endeavors,” Rydel said. “I’m sure we’ll meet again.”

	“Thank you. You too.”

	Steele turned away from the boat and climbed a small hill at the edge of the marsh. From the crest, the fog finally cleared. Below them, the vast, golden Umbrian plains stretched off into the distance, a stark contrast to the dark reeds they had left behind.

	 

	
Chapter Eight

	The Journey to Umbria

	Umbrian Badlands

	“It would appear we have reached the end of the swamp,” Valence said, stopping at the edge of the golden plains. “This is where I must depart.”

	“Well, it was nice traveling with you,” Aywin said.

	“Yeah, thanks for coming with us,” Steele and Kora added at almost the exact same time.

	Valence gave them a polite nod and turned north along the marsh’s edge. The others continued east, sliding down a steep grassy hill into a seemingly endless field of short, dry grass. Deep gorges, sudden rocky outcrops, and large circular craters broke up the land like scars.

	“This place isn’t too terrible,” Kora said, running her hand through the dry stalks.

	“The forests where I woke up were beautiful, but I almost died there,” Steele said, lifting his pant leg to show her the jagged scar from the skull vine. “It was poisonous.”

	“Ouch! How didja survive that?”

	“Aywin has power over nature. He removed the poison, I guess,” Steele said.

	“Handy,” Kora noted. “Makes us a little less likely to die out here.”

	By midafternoon the grass had given way to flatter, drier ground, and the shade of the marsh’s tree line was long gone. Aywin slowed near a shallow crater ringed with wind-worn boulders, just large enough to throw a strip of shadow across the rock.

	“Might as well eat while we’ve got some shade,” Aywin said, nodding toward Steele’s pack. “My mother loaded us up.”

	“Yeah she did…” Steele said, settling onto one of the boulders and shrugging off the pack.

	Aywin pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle and unwrapped it to reveal strips of smoked meat, a handful of dark greens, and a portion of dried, honeyed fruit that Kora immediately claimed a fistful of.

	“Oh, this is good,” Kora said, mouth half full. “Yer mom’s officially my favorite person in Adesa.”

	“She’ll be thrilled to hear it,” Aywin said, smiling.

	Xenon sniffed at the greens with great suspicion before accepting a bit anyway. They ate in the thin shade, passing the bundle back and forth, the silence comfortable rather than heavy.

	Kora eventually pulled the remnant from her pouch, turning it over so it caught the light. “Xenon... I didn’t want to show ya this before because I wasn’t sure if we could trust you,” she said. “Do ya know what this is?”

	Xenon leaned in, sniffed it, and his ears twitched. “If that is what I think it is, yes. I was there when we found it.”

	“So the story was true?” Steele asked through the blindfold. “It came from a ship buried in ice?”

	“Yes,” Xenon replied.

	“Is it some kind of power source for a spacecraft then?” Kora asked.

	“It emits large amounts of eluna, but I don’t believe its original purpose was to be a power source. The craft had a large dynamo that generated more than enough power.”

	“What do you think it is then?”

	Xenon studied the glow in her hands. “The craft also contained a device capable of opening and closing rifts between dimensions. A kind of jump drive. My best guess is that what you’re holding was part of its navigation system... an anchor to its home dimension.”

	“So… that ship might’ve created the original rift that allowed eluna to pour onto this planet in the first place… then crashed shortly after?” Kora asked.

	“That seems like the most likely explanation,” Xenon said.

	Steele was quiet for a moment. “And the conduit that caused the cataclysm... that was your attempt to copy the jump drive.”

	Xenon let out a weary breath. “Yes. The original was too integrated into the craft. To use it, we would have had to extract the entire ship from the ice, so we reverse-engineered the design instead. You know how that ended.”

	Steele turned his head toward Xenon’s voice. “Then what does the remnant do for someone building another conduit?”

	“It gives them a target,” Xenon said. “Without it, opening a rift to that same dimension would be an almost impossible gamble.”

	“So if we keep this out of the wrong hands, it should be nearly impossible for there to be another eluna flood,” Steele said.

	“Not unless they gambled and got really lucky,” Xenon replied.

	“Or if dimensions like ours without eluna are actually the rare ones.” Kora added.

	“Or that...” Xenon replied, tilting his head.

	Aywin gathered the empty cloth and stuffed it back into his pack. “We should get moving if we want to clear this stretch before dark.”

	“Yeah,” Steele agreed, standing and brushing off his pants. “Probably right.”

	They shouldered their packs and pressed on, the boulders shrinking behind them until the crater was just another dip in the endless grass.

	Bad Lands, Worse Timing

	As they walked, the heat began to take its toll. Steele slowed and rubbed his temples. “Dammit... I’m starting to lose my vision again. The initiation didn’t cure me.”

	“I’m sorry, Steele. I was hoping it would,” Aywin said. “Maybe we can find another way.”

	“Hopefully... I’m pretty useless like this.”

	“Your eyes’re pitch black!” Kora gasped, recoiling slightly at the sight of them.

	Steele stumbled, leaning on Aywin. Barely able to see the ground, he planted a foot on what felt like an ordinary flat rock.

	The “rock” shifted under his weight.

	A heartbeat later, eight massive, jointed legs burst from the earth around them and arched overhead, snapping together into a ribbed cage of chitin. Soil rained away as the creature hauled itself free, revealing the broad, swollen body they had been standing on all along, a leathery, stone-colored sac built to lie half-buried and wait.

	“A trap balloon!” Aywin shouted.

	The ground dropped away as the beast rose higher on its legs, lifting them with it. Then the center of the living platform beneath their feet peeled open, and a pale, squid-like beak punched upward from the middle of its back.

	The cage tightened.

	Kora hurled her daggers. They ignited in mid-air and buried themselves in one of the legs. Fire raced through the thick mat of fine hair along the appendage and climbed toward the creature’s swollen back. It jerked in pain, nearly throwing Kora off.

	“Maybe that was a bad idea,” she muttered.

	She ripped Steele’s blade from its sheath with a sharp pull of her hand and drove it toward the beak, but the creature bit down. A thick, muscular tongue lashed out, wrapped around the sword, and dragged it into its gullet.

	“Hold the mouth open!” Xenon shouted. He fumbled with a pouch around his neck, pulled out a small sphere, bit down on it, twisted, and leapt onto Kora’s back. “Grenade out!”

	He dropped the sphere into the creature’s open beak. “Kora, grab my shield generator! Stand in front of them!” Xenon dug his claws into Kora’s neck as he clamped his paws over his ears.

	Kora lunged toward Steele and Aywin, yanking the device from Xenon’s collar. The explosion, muffled by flesh, tore through the trap balloon from the inside. Meat and saliva burst outward, splashing harmlessly against the shimmering forcefield Kora had projected. Steele’s blade was spat back out by the blast, and Kora caught it before it hit them.

	The swollen body above them collapsed at once. The cage of legs went limp and crashed into the ground, dropping them with it. Kora released the shield, and the chunks that had collected against it slapped wetly onto the earth.

	“Should’ve brushed it off before letting go,” Xenon said, poking a bit of meat off Kora’s shoulder with a paw.

	“I realize that now,” Kora replied. She turned to Steele. “Still not any better?”

	“I don’t know... it’s too bright to even open my eyes,” Steele groaned.

	“It’s not even that bright out here,” Aywin noted.

	“Is there anything we can do?” Kora asked. “Maybe take your lens out? It might be a reaction.”

	“In both eyes?” Xenon asked skeptically.

	“It’s not that,” Steele said. “It happened long before the lens. Do we have a cloth? I need to block the light.”

	Kora unwrapped her fabric scarf and tied it firmly over Steele’s eyes.

	“Thanks. It still burns, but I think I can walk.”

	“You can’t see where you’re going, though,” Kora said.

	“Where’s my blade? I’ll use it to feel the ground.”

	“That sounds dangerous,” Kora said. She looked at Steele’s backpack. “You have rope?”

	She rummaged through his pack, pulled out a coil of rope, and knelt in front of the fox. “We’re going to need to tie this around your neck.”

	“I don’t like where this is going,” Xenon grumbled.

	“Oh, come on. He’s carried you plenty. Return the favor.”

	“Ugh. Fine.”

	Kora looped the rope gently around Xenon’s neck and handed the end to Steele. “There. Just walk in the direction the rope pulls.”

	“Before we go... where’s my blade?”

	“Right here.” Kora levitated it up, spinning it in the air to shake off the creature’s saliva. “Gross.” She slid it back into Steele’s sheath.

	Steele touched the hilt and recoiled. “Eww... what is that?”

	“Spit or something, I don’t know. We’ll wash it in Umbria,” Kora said. “Lead the way, Xenon.”

	They climbed down from the carcass. Steele felt the rope go taut and followed.

	“Big rock on your left,” Xenon said in a monotone voice, keeping the rope pulled tight.

	They walked until they reached a lone oak tree on the edge of a high cliff. Below them, the evening light hit the pale white stone walls of Umbria, making the city glow like a beacon for everyone but Steele.

	“Here, tree on your right. Sit for a while,” Xenon said, guiding Steele to the base of the trunk.

	Under the Oak Tree

	The group sat in the heavy silence beneath the oak tree.

	“What are we even doing?” Steele said quietly, his voice muffled by the scarf around his eyes.

	“What do you mean?” Kora asked.

	“When I woke up, I followed the mission my father left me unquestioning. Gather the components, get the power back on, meet the others in Zare. Then we find out from a talking fox that what we’ve been trying to do will probably cause another cataclysm.” He picked at a loose thread on the scarf. “So, we give up on the mission and try to figure out how to rebuild civilization on our own? Working against any other MPI that might be out there?”

	“Maybe some of ‘em can be convinced to join us?” Kora suggested.

	“Even so... we woke up being told to save the world but were given instructions for how to destroy it. Is this even our battle anymore? If the mission my father gave us is wrong, we could just stop and live out our lives.”

	“We could,” Kora said softly. “But like you say, there are likely other MPI initiates out there with the same mission. They could unknowingly cause another cataclysm following yer father’s orders.”

	Steele didn’t answer right away. Under the scarf, everything was already dark, so there was nothing to do but sit with it.

	“You know what the worst part is?” he said finally. “It’s not even that he was wrong. He’s been wrong before. He decided what I had wasn’t good enough and tried to swap it out for something better. It went sideways instead. Kids died because of it.” He sighed. “I forgave him for that. I told myself he meant well and that was enough. And now I find out the one thing he sent me a thousand years into the future to do might be the same mistake all over again, just bigger. How many times am I supposed to tell myself he meant well?”

	No one answered that.

	“Maybe I don’t want to clean up after him this time,” Steele said. “Maybe I want to be someone who never has to.”

	“That’s fair,” Kora said, after a while. She didn’t rush to fill the silence, and the not-rushing said more than the sentence did. “You’ve earned the right to be angry at him. I’m not gonna tell ya not to be.”

	“But?”

	“But there’s other people out there right now, still frozen, gonna wake up one day with the exact same orders you had. They won’t have Xenon to tell ‘em any different. They’ll just do what they’re told, same as you almost did.” She paused. “Being mad at him doesn’t undo what the mission does if nobody stops it.”

	Steele exhaled slowly. “So I’m stuck fixing his mess either way. Angry or not.”

	“Pretty much,” Kora said. “Sorry.”

	“I guess if I don’t do it, no one will. Then all that blood’s on his hands, and I let it happen twice.”

	“Not just you,” Kora said, looking at the others. “We’ll help too. Right, guys?”

	“That’s why I’m here,” Xenon said.

	“This seems like the most important thing I could be doing,” Aywin added.

	“Alright... thanks.” Steele sat with that for a moment, then pushed the scarf up an inch, like he might will his eyes open through sheer stubbornness. “Let’s keep walking. I’ve slowed you down long enough.”

	“Won’t that hurt?” Aywin asked.

	“Probably.”

	“It’s almost dark anyway,” Kora said, gently pushing the scarf back down. “Just sit. We’ll set up camp.”

	Kora gathered stones for a fire pit while Xenon fetched kindling with his mouth. Aywin stood before the oak and placed his hand against the trunk. A glowing green aura flowed from his palm into the bark. The tree groaned as fresh growth sprouted rapidly, weaving branches and leaves into four small, natural shelters, one significantly smaller for the fox.

	“Sorry I’m not much help,” Steele said, listening to the rustle of leaves and the snap of sticks.

	Kora knelt by the fire pit and focused her will on one of her daggers. It burst into flames, igniting the kindling effortlessly. Once the fire was roaring, Steele rummaged through his pack and handed out strips of jerky.

	For a while the only sound was the fire and the distant creak of insects out in the dark grass.

	“We should get some rest,” Kora said at last. “Another long hike tomorrow.”

	“Yeah,” Steele said. “Probably right.”

	Steele’s Dream

	Steele opened his eyes to the rafters of the blacksmith shop.

	I’m tired... I just want to sleep... can’t I just have a vision that I’m asleep? He thought as he closed his eyes again. Just as he felt himself drifting, there was a knock at the door.

	Goddammit... he thought as he rubbed his eyes and got out of bed. “Aywin?”

	A voice came from the other side of his front door. “It’s Owen!”

	Steele made his way down the squeaky stairs and opened the front door. Owen stood outside in plate armor without a helmet; a bow strung across his torso.

	“Renaissance festival today or something?” Steele asked.

	“‘Fraid not,” Owen replied. “It’s our turn to defend the castle.”

	“Defend the castle? From what? Myth-whatevers?”

	“Yes, Mythrans. You’ll see when we get there,” Owen said.

	Steele followed Owen up the path toward the castle. Several people he didn’t recognize were already passing through the gate.

	“Is Aywin going to be here too?” Steele asked, looking around for anyone familiar.

	Owen shook his head. “Just us and a few other people you probably don’t know. Don’t be too worried about defending the castle; if you die, you’ll just end up back in your house.”

	“Like a game?” Steele asked.

	“Pretty much. Infinite lives in here,” Owen replied.

	“Do the people we’re defending the castle against have infinite lives too?”

	“Yeah, but they aren’t playing,” Owen said.

	“What do you mean?”

	“If they won, they would steal everything from us,” Owen replied. “Our homes... our Spectra...”

	“Oh. I didn’t know about any of that,” Steele said.

	“We should be fine. The Great One wouldn’t let something like that happen. Here, you can use this armor,” Owen said, spawning a plate armor torso piece and handing it to Steele. The glare off the bright metal made Steele squint and look away.

	“Does it come in black?” Steele asked.

	“You know it does,” Owen said, snapping his finger and making the armor black.

	“Thanks.”

	“You owe me a Spectra though,” Owen said with a smile. “Just kidding, you’re good. Put it on.”

	Steele began to undo the leather straps and lifted the plate armor to put it over his head.

	“Not like that, man. We don’t have time for that. None of this is real. You got this, remember?” Owen said, smacking the gourd on Steele’s belt. “Just poof it on.”

	Owen spawned the rest of the armor minus the helmet and put his hand on the pile. In an instant, the pile disappeared and Steele was fully armored.

	“See? Easy,” Owen said as he handed Steele the helmet. “You can put this on normally when we get there.”

	“Ok. Do I get a bow too?” Steele asked.

	“Not a normal-sized one. You get Big Bertha,” Owen replied. “You’ve got all you need for now.”

	“Oh, ok,” Steele replied.

	They approached the front door of the castle. Steele was taken aback by how big it was, at least three times taller than necessary for the largest human to enter. The gate opened slowly, and Steele followed Owen inside with the others behind him.

	The castle had stairs going up on the right side of the entry hall and stairs going down on the left. Owen headed for the stairs on the left and began descending into the basement. The stairwell ended in what looked like a dead end, nothing but cells and iron bars.

	Should I be worried? This feels off... he said we were going to the walls but we are in the basement?

	Owen grabbed one of the iron cell doors and heaved it open. Behind it was a large wooden door. He opened it, revealing what appeared to be a lift made of metal, completely out of place in the medieval environment.

	“All aboard, as they say,” Owen said, stepping onto the lift and beckoning the others to follow.

	Steele stepped onto the lift and felt the whole thing shudder under the additional weight. Luckily this is just a dream... even if this thing collapsed, I would just wake up.

	Owen pressed one of the buttons on the side of the lift and it jerked to life, descending rapidly. It dropped for nearly a minute before stopping abruptly and shaking side to side. Everyone piled out, and Steele was surprised to find they were back in a castle dungeon nearly identical to the one they had just left. Same iron bars. Same heavy doors. Same torchlight.

	Steele followed Owen up nearly the same stairs, taking a left turn and coming out in an entry hall nearly identical to the one they were just in. He walked toward the front door already expecting the garden, the wheat fields, the smell of turned earth and overripe apples.

	None of it was there.

	The gate opened onto the top of a high crenellated wall, its masonry damaged in places from projectiles. Beyond the wall, instead of rolling farmland and a painted sky, a jagged landscape of dark grey rocks stretched in every direction beneath an eerie layer of thick fog.

	“What the hell?” Steele said quietly. “This isn’t the same place.”

	Owen didn’t answer. He was already moving toward the walls.

	“Backup is here!” a man along the walls shouted from Steele’s right.

	“Who’s taking over Big Bertha?” another man asked.

	“That would be him,” Owen said, putting a hand on Steele’s shoulder.

	Steele looked over and saw a man sitting on a massive ballista with wooden hand-cranks projecting into his face.

	“Let me show you how to operate it before they put together another wave,” Owen said, walking over to the weapon. The man on the ballista climbed off and Steele took his place.

	“Left crank is up and down. Right crank is left to right. Pedal to fire. We’ll take care of the rest,” Owen said.

	“How do I know who is the enemy and who are our allies?” Steele asked.

	“Anyone down there is the enemy. Anyone up here is an ally... unless one of them gets up here,” Owen replied.

	“Right, stupid question I guess,” Steele said, nodding slowly and testing the controls.

	“Alright, we’re off shift. If the castle falls on your watch, you guys owe us all your Spectra,” the man who was on the ballista said as he and a few other men disappeared into the castle.

	Steele put on his helmet and looked out into the distance as much as the grey haze allowed.

	“They’ve probably had time to make it back by now,” Owen said. “They’re in the fog making final preparations. Shall we smoke them out?”

	“I guess. What do we do?” Steele asked.

	Owen spawned a red cloth, wrapped it around the ballista’s arrowhead, then spawned a cup of tar, poured it over the cloth, and lit it with a nearby torch.

	“See that little blue light in the haze?” Owen whispered to Steele. “I don’t know what that is. Aim for that.”

	Reluctantly, Steele cranked the handle to line up the reticle on the faint blue light as best he could through the flames. He pressed the pedal with his right foot, and the ballista rope ripped forward, launching the flaming arrow and shaking the entire machine.

	The flaming arrow lit the ground as it flew, revealing the torn-up landscape below before disappearing into the fog. A moment later a horrendous noise echoed from the mist.

	“Giant!” one of the men shouted.

	“Okay, this isn’t a normal wave. They have a giant. This might not have been the best time to have you try the ballista,” Owen said as he reloaded the next bolt. Two men at the back cranked the handles to draw the rope again.

	“Is that thing a person?” Steele asked as the head of the massive creature protruded from the fog, lit by the flaming bolt.

	The giant tore the bolt from its shoulder and charged toward the walls, flanked by at least a dozen human-sized figures.

	“A giant they created with Spectra to send at us,” Owen said grimly. “Okay, yeah. Let me take over Big Bertha from here, Steele.”

	Owen handed Steele the bow, climbed onto the ballista, and fired another round. It hit the giant in the leg, causing it to trip and squash one of the people running beneath it.

	“Ooo... back to his spawn point,” Owen said, cranking the ballista to reload.

	The giant got up to a kneeling position and threw the tree it was carrying as a club at the castle wall.

	“Incoming!” Owen shouted.

	Everyone ducked as the tree slammed against the castle keep behind them and came smashing down onto the wall just next to the ballista.

	“That was close!” Owen shouted as he fired another bolt. It hit one of the small figures beneath the giant, and they instantly disappeared.

	Steele grabbed the bow and arrows and moved to an opening in the crenellations, firing at anything moving in the haze. The arrows left streaks of light and pierced straight through whatever they hit, making the targets vanish. He dropped three or four before the rest got close. One of them spawned a ladder; Steele nailed him with an arrow, but the ladder still toppled toward the walls, giving the others something to climb. At the same time, three more ladders hit the stone.

	“We got climbers!” Steele shouted, trying to find an angle. He glanced right and saw the giant take another direct hit from the ballista. He set the bow against the crenellation and picked up a sword. He ran for the ladders and, just as three men were about to crest the wall, swung. The man at the top of the ladder instantly vanished, and Steele kicked the ladder off the side of the wall with all his strength.

	Just then the giant slammed into the walls and the whole castle shook. It reached up and grabbed the ballista; Owen stumbled out of it and crawled toward Steele.

	“Crap, it got Big Bertha...” Owen said, standing and grabbing the bow Steele had left behind. He climbed onto the crenellation and began firing arrow after arrow, each one leaving a bright trail that lit up the wall.

	With his back to the source of the arrows, the giant began picking up people to put on the walls.

	“This thing just won’t die, man,” Owen said, winded from pulling the bow back.

	Steele ran over to where the ballista was and looked over the edge at the top of the giant’s head.

	“Well, here goes,” Steele said, turning his sword point-down.

	“You’re crazy,” Owen said. “But if you die, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	Steele shook his head and jumped off the wall, slamming the sword down onto the giant’s head.

	Steele jolted awake. Did I die? Did the giant die?

	“What’s wrong?” Kora asked, startled awake by the sound of Steele moving fast.

	“I... I’ve been having weird dreams lately,” Steele replied, slowly settling back into the leaves. “Don’t worry about it... you can go back to sleep.”

	“Alright,” Kora replied.

	Still the middle of the night... I should try to get some actual sleep...

	Final Leg to Umbria

	The next day, Steele woke to find his vision restored. The burning sensation had faded, replaced by the crisp morning light of the plains. He climbed out of the leafy shelter Aywin had grown and finally saw the massive oak in its full glory, its ancient branches stretching wide over their camp. In the distance, the white walls of Umbria shimmered like a mirage.

	“Hey! Yer better!” Kora shouted the moment she saw his eyes.

	“Yeah, sleeping it off seems to get rid of it,” Steele replied, blinking against the sun.

	“Why does it happen? Any idea?” Kora asked, walking over to inspect him.

	“It first started happening after an overexposure to eluna when I was a child,” Steele said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t know what triggers it or what makes it go away. It just seems to come and go.”

	Xenon looked up from his position by the campfire, his ears twitching. “It’s not unheard of for people exposed to too much eluna to exhibit such symptoms. It’s as though the body can only absorb so much before it becomes too much to bear.”

	“Hopefully it doesn’t end up causing any long-term damage, like permanent blindness,” Kora said.

	“Hopefully,” Steele replied.

	They packed their gear and began descending the cliffside toward the capital. Now that he could actually see, Steele found himself impressed by the city’s scale. As they drew closer, the details of the skyline began to emerge above the formidable defensive towers.

	Tall, greyish-white stone buildings rose above the outer walls. Steele picked out the spires of a massive cathedral, the tiered ring of an amphitheater, and the golden-topped roof of a palace. Farther off, toward what he assumed was the coast, a lighthouse stood against the blue sky. It was a stark contrast to the mud and reeds of Sobex, a monument to imperial power.

	
Chapter Nine

	The Imperial City of Umbria

	Umbria Main Gate

	Traffic thickened as they followed the main road. More and more travelers passed the other way, many leading donkeys laden with goods.

	Steele had seen plenty of rugged, traditional living since he’d woken up. But watching a man haul a donkey past the gates of the world’s largest city said something about how far things had fallen. Still, civilization standing at all counted for something.

	As they approached the main gate, guards dressed in steel armor trimmed light blue stepped forward to block their path. Their attention went first to Steele’s blade, then to the strange weave of Steele and Kora’s armor.

	“Do you have papers permitting entry?” a guard asked.

	When the party admitted they had none, the guards demanded to know where they were from.

	“I am the Eye of Adesa, and these are my bodyguards,” Aywin said with his usual calm authority.

	“Those two don’t look like Adesans,” one guard said, pointing his spear toward Steele. “And that thing on your back doesn’t look like anything forged in Adesa. Is it old technology?”

	“Yes,” Steele said.

	The guard’s expression hardened. “And you’re carrying it openly into Umbria?”

	“I’m initiated into Deajor,” Steele replied. “I’m allowed to.”

	The guards exchanged a look.

	“Prove it,” one of them said.

	Steele reached down and slipped the wooden bracelet off his arm.

	Crystal spread over his forearm in an instant, hard and translucent in the sunlight. One of the guards took an involuntary half-step back.

	Steele held the transformed arm up for only a moment before sliding the bracelet back on. The crystal receded at once, returning to flesh.

	The first guard cleared his throat. “That will do.”

	The second guard pointed at Kora. “Her armor doesn’t look normal either.”

	Steele looked down at it. Next to the linen and leather worn by everyone around them, their gear looked utterly alien.

	“It’s just light armor, sir,” Kora replied quickly. “Tightly woven fabric to help stop arrows and stuff.”

	“I didn’t know Adesans were capable of such craftsmanship,” the guard said. He propped his spear against the stone wall and leaned in to inspect the texture of Kora’s suit.

	“Adesian silk is world-renowned, and we get better all the time,” Aywin added.

	“Hmm... I might have to see about getting some Adesian armor myself, then,” the guard mused. He stood back up. “I suppose I can let you pass... but do you have a permit to bring that wild animal into the city outside of a cage?” He pointed at Xenon.

	Xenon’s ears sagged flat against his skull at the mention of a cage.

	“No... he’s not a wild animal. He’s well-trained,” Kora said, petting Xenon’s head.

	“Regardless, I can’t let people into the city with an undomesticated animal running about. Someone could be bitten, or chickens could be eaten, and then I’d lose my job,” the guard replied.

	“I won’t bite anyone or eat any chickens,” Xenon said.

	The guard recoiled. “I... I’m sorry… sir? Rules are rules. Foxes can’t roam free in the city, not even talking ones.”

	“But—” Kora started.

	“It’s fine,” Aywin interrupted, untying a leather pouch from his waist. He pulled out a single seed. “Just hold still, okay Xenon?” He placed the seed on the ground beneath the fox.

	“Yeah, sure...” Xenon said.

	Aywin’s hand glowed soft green. The seed erupted. Vines shot upward, bent inward, and wove themselves into a nearly perfect wooden square around Xenon. A loop formed at the top, then the whole thing browned and hardened into solid wood.

	“Let’s all pretend this is a normal thing to do to a scholar,” Xenon said.

	“Are we good to enter now?” Aywin asked, lifting the cage.

	“I... I don’t see any reason why not,” the guard stammered. “You are free to pass.”

	Once they were safely inside and out of the guards’ sight, they veered onto a side path. Aywin set the cage down and waved a hand. The vines went limp and slumped onto Xenon like wet noodles.

	“Nice trick,” Xenon said, shaking himself free.

	“Thanks,” Aywin replied.

	“It looks like we can’t get caught with Xenon walking around,” Steele noted.

	“Come on, Xenon. I’ll carry ya around my neck like a fancy pelt,” Kora said. She lowered her hood and held out her arms.

	“Today is just full of degradation...” Xenon grumbled, but he hopped into her arms and allowed himself to be slung around her shoulders.

	“Just pretend to be dead,” Kora whispered.

	“It looks good on you,” Steele teased. “Maybe a little gaudy.”

	“Why, thank you!” Kora replied, playfully lifting the fox’s tail and one of his paws as she danced from side to side.

	They walked back onto the main road, trying to blend in. The city was imposing. Pristine marble. Spires piercing the sky. The Umbrian flag snapping from nearly every balcony.

	A black bear rounded a corner and trotted past them on the street. Steele jumped, nearly drawing his blade.

	“The animals in the city sure are different from the ones in our time,” Steele said, watching the bear go.

	“Dogs have been extinct for hundreds of years. People now keep domesticated bears as pets,” Xenon explained from around Kora’s neck.

	“They wouldn’t let us through the gate with a fox because of ‘biting,’ but people let bears roam the streets? What the hell?” Steele muttered.

	“The rules do seem unfair, to be sure,” Xenon agreed.

	They passed a ballista craftsman’s yard, the air thick with white masonry dust and the ring of hammers, before reaching a market square loud with haggling and ripe with roasting meat.

	“What a splendid white fox pelt!” a merchant called out to Kora.

	“I’m not a pelt!” Xenon shouted.

	The merchant froze, his eyes widening.

	Kora’s hand shot up, pinching the fox’s mouth shut. “Sorry! My pet fox has no manners sometimes.”

	“I see...” the merchant said, slowly regaining his composure. “That pelt would be quite valuable if you’re ever interested in selling it.”

	“No, we’re good. Thank you!” Kora said, quickening her pace to pull them away from the stall.

	“This city is getting increasingly personal,” Xenon muttered.

	Cathedral of Deajor

	As they exited the market district, Steele stepped into a sprawling square dominated by a single towering presence. The Cathedral of Deajor rose before them, massive enough to cast the entire plaza into shadow. Even after the marble towers elsewhere in the city, the cathedral dwarfed everything around it.

	The exterior was a blinding, pristine white that glistened in the afternoon sun. Sharp, aggressive spires clawed into the sky, so tall he had to tilt his head back to follow them.

	Periodically along the walls, shards of riftglass had been embedded into the masonry. Their azure light pulsed in a slow rhythm, pulling streams of water upward as if gravity had simply given way. Instead of spilling down, the water surged toward the sky in a shimmering vertical torrent and vanished somewhere high within the cathedral.

	Steele followed the crowd around the side of the structure, where a small cultivated garden spread across a raised patch of ground. Silver grass grew there in dense, low clusters. In several places it had been crushed flat where wounded soldiers had been laid when the interior chambers filled.

	A priestess moved among them, water shimmering around her hands as it twisted through burns and lacerations. Her dark brown hair was pulled back beneath the hood of her white robe, which brushed the grass as she leaned from one soldier to the next. She looked a few years younger than Steele, though she moved like someone used to carrying responsibility.

	Steele stepped closer, taking in the worst of the burns. “What happened to them?” he asked.

	She looked up. Dark circles bruised the skin beneath her eyes. “They returned from the war against Zare,” she said. “These are the wounds of forbidden technology…”

	Aywin stepped forward, his hands glowing with a soft green light. “I am also an initiate of Deajor,” he said, then knelt beside the nearest soldier and began stabilizing the wounds.

	Across the street, Steele, Kora, and Xenon settled onto the edge of a circular stone fountain. From there, Steele watched water coil through blackened flesh while Aywin’s light sealed what it could not.

	Steele exhaled slowly, then glanced down at the fox around Kora’s neck. “Xenon, do you know why the church bans technology for non-initiates?”

	“The Church of Deajor traces back to shortly after 0 AD, likely just before you were frozen,” Xenon replied, his voice low. “It began as a political movement against further research involving interdimensional rifts. Most of its founders were scientists who knew what had really happened during the cataclysm.”

	“I mean, that sounds reasonable, given what happened,” Steele said.

	“Indeed. They were probably right about that much. But over time the original purpose was lost. It became easier to blame all eluna technology than to explain interdimensional rifts to ordinary people.”

	Xenon paused, ears twitching as he glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear. When he spoke again, it was barely above a whisper.

	“Eventually, it became a crusade against technology itself. It started to look like a church, preaching that we were being punished for our misuse of science, as though using it were a sin... which, obviously, it is not. I just got the math wrong.”

	Xenon lowered his gaze to his paws. “Truthfully, civilization might not have collapsed as badly as it did if Deajor hadn’t existed back in the day.”

	Steele flexed his fingers absently, tension coiled tight in his right hand. “Right... I wonder if my father had trouble continuing his work with the MPI because of that anti-tech sentiment.”

	“I’m sure he had many difficulties from it, yes.” Xenon’s gaze shifted toward Steele. “Did you infect yourself and join Deajor just to be able to walk around with technology more easily?”

	“I mean, that’s a helpful side effect,” Steele admitted. “But I was more hoping to cure my bouts of blindness.”

	“I see,” Xenon said quietly. “Given how that turned out, have you thought about finding a cure and being rid of the crystallization? I worry for your safety with your arm like that. For all our safety, actually.”

	Steele rolled his shoulders, letting his hands settle on his knees. “Maybe. It is pretty handy to have, though. Maybe once we get to Zare, I’ll see about curing it. For now, it’ll be helpful to be part of the church while we’re in Umbria.”

	“Very well,” Xenon replied. “Just act with utmost caution.”

	“I will,” Steele said.

	After a few more minutes, Aywin finished with the wounded and crossed the street toward them, wiping sweat from his brow. He dropped onto the fountain’s edge beside them.

	“The priestess’s name is Ahura,” Aywin said, leaning forward. “We’re in luck. She’s the daughter of the emperor. She might be able to help me get an audience with him so I can broker a treaty between Adesa and Umbria, and Sobex too.”

	Steele nodded. “That’s lucky.”

	Aywin glanced back toward the garden, where Ahura was still moving from one wounded soldier to the next. “I don’t want to press her for politics while she’s tending the injured. We can come back once she’s finished.”

	“Works for me,” Steele said.

	Arena Escape

	They continued down the main road, taking in the sights of the capital. As they drew closer to the Umbrian Arena, the noise of the city began to change. The usual market clatter gave way to shouting, then to the muffled roar of a crowd. Something heavy slammed into stone inside the arena. Steele felt it through the cobbles beneath his boots.

	He turned toward the sound.

	A thunderous crash split the street. White marble burst outward, broken stone skidding across the road just in front of them.

	Dust billowed from the shattered wall. Through it came a giant insect, dark brown verging on black, its shell catching the light with an oily, iridescent sheen.

	Four massive legs carried it in harsh A-shaped strides, while two smaller front limbs snapped and reached ahead of it like grasping hooks. Above a jagged mouth, two eye stalks moved independently, never quite settling. Worst of all was the long spike jutting from its shell like a jouster’s lance.

	The beast was tangled in a heavy net, stumbling through the street and smashing into wooden market stalls as it fought to free itself. It crashed through a weapons vendor’s stand beside Steele, sending blades and splinters flying like shrapnel. Steele and the others dove for cover.

	The creature didn’t slow down. It slashed through the net with its smaller front legs and lowered its spike, charging straight toward Ahura. The priestess didn’t flee. She snatched up a standard-issue Umbrian spear from a fallen soldier and planted her feet.

	Before the creature could run Ahura through, Steele threw up a hand. All the light in the area vanished, snuffed clean away. He triggered the night vision in his Lens, and through the green-tinted overlay watched the creature stagger, blind and disoriented.

	He drew his blade, sprinted to the insect’s flank, and swung. The blast wave knocked it onto its side. Steele scrambled onto its belly and drove the blade into the softest part of its underside, sinking the steel to the hilt. Then, with a wave of his right hand, the light returned.

	Ahura, who had fallen during the chaos, looked up to see the creature lying dead next to her. Before anyone could celebrate, a second giant insect burst through the hole in the colosseum and sprinted in the opposite direction.

	“I’ll get that one!” Kora shouted, going into a full sprint.

	The bug climbed the cathedral wall as easily as flat ground, its lance shattering a massive stained-glass window. Before it could crawl inside, Kora threw her daggers. They ignited midair and punched into its sides. She ripped her hands back so hard she fell, hauling the giant insect off the wall. It crashed onto the road below, smoke rising from its sides.

	“Is it dead?” Steele shouted.

	“Looks like it,” Kora replied after the insect stopped moving.

	Aywin ran over to help Ahura up. “I’m fine, thank you,” she said, nodding to him. Citizens began creeping back toward the fallen creatures. Steele finally freed his blade from the carcass and hopped down, shaking the goop off the steel.

	“You have the power of darkness?” Ahura asked Steele.

	“Unfortunately…” Steele replied. “Since I was a child.”

	“If you didn’t, I would surely have died,” Ahura said gratefully.

	“You didn’t even tell us...” Kora said, walking back toward them.

	“Sorry, it’s not something I like to bring up. I’ll warn you before I do it next time,” Steele answered.

	A woman in ornate priestly regalia stepped out from the cathedral. She introduced herself as Lady Elisia, high priest of the church of Deajor. Her gaze moved from their use of eluna to their technology, and she asked if they were with the church.

	“I am,” Steele replied.

	“I can sense it,” Elisia said, waving her hand near Steele. Then she moved her hand toward Kora. “But I don’t sense it in you...”

	“I’m not initiated,” Kora said, sheathing her daggers.

	“He invokes the darkness, but I have not seen a power such as yours,” Elisia said to Kora, looking her up and down.

	“Umm... Thank you,” Kora replied with a small bow of her head.

	“You are able to levitate objects?”

	“Just stuff with lots of eluna in it,” Kora said.

	“I see... your power is different than most. You are aware of this?”

	“I hadn’t really thought about it before,” Kora admitted.

	“Most people who can control eluna have an affinity for a single element,” Lady Elisia said. “Nature for healing. Wind to call forth lightning. Or darkness.” She glanced at Steele. “To destroy the light.”

	Kora nodded. Steele crossed his arms.

	“Yet your ability allows you to manipulate eluna itself with no elemental affinity?” Lady Elisia asked.

	“I guess so, yeah,” Kora replied.

	“I suspect your powers will prove far stronger than any element,” Elisia said. “The ability to pull weapons from an attacker’s hands or stop eluna-based projectiles in midair could save many lives. Would you do me the honor of letting me initiate you into Deajor, young lady? Once initiated, you would be deemed safe to walk the city with technology, as this young man is.”

	“I mean, I don’t know. It sounds kind of dangerous,” Kora said.

	“Only if you remove the bracelet for an extended period,” Elisia replied. “This man has much weaker powers, and he has tolerated initiation.” She gestured to Steele again.

	Steele jerked his head as if to say “What the hell?” while Kora smiled at him.

	“What happens if I don’t? Are ya gonna kick me out of the city?” Kora asked.

	“Well, I would be willing to turn the other way, but once someone else finds out those daggers are eluna technology, they may not be so forgiving,” Lady Elisia replied.

	Kora turned to the group. “Whaddaya guys think? Should I do it?”

	“I wouldn’t trust her for a second,” Xenon said, his eyes narrowing.

	“It’s not terrible...” Aywin offered.

	“Tie-breaking vote, Steele,” Kora said.

	“Maybe just do it so we can walk freely without people harassing us, and we can always cure it later,” Steele said.

	“Alright, I guess I’ll do it then...”

	Elisia pulled a dark purple shard of riftglass and a bracelet from her pockets. She slipped the bracelet over Kora’s arm and stabbed the shard into her hand. As with Aywin and Steele, there was no blood and no visible wound.

	“See, easy as that,” Elisia said. “You should have a dream tonight. Then you will know what Deajor is all about.”

	The words caught somewhere behind Steele’s ribs, and he couldn’t have said why.

	What Deajor Is All About

	The crowd began to disperse, and Ahura offered them a place at the palace as thanks for saving her life. Steele followed, but a voice suddenly thudded through his mind, urgent and cold.

	“Something is wrong... Remove Kora’s bracelet...”

	Steele lunged for Kora’s arm. “Steele, what are ya doin’!?” she shouted, wrestling with him. The bracelet string snapped, sending wooden beads clattering across the cobbles.

	“Shit, ya broke it!” Kora knelt down to pick them up.

	Aywin gasped. “Kora, look! Your arm! It hasn’t turned to crystal even with the bracelet off.”

	Kora moved her fingers. “Yeah... my arm feels fine still.”

	“It is as I suspected... She must be immune. She has been deemed unworthy by Deajor... she cannot be allowed to carry the remnant. Take it from her. Only you are worthy,” the voice whispered.

	Steele’s face twisted. He ripped the crystal bracelet off his own arm. Instantly, the crystallization on his hand surged, transforming into a sharp, jagged blade. He pointed it at Kora’s face while she was still on her knees.

	“Deajor has found you unfit to carry the remnant. Give it to me,” Steele said, extending his non-crystal hand.

	“Steele...? Yer betraying me?” Kora asked, her voice trembling.

	“Something seems wrong with him,” Xenon said. “That damn Deajor.”

	Kora swept her hand hard to the right, ripping Steele’s crystal arm completely off and slamming it into a nearby wall. Then she swept her hand back to the left and tore the blade from his back and knocked him off his feet.

	“You knew she could easily counter that, you buffoon! Use your brain to get the remnant from her! Run to the cathedral!” the voice urged.

	“No!” Aywin suddenly grabbed his head, dropping to his knees. “I won’t do it! Get out of my head!”

	“Shit, not you too!” Kora shouted.

	Steele scrambled up, seized his blade, and bolted down a dark alley. Aywin remained on the ground, his eyes squeezed shut. “I can still hear him ordering me to kill you and take the remnant...”

	The Veilguard necklace around Aywin’s neck began to glow red-hot, emitting wisps of smoke.

	“The forcefield must be partially blocking it,” Xenon said, inspecting the device. “If the generator can block whatever is controlling you, we need to get one on Steele.”

	Xenon looked at his own collar and let out a heavy sigh. He walked to Kora. “Take mine... put it on Steele.”

	“If I do then yer gonna be a sitting duck!” Kora replied.

	“At least my mind is safe from Deajor,” the fox replied. “Steele being out of his mind is the biggest threat to me currently.”

	“Fine. Keep it on till we find him,” Kora said. She grabbed Steele’s discarded backpack, stuffed his severed crystal arm inside, and swung it over her shoulder.

	“I’ll sniff him out,” Xenon said, nose to the ground as he raced into the alleyway Steele had taken.

	Hunting down Steele

	Xenon followed Steele’s trail into the shadowed back garden of the Cathedral of Deajor. A twig snapped. Leaves rustled behind him.

	“Shit, a trap!” Kora shouted. “Be careful where ya step!”

	Xenon spun around to see Kora dangling in the air, caught in a heavy rope net anchored to a nearby tree. Aywin raised his hand, and the tree’s branches bent low to release her.

	Steele dropped from a high cathedral window, blade aimed straight at Xenon. The fox didn’t even see the strike until it slammed into his forcefield, sending him tumbling into a thicket of bushes. Steele hurled the blade in the bush after him and lunged for Kora. He reached through the net, snatched the remnant from her pouch, and bolted toward the corner of the cathedral.

	Xenon used all his strength to heave Steele’s heavy blade off himself. He scrambled out of the brush and gave chase, the shield generator on his collar flickering with erratic blue and red lights.

	“You running away from a little fox!?” Xenon shouted at the retreating figure.

	Steele skidded to a stop and slowly turned to face him. He held up his shattered crystal arm, morphing the jagged remains into a small icepick.

	Xenon kept walking toward him slowly, showing no aggression. “I know you’re still in there, Steele...” he said loudly, his voice steady as if speaking to a crowded room.

	“Your friend is gone... there is only Deajor,” Steele said, his voice hollow and wrong.

	Steele charged. He swung the sharpened crystal arm at Xenon’s head. The fox dodged backward, then leaped, pushing off the stone wall of the cathedral to latch onto Steele’s back with his claws. Steele thrashed, reaching over his shoulder to stab the fox off, but Xenon narrowly jerked his head aside to avoid the spike.

	The shield generator continued to pulse. Every time the light flashed blue, Steele’s arms dropped for a second, and a wisp of smoke curled from the device.

	“Come on, stupid thing,” Xenon muttered. He shifted his grip, removing his claws long enough to bang his paw against the shield generator.

	On the third hit, the light turned a solid, steady blue. Steele’s body went limp. He leaned forward and collapsed face-first onto the path with Xenon still clinging to his back.

	Xenon retracted his claws, working the collar loose with quick, clumsy paws. He slipped it around Steele’s neck and cinched it tight. Smoke plumed from the device, but the light remained solid blue.

	Eventually, Kora and Aywin rounded the corner and spotted them. “Hey, you got him!” Aywin shouted.

	Kora ran over and pried the remnant from Steele’s hand. “That you in there now, then?”

	“I... I’m sorry...” Steele said quietly from the ground.

	“You weren’t yourself... no need to apologize...” Xenon said, breathless.

	“Ya think that forcefield’s gonna hold up?” Kora asked, looking at the smoking collar.

	“It’s on the verge of being overloaded,” Xenon replied. “He could become hostile again. Be wary.”

	Kora helped Steele to his feet and tucked the remnant securely back into her pouch.

	For a few seconds no one moved. Steele stood where Kora had hauled him upright, staring at his left arm. It was still morphed into the shape of a spike.

	Steele swallowed and focused on the arm. The spike softened, its sharp point sagging and folding in on itself until it became a misshapen lump of cloudy crystal hanging where his forearm should have been.

	“I almost killed you,” he said quietly.

	Kora didn’t answer right away. “Luckily ya couldn’t kill me unless I was sleepin’…” she said finally.

	“That is probably true…” Steele said.

	“Deajor is a curse. We need to be rid of it,” Kora said.

	“I agree,” Xenon said.

	“I never thought I’d say it, but you’re right. We need to find a cure as soon as possible,” Aywin added.

	“We all need rest. Shall we head to the palace?” Xenon asked.

	As the shadows lengthened and night drew nearer, Kora and Aywin supported Steele, guiding his shaky steps toward the towering gates of the Umbrian palace.

	
Chapter Ten

	Umbrian Palace

	Approaching the Palace

	By the time they reached the Umbrian palace, Steele insisted he could walk on his own. Kora and Aywin let him, though they stayed close. The shield generator at his throat still seemed to be holding.

	To reach the heart of the complex, they passed beneath a gargantuan archway fashioned from the rib bones of a massive whale. The bone had been bleached to a ghostly white and fitted point to point like the cage of some dead god. Every bit of its surface had been carved with imagery of ships and the sea.

	“That’s a hell of a sight,” Kora tilted her head back, slowing until she’d nearly stopped.

	“Hard to believe something that big was ever alive.” Aywin said.

	Steele didn’t look up as he hobbled under the arch.

	They followed him through. Beyond the archway, the palace’s circular towers rose toward the sky, unscarred despite the wars at the border. Their walls were thick, brooding, and too perfect, with deep-set arrow slits watching the road like dark eyes.

	The main complex stood at the center, broad at the base and sheathed in seamless marble that tapered toward a central spire. Balconies jutted from it like open palms. From there, the emperor could see every corner of his domain, and every storm trying to reach it.

	As they neared the heavy metal gates, the guards pulled them open with a synchronized clang of iron that echoed against the marble.

	Unlike the city watch in steel and light blue trim, the men here wore dark grey, nearly black plate polished to a dull sheen. Sharp scarlet trim marked every joint and seam. They stood with rigid ceremonial precision, their narrow-visored helms giving them the stillness of statues.

	“The Scarlet Guard,” Xenon murmured. “The emperor’s personal elite.”

	“Ahura told us to let the people with a fox in,” one of the guards noted, eyeing Xenon with curiosity.

	Steele and the others passed through the gates into a courtyard that felt less like a garden than a maintained illusion. The grass was a perfectly manicured emerald broken only by a massive stone fountain. Intricately carved benches stood at precise intervals.

	The lawn was dotted with fruit trees and stone-lined gardens, each one bright with blossoms. Trellises dripped with heavy purple flowers and orange-brown fruit that looked to Steele like passionfruit.

	At the palace proper, the guards heaved open a pair of massive wooden doors carved with scenes of conquest. Beyond them lay an entry chamber built to make visitors feel small, all echoing stone and shadowed rafters, and beyond that a hall dominated by a table long enough to seat at least thirty guests at once.

	At the far end, positioned in a way that made everything else in the room feel subordinate, sat an opulent throne. It was the kind of chair designed to remind a man of exactly how small he was.

	Ahura emerged from a corridor beyond the chamber and crossed toward them, her footsteps tapping across the polished floor.

	“My father is asleep. I’ve prepared a guest room for you,” she said.

	“Thank you. We’ve been through a bit,” Kora said, her voice weary.

	“Please, follow me.”

	Ahura led them toward the guest quarters. On the way, she noticed the jagged scratches and dried blood on Steele’s back. Xenon explained the “attack” in the garden, careful with his words. Ahura went quiet, as if the Church of Deajor doing such a thing to its own didn’t fit anywhere in what she knew of it.

	Once inside the room, Aywin set to work, using his abilities to close Steele’s wounds until only faint scars remained.

	Kora reached into Steele’s pack and pulled out the severed crystal arm. She pressed it to the shattered nub at his shoulder. The pieces began to fuse as if drawn together by a magnet. Once the limb was mostly attached, she slipped the wooden bracelet back over his wrist. The jagged crystallization smoothed away and his arm returned to normal.

	“At least that goes back on...” Kora said. Something in her shoulders loosened.

	For a moment she didn’t say anything else. Then she unhooked Steele’s blade from where she’d been carrying it and leaned it against the wall on the other side of the room from him. “We need to keep dangerous objects away from Steele till we know the shield generator is gonna hold. Not that it matters much with that arm.”

	“I know, do what you have to,” Steele said quietly.

	With Steele patched up and the shield generator still glowing blue, exhaustion finally caught up with them. They collapsed onto the palace guest beds and fell into a hard sleep.

	The Vision Realm

	Steele opened his eyes on the wooden floor of his blacksmith shop again.

	“Damn, still having these visions…” he muttered, pushing himself up slowly.

	He opened the front door just as a horse-drawn wagon rattled past. A barred cell sat on the back, and inside it Kharis stared into the distance in stony silence. Steele ran down the path and followed the carriage toward the castle on the plateau.

	Inside the castle gates, a large crowd had already gathered. The carriage stopped in the center of the square, and the driver hopped down. Steele spotted Owen amongst the throng of people and moved to stand beside him.

	The driver went to the back, let Kharis out, and handed him a heavy green book titled “Tome of Humility” in yellow letters.

	“Read it,” the driver commanded. “Read it and the tome will decide when you mean in.”

	A bright spotlight appeared above Kharis, pinning him to the spot as he stood before the silent crowd.

	“I am but a single grain of sand in an endless desert. My voice is a whisper in a storm of billions. I possess nothing that was not given, and I am no more important than the dirt beneath my feet,” Kharis read aloud, his voice flat.

	As the words left his mouth, the spotlight evaporated the dirt around him, lifted it in a spiral, and rained it back down onto his head.

	“The book knows you don’t mean it. Read it again,” the driver said.

	Kharis read the passage several more times, pausing only to blow dirt off the pages. The rain only thickened until he was buried to the waist. He closed his eyes, drew a breath, and read it once more with hollow finality.

	The spotlight shut off. The dirt stopped falling.

	“Good. You have been forgiven,” the driver said, snatching the book back. He climbed onto his horse and drove back out the gate, leaving Kharis partially entombed. The crowd began to disperse as if they had just watched a routine chore.

	Steele ran to Kharis and clawed the dirt off him.

	“Stop! What are you doing?” Kharis shouted, swinging his arms to swat Steele away. “I’ll just be punished again!”

	“I’m sorry, I was just trying to help,” Steele said, recoiling.

	“Go! I must dig myself out,” Kharis snapped, shooing him toward the gate.

	“Come on, Steele, let’s go,” Owen said, walking out with him.

	Was that some kind of threat aimed at me? Am I going to be punished next for defying orders in the real world?

	“Not everything in here is sunshine and rainbows,” Owen said.

	“We have to put an end to this...” Steele replied.

	Back at the shop, Steele summoned a bar of steel from his Spectra and began hammering it into a blade.

	“What, you’re going to make a weapon to fight The Great One?” Owen asked.

	What could a regular sword even do against The Great One? What am I even doing?

	“I don’t know. I have to try something,” Steele said, the hammer ringing in time with the words.

	“Make it out of this at least.” Owen poofed a light blue metal bar into existence on the anvil.

	“What is that?”

	“Veilsteel,” Owen replied. “Strongest metal you can forge a sword from in here.”

	Steele dropped his current project and picked up the Veilsteel. He heated it until it glowed, but when he struck it, the anvil rang with a stubborn vibration. “This stuff is way harder. Hammering it barely makes a dent.”

	“Lucky for you, work keeps being done in here while you’re awake,” Owen said. “You might as well start a bunch of pieces at once. A lot of them will be done when you come back.”

	“Alright.” Steele created another bar of Veilsteel and began shaping armor.

	“By the way, I’m supposed to give you this.” Owen tapped his gourd against Steele’s. A bright stream of Spectra passed between them. “You got a bonus for contributing the most against that wave with the giant.”

	“Oh, ok. Thanks.”

	Owen leaned against a support beam, watching the sparks fly. “So... do you think we stand any chance against The Great One?”

	“You would know better than me,” Steele replied.

	“He seems bound by the same requirement to spend Spectra to do what he wants,” Owen mused. “But who’s to say his gourd isn’t bottomless?”

	“That means he isn’t actually a god then?”

	“Who can say for certain? He does seem to make the rules in this place.”

	“I doubt we stand a chance against him then,” Steele said, leaning into the work. “But it’s always worth a try.”

	Back in the Real World

	Steele woke to the muffled sound of a heavy door and Ahura’s voice inviting them to breakfast. He tried to sit up and found his wrists tethered to the bedframe.

	“Guys?” Steele asked, his voice raspy.

	Kora walked over to the bed, her eyes searching his face. “Ya good still?”

	“I feel fine,” he replied, though the generator against his skin was humming with a low, frantic vibration.

	“Alright. I’m gonna untie ya. Ya shout the second ya hear a voice that isn’t ours.” Kora worked at the knots, her expression grim. “We’ve talked about it. Ya need to wear the shield generator until we can find a permanent cure.”

	“What about Xenon?” Steele asked. “He’s defenseless without it.”

	“Right now,” Kora said, looking him in the eye, “you going berserk is the biggest threat to him. And to us.”

	Steele exhaled through his nose. “Fair enough.”

	They were led into the main hall with the long table. It had been set for a meal now, decorated with gold vases overflowing with vibrant flowers from the palace gardens. Waiters moved like ghosts, setting down elaborate dishes and sliced fruit with practiced, silent efficiency.

	“I will go speak with my father,” Ahura said, her voice tight with a daughter’s anxiety. “Please, eat. Try to enjoy yourselves.”

	The group fell on the food with a hunger born of the road. It was the kind of meal Steele had only ever seen from a distance, rich, vibrant, and plentiful. At the center of the spread were thick cuts of some kind of meat seared to a perfect pink, then wrapped in layers of flaky, golden-brown bread crust.

	They had barely begun to graze when shouting erupted from the solar where Ahura had gone. The sounds of a heated, muffled argument echoed against the marble until Ahura returned, her face pale.

	“I’m not sure it was a good idea for me to bring you here,” she whispered, her hands trembling. “My father... he is not himself.”

	“Should we leave?” Steele asked.

	“That might be for the best,” Ahura began, but the doors at the front of the room slammed open. The emperor burst in, staggering like a man fighting his own legs, one hand raised against the light spilling through the tall windows. His gaze swept the room until it landed on Xenon, who was gnawing on a piece of roasted meat on the table.

	“Is that a fox eating from my royal banquet table!?” he shouted, his words slurring. He pointed a shaking finger at Xenon. “Fetch me my hunting bears!”

	Xenon slowly lowered his paws from the table and sat back in the chair, trying to look as small and non-threatening as possible.

	The emperor’s eyes moved to Kora, then to the daggers in sheaths on her legs. His expression darkened. “You,” he said, his voice dropping to something quieter and worse. “You were seen using eluna technology in my city without sanction from Deajor.” He straightened. “Hand over whatever forbidden artifacts you carry. All of you will surrender your weapons and submit to arrest.”

	The Scarlet Guard at the door stepped forward without being told, their spears leveling with the practiced synchronicity of men who had drilled the motion ten thousand times. The steel tips hovered just above Steele’s chest, bright in the window light.

	“Father, stop!” Ahura stepped between the spears and her friends, her arms out. “She used that power to save people in your streets today! She fought the creatures that escaped your own arena!”

	“I was initiated too!” Kora added.

	The emperor stared at his daughter, his face reddening as though he were wrestling with something inside himself.

	Kora leaned toward Steele, barely moving her lips. “We have to get out of here. Now.”

	The guards didn’t waver. The emperor’s hand rose again, this time in a pointing gesture directed at the group.

	Ahura turned back to them. Her expression said everything. “Run,” she said quietly. “Go.”

	Run

	Steele scooped Xenon from the banquet chair, the fox letting out a startled grunt as they bolted for the door. The guards stood frozen, their eyes darting between the fleeing guests and their staggering emperor.

	“Guards... arrest... them...” the emperor slurred.

	“Dad, no!” Ahura shouted, but the gears of the Empire were already turning. Following the emperor’s command, the guards finally broke their trance, their armored boots clattering on the marble as they gave chase. Ahura followed close behind.

	They burst through the palace gates and into the grand courtyard. Steele and the others skidded to a halt as the guards caught up, fanning out into a disciplined half-circle. The sun glinted off the tips of their leveled spears.

	Ahura threw herself between the spears and her friends, her arms outstretched. “I order you to let them go!”

	“Can’t do that, Princess,” one of the guards said, his voice strained. “The emperor gave orders to arrest them.”

	“And his orders take precedence over yours,” another added, though he wouldn’t look her in the eye.

	Ahura glanced back at Steele, her chest heaving. “Can you do your darkness trick again?”

	“I’m out of juice,” Steele replied, setting Xenon down on the cobblestones.

	“Great...” Ahura muttered.

	Xenon stepped forward, his white fur bristling until he looked twice his size. He bared his teeth at the line of soldiers. “Go! Get clear and I’ll deal with the guards,” he said, his voice low and commanding.

	“But you don’t have your shield generator!” Steele said.

	“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” Xenon said, not looking back. “And they will be, too.”

	“I’m going with you!” Ahura told Steele, her voice trembling but firm. “Something is wrong with my father. I can’t go back to him like this.”

	“That’s fine,” Steele said. “Run!”

	The party turned and fled down the main road, the sounds of their breathing harsh in the morning air. Kora looked back over her shoulder as they ran. “Do ya think he’ll be alright?”

	Back in the courtyard, the guards hesitated. They were battle-hardened men, but they had never been trained to fight a lone, defiant fox.

	Xenon sat back on his hind legs, his paws moving with practiced speed as he reached into the leather pouch hidden by his thick neck fur. He pulled out a small metallic sphere that caught the light like a polished jewel. Taking a deep breath, he pressed the top and bottom and gave it a sharp twist.

	The sphere began to beep, tiny lights flashing with a rapid, rhythmic urgency.

	Xenon rolled the device toward the center of the guard line and saluted them with one paw. The guards instinctively backed away, watching the strange object as it came to rest. After a few heartbeats, the sphere twisted itself open, splitting into two halves. A dense blue fog poured out in a heavy, silent wave.

	Xenon turned and ran, his lungs burning as he held his breath, fleeing the azure cloud as it enveloped the guards. Within seconds, the men slumped where they stood, their spears clattering harmlessly against the stones as sleep took them.

	Ahura led them through a maze of side streets until they reached a nondescript building. She fumbled with the lock and ushered Aywin and Kora inside. Steele stood at the threshold, his head poking out to scan the street until a white streak appeared in the distance.

	“Glad you could make it,” Steele said as Xenon reached the stairs.

	Huff. Puff. “I’m way too old for this,” Xenon wheezed, his little chest heaving as he trotted past Steele.

	“You’ve got blue on you,” Steele noted, closing the door and bolting it. “What did you do to lose the guards?”

	“Sleep grenade,” Xenon answered, carefully brushing the fine blue dust from his fur. “Don’t breathe it in. They won’t be out for long.”

	The room fell quiet as the adrenaline bled away. What was left was the plain fact of how much trouble they were in.

	“So now what?” Kora asked, breaking the quiet.

	“Something is wrong with my father,” Ahura said, her voice small. “He’s like an angry drunk, even when he hasn’t touched a drop. He’s doing things he would never do.”

	“You think it’s Deajor again?” Aywin asked, looking toward Steele.

	“After seeing what happened to Steele?” Kora said, nodding. “It seems likely.”

	“Has your father been initiated into Deajor?” Aywin asked.

	“He’s not a religious man,” Ahura replied, “but he went through the rites to please my mother.”

	“Then the church could be controlling him. They did it to Steele, and they tried to do it to me,” Aywin said.

	“Tried to?” Ahura asked.

	“This pendant blocks their influence.” Aywin held up the small sphere on his necklace with two fingers.

	“I’ve seen one of those before,” Ahura said, her eyes widening. “In the back of the cathedral. There was a chamber with artifacts the priests kept under lock and key.”

	“Really?” Aywin asked. “If we can get one of those onto your father, we might be able to break the hold.”

	“I can get it,” Ahura said, already moving toward the door. “You stay here. You’re being hunted; I’m just a princess taking a walk.”

	She was gone before they could argue. Several minutes of tense waiting passed before she returned, breathless, clutching a small metallic sphere exactly like the ones Steele and Aywin wore.

	“Is this it?” she asked, holding it out.

	Aywin gestured toward Xenon. The fox took the sphere gently in his mouth, laid it on the floor, and began to poke at the casing with a delicate paw.

	“It’s a shield generator, alright,” Xenon muttered, his voice muffled. “But the riftglass battery inside has run dry.”

	“Can you fix it? Can we save him?”

	“It probably just needs to be exposed to a source of eluna,” Xenon said, looking up at her. “As for your father, the hard part will be getting close enough to use it. Those guards are just following orders.”

	“I know a secret entrance,” Ahura said. “It’ll get us past the main gates tomorrow. For now, just stay here. Rest.”

	“Sounds good,” Steele said, leaning his back against the wall. “What are the chances the guards find us here?”

	“Highly unlikely,” Ahura assured him. “This place was designed for me to escape to, even if the world turned against my family. I used to hide here after childish arguments. I never imagined using it to flee from my father.”

	“Looks like we all get the rest of the day off,” Kora said, sliding down to sit on the floor with a long sigh.

	Sneaking Back into the Palace

	The next morning, Ahura cracked the safehouse door and scanned the street for lingering patrols. Finding it clear, the group slipped out disguised in the heavy robes of the Deajor priesthood. The fabric was plain white, marked at the hem with the Deajor emblem: a bold golden triangle enclosing a single vertical bar over a solid dot.

	They wove between headstones, quiet and quick, until Ahura led them to a massive tombstone choked by overgrown brush. She vanished into the greenery, and one by one the others knelt and followed. They dropped into a dank, cramped crawlspace carved into the earth.

	They shed the robes in the gloom. Steele pulled his backpack around, clicking on his computer screen to use as a makeshift lantern. The light caught on hanging roots and thick, sticky spiderwebs that dangled like lace from the ceiling.

	“Who’s going first?” Aywin whispered, his voice echoing in the tight space.

	“I will,” Ahura said, crouched low. “I used to play in here as a child, though I wasn’t supposed to.” She pushed forward, sweeping webs aside with her forearm.

	Steele followed, keeping the light pinned to her heels. They hadn’t gone far when Kora’s foot found a crevasse in the uneven floor. She slipped, letting out a sharp, involuntary yelp that echoed through the narrow tunnel.

	The group froze. Steele’s light whipped back to find Kora on the ground, one leg wedged into the floor.

	“Sorry,” she said quietly, her face flushed. “Thought I was gonna fall through for a second.”

	Steele helped her pry her leg loose, and they pressed on. “Luckily,” Ahura whispered, “the ground is thick here. I doubt anyone above heard a thing.”

	“Once we reach him,” Aywin asked, his voice barely audible, “who’s going to use the generator?”

	“I’ll do it,” Kora said.

	“And if it doesn’t work?” Steele asked. “If he’s just... gone?”

	“Plan B,” Kora replied. “We retreat and figure out a new way.”

	The Infiltration

	The tunnel eventually gave way to a set of crude stone stairs. At the top, they found a wooden board blocking the path. Ahura shimmied the wood into a hidden gap in the masonry, and a sliver of light cut through the dark. Beyond the opening was the back of a statue niche.

	“Quiet now,” Ahura warned. She peeked out, then slipped into the hallway.

	They emerged into the heart of the palace, carefully avoiding the statue that hid their exit. Ahura tiptoed ahead, checking a corner before snapping her hand into a closed fist. Everyone froze.

	“Guard up ahead,” she whispered, her brow furrowed.

	“Want me to bonk him?” Kora asked, her hand drifting to the heavy chunk of riftglass at her hip. “Very lightly. By my standards.”

	“No hurting them if we can help it,” Ahura insisted.

	“I’ve got it,” Aywin said. He pulled a small leather pouch from his pack and selected a single, dark seed. He tossed it around the corner and made a sharp, pulling motion with his hand.

	The seed didn’t just grow; it erupted.

	The guard heard the rustle and turned, his spear leveled at the small plant suddenly sprouting from the red carpet. He stepped forward, curious, but as Aywin jerked his hand to the right, the plant’s tendrils lashed out. They wrapped around the guard’s greaves, racing up his torso in a blur of green. He opened his mouth to shout, but a broad, thick leaf clamped over his face, muffling him into silence.

	“We’re good,” Aywin said, rounding the corner. The guard was a living statue, cocooned in foliage with flowers beginning to bloom across his chest. He struggled against the vines, eyes wide above the leaf clamped over his mouth.

	“Relax,” Aywin told him gently. “We aren’t here to hurt you.”

	Ahura ran past them and threw open the heavy wooden doors at the end of the hall. Inside, the emperor stood by the far window, staring blankly at the horizon.

	“Dad? We’re here to save you,” Ahura whispered.

	The emperor turned slowly, his eyes clouded. “What are you doing... in my chamber? Guar—”

	Kora moved like a blur. She tackled the emperor, pinning him to the floor with one hand over his mouth and the shield generator pressed firmly against his temple. He thrashed, his breathing heavy and ragged as he tried to pry her off.

	“Daddy!” Ahura cried, rushing to them. “Wait, let me talk to him!”

	As Ahura pulled Kora’s hand away from the emperor’s mouth, the door to the adjoining library swung open.

	A man in dark grey and scarlet plate stood in the frame, a book open in one hand and a look of profound irritation on his face.

	He took in the scene: emperor on the floor, a stranger’s hand over his mouth, a fox watching from the doorway. He dropped the book.

	“Step away from the emperor,” he said, drawing his sword. “Step away, or I will remove you!”

	“We’re helping him,” Steele said, moving toward the door with his hands up.

	“I am Commander Sutnick of the Scarlet Guard. I order you to exit the emperor’s chamber!” the armored man repeated.

	Steele’s blade was already in his hand before he’d consciously decided to draw it. He brought it up in a blocking motion as the commander swung, steel ringing against dark metal.

	“I’m on your side!” Steele said, deflecting another blow between two shelves.

	“Funny thing to say while holding a weapon in the emperor’s private chambers,” Sutnick replied, not stopping.

	Steele grabbed the nearest thing on the shelf, an illustrated atlas, and threw it. Sutnick batted it aside without blinking.

	“Okay,” Steele said. He planted his feet, leveled his blade, and fired.

	The BOOM shook the palace walls. A shockwave of air and dust exploded outward, carrying with it the shredded remains of what had, until very recently, been an impressive collection of literature. Sutnick left the ground entirely, sailed backward, and came to rest against the far wall in a sitting position. His sword clattered away across the floor. A page from the atlas drifted down onto his helmet like a flag of surrender.

	Steele walked over and picked up the sword. He set it carefully on a mostly intact shelf.

	“Sorry about that,” he said.

	Sutnick said nothing.

	They returned to the emperor’s chamber to find him sitting up, the fog clearing as Ahura spoke quietly to him.

	“You were being controlled, Father. By Deajor.”

	The emperor blinked. “What?”

	“This blocks them,” Kora said, pressing the sphere into his palm. “Keep it on ya.”

	“Damn them,” the emperor muttered, his voice finding its steel again. He looked through the library doorway at the snow of shredded pages still drifting through the air. “Did they make me wreck my library while I was under?”

	“That was me, actually,” Steele said. “Your commander pulled his sword on me.”

	“You did all that with a sword?”

	“It shoots blasts of air.”

	“Ancient tech? You’re an initiate of Deajor yourself?” the emperor asked.

	“Gone rogue, yes.”

	“Good to know.” The emperor nodded slowly. He looked toward the Scarlet Guard filtering in from the hallway and raised his voice. “Let everyone in the palace know what happened here today. The church had its hands in this house. That ends now.”

	“Yes sir,” the guards replied.

	Commander Sutnick appeared in the library doorway, book tucked under one arm, limping slightly on his left foot. Two of his men moved to help him, but he waved them off. He crossed the chamber toward the exit with the rigid dignity of a man pretending very hard that nothing had happened.

	As he passed Steele, he slowed. He didn’t stop. He didn’t say a word. He just looked at him.

	The guard Aywin had entangled was still in the hallway, wrapped to the shoulders in foliage, a small flower blooming near his left ear. Aywin swept his hand downward and the vines went slack, collapsing to the floor in a heap.

	The guard spat a leaf out of his mouth and glared at Aywin. “What the hell, man? Just hit me in the head with something hard next time like a normal person. I’m going to have nightmares about this.”

	He picked up his spear and trudged away, muttering.

	Steele, Aywin, Kora, and Xenon were led to the guest chambers, while Ahura retired to her own room, the weight of the day finally beginning to lift.

	
Chapter Eleven

	The Emperor of Umbria

	Staying the Night at the Palace

	The guest room was large enough to swallow the four of them twice over; they’d claimed it like a rest stop, sprawled across the beds rather than settled in as royal guests. 

	“Why didn’t ya tell us you could use eluna too, Steele?” Kora asked, her voice echoing across the high ceilings.

	Steele stared up at the ornate molding overhead. “It’s not really something I like to talk about.”

	“Why? Because darkness isn’t viewed as favorably as the other affinities?”

	“That part doesn’t bother me,” Steele said. “People can think whatever they want.”

	“Why then?” Kora pressed.

	Steele was silent for a moment. “I didn’t always have the power of darkness. When I was a child, I had an affinity for light.”

	Kora sat up, her eyes wide. “Really? Yer affinity changed? I didn’t know that was possible.”

	“My father had something to do with it. He was trying to change it to nature. He wanted me to be able to heal, to grow food, to survive in any environment.”

	“Oh,” Kora said softly. “It sounds like he just wanted to better your life.”

	“It didn’t work out that way.” Steele’s eyes stayed on the ceiling. “He exposed me to more eluna than my body could handle. Instead of nature, I ended up with darkness. And the blindness.”

	“That’s why yer eyes go black.”

	“Yeah.”

	Kora was quiet for a moment, studying him. “You said ya don’t like talking about it. Is it just because of the blindness? Or is there something else?”

	Steele didn’t answer immediately.

	“Steele?”

	“He tried to train me,” Steele said finally, his voice flat. “After the accident, once it was clear the darkness was permanent. He wanted to make sure I could control it.” He stopped.

	“And?”

	“And I couldn’t. Not at first.” He exhaled slowly. “There was an incident during training. I lost control of the ability. Some of my classmates didn’t make it out.”

	The room was very quiet.

	“My father never blamed me for it,” Steele continued. “He blamed himself. He was probably right to.”

	“He sounds like someone who loved you very much and made a lot of mistakes because of it,” Kora said carefully.

	“Yeah.” Steele was quiet for a moment. “That’s about right.”

	“I’m sorry about yer classmates.”

	“It was a long time ago,” Steele said. Though the way he said it made clear it didn’t feel that way.

	“He didn’t stop with me, by the way,” he added, his voice shifting back toward something more neutral. “After the cataclysm hit and eluna flooded the world, he spent years building the MPI. Finding orphans who showed potential, training them in the Borean North while civilization was collapsing outside. He was obsessed with the long-term survival of the human race. He saw eluna as the ultimate tool for that.”

	“He wasn’t wrong,” Kora said. “But it’s strange. I was MPI too and I never knew anything about you or yer father.”

	“Your parents never brought you to headquarters?”

	“Nope. They hired someone to train me from home.”

	“It sounds like you had a much better setup than the rest of us,” Steele said with a ghost of a smile.

	“At least ya got to grow up with lots of siblings,” Kora offered.

	“I suppose.”

	“My parents lived a full life and left a note for me on my cryotube years after I was frozen,” Kora said, her gaze drifting. “They had enough money to buy themselves a semi-normal life after I was frozen.”

	“That’s kind of sad,” Steele said. “But at least they got to live out their lives.”

	“Yeah.” Kora shook off the mood and turned toward the third bed. “So, Aywin, you have control over Nature. Can ya actually make food?”

	Aywin sat up, leaning against the headboard. “I can’t create it out of thin air, but I can make a plant grow fruit.”

	“That’s cool! Does it have to be a fruit-bearing plant?”

	“I haven’t run into one that won’t grow fruit with a little coaxing,” Aywin replied.

	Kora grinned, pointing toward an ornate pot sitting on a table across the room. “Awesome. Can I see? There’s a potted plant right there.”

	“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to try it indoors,” Aywin cautioned.

	“It’s a palace; they can deal with it,” Kora whispered. She pulled her daggers, clicking them together and twisting the blades like a pair of shears. “I’ll cut it back if things get out of hand.”

	“If you say so.” Aywin stood and reached for the piece of riftglass fashioned into a necklace. He closed his eyes, pressing his hands together as if in prayer. His arms began to shake with the effort, his muscles tensing as he focused every scrap of intent into his palms.

	Suddenly, he pulled his hands apart. An orb of vibrant green light shot upward, hovering for a second before diving into the plant. Aywin stepped back.

	The plant began to pulse with a faint emerald glow. A new shoot erupted from the top, spinning through the air like a living wire, searching for a latch. It hit the wall and stuck, climbing upward. More shoots followed, leaves unfurling in a rapid-fire blur of green. The vines found a weakness in the masonry and tunneled into the wall, sending tiles crashing to the floor as they spiraled toward the ceiling.

	Aywin backed up, giving Kora a look that clearly said I told you so.

	A loud CRACK filled the room as the flower pot exploded, unable to contain the sudden surge of roots. Dirt and shards showered the tile floor. The vines raced down the table legs, halting only when they hit the floor. With the wall almost hidden behind a curtain of leaves, a wave of flower buds sprouted from the base to the top.

	The flowers bloomed in a wave across the plant, turning the entire wall white. Petals began to fall, replaced by small, reddish-brown fruits. When they looked plump and ripe, Aywin snapped his fingers. The growth stopped instantly.

	“Wow! It’s beautiful!” Kora scrambled off her bed and plucked a fruit from the wall.

	“Do you have to snap your fingers to make it stop?” Steele asked, watching the vines with a wary eye.

	“No, I stop it with my mind,” Aywin said with a smirk. “I just snap because it looks cool.”

	“It’s safe to eat, right?” Kora asked, raising the fruit to her mouth.

	“Should be. I’ve eaten it before,” Aywin shrugged. “Depends on the plant, I guess.”

	Kora took a bite. “Mmm, this is really good.” She plucked another and tossed it to Steele. It landed softly on his blanket. “Try it.”

	The door creaked open. It was the guard Aywin had entangled earlier, drawn by the sound of breaking pottery. He stopped in the doorway, staring at the shattered shards, the fallen tiles, and the wall that had become a vertical orchard. He slowly raised a hand to his brow.

	“I don’t get paid enough for this,” he muttered.

	“We’re fine! Sorry to bother ya,” Kora said, ripping another fruit off the wall and holding it out. “Want some?”

	The guard stared blankly.

	“It’s magic fruit,” Kora added.

	“I guess,” the guard said quietly. He took the fruit, turned, and walked back into the hall. As the door began to close, they saw him take a large bite.

	“This is actually pretty good...” he said nonchalantly as the latch clicked shut.

	“See!” Kora said, turning back to Steele.

	Meeting with the Emperor

	The next day, the emperor gathered everyone in the hall and asked what he could do to repay them.

	“I have a relatively simple request,” Aywin said as everyone looked in his direction. “Can you allow Sobex to govern itself without interference from Umbria?”

	“Are we interfering with Sobex’s politics? I didn’t even know,” Emperor Morleth replied. “Consider Umbria out of the foreign interference business.”

	“Thank you,” Aywin replied with a nod.

	“On that subject...” Steele added. “Umbria is at war with a rebel group called the Seekers of Peace over that same interference. I know their leader. If Sobex is independent again, I’m sure he’d accept a peace offer.”

	“I will see to it that hostilities are ceased,” the emperor promised. “Anything else? So far those are things I would have done anyway.”

	“We could use a ship to Salamander Isle,” Xenon said.

	“Your fox speaks!” the emperor shouted.

	“He’s a man in a fox’s body. Long story,” Steele said.

	“I plan to transfer my consciousness into a dragon,” Xenon explained, unbothered.

	The emperor blinked, then scratched his chin. “Very well. I’ll see to it you have passage there and back.”

	“There’s one more thing,” Steele said. “Deajor took control of my mind and made me attack my friends. They did the same to you, and it cost lives on both sides of a war that never needed to happen. We want to help you tear the whole organization down.”

	“They got you too, huh?” the emperor asked. “I’m up for that any time.”

	“If Deajor’s gone, Umbria could modernize the way Zare has,” Steele pressed. “Would you be on board with that?”

	The emperor studied him. “An unusual proposal. Why would you take up such an endeavor?”

	“Kora and I woke up from a thousand years frozen not long ago,” Steele said. “Everything we knew is gone. We’re just trying to get some of it back.”

	The emperor didn’t quite believe him until Steele produced his old identification card on his phone and let him puzzle over the impossible date printed on it. Ahura turned the device over in her hands, as baffled as her father.

	“I guess that’s proof? The whole thing hurts my brain,” the emperor admitted. “I am onboard with whatever modernization we’re able to accomplish. Do you have an actual plan?”

	Kora levitated the remnant out of her pouch to demonstrate, and Steele lit it up briefly with his blade until the whole hall had to shield their eyes. “This thing has enough power to run a city,” Steele said once the light died down. “It can provide a source, but you’d still need to excavate and refurbish old technology the way Zare does.”

	“And where did you get it?”

	“An underground facility guarded by Umbrian priests of Deajor. They had ancient artillery down there too.”

	The emperor’s eyebrow lowered. “Those sly dogs. I wonder what else they’ve been hoarding.” He nodded slowly. “Well, we can discuss Deajor at length later. I would like to offer all of you a seat at my court.”

	Steele rubbed his chin. “Being officials of Umbria would make dealing with Zare harder than staying a neutral third party. Can we partially accept? We’ll help however we can, but no titles.”

	“You have a point. No titles, then,” the emperor replied. “I can provide a base of operations outside the palace, available whenever you’re in Umbria, so you stay officially neutral.”

	“That would be very helpful,” Steele replied.

	“Great!” The emperor motioned to his assistant and told him to have the house on the Serenity Sea prepared. “I’ll come visit you personally later,” he said with a bit of a wink.

	Serenity Villa

	The emperor’s assistant led them to the house Morleth had promised, and the party was surprised to find a wide beachfront villa carved from the same brilliant white marble as the city’s greatest landmarks.

	“It is known as the Serenity Villa,” the assistant told Steele as they reached the gates. “It may have quite a bit of dust; it has been vacant for several years.”

	“I’m sure it’s fine, thanks,” Steele said, stepping toward the entrance.

	The front garden was filled with strange, hardy plants and statues of animals Steele had never seen. When they pushed the front door open, they found a spacious main room with large windows that looked out over the Serenity Sea. To the right, a massive fireplace sat ready with a stack of seasoned wood.

	The interior ran blue and white throughout, the colors of Umbria everywhere. The floor was a mosaic: a large crashing wave at the center, ringed by sharp geometric patterns. Stone columns protruded halfway from the walls, the kind of detail that costs more than most people earn in a year.

	“If you need anything, just ask,” the assistant said, bowing his head before departing.

	Steele walked into the room, admiring the craftsmanship. He brushed a hand along the back of a silky, light-grey couch as he moved toward the window.

	“Quite the view,” he said quietly as the others joined him.

	The villa sat on a cliff overlooking the water. The morning sun reflected off the blue-green sea like a mirror, and in the distance, several wooden ships with white sails bobbed in the deep water.

	Steele lost track of time watching them, until a commotion at the front gate signaled the emperor’s arrival. He didn’t come with a parade, just a few trusted members of his Scarlet Guard, looking more like a man on a mission than a monarch.

	“I trust the villa is to your liking?” Morleth asked, joining them at the window.

	“It’s more than we expected,” Steele said.

	“Good. Have you seen the map room yet?” the emperor asked. “Come. There’s something you should see before you leave for Salamander Isle.”

	He led them into a smaller side room near the fireplace. In the center was a large wooden table with a fabric map laminated onto its surface. Small stone carvings sat atop the fabric like chess pieces, marking various landmarks.

	Steele studied the map. The southern half had roads connecting Imra City, Umbria, and Zare. But the northern half was a void, as blank as unwritten history.

	“The top half of the map is pretty empty other than Osra...” Steele noted. “Have people just not explored up there?”

	“Not much on the northern half of the continent survived,” Xenon replied. The fox hopped onto the table, his paws clattering against the wood and knocking over a few of the stone pieces. “The cataclysm’s origin point is in the northeast, after all.”

	Steele traced a finger along the northern coastline. “So, Lumen, the city I grew up in, it really is just ruins now?”

	“It has likely been reclaimed by nature. It’s in the center of a dense forest now,” Xenon said, pointing a paw at a large green section on the northern half of the continent. “At least Lumen’s fate isn’t as bad as Vira. Vira was the closest city to the cataclysm and is surrounded by nothing but desolate wasteland now... the Viran Wastes.” He gestured toward a brown, scarred section of the map in the northeast.

	“That’s unfortunate,” Steele replied. “I know a guy from Vira.”

	“Here’s Salamander Isle,” Morleth said, tapping a finger on a small island sitting in the sea that lay at the heart of the continent’s ring-shaped landmass.

	“It looks so close to Umbria on the map,” Aywin said.

	“Yet it takes days of sailing to get to it,” Steele replied. “The world used to be so much smaller when we could just fly wherever we wanted.”

	“Zare may soon have that ability again,” Xenon warned. “They are excavating the ruins of Old Zare, salvaging the remains of pre-cataclysm craft and rebuilding them.”

	“Hopefully they get them working,” Aywin said. “Maybe we can get one.”

	“Unfortunately, if they do get them working, they will undoubtedly be used for war against Umbria,” Xenon said. “The Umbrian army would be decimated by such technology.”

	“I hadn’t thought of that,” Aywin admitted.

	“Maybe peace can be made with Zare now that you’re of your own mind?” Steele asked, looking to Morleth.

	The emperor was quiet for a long moment, his eyes on the map rather than on Steele. “I remember pieces of the war. Giving the order. Watching the ships leave the harbor. But it wasn’t me making those choices. I was somewhere behind my own eyes, watching someone wearing my face do it instead.” He paused, like the words cost him something to say. “I have already sent word to President Lazarus. An offer of peace, and reparations, for whatever that’s worth to the families who won’t get their sons back.”

	“That’s more than I expected to hear,” Steele admitted.

	“Did you expect a monster?” Morleth asked. “I might as well have been one, for a time. Whether it was truly me or not doesn’t change what was done in my name.”

	“Deajor did the same to me,” Steele said. “I attacked my own friends because of them. I didn’t have a choice either.”

	Something in Morleth’s expression shifted, recognition, maybe, or the first relief of not being alone in it. “Then you understand.”

	“I do,” Steele said. “We all want to bring an end to Deajor after what happened.”

	“I agree with you entirely,” Morleth replied. “We should work together on this.”

	“We’re up for that,” Steele said.

	“Good. While you are at Salamander Isle, I will assemble a team from my Scarlet Guard, those I know for certain haven’t been compromised. When you return with your... dragon... we will strike at the heart of their organization.”

	“We’ll be ready,” Steele promised.

	“Thank you. A ship bound for Salamander Isle will be waiting in the harbor tomorrow morning,” the emperor said. He gave them a final nod. “Rest well. You’ll need it.”

	They explored the rest of the ground floor, finding a large bathroom made of the same blue and white tile. A large empty pool sat in the back corner, with a stone chimney running behind the wall to heat the water from below.

	“I call first dibs on the bath!” Kora shouted.

	“Sure, go for it,” Steele said with a chuckle.

	Leaving Kora to her bath, Steele made his way to the main room. Xenon trotted over, hopping up onto the bench beside him.

	“Steele,” Xenon said. “While we have some time, do you have any riftglass on you? That shield generator around your neck could use a charge.”

	Steele reached into his pack and pulled out the shards from the forest temple, turning them over in his palm. He held one up to the generator at his throat, and the shard dimmed as a faint current passed between them, the blue light on the device growing slowly brighter.

	After a long soak in the heated baths, the party retreated to their rooms. As Steele climbed into the surprisingly soft bed, he listened to the rhythmic sound of the waves breaking against the cliffs below. For the first time in a long time, he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

	Port of Umbria

	The next morning, the emperor escorted the group to the city’s bustling port. Even among the dozens of merchant vessels and naval cutters, his personal transport ship was impossible to miss.

	The vessel’s hull was crafted from enormous, red-tinted timbers harvested from the Adesian forests, giving it the same deep, royal hue as the architecture in Imra City. Its white sails were currently furled, but the emperor’s sigil, a stylized red lotus flower, was clearly emblazoned across the canvas. Every railing was carved, and where other ships used iron fittings, this one used polished brass that caught the morning sun. Flying high at the stern was the blue crashing wave of the Empire of Umbria.

	On the bow, a massive ballista sat on a swivel platform, its heavy bolt tipped in steel. Steele took in the fine craftsmanship. A single storm or a rogue wave could reduce all of it to driftwood, and the emperor had built it anyway.

	The emperor stopped at the base of the gangplank and gestured for them to board with both hands. As they ascended, they were met by a man with dark skin and a sharp, dignified air. He wore a broad leather hat that marked him as the master of the deck.

	“Welcome to the Scarlet Lotus,” the man said, his voice cutting through the noise of the docks. He extended a hand. “I’m Captain Taavo.”

	“Steele,” he said, taking the captain’s hand.

	Around them, the crew stood at rigid attention, their eyes forward. It was clear they had seen the emperor approaching and were determined to be on their best behavior.

	“Welcome aboard, Emperor Morleth,” Captain Taavo said as the emperor stepped onto the polished wooden deck.

	“Thank you, Captain.” The emperor shielded his eyes against the morning glare, looking up at the rigging. “What fine weather to hit the seas.”

	“It is indeed,” Taavo replied, glancing toward the horizon where only a few puffy clouds broke the deep blue of the sky.

	“I think you’ll find this vessel more than adequate for a jaunt to Salamander Isle and back,” the emperor said, turning to Steele and the others. “I’ve alerted the men they may have to transport a dragon back if you are successful. They have assured me the ship can handle the weight and that they have brought the appropriate equipment to restrain such a beast, if necessary, as well as extra fire suppression measures should the need arise.”

	“If everything goes according to plan, I’ll just fly back!” Xenon piped up from the deck. “But it never hurts to be prepared.”

	“Unless you can think of anything else you need, I believe she’s ready to set sail,” Morleth said.

	“As long as there’s plenty of fresh water on board, I think we’re fine,” Steele replied.

	“The hull is filled with barrels of it,” Captain Taavo assured him.

	“I’ll take my leave and get some ruling done while you are off dragon hunting, then,” Morleth said, turning back toward the ramp. He paused, looking over his shoulder. “Have a safe journey.”

	“Thank you. You stay safe yourself,” Steele replied.

	“Prepare for disembark!” the captain shouted, his voice booming as he headed for the stairs leading to the ship’s wheel.

	
Chapter Twelve

	The Scarlet Lotus

	Sailing to Salamander Isle

	As the Scarlet Lotus eased out of port, Steele watched Umbria’s stone lighthouse slide past and the last of the crowded harbor traffic fall away behind them. Dozens of wooden vessels still clogged the channel behind the breakwater, sails furled and lashed down against the risk of drifting into one another.

	Once the ship cleared the harbor and the sea took hold of the hull, Captain Taavo handed the wheel to one of his crew and beckoned Steele and the others below.

	The tour was brisk. Dining mess, facilities, sleeping quarters. Compared to Serenity Villa the accommodations were simpler, but for a ship they were still lavish, polished mahogany paneling the walls, brass lamps swinging with the swell and casting warm, shifting light across the rooms.

	“Join me for food and drinks, won’t you?” Taavo asked, taking his seat at a round carved table bolted to the floor.

	Steele paused by one of the starboard portholes. In the distance, rising out of the haze, stood a sharply peaked mountain of dark brown and jagged red stone, its summit wrapped in a collar of cloud.

	“What’s that?”

	“Stralo Volcano,” Taavo replied. “Largest volcano on Aethra.”

	A waiter emerged with menus and stubby glasses of water, one of the ship’s regular crewmen, only half disguised by the fancy uniform. An explicit tattoo showed beneath his sleeve, and when he grinned, a missing tooth showed plainly.

	“Drinks?” His voice came out deep and scratchy.

	Taavo ordered an Osran brown ale. Kora asked for an Umbrian Typhoon. Steele had what she was having. Aywin settled for water. Xenon asked for something called lamb’s blood.

	“A most appropriate drink for a fox,” the waiter said, laughing as he scribbled it down.

	“Haven’t tested how well this fox body can metabolize alcohol yet,” Xenon said.

	By the time the meal was done and the lamps had settled into the ship’s rhythm, the sea had them all yawning. Steele climbed into his hammock and fell asleep to the gentle roll of the hull.

	He woke to shouting on the deck above, in the dead of night.

	The peaceful rhythm of the waves was gone. Heavy boots pounded across the planking overhead. Steele rolled out of his hammock, the floor tilting sharply beneath him, threw on his clothes, grabbed his weapon, and ran for the stairs.

	Thap’tor

	As Steele reached the deck, the chaos came into focus. Several crew members lined the starboard side, bows in hand, small buckets of thick black tar at their feet. Each archer dipped an arrowhead into the tar, then held it over a torch to ignite the glob.

	“Loose!” Captain Taavo shouted, waving his hand toward the darkness.

	At once the archers loosed. Streaks of fire cut through the night like falling stars, illuminating a massive black shape just off the starboard side. Some arrows struck, their light glistening on the wet, chitinous carapace of a creature Steele had never seen before. Others bounced off the shell and hissed out into the ocean.

	“Thap’tor! Man the ballista, aim for the head!”

	The creature was nearly the size of the Scarlet Lotus itself. Round, beady eyes. Six clawed appendages churning beneath a grinding mouth. Down the length of its segmented body, disappearing under the water, ran at least a dozen more limbs tipped with tiny, serrated claws. The top of its head jutted high into the air, curving back into an armored spike like a knight’s helm.

	“What’s going on!?” Aywin asked as he, Kora, and Xenon scrambled up the stairs.

	“Have a look for yourself.” Steele pointed.

	“That thing looks big enough to sink the boat!” Aywin shouted over the roar of the waves.

	“Fire!” the captain bellowed from the bow.

	The ballista thrummed like a giant’s bowstring. A bolt as tall as a man, tipped with a massive iron blade, tore across the water and found its mark, driving deep into the creature’s forehead. The impact snapped the beast’s head to the side and slowed its momentum. It did not stop.

	“Brace!” The captain gripped the railing.

	The Thap’tor slammed into the ship. Wood splintered and groaned as the hull buckled. The ship listed violently, throwing men off their feet, and the creature’s writhing mouth appendages slammed onto the railing while its lower claws piled onto the deck like surf.

	A crew member near the impact point lost his footing and slid toward the monster. One of the claws snatched him up. Steele lunged, his blade flashing in the torchlight, and sliced through the joint, severing the limb and dropping the sailor to the deck.

	He reached out to help the man. A second claw shot out and wrapped around Steele’s leg, dragging him backward. His blade clattered away as he reached desperately for a handhold.

	Xenon dashed forward and sank his teeth into the armored claw. The fox was shaken violently, like a ragdoll, his attacks doing little against the thick shell.

	Suddenly Steele’s blade whipped into the air. Kora stood with her hand outstretched. She flicked her wrist, and the sword became a blur, slicing through the appendage holding Steele. The grip loosened, leaving Xenon gnawing on a severed claw.

	In midair the metal glowed cherry-red, then burst into white flame. Spinning like buzzsaws, the daggers slammed into the creature between the eyes.

	The beast lurched back, screeching, a sound like grinding metal. The ship bobbed upright as the weight shifted. The creature flailed, one of its limbs snapping a mast like a twig.

	Kora pulled her hands apart. The daggers tore themselves free of the creature’s head and floated back to her palms; she caught Steele’s hovering sword just before it dropped into the sea.

	Steele looked up. Kora was spinning slowly, graceful and forceful at once, like she had four weapons and four hands. With every jerk of her wrist the floating blades slashed and severed, sending limbs crashing into the sea. One claw landed on the deck, smoking, pink on the inside where the flaming daggers had cooked it.

	Kora was still fighting when the wood beneath her exploded.

	A claw burst through the deck like a breaching whale and snatched her ankle, dragging her into the hole. Her weapons fell to the deck with a metallic twang, the flames snuffed out at once.

	“Kora!” Steele and Aywin shouted in unison.

	Steele scooped up his blade and dove into the jagged hole. Aywin followed right behind him.

	Below Deck

	Below, the claw was snaking toward a shattered window, dragging a limp Kora with it.

	Aywin pulled a seed from his pouch and threw it. He thrust his hand forward, eyes squeezed shut, and the seed erupted in midair, vines shooting out to entangle the claw. Roots latched onto the ship’s beams, and a desperate tug-of-war began. The vines strained. One by one, they snapped.

	“I’ll try to hold it! Get Kora!”

	Steele sprinted around the mass of vines, raised his blade, and brought it down in a savage arc, severing the claw high up to avoid hitting Kora. The rest of the limb whipped back out the window. He pried the severed claw apart, and Kora rolled free onto the floor.

	“Is she alright!?” Aywin rushed to her side.

	Kora groaned, reaching up to rub her forehead, eyes still closed. “I think I hit my head...” she mumbled.

	“Just relax, I’ll try to heal you.” Aywin’s hands glowed with a soft green light as he hovered them over her.

	The ship shuddered again as the creature rammed the hull.

	“It’s not leaving. What are we going to do?” Aywin asked, trying to keep his balance.

	“Stay with Kora. I have an idea.”

	Steele scrambled toward the sleeping quarters, tore open his backpack, and pulled out the spherical grenade he had taken from the mercenary in the forest temple. He sprinted for the stairs. I hope this works...

	When Steele crested the deck, the situation was dire. The Thap’tor had cornered Captain Taavo and his men near the bow ballista.

	“Hey, ugly!” Steele shouted.

	The taunt worked. The creature screeched and arced back, sweeping a massive claw toward him. Steele ducked, the wind of the blow ruffling his hair. He sheathed his blade and grabbed the grenade, trying to twist it open. It would not budge.

	Then he was airborne. A claw had wrapped around his waist, lifting him high above the deck.

	“Push it together REALLY hard and twist!” Xenon shouted from below.

	Steele gritted his teeth, compressed the two hemispheres with all his strength, and twisted. The device gave way, popping open with rapid beeping and flashing lights.

	He hurled it at the creature’s head. The sphere missed the face, rolled over the top of the carapace, and disappeared down the creature’s side.

	“Shit! Now what!?” Steele struggled against the crushing grip.

	BOOM.

	A massive geyser of water erupted from the creature’s flank. The explosion tore off several lower limbs and sent shrapnel ripping through the remaining sails. The claw holding Steele went limp, and he dropped hard onto the deck.

	The Thap’tor slumped, its full dead weight pressing down on the Scarlet Lotus. The ship groaned, tilting dangerously close to capsizing. Just as the rail touched the water, the creature slipped free and slid back into the deep, leaving a trail of dark ichor and severed limbs behind it.

	The Aftermath

	Steele did not wait to celebrate. He scrambled back below deck, Xenon at his heels, and found Aywin still bent over Kora, hands glowing green.

	“Is she alright?”

	“She hit her head hard,” Aywin said. “My healing will help, but she still needs rest.”

	Kora groaned and squinted up at them. “I’m beginning to dislike boats,” she muttered.

	Captain Taavo appeared in the doorway as more crew emerged from hiding. No one seemed to be missing. Relief passed through the room quickly, then hardened at once into work.

	“We got lucky,” the captain said. “Get the mast braced, patch the holes, and let’s get moving before that thing decides it wants a rematch.”

	Aywin went with him to tend the wounded crew. Steele carried Kora to the sleeping quarters, settled her into a hammock, and stayed there with Xenon while repairs boomed overhead and the Scarlet Lotus slowly righted itself beneath them.

	Rydel

	Meanwhile, deep in Soho Marsh, Rydel was reviewing supply lines when a scout burst into his tent.

	“Sir. A carriage is approaching under black-and-red Umbrian escort. They say they want peace.”

	Rydel went out expecting a trap. Instead he found a fine carriage waiting in the mud, and Emperor Morleth stepping down into it the muck.

	Morleth wasted little time. He told Rydel the truth about Deajor, admitted Sobex had been manipulated from within, and offered to withdraw Umbrian control from its government entirely.

	Rydel studied him for a long moment. “I’ll take peace. But the Seekers of Peace stay. If Umbria breaks its word, I want something left to answer with.”

	Morleth accepted that without argument.

	By evening the rebels and Scarlet Guard were sharing food while the two men walked the camp’s wooden paths and spoke more plainly than either of them had likely expected.

	Morleth explained that not long ago he had met Steele, a man claiming to be from the past who wanted to bring advanced technology to Umbria.

	Rydel stopped walking. “Steele? He told me he knew my mother in the past.”

	“One and the same.”

	Rydel let that settle, then looked back across the marsh at his camp. “And what exactly do you want from me?”

	Morleth gestured to the hidden fortifications, the disciplined fighters, the organization that had kept a rebellion alive in mud and secrecy. “A capable leader. Steele means well, but the people around him are young and inexperienced.”

	That earned the smallest smile. “Babysitting duty, then?”

	“If you want to call it that.”

	“If Umbria gains advanced technology from this endeavor, do Sobex and Adesa also benefit?” Rydel asked.

	“I will ensure the technology is shared between all our peoples.”

	Rydel thought it over, then nodded. “I’ll settle things here first. After that, I’ll go to Umbria and find him.”

	“Good,” Morleth said. “They’re on a ship bound for Salamander Isle.”

	Rydel frowned. “Why?”

	“To catch a dragon.”

	Rydel let out a slow breath. “That sounds stupid and reckless.”

	“Indeed. Hopefully they know what they are doing,” Morleth replied, handing him a heavy pouch of gold. “Use that to get to Umbria, plus a little extra for your trouble.”

	Rydel weighed the coin in his hand. “And if they get themselves killed before I arrive?”

	“Split it with that Adesan boy’s next of kin, I guess. Aywin?”

	“I can do that,” Rydel replied.

	
Chapter Thirteen

	Where There Be Dragons

	Nearing Arrival

	Steele woke to a cacophony of boots overhead and voices shouting “Land!” The rhythmic creak of the ship had shifted into the frantic energy of a crew preparing for arrival.

	Guess I fell asleep. He rubbed his face. Between the constant motion of the sea and fending off the “locals” the night before, a deep, bone-weary exhaustion had settled into him. He checked on Kora. To his relief, her eyes were open.

	“Hey, you’re awake,” Steele said. “Are you feeling alright?”

	“I feel like I have a really big hangover...” Kora replied slowly, wincing as she moved. “And it kind of feels like I hit my head on the deck of the ship...”

	“You might have both,” Steele replied, his chest huffing as he tried to hold back a laugh.

	“Hey, no laughing at my injuries...!” Kora picked up a pillow and swung it toward him with a grunt of effort.

	Steele dodged effortlessly, taking a casual half-step back.

	“I’ll try not to,” Steele said. “I’ve got some nasty bruises myself. Feels like someone tried to crack me open with crab pliers.”

	Kora smiled, covering her mouth to hide her own amusement. “Oh, how the tables have turned... He was going to dip you in butter to avenge his fallen comrades! What happened to lobster-boy anyway?”

	“I threw a grenade at him,” Steele replied.

	“You had a grenade the whole time and ya didn’t use it till AFTER I was unconscious?” Kora asked, rubbing her bruised forehead in mock disappointment.

	“I didn’t know what exactly it would do once it was activated,” Steele answered. “Turns out it was just the boomy kind and not the sleepy or poison kind.”

	“It seems like any of those would have been equally helpful?”

	“Well, gotta conserve ammo where you can. Only had the one.”

	“That’s fair...” Kora said, settling back into her hammock for a second. “Was the boom big?”

	“Oh yeah. It blew a bunch of its limbs off. They hit the ship and caused quite a bit of damage.”

	Kora let out a theatrical gasp. “Not the emperor’s flagship!”

	“We avoided losing any crew. That’s all that really matters, right?”

	“Right,” Kora said, her voice softening.

	“You’ll be happy to know I believe we’ve arrived at our destination,” Steele said.

	“Oh good... where was that again?”

	“Salamander Isle,” Steele replied. “Did you want to come with us or stay on the ship?”

	Kora looked at the ceiling, her voice drifting into a pondering tone. “Hmm... full-service bar and restaurant on the emperor’s flagship, or catching a dragon... I know which one I WANT to do... but you guys’ll probably die without me, and I can’t really have that on my conscience.”

	“That is a distinct possibility,” Steele admitted.

	“Alright... help me up, will you?” Kora said, throwing the blanket off herself.

	Steele reached out and helped her to her feet. She was a bit unsteady, but the spark was back in her eyes. Together, they made their way up the stairs to the main deck to finally see the island they had sailed across the ocean to find.

	Emerging from the haze, the island looked more like a jagged tooth than land, a place of red-black stone and scorched earth. At its heart, a volcanic spire belched ash into the air, staining the clouds a dark, heavy grey.

	The ship steered within rowboat distance of a beach of black sand. Rusted beams and eroded concrete pillars jutted from the shore like the ribs of some ancient beast, remnants of the world that had existed before the cataclysm.

	“If we can sneak up on one, we should be fine,” Xenon said.

	“What if one goes after the ship?” Steele asked.

	“We’ll be leaving the ship anchored offshore and take a rowboat to the beach,” Xenon replied. “Hopefully they don’t notice it way out here.”

	The captain ordered the sails up and the anchor dropped. The crew stayed on high alert, ballista manned, archers ready, as the party climbed into the rowboat. Xenon was lowered after them in a bucket to keep him dry.

	Steele took the oars and rowed in silence toward the black sand. The water around them was unnervingly calm and dark, almost bottomless. He kept the bow pointed at the island, his mind on the creature from the night before. Even something a tenth that size could swamp them out here.

	“Probably not safe to breathe this,” Kora said, pulling her brown scarf over her mouth.

	“Won’t need these lungs much longer anyway!” Xenon replied, breathing in a deep breath then coughing from the ash.

	Kora slapped the back of his head lightly. “Try not to die before we get there! Steele, want something to filter the air?” She pulled out the bandana Steele had used as a blindfold in Umbria.

	Steele tied it around his face, nodded his thanks, and paddled until the boat scraped bottom. He jumped out, hauled it onto the shore, and tied it to a rusted beam.

	The party moved quickly, staying low beneath the shadows overhead. They followed a narrow trail of soot and rock up a steep bluff until they reached the rim of a massive crater.

	“That will make the perfect body!” Xenon whispered, his tail twitching with excitement. “Put the device around my neck. I’m ready.”

	“Have you moved your consciousness into something that big before?” Steele asked as he adjusted the strap.

	“No. Previous record was a bear.”

	“What if it doesn’t work?”

	“It’ll work,” Xenon insisted. “The device ensures the consciousnesses swap without a fight for control.”

	Xenon crept over the crater rim and tiptoed down toward the sleeping dragon as quietly as he could while the others watched, their heads barely visible above the edge.

	As he climbed down, the device on his neck scraped against the ground, sending a small slide of loose rock skittering down the side of the crater. Xenon froze.

	Steele could see the dragon’s slow breathing stirring ash in front of its nostrils. Its massive body rose and fell with each heavy breath. It was still sound asleep.

	Xenon kept walking slowly toward it, getting almost within range.

	Then the dragon’s nostrils flared. It sucked in several quick breaths, as if catching some scent that did not belong. One enormous orange eye snapped open, its black slit pupil fixing directly on Xenon.

	Xenon immediately sprinted toward the dragon and leaped, trying to drive the device into it, but the beast jerked a wing up an instant before he could make contact. Xenon hit the ground and immediately changed course, running for its foot instead. He almost made it.

	The dragon sprang upward and beat its wings, blasting Xenon with a violent gust of air that sent ash and loose stones flying.

	With the dragon suddenly out of reach, Xenon had no choice but to run.

	As he tried to escape, the dragon seemed to shake off its initial confusion at being attacked by something so small. It pulled its head back, chest swelling.

	“It’s going to breathe fire!” Steele shouted.

	Aywin reacted instantly. He slammed the base of his quarterstaff into the ground, and the earth between Xenon and the dragon surged upward in a jagged wall. A second later the dragon exhaled.

	Flame crashed into the raised earth, turning the crater face into a glowing furnace. For a moment the soil and rock held. Then the heat began to eat through it. Stone cracked. Dirt vitrified and sagged. Red-hot material started to drip away in molten streaks.

	Aywin gritted his teeth and forced more ground upward to replace what was being destroyed, but he could not raise it fast enough. A gap opened in the wall of soil.

	Flame punched through.

	Xenon vanished behind a burst of fire.

	The dragon cut off its breath attack and surged into the air, passing directly over Steele and the others.

	“Move!” Steele shouted.

	Everyone scrambled down the crater wall toward Xenon. Kora reached him first and ripped the scarf from around her neck, throwing it over his burning back to smother the flames. Steele dropped beside them, scooped Xenon up in the wrapped cloth, and ran with the others toward a cluster of rocks near the crater wall. They threw themselves into cover, waiting to see if the dragon would circle back.

	Steele laid Xenon down and pulled the scarf back.

	“Are you alright!?” he shouted.

	Xenon’s breathing was ragged. “I don’t think so...”

	“The shield generator should’ve been on you,” Steele said, kneeling over him. “You gave it to me so Deajor wouldn’t take my mind, and now you’re burning because I had it when you needed it…”

	Xenon forced one eye open. “You needed it...” he rasped. “Can’t have you attacking your friends again...”

	Steele’s hand tightened against the shield generator at his own throat. “Still should’ve been you wearing it.”

	He hovered his hands over the burned fox, not sure where it was safe to touch. “You can’t die like this… you’ve lived for over a thousand years.”

	Then Xenon lifted his head weakly and pointed with his snout to the device hanging at his neck. “Take this... and stab me with it.”

	Kora stared at him. “Won’t that kill you?”

	“Yes,” Xenon said. “It’s fine though... most of my consciousness will hopefully transfer into the crystal.”

	Steele’s hands moved to the strap at Xenon’s neck, fumbling only once before he got it loose.

	“Are you ready?” he asked.

	“Do it...” Xenon rasped. “Dragon-fire burns hurt...”

	Steele tightened his grip on the device and looked down at the fox. “In case this doesn’t work... it’s been an honor traveling with you, my friend.”

	Xenon’s face twitched into the faintest hint of a smile. “You too...”

	Becoming Crystal

	Steele took the device from Xenon and drove it into the fox’s side.

	The crystal at its center flared at once, glowing brighter and brighter as Xenon’s body began to go slack beneath his hands.

	“I’m sorry... Aywin...” Xenon rasped. “I hired the mercenaries... that killed your grandfather...”

	Aywin froze, his face draining of color. “What? Why?”

	But Xenon gave no answer.

	“Xenon...?” Steele asked, leaning closer.

	Nothing.

	Kora looked at the small, burned body wrapped in her scarf. “He’s dead...” she said quietly.

	“Not dead. In here,” Steele said, touching the glowing device still embedded in the fox. “Let’s give it a minute. I don’t want to leave some of his consciousness behind, if that’s even a thing.”

	No one argued.

	The heat from the crater pressed in around them. Somewhere above, wind moved over the rim. Steele kept his hand near the device and watched the crystal pulse.

	“I wonder why he would have hired the mercenaries that killed my grandfather...” Aywin said at last, more to himself than anyone else.

	“Hopefully he can explain himself when he’s back,” Steele said, though a dozen worse explanations were already spinning through his head.

	After another long moment, Steele finally pulled the device free. He wrapped Xenon’s body carefully back in the scarf and tied the bundle to himself like a pack.

	“It feels wrong to just leave him here,” Steele said.

	“Yeah,” Kora replied. “But it’s just a dead fox now.”

	“Maybe,” Steele said. “But if this fails, at least we can bury him properly.”

	Kora glanced up toward the crater rim. “Alright. Eyes up. That dragon might come back at any moment.”

	They moved off through the volcanic crags, staying low and keeping to the rocks whenever the open ground felt too exposed. Steele kept one hand near the bundle on his back as they searched.

	After several tense minutes, Aywin dropped into a crouch and pointed.

	Ahead, tucked into a jagged bowl of black stone, was a nest.

	A mother dragon was there, tearing strips from the carcass of some horned animal and lowering the meat to a hatchling that looked barely old enough to hold its head steady.

	“Look,” Aywin whispered. “A baby dragon.”

	“Maybe the mother will leave,” Steele said.

	The three of them settled behind a rock and waited.

	The hatchling tore clumsily at the meat while the mother watched over it, her head lifting every so often to scan the crater. Time stretched. The heat shimmered above the stone.

	“Are we bad people for doing this?” Kora asked at last, her voice barely above a breath. “What happens to the consciousness of the baby dragon?”

	“I don’t know,” Steele said. “I’m not a scientist or a priest.”

	“Maybe it trades places with Xenon in the device,” Aywin said.

	“So it lives… kind of? That still doesn’t mean nothing was taken,” Kora said glumly.

	“We can always put it in a bug or something and leave the bug in the crystal,” Aywin said.

	Steele looked down at the device in his hand. “The thing works by stabbing it into stuff. A bug would be too small. You’d just squish it.”

	“We can stab it into something bigger and evil then,” Kora said.

	“Sounds like a plan,” Steele replied.

	In the last few days, bodies had begun to feel disturbingly temporary. Minds could survive in crystal. Xenon had worn animal bodies like borrowed clothes. Deajor had reached into Steele’s own thoughts and pushed him around from the inside. Now they were hiding behind a rock, waiting to move one life aside so another could keep going.

	A low rumble rolled through the nest. The mother dragon spread her wings, beat them once, and launched herself skyward, likely going to hunt again.

	Steele rose at once. “Now’s our chance. You two stay here.”

	“Why?” Kora asked.

	“I’m not taking any chances,” Steele said. He glanced toward the darkening sky. “It’s about to get dark.”

	Kora looked from him to the nest and back. “Alright. Just don’t go and die too. We don’t have any more thingies to stab you with.”

	“I’ll try not to.”

	Steele stepped out from behind the rock and started down toward the nest.

	His Lens shifted as night vision engaged. He raised a hand and all the light around him disappeared.

	He moved carefully, but the hatchling lifted its snout and sniffed. Its head turned sharply toward him.

	It had caught his scent.

	Steele gave up on stealth and broke into a sprint.

	The hatchling twisted toward the sound, jaws opening, but it was too young to breathe the kind of fire that had killed the fox. Steele cut to the side at the last second, avoided the snapping bite, and plunged the device into the dragon’s flank.

	The hatchling let out a piercing screech.

	The crystal in the device erupted with light, so bright Steele’s darkness couldn’t contain it. The glow spilled across the nest and flashed against the crater walls. Slowly, the hatchling’s head lowered to the ash as if it were falling into a deep sleep.

	Steele looked up toward the sky. I hope the mother didn’t hear that.

	The crystal inside the device shifted, its color deepening as the transfer progressed. Steele stayed crouched there, one hand still pressed to the hatchling’s side, watching the light change and hoping it would finish before the mother returned.

	At last, the glow died down.

	A moment later, the baby dragon opened its eyes.

	“Please tell me that’s you in there, Xenon,” Steele said, his breath catching.

	The little dragon’s mouth opened slowly, awkwardly, as though it had to learn from scratch which muscles made speech possible.

	“It... is...” the dragon muttered.

	Learning to Walk, Then Run

	“I can’t believe that worked…” Steele said, breathless.

	“I’m not sure it did... I’m completely blind!” Xenon’s new voice was a deep, guttural rasp, filled with panic.

	“That’s me. You’re not blind,” Steele replied, keeping his hand raised to maintain the shroud of darkness. “Let’s get out of here before the mother comes back. Follow the sound of my footsteps.”

	The baby dragon pushed itself up on four spindly, uncoordinated legs and lurched toward the sound of Steele’s voice.

	“That’s it. This way,” Steele urged.

	“What did you put me in...? This feels weird...” Xenon muttered, his claws clicking awkwardly against the volcanic rock.

	“A baby dragon,” Steele said. “I’m keeping it dark until we’re clear of the nest.”

	“Not as good as a full-grown one... but it’ll do.”

	“Try not to be too loud. The mother is out there somewhere.”

	Xenon let out a raspy huff. “Boy, would you be in a pickle... if she came back.”

	“At least you’ll be well taken care of,” Steele replied with a grim laugh. “All the sheep you can eat until you’re full grown.”

	“Sounds like heaven...”

	They reached the rocks where Aywin and Kora were crouching. Steele grabbed one of the small spikes on Xenon’s head and guided him into the shadow of the outcrop.

	“Alright, sit,” Steele whispered. The baby dragon collapsed into the ash. “Watch your eyes, the light’s coming back.”

	Steele lowered his hand, letting the artificial darkness dissolve.

	“Thanks for the heads up,” Kora whispered.

	They sat in silence, staring at Xenon’s new form.

	An angry, piercing roar echoed from the nest, followed by the heavy thump of massive wings taking flight.

	“Looks like she noticed you’re missing,” Steele whispered. He waited until the sound faded. “Let’s try to sneak out of here.”

	Xenon nodded.

	“You won’t have an easy time sneaking,” Aywin said, looking at Xenon. “You’re bright red. You stand out like a sore thumb.”

	Xenon extended his wings, tilting his head to look at them. “Sure enough.” He pulled one wing down, inspecting the membrane. “Such an amazing creature. Look at the intricacies of the blood vessels in this webbing!”

	“Admire yourself later,” Steele said. “Let’s get to the boat before someone else gets killed.”

	Steele untied the scarf containing the dead fox from his own back. He showed it to Xenon, then draped it over the baby dragon’s shoulders and tied it between his wings.

	“Mmm, roasted fox... a little snack for the road,” Xenon whispered with a toothy grin.

	“That’s dark,” Kora said.

	“It’s a strange thing to stare at your own dead body. I’ve done it at least a hundred times now, though. I’m used to it.” Xenon used his snout to nudge the small leather pouch from the fox’s neck, draping the straps over his new back. “And let’s just say I’m not the type to let perfectly good meat go to waste.”

	“I guess it’s not technically cannibalism?” Steele asked.

	“Auto-cannibalism. Different body though, doesn’t count. Can I get some help with these straps?”

	Steele reached down and tightened the pouch beneath the dragon’s chest. Kora peeked over the rocks, then signaled for them to move.

	The Guardian Returns

	They had only made it a few hundred paces toward the beach when a shadow swept over the ridge. The large black male dragon from earlier banked overhead, orange eyes locking onto the group, then folded its wings and dived.

	“Great, we’ve got company...” Steele said. There was nowhere to hide.

	The dragon slammed into the ground a few paces ahead of them, kicking up a choking cloud of ash. It puffed out its chest, head held high, pinning them against the cliffside.

	“We don’t want a fight!” Steele shouted, drawing his blade. He held it out, trying to project more confidence than he had. The dragon let out a derisive snort, blowing hot air from its nostrils.

	“I don’t think he’s buying it,” Aywin said.

	The dragon advanced. Every step sent tremors through the ground. Kora stepped up beside Steele, her daggers spinning in a lethal, levitating blur. “Ya better back off!”

	The dragon merely drew a deep breath, its throat beginning to glow with an amber light.

	“Get ready to run!” Aywin shouted. He slammed the base of his staff into the volcanic rock, pouring everything he had into the earth below. The ground beneath the dragon’s front claws gave way. A sinkhole opened, and the beast lurched forward, its neck catching on the rim before it could fall entirely.

	“Run! While it’s down!”

	They bolted for the trail leading to the beach. Behind them, the dragon roared in fury, clawing its way out of the earth. Within seconds, it was airborne again. It hovered briefly before diving, its massive claws outstretched.

	“He just won’t give up!” Kora swung her arms, sending the daggers whistling through the air. The dragon tilted its head at the last second, and the blades glanced harmlessly off its armored neck plates.

	As the beast prepared to slam into them, Steele planted his feet and swung his blade with a desperate roar. A burst of pressurized wind erupted from the riftglass within the steel, hitting the dragon like a freight train and sending it spiraling back onto its side.

	“Go!” Aywin shouted.

	They scrambled down the trail, but the dragon was already righting itself, limping after them with a dogged, wobbly persistence. It was gaining.

	Thinking fast, Xenon tilted his head back and let out the loudest, most piercing cry his new lungs could manage.

	The effect was instantaneous. From high above the ash clouds, the mother dragon swooped down like a falling star. She saw the male chasing her baby and slammed into him with the force of an avalanche. She sank her teeth into his wing, dragging him into the air.

	The two titans clashed in the sky. Every impact sounded like a bomb going off, and the beat of their wings sent sonic booms echoing across the ridges.

	Steele’s party didn’t wait to watch. They sprinted for the beach, shoved the rowboat into the surf, and began to paddle with everything they had. Behind them, the sky was a chaos of fire and scales.

	“Smart thinking calling for reinforcements,” Kora panted as they reached the deep water.

	“Looks like the expedition went well!” Captain Taavo shouted down from the deck of the Scarlet Lotus.

	“Barely!” Steele yelled back.

	“Let’s get you up and get out of here before they come this way!”

	They reached the ladder and scrambled aboard, the anchor already rising as the ship prepared to flee the smoking shores of Salamander Isle.

	Back on the Scarlet Lotus

	As the Scarlet Lotus turned toward open sea, Salamander Isle faded behind them. The warring dragons dwindled to distant specks before vanishing into the rolling ash.

	“He’s smaller than I expected,” Captain Taavo noted, glancing down at Xenon. The dragon’s back barely reached the captain’s knees.

	“We came this close to getting a big one,” Kora said, making a pinching gesture with two fingers.

	“He’ll grow... hopefully,” Steele said.

	The captain looked at the small, red-scaled creature. “Did you need any special accommodations?”

	“I’m fine, thanks,” Xenon replied, his new voice vibrating deep in his chest.

	Taavo gave a stiff nod. He tucked a hand into his jacket and walked slowly toward the wheel, his eyes scanning the deck and the rigging as he resumed his command.

	“We should talk...” Aywin said quietly, standing near the railing.

	Xenon turned his orange eyes toward him. “We should.”

	“Before you died, you said you hired the mercenaries that killed my grandfather,” Aywin began, his voice trembling despite his efforts to stay calm. “Why?”

	“I did it to prevent anyone from making the same mistake as me,” Xenon replied bluntly.

	“What do you mean?”

	“That facility contained the knowledge to reopen the rift that caused the cataclysm over a thousand years ago,” Xenon explained. His vertical pupils narrowed. “The eluna levels on Aethra dropped low enough that the facility’s shields began to fail. I couldn’t allow Zare or anyone else to get hold of that power and repeat the mistakes of the past.”

	He looked out at the dark water. “I didn’t know the mercenaries would kill anyone. I am deeply sorry, Aywin. I wish I could go back and do things differently.”

	“When we were standing outside your hut after we chased them...” Aywin’s voice broke. “They had just delivered the blueprints. You paid them. They were still there, weren’t they? Hiding in the shadows while we talked to you?”

	“Yes,” Xenon answered. “I didn’t know they had killed your grandfather at the time.”

	He said it plainly, as though stripping the explanation down to fact might keep it from becoming worse. It did not.

	A single tear ran down Aywin’s face, catching the light of the setting sun.

	“Sometimes I wonder why we trust you,” Aywin said, grief and sudden doubt bleeding into every word. “You were probably just using us to get a dragon this whole time.”

	“That’s not true,” Xenon insisted, taking a step toward him on unsteady claws. “I am not perfect, Aywin. I have made more mistakes than any living creature could count. But the story I told you about wiping out civilization and trying to undo the damage is true.”

	Xenon bowed his head. “I don’t expect to be forgiven. I will do everything in my power to fix the mistakes I can for as long as I am alive. But... I’m sorry. Bringing your grandfather back to life is not something I have the power to do.”

	Aywin did not look at Xenon when he spoke. “I guess we’ll find out,” he said, wiping his face with his sleeve. “If you disappear back to your lab the minute we hit the docks in Umbria, we’ll know it was all a lie.”

	Aywin didn’t wait for a response. He turned and walked down the stairs, disappearing into the belly of the ship.

	Steele watched him go and did not follow. The deck felt strangely bare without him, as if something had shifted out of place the moment he left.

	Xenon stayed at the rail, small in his stolen red body, saying nothing.

	“That was a hell of a thing to wait until now to mention,” Steele said at last.

	Xenon lowered his head. “I know.”

	“No,” Steele said quietly. “I don’t think you do.” He rested both hands on the railing, staring out into the dark. “We followed you. I followed you. To Umbria. Onto a ship. Across half the world. And all that time you were carrying around the fact that the men who killed his grandfather were your men.”

	“They were mercenaries I hired for a retrieval, not an assassination.”

	Kora let out a sharp breath through her nose. “That distinction matters a lot more to you than it does to Aywin.”

	Xenon did not answer.

	For a moment there was only the sea. Black water, creaking rigging, wind against sailcloth. Steele could still remember Aywin standing over his grandfather’s body on the temple steps, trying to stay upright because there had been too much to do to let himself fall apart.

	“I don’t know what to do with this,” Steele said. “You’re useful. You know more than any of us. You might be the only reason we have a chance of stopping any of this.” He finally looked over at Xenon. “But if there’s more you haven’t told us yet, I need to know now. Because I don’t think this group survives another surprise like that.”

	Xenon’s tail curled once around his feet. “There are things I regret,” he said. “Far too many. But I am not lying to you about the larger matter. I want to stop what is coming. I want to undo what I can.”

	“That’s not the same as trust,” Steele said.

	“No,” Xenon replied. “It isn’t.”

	The ship rolled gently beneath them. No one spoke.

	Kora folded her arms against the cold wind. “Well, now ya know where we stand.”

	“I won’t betray you like that,” Xenon replied.

	No one had anything else to say after that. Kora rubbed at her eyes and jerked her head toward the stairs.

	“I’m going below to get some sleep before I say something meaner than I mean to,” she muttered.

	Steele lingered one second longer, looking at Xenon as if trying to decide whether there was still a person there worth trusting. Then he turned and followed Kora down into the ship, leaving Xenon alone with the dark water and the sound of the hull cutting through it.

	Borrowed Wings

	Xenon stood at the bow, staring at the horizon, when a seagull dropped onto the railing beside him and began tilting its head with the blank intensity only seagulls manage. Xenon tossed a scrap of food onto the deck. While the bird was distracted, he spread his wings around it, pressed the device to its side, and triggered the transfer. The seagull didn’t fly away. It paced the deck in a slow circle, occasionally opening its beak as though trying to produce fire.

	“Sorry your new accommodations aren’t as nice,” Xenon said to the seagull.

	The bird paced the deck once, stopped, then tilted its head at the world with a look that read less like instinct than disorientation. Xenon watched it without saying anything else.
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	Pronunciation Guide

	Characters

	Steele — STEEL

	Aywin — AYA-win

	Kora — KOR-ah

	Xenon — ZEE-non

	Valence — VAL-ence

	Rydel — RY-del

	Ariel — AIR-ee-el

	Kharis — KAR-iss

	Folen — FOH-len

	Eldar — EL-dar

	Morleth — MOR-leth

	Cyril — SEAR-il

	Durmond — DUR-mond

	Elisia — e-LEE-sia

	Lazarus — LAZ-ah-russ

	Reigea — rey-GEE-ah

	Jemna — JEM-nah

	Ialerin — Ay-LER-rin

	Ganor — GAN-or

	Taavo — TAH-voh

	Herrick — HAIR-ik

	Sutnick — SUT-nik

	Arkhor — ARK-or

	Zhou — ZO

	Izzu — IZ-oo

	Dimia — DIM-ee-ah

	Nara — NAR-ah

	Tannus — TAN-us

	Thap’tor — THAP-tore

	Brax — Br-AXE

	Places

	Aethra — AE-thrah

	Adesa — ah-DEH-sah

	Umbria — UM-bree-ah

	Zare — (Like “Dare”)

	Sobex — SOH-bex

	Lumen — LOO-men

	Imra — IM-rah

	Soho — SOH-hoh

	Xilna — ZIL-nah

	Viran — VIR-an

	Saline — SAY-leen

	Mythra — MITH-rah

	Osra — OZ-rah

	World Terms

	Eluna — eh-LOO-nah

	Riftglass — RIFT-glass

	Deajor — DAY-jor

	Spectra — SPEC-trah

	Veilsteel — VALE-steel

	Kembri — KEM-bree
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